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For the children, mine and yours.
For the parents, mine and yours.
For the generations who have not yet arrived, mine and yours.
For the generations who came before, mine and yours.

~~~

You were once wild here. Don’t let them tame you.
—Isadora Duncan
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Parts & Wholes, Hope & Horror

If we inquire what does constitute a nation, we soon find that
neither common racial origin, nor identity of language, or of
religion, or of manners is essential. The most acceptable
definition is probably that which declares that people compose
a nation when they feel themselves to be a nation. But if we
inquire how they come to share this feeling which has no
necessary dependence on genetic relationship, on collocation
in space, on common language, or common customs or
beliefs, the answer is by no means obvious. National
sentiment... is the power of those whom we call patriots, to
give them their more noble title, thus to polarize the peoples.
In their wake follow the journalist, the contractor and the
manufacturer of armaments. The scene is set. Catch-words are
chosen, insults bandied and the play begins.
—William Bateson, 1918 address on ‘Science and Nationality’
There may be a blind spot in the way we make sense of the world that is
holding back our ability to make the shifts necessary for human survival.
It is possible that this could be the implicit assumption that the world is
made of parts and wholes geared together to resemble a giant machine.
Has this schematic blueprint been projected onto our understanding of
nature and culture? Are there clear defining lines between parts and
wholes, nations and individuals, organisms and ecosystems?
Obviously, a family is not a machine any more than a forest is; still
there is a presumption that each part of either of those systems has a role
in how the larger system functions. I want to show that the influence of
the machine metaphor can be seen throughout our world, a world in
which we see a global return to pre-WWII levels of nationalism, coupled
with declining ecological systems, and the apparent inability of presiding
experts to swerve our social and scientific realms into system change. I
have become suspicious in recent years of the violence that indirectly
results from this machine-dream. Of course, 21st-century science has
compiled a portrait of life that is much more complex than an ordinary
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machine, but I would argue that, if one looks deep enough, the imprint
of this mechanistic metaphor is still there.
The benefits of studying the ‘workings’ of life according to the logic
of machinery have been substantial, but there is a conceptual problem. If
each part of the ecosystem is particularly purposed into its place in the
larger biosphere, how does evolution happen? Increasingly the study of
environmental context, which we see for example in the rediscovery of
epigenetics, has upended the more linear evolutionary narrative. It turns
out that context matters, and that organisms learn together. From a social
perspective that same question can be reframed: if each culture has
something intrinsically set that it brings to the global family, how do we
account for the constant transference of customs, lands, and languages, and
the emergence of new ideas?
I have dedicated my life to researching contextual mutual learning,
along with my partners at the International Bateson Institute, in the hope
of illustrating a different premise upon which life is operating.
In recent years, there has been some movement toward holistic
studies and ‘interdisciplinarity’ has become a catchword in academic
institutions, where programs have been installed to transcend the division
of learning into isolated subject silos. However, these separations
between subjects are not in themselves the problem. The silos are a
product of our perception of how life is organized. Beyond the
fragmentation and de-contextualization apparent in the many separated
disciplines and departments, there lies the underlying problem inherent
in dividing up life.
Why does it make sense to divide the world into abstracted pieces?
Why does the child take apart a watch? To see how it works, that is the
argument. A watch however, has a mechanism that, unlike a living system,
does not require a context of living, learning, changing relationships.
Working watches are stabilized in their functioning. Life is not stable;
without evolution there is only extinction. Yet, even within the holistic
discourse of cybernetics and systems theory, the whole system, be it
ecological, technical or social, has often been presumed to be a composite
of parts. The upshot is that, as with the watch, in order to study any given
system, divisions within it have to be made, delineating the various ‘parts’
that would come together to make the whole.
In this approach, parts and wholes are held to be real and separate from
the efforts of the observer or analyst. Our way of seeing and perceiving is
conditioned by the system we are seeing and perceiving. It is tricky and
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probably futile to try to describe this phenomenon, especially using the same
prose though which it is formed. Function, seen through this lens, is
dependent on having just the right parts, with just the right organization.
Early systems and cybernetics work was at the forefront of bringing
revolutionary holistic studies to western science. These studies have always
been marginalized, and are only recently coming into favor. While I am
excited to see this new popularity of systems and interdisciplinary studies,
I am also concerned that they can be used in ways that the founders of this
thinking never intended. I fear the consequences, the substantial and
deadly miscalculations that the ways we define parts and wholes have led
to. The Achilles heel that I see even in some systems theories is the
holdover of a metaphor that describes the rigging of life as a functional set
of processes—even though these theories do this in a more complex way
than many studies without interdisciplinarity in their favor. I would like
to see the possibilities that would be available to our studies if we were to
start with the assumption of contextual mutual learning.
It matters a great deal what image underpins our research. The
findings and the analysis will be framed in the same logic as that initial
assumption. I have two stories that illustrate how I have come to this
question and why. One is a story of horror and the other is of hope.

A Story of Hope
In 2013 I took a trip to the Library of Congress with a few colleagues. We
discovered correspondence in the Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson
files that illuminated the beginning of ‘systems thinking’ as we know it
today. In the letters, a collective of intellectuals in the late 1930s
correspond as professional colleagues and friends, and express their fight
against fascism as they saw Hitler gaining momentum and eugenics
catching the imagination of the scientific world. Through a new glimpse
into the inception of these ideas I saw not only the acumen that this early
group embodied, but perhaps more importantly their care for the future
of humanity and the biosphere.
Their idea was to address the epistemology that made fascism
possible. They were disturbed by the threat of fascism as it was developing
in Europe and around the world and saw science as giving traction to the
foothold that fascism was gaining at that time. In their letters they describe
the fragmentation and fractioning of knowledge as contributing to the kind
of thinking which could allow fascism to take root. They maintained that
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if the world could be divided up, it would be. Having been divided, those
divisions would gain political, military, and ideological strength.
To address this, they discussed the possibility of developing a new
science that would offer a way to study the world through all of the other
sciences simultaneously. These scholars wanted to study how culture,
biology, and ideas were interconnected. They were the core of what
would become the Macy Conference group twenty years later. The
science that they would later develop was cybernetics.
(Cybernetics is not easily definable, but using the words of Wikipedia,
let’s call it “a transdisciplinary approach for exploring regulatory systems,
their structures, constraints, and possibilities.”)
I was moved by the passion and emotional concern in these letters for
how the world was being torn apart during WWII. This group was driven
to do what they could to stop the physical and cultural violence of fascism.
The tendency toward separation of disciplines in natural and social sciences
was seen as the epistemological scaffolding within which separations
between peoples, ideas, and nature would be logical and reasonable.
Gregory, Margaret and others were already posing questions that
reached toward finding out what in our cultures had been cultivated that
would beget the collective human trend towards such terrifying, blind
disregard for life as they were seeing in Germany (and elsewhere) at that
time. In their dedication to their cause they expressed their heartfelt fears for
what would happen if fascism took hold of the collective imagination of the
western world. They imagined the damage would likely be complete. They
predicted that the trauma of future generations would surface in
unrecognizable hatred, humiliation, and exploitation. Humanity’s integrity
was in the balance. Life itself was in the balance. They cared.
The letters we found that day at the Library of Congress predate the
Macy Conferences in which Cybernetics was first defined. The history of
how and why this group came to be is essential to our understanding today
of the material they developed. It is all too easy to think that the great
minds that gave us cybernetics did so out of intellectual rigor—which they
did. But, they were also motivated to do so by the obligation they felt as
thinking, feeling, human beings to address the threat of ecological
destruction, generations of future trauma, cultural pain, and species
depletion that they perceived would be the result of procuring knowledge
in divided compartmental ways, i.e. dividing the world into bits. They
wanted to find a way to study life in its wholeness as a kind a vaccination
against fragmentation. Those letters were written 80 years ago.
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A Story of Horror
Also in 2013, I was asked to do a radio interview after the release of the film
I made about my father, ‘An Ecology of Mind.’ New films generate press,
and I was doing interviews to promote the film with some frequency at that
time. What was unusual was that I took the time to vet this request. I am
not sure what prompted me to be more careful, but something did. The
interviewer wanted to discuss my father’s ideas of ecology and culture. I was
not surprised by that. He went on to say how important it is to have these
discussions of ecology and culture in an era where so much diversity was
being lost. I agreed with that too. But, I began to smell something fishy. He
made a remark about racial intermarriage that I could not quite place in the
rest of conversation, and then something else about immigration. I chalked
my confusion up to a bad Skype connection. I looked up his name on the
Internet and found his organization. The request turned out to be from a
right-wing group of neo-Nazis concerned about the imminent genocide of
so-called native Europeans (i.e. white people).
I did not see that coming.
It would be a few more years before huge waves of immigrating refugees
would take center stage in our press stories. Immigration was not so much
in the news then, especially not in Europe. Speaking from my desk in
Vancouver, Canada to this polite man on Skype who wanted an interview,
I had no idea what he was trying to say. With hindsight I notice with
amazement how difficult it is to see something you have never seen before.
I simply could not imagine that he was approaching me for an interview
to assist in justifying his vision of a divided world. Me? Gregory’s work?
Systems? Anthropology?
At that time, I did not yet recognize the velocity of the emergence
of these right-wing groups as a global phenomenon. The Tea Party was in
full swing in the US, but truthfully in my eyes it was so full of idiotic
rhetoric and buffoon-like characters that, like many other people, I did
not take it very seriously. This request marked the first time it truly dawned
on me that the threat of these extreme right-wingers might actually be a
substantial danger, let alone an intellectual challenge. Snobbery is what I
was guilty of, and my come-uppance was harsh.
On the website for this particular group there was almost none of
what I would have expected as predictable racist material. Instead, the
content was all derived from highly sophisticated, systems-informed
anthropology, philosophy, ecology, and social justice activism sources. To
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my horror, it was in the name of cultural preservation, and the need for
every culture to provide a knowledge base in the ecology of ideas, that the
imagined loss of a so-called indigenous European place in the social
ecology could be seen as an ecological tragedy. In the spirit of protecting
biodiversity the site raged that what it called injustice needed to be addressed
in order to restore European cultural purity. The website suggested that
inter-marriage should be stopped between indigenous Europeans and others
to save the remaining authenticity of the culture, and that immigration
should be stopped. I found it staggering to see so many ideas I thought were
ethical, intelligent, and beautiful put toward this ugly neo-Nazi agenda.
Though I have since found that this hijacking of ecological thinking by
white racists is well known in some circles, for me this was personal because
the tenets of systems thinking were also being co-opted.
On the website the bloggers were referring to my father’s ideas, to
Margaret Mead, and to other ecologists and systems thinking icons. I had
to take time, step back, reconsider touting systems thinking as a way to
save the planet—and begin a quest to find out how this could happen. I
needed to develop or contextualize systems ideas differently, in hopes of
creating a way to get to another level of thinking where this kind of
divisiveness would be precluded. There was an oversight somewhere, and
I began a hunt to find it.
I knew I had made two mistakes. First of all, I overestimated the watertightness of systems thinking. For me it was a foregone conclusion that my
father’s work, and the work of his contemporaries since the beginning of
cybernetics, would eliminate ideas that could house racist polarities like the
ones I was seeing. Secondly, I underestimated the refinement and
complexity of the rhetoric that the extreme right was using. Somehow I
expected that only a narrow-minded, bigoted reductionism could hold such
destructive binaries. On both of these counts I was mistaken.
I declined the interview, realizing that anything I said would likely
be taken out of context. Instead, I have put myself to the task of finding
the blind spot within the work that that my father and his contemporaries
set into motion. Ironically, or perhaps fittingly, I do so for the same reasons
that this work was begun in the 1930s.
***

Systems, Ecology and Fascism
As the decades have gone by, the tenets of cybernetics have seeded the
fields of systems theory, complexity theory, and chaos theory as well as so
much else in the world today, including psychotherapy, engineering,
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ecology, information science, and communication theory. Understanding
and decoding life’s ‘order’ is at the core of all of these traditions of
knowledge. Now, I would argue, is a critical moment in the evolution of
thinking about this ‘order.’ Is it a multi-perspective learning process? Or
is it definable in terms of its parts and wholes?
I am beginning to see a sickening similarity between the ecologists’
description of the earth’s systems interacting, and the neo-Nazi description
of why purity of culture is necessary. The irony of this observation is that
the extreme right and left share a worldview—though their intentions are
entirely different. Both are founded on the idea that the world is made of
parts and wholes that should remain intact in order to keep the social or
environmental system functioning. The cogs must not be disrupted if the
system is to continue and not become obsolete. In both cases the processes
of evolution, co-evolution, and learning are confined to the impossibility
of static forms interacting with static forms.

Saving Systems Science
Since my discovery of the neo-Nazi website and the way in which these
ideas were being used to promote the very sorts of thinking they were meant
to deter, I have been concerned that decades of systems work could be lost.
If the vocabulary of systems gets hijacked by the extreme right, it will be
difficult to get it back, or it could be impossible to replace. Given the rate at
which the coherence of our economic, social, and ecological systems is
declining, there is no time for a reboot of the last 50 years of important
work. The depth of thinking, the naming of patterns, the criteria of the
systemic approach to thinking about life are, I am convinced, absolutely vital
for our decisions in coming years. The loss of the use of these tools of
thought would be a disaster. It is in this spirit that I am seeking to find where
the blind spots are in this work, and how we might begin a discussion on
attending to the oversights that have led to this emergency.
At the core of systems work is a search not just for details, but for
patterns. This is not an easy task within the epistemological limits of western
culture, where the habit of applying notions of cause and effect has been
rewarded over several centuries of cultural, technological, and theological
development. Systems thinking requires us to see past those old scripts and
into the world of interrelations. To think in terms of systems is to suspend
the version of reality of the wise scholar who looks though his binoculars or
microscope and classifies parts of nature he objectively sees. This arcane
character is replaced with another sort of scholar, one who is willing to look
in several directions, seeking patterns of interaction.
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At its best, being able to see systems requires the observer to muster
the muscle to hold multiple inputs and outputs in mind simultaneously,
while recognizing that the action of this observing itself is within the ‘clump’
of interactions in process (as we are taught by second order cybernetics).
More than half a century has passed since the beginning of the noble
attempt to see the world through this lens. Much new vocabulary has been
developed, and patterns have been identified. People have applied systems
thinking to their work in myriad professions ranging from social science
to art, architecture, and biology. Remarkable contributions have been
made to the world with this thinking tool, the Internet being one of them.
The visionaries who have taken up systems thinking have done so in the
face of professional risk.
These scientists and professionals have embraced uncertainty; they
have applied themselves to the difficulty of trying to perceive in a way that
allows them to become familiar with processes that take place between
disciplines instead of walling up their work within singular fields of study.
These rogues have been shunned and rewarded in equal measurement.
They have been pioneers in a new conceptual landscape who questioned
the most basic assumptions of orthodox ‘knowledge about things.’
For many, the study of systems sciences offers hope for the future.
The horizon might be brighter if we could only see the interconnectedness
of our world and, in beginning to understand it, we might be less likely to
destroy it. As the decades have passed, concepts of interconnectedness and
ecology have become familiar. Up until about 20 years ago those words
were strange to the ears of most people; now they are the common
narrative of green politics, and even advertising campaigns that want to
attract a lefty consumer base. Now this work could be co-opted and
derailed.

Clarity Obscuring Complexity?
The preference for the safety and surety of the divisions implicit in ‘parts
and wholes thinking’ is not a crime; it gives the illusion of making life
easier to make sense of and to control. While it may be that thinking in
terms of parts and wholes has served us thus far, as we look around the
globe we see that there have been some oversights in our understanding
of life. From ecological overshoot, to economic volatility, to human
trafficking and rampant racism, there is a recurring theme of exploitation.
Could our habit of separating the world into parts, which we imagine gear
together to function as wholes, be contributing to the segregation of ideas,
people, ecologies, and more?
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The tidiness of identifying compartmentalized parts and wholes
creates muddles at other levels. For one simple instance of this, isn’t the
difference between parts and wholes to some extent a matter of scale?
Taking the examples of a family-member in a family, and a tree in a forest,
it is clear that the person is a whole system, and so is the family of which
they are a ‘part,’ just as the tree is a whole system within the whole
ecosystem of the forest. Scaling up and down we can identify the systems
within systems; scaling down, both the human being and the tree have
systems for reproduction; scaling up, both the forest and family are part of
still larger landscapes. A piece of music can be arbitrarily divided up into
parts. Each instrument could be considered a part, or each stanza with all
the instruments playing could be considered a part, or the song itself could
be called a part of a genre.
Where are the parts? Where are the wholes?

Transcontextuality and Paradoxes
The habit of drawing divisions between natural processes, between cultures,
or between disciplines, and believing that those divisions are necessary cogs
in a purposeful mechanism is indeed useful, but only within limits. Our
humility in remembering that those divisions are to some degree arbitrary
(and stem from the process of observation) keeps the possibilities open for
understanding in multiple contexts. The two are not mutually exclusive.
Once identified, parts and wholes get mixed up quickly, and are
further confused when one starts to examine multiple contexts. To study
the interaction between the organisms in a forest and the ways in which
that forest changes over time, is to study many contextual frames—time,
weather, bacterial growth/death, relation to humanity, and so on.
Perhaps systems theory needs more dimensions. Transcontextual
observation is helpful here, due to the way in which it blurs the outlines of
parts, as the identifiable ‘roles’ of the parts and wholes within the ‘function’
of a system are revealed to be contextual. Identity is also not singular in
context. We are friends to some people, colleagues to others, parents of our
children and children of our parents, but we are also still ourselves.
I am American, and I have lived in other cultures most of my life, and
I am a woman, and I am a filmmaker, and I am an educator. I belong in
many groupings, and can be defined by them differently. I am, and I am not.
None of the circles in the Venn diagram of my life has clear edges. I never
stop being American even though my days are filled with Swedish life. They
do not erase one another, and they do not agree. They leave open paradoxes
pulled into a tension that does not allow for reductionist labeling.
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Habitually removing ambiguity requires the simultaneous removal of
transcontextual information. Ironically, ambiguity offers insight into more
information than tight, arbitrary definitions can do. Arguably, the more
transcontextual information one has, the more able one is to ‘suss’ and decide
upon a more graceful action. More blurry is actually more clear and vice
versa. It is uncomfortable perhaps to lose the concreteness of a single identity,
but that singularity was an illusion anyway. Cultural identity is impossible to
ignore, but equally impossible to pin down: it has been relentlessly
integrating and reintegrating countless influences over the last 1.8 million
years. And ‘I’ live in a body that internally requires co-existence with more
than 10 trillion organisms, while externally my survival is ecological,
emotional, and cultural. I am not an isolatable specimen.
It is these paradoxes of defining characteristics within multiple contexts
that bring another sort of clarity to our understanding. I suggest that we need
to get better at doing aikido with paradoxes. The impulse to regiment the
existence of one group of people in a world of interacting cultures, or one
organism in an ecology, or one person in a family, is rooted in the logic that
those divisions are realities. They are not. And yet, they are. It is both correct
and incorrect to outline parts and wholes. Maddening though that paradox
is for doing research, it is the only transcontextual way to account for the
variables of interaction over time in complex systems.
The parts exist, the wholes exist, and both can be redefined from
other perspectives. But today, an appetite for bite-sized, clearly outlined
definitions has trumped any appreciation of complexity in our decisionmaking. A yearning for the satisfaction of puzzles that fit together has made
unresolvable paradoxes untenable in planning committees. In our future
studies and the coordination of our efforts to decrease destructive patterns
of behavior, we need to become more comfortable with the kind of
tension these paradoxes pull us into. While it may sound abstract to say life
is transcontextual it is also the most basic practical understanding of nature,
starting with our own existence as individuals.

Meta-messages & Presuppostions
The question of how it could happen that systems thinking is used (by
neo-Nazis) to justify dividing peoples and cultures needs to be brought
before the community of systems and complexity theorists and held up for
us to examine with care. The same is true for ecology. What are the social
implications of the sort of ‘preservation’ projects that botanical gardens, for
example, implement to save native species? Isolation and disruption of
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interactive change in either realm presents difficult questions. And we need
to be extremely careful that the language botanists and zoologists use to
talk about species extinction cannot be re-purposed by social engineers.
So how did it happen? Why? To meet the challenge of this query I
would like to step back and reassess what it is that we assume is true about
systems, about complexity, about why these ideas are useful to our
understanding and learning about our world. After all, communication of
an idea is not just about describing the idea itself. What is also
communicated is the ecology in which that idea lives. Language, culture,
assumptions about how life works, these are layers of what is being
transmitted that are usually indirect.
The way in which a concept is delivered speaks not only to the
concept itself but also offers a description, between the lines, of what is
unquestioned. As an example, when someone says the sky is blue, it is
assumed that there is an agreement about what ‘blue’ is, and that there is
such a thing as a ‘sky.’ The presupposition that both ‘sky’ and ‘blue’ are
not in question makes it difficult to enter the discussion with any
skepticism of what ‘blue’ might be, or what the ‘sky’ is. The tricky business
with presuppostions is that they quietly shrink our ability to see the limits
of our assumptions.
My analysis of the situation that I encountered with the neo-Nazi
group is that the blind spot is in the presuppositions. The presuppositions
are not in what is said or unsaid, but exist in the dimension of what it is
possible to say, or to understand as having been said. In scrutinizing the
implicit and indirect givens of systems theory and complexity to find the
gap this fascist thinking squeaked though, I notice that thinking of life in
terms of parts and wholes is assumed. As is the case with epistemological
mistakes, the shadow is usually where the issue lies. Here is my father’s
description of the issue:
Now, there is a peculiarity of human and animal learning,
that it sinks. What you receive at a superficial level becomes
what is called ‘habitual,’ and as it becomes habitual it
becomes less conscious. That which has sunk to become
habit is more difficult to disrupt, to change; and it becomes
difficult to change because one has built and organized later
information upon it… To change it means disrupting a
whole mass of more superficial ideas which one doesn’t want
to disrupt because they work out alright. To make the
change at a deeper level is difficult. Now, it is particularly
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the more abstract ideas about relationships that tend to sink
and become more unconscious.
—Gregory Bateson, Q&As: ‘Conscious Purpose versus
Nature’
What happens if we begin to ask if perhaps the world is not made of parts
and wholes? How can we describe it, study it, and in fact… what is it?
Where does that land academia? Medicine? Studies of ecology, language,
and more? At this level we are addressing the meta-message. I see the
ghostly verification of our presupposition that the world is made of parts
and wholes in the ways in which we communicate research, theory,
strategy, and goals. It is not difficult to see that delivery of data in graphs
depicting statistical breakdown of the gathered information implies a
methodology. What is not so obvious is the meta-message that life is clear
and definable. The models, graphs, and charts that communicate this
methodology carry ‘fact’ packaged in such a way that its authority is
unquestionable. It says, “this is serious,” “this is how things are done,” and
most insidious, “this is how life works.” These are deep, qualitative
suggestions that speak, not to the information given, but to the
relationships the recipient should have with the information.
In such reports the parts are defined, the function is illustrated, and
causation is defined—the presupposition is that the parts are definable, and
that causation is based upon their function. The meta-message is that that
mechanistic causality is ‘natural.’ ‘Naturally’ we should identify cultures as
separate entities, ‘naturally’ we can expect a forest to operate like an
engine, and subsequently, ‘naturally we can “control” these parts and
wholes.’ However, without mechanistic causality there is no instrumental
solution-finding. The question unasked is this: how can we communicate
research about transcontextual relations as they learn and re-organize—if
the report is communicated using statistical models that lay out and
determine boundaries that are paradoxical?
Our ability to communicate is limited by what it has been possible
to say. But we will live in the consequences, and the consequences of the
consequences of these shadows and binaries. The system through which
perception is achieved is inside the larger systems. We could never have
this conversation if it were not for language, as there would be no collusion
upon which to establish language. But we are in danger of believing what
we see as though it were absolute. No one is innocent in this
communication crisis: it is becoming a vicious circle of right and left, right
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and wrong, yay or nay, we and they. The confusion is in the need for
clarity. A clarity without ambiguity is one in which we are all asking the
wrong questions.
I am suggesting that our notions of parts and wholes are ideas deeply
sunken under our conscious perception. Upon these notions our entire
industrial epistemology has been built. This is for better and for worse.
Either side of the paradox, it is a good practice to tilt the spotlight onto
the presuppositions and meta-communication.

Where I’m Coming From: Abbreviated Bateson History
The letters I saw in the Library of Congress were written by scientists and
academics, but they were people first. Gregory and Margaret and their
friends were people with anger, pain, and disappointment ripping them
open. They were able to conceive new ideas out of this caring pain. The
lines are blurred between professional and personal, between political and
academic, between then and now. The people matter, and for me this
material is extremely personal. In order to contextualize the above stories
further, allow me to share some very brief history of the Bateson family.
Gregory, in the 1950s, was part of the Macy Conference group
which founded the science of cybernetics. Before that he was an
anthropologist in New Guinea and Bali. Much of his anthropological work
was done in collaboration with his wife at the time, Margaret Mead. He
had come to anthropology via zoology, which he studied at Cambridge.
How did he get from zoology to anthropology? For him it was not such a
distance, having grown up with his father, the pioneering biologist
William Bateson. As the years passed, Gregory would change disciplines
and careers several more times, crossing into psychology, information
science, ecology, and bring his work in anthropology and zoology with
him along the way. Each game change in his studies meant looking at life
through another lens.
He has been called an interdisciplinary thinker, a title which I think
he would shun. He was not interdisciplinary any more than life is. He was
simply studying life, and life is whole. He used the vocabularies and focal
points of the many disciplines he visited to increase his perception of the
patterns he was attempting to describe.
His father William is famed for having coined the term ‘genetics.’
William was also a great lover of art and was on the board of the British
Museum for whom he did a good deal of traveling, which he combined
with his genetics studies. Studying culture and environment in the
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development of an idea or an organism was a question of studying patterns
for William. No doubt this way of thinking rubbed off on Gregory. It
should be noted that this period (the early 20th century) marked the height
of discussions about eugenics. (Eugenics was a popular scientific project
that involved improving humans and society by controlling genes and
mating practices.)
William came out against eugenics and considered tampering with
the complex process of evolution to be a violence against nature. In the
quote below we can see how prescient he was about the dangers of this
kind of thinking as it applied to genetics. In 1905 William wrote:
What... will happen when... the facts of heredity are...
commonly known? One thing is certain: mankind will
begin to interfere; perhaps not in England, but in some
country more ready to break with the past and eager for
‘national efficiency.’ Mr. Galton has suggested a selection
at the top, with State encouragement of families of
superlative quality. More probably, and we suspect more
effectively, selection will begin by elimination at the
bottom... [While] contemporary socialism strives for the
elevation of the unfit... that of the future will probably aim
at their extinction. Ignorance of the remoter consequences
of interference has never long postponed such experiments.
When power is discovered man always turns to it. The
science of heredity will soon provide power on a stupendous
scale; and in some country, at some time, not, perhaps, far
distant, that power will be applied to control the
composition of a nation. Whether the institution of such
control will ultimately be good or bad for that nation or for
humanity at large is a separate question.
—1905 review of Archdall Reid’s The Principles of Heredity
At the time William wrote this, Gregory was a toddler. It would be 50
more years before systems thinking was to emerge as its own field of study.
But William was already interested in the way evolution required context
and the curious relationship between the notion of individual parts of a
system within an environment. In 1888 in a letter to his sister Anna he
wrote:
My brain boils with Evolution. It is becoming a perfect
nightmare to me. I believe now it is an axiomatic truth that
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no variation, however small, can occur in any part without
other variation occurring in correlation to it in all other parts;
or, rather, that no system, in which a variation of one part
had occurred without such correlated variation in all other
parts could continue to be a system. This follows from what
one knows of the nature of an “individual,” whatever that
may be. If then, it is true that no variation could occur if it
were not arranged that other variations should occur, in
correlation with it, in all parts, all these correlated variations
are dictated by the initial correlation acting as an
environmental change. Therefore the occurrence of any
variation in a system is a proof that all parts have the power
of changing with environmental change and must of
necessity do so.
—William Bateson, Naturalist
William broke with the scientific community of his time for many reasons.
He left Cambridge and began his research in Norwich where he employed
a laboratory of strident, brilliant women scientists respectfully referred to
now as the Snap Dragons. But, it would be many years before the world
was ready for the kind of systemic ideas William was toying with. Perhaps
the world still is not ready.

Continuing to Learn
Today the situation seems only to be growing worse as hundreds of
thousands of people need to be moved to new homes. The horror of this
deepening darkness is that it is so hard to see. It is like an invisible monster
that inflicts invisible wounds, which, with time, will surface as commonsense reasons for violence, greed, and exploitation. In time, the hurt
transforms into meta-messages that our children will live in. The upsurge
of the ultra-right in Europe and the US has heated up controversy around
nationalism, immigration, and notions of purity of culture. To read the
newspapers and watch the news is to be inundated with arguments that
either cut down the support offered to incoming refugees or shame the
right-wing anti-immigration groups as inhumane. The by-product of the
division is blame and insults from all directions.
The socio-economic patterns we live in are deadly. Some kind of
systemic overhaul is needed. But we cannot erase what has come before.
There can be no return to an imaginary blank canvas, or status quo ante.
Whatever bitterness has brewed between nations, generations, and ethnic
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groups will weaken their future. I have no doubt that the most desirable
real estate in Europe ten years from now will be in the places where the
integration of incoming refugee and immigrant groups was treated with
the most grace.
I would also suggest that the idea of collapse as a form of rebirth is not
without scar tissue that will inform future generations in both toxic and
productive ways. Collapse is also a linear narrative, awkwardly but
compellingly wrought into global ecological and cultural complexity. From
here we can only add to the broth of human history as it is mingled into the
history of the planet’s systems. There is no way to fix all that is broken now.
Broken families, broken countries, broken cultures, failing ecosystems,
volatile economies, lost identity: from the smallest scale to the most global,
human interaction is clumsy and destructive. But to see the distortions of
our world as the consequences of the way in which systems have learned to
interact, is to offer a new entry point. Perhaps this entry point holds both
history and possibility within the ever-shifting process of learning.
Lately I have been asked to describe where I see hope for the future.
Or, in fact if I see hope. I do. I see hope in the possibility of adding another
ingredient to our stew of ideological notions about how we make sense of
our world, and altering the flavor of that stew slightly. That may seem
inconsequential; it may even seem frivolous, but I contend that the shift
we need is not only in our actions, but in the logic in which those actions
are forged. In this era of global crisis, we often speak of ‘paradigm shift’
and ‘systems change’ as necessary prerequisites for the survival of the
biosphere and humanity. I am not sure that our attempts at either of those
concepts will turn out as we might intend. But, there is another possibility.
The ingredient that I would like to add to the pot is the notion of life as
mutual learning contexts. To change the flavor of our ideological stew by
asking ‘how is mutual learning taking place in this context?’ is to recontextualize that which has come before us and reset the horizon. I see
this shift in perception of our systems as a significant altering of the way in
which observing takes place, and consequently, the way in which
observations are made. It is early in the development of this idea to give it
such weight, but it could be that the addition of mutual learning processes
to the premises of systems knowledge can avert the potentially dangerous
habit of describing complex systems in terms of parts and wholes.
~~~
First published in 2016 in Humanistyczne wyzwania ekologii umysłu: Gregory
Bateson w Polsce. Warsaw: Fundacja na Rzecz Myślenia im. Barbary Skargi
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