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Life and Death 

 

Life, death – death, life; the words have led for ages 

Our thought and consciousness and firmly seemed 

Two opposites; but now long-hidden pages 

Are opened, liberating truths undreamed. 

Life only is, or death is life disguised, -  

Life a short death until by Life we are surprised. 

 

Sri Aurobindo 

 

 

 

 

 

Foreword 

This work is a spiralling movement of experience which demonstrates how it is possible to 

hold opposites together. By combining the discourse of holistic science with the creative art 

of storytelling I explore the idea of the simultaneity of life and death, emerging into a space 

of creative tension where our idea of ‘reality’ is transformed. 



6 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Life and Death .................................................................................................................................... 5 

Foreword ............................................................................................................................................ 5 

Table of Figures .................................................................................................................................. 7 

Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................................ 8 

Preface ................................................................................................................................................ 9 

INTRODUCTION – Beginning again ................................................................................................... 11 

Finding our ground... ..................................................................................................................... 12 

Stepping into the movement ........................................................................................................ 13 

Appearance of opposites .............................................................................................................. 15 

Unity of opposites ......................................................................................................................... 17 

Dialectics ....................................................................................................................................... 19 

FIRST MOVEMENT – How does holistic science contribute to the movement of opposites? ......... 23 

Holistic science and the movement of opposites ......................................................................... 24 

Goethean Science & phenomenology .......................................................................................... 26 

Perception ..................................................................................................................................... 28 

Moving on ..................................................................................................................................... 31 

SECOND MOVEMENT - A hidden myth in holistic science? ............................................................. 33 

A distorted mythology?................................................................................................................. 34 

The hidden myth in Holistic science ............................................................................................. 35 

THIRD MOVEMENT – Princess Sophia and the riddle of life and death ........................................... 37 

FOURTH MOVEMENT – Bringing the myth of holistic science to life ............................................... 57 

Opening to paradox ...................................................................................................................... 58 

The scientific paradox of the pattern that connects..................................................................... 60 

Taking the myth of holistic science forward ................................................................................. 61 

FIFTH MOVEMENT – Ending to begin again ..................................................................................... 65 



7 

 

Where we are, differently - the transformative potential of paradox ......................................... 66 

The BOTH/AND way ...................................................................................................................... 67 

Holding paradox – the ‘pattern that connects’ ............................................................................. 68 

Holistic epistemology .................................................................................................................... 69 

Returning to come back, going backwards to return... ................................................................ 70 

Living the myth as a Phenomenological Global Citizen ................................................................ 72 

Gateway ............................................................................................................................................ 75 

Bibliography...................................................................................................................................... 76 

 

 

Table of Figures 

 

Figure 1: Visual representation of dialectic process ............................................................................. 21 

Figure 2: A visual representation of separation and wholeness of two phenomena. .......................... 28 

Figure 3: Black and white patches ........................................................................................................ 29 

Figure 4: Two phenomena coming into relationship - EITHER/OR and BOTH/AND ............................. 60 

Figure 5: Duck/Rabbit ........................................................................................................................... 63 

Figure 6: The creative space between phenomena .............................................................................. 68 

 

 

Spiral Movements 

Each ‘movement’ of this dissertation is represented by the image of an evolving spiral - from a 

starting point, through thesis and antithesis to synthesis (for a deeper explanation see pages 20-21), 

continuing onwards beyond this work ad infinitum. These images are an attempt to capture the 

movement of my ideas; mirroring the dynamic, spiralling nature of the Universe.

file:///F:/Dropbox/Common%20work/Dissertation%20-%20bookends7b.doc%23_Toc396222658
file:///F:/Dropbox/Common%20work/Dissertation%20-%20bookends7b.doc%23_Toc396222659
file:///F:/Dropbox/Common%20work/Dissertation%20-%20bookends7b.doc%23_Toc396222660
file:///F:/Dropbox/Common%20work/Dissertation%20-%20bookends7b.doc%23_Toc396222661
file:///F:/Dropbox/Common%20work/Dissertation%20-%20bookends7b.doc%23_Toc396222662
file:///F:/Dropbox/Common%20work/Dissertation%20-%20bookends7b.doc%23_Toc396222663


8 

 

Acknowledgements 

Thank you to my wonderful husband for his unending support; he is my rock, and words are 

unable to express my deep, deep gratitude for his loving presence in my life.  

 

I am also indebted to the ‘silent ones’ – granite, stones, sacred circles and temples across 

Britain and beyond, which have supported me faithfully my whole life. I am also grateful to 

beautiful Gaia and the Cosmos for guiding me, and teaching me so much.  

 

Thank you also to the Schumacher College, staff, fellow students, alumni and short course 

participants for the love and support they gave me throughout this transformational year. In 

particular, I’d like to extend a massive thank you to Stephan Harding and Philip Frances for 

being such inspirational teachers and for being so encouraging and supportive. I would also 

like to thank Martha Blassnigg for her great questions and enlightening conversations! 

 

Thank you, finally, to my family and friends for their love and support, and for teaching me 

so much. I am incredibly grateful.  



9 

 

Preface 

I arrived at Schumacher College carrying a question that had dominated my entire life - why 

does there appear to be so much conflict in the world? This idea of conflict had been an 

integral part of my life for as long as I can remember; witnessing arguments between people 

at home, school and work, seeing crises reported daily in the news across all genres of life – 

all seemingly caused by the clash of opposing viewpoints.   

 

When I arrived at Schumacher, I had been working for the majority of my adult career in the 

counselling, mediation and therapeutic professions, and while these fields offered excellent 

tools to help mediate between opposing viewpoints, I felt that there was more to be 

discovered. Everywhere I looked in Nature I saw opposite forces dancing together in 

relationship – night and day, light and dark, life and death. I was certain that Nature was 

showing me something deeply profound, yet I couldn’t see any way of addressing this with 

my current way of knowing the world. Feeling extremely frustrated with life at that time, I 

applied for the MSc in holistic science. 

 

From the moment the course began, I was taken on an incredibly intense and 

transformational journey. Few of my old beliefs were left unchallenged and many were 

completely renewed. With my basic assumptions of reality and perception of the world 

changed, I found myself in a position where I was able to see opposites from a different 

perspective and thereby come into relationship with ‘conflict’, differently.  

 

In this dissertation I invite you, the reader, to join me on this journey, exploring through the 

discourse of holistic science the idea of opposites; making movements towards creating a 

different relationship with them, moving deep into the heart of paradox itself.   

 

“The major problems in the world are the result of differences between how 

nature works and the way people think.” 

Gregory Bateson 



10 

 

 



11 

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION – Beginning again 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“[...] the alternative would be a shift of our ways of seeing that would affirm 

the complexities and mutual integration of both sides of an interface.” 

Gregory Bateson  
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Finding our ground... 

Welcome to a journey into the heart of opposites through the discourse of holistic science. 

Every second of every day we find ourselves in relationship with opposing forces - life and 

death, day and night, self and other. Nature beautifully demonstrates the flow of life into 

death, day into night; holding all expressions of opposites together, flowing from one state 

to another, always changing, constantly moving. We are creatures of Nature, formed of 

matter; requiring matter in the form of air, food and drink in order to survive. Paradoxically, 

we also live in an intangible world of dreams, desires, hopes and fears.  

 

Over thousands of years, as creatures of Nature, we have endeavoured to understand our 

place in the universe in a myriad of ways including philosophy, spirituality and, at least in 

our own culture, the discoveries of science. Science has given us wonderful gifts; the ability 

to fly to the moon, send a satellite into deep space and take a submarine to the darkest 

depths of the ocean. Until the beginning of the 1900s science (and culture) was based on 

certainty; logic, knowledge and the ability to predict the future through mathematics (Peat 

2002, p.189). We were passive observers, able to predict and create order through 

Newtonian science. However, new discoveries in quantum physics in the 20th century shook 

science to its core as the classical idea of a solid, common sense world began to crumble; as 

did our own perception of reality and subsequent cultural norms. As quantum physics and 

the theory of chaos and complexity revealed to us an ever-changing, paradoxical world 

within which we are participants, science underwent a significant change and today, 

according to physicist F. David Peat, “our world is more tentative and open to doubt and 

uncertainty.” (2002, p.97)  

 

According to Peat, until the 20th century, science believed in the “parsimony of the universe 

and applied Occam’s razor1.” (2002, p.133) This theory dictates that there is only one right 

theory and every choice should be judged as either good or bad. However, the discoveries 

                                                           
1
 Occam’s razor states that in the face of alternative explanations one should accept the explanation that is simplest and 

most direct. 
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of chaos theory2 during the 1960s showed us that we can never know the universe fully and 

totally. Chaos theory revealed that nothing in existence was predictable; and pointed to the 

idea that we must learn to live in an everyday reality which we ordinarily perceive to be 

fixed and replete with opposites, while at the same time living with a measure of 

uncertainty, paradox and ambiguity.  

 

Stepping into the movement 

It is the movement into this delicate space of tension where I position my enquiry; setting 

out to discover how we, as human beings, can gently hold a traditional fixed view of reality – 

i.e., life is separate and opposite to death – and somehow join with an uncertain, complex 

and dynamic world. Using the discourse of holistic science as my Sherpa, I take us on a 

spiralling movement through the appearance and unity of opposites, followed by an 

exploration of the movement of opposites through an experience of systems theory, 

Goethean Science, perception, and quantum physics. At the end of the ‘first movement’ we 

are able to switch our awareness to see interrelations between phenomena, providing us 

with the opportunity to see differently that which was already there; inviting us to 

rediscover a reality which is paradoxically separated, yet whole.  

 

At this point, the ground is prepared for the ‘second movement’ within which I introduce 

the idea that the simultaneity of life and death (or indeed any opposite force) and the 

message of relationship therein, lies as a hidden, archetypal quality within the teachings of 

holistic science itself. While Peat laments that the uncertainty discovered during the 20th 

century through quantum theory and chaos theory means “that there are no all-

encompassing statements to make or great contemporary myths to relate” (2002, p.98), I 

posit that the discourse of holistic science carries an implicit mythical message which is now 

ripe for expression at this time in our collective human history, and, through creative 

                                                           
2
 Chaos theory has revealed that the idea of predictability in any system is the exception rather than the rule, showing that 

the universe is a vibrant, chaotic, interconnected and complex system which contains definite self-organising patterns; i.e., 

form emerging through complex relationships. Chaotic systems, (weather, stock market, heartbeat), are incredibly 

sensitive to even the tiniest changes in their controlling factors. Responding to context, chaotic systems move from 

disequilibrium to order without being able to predict the order from the outset, expressing themselves creatively in an 

eternal dance/relationship between order and chaos. 
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expression in the form of a mythological story, I hope to be able to uncover this myth, 

making it explicit.   

 

As the exploration of my question requires an opening of the mind to be able to hold 

divergent and opposing elements at the same time, in the ‘third movement’ I embrace 

Peat’s lament and take us on a mythological journey into the heart of holistic science, to 

discover through its discourse, how it is possible to hold multiple perspectives 

simultaneously. I have chosen to write a story in order to make accessible ideas within the 

discourse of holistic science that might not ordinarily be possible in our day-to-day view of 

reality or practice of science. Indeed, using art to explore science is not new, and 

throughout history novels have been written to convey alternative ideas3 in an engaging and 

accessible way.   

 

Finally, in the fourth and fifth movements I bring us to the creative place of paradox where 

life and death meet. At this point I discuss how it might be possible to move comfortably 

within the paradox of life, holding opposites, and what implications this might have for 

humanity’s collective future. On our journey we discover that nothing is ever complete, and 

so we move into a ‘new beginning’, carrying our learning into a world that looks the same, 

yet different; mirroring the spiralling and flowing nature of the universe itself.   

 

This work is particularly inspired by the anthropologist and systems theorist, Gregory 

Bateson, whose work challenges people to think in new ways about their place within the 

natural world. In addition, I was motivated by the work of philosophers and scientists 

including Henri Bortoft, Malcolm Hollick, David Bohm, F. David Peat, and Christian de 

Quincey, becoming interested in the area of human perception and humankind’s 

relationship with the world. 

                                                           
3
 French astronomer and author Camille Flammarion (1842 – 1925) wrote several notable science fiction novels. ‘Lumen’ 

was initially published in 1872, and within this work Flammarion speculates on the relative nature of space and time, 

describing sentient beings on ‘unheard of worlds’ linked by psychic bonds that draw souls into successive reincarnations 

across the abyss of intergalactic time and space.    
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To explore my question I will be carrying out a phenomenological4 enquiry. Entering into a 

relationship with the idea of life and death, free of any preconceptions and assumptions, I 

endeavour to remain open to each phenomenon as it presents itself. By moving between 

objective (theory) and subjective (story) ways of knowing, I offer an invitation to see 

scientific evidence differently, creating a space for the hidden myth within holistic science to 

emerge.   

 

I believe that my question is worth investigating further because the idea of ‘seeing 

differently’, and thereby being in a position to ‘resolve’ perceived ‘conflict’ through an 

ability to hold opposites, could prove to be extremely beneficial at this time of global crisis 

and challenges across the world – particularly within science, education, the environment, 

politics and social structures.  

 

Appearance of opposites 

My aim in this dissertation is to enquire how it might be possible to hold two seemingly 

diametrically opposing ideas, life and death, simultaneously through the discourse of holistic 

science. Firstly, however, we must understand why we perceive opposites at all, and why 

they are important in our day to day experience of the world. Indeed, opposites are 

required for the definition and identification of all things; for instance, I cannot know night 

unless I experience its counterpart – day. Lucy Huskinson, philosopher and depth 

psychologist with specific expertise in Nietzsche and Jung and the role of conflicting 

impulses that underpin their models of self states that; “Something is determined as what it 

is in relation to what it is not.” (2004, p.3) Opposing elements define one another; they 

cannot be separated because they entail one another. Although opposing forces are 

intimately connected, they remain, says Huskinson, “[...] at all times, at an 

incommensurable distance from one another in a relationship defined by contradiction.” 

                                                           
4 German philosopher, Martin Heidegger, describes phenomenology as the attempt “to let that which shows itself be seen 

from itself in the very way in which it shows itself from itself.” Philosopher of science, Henri Bortoft (2012), describes 
phenomenology as “a shift of attention within experience, which draws attention back from what is experienced into the 
experiencing of what is experienced.” Johann Goethe (1749 – 1832) was a philosopher and originator of Goethean Science 
which later became known as Phenomenology.  
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(2004, p.6)  Huskinson also points out that there is no primary member in a pair of 

opposites, that a third point of reference is required to validate the two sides, and that:  

 

[...]opposites, by definition, remain in a relationship of conflict and total difference; the one 
exists because it is essentially not the other; to reduce them to commensurable terms and to 
attribute greater qualitative value to one side is absurd.” (2004, p.6) 

 

To highlight Huskinson’s point about opposites remaining in ‘conflict’ and ‘total difference’ 

Sogyal Rinpoche in his book entitled ‘The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying’ says;  

 

When I first came to the West, I was shocked by the contrast between the attitudes to death 
I had been brought up with, and those I now found. For all its technological achievements, 
modern Western society has no real understanding of death...I learned that people today 
are taught to deny death, and taught that it means nothing but annihilation and loss. That 
means that most of the world lives either in denial of death or in terror of it. (1996, p.7)  

 

As Rinpoche highlights, the West appears to have a conflicted relationship with death; 

choosing to focus instead on its opposite state, life. Indeed, Holly G Prigerson and Paul K 

Maciejewski in their paper entitled ‘Grief and acceptance as opposite sides of the same 

coin” speak of death as being an objectionable reality, and invite investigation into “[...]how 

people grapple with objectionable realities such as their own or a close other’s death.” 

(2008, p.435) Within the same paper, they ask “[...] how the mind comes to accept events 

and circumstances that it finds wholly unacceptable.”  

 

Opposites are integral to our existence; black and white, day and night, winter and summer. 

However, I posit that, in the West, we appear not to assign equal importance to certain 

opposites. For instance, it is generally accepted that day flows into night, and night into day, 

but, as Rinpoche implies, we fail to acknowledge the flow of life into death. Indeed as 

Prigerson and Maciejewski highlight, people find death an ‘objectionable reality’ and ‘wholly 

unacceptable’. I have therefore chosen to explore how it might be possible for human 

beings to experience the simultaneity of life and death, as I am absolutely intrigued by what 

happens when we live in a polarised view of reality and deny an opposite’s counterpart; 

wondering what implications this may have for our relationships with each other and the 

world at large.  
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As if in answer to my curiosity, Gregory Bateson, anthropologist and cyberneticist, says: 

“Civilisation is in trouble unless we can accept the fact of our dying.” (1979, p.201) In 

addition Rinpoche states (1996, p.8), “I have come to realise that the disastrous effects of 

the denial of death go far beyond the individual: They affect the whole planet.” Similarly, 

Huskinson, paraphrases the psychologists Nietzche and Jung; “When opposites fail to 

synthesise5, or when only one opposite in the pair is present, Nietzsche and Jung warn of 

impending psychological damage.” (2004, p.3) She continues by stating, that for Nietzsche 

and Jung, “[...]the self becomes whole when it dynamically synthesises its antithetical 

psychological material.” (2004, p.3) 

 

To begin to address the problems resulting from a reluctance/inability to accept an 

opposite’s counterpart, Bateson (1979, p.201) states that we need to, “[...]dream the other 

side of every phenomenon to coax creativity into clarity and become aware of our next 

step.” I wonder, therefore, if it is possible through holistic science to not only “dream” 

(perceive) the “other side” (opposite) of phenomenon, no matter how difficult that may be, 

but also whether by doing this it is possible move through and beyond contrast and conflict 

to create a new relationship with our lived experience, “Seeing beyond presuppositions and 

partial/narrow views to which we habitually and often unknowingly cling.”(Hayward 1991)  

 

Unity of opposites 

Throughout history there have been philosophers, scientists and artists who have suggested 

the co-existence of opposites; pointing to the cyclical and paradoxical nature of life where 

both statements are true at the same time, providing a way of understanding something in 

its entirety. The unity of opposites was first suggested by Heraclitus (circa 535-475 BC), a 

pre-Socratic Greek philosopher, who famously stated that everything is in constant flux and 

used the succession of opposites as a base for change: “Cold things grow hot, a hot thing 

cold, a moist thing withers, a parched thing is wetted” (Miller 2011, p.14). A single object 

persists through these opposite properties and therefore continually undergoes change.  

 

                                                           
5
 See pages 20-21 for further information concerning the term ‘synthesis’. 
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Turning to the 20th Century, the idea of unity of opposites can be seen in the phenomenon 

of ‘quantum superposition’, which describes the nature and behaviour of quantum particles 

to occupy all possible quantum states simultaneously. The principle of superposition claims 

that while we do not know what the state of any object is, it is actually in all possible states 

simultaneously, as long as we do not look. It is the act of measuring that causes the particle 

to be limited to a single possibility. This idea of unity of opposites can be discovered in Erwin 

Schrödinger’s thought experiment ‘Schrödinger’s Cat’. (Sabbadini, Mind in Nature short 

course) In 1935, Schrödinger proposed the following thought experiment. His idea was to 

place a living cat into a steel chamber, along with a device containing a vial of hydrocyanic 

acid. In the chamber there is a very small amount of radioactive substance. Even if a single 

atom of the substance decays during the test period, a relay mechanism will trip a hammer, 

which will break the vial and kill the cat. The observer cannot know whether or not an atom 

of the substance has decayed, and cannot know whether the cat has been killed. Since we 

cannot know, the cat is both dead and alive in a superposition of states. Only when the box 

is opened can we learn whether the cat is alive or dead. This is sometimes called quantum 

indeterminacy or the observer’s paradox, which is also illustrated in Thomas Young’s (1773-

1829) famous double-slit experiment (see pages 60-61 for further information).  

 

Another example of the unity of opposites, this time from poetry, is the work by Rumi 

entitled ‘Admit It and Change Everything’6. In this poem, Rumi is prompting the reader’s 

mind to bend slightly, to contain divergent and opposing elements at the same time. This 

creates a momentary experience of integration, a transcendence of boundaries and union. 

While on the surface, we see opposites and contradiction everywhere, if we allow ourselves 

to move into a different way of seeing, opposites can be found to co-exist. So we can 

therefore say that opposites exist, and unity exists. Both statements are simultaneously 

true; a coexistence of opposites – unity containing duality and duality reflecting unity.  

Another example of the coexistence of opposites can be discovered in modern art; Tom 

Young who is interested in the coexistence of opposites through layers of time7, and Davide  

                                                           
6
 http://www.deepspirits.com/life-changing-arts/books/great-poems/admit-it-change-everything.php 

7
 http://www.saatchiart.com/account/profile/549838_ 

http://www.deepspirits.com/life-changing-arts/books/great-poems/admit-it-change-everything.php
http://www.saatchiart.com/account/profile/549838_


19 

 

 

Zuccho who explores the meeting point between opposing forces8; for example finding 

harmony between good and evil.  

 

Dialectics 

The idea of the unity of opposites can also be discovered in the philosophy of dialectics9, 

which is a method for resolving disagreement used in philosophy and science. It is often 

viewed as a method of thinking which overcomes formal dualism (which perceives opposites 

as mutually exclusive entities) and monism (which finds each to be an epiphenomenon of 

the other). Dialectics requires focus on both phenomena at the same time in order to 

transcend opposites; requiring a leap of the imagination to a third, creative space.  

 

Henri Bortoft, philosopher of science, speaks about dialectics in relation to the British 

mathematician and scientist JG Bennett: 

 

[...]the attempt to hold opposites together at the same time - i.e., not oscillating from one to 
the other - was a key to transformation of psychological life to a greater degree of freedom 
in which real choice and action (instead of just reaction) becomes possible. As he put it, we 
have to try to hold ‘yes’ and ‘no’ together at the same time10.  
 
 
 
 

While many methods of dialectical reasoning have emerged throughout history11, Bortoft 

continues to say that Bennett believed the basis of Jacob Boehme’s Realdialectik was the 

                                                           
8
 http://www.woostercollective.com/post/davide-zucco-aka-rekal-the-as-to-our-qs 

9
 Dialectics is a method for resolving disagreement that has been central to European and Indian philosophy since 

antiquity. The word dialectic originated in ancient Greece, and was made popular by Plato in the Socratic dialogues. The 

dialectical method is discourse between two or more people holding differing points of view about a subject, who wish to 

establish a truth guided by reasoned discussion - http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/dialectic  

10
 Bortoft, H. The Transformation of Paradox – Holistic Science Journal, Volume 1, Issue 1 

11
 Different forms of dialectical reasoning include; Socratic method, Hindu, Buddhist, Hegelian Dialectics, Marxist, 

Talmudic, and Neo-orthodoxy  

http://www.woostercollective.com/post/davide-zucco-aka-rekal-the-as-to-our-qs
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/dialectic
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insight that “In yes and no all things consist”, which importantly, does not reduce down to 

“all things consist of yes and no12.”  

 

The dialectical method involves thesis, antithesis and synthesis; i.e., a way of looking to 

transcend opposites (antithesis and thesis) by combining components or elements to form a 

connected whole (synthesis). The antithesis and thesis both have something in common, 

and an understanding of the parts requires an understanding of their relationship with the 

whole system; viewing the whole of reality as an evolving process. For example, in quantum 

physics, the superposition principle can be creatively discussed using the dialectical method 

of thinking. Likewise, in biology, researchers Richard Levins (a mathematical ecologist) and 

Richard Lewontin (evolutionary biologist) approach biological research dialectically, 

focussing on the ‘whole’ rather than the ‘parts’ – “[...]part makes the whole, and whole 

makes the part.” (Levins & Lewontin 2009, p.272)  They posit that a biological system is a 

collection of heterogeneous parts which contribute to the character of the whole, and at the 

same time, the whole has an existence independent of the parts and feeds back to affect 

and determine the nature of the parts. This back-and-forth (dialectic) of causation, implies a 

dynamic process. 

 

In order to support my movement of thought through this work, I have chosen to underpin 

my dissertation with the framework of dialectics; thesis (appearance and unity of 

opposites), antithesis (theory of holistic science) and synthesis (combining elements from 

thesis and antithesis into a mythological story). I shall be using Bortoft’s understanding as 

detailed above, and in his paper ‘The Transformation of Paradox’13.  

 

Through my own journey with holistic science, I see dialectics as an organic, holistic and 

fluid process where I imagine the evolution of the universe taking the form of a cosmic 

spiral, winding around the origin, while moving ever further from that point. The spiral 

moves (thesis), connecting with the antithesis, growing and evolving together to be held in 

                                                           
12

 Bortoft, H. The Transformation of Paradox – Holistic Science Journal, Volume 1, Issue 1 

13
 Ibid 
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synthesis, and so on. Each iteration of the cycle represents a new and creative synthesis 

being formed at a ‘higher state’ of evolution than the previous14. (See Figure 1)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In a similar fashion, the great wisdom traditions such as Tibetan Buddhism, Taoism, Zen 

Buddhism, tell us that life and death are not separate, but are part of one spiralling, 

unbroken unfolding. Indeed in modern Western science, physicist David Bohm through his 

experimental research has also described reality as “[...]unbroken wholeness in flowing 

movement” (Rinpoche 1996, p.341). Sogyal Rinpoche, author of the aforementioned book 

continues this idea by stating;   

 

                                                           
14

 I hope to communicate to the reader that the way I understand Dialectics is not the same as our modern-day, problem-

reaction-solution, which is linear and mechanistic in its approach, based on what is known as Hegelian Dialectics. I aim to 

convey the organic, dynamic and holistic nature of Dialectics which has the potential to open both mind and thought to 

creative dialogue. 

Figure 1: Visual representation of dialectic process 
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What we, in our ignorance, call ‘life’, and what we, in our ignorance, call ‘death’, are merely 
different aspects of that wholeness and movement. (1996, p.341) 

 

What Rinpoche is suggesting is that death is a natural part of life, and life is a natural part of 

death; each cannot be known fully without holding a space to know its opposite. Through 

the discourse of holistic science I therefore aim to find out whether it is possible for us to 

hold life and death in comfortable union, where it is possible, to repeat Gregory Bateson’s 

quote on page 17, “[...] to coax creativity into clarity and become aware of our next step.”
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FIRST MOVEMENT – How does holistic science contribute to the 

movement of opposites? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The pathology of wrong thinking in which we all live can only in the end be 

connected by an enormous discovery of those relationships which make up 

the beauty of nature.” 

 

Gregory Bateson 
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Holistic science and the movement of opposites 

As the biologist Brian Goodwin stated in his 1989 lecture entitled ‘Complexity, Creativity and 

Society’ at the Mystics and Scientists conference;  

 

Every once in a while the dialectic of science carries ideas in unexpected directions that 
connect with wider social movements, revealing the deeper relationships between the two. 
Current concerns about health, environment, community structure and quality of life in 
general as opposed to quantity of consumer goods, all reflect shifts of focus from the 
individual to relationships and the collective, the part to the whole, and from control of 

quantity to participation in quality.  (Lorimer 1998, p.149)  
 

The focus on the “individual”, “part” and “quantity” to which Goodwin refers has its origins 

in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries when the Scientific Revolution15 introduced 

major discoveries in physics, astronomy and mathematics by scientists including Galileo, 

Descartes, Bacon and Newton (Capra 1997, p.19), transforming views of society and nature. 

In industrialised society phenomena were increasingly separated, as mind became split from 

body, humans split from nature, objective knowing split from subjective experience. Today 

known as the mechanistic or reductionist worldview, this new scientific method prioritised 

mathematically precise quantitative thinking and “[...]became the basis for new political 

theories, as well as theories for the human mind, knowledge and behaviour from that time 

onwards.” (Hayward 1991, p.62)  

 

However, in his lecture, Goodwin introduced new scientific ideas which originated during 

the 20th century, including systems theory16, phenomenology, applied Goethean Science 

and quantum physics. These discourses pointed not to separation, but to the notion that 

there is a deep interconnection between all phenomena that are continually moving 

between different states.  

                                                           
15

 Precise dates for the Scientific Revolution are disputed, however according to traditional accounts it began in Europe at 

the end of the Renaissance period and lasted until the mid 18
th

 Century.  

16 Systems theory is the transdisciplinary study of the organisation of phenomena, independent of their substance, type or 

spatial/temporal scale of existence. It was first proposed in the 1940’s by biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy who stated that 
“real systems are open to, and interact with, their environments”. This theory was furthered by Ross Ashby in 1956 with 
the publication of his book entitled ‘An Introduction to Cybernetics’.  (http://pespmc1.vub.ac.be/SYSTHEOR.html).  

  

http://pespmc1.vub.ac.be/SYSTHEOR.html
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Indeed, a new language for understanding the complex, highly integrative systems of nature 

began to emerge during the 1900s. Known by various terms including ‘systems theory’, ‘the 

theory of complexity’, ‘non-linear dynamics’, this language has been at the scientific 

forefront of changing worldviews; from mechanistic to ecological (Capra 1997, p.Preface xviii). 

This gradual change in worldview has occurred primarily because the key characteristics of 

systems thinking involves a shift from focussing on the parts, to focussing on the whole – 

“Living systems are integrated wholes whose properties cannot be reduced to those of 

smaller parts.” (Capra 1997, p.36) Their essential, or ‘systemic’, properties are properties of 

the whole which none of the parts have, arising from the ‘organising relations’ of the parts. 

Bateson was among the first to appreciate that there are patterns of organisation and 

relational symmetry evident in all living systems. Through the discipline of cybernetics17 he 

explored how the different parts of each system connected to each other; how they 

communicated and interacted18.  

 

As well as systems theory, additional movements in science and philosophy emerged in the 

industrialised world throughout the 20th century including quantum physics, chaos and 

complexity theory, cognitive neurosciences, consciousness exploration and ecologically 

oriented biology (De Quincey 2011, p.157). From the 1960s onwards, powerful social 

movements swept the industrialised world, with an integrative vision emerging from these, 

“[...]based on the respect of human dignity, the ethics of sustainability and an ecological 

view of the world.” (Capra 2010, p.191) It is also during this time that Bateson’s philosophy 

began to take shape. In his 1966 lecture entitled ‘From Versailles to Cybernetics’, Bateson 

argued that the history of the twentieth century can be perceived as the history of 

malfunctioning relationships caused by reductionist thinking, and for him, cybernetics 

represented the possibility of how humanity can improve relationships by seeing 

interconnectivity; “[...]a means of changing our philosophy of control and a means of seeing 

our own follies in wider perspective.” (Aronson 1987). Indeed, the discourses within holistic 

                                                           
17

 A process aspect of systems thinking introduced by Austrian biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy, cybernetics makes 

feedback loops and other dynamic patterns a central subject of scientific investigation. 

18
 http://choreograph.net/articles/lead-article-an-introduction-to-cybernetic-epistemology-through-the-lens-of-gregory-

bateson-1 

http://choreograph.net/articles/lead-article-an-introduction-to-cybernetic-epistemology-through-the-lens-of-gregory-bateson-1
http://choreograph.net/articles/lead-article-an-introduction-to-cybernetic-epistemology-through-the-lens-of-gregory-bateson-1
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science teach that life can never be lived at one end of the scale. Just as night follows day, 

light gives way to dark, autumn follows summer and life flows into death, dynamic and 

interconnected relationships exist within Nature itself.  

 

Goethean Science & phenomenology 

While reductionist thinking became the preferred way of practicing mainstream science at 

the time of the Scientific Revolution, in the late 1700s poet and scientist, Johann Wolfgang 

Goethe (1749 – 1832) was practicing an intuitive and holistic approach to science; using 

both subjective and objective ways of knowing. Although primarily known as a literary 

figure, Goethe developed a philosophy of science based on research he carried out into 

morphology, anatomy and optics. Goethe’s morphological method was a combination of 

careful empirical observation and deep intuition into what guides the pattern of changes 

over time in an organism as it interacts with its environment19. Goethe believed a sufficient 

explanation of a phenomenon must address it in terms of its organic wholeness and 

development, and to do that, the scientist needs to describe the progressive modification of 

a single part. This is because its modification over time relates to the whole of which it is 

paradoxically the part; continuously developing the original form20. Goethe sought an 

encounter with phenomena, and in so doing, he was able to connect with the oppositional 

tension that exists between the creative force and compensatory limitations within which 

all living things exist. Goethe described this as ‘polarity’ or Polarität – i.e., polarity exists 

between a freely creative impulse and an objectively structuring law allowing a gentle 

moderation of creativity while at the same time allowing for innovation of formal rules.  

This idea of polarity also supported Goethe’s work into colour, which he saw as the interplay 

between light and darkness out of which the phenomenon of colour arises. “With light poise 

                                                           
19

 Goethe practiced his scientific research by firstly looking actively at what he was studying in order to see it clearly and 

deeply (exact sensorial perception), free from the blinkers of established theories, classifications and mental models of the 

reductionist worldview. Then he deepened his understanding by reliving his sensory experience over and over in his 

imagination (exact sensorial imagination) seeking to comprehend its unity without analytical or abstract thought; 

endeavouring to understand the whole through the parts. 

20
 Considering a leaf as an example, Goethe traced its metamorphosis from a seed into the stem, then leaves, flowers, and 

finally its stamen, or pistil. This continuous development was described by Goethe as ‘intensification’ of the original form. 

In his 1790 essay, ‘The Metamorphosis of Plants’, Goethe represented the intensification of a plant as the result of the 

interaction between the nutritive forces of the plant and the organic form of the primal leaf. 
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and counterpoise, nature oscillates within her prescribed limits, yet thus arise all the 

varieties and conditions of the phenomena which are presented to us in space and time.” 

(Goethe, 1970, xxxix) Goethe’s work, therefore, brings us closely into relationship with the 

idea of polarised tension between part and whole, light and dark, which drives each 

phenomenon to self-formation through intensification (see footnote 20). 

 

Goethe’s combined intellectual and intuitive way of seeing also highlights this idea of 

polarised tension. Indeed, Henri Bortoft, scientist and philosopher, was greatly influenced 

by Goethe and postulated two distinct ways of seeing; ‘upstream’ and ‘downstream’, which 

when held together can enable us to see the authentic ‘coming-into-being’ of the 

phenomena in question. ‘Upstream’ seeing invites us into the undifferentiated potential of 

being, whereas ‘downstream’ seeing is an invitation into the world of finished products (i.e., 

the expression of things). Bortoft explains that by remaining too far ‘downstream’ in our 

thinking, we meet a phenomenon as though we know it already - which creates difficulty 

coming into an authentic relationship - whereas by holding ‘downstream’ thinking with 

‘upstream’ thinking it is possible to step into a dynamic process of seeing where all the 

parts can express themselves differently, while simultaneously being expressions of the 

same basic whole entity. Bortoft invites us to contemplate how the ability to see in both 

directions is fundamentally important to understanding the whole – see Figure 2. Today, this 

way of seeing is practiced in science as Phenomenology.   

 

I am continually surprised at the lighthearted way in which scientists assert that some 
characteristic of an organism is to be explained by invoking either the environment or the 
genotype. Let me make clear, therefore, what I believe to be the relation between these two 
explanatory systems. It is precisely the relation between the two systems that the tangles 
occur... (Bateson & Bateson 1988, p.110) 

 

Through the practice of Goethean Science I was introduced to the paradoxical relationship 

between whole and part, and this became the gateway to a dynamic way of seeing. Indeed, 

during the first few weeks of the MSc, Bortoft and Goethe were my guides into a completely 

new landscape of perception.  
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Perception 

The power of mental models can be discovered through optical illusions which demonstrate 

that there are no ‘facts’ waiting to be observed independently. In daily life, fact and model 

are inextricably linked, and “[...]interpretation of observations is inevitably grounded in our 

cultural and personal worldviews.” (Hollick 2006) It is only when we consciously move our 

attention from what is seen, to the act of seeing, that it is possible to discover our mental 

models have a major impact on how we see. 

Figure 2: A visual representation of separation and wholeness of two phenomena. 

The image depicts the movement of two distinct phenomena coming into relationship. Interestingly, it 
could be posited that what happens in the space of polarity is critical to understanding the whole.  
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In Figure 3, the marks on the paper are the same whether the image is seen or not, so the 

image of the giraffe is not an extra element in the pattern. What this means is that it is the 

meaning of the image; i.e., the meaning that emerged for the observer in the process of 

seeing, and that the observer imposed on the image. Our brains have evolved to seek 

meaning in the patterns of our environment and we cannot separate what we see, from the 

process of seeing.   

 

The idea of the giraffe arises from our effort to make sense of the pattern, and once that 

idea is formed we interpret the pattern in its light and see what we expect to see. 

Interestingly, if someone looking at the image had never seen a giraffe before then they 

might interpret the image completely differently, as they would have no memory or 

perception of a giraffe to ‘make sense’ of the image. Therefore, perception is not a passive 

reception of given facts, but an active process within which we participate in shaping the 

result. In other words, our mind and mental models interpret information, however our 

Figure 3: Black and white patches 

Random black patches on a white background, or something else? (Answer: on closer inspection, the 
random marks create the image of a giraffe). 
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understanding of this information is not in the information itself, but emerges from our 

perception of meaning.  

 

“We have to remember that what we observe is not nature in itself but nature exposed to 

our method of questioning.” Werner Karl Heisenberg 

 

A famous example of a shift in perception occurred when Galileo made the ‘discovery’ that a 

cannon ball travels as a parabolic arc. Suddenly people started to ‘see’ the parabolic arc, 

however previous to Galileo’s ‘discovery’, people believed that the trajectory of a cannon 

ball went in a straight line then fell vertically, and this is what they saw (Bortoft 1996, 

p.143). The cannon ball had always travelled as a parabolic arc, but a simple shift of 

perception was required in order to see it. Another famous example of a shift in perception 

occurred when Copernicus discovered that the Earth moves around the Sun. The discovery 

was not based on new observations and evidence, simply a new way of seeing observations 

and data that had long been familiar.  

 

The discoveries of Galileo and Copernicus are what Bortoft terms a new ‘organising idea’21 

which set what is already known into a new pattern of relationships, thereby changing its 

meaning. As Bortoft says;  

 

Copernicus believed that the problem of planetary motion could not be solved by any 
further work within the accepted system of ideas because it was that system of ideas itself 
which needed to be changed. There is no way that such a change can be brought about by 
further observations... and so what Copernicus did was to turn to a different historical 
tradition for the new organising idea. The new theory emerged from a school of thought, not 
from new facts.  (Bortoft 1996, p.153)   

 

In other words, the fact that the Earth moves around the Sun was there to see the whole 

time, but Copernicus was required to ‘bring it into being’, into a new organising idea. If we 

take a look at figure 3 again, in order to make sense of the image Bortoft says that we are 

left with the question of; “[...] what is it that organises the blotches in the act of seeing. The 

answer is that it is an idea.  It is an idea which organises the sensory stimulus into seeing 

                                                           
21

 An organising idea pulls information together so that the mind can make sense of it.  



31 

 

instead of just a visual appearance.” It was not the case that people before Galileo or 

Copernicus did not look carefully enough; they simply saw what they saw in the light of a 

socially accepted organising idea. A change in the way of seeing, meant a change in what 

was seen. 

 

In addition to the way that we perceive the world as described by Bortoft, physicist David 

Bohm, referenced in de Quincey’s book ‘Radical knowing’ (De Quincey 2011, p.220) states 

that all our thoughts and beliefs are static, abstract products of consciousness, and by 

nature are fragmentary. This fragmentation in our thoughts is then projected back onto the 

world and show up in our social, economic, political, scientific, and religious institutions. 

According to Bohm, the contents of our mental models always distort our reality. Similarly, 

the philosopher Henri Bergson pointed out that the “[...] human intellect feels at home 

among inanimate objects, more especially among solids,” so that, “[...] our concepts have 

been formed on the model of solids; our logic is pre-eminently, the logic of solids.”22 Indeed, 

we live in a world where more focus is given to the material and to the intellect because, 

argues Bergson, it is more natural to us. This way of being has more to do with natural 

philosophy and our evolution, whereby we naturally perceive separateness and a world of 

separate things around us.   

 

Moving on 

In this part of my enquiry, I have endeavoured to introduce the idea of a movement of 

opposites and an alternative way of seeing which opens the space for contemplating 

polarity. By exploring how we perceive phenomena, it can be demonstrated that our mental 

models are actively involved in interpreting the world around us; guiding our actions, 

creating our ideas about the world, and determining how we interact with our environment.  

 

Additionally, furthering Bohm’s and Bergson’s observations, if our natural and dominant 

mode of perceiving the world is fragmentary (and since the Scientific Revolution this 

abstracted mode of thought has dominated), might it follow that we cannot come to know 

                                                           
22

 Henri Bortoft, ‘Transformation of Paradox’ (Holistic Science Journal, Volume I Issue I – www.holisticsciencejournal.co.uk)   

http://www.holisticsciencejournal.co.uk/
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or understand our interconnectedness with Nature unless we have learnt otherwise, and 

therefore we perceive a world of polarised opposites and conflict?  

 

De Quincey states that belief in the separation of mind and body, objective and subjective 

experience may be at the root of many of the West’s current problems in science and 

medicine, in personal lives and in a growing alienation from Nature, concluding that; 

 

“This dualism is an intellectual inheritance peculiar to the West. It is not part of the 
metaphysics, cosmology, religion, philosophy or mythology of many other traditions.” (De 
Quincey 2011, p.157) 

 

Continuing this view, Bateson says that;  

 

The pathology of wrong thinking in which we all live can only in the end be connected by an 
enormous discovery of those relationships which make up the beauty of nature23.  

 

To this end, he states that all things in existence can be looked at as a nest of relationships – 

for example, the hand exists as a result of a relationship between the fingers, an atom exists 

because of the relationship between the proton, neutron and electron, and music exists 

because of the relationship between notes and pauses. According to Bateson, the opposite 

viewpoint of a world of interconnected relationships, ‘the pattern that connects’24, can be 

found in mechanistic thought which adopts a highly partial, one-sided view of the world25. 

However, as I have shown through selected discourses within holistic science; the theory of 

quantum physics, systems theory, Goethean Science and phenomenology, are helping us to 

discover a new way of seeing – one which is integrated and whole.  

                                                           
23

 Ecology of Mind – video 

24
 Learning about patterns in nature was Bateson’s life work – “What is the pattern that connects the crab to the lobster 

and the primrose to the orchid, and all of them to me, and to you?” (Ecology of Mind – video) 

25
 Ibid 
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SECOND MOVEMENT - A hidden myth in holistic science? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“We need myths that will identify the individual not with his local group but 

with the planet.”  

Joseph Campbell 
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A distorted mythology? 

As we discovered in the previous movement, Bateson suggests that the inability to see 

wholeness and interconnection in nature could be caused by the adoption of a highly 

partial, one-sided view of the world26. Indeed, De Quincey makes a similar observation, 

stating that belief in separation may be at the root of the West’s current problems27 (De 

Quincey 2011, p.157).  

 

In 1989, American philosopher and integral theorist, Michael Zimmerman published an 

article arguing that an incomplete, distorted mythology could be the cause of opposition 

and conflict in society28. To address this, Zimmerman made the call for new myths which are 

complete and whole, mirroring Bateson’s statement; 

 

The pathology of wrong thinking in which we all live can only in the end be connected by an 
enormous discovery of those relationships which make up the beauty of nature29.  
 

A myth is a story based on tradition or legend, usually concerning a hero or an event which 

has deep symbolic meaning30. Myths have great significance to a culture addressing hopes, 

fears and desires; pointing to the answers to often difficult questions like ‘who am I?’, 

‘where did I come from?’, ‘why am I here?’, ‘how should I live?’, ‘what is the right thing to 

do?’31 Through the lens of the imagination, a good mythological story can help us to 

understand ourselves more deeply and help us transform through life. However, 

Zimmerman states that “The myths we live by at present...fall woefully short of the mark in 

                                                           
26

 Ecology of Mind - video 

27
 See page 32 

28
 ‘We need new myths’; originally published in ‘Is Militarism Fading?’, winter 1989, p24. 

http://www.context.org/iclib/ic20/zimmrman/  

29
 Ecology of Mind – video 

30
 http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/myth  

31
 Joseph Campbell speaking in an interview with Bill Moyers (1988) – The Power of Myth 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zSWcIcOcDvU  

http://www.context.org/iclib/ic20/zimmrman/
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/myth
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zSWcIcOcDvU
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terms of their capacity to help us lead more integrated (and therefore peaceful) lives32.” He 

continues by saying;  

 

The present world-situation can be portrayed in the following image: A lifeboat floats on a 
shark-infested stormy sea. Two groups of people, clearly afraid of each other, are huddled at 
either end. Each group has a heroic individual armed with a cannon pointed at the people at 
the other end of the lifeboat. The heroes tell each other; “If you make a false move, I’ll blow 
up your end of the boat.” While the people at both ends want to be saved from the cannon 
of the enemy, they are becoming aware that if either cannon is used, everyone will die. 
 

 
Zimmerman states that the cause of our present world situation is not the ‘cannons’ nor the 

‘heroes’, but symptoms of fear produced by an incomplete, distorted mythology – both 

about ourselves and the ‘other.’ He finishes by saying that; 

 

Only a complete mythology can lead us out of this dilemma. The widespread adoption of 
such a mythology would be tantamount to a new stage in human evolution – a stage 
necessary for the survival of the species. 
 

It could therefore be posited that an inability to see the wholeness and interconnection in 

nature could be the source of humanity’s distorted mythology, which manifests itself in the 

form of conflict, separation and ‘wrong thinking’ which Zimmerman, Bateson and De 

Quincey highlight. 

 

The hidden myth in Holistic science 

At this point in our journey I am proposing that the simultaneity of life and death (or any 

opposite) and the message of relationship and wholeness therein, lies as a hidden, 

archetypal quality within the teachings of holistic science, which I believe can be made 

visible through a deeper exploration of various fields of enquiry including quantum physics, 

systems theory, chaos and complexity.  

 

                                                           
32

 ‘We need new myths’; originally published in ‘Is Militarism Fading?’, winter 1989, p24. 

http://www.context.org/iclib/ic20/zimmrman/  

 

http://www.context.org/iclib/ic20/zimmrman/
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This movement of my dissertation explores my question from the viewpoint that holistic 

science carries an implicit mythical message; a message which I believe is ripe for our global 

culture at this time of great challenges on the Earth – a hero’s (species) journey through 

transformation, death and rebirth. As detailed in my introduction (page 13), Peat laments 

the fact that, in the light of the uncertainty of life discovered in quantum physics in the 20th 

century, “[...]there are no all-encompassing statements to make or great contemporary 

myths to relate” (2002, p.98). However, I posit that holistic science makes the case for a 

reawakening of myth to which we can relate in our modern day experience, and I will 

therefore take the reader on a mythological adventure to make its message explicit.  

 

Psychologist, Carl Jung, said that in order to find our way back to our true nature and to 

make ourselves whole, we need to consciously revive our traditional myths as living myths, 

or create new ones altogether to show us the way33. As detailed in my introduction, using 

art to explore science is not new, and throughout history novels have been written to 

convey different ideas and make them accessible in an engaging way (see page 14). 

Therefore, taking my inspiration from the clarion call of Zimmerman, Bateson and Peat, I will 

attempt to discover holistic science’s  hidden mythical message of interconnection, change, 

relationship and wholeness through the creative art of storytelling; weaving scientific 

theories together with intuitive wisdom and the transformative hero’s journey.  

                                                           
33

 Jung termed the process of becoming whole, ‘individuation’; this involves differentiating and becoming aware of the 

presence of the different selves operating within the psyche. This requires an imaginative engagement with the 

unconscious; a working dialogue between the ego consciousness and the powerful contents of the unconscious (which 

includes myths, dreams, stories, poetry).   (Dirkx 2000) 
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THIRD MOVEMENT – Princess Sophia and the riddle of life and 

death 
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Our story begins in a timeless place; a place like any other ‘ordinary place’ that you know 

and love well.  

 

In this story, a young woman called Sophia was living an ‘ordinary’ life, surrounded by all the 

luxuries that one could ever dream of. She possessed technical devices of all shapes and 

sizes; devices to speak to friends instantly at a great distance, devices for drying her long 

auburn hair, devices for writing and entertainment, golden carriages to take her anywhere 

she pleased; the list was endless. Tirath was an affluent kingdom and admired from afar; 

even the ‘ordinary people’ of the land enjoyed a standard of life and luxury unprecedented 

in other kingdoms.  

 

Sophia was a Princess; daughter of King Jerome and Queen Helga. At eighteen years of age, 

she was already a brilliantly gifted scientist and philosopher, deeply passionate about 

Gaia34, yet she was incredibly sad. In two days time she was due to be married to a man she 

had never met. Lying on her bed she gazed vacantly out of her bedroom window, recalling 

the last words her father spoke before she ran away and locked herself in her room.  

 

“Prince Massingborn is a perfectly reasonable young man for you to marry. He will look after 

you well, and you will want for nothing. All this drivel about Gaia; I’ve never heard anything 

like it. You are living in a fantasy my dear, and this is life!” 

  

As he uttered the final sentence, he extended his arms to encompass the entire castle and 

the luxurious golden carriage waiting outside. To him, life meant status; the trappings and 

security that one could purchase, with little consideration for Gaia’s resources that were 

utilised to create them. 

 

Finally, he added, as if to conclude the matter once and for all, “You’re a bright girl, and you 

excel in the sciences. You have learnt that science knows what it can observe and measure. 

Now if you can prove to me something different then I’ll gladly hear it, and if you can 

                                                           
34

 In Greek mythology, the Earth was personified as a goddess (Gaia, Gaea or Ge); daughter of chaos.  
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convince me, you can marry any man you desire,” steadfastly certain that Sophia could 

never manage such an impossible task in just two days.  

 

******************************* 

 

Escaping to the castle gardens before dawn the next morning, Sophia came upon an ancient 

well. Few people knew about this special place which was surrounded by spring flowers and 

ancient tall oaks; teeming with a multitude of insects and small mammals. Sitting at the base 

of an old oak, Sophia began to cry inconsolably. After what seemed like hours a small 

hobbit-like creature made its way through the grass towards her.   

 

“I have a riddle for you; if you can solve it, everything in heaven and upon earth shall live in 

harmony with you.” 

 

Sophia was dumbfounded and gestured for the being to continue.  

 

“How can human beings experience life and death simultaneously?” asked the hobbit, 

watching Sophia’s stunned expression. “Everything you seek in life - love, happiness and 

how you can care for Gaia, can be discovered in this riddle. To understand it, you must be 

prepared to open your heart and mind to a different way of perceiving. Do you accept the 

challenge?” 

 

Sophia nodded. Being a scientist and philosopher, she sensed that she would need to review 

her understanding of life and understanding of death.  

 

The question ‘What is life?’ has been asked throughout human history. In 1944, before the 

discovery of DNA and the chemistry of metabolism by enzyme proteins, physicist Erwin 

Schrödinger wrote a book of the same title. However, in Sophia’s year of 2014, her species 

still did not have a suitable or generally agreed upon definition.   

 



40 

 

In biology, Sophia had been taught that life was the condition that distinguishes animals and 

plants from inorganic matter, including the capacity for growth, reproduction, functional 

activity, and continual change preceding death35. However, Sophia was also aware that 

there was much conjecture across the scientific disciplines regarding how to define the 

word ‘life’, being reminded of the ancient semantic Hindu story of blind men identifying an 

elephant touching only one part – i.e., tail, trunk or leg. In each case, a dramatically different 

answer would be given. Death on the other hand, she understood to be the permanent end 

of all life functions in an organism or part of an organism36.   

 

“So how can life and death be experienced simultaneously as a human?” wondered Sophia 

to herself, feeling heavy with the prospect of the task ahead.  

 

Jolted from her thoughts she heard people shouting her name. She had been missing for 

hours, and by now everyone in the castle was looking for her. What was she to do?! Feeling 

completely stuck and frustrated, she was contemplating returning to the castle to meet her 

fate when a white-bearded old gentleman and a well-dressed young man emerged from 

behind the oak trees.  

 

“Hello Sophia,” said the old man gently as Sophia frowned at him.  

 

“My name is Echerd and this is my grandson, Oni,” continued the old man, pushing a 

handsome, tall, dark-haired young man towards Sophia.   

 

“We can help you to understand,” said Echerd, “but we need to move quickly.” 

 

Sophia nodded her head. Echerd and Oni joined hands, beckoning Sophia to join them. Ten 

of the King’s courtiers appeared before them, muskets raised threateningly. One looked at 
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 Online dictionary - http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/life 

36
 Memidex online dictionary - http://www.memidex.com/death 
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Sophia with an evil glint in his eye and began to step forward, when suddenly Sophia, Echerd 

and Oni disappeared in a blinding flash of light. 

 

Sophia was floating in a void of inky blackness, unsure which way up she was. In the pitch 

dark, she felt Oni’s and Echerd’s hands still clutching hers tightly.  

 

“Don’t let go!” boomed Echerd forcefully, “I have some important information to share with 

you.”  

 

Sophia held on tightly to Echerd and Oni, feeling dizzy and disorientated.  

 

“Science is the best way of finding out how the material world works, helping us to harness 

the forces and resources of nature, and used appropriately, it can open a big window onto 

reality. However, you need to remember that the glass is tinted by the structure of the 

human brain and nervous system, personal experiences, the language that we think in, and 

the culture we grew up in,” continued Echerd. “Once we accept that knowledge is at least 

partly subjective, we can begin to have a different relationship with our own ‘truth’ and 

others ‘truths’. Through cooperative enquiry, we are free to co-create our own worldviews, 

free to choose between competing theories and alternative interpretations of them, using 

our own life experiences and knowledge as guides.” 

 

Sophia was puzzled; surely the discoveries of science were absolute truth?  

 

Reading her mind, Echerd said, “The process of new scientific discoveries replacing old ones 

and shifting our collective understanding of nature is not a new phenomenon. In 1514 

Nicolaus Copernicus outlined his radical new cosmology in which the Earth was no longer 

the centre of the universe (Bortoft 1996, p.157). Copernicus viewed our Sun as the centre of 

the Universe; however, in our present way of knowing, the Sun itself is now a yellow dwarf 

star spinning around the galactic centre of the Milky Way, which itself is only one galaxy 

amongst 100 billion others. During the Scientific Revolution much of science had to be 

rewritten and many of the foundations for our current rational understanding of the world 
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were laid down. In fact, only at the beginning of the 1900’s scientists thought that there 

were several galaxies in the Universe. Now we know that there are 100 billion!”37  

 

Echerd continued, “Might it be that today, we find ourselves once again at a time in which 

science is calling for new interpretations of what is already there, which call into question 

our current mental models – our frameworks, ideas, assumptions and beliefs that we hold 

about the world and reality?”38  

 

“What would happen if we shifted our viewpoint from a mechanistic way of seeing and 

thinking where the material world is made of isolated inanimate objects at the mercy of the 

law of cause and effect, to an ‘organic’ way, like systems theory, within which objects 

connect and communicate to form larger wholes, or systems, that regulate and organise 

themselves; that are flexible, adaptable and creative, displaying primitive forms of 

autonomy and purpose?”  

 

************* 

  

Sophia could see a faint pinprick of light in the distance, which grew steadily bigger and 

brighter until all three of them were engulfed in its luminosity. Sophia, Echerd and Oni were 

witnessing the birth of the Universe, 13.6 billion years ago – a theory that scientists today 

term the ‘Big Bang’.  

 

At this moment, the explosion was powerful enough to send matter flying apart for billions 

of years into the future. Heavier elements were formed some time after the Big Bang when 

atoms of hydrogen clumped together through gravitational attraction to form stars. These 

first stars only burnt hydrogen, but during the final stages of their lifetime heavier elements 
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 Brian Swimme lecture; “Ecology: A New Story.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qeX8Tzt8ur0 

38 There are many outmoded mental models in science, such as the Earth being flat, and more recently the idea that the 

Earth’s crust did not move. When Alfred Wegener suggested in 1912 that the world’s continents were once a single land 
mass he was ridiculed, however, in the 1950’s his idea was recognised in the theory of plate tectonics (Robinson & 
Robinson 2014, p.33) 
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were formed in their incredibly dense and hot interiors as a result of increasing pressure and 

temperatures.  

 

“Is it possible to look at this whole spiral of life and contemplate that we evolved from 

stardust, in a living, self-correcting and self-destroying universe?” asked Echerd, observing 

the expression of wonder on Sophia’s face.   

 

“Some scientists are postulating the Universe is a living organism because of the life cycles 

that appear within it39,” continued Echerd. “In the 1950’s science discovered that carbon 

and oxygen atoms were forged at the end of the life cycle of a star, dispersed throughout 

the Universe by the star’s explosion. All the atoms that make up our human bodies could 

therefore only have been created by the explosion of a dead star. You could say that this 

was the way in which the star’s creativity was dispersed.” 

 

“Indeed our own Sun has been converting 4 million tonnes of itself into light every second 

since its creation from a nebula cloud40. As we know through Einstein’s equation, E= MC2, 

the Sun is continually taking from itself, transforming energy and releasing it. Everything 

that humanity has achieved has been made possible by the Sun’s energy coupled with the 

creative urge of the Universe within which everything resides.” 

 

“How can we understand ourselves in the light of this creativity?” asked Echerd. “How do 

we align ourselves with the immensity of what we now know? How can our minds evolve 

right now to appreciate the creative desire of the Universe that has been in existence for 

13.6 billion years; evolving hydrogen gas into the music of Elgar, plants, animals, you and 

me?” 

 

“Isn’t that quite an anthropomorphic41 way of viewing things?” asked Sophia.  
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 Brian Swimme lecture; “Ecology: A New Story.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qeX8Tzt8ur0 

40
 Ibid 

41
 Anthropomorphism, or personification, is the attribution of human form or other characteristics to anything other than a 

human being. 
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Oni, who had been extremely quiet up until this point, spoke firmly. “Sophia, the human 

race has only been in existence for 200,000 years. Our modern scientific viewpoint of the 

world and the subsequent viewpoint of ‘reality’ that rules our lives has only existed for a 

few hundred years. I am not saying that it is possible for us to have a Universe-level of 

understanding of our place within it; what we are trying to show you is how difficult it is for 

humankind to try to fit its way of thinking into a Universe that has been creatively exploring 

itself for 13.6 billion years.” 

 

Oni continued passionately, “To label something anthropomorphic is a way of side-stepping 

a very important philosophical question about the creativity and inclusivity of the Universe. 

Let me ask you; why couldn’t there be a solar or cosmic form of generosity which supports 

the evolution of the whole? Does the only ‘valid’ way of knowing operate at the human 

scale? How can we possibly know the creativity of the Universe at its own mega-scale? 

Couldn’t grandfather’s perception of reality invite you into a different way of thinking, 

seeing and knowing the world?”  

 

As all three continued to float in the vastness of space, Echerd could see Sophia desperately 

trying to comprehend, but she needed something else; something which would take her 

beyond thought and into other ways of knowing. Nodding at Oni, Echerd said, “Share your 

phenomenological idea of scales with Sophia, so that she can directly experience what we 

are attempting to convey with logic and words.” 

 

Oni nodded and with a click of his fingers, images began to dance before their eyes; Oni, 

Echerd and Sophia began moving quickly from the massive explosion of the Big Bang, to 

experiencing the birth of the first galaxies, the death of stars, to the birth of the Milky Way 

galaxy and solar system, the planets within it and the Earth. Moving rapidly through time, 

Sophia experienced the Earth’s birth and growth into early adolescence. She experienced 

erosion, sedimentation, and volcanic activity take place over many millions of years. 

Eventually this cycle created small proto-continents which repeatedly grew, collided and 

tore apart over vast periods of geological time.  
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“I want you to experience your cosmic origins from all angles, Sophia,” said Oni gently, as 

the images now began to run backwards, “We can go backwards and forwards in our 

thought experiment. As you have just seen, you are the result of 13.6 billion years of 

evolution; a great outpouring of creativity from the Big Bang to you, floating here in space 

with us. But let us also look at this from another angle. You came forth from your mother 

and father. Your mother and father came forth from your grandparents. All of that genetic 

information is now compressed into you, as you appear right now. Go back further and you 

might see that your own lungs were formed because of the existence of fish that lived 

hundreds of millions of years ago42. The fish are now represented in your own lungs, which 

have adapted and changed in their own way over time. Go back even further, and perhaps 

you can see that the way in which you digest food is as a direct result of a process which 

originated two billion years ago; the same process still exists in you, using the same 

molecules! So we now have billions of years of the Universe present, right now, within our 

bodies. We receive our energy from the food we eat which is produced as a result of the 

Earth absorbing energy from the Sun. So you could say that the Sun’s energy is coursing 

through us. The Sun receives its energy from atoms, which received their energy from the 

birth of the Universe which is also coursing through us. Finding ourselves back at the dawn 

of creation, can you contemplate just how the Universe has gathered all of itself together to 

give birth to new beings (of which we are just one form); never stopping, continually moving 

onwards, in a beautiful spiral dance?”  

 

Sophia’s head felt like it was about to explode with the enormity of what she was being 

shown. Her body was tingling all over with excitement as she zoomed backwards and 

forwards over vast periods of geological time. 

 

“Now I want to take you on a journey into the microcosm,” said Oni. Waving his hand again, 

the images changed before them and they began to descend. “The human body contains 

about 50 trillion cells, each working together in a complex symphony of interactions. With 
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the exception of red blood cells, which contain no nucleus and no nuclear DNA, each one of 

these cells contains the human genome.”43  

 

“Within every cell (except red blood cells), is a nucleus – a sphere-like structure separated 

from the rest of the cell by a membrane. The nucleus acts as the cell’s control centre, 

regulating its growth, metabolism and reproduction. Within the cells are molecules, which 

bond together to create cells. Inside the molecules are atoms. Atoms are bonded into every 

molecule out to the furthest galaxy.” 

 

“Now let’s move in the other direction, beginning with the atom,” continued Oni, as they 

ascended; returning along the pathway they had just travelled. “Atoms are bonded into 

particles, which create every molecule. The molecules in your body make up your cells. The 

cells in your body perform different functions, creating your organs, which in turn create the 

human being. Of course we have only experienced up to the limits of our current knowledge 

and understanding, on a micro and macrocosmic scale. But this does not mean that there is 

not more to discover.”   

 

As a scientist, Sophia was well aware of this information; yet, somehow her perception of 

‘reality’ was changing as her whole body was participating in the experience.  

 

“As human beings, if we wish to study a system, we first draw a boundary to define what is 

part of it, and what is outside. However, what I hope I have shown you is that the boundary 

becomes less obvious if we change our viewpoint from macrocosmic and microcosmic 

scales,” continued Oni. “Once we choose our viewpoint, the boundary becomes clearer.” 

 

“Boundaries between systems and their environments are largely arbitrary,” said Oni, 

“created by the mind and imposed on the world for our own purposes. As we have seen, in 

reality, systems interact seamlessly with each other from the smallest to the largest scales. 
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And systems create themselves through constant feedback and conversation which is fractal 

in nature.” 

 

“In 1975 the mathematician Benoit Mandlebrot coined the term fractal from the Latin 

broken,” (Dossey 2013, p.34) continued Oni. “In a fractal structure, similar patterns recur at 

progressively smaller scales. Fractal patterns have been discovered at all levels of nature, 

from the mammalian lung resembling the branches of a tree, a galaxy resembling the 

spinning vortex of a hurricane as viewed from above the Earth, and the Earth representing 

an atom with its nucleus as the iron core.” 

 

Sophia nodded. She had recently read about chaos and complexity theory which states that 

the Universe is a vibrant and chaotic system, containing definite self-organising patterns – 

form emerging through complex relationships of order from chaos, chaos from order. She 

understood that chaotic systems are fractal and iterative in nature; a specific process 

performed over and over again, but each time with slight alterations and moderations, 

involving feedback and relationship on every level of detail to create form.  

 

“But doesn’t it make sense, in order for us to operate in the world, to choose boundaries 

that minimise the number and strength of interactions between what is inside and what is 

outside?” asked Sophia. 

 

“Absolutely!” agreed Oni, “I am not saying that the creation of a boundary is wrong, but 

what I am saying is that it is also useful to explore phenomena in a wider sense, from 

different perspectives, in order to see and know the world from a larger and more open 

viewpoint.” 

 

 “As a scientist you know that a human being is made out of 50 trillion cells. What would 

happen if we took a different perspective of life and drew a boundary at the cellular level?” 

continued Oni. “Could we perceive that a human being is a community of 50 trillion cells – 

just as humans are a community with the animals and plants which constitute the Earth? 

Everything you find in human physiology is already present in our cells – digestive, 
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respiratory, nervous, elimination, immune and reproductive systems. Day by day, cells in 

our bodies die and are replaced; a dynamic transformation from one state to another; chaos 

from order, order from chaos. You could say that cells are representations of humans at the 

micro scale, and as we move up and down the scale, these experiences repeat themselves 

giving us a sense of connectivity with everything in existence.”  

 

“Drawing a different boundary, we could say that we are created from the Earth, the Sun 

and the energy from the Big Bang, continually developing, moving, and spiralling into new 

expressions of creativity. As cells in my body die and are replaced, similar processes are 

occurring throughout creation at differing levels of scales,” said Oni excitedly, continuing, 

“at the human level of scale, we each developed from a fertilised ovum, to a cluster of cells, 

to a foetus and a new-born baby. Some people perceive birth to be a story of death, where 

the placenta pulls away from the uterus cutting off the baby’s nourishment. The baby 

appears to be dying, yet at the moment of birth, the baby takes a breath and begins to be 

nourished in a different way, iterating onwards into a child, an adolescent, an adult; moving 

creatively through symbolic and physical birth, rebirth and death throughout life. We 

continue iterating, developing and changing into old age; our cells dying and being replaced 

continually. Red blood cells live for about four months, while white blood cells live on 

average for more than a year44. Each type of cell has its own life span, and when a human 

dies it may take hours or a day before all the cells in the body die.”  

 

“Phenomena repeat over and over again at differing levels of complexity, yet displaying the 

same characteristic, again and again through the cycle of birth, death and rebirth,” said Oni, 

“our perspective and ways of knowing depend on what level of scale we view from. The 

seeming paradox of chaos and order can be seen simultaneously throughout our journey in 

the creation of the universe, in the motion of galaxies, the death of stars, atoms in chemical 

reactions or the human journey of life and death. Chaotic behaviour appears to affect the 

whole – a natural, creative and emergent property that transcends the behaviour of its 

parts.” 
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Was Sophia on the brink of understanding the riddle? Her body was resonating with Oni’s 

words; as though it somehow understood the ‘truth’ of what was being said.  

 

 “We can see that the universe is a dynamic system made up of sub-systems, within which 

are sub-systems, and so on, like Russian dolls – each system is constantly transforming 

(iterating) and emerging into itself; simultaneously the whole and the part, commonly 

known today as a ‘holon’45(Hollick 2006, p.85). Depending at which level of scale it is being 

observed, each system experiences its own ‘life’ and its own ‘death’,” concluded Echerd 

proudly. “Existence is therefore a ‘holarchy’ in which the holons are both the parts and 

wholes at the same time. Reality is no longer a hierarchy, with humans at the top of the 

pyramid, but an ‘emergent holarchy arisen from the self-induced synergy of combination, 

interfacing and re-combination’.” (Margulis & Sagan 1995, p.9)   

   

“I can see what you are trying to show me”, said Sophia, returning to the safety of 

objectivity, logic and reason, “but I think we need to make a distinction between living 

systems and non-living systems in order to understand the riddle I was set. From my studies 

I know that life is the state that distinguishes organisms from inorganic objects and dead 

organisms, being manifested by growth through metabolism, reproduction and the ability to 

adapt to its environment. Can you honestly tell me that everything in the Universe is living? 

That the Earth is living?”  

 

“Have you heard of autopoiesis46?” asked Echerd softly. Sophia shook her head.  

 

“Autopoiesis is a general pattern of self-organisation common to all living systems; a set of 

relations among its components,” (Capra 1997, p.98), continued Echerd.  
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 The word holon comes from the Greek ‘holos’ meaning whole/entire and was introduced in systems theory discussions 

by Arthur Koestler; the Hungarian author of ‘Ghost in the Machine’ (1976). Holons fit within larger holons, each with their 

own integrity and identity – subsystems of larger systems, and so on. 

46
 Autopoiesis – or self-making – refers to a system capable of reproducing and maintaining itself. 
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“It is a network of production processes, in which the function of each component is to 

participate in the production or transformation of other components in the network. In this 

way the entire network continually self-organises and self-regulates. It is produced by its 

components and in turn produces those components. Scientists say that in a living system, 

the product of its operation is its own organisation.” 

 

“Indeed, Henri Bortoft, a renowned philosopher of science, said that life is not a thing, nor a 

property, restricted to those entities that we call organisms,” continued Echerd. “He is 

quoted as saying:  

 

Self-transforming, holarchic life ‘breaks out into new forms that incorporate formerly self-
sufficient individuals as integral parts of greater identities. Life is distinguished not by its 
chemical constituents but by the behaviour of its chemicals....The question ‘What is Life?’ is 
thus a linguistic trap. To answer according to the rules of grammar, we must supply a noun, 
a thing. But life on Earth is more like a verb. It repairs, maintains, re-creates, and outdoes 
itself’. (Robinson & Robinson 2014, p.159) 

 

Sophia nodded, encouraging Echerd to continue.  

 

“Autopoiesis is therefore defined as a network pattern in which the function of each 

component is to participate in the production or transformation of other components 

(Capra 1997, p.208),” said Echerd, “to that end, the discoverers of this theory, scientists 

Maturana and Varela, state that not all networks are living systems. According to them, the 

key characteristic of a living network is that it continually produces itself. The simplest living 

system they have identified is a cell (Capra 1997, p.162), which is self-bounded, self-

generating and self-perpetuating47” continued Echerd. “Biologist James Lovelock offered the 

Gaia hypothesis48 as an example of the autopoietic view, in which the environmental 

‘membrane’ of the atmosphere is in co-dependent evolution with the ‘metabolism’ of the 

sum of the biota. Lovelock saw life represented by the self-supporting environmental 
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life, the Earth would have had a predominantly CO2 atmosphere, not unlike Mars and Venus. (Lovelock JE and Margulis L – 

1973. Atmospheric Homeostasis by and for the biosphere: the Gaia hypothesis. Tellus 26:2). 
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system which he called Gaia. Gaia is self-bounded by her atmosphere via which sunlight is 

transformed through feedback loops into the living systems of life.” 

 

On earth the environment has been made and monitored by life as much as life has been 
made and influenced by the environment...The biota itself, which includes Homo sapiens, is 
autopoietic. It recognises, regulates and creates conditions necessary for its own continuing 

survival. (Margulis 1986, p265-266) 
 

“Ok,” said Sophia, straining to think, “but I’m not sure we are any further forward in 

answering what life is or death is, whether the Universe is alive, and how human beings can 

experience life and death simultaneously. Some scientists argue that life is restricted to 

organisms, whereas the theory of autopoeisis shows that life can be defined as any self-

regulating system; like the Earth.” 

 

“On the contrary,” replied Echerd, his eyes twinkling with excitement, “you have 

experienced the fact that the Universe, from the macrocosm to the microcosm, is a nested 

system of parts within wholes, dynamically and creatively moving into new areas of 

expression through order and chaos. You have experienced different scientific theories and 

been exposed to the notion that it is possible to view the world in different ways from the 

scientific evidence that is already available.” 

 

“Given that we know that the smallest building blocks of life, atoms, are present from the 

microcosm to the macrocosm, how can we say that some things are alive and others 

aren’t?” finished Echerd triumphantly.  

 

Sophia’s eyes widened; her mind racing towards an answer. “Surely we are talking 

semantics?” 

 

Echerd and Oni smiled at her.  “Perhaps we are talking about looking phenomenologically at 

what is actually present, from different angles, in order to access different ways of knowing 

and perceiving?” 
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“What is life so that we may know death? What is death so that we may know life?” asked 

Oni, sensing that Echerd was tiring. “If we move from the conceptual view and our usual 

language of opposites, we can come to know that one is always implicated in the other and 

it is possible to move into a space of freedom from ambiguity. All the scientific arguments 

in the world will only prove the viewpoint from which something is being observed.” 

 

Sophia remained quiet for a long time, floating in space, her body a great seething mass of 

thoughts and intense feelings. Just when she thought she had understood the riddle, it 

teasingly slipped away from her grasp. Intuitively her body seemed to know, however she 

was struggling to articulate this knowing into words.   

 

 “I cannot say that I know the answer, but I have an answer,” said Sophia quietly, after what 

seemed like hours. “Does this mean that I understand the riddle?” 

 

“As a riddle has a double or veiled meaning, then however you choose to solve it is up to 

you,” replied Oni. 

 

Sophia started talking slowly. “From my participation in this journey with you, I can say that 

human beings could experience life and death simultaneously because it depends at what 

level of scale we are observing. I experience life and death simultaneously on a second by 

second basis as, at the microscopic level, the community of cells which create me are 

continually dying and being replaced. If I draw a boundary around the Universe, within 

which I am a part, stars are continually dying and exploding matter deep into space which 

then becomes a part of me, and here on Earth, if I draw a boundary around her, I see that I 

am connected with her cycles of life and death which express themselves as the seasons, 

night and day, light and dark, and so on.” 

 

“Absolutely!” replied Oni. “This experience has been about a process, not a definitive 

answer; the riddle can be known at many differing levels of scale through many differing 

ideas. The purpose of the riddle was to help you change your perception - to move beyond 
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the confines of what you know in your mind to be the ‘truth’, into a place where an 

alternative vision is possible; integrating your intellectual knowing and sensory experience.” 

 

Oni continued, “While our wisdom is impressive, we simply cannot organise and control the 

immense power of the Universe, as we can never know the Universe at its own level of 

consciousness. Rather than continuing to think that the powers of the Universe are beneath 

us and that we can control them, perhaps with humility and grace we might begin to 

understand that we are each participants in the midst of this unfolding creativity.”  

 

Sophia felt intense energy rising through her whole body as her thoughts, feelings, senses 

and intuition seemed to coalesce. For the first time in her life, she began to feel whole. She 

laughed out loud as the great wisdom of the Universe penetrated deep within her, dancing 

with her and all around her.  

 

Finally she understood. There was never one answer; the answer is one and many at the 

same time. The ‘answer’ was simply a fractal expression of the macrocosm and microcosm 

of the whole Universe which continues to unfold into and beyond itself into new areas of 

expression; onwards and onwards, never stopping. In one moment of inspiration she 

understood how incredibly diverse the Universe is; highly complex, totally interconnected, 

and continually in relationship with systems nested within systems, which regulate and 

organise themselves with continuous flexibility, adaptability and creativity; ‘life’ and ‘death’ 

occurring at macro and micro scales in every moment.  

 

Sophia was a tiny part of this great unfolding. For a moment, she sensed that beneath the 

surface of this unpredictable, chaotic and self-organising Universe, there existed a deeper 

order of wholeness, supporting it to evolve creatively towards ever-greater diversity and 

complexity.  

 

Floating in stillness, she had a sense of the pristine form of this present moment; sensing 

from a place deep within her heart that it is what we choose to do with that moment which 

creates our stories. Stories which have the power to either separate us from, or help us to 
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merge with, the simultaneous wholeness and mystery at the heart of all creation. Bursting 

with happiness, Sophia felt deeply peaceful and held by the vast embrace of something so 

much greater than her.  

 

*************************************** 

 

In a blinding flash, Sophia found herself crumpled on a flagstone floor, just outside the 

entrance to the Great Hall of the castle. Inside, almost two hundred elegantly dressed 

people were sitting in rows either side of a red-carpeted aisle. Exquisite, multi-coloured 

flowers adorned the hall from floor to ceiling, and gentle harp music filled the cavernous 

room.  

 

“There you are!” cried a very relieved King Jerome, scooping Sophia up under her arm and 

propelling her down the aisle.  

 

It was her wedding day!  

 

“Papa,” said Sophia; panic rising in her throat. “You told me that if I could prove to you 

something different about science then I could marry any man I desire. Well I have and I 

really need to share this with you before...” 

 

“Meet your future husband!” whispered King Jerome, as he gestured to a tall man standing 

to her right.  

 

Sophia stopped dead in her tracks, recognising the dark brown eyes and gentle smile of Oni; 

the man who had just introduced her to a whole new way of seeing. Behind him, Echerd was 

beaming at her in his kingly robes.  

 

“Prince Oni of Massingborn and Princess Sophia of Tirath,” boomed the Priest, “you are 

both here today, in front of these witnesses, to celebrate your joyful union in marriage...” 
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And so Princess Sophia and Prince Oni lived happily ever after. They were an incredibly 

popular royal couple, whose passion for science, philosophy and spirituality greatly 

impacted the people of their kingdoms. Over time, they remembered who they were, 

becoming whole; reconnecting with the Earth and their place within the Universe; revering 

the dynamic cycles that created them, and which continue to transform them with each and 

every heartbeat.  

 

This change of consciousness birthed a new phenomenological global citizen. Moving from a 

conceptual view and language of opposites, each citizen knew that one was always 

implicated in the other, and as time passed they used this understanding to discover their 

own freedom within this ambiguity. They came to understand that while there was no 

‘absolute truth’; through the joyful merging of paradox - particularly within their science and 

freshly discovered spirituality - they were able to dance with life in an infinitely creative 

way, discovering meaningful relationships in each and every moment of being.  

 

 

 

“As is the human body, 

so is the cosmic body 

As is the human mind, 

so is the cosmic mind. 

As is the microcosm, 

so is the macrocosm. 

As is the atom, 

so is the universe.” 

The Upanishads 
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FOURTH MOVEMENT – Bringing the myth of holistic science to life 

 

 

 

 

 

“What we, in our ignorance, call ‘life’, and what we, in our ignorance, call 

‘death’, are merely different aspects of that wholeness and movement.” 

Sogyal Rinpoche 
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At the beginning of the story, Sophia was invited to solve a riddle. By accepting the 

invitation she was exposed to new ideas within the discourse of holistic science, presented 

to her in a phenomenological way (sensory participation combined with objective 

reasoning). Through open discourse, she was able to perceive her reality differently until 

finally, she was able to hold opposing viewpoints at the same time; looking at phenomena 

from different angles over and over again at differing levels of scale. While there was no one 

answer (the answer was one and many at the same time) she discovered a deep sense of 

connectivity to a greater mystery of which she, and all of creation, was a part.  

 

As Sophia opened to different ways of seeing, she was able to creatively move into new 

experiences. By using different ways of knowing, she was able to fully embody her lived 

experience, enabling her to come into relationship with different ideas of life and death, 

and to hold these previously conflicted/polarised opposites, freely and openly. As I 

completed the story, I wondered what kind of shift in perception had taken place for Sophia 

to hold two seemingly conflicting concepts simultaneously?  

 

Opening to paradox  

In his paper ‘Introduction to Metaphysics’ (1907), philosopher Henri Bergson argues that 

concepts generally go together in couples and represent two contraries, continuing that 

there is hardly any concrete reality which cannot be observed from two opposing 

standpoints, which cannot consequently be subsumed under two antagonistic concepts.  

 

Hence a thesis and an antithesis which we endeavour in vain to reconcile logically, for the 
very simple reason that it is impossible, with concepts and observations taken from outside 
points of view, to make a thing. But from the object, seized by intuition, we pass easily in 
many cases to the two contrary concepts; and as in that way thesis and antithesis can be 
seen to spring from reality, we grasp at the same time how it is that the two are opposed 

and how they are reconciled. (Bergson 1907, p.10) 
 

In his work he points to the scientific difficulty of analysing concepts which must ‘remain 

stationary’, but also to the paradoxical notion that there is no state of mind, however 

simple, which does not change in every moment. Indeed modern physics has revealed that 

the nature of change is built into creation itself, as fundamental subatomic entities are not 
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solid ‘things’ but events – i.e., dynamic patterns and processes which imply change. (De 

Quincey 2011, p.124) 

 

This fundamental nature of change in everyday reality is explained in Chinese philosophy as 

the interaction between Yin and Yang, which states that all things exist as inseparable and 

contradictory opposites; existing together as a paradox49. Bergson beautifully identifies this 

paradox of life and suggests a way through by melding intellect (objective knowing) and 

intuition (subjective knowing) into an integral experience;  

 

I could never imagine how black and white interpenetrate if I had never seen grey; but once 
I have seen grey I easily understand how it can be considered from two points of view, that 
of white and that of black. (Bergson 1907, p.20) 

 

This idea brings me to Figure 4 which depicts static, polarised opposites (EITHER/OR) and the 

movement through holistic science into a holding of opposites (BOTH/AND) by entering into 

a space of paradox. At the end of the story Sophia had experienced this paradoxical place, 

where she was able to hold the ideas of life and death simultaneously as a result of a shift in 

her perception – a change in her way of seeing, changed what she saw.  
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 The word ‘Paradox’ is derived from two Greek words; para and doksos, meaning beyond the teaching or beyond the 

opinion. A paradox emerges when contradictions are reconciled, where both statements are true at the same time and are 

not mutually exclusive. 
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The scientific paradox of the pattern that connects 

Through the discourse of holistic science it is possible to open up our perception to a 

different way of seeing; where paradox comes alive, and the idea of life and death can be 

held simultaneously.   

 

Inviting us to experience this paradoxical place where BOTH/AND are true, quantum physics 

in the 1900s, introduced humanity to the previously inconceivable; a world that operated 

beyond the strict laws of EITHER/OR. In the famous ‘double-slit experiment’, scientists 

Figure 4: Two phenomena coming into relationship - EITHER/OR and BOTH/AND 

In the EITHER/OR way of seeing, one overcomes and obliterates the other. However, in the 
BOTH/AND way of seeing, it appears that it is the point of interrelation between the two 
that is critical to understanding the whole. Perhaps this is the ‘pattern that connects’ which 
Gregory Bateson speaks of (see page 32) 
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passed a quantum particle through a barrier with two small holes. The anticipation was that 

if an electron passed through the barrier with only one opening available, it would behave in 

the expected way, i.e., beginning and ending as a particle. But when two slits were 

introduced into the experiment, the electron began as a particle, yet was seen to pass 

through both slits at the same time as a wave, creating a wave pattern on the photographic 

plate. With the introduction of the second slit, the electron somehow ‘knew’ that the 

second opening was available, and travelled as a wave. Time and time again, quantum 

particles in these experiments have been observed behaving as both a wave and a particle.  

 

Quantum theory offers us an alternative viewpoint. It depends upon a logic that is inclusive 
and leaves room for both A and not-A. It is a logic that depends on contexts and 
complementarity, one in which what is A in one context becomes not-A in another. Instead 
of a mechanical logic that forces us onward, line by line, quantum logic invites us to step 
back and ask, In what context is this logic operating? (Peat 2002, p.49) 

 

In 1931, paradox also appeared in mathematics in the form of Gödels theorem50. This theory 

showed that mathematics is both incomplete and inconsistent because there will always 

exist mathematic truths that cannot be demonstrated, and because it is possible for a 

statement and its negation to exist simultaneously within the same system (Peat 2002, 

p.42). Gödel’s discovery pointed out that no matter how hard we try to be comprehensive, 

there will always be some missing knowledge. His discovery invited humanity to see 

differently; “[...]looking to systems that self-organise, that are organic and open in nature, 

and that generate their own, internal, context-dependent logics and connections.” (Peat 

2002, p.51) 

 

Taking the myth of holistic science forward 

Gödel’s theory invites us into a different way of seeing and could be taken as a metaphor for 

life – indeed, according to Peat; 

 

                                                           
50

 Kurt Gödel demonstrated that it is impossible for a mathematical description of the world to be both complete and 

internally consistent. “If it is consistent, it must have left something out; and if what is left out is included, it will become 

inconsistent.” (Hollick 2006, p.12) 
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If we take Gödel’s theorem as a metaphor, it is telling us that something may always be left 
out of our grand schemes of logical thought and that inconsistencies can creep into the most 
logically rigorous of our frameworks. (2002, p.49).  

 

Similarly, quantum physics invites us into a different way of seeing, and thinking about, the 

physical world; a world in which we discover that an elementary particle can be 

paradoxically both a wave and a particle at the same time, and where other deep paradoxes 

reside in the relationships between: “[...] matter and energy, mind and matter, space and 

matter, space and time, and between time and timelessness.” (Hollick 2006, p.137) 

 

Moving forward with this train of thought, Peat asks how, through the example of quantum 

physics and the paradox discovered within Gödel’s theorem, humanity can move from an 

either/or, black/white outcome into a position where each voice is heard and where 

everyone feels like they have made a contribution; everyone gaining and no-one defeated, 

“For how can ‘right action’ flow out of anger and conflict?” (2002, p.49). 

 

In answer to this question, I posit that the myth of holistic science made explicit through 

Sophia’s story is one of open mindedness and a willingness to see, differently. Drawing our 

attention back to the ‘first movement’, I discussed Galileo and Copernicus whose 

‘discoveries’ brought into being a new organising idea (page 30). A change in the way of 

seeing, meant a change in what was seen – i.e., new ideas. Returning to the story, Sophia 

was able to hold many differing ideas in her awareness in order to provide an answer, not 

the answer, to the riddle of the simultaneity of life and death. Revisiting Bortoft’s, Bohm’s 

and Bergson’s ideas of perception (pages 28-31) we discovered that we naturally perceive 

separateness and a world of ‘finished’ and separate things around us. However, in this 

dissertation, we have taken a journey through many discourses within holistic science 

showing us a world rich with relationships, movement and interconnectivity, giving us an 

ability to hold seemingly opposing ideas together at the same time. At the end of the story 

Sophia was able to distinguish between different ideas and simultaneously hold them; 

being able to see in many different ways thereby creating new ideas about, and a different 

relationship with, reality.  
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Returning to Bortoft’s dynamic way of seeing, let us now explore his idea of duck/rabbit. In 

the ambiguous drawing in Figure 5 we see a duck (left), and a rabbit (right). It is possible for 

us to switch between seeing two different ideas (i.e., the idea of a duck and the idea of a 

rabbit) which give us two different meanings. However, thinking about the figure itself, it is 

not either duck or a rabbit, nor a duck and rabbit, it is duck/rabbit. The reason for this is that 

the duck is the rabbit and the rabbit is the duck. The figure is simultaneously both duck and 

rabbit. The reason why this is so important with regards to how it is possible for Sophia to 

hold seemingly conflicted phenomenon simultaneously, is that by thinking 

phenomenologically about duck/rabbit, we do not confuse the act of distinction with 

separation – i.e., distinction is not separation. By moving ‘upstream’ (see page 27) into the 

act of distinction, we discover two simultaneous movements. When we distinguish between 

duck and rabbit, we difference them, yet simultaneously we relate them – just as there is 

duck/rabbit, we have to understand the act of distinction as differencing/relating (Robinson 

& Robinson 2014, p.79). By preserving the single act of distinction in its wholeness, we can 

see that while it contains two movements of thinking (differencing/relating), they are 

intrinsically related; a paradoxical simultaneity in what appears to be opposites. This way of 

seeing can be applied to any phenomena, and this is what Sophia was able to do at the end 

of the story; she was able to hold ideas about the simultaneity of life and death occurring at 

different scales of expression, from cells being born and dying in her own body on a 

moment by moment basis, to stars being created and dying in the galaxy as she expanded 

her viewpoint.   

Figure 5: Duck/Rabbit 

Duck needs to be duck, and rabbit needs to be rabbit in order to be distinguished. Distinction is a 
dual movement of thinking. One single image – paradoxically simultaneous, yet opposite.  
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The myth at the heart of holistic science that I have made explicit invites us into a different 

way of seeing and into a co-operative, open and receptive relationship with the dynamic, 

ever-changing ‘happening’ of the Universe. While we naturally perceive separation and a 

world of finished objects51 we now know that this is only half of the story, and when we are 

open to looking differently at scientific evidence which is already available, we are also able 

to perceive a world of movement and interconnectivity at all levels of scale. In this space of 

paradox, we are able to come into a relationship, differently, with ‘opposites’, indeed all 

phenomena; not to deny one over another, but to sit comfortably with all, holding 

everything in a flexible place of curiosity which is open to tolerate multiple ideas, viewpoints 

and contexts.  
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 See page 31 
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FIFTH MOVEMENT – Ending to begin again 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“To see through the eyes of the mountain eagle, the view of realisation, is to 

look down on a landscape in which the boundaries that we imagined existed 

between life and death shade into each other and dissolve.” 

Sogyal Rinpoche (1996, p.341) 
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Until you know what life is, 

you don’t know what death is. 

 

Until you know what death is, 

you don’t know what life is. 

 

It is only in the moment... 

when you become aware of both, 

that you truly understand and know52. 

 

 

Where we are, differently - the transformative potential of paradox  

Heeding the call of Zimmerman, Peat and Bateson for a new myth to which humanity can 

relate, I set out to discover the myth lying at the heart of holistic science. In so doing I 

discovered an incredibly rich and diverse world, full of beauty and contradiction, which 

could be perceived from many different angles. Indeed, the newly emerged myth at the 

heart of holistic science has shown us that paradox extends throughout all of existence, 

providing us with a way of opening ourselves up to seeing differently – i.e. what remains in 

the centre of any interaction is our idea of what we perceive; therefore it is how, (in what 

circumstances), we come into relationship with phenomena via our own perception, that 

determines what will happen in each interaction. By being able to hold the opposites of life 

and death simultaneously through the myth of holistic science, we are able to see 

differently, moving beyond ‘conflict of opposites’ into a paradoxical space where conditions 

are ripe for cooperation and new expression to occur.  

 

Indeed, in his paper entitled ‘The Transformative Potential of Paradox53’ Bortoft states that 

“The practical value of paradox is that it can be a doorway to new perception” and 

                                                           
52

 Adapted from a poem by Shenreed entitled ‘The Great Paradox’ – www.shenreed.com 

53
 Holistic Science Journal; Volume I, Issue I 
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continues to say that, “Through paradox our coarse perception and understanding can be 

transformed into something finer and more subtle.”  

 

The BOTH/AND way 

This dissertation has been underpinned by the framework of Dialectics – thesis (appearance 

and movement of opposites), antithesis (the discourse of holistic science), and synthesis 

(mythological story); a balanced union of thesis and antithesis within a creative centre, from 

where a true synthesis of the two can emerge. This is in resonance with Boehme’s 

Realdialectik which states that ‘in yes and no all things consist’.54  

 

“A thing is both what it is and what it is not, and yet it somehow escapes contradiction.” 

Terence McKenna (2001, p.7) 

 

Where I hope I have brought us safely to in this moment, is the understanding that A (thesis) 

and B (antithesis) can come together as distinctive ‘parts’ carrying their own ‘truths’, in 

order to dialogue (synthesise) in a holding space of creativity where multiple perspectives 

can come together – a BOTH/AND way. (See Figure 6). 
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 Holistic Science Journal; Volume I, Issue I 
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Holding paradox – the ‘pattern that connects’  

In the previous movement we discovered paradoxes in mathematics, physics and perception 

through Gödel’s theorem, wave-particle duality and Bortoft’s duck/rabbit theory. Indeed, 

the notion of paradox is something we live with on a daily basis. While it appears that 

objects in our world are static, the patterns that create them are constantly being born and 

are dying away. Our minds and bodies encounter the apparent stability of the surface of 

things, without being aware of the paradoxical, continuous movement below; the death and 

rebirth of the cells in our bodies, the growth of plants, the movement of the sea on a calm 

day, and so on.  

 

Figure 6: The creative space between phenomena 

By touching the paradox phenomenologically, it is possible to enter the creative space between 

phenomena – the BOTH/AND way. 
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To further emphasise this point, Bateson, in his book ‘Mind and Nature’, states that poles of 

contrast are “dialectical necessities of the living world” (1985) saying that the problem is 

one of combination – “How, recognising the dialectic relation between these poles of 

contrast, shall we proceed?” (1985) 

 

Bateson’s question is incredibly important – how do we, as human beings, come to 

recognise the dialectic relation between poles of contrast which exist at all levels of scale in 

Nature, in order to keep moving in an ever changing Universe; ensuring that we do not 

become fixed around one particular idea? Do we have to continue to choose between 

conflicting ideas, or could we meet together in BOTH/AND, the ‘pattern that connects’, 

holding paradox and remaining open to creativity, movement and new ideas, just as Sophia 

was able to do at the end of the story? 

 

Holistic epistemology  

Holistic science opens our perception to a world of paradox. In this world, heat and cold, 

activity and rest, life and death come and go and come again. Everything is seen as a 

manifestation of cycles of greater or lesser duration, from a wider or narrower perspective. 

Within this worldview nothing really ever ends; experience is circular and spiralling where 

death brings decay and transformation of dead material into the air and the earth, 

becoming part of new life – living on in what emerges thereafter, differently. In the world of 

holistic science we are invited to reassess our idea of life and our idea of death, where every 

phenomenon (part) becomes whole yet uncertain within the paradoxical certainty of 

change.  

 

To see the world as a realm of interrelated ideas, where each phenomena carries its own 

individual ‘truth’, yet is not ‘the one absolute truth’, places us gently into open dialogue; 

connecting us directly with BOTH/AND, able to perceive reality as a continuous flowing 

unfolding. Indeed, seeing really is in the eye of each beholder, and each one of us (part) 

brings a priceless piece of information to the whole conversation; essentially placing us on 

speaking terms with the entire Universe, and inviting a different relationship with it.  
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Such an epistemology55 brings with it great opportunities for transformation. Let’s imagine, 

for a moment a creative space of tension, where each individual viewpoint is shared and 

held; each ‘truth’ a partial representation of the whole, where all parties open up their 

worlds to each other in an attempt at a mutual understanding of multiple worldviews. Such 

a place can be unfamiliar and uncomfortable, yet in order to move creatively in this space 

there must be a transformational willingness on all parts to exchange and change ideas 

(based on readily available evidence). With freedom to choose between differing theories 

and alternative interpretations of them, we have freedom to make fresh syntheses of 

knowledge, freedom for their meaning in our own lives, and freedom to bring our own 

wisdom into how we apply them, opening new windows onto reality.  

 

Returning to come back, going backwards to return... 

The time has come for me to revisit the long journey I have undertaken. I grew up in a 

thinking system where the world of an object, action or idea, either ‘was’, or ‘was not’, of a 

particular type. There was no middle ground. Edward de Bono, physician and lateral thinker, 

states in his book ‘I am Right, You Are Wrong’ that the simplicity and certainty of the logic of 

dichotomy (one is either guilty or not guilty, good or bad, right or wrong) is a habit that 

gives “a fixity and rigidity to our perception of the world.” (1992, p.196) He continues, “If 

someone does not belong to ‘us’, that person is one of ‘them’. Yet, this makes no allowance 

for neutrals or people who sympathise with both sides.” (1992, p.196) It is not difficult to 

see how this one sided mode of thinking has led to persecutions, wars and conflict, leading 

to a thinking system which is almost designed to create problems.  

 

The world within which I lived continually sought to eliminate the negative and increase the 

positive56 – a one-sided existence which left me disillusioned and bewildered, yet unable to 

articulate why. Unconscious to the nature of paradox, I was skilled in logical reasoning yet 

completely unskilled in how to use my intuitive faculties. My world was based on EITHER/OR 

                                                           
55

 The branch of philosophy that studies the nature of knowledge – i.e., how can we know anything?  

56
 For example, denying death (negative) and focussing on life (positive); praising ‘good’ behaviour and punishing ‘bad’ 

behaviour. Indeed Alan Watts says that a loss of paradoxical thinking is the great blindness of our civilisation (‘Paradox; 

seeing with wisdom’ – Richard Rohr, 26/07/2014) 
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choices; good or bad, right or wrong, true or false, logical or illogical. Since sensory 

experience was regarded as unimportant in my world, there was no opportunity for me to 

come into relationship with the wholeness of life. I arrived at Schumacher frustrated by the 

‘conflict’ that I perceived around me, and set out on an exploration to discover how 

polarised opposites of life and death might be able to come together simultaneously – to 

discover if opposites can indeed come to resolution, or whether they would always remain 

conflicted. Looking back on my journey, I have discovered that it was my perception/idea of 

the world that dictated what I saw, and which subsequently made meaning for me. I saw 

conflict, because I was seeking for resolution of conflict in opposites, which only caused 

more conflict. I had a one-sided view of reality and had imposed a rigid falsity on my 

perception in the search for constructed certainty which my worldview continually sought 

to achieve. 

 

Beginning my journey with opposites, and coming into relationship with paradox through 

the discourse of holistic science, I now understand that reality can never be separated either 

into camp A or camp B. While A and B exist, paradox’s innate sense is to always resolve 

itself, and to do this successfully it has to find a larger sense in order to do this. As A and B 

come together, the BOTH/AND way offers an invitation to hold them both, and in so doing, 

discover something greater than the individual parts.  

 

Daily life is rarely EITHER black OR white – it is grey, fuzzy and contradictory. Indeed most of 

the interest in the interplay between phenomena lies in the middle, within BOTH/AND, the 

‘pattern that connects’. This is a space that I find unfamiliar and sometimes uncomfortable; 

however, through this dissertation I have learned to come into relationship with the 

unknown, unscripted nature of this place; letting go, embracing uncertainty and allowing 

the infinite potential of this dynamic space to change me.  
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Living the myth as a Phenomenological Global Citizen 

“It is thus when anyone draws attention to the implicit unity of polar opposites we feel 

something of a shock. For the foundations of thought are shaken by the suspicion that 

experiences and values which we had believed to be contrary and distinct are, after all, 

aspects of the same thing.”  

Alan Watts 

 

Through the discourse of holistic science we are invited to hold apparently contradictory 

ideas as an essential part of understanding ourselves and the world; learning to see in 

contradictory ways the ever changing and flowing movement of reality - learning to see the 

world, and be in the world, differently.  

 

The tensions that exist in paradox are a necessary part of comprehending our place in the 

Universe. As we discovered in the ‘First Movement’, the physicist David Bohm described 

reality as “[...]unbroken wholeness in flowing movement.” (Rinpoche 1996, p.341) What we 

term ‘life’ and what we term ‘death’ (or any phenomenon for that matter) are therefore 

merely aspects of that wholeness and movement, and the state of our interaction with any 

phenomena depends on what perspective(s) we take, and where we take it/them from. It is 

our idea of ‘life’, and our idea of ‘death’ (or any opposing force), which has the power to 

destroy us through conflict and stasis, and/or lead us into new and open areas of movement 

and creativity. For instance, we can choose to see life and death as separate and opposite, 

occurring in linear fashion from our own birth to our own death, and/or we can expand our 

perspective out to the edges of the known universe and see an endless process of 

transformation, death, destruction and life abounding simultaneously. As unions dissolve, so 

there is continuous and immediate change and renewal of different relationships at infinite 

levels of macrocosmic and microcosmic scales. The inherent mythology of holistic science 

invites us to see all; melding intellect (objective knowing), with intuition (subjective 

knowing), to create an integral experience, being able to move between different ways of 

seeing as required, to flow in harmony with the dynamic and infinitely creative Universe.  
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By seeing phenomenologically and holding paradox, a creative centre between phenomena 

is able to emerge; the ‘pattern that connects’, a BOTH/AND way. The BOTH/AND way is not 

simply another opinion. It is a holding space where all perspectives can be realised (either 

and or), where ‘partial truths’ are invited to unite into a greater synthesis – the resulting 

fruit of a contemplative and open mind which can live with ‘paradoxes’ and ‘contradictions’ 

within a constantly moving and changing universe. And yet, from a higher/wider perspective 

there are no contradictions, rather different perspectives of one whole truth.  

 

As one part of the human family, I am now made aware of the beneficial impact that this 

way of seeing could have for our interactions with each other and the world in which we live 

today; particularly considering the great challenges which we are currently facing across the 

planet in scientific research, the environment, politics, healthcare and society. I am now left 

wondering: 

 

 How can we learn to rethink our place in the world in the light of new ideas – 

moving into the often uncomfortable space of BOTH/AND, holding differing ‘truths’ 

in a cooperative and creative dialogue? 

 How can we learn to live, and find meaning, in a constantly changing and evolving 

universe; taking responsibility for the world’s becoming? 

 Is it possible that the collaborative movement of a holistic epistemology could 

transform our global society, science, politics, education and healthcare?  

 

My journey with holistic science invited me to reassess my epistemology and to be myself, 

differently - a Phenomenological Global Citizen, able to see in many different ways, 

integrated within the whole of Nature; within the unfolding, paradoxical dance of creation 

itself. All of my experiences determined by what I come into relationship with, and how I do 

it; and what ideas I hold about phenomena in each interaction.  
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“We become co-creators of the destiny of the universe; holons working in harmony with 

all the other holons of the cosmos.” (Hollick 2006, p.98) 

 

Through a shift of perception and an openness to come into harmonious relationship with 

existence at all levels of scale, the hidden myth in Holistic Science is now free to emerge as I 

have discovered a world within which the seemingly opposed phenomena of life and death 

can be held together in harmonious union, openly and peacefully within myself as a 

Phenomenological Global Citizen. As I complete this work, I am also aware that this is not 

the end. In this creative space of BOTH/AND, I am learning to move with, and be open to, 

new ideas; living in the flowing, dynamic paradox of existence and finding my own meaning 

within it. By embodying Nature’s interconnected, spiralling dance, I am learning to 

continually become myself, differently. Coming into relationship with the wholeness of 

Nature and dialoguing with her once more, I can once again hear her voice in the trees, the 

birds, the waves crashing on the shore – in every expression that she takes. 

 

 

 

 

 

“There would be no chance of getting to know death if it happened only once. 

But fortunately, life is nothing but a continuing dance of birth and death, a 

dance of change. Every time I hear the rush of a mountain stream, or the 

waves crashing on the shore, or my own heartbeat, I hear the sound of 

impermanence. These changes, these small deaths, are our living links with 

death. They are death’s pulse, death’s heartbeat, prompting us to let go of all 

the things we cling to.” 

(Rinpoche 1996, p.33) 
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Gateway 

 

Spokes willingly participate at Wheel’s hub; Centre making sense of Union, 

 

Tea is held in the warm embrace of Teacup; Space creating Experience, 

 

Life and Death, Day and Night; different, yet inseparable sides of the same coin, 

 

Do we see Lover’s joining or Enemies fighting? Can one really win over another? 

 

Can we open to see Ourselves and Another, differently? 

 

Can we hold each other’s differences, differently? 

 

Nature holds the key - birth, growth, decline, death, movement, change, ebb and flow. 

 

Do we unnaturally stay comfortable; unchanging and unmoving, or jump into natural 

discomfort, ebbing and flowing with ‘what is’? 

 

How we use the creative potential of Paradox is our choice in each moment of our 

existence. 

 

Will you dance with me through the Gateway? 

 

Louise Pardoe, August 2014 
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“Life and death are one, even as the river and the sea are one.” 

Khalil Gibran 


