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ment’ concepts of  progress through science, concepts such as utopian visions of  a world 
free of  spontaneity; a world in which science succeeds in making the future totally pre-
dictable as was characterized in the Twentieth Century by Aldous Huxley in his novel, 
Brave New World.64  It is potentially, however, the dystopian outcome of  the ‘grey goo sce-
nario’ in which self-replicating machines destroy all life in the name of  efficiency.65

I am not saying that John the engineer is flattening the North Atlantic Current.  En-
gineers understand the mechanics of  vibrations better than most.  It is the engineering 
mentality that is associated with the primarily analytical and reductionist mentality of  
mechanistic materialism that is the problem.  Through the research of  those such as 
Strogatz into complex oscillating systems and the insights of  process thinkers such as 
Whitehead and Gare, we are beginning to understand more about the nature of  vibra-
tory existence and its role in the flourishing of  life.  But while complex thinkers are re-
vealing the importance of  creating and sustaining vibrations, engineers are more active 
than ever in trying to excessively dampen them.  Today, this is most often in the service 
of  business which is trying to excessively dampen vibrations in order to channel energy 
into profits..  The irony is that such efforts to strictly control natural oscillating processes 
in order to concentrate them require the use of  enormous amounts of  energy.  This 
seems inefficient, as is allowing massive amounts of  the waste products, including vi-
brating carbon dioxide, to escape into the atmosphere.  This irony is a consequence of  
the narrowly focused mentality of  mechanistic materialism.

Like a diabetic or a chronically depressed shift worker, the North Atlantic Current is 
suffering a loss of  integrity from an excessive flattening in the oscillations of  an influen-
tial global constituent, human beings.  Unlike the single trumpet or violin player within 
the orchestra, humans have acquired too much influence over larger natural constraints 
through our ability as engineers to subvert such constraints.  Our success in this regard 
has led to the flattening of  multiple other levels as we consciously seek to destroy po-
lyphony for our own ends.

SUBVERTING FLATLAND

In his paper, ‘The Semiotics of Global Warming’, Arran Gare argues that the ability 
to mobilise a concerted and effective response to climate change is being thwarted by 
semiotic corruption.  In Pierceian terms, the interpretant is constantly being confused 
by signs indicating that the scientific consensus is just one opinion amongst equally 
valid others.66  In other words, semiotic corruption is the flattening of  different vibrat-
ing levels of  knowledge, subverting efforts to synchronise with the consensus oscillator.  

could synchronize.
     64. Aldous Huxley, Brave New World, (Penguin Books, Middlesex, 1969).  Huxley’s famous dystopian novel 
warns us that any interpretation of such a possible future as progress reveals imperviousness to irony.
     65. A discussion of the ‘grey goo scenario’ is in Martin Rees, Our Final Century: Will Civilisation Survive the 
Twenty-First Century, (London, Arrow Books, 2003) p. 58-59.
     66. Arran Gare, ‘The Semiotics of Global Warming: Combating Semiotic Corruption’, in Theory & Science, 
2007, at http://theoryandscience.icaap.org/content/vol9.2/Gare.html, (accessed 24/10/08). 
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The slowing of  the North Atlantic Current can also be thought of  as a consequence of  
semiotic corruption.  Synchronization between oscillators involves vibrations recogniz-
ing each other’s frequencies.  At higher levels of  organization these processes are semi-
otically facilitated creating the feedback loops that help generate non-linear emergence.  
The human flatland is introducing semiotic corruption into the Gaia system.  For ex-
ample, the 24/7 economy uses vast amounts of  energy and technology to maintain con-
stant artificial daylight.  This sends confusing signals to a Gaia system that has evolved 
with circadian rhythms, rhythms that have helped create the climatic parameters con-
ducive to life.  It particularly confuses the behaviour of  various nocturnal creatures.67  It 
is subverting the ability for multiple oscillators to synchronize, leading, for example, to 
extinctions.  Over-fishing is another example of  semiotic corruption leading to extinc-
tion when longer-lived, low reproduction-rate species are removed from systems, there-
fore changing the signals.

In order to counter this corruption, humanity must synchronize an effort to subvert 
the drive to flatland.  This cannot be accomplished through technical means as some 
kind of engineering issue; it is this thinking that has created the problem.  Anthropogen-
ic climate change is a moral issue.  But moral issues require a consensus on standards.  
Despite claims from a multitude of belief systems and ideologies throughout history, 
including the utilitarianism that forms the basis of liberal and neo-liberal democracies 
which have underpinned the successes of modern engineering, a universal moral con-
sensus has never been established.  It is the historical failure to establish such a consen-
sus that has led humanity to turn to utilitarian-based engineering to find mechanical 
ways to determine their decisions, for example, computerised data collection.  It is my 
contention that Process Philosophy can deliver a moral standard that can be used to 
subvert flatland.  A process moral standard, however, is proscriptive and not prescriptive 
as the moral standards of Kantianism and most religions tend to be.  Proscriptive logic 
transcends the naturalistic fallacy because it characterizes the conditions for emergent 
potential and what is actualized is understood as only being knowable after the fact.  It is 
the continual creation of potential which is the condition for the flourishing of life.  From 
within this potential a range of general constraints can be identified which are condi-
tions for the creation of potential; constraints such as diversity, community, freedom and 
self-realization, which themselves must be continually tested dialectically.  It is within 
this framework that Gaia and the North Atlantic Current constrain morality within a 
hierarchy of constraints whose larger scale oscillations provide the limits, or boundaries 
to our development.  Like all developing and sometimes naughty children, we need to 
learn what our boundaries are.  It is more enlightened views from Process Philosophy 
and complexity science that are guiding us in this direction.

One important boundary, or constraining oscillation, is the seemingly universal 
phenomenon called edge of chaos.  Far-from-equilibrium conditions exist within the 
Universe because regions of the Universe are oscillating between the chaotic condi-

     67. Examples of this corruption can be found in, Ecological Consequences of  Artificial Night Lighting, Eds. 
Catherine Rich and Travis Longcore, (Washington DC, Island Press, 2006).
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tions of its origin and the lifeless order of its possible future.  We also exist and flourish 
in this dynamic phase within which we can create and maintain our integrity in the 
face of uncertainty.  Edge of chaos conditions are non-linear, or emergent phase transi-
tions which occur when interactions or synchronizations of lower level oscillators reach 
critical levels such that a new level of order emerges.  This vibratory existence endures 
within relatively narrow parameters; too much or too little interaction and the order 
will disintegrate.  In musical terms, edge of chaos can be understood as 1/ƒ noise, the 
range of sound frequencies that lie between chaotic white noise and the flat line of a 
single note.68  It is within such a range that interesting scale-free fractal patterns emerge 
at multiple levels such as in the complex structure of  a Bach fugue.69  It is the nature 
and parameters of  edge of  chaos conditions that complexity scientists are continuing 
to explore and while we must be cautious about their implications, these parameters I 
believe have the potential to become moral constraints that are the conditions for the 
possibility of  life flourishing.

How could these work as moral constraints?  First, people would need to be edu-
cated in the nature of complex processes and understand the difference between such 
processes and the traditional, orthodox mechanical and materialist view.  Secondly, un-
derstanding of complex processes would need to be integrated within a coherent ethical 
framework.  Fortunately complex systems have redundancies lingering within them so 
rather than create an ethical framework from scratch, we can utilize existing ones.  Out 
of all of the major moral and ethical frameworks developed by human beings, I argue, 
there is one that perhaps comes closest to conforming to process metaphysics which can 
account for concepts such as edge of chaos.  This is Aristotle’s Virtue Ethics and par-
ticularly his concept of ‘the mean’ from his Nichomachean Ethics.70  In simple terms, 
Aristotle’s ‘mean’ lies between two extreme vices of  excess and deficit.  The ‘mean’ is re-
lational.  It is dynamically created and maintained through the interactions of  individu-
als with their communities.  In other words, virtues, or appropriate modes of  behaviour 
within different contexts, are the emergent products of  networks.  Moral Philosopher, 
Alasdair MacIntyre, has rightly criticized Aristotle’s concept of  the ‘mean’ for being too 
abstract and arbitrary.71  Married to process metaphysics and new understandings in 
complexity theory, however, Aristotle’s concept can have a recognized naturalistic ori-
entation, one that itself  recognizes the uniqueness of  human self-consciousness and our 
ability to subvert moral constraints, whatever their basis.

For example, a characteristic of  1/ƒ noise at the edge of  chaos is that its frequencies 
and amplitudes are irregular.  As Mark Ward points out, the interbeat intervals of  the 

     68. This characterization is in John Gribbin, Deep Simplicity: Bringing Order to Chaos and Complexity, (New 
York, Random House, 2004), p. 154.
     69. Mark Ward uses such musical metaphors to explain edge of chaos in Mark Ward, Universality: the 
underlying theory behind life, the universe and everything, (London, Pan Books, 2001), p.p.. 150-151.
     70. Aristotle, ‘Ethica Nichomachea’, Book II, Chapter 6, in The Basic Works of  Aristotle, ed. Richard 
McKeon, (New York, Random House, 1968).  This use of Aristotle relates to the development in my Ph.D 
Thesis of a Process Philosophy definition of health.
     71. In Alasdair MacIntyre, A Short History of  Ethics, (Oxon, Routledge, 2006), p.p. 62-64.
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heart are constantly changing in anticipation of  uncertainty.72  In auditory terms, the 
orchestra is continually playing different rhythms and melodies as possible scenarios of  
an indeterminate future.  Alternatively, an unhealthy heart is more like modern dance 
music, locked into a future that can only be a regular number of  beats per minute.  Car-
dio-vascular exercise, particularly done in a slightly chaotic fashion, helps maintain the 
heart in edge of  chaos conditions.  It too is a process that plays out a range of  possible 
scenarios in order to better anticipate them.  Such exercise therefore, or the active per-
formance of  it, from a process perspective, becomes a moral constraint, or a virtue or 
mean.  Human beings, however, are able to subvert this constraint by constructing an 
abstract flatland in which engineering, geared towards efficiency, is able to reduce the 
need for exercise.  This then leads to flattening of  the insulin and cortisol oscillators and 
a loss of  sync.  Such actions should be considered immoral.

Similarly, the North Atlantic Current, an oscillator at the edge of  chaos that creates 
edge of  chaos conditions at lower levels of  vibratory existence, is a moral constraint, or 
mean, that can be consciously subverted by engineering’s drive to replace the melodies 
with one note; that note being the incessant hum of  machinery.  This machinery pro-
duces the greenhouse gases and heat that melts the ice that alters the constitution of  the 
current that causes it to slow, or flatten out.  But unlike the human being consciously 
choosing to drive the car instead of  walk, the North Atlantic Current is the hapless con-
straining level suffering the ravages of  a malignant constituent that chooses a particular 
growth path and is seemingly oblivious to the need for constraint.  The drive toward 
Flatland therefore, creates and is therefore characterized by, cancer-like oscillations in 
which phases of  continual growth end in catastrophic plunges.  Such plunges obliterate 
relationships and much, though usually not all, of  the oscillations history.  Not all, be-
cause such oscillations in the universe are related in some way to others; for example, we 
knew and can still talk about friends who died of  cancer.  Flatland on the other hand, 
is the consequence of  the destruction of  all relationships and is therefore not a life-af-
firming goal to have.  It is in fact the product of  a culture of  death.  Unlike flatland, an 
Aristotelian mean is relational.  It is intrinsic to vibratory existence and therefore aiming 
towards it, as Aristotle suggested, is a life-affirming goal.

The developmental processes of  human lives are unique.  The emergence and de-
velopment of  self-consciousness sees us oscillate between self  and other.  In normal 
processes, this is the sometimes painful experience in early years of  denying your vibra-
tory existence, or becoming polarized, then in later life, becoming consciously aware of  
your oscillating nature; a process recognized in many Eastern philosophies which have 
been influential on Process Philosophy.  Returning to auditory analogies, this can be lik-
ened to an improvised jazz piece which starts out with a recognized melody then bifur-
cates into a complex assortment of  heuristic experiments that, while still constrained by 
a rhthymic structure, push and prod the boundaries of  that structure.  Sometimes a solo 
gets stuck on one note, but eventually, the musicians find their way back to the original 
melody and create it anew.  The musicians have pushed the boundaries but have never 

     72. Mark Ward, Universality, op. cit., p.p. 142-144.
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lost their feel for the whole.  To lose this feel, to become lost in your abstractions, is to 
commit the fallacy of  misplaced concreteness  It is to deny the artist and become only 
the engineer.

CONCLUSION

The future of humanity within our present limited context, having access to only the re-
sources of this one planet, will be strongly determined by our ability to subvert the drive 
toward flatland.  This can be achieved by developing a new ethics based on the recog-
nition and understanding of the nature of vibratory existence.  This will be contiguous 
with the replacement of many visual metaphors with auditory ones.  The drive towards 
flatland, the continual excessive dampening of vibrations for the purpose of meeting 
particular human wants at the expense of all others, reveals a lack of such understand-
ing and resembles more the often polarized thought processes of adolescents.  A mature 
humanity will be one that identifies and recognizes the mean, the boundary constraints 
that condition the flourishing of life, the complex synchronizing of multiple oscillators 
at different frequencies.  As almost all holistic traditions have argued, when we stray 
from well-worn paths as we sometimes should, we must be able to find and create them 
again.  In other words, we oscillate in relation to a mean.  The search for the meaning 
of life, is the search for the mean.  The North Atlantic Current has profound meaning 
for us, as does the Gulf Stream and Southern Oscillator, which needs to be continually 
created and maintained.

Finally, vibrations are durational events and not instants.  They are processes, not 
points.  The subversion of the drive to flatland must start with an understanding of this.  
Engaging with the process metaphysics of those such as Gare and Whitehead within the 
tradition of Process Philosophy can greatly assist this understanding.  As a multi-discipli-
nary academic field rooted in the concepts of vibratory existence, Process Philosophy is 
uniquely positioned to do the important work of integrating into a new whole, Western 
and Eastern philosophy, holism and mechanism, the sciences and the humanities.  Proc-
ess Philosophy is about creating Baroque arrangements of melodies, not single notes.

Philosophy and Cultural Inquiry 
Swinburne University
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