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FOREWORD 
 

By Ervin Laszlo 
 
 

Enrico Cheli has written an important book – important for the subject matter 
itself, which corrects a long-standing bias in the epistemological perspective of 
the academic community in Italy and much of the Western world, and important 
for the consequences that this correction brings with it in regard to today’s 
dominant patterns of thought and action.  The reader can follow Cheli’s brilliant 
analysis of the intellectual aspects of this correction -- let me sayhere a few words 
on its practical aspects: the likely consequences.   
We should be aware that at the beginning years of the 21st century our collective 
development has reached a critical threshold.  Our world has become 
unsustainable.   If we continue as before, many local ecosystems would collapse, 
the climate would change adversely for agriculture and human habitation, species 
incompatible with a large and dense human population would profilerate, and 
resources critical for human health and survival would become scarce, or at least 
beyond the reach of a growing segment of humanity.   
We need to shift our patterns of thought and action, moving from the kind of 
thought and action that characterized the scientific-technological civilization of 
the 20th century, to a kind that is compatible with the human condition as in the 
biosphere. The dominant mechanistic and reductionist paradigm no longer serves 
us: it is not only factually incorrect in view of the latest discoveries of the 
sciences, it also inspires dangerously misguided behaviors.  We need to find a 
deeper and better view of the human condition.  This must be a holistic view.  We 
must no longer just see the trees: we must also see the forest.  We must learn to 
see the planetary socio-ecosystem with all its subsystems, diversities, but also its 
actual and potential unities.  We need a view of the human being as part of her or 
his community, which is part of its local environment, which is part of its society 
and culture, which is part of the system of cultures and societies in the human 
family—which is part of the global environment: of the biosphere.   
A holistic view is a systemic view; indeed systems scientists have prided 
themselves on bringing holism back into the sciences.  A system, after all, is a 
whole, not of course a monolithic, undifferentiated whole, but one with properties 
that are irreducible to those of its parts.  The planetary bio-sociosphere is a whole, 
and we must now recognize it as such.  This is no longer extrascientific or 
“metaphysical.”  As long as we did not understand the way the parts are related 
and integrated within a whole system, the holism of the systemic view remained 
on the fringes of the mainstream empirical sciences.  In the last few decades of 
the 20th century, however, this situation has been strikingly rectified.  Pioneers of 
systems thinking such as Ludwig von Bertalanffy, Kenneth Boulding, Anatol 
Rapoport and Ralph Gerard developed the basic concepts of the general theory of 
systems; and the pioneers of nonequilibrium thermodynamics, Aaron Katchalsky, 
R. Onsager and Ilya Prigogine among others, showed how such thermodyamically 
open systems evolve in the course of their interaction with their environment.  In 
my books Introduction to Systems Theory (1972) and Evolution: The Grand 
Synthesis (1987) this writer extended evolutionary systems theory into the domain 
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of philosophy, opening the way to considering questions of norms and ethics as 
well as of values and beliefs in a system-scientific perspective. In the 1980s and 
1990s a small but insightful group of interdisciplinary scientists, the General 
Evolution Research Group, rose to the challenge of elaborating systems theory 
from cosmology to biology to psychology, even to the social sciences.  
The significance of holistic systems thinking goes beyond the bounds of scientific 
disciplines: society itself needs to change paradigms.  There is no feasible 
alternative for contemporary society to adopt a mode more holistic way of 
thinking and acting—a shift that this writer in his recent book (Macroshift: 
Navigating the Transformation to a Sustainable World, Berret-Koehler, 2001) 
described as a “Macroshift” from Logos to Holos.  
In the course of history, societies have periodically shifted their dominant 
paradigms.  Stone-age societies were stabilized in their environment by a 
paradigm we may characterize as “Mythos.”  This was an extremely stable culture 
pattern enduring hundreds of thousands of years.  Yet, upon the impact of new 
technologies for adapting fertile soils, domesticating plants, and husbanding 
animals, Mythos gave way to another dominant paradigm: the civilizational mold 
of “Theos.”  With the rise of the Greek city-states and of the Roman Empire, 
Theos, in turn, yielded to a kind of civilization dominated by the paradigm of 
“Logos.”  Logos, with its Christian and later secular-industrial variants, remained 
the dominant paradigm of Western civilization until the late 20th century.   
Today, however, the mechanistic and reductionist paradigm of Logos is no longer 
capable of ordering the mushrooming complexity and increasing vulnerability of 
globally extended interdependent technological societies.  Society is confronted 
with the challenge of another transition: beyond Logos, to a societal paradigm we 
can best describe with the term “Holos.”   
Cheli’s book performs a valuable service in regard to informing the academic 
world with the holistic thinking that is adapted to life in an exploited, highly 
populated, unstable, and increasingly vulnerable world—a world that is a 
dynamic system in its own right.  People are not machines, they can, and those of 
us who can read books on this subject must, become conscious architects of their 
own destiny.  This calls for adopting a holistic perspective in our relationship to 
ourselves, society, and the entire socio- and bio-sphere.   
In the aftermath of the tragic events of the 11th September we are experiencing a 
deepening split between one culture and another, rich and poor, as well as 
between humanity and nature.  We need ways of thinking that can enable us to 
integrate individuals in nations and societies, national societies in the continental 
and then in the global community, and the global community itself in the 
biosphere.  We need a view of cosmos and life that is embracing and integrated, 
yet capable of reflecting the complexity of the contemporary world and the 
diversity of its elements.  Reading this book can be an important step toward 
understanding the reasoning that supports this view, together with its urgent 
practical significance 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Olos in Greek means "whole", "all" and holism is a global and systemic way 
of seeing reality, which considers physical, biological, mental, linguistic and 
social phenomena in their multiple interrelations.  Although the concept  implied 
by this expression was already present in classical philosophy, only from the end 
of the nineteenth century was there a theoretical and doctrinal elaboration of it in 
a scientific and philosophical context, and only from the middle of the 20th 
century did the holistic vision of reality begin to spread through the various 
scientific spheres – from biology to sociology and from psychology to medicine – 
gradually gaining more credibility and delineating what we can nowadays call an 
emerging scientific paradigm,1 an alternative to the reductionist and mechanistic 
one that for centuries has predominated, unopposed in all fields of scientific 
research. A paradigm, the predominant one until now, that undoubtedly deserves 
recognition, since it has made unprecedented technological and economic 
development possible, although it has considerable cognitive limitations and 
dangerous ethical and ecological repercussions.  It is precisely because of these 
limitations and repercussions that the above paradigm has been disputed, first by 
a very small group of pioneers and then by an increasing number of people – also 
outside the world of science – concerned about the disruption it has directly or 
indirectly caused.   

Two main objections have been made against the mechanistic and 
reductionist paradigm: one is epistemological in nature, coming from within the 
scientific community and relative to the cognitive limitations of such a way of 
looking at reality, and more specifically its inability to understand highly complex 
processes, such as for example biological, psychological and social processes; the 
other is of an ethical nature, also coming from civil society and concerning the 
many negative side effects that the indiscriminate and dogmatic application of 
this paradigm has produced on ecosystems, societies and single individuals. 
It is because of these objections that, during the 20th century, in different 
disciplines several alternative theoretic models were taking shape, with a 
procedural and global vision of reality: from the phenomenology to the 
psychology of gestalt, from systems theory to ecology, from holistic medicine to 
PNEI (psycho neuro endocrino-immunology), from humanist to trans-personal 
psychology etc. These alternative models, though distinct and sometimes distant 
from each other, may be considered, as we shall see, the avant-garde of an actual 
emerging holistic paradigm, whose success is supported also by the spread in the 
West of ancient, traditional theories and methods coming from the East – from 
Indo-Tibetan medicine to Chinese medicine and yogic disciplines – all portraying 
a holistic or proto-holistic vision of humankind and nature. 
Although still immature and adopted for the moment only by a minority of 
scientists and experts, the emerging holistic paradigm is mostly considered to be 
superior to the reductionist one and especially to have far fewer negative side 
                                                
1The expression “paradigm” derives from the Greek and means "schema" or "model". In epistemology this 
term means a frame of thought, a set of theories, laws and methods concerning reality that may be shared by 
the majority of the scientific community or by only a part of it. In the former case the paradigm is defined as 
predominant and in the second as minority or even emerging (a recent definition). Human knowledge is 
developed from one paradigm to another, as a consequence of human discoveries and intuitions (for further 
study cfr. Kuhn T., 1969). 
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effects. In consideration of that there are many who hope for a scientific and 
cultural revolution that sanctions a passage from one model to the other.    
While acknowledging the limitations and dangers of mechanistic reductionism 
and conversely the advantages of holism, this book puts forward the theory that 
the two aforementioned paradigms should not be considered as totally 
antagonistic and that they are to some extent complementary: both in fact, if taken 
separately, present both merits and limitations, while together they may lead to a 
much more satisfactory understanding of reality. This statement, which for many 
may appear to be common sense, is not at all obvious and is met with much 
resistance and outright opposition:  from the most conservative and orthodox 
scientists, because it questions some of the historical and methodological 
foundations of modern science, and it also meets opposition among intellectuals 
and the more innovative, radical scientists, who would like to simply do away 
with the old reductionist paradigm and replace it with an exclusively holistic 
vision of reality.  

As we shall more clearly illustrate in chapter IV, to consider relations 
between the emerging holistic vision and the predominant reductionist paradigm 
in antagonistic terms is a distorted and conflictual way of looking at the issue, 
which certainly does not contribute to its positive development. In recent decades 
more and more scholars (including the author), after having appreciated and fully 
used the quantitative reductionist models and methods, have come up against 
some of their serious and irremediable shortcomings; so, overcoming their initial 
scepticism, they have chosen  qualitative holistic approaches, at first appreciating 
their evident advantages, but then understanding that they too have their failings 
and that neither of the two paths, alone, is really better than the other.  It is for this 
reason that we support the hypothesis that a positive scientific and cultural 
evolution can only derive from collaboration between both points of view.  If we 
allow the possibility that different models of reality may coexist without their 
differences necessarily leading to an antagonistic juxtaposition, we can also 
imagine a paradigm that is holistic-reductionist, a definition which even in the 
recent past would have seemed quite absurd and a contradiction in terms, but 
which today, in an increasingly globalised, multicultural, multi-religious world, 
perhaps causes less perplexity.  

In this book we propose both to focus on the origins and characteristics of 
the two paradigms and to show that they can supplement each other. A paradigm 
that aspires to be fully holistic must necessarily also include the reductionist 
vision. To this end a demarcation line will be drawn between what will be called 
restricted holistic models and what will be defined as the general holistic 
paradigm.  

The first part of the book proposes to broadly reconstruct the historical 
process which led firstly to the birth of the predominant scientific, mechanistic, 
reductionist paradigm and then to the emergence of holism. In chapter I the 
principal philosophical and cultural roots of the mechanistic-reductionist vision 
will be identified, showing both the merits and the negative consequences that the 
absolutisation of some of its initial argumentations subsequently produced on the 
environmental, political, socio-economic, cultural and existential plane. In chapter 
II the historical process that, after the first attempts to criticise the predominant 
paradigm, then led  – in philosophy, natural science, human and social sciences – 
to the emergence of alternative models that may be considered as “outposts”  of 
what we call here the “emerging holistic paradigm”. In the third chapter we shall 
more completely formulate the hypothesis of a possibility of integrating the two 
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paradigms, asserting the need for an equal and constructive and dialogue between 
their respective supporters, not invalidated by prejudices or by a desire for power 
or revenge, thus overcoming the competitive logic that seeks to make one 
paradigm predominate over the other,  aiming for an essential solution, a third 
paradigm able to understand and reconcile both points of view. The fourth 
chapter will focus on the systemic-cybernetic model, which has both reductionist 
and holistic features and may therefore be a bridge between these two different 
visions; it has in fact already done so, at least to some extent. It is based on the 
same object-corpuscular vision that is typical of reductionism, but attempts at the 
same time to overcome its failings by means of the concepts of interdependence 
and of the feedback loop. While it cannot be considered a really integrated 
holistic-reductionist paradigm in the sense intended in this book, this approach, 
appropriately revised, may provide a meta-language useful to establish a dialogue 
between scholars and operators with different views and from different 
disciplines.  This is particularly important if we consider that in various 
“outposts” – for example in some branches of biology, psycho-social sciences, 
psychotherapy, “alternative” medicine etc., more or less holistic models have 
already been adopted, but they are still “restricted” models, i.e. specific for each 
field.  The use of an appropriate meta-language may thus be highly useful in 
seeking out points in common, analogies and actual isomorphism within these 
restricted models, so as to arrive at a broader and more general model.  

The second part of the book shifts the emphasis from the science of the 
mind, and the great scientific models to the mental models, i.e. the perceptive-
cognitive moulds and processes by means of which human beings learn about 
reality, revealing the links between these two levels. In the fifth chapter we shall 
see that human beings "build" their own image of reality in one way or another 
according to the type of “spectacles” they are wearing, and that this principle is 
valid not only for the common man but also for the scientist, both of them deeply 
influenced by the frames of thought typical of their culture. We will speak of 
mindsets and of cultural change and we shall see that the emergence of the 
holistic paradigm in science is closely and  two-directionally inter-connected with 
the rapid and deep process of change in values, beliefs, life styles that western 
civilisation is experiencing. In the sixth chapter these questions will be examined, 
starting with relativism and the principal scientific contributions to the study of 
cognitive processes. We shall discuss the socio-cultural programming of the 
mind, ideologies, cognitive patterns, enculturation and relations between thought 
and language. We will then touch on some revolutionary discoveries in the field 
of quantum mechanics, which have shown that reality may appear both as an 
object and as a process (corpuscle vs. wave in the terminology of physics) 
according to how it is observed, and we shall see that this apparent paradox paves 
the way for fruitful collaboration between reductionism and holism based on a 
multi-dimensional and systemic conception of reality. In chapter VII we shall 
reach the deepest roots of human knowledge, asserting that it is not unique, as 
(western) philosophy and more recently also the cognitive sciences believed, but 
twofold (or rather threefold): in short, it is incorrect to speak of “human 
knowledge” in the singular, in that there are several ways (or processes) in which 
it is possible to “perceive” reality, certainly two and perhaps – this is our theory – 
as many as three. The supposed and erroneous uniqueness arises from the fact that 
only one of the three perceptive-cognitive methods has so far been accepted as 
valid and therefore studied, the analytical-rational method, while the second 
method, which we shall here define as  synthetic-intuitive, has been given little 
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consideration and even less studied and the third, which may originate from the 
integration of the two mentioned above, is found to have been totally ignored by 
western philosophy and science (whereas there is some mention to it in some 
eastern “psychologies and epistemologies”).2 In the chapter in question the three 
aforementioned cognitive models and their respective implications will be 
examined, starting from the question of duality, which is,  as we shall see, the 
basis of the cognitive model by separation which – through Greek philosophy, on 
the one hand, and the Hebrew-Christian religion on the other  - historically 
asserted itself over the others until it became the only one worthy of 
consideration, and through Galileo, Descartes, Bacon and others, finally led to 
modern science. In the eighth and last chapter the various threads followed in the 
previous chapters will be brought together, linking them with the hypothesis 
formulated in chapter IV and showing that holism and reductionism reveal 
different, complementary aspects of reality.  In this way the underlying question 
is no longer that of establishing which of the two paradigms is better, but rather, 
each time, which is more appropriate for focusing on the specific dimensions we 
wish to investigate. This will enable us, we hope, to escape from the sterile 
antagonism that has been typical until now of the discussion between these two 
different paradigms and inaugurate a more fertile phase of collaboration and 
integration between them.  

 
 
 
 

                                                
2 The words “psychologies and epistemologies” have been placed in inverted commas because many 
scholars consider  texts and systems of thought such as the veda, yoga and the tantra simply as metaphysical, 
mystical or religious models.  In actual fact, as we have claimed elsewhere, only their form of expression 
refers to religion and to its symbols (an aspect that is certainly no more serious than the fact that our science 
relies on metaphors and mechanical languages), whereas the content has a highly empirical and therefore 
scientific value (cfr. Cheli E., 2001).  
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CHAPTER V – MINDSETS 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Disorientation and reorientation  
 
As we have seen in the two previous chapters, the systemic way of thinking, 

exploring and theorising is radically different from the reductionist method 
adopted until now and above all it is far more complex.  However it is still in a  
little more than embryonic phase and its concepts and instruments have been 
defined and tested only in very general and often vague terms. Thus it is 
understandable that it may give rise to doubts and disorientation in those who are 
not yet accustomed to this different perspective, to the extent of making them feel 
lost, overwhelmed by a huge variety of factors and by an inextricable tangle of 
causal relations that delineate a very different scenario from the flat, simple and 
reassuring one proposed by mechanism-reductionism.  Indeed it is not at all easy 
for a western mind – educated (and confined) to logical-rational thought, to 
Euclidean linear space, uni-directional causality and to dichotomies -  to 
understand concepts such as interdependence, causal circularity and globality; 
such a mind cannot, initially,  avoid perceiving as a disorder whatever is simply 
organised according to non linear and non two-dimensional criteria; they cannot 
avoid feeling threatened by what seems to be outside their limited and culturally 
relative evaluation criteria. Paraphrasing Geertz, it is natural that having lived for 
centuries in square rooms and sitting on square seats, human beings can do 
nothing else but think square thoughts; but this does not mean that we have 
always to stay confined within these limits; on the contrary, as Edgar Morin 
suggests, “we must realise that order has ceased to be one. There is order in the 
universe, not one order.”3 

If we are sufficiently flexible and prepared not to become entrenched in past 
positions, we can overcome the sensation of comprehensible discomfort typical of 
any reconnaissance in unknown and alien lands, and reach an understanding that 
what appears, according to the old moulds, as a confused tangle, turns out instead, 
in the light of the new patterns, to be a higher order, finer, more pulsating and 
harmonious than the one we knew before.   Various scholars have personally 
experienced a radical restructuring of their field of perception, changes in their 
image of reality, which have led them to grasp, if only in short bursts, orders of a 
different logical type.4 The case of the physicists who founded quantum 
mechanics is emblematic. At the beginning of the 20th century “they found 
themselves for the first time faced with a serious challenge to their ability to 
understand the universe. Every time they asked a question of nature in an atomic 
experiment, nature replied with a paradox, and the more they tried to clarify the 
situation the more acute the paradox would become. In their efforts to understand 
this new situation, the scientists became uncomfortably aware of the fact that their 
basic concepts, their language and their whole way of thinking were inadequate to 

                                                
3 Cfr. Morin E., 1983, p. 99. 
4 Among them we remember Arthur Koestler, Gregory Bateson, Fritjof Capra, Edgar Morin (see 
bibliography). 
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describe atomic phenomena. Theirs was not just an intellectual problem, but 
involved an intense emotional and existential experience.”5  The words used by 
one of them, W. Heisenberg, recalling those moments, are emblematic: “I 
remember the discussions with Bohr that went on for many hours into the night 
and that led us almost into a state of despair; at the end of the discussion when I 
went away for a walk alone in the nearby park I continued to think over the 
problem: is it possible for nature to be as absurd as it seemed to us in those atomic 
experiments?”6  

It took those physicists a long time to accept the fact that the paradoxes they 
came up against were an unavoidable aspect of atomic physics, and above all for 
them to manage to understand that these paradoxes depend on wanting to describe 
atomic phenomena according to the classical concepts of physics. Once they had 
understood this, they began to learn to ask the right questions and avoid 
contradictions, entering into the spirit of the quantum theory. As F. Capra 
observes “its effect on the physicists’ vision of reality was really destructive. The 
new physics required deep changes in the concepts of space, time, matter, objects 
and causal relations; and since these concepts are so fundamental for our way of 
experiencing the world, their transformation was felt as a big trauma.”7 To quote 
Heisenberg again: “This violent reaction to the recent developments in modern 
physics can only be understood if we clearly realise that this time the very 
foundations of physics have started to move; and that this shift has produced the 
sensation that science would be responsible for taking away the ground on which 
we were standing from under our feet.”8 

That this radical restructuring of the field of perception could happen, in 
this and in other cases, clearly testifies to the fact that, in the final analysis, reality 
is neither complex nor simple: as perhaps a mystic would say it simply is. 
Complex or simple, unitary or fragmentary, coherent or paradoxical is only its 
appearance, not its essence, it is in other words the way we see it, a way that 
today we know to be conditioned at root by our perceptive-interpretative moulds, 
with their neuro-physiological, psychological and socio-cultural backgrounds. 
Changing the patterns therefore – changing the paradigm – the reality also 
changes, or rather  reality as we see it, which is what science investigates and 
which we normally have to do with, as we shall see more clearly in chapter VI.9 
                                                
5 Cfr. Capra F., 1984, p. 54. 
6 W. Heisenberg, Fisica e filosofia, Il Saggiatore, 1966, p. 54. ; 67; 195. This quotation and the 
two following ones quoted by Capra in inverted commas are taken from  
7 Cfr. Capra F., op. cit., pp. 66-67. 
8 W. Heisenberg, op. cit. pp. 195-196. 
9 Changing paradigms goes well beyond the Kantian position of conceiving, through the transcendentals, the 
subject-object relationship. As many contemporary epistemologists claim, on the basis of an interpolation 
between the sociology of awareness and social psychology, it is in fact possible to consider the various 
models as the fruit of a dynamic and complex  interaction between the individual (experiences, feelings, 
personal habits, character, etc.) the physical-mental structures of the human body and lastly the social 
environment (which creates, provides or discourages training and the consolidation of certain mental 
patterns, which become personal). Unlike Kant, instead of conceiving these patterns as universal and 
determined, while retaining their character a priori, we can see them as being historically modifiable. Thus 
man would become “a creator of models”: the greater their number, the greater and better would be their 
capacity to grasp aspects of reality. In this broader, evolutionist vision of epistemology, the scientist would 
operate in a similar way to the artist: he creates models, tries new ways of representing reality; he extends the 
borders of experience and explores aspects of the world that are still unknown. In this sense we would find 
the justification for the knowledge method which unites, and which relies on intuition more than on analysis 
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2. New science, new mind, new culture 

 
The first condition for achieving a new way of seeing reality is to overcome 

the boundaries set by the models of thought predominant up to now, triggering a 
serious and non preliminary debate about what should be understood by 
“scientific mind”, “scientific thought” and “scientific method”. Until now such 
concepts have been invariably associated with exclusively rational skills, such as 
analytical skill, abstraction, logic, emotional detachment and so on, therefore 
skills associated with the left hemisphere of the brain (as we shall see in chapter 
6), while the more intuitive, emotional, global skills typical of the right 
hemisphere, traditionally connected, among other things, with the artistic mind 
were excluded – and it is no coincidence that art and science have for a long time 
been the two poles of a strict dichotomy. The holistic vision requires this 
dichotomy to be overcome, because both these classes of skills are needed in 
order to understand reality, in its interrelations, interferences, multi-dimensional 
networks, in short in its hidden harmony, as Heraclitus declared. Art has a lot to 
teach us about how to portray and handle complexity, move in non linear spaces, 
handle contradictions and paradoxes, how to assume a more open and receptive 
attitude towards reality, without wishing to reduce it at all costs to existing 
moulds and to a mistaken objectiveness. Some artists are much more inclined 
than scientists and ordinary people to venture into unknown territories and they 
are also more flexible, i.e. prepared to break old habits and play creatively with 
languages, concepts and structures in an attempt to represent the impression they 
have received of those territories – and a similar open-mindedness towards the 
unknown is also found in some mystics, as we shall see better in chapter VII. 

To quote Morin once again “the notions of art and science, which in techno-
bureaucratic ideology oppose one another, must here be associated, as in any 
place where science is really given. The concept of a system therefore demands 
the full use of a subject’s personal qualities, in his communication with the 
object”.10 As we shall see in the following chapters, the subject – in this case, the 
scientist – is never really detached nor can be isolated from what he studies, but is 
always involved in a two-way relationship with the object studied, so that the 
distinction between subject and object loses much of its significance. Holistic 
vision, thanks to its relational background, bears this in mind and therefore 
includes the scientist in the cognitive process, instead of placing him outside of it 
as positivism believed (and as many members of the scientific  community also 
continue to assert). The scientist’s mind, its contents (scientific and common 
sense) and functioning processes take a full part in the cognitive process, 
reflecting not only on the planning and execution of the research but also on its 
outcome.  
In this regard we should consider that the mindset of almost all scientists is not at 
all neutral, on the contrary it is strongly unbalanced in a precise direction, being 
the product of years and years of school and university education entirely hinged 
on the mechanist-reductionist paradigm: neither at school nor at university are we 
taught to study reality holistically, to look not only for the differences but also the 
                                                                                                                                
and reduction. Art, religion and science would no longer be separate worlds, but complementary ways of 
seeing the infinite facets of reality.  
10 Morin E., 1983: 181. 
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similarities and links that exist between the multiple levels and processes that 
constitute it; hardly anyone teaches students to take care of human beings, nature 
or society as a whole, and theoretical models and intervention strategies of a 
rigidly sectional type prevail. Moreover, of the many faculties of which human 
intelligence is composed – as many as nine according to the American 
psychologist Howard Gardner11 – western education gives priority to only two, 
logical-mathematical intelligence and linguistic intelligence neglecting or even 
ignoring the others. As well as the influence of school and university education 
we should next consider that every scientist was born and brought up in a 
fundamentally patriarchal social and cultural environment, pervaded, even before 
the birth of modern science, by innumerable dualisms, dichotomic structures and 
concepts, separations and antagonisms between the sexes, classes, races, nations, 
religions, ideologies and not least by a vision of the other as a potential enemy or 
slave to dominate and exploit.  Within such a dualistic and antagonistic 
conception of the world it is almost inevitable also to conceive the relationship 
between science and nature in the same way.  

Therefore it is no coincidence that in a civilisation like the western one, 
based for millennia on patriarchal principles such as the stigmatisation of 
differences, competition for power, the law of the strongest and war, a 
mechanistic and reductionist science has become established.   

Equally, it is no coincidence that holism is emerging in the present era, 
marked by democracy and the emergence of a new sensitivity towards peace, the 
environment, human rights, quality of life, self-awareness and the development of 
the human potential.  

Just as reductionism was established thanks to a given mindset, holism also 
needs its own mindset. While however the conditions for reductionism were 
already largely present in the culture of the sixteenth-seventeenth centuries when 
science started to develop, the conditions for holism were not yet so widespread 
in the present culture, with the exception of some emerging areas such as ecology, 
peace studies, ethical economics, personal growth, alternative medicines, holistic 
therapies, the new forms of spirituality etc. It is however true that these areas are 
expanding fast and that more and more people are sensitive to the new values that 
distinguish them: actually between 60 and 80% of the population according to 
some recent sociology research carried out in Italy and other nations. 12 
Moreover about a third of them go even further, showing a particular consistency 
between values and behaviours: those that the sociologist Paul Ray defines as 
Cultural Creatives, that is to say the potential “creators of a new culture”. 

 

                                                
11 Gardner disagrees with the classical theory of intelligence, according to which there is only one 
intelligence, measurable using so-called IQ (intelligence quotient) tests. Based on numerous 
investigations on the intelligence of children and adults who had suffered a stroke, he formulated a 
theory of multiple intelligences according to which there are a variable number of intellectual 
faculties relatively interdependent with each other and variously present in different individuals, 
so that some appear to be more gifted in some faculties and others in other faculties. Gardner 
initially identified seven factors, to which a further 2 were subsequently added, reaching a total of 
9: logical-mathematical intelligence, linguistic intelligence, spatial intelligence, musical 
intelligence, kinaesthetic intelligence, interpersonal intelligence, intrapersonal intelligence, 
naturalistic intelligence, existential intelligence. For further study cfr. Gardner H., 1987. 
12 Cfr. E. Cheli, N. Montecucco, 2009. 



 14 

 
3. Cultural Creatives and the emerging holistic paradigm  
 
Since a scientific paradigm is not independent of the cultural paradigm in which it 
is formed, it will be useful for us, for a better understanding of the current 
tendency of some frontier sciences and disciplines towards holism, to examine in 
greater depth the changes that are taking place in values, beliefs, lifestyles and in 
western populations’ visions of the world. 
Until a few decades ago western civilisation defined itself (proudly) as “modern” 
and so did science, insofar as both were the offspring of an era that began with 
two important revolutions – the discovery of America (and the consequent 
confirmation that the Earth is round) and the change from geocentrism to 
heliocentrism (with the resulting decline of Aristotelian philosophy and the 
emergence of empirical research).  
Today however, “modernity” is no longer considered to be so unanimously à la 
page, and considerable parts of the western population no longer identify with it 
but rather tend to distance themselves critically from many of the aspects that are 
typical of it. To describe this phenomenon the sociologists have created terms 
such as post-modernism or trans-modernism, indicating that this detachment does 
not mean turning back but going forward in search of new cultural horizons. 
In the last two decades various researchers of different nationalities have studied 
this phenomenon focusing on single contexts and aspects.13 However only the 
American sociologist Paul Ray has done so adopting a holistic perspective, i.e. by 
examining all the contexts at the same time and considering them as 
interconnected aspects of a single macro-phenomenon.  Thanks to many 
quantitative and qualitative investigations carried out between 1986 and 2008, 
Ray subdivided the American population into 3 different categories of subjects 
which he has called: traditional, modern and cultural creatives. The traditionals 
are those who refer to conservative and pre-modern values and visions of the 
world, often coinciding with fundamentalist type religious positions; the moderns, 
as the word says, are those who identify with the values and visions of the world 
typical of modernity, such as science, technology, unlimited economic 
development etc.; finally the cultural creatives are oriented towards post-modern 
values and life styles, marked by eco-sustainability, peace, ethical economics, 
personal growth, and quality of life; they are characterised by a vision of reality 
and of themselves that is to a certain extent holistic. The percentage of cultural 
creatives in relation to the rest of the adult population is growing fast: from 1-2% 
in the 1970s it rose in the USA to 23% in 1995, to 26% in 1999 and 35% in 
2008.14 
The situation is similar also in other industrially developed nations, as shown by 
various sociological investigations which have applied Ray’s research 
methodology to other geographic areas.  According to the results of these 
investigations – recently published in the book  I creativi culturali by E. Cheli 
and N. Montecucco (Xenia edizioni) – the subjects who can define themselves as 

                                                
13Some of these studies concerning single sectors are shown in the bibliography. They include: 
Fink, C., 1980; Gare A., 1995; Harvey, D., 1990; Hartley J. A., 1997; Inglehart R., 1997; L'Abate 
A., 2001; Terrin A. N., 1997. 
14 Cfr. Ray P. H., 2009. 
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creative, in Italy amount to 35% of the adult population, in Japan to 30% and in 
France to 38%.15 
The cultural creatives’ post-modern culture is therefore not marginal in the least 
and is actually the most consistent and dynamic vanguard of the process of 
cultural change under way. A rapidly growing vanguard, distinguished firstly by 
decisively distancing itself from values and visions of reality considered 
responsible for the principal individual, social and environmental uneasiness that 
besets the present era:  the law of the strongest; violence and war as an instrument 
for conflict resolution; unlimited economic development and the indiscriminate 
exploitation of nature; materialism, scientism and technocracy; ego/ethnocentrism 
and the perception of whoever is different from ourselves as an antagonist; the 
logic of short-term profit without caring about the long-term consequences etc. In 
their place the cultural creatives wish for values and life styles which aim to 
establish relations that are healthier, more harmonious and sustainable within 
themselves, with others and with the world. These include: peace, human rights, 
ecological sustainability, mindful and constructive relations, ethical economics, 
personal and spiritual growth, quality of life etc.  
While comprising diversified individuals and groups, the cultural creatives have 
in common a remarkable confidence in the possibility of a positive evolution of 
the individual and society. To this end they distance themselves from materialism, 
hedonism, cynicism and ostentation of one’s social position and instead they give 
great importance to the values of authenticity and integrity and for this reason they 
disdain business culture, consumerism and the commercial media.  Moreover they 
are disenchanted with the idea of “having more things”; while they lay great 
emphasis on having “new and unique experiences” and they represent the 
principal market for alternative medicines and holistic therapies, natural foods, 
psychotherapy and counselling, courses and seminars for personal growth and new 
forms of spirituality. They have a preference for critical consumption, organic 
foods and cosmetics and natural medicines and they tend to purchase and enjoy 
cultural rather than material products. 
Another important aspect over which the emerging culture distances itself  greatly 
from the mechanistic-reductionist culture is the latter’s tendency to split 
knowledge up into separate compartments and adopt separate and sectoral 
procedures of analysis and intervention, in which, for example, the economic 
advantages of a certain development model are measured according to a merely 
economism-based perspective, that only considers economic gains and an 
increase in GDP, without considering the negative side-effects which that 
development model causes on other levels: health, social, ethical, ecological etc. 
This is the separate way of considering the various processes and aspects of 
reality which, according to the cultural creatives, is mainly responsible for the 
serious state of environmental upheaval, economic chaos and social and 
individual uneasiness in which we find ourselves. Instead of sectoral policies and 
compartmentalised branches of science, they call for greater attention to the 
interconnection between the different processes, considering the planet Earth as a 
single, grand system and this applies also to human beings and everything else. 
This vision of the world presents a clearly holistic background, and even if not all 
cultural creatives today would identify with the term “holism”, and some are 
ignorant of its meaning, there is no doubt that the facts that have emerged from 

                                                
15 Cfr. Cheli E., Montecucco N., 2009. 
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research carried out identify them as bearers of values, life styles and visions of 
the world leaning forward towards a holistic paradigm. For example the 
undoubtedly holistic vision of the ecologists and pacifists who believe that what 
happens in the different areas of the world – from deforestation in Amazonia to 
the melting of the ice in the Antarctic,   the wars in the Middle East and the 
conflicts in Afghanistan – is not separate or isolated from the rest of the world but 
can have serious repercussions even in places that are physically remote and on 
very different levels from that of departure. Similarly, the vision underlying the 
concept of the “quality of life” is holistic in that it considers happiness not as a 
mere product of economic affluence but as the result of the global equilibrium 
between the different human needs – not only material but also social, affective 
and existential. Equally holistic is the vision of alternative medicines and methods 
of personal growth, which consider the human being as an interdependent system, 
in which one organ is not isolated from the others and from the whole organism 
just as bodily health is not separate – nor separable – from mental, emotional, 
existential, conscious and spiritual health.   
As Ervin Laszlo declares 
 

Today, at a crucial crossroads in the history of mankind, we need new 
concepts, new values and a new vision to guide our steps towards a human 
and sustainable future. Awareness must lift and transform itself from local 
and egocentric to global and on a planetary scale. The new awareness asks 
for a holistic vision of ourselves, of our societies, of nature and the 
cosmos.16 

 
 
 

Changing the paradigm implies changing ourselves  
 
In spite of the growing number of scientists, operators and ordinary people 

who refer somehow to principles, concepts and methods derived from holism, the 
majority of these people are still a long way from having a mindset that can be 
described as truly holistic. Just as in the first centuries of the modern era many 
scientists claimed to follow the scientific method but then continued, unwittingly, 
to reason on the basis of Aristotelian categories and unproven religious beliefs, so 
also today many of those who declare themselves to be holistic, continue in real 
life to behave according to the same principles of separation typical of the 
predominant paradigm.  For example, although they both refer to holistic 
principles, the pacifist movements and the ecological movements collaborate very 
little with each other and there are divisions even within them; the same happens 
between the above movements and others very close to them, such as those for 
the protection of human rights, for ethical economics, for fair trade etc. It is 
because of this involuntary tendency to separate and be separate that their efforts, 
though deserving, have not yet produced the desired results. The same happens in 
the area of personal growth, where people who follow psychological paths 

                                                
16 E. Laszlo, Preface to the book by N. Montecucco Cyber la Visione Olistica, Rome, 
Mediterranee, 2000. 
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perceive themselves as distant from those who follow paths more oriented 
towards spirituality, unable to see the common denominator that links them. Here 
again there are further internal divisions: for example someone who practices 
Buddhism feels he is different from someone who follows a yogic discipline and 
vice versa; someone who follows a certain school of psychology knows little or 
nothing about the others and often distrusts them. In conclusion, everyone focuses 
on the differences that separate him from the others and loses sight of the many 
points they have in common and that could form a common basis for creating a 
better world together. Thus the predominant culture of separation and the 
associated political strategy, with its underlying principle “divide et impera” 
continue to prevail.  

This inconsistency between following holistic principles and actual 
behaviours depends essentially on the fact that such principles have been 
penetrated until now only  superficially, while deep down there remains  a 
markedly reductionist mindset, therefore hinged on separation, competition and 
conflict.    

Adopting a holistic perspective is not like wearing new clothes, but implies 
a deep transformation in an individual’s way of thinking (and as a consequence of 
feeling and acting), whether he is a scientist, an operator or just anybody. 
Changing one’s way of thinking and feeling changes not only the way of seeing 
the external reality but also the way in which an individual sees himself. When 
such a change spreads in depth, a transformation occurs (and sometimes even a 
dissolution) in one’s pre-existing sense of identity, triggering the formation of a 
new, broader, inclusive and free identity in the individual, as illustrated in greater 
depth in previous publications by the author,  and in particular in the book 
Percorsi di consapevolezza.17 It is not an easy or a neutral change for whoever 
enacts it, and not everyone is prepared to call himself into question in such depth 
and undertake so completely the arduous task of growth, necessary to achieve 
such an objective.  

Nonetheless some cultural creatives are already doing this, especially those 
engaged in processes of self awareness and personal, ethical and spiritual growth 
and also those – scientists, experts and professionals – who in their work are 
committed to creating or perfecting models of a holistic type.  In conclusion, a 
truly holistic perspective cannot fail to consider the interaction between the 
individual and what he observes, between the paradigm that he uses and the 
object of his investigation, between his mindset and how reality appears to him. 
This applies not only to ordinary people but also to scientists: the next two 
chapters will be dedicated to examining these aspects more closely. 
 
 

                                                
17 Cheli E., 2009b. 
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VI – THE THREE WAYS OF HUMAN KNOWLEDGE 
 

 
The order and connection of ideas is the 
same as the order and connection of 
things.  

Baruch Spinoza 
 

 
 
 
 
1. Fragmentation and globality 
 
As we have announced several time, the principle of SEPARATION is the strong 
point of the dominant scientific paradigm and at the same time its main limitation. 
This principle is apparent in various, correlated ways, such as that of having 
considered its parts separate and separable from the whole, the event separable 
from the context, the variables observable separately from each other, the 
observer (or the scientist) separate from – and therefore uninfluential on—  what 
is observed.  
However the problem of separation does not only concern science, which has 
inherited it from philosophy.  Even concerning philosophy we are very far from 
circumscribing the "problem", which is found even in the religions, almost all of 
which separate the material and the spiritual, here and in the other life, good and 
evil, gods and demons and so on. Separation  — seeing reality as fragmented into 
parts and aspects separate from each other and often antagonistic — seems to be a 
feature present in every sphere of experience and human thought, from politics to 
interpersonal relations and from the economy to culture.  
This recurrent presence of visions based on separation could lead us to reasonably 
suppose that: either the separation is intrinsic to reality, or perceiving it like that 
depends on characteristics innate in our perceptive system, in our mind as a 
whole.  
In this chapter we shall argue the theory that the aforementioned hypotheses are 
both true, in the sense that separation is one side of reality and also an aspect of 
our neuro-perceptive system (which is in any case inseparable from reality). We 
shall also put forward a second theory, namely that this is only one side of the 
coin, in the sense that "objective" reality also has another side, the holistic side of 
interdependence; we shall also argue that the human neuro-perceptive system is 
not limited to finding the differences but also has the capacity to grasp the 
similarities.  
The capacity to separate, i.e. to identify differences, is a formidable "cognitive" 
tool, which forms the basis for the analytical method and modern science. 
Humankind also has another, equally powerful cognitive method though, based 
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on identifying similarities rather than differences and union instead of separation. 
It is  a less familiar method, especially in western civilisation and is indispensable 
to reawaken and rehabilitate it if we really wish to reach a more harmonious 
vision of reality and a science that knows how to function responsibly and 
considers the role of consciousness. 
In this chapter we shall examine the two aforementioned basic cognitive methods 
– which we shall call: cognitive method by separation and cognitive method 
through union— speculating that the former gave rise to logical-rational thought, 
the analytical method and lastly the mechanistic-reductionist paradigm, while the 
latter method (the one through union) gave rise to intuition, analogical thought, 
symbolism and finally the emerging holistic paradigm. 
 A further hypothesis is that as well as the two cognitive methods mentioned 
above there may be a third – latent one which can be activated following the 
integration of the two previous  ones – able to reveal and new way of thinking and 
therefore a new form of science.   
The peak of modern science and the connected technology (both based on 
separation) is the understanding and mastery of the process of nuclear fission — 
and surprisingly  "fission" is precisely a separation, "splitting the atom". 
Nonetheless, the energy obtainable via the process of nuclear fusion, which is 
instead an energy originating from the union between two or more nuclear atoms 
and which seems to be the basis for the functioning of the sun and the other stars.  
It is no coincidence, in our view, that we have not yet succeeded in mastering the 
latter process, which doesn’t produce the dangerous by-products that distinguish 
the former. If fission is the most that can be obtained via the science and 
technology of separation, fusion is completely another matter, in a way the 
opposite of fission; therefore, to master it, possibly we need a science that 
recognises and comprehends also the processes of union and this could be 
precisely the emerging holistic science.    
Perhaps at this point it is worthwhile stopping for a moment to look at an 
expression that has been and still is seen as opposite to that of science, namely 
religion, meaning not a specific, particular religion, nor religion as an institution, 
but instead the sense of religiousness in its inner, mystic dimension.18 Well, in its 
original etymological sense, religion derives from religare, that is tie together, 
unite, and even if in the institutionalised religions the sense of union has become 
less important, dwarfed by doctrinarian, moral and political aspects, in their 
original state this aspect was central and this can be seen for example in the 
emphasis placed on love, forgiveness and on the sacrament of communion in 
Jesus’ teachings; it can also be seen in the importance of compassion in the 
teachings of Buddha and in the sense of union with nature typical of the tribal and 
shamanistic cultures and also of many mystics, Christian or not,  from Hildegard 
von Bingen to Francis of Assisi, from Lao Tzu to Mahavira. The religious 

                                                
18 For further investigation of this dimension we refer you to Capra F., Steindl-Rast D., 1993: 26 
and foll. and to Cheli E., 2001, Ch . IV. 
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approach, the mystical vision of the world, is therefore essentially of a global kind 
and seeks the points of union, whereas the scientific approach, as we have seen, 
tends instead to highlight the differences. 
In the perspective proposed here, science and spirituality should no longer be 
considered as separate, antagonistic worlds but as complementary ways of seeing 
and experiencing reality. Science, as regards derivation and (almost unilateral) 
development of man’s analytical, rational and sensory skills; spirituality, as the 
result of the synthetic, intuitive and extrasensory skills.  Science as the study and 
mastery of a subject, of the outside world, spirituality as the exploration of the 
immaterial and the inner world, in short what David Bohm (1980) calls implicate 
order. Not only this, but it will be essential to consider the two worlds not as 
distinct and non-communicating but as two sides of the same situation, two 
interdependent, albeit not always self-evident sides.   
It is no coincidence that science and religion have often fought, either with one 
attempting to suppress or absorb the other, or clumsily trying to convert certain of 
the other’s concepts into its own language, including them in its own frames of 
reference and explaining them according to its own convictions.  This is not in a 
sincere effort to move closer and communicate with the aim of integration, but 
rather in the attempt to demonstrate  superiority over the other, with clearly 
political intentions. On the subject of politics, it is interesting to note that also in 
this sphere of human experience, the principal of separation is predominant, 
whereas the principal of union is left in the background. Politics, as we know it, is 
in fact sheer separation: it is based on the (egoistic) defence of the interests of a 
part of society against those of the other parts, a zero-sum game in which limited 
resources frequently seem to induce people to follow the principle: mors tua vita 
mea.19 This is absolutely clear if we consider past societies (but also some modern 
ones), based on oligarchic, monarchic or dictatorial regimes, while it seems less 
evident in the current democratic systems, where it is nonetheless still present: 
simply think that they are based, it is true, on free elections which result in one 
party predominating over the others. "Party" literally means of a part, 
representative of a part of society and politics is a sort of competition in which 
the winning part predominates over the other: whether it is the majority over the 
minority does not substantially change the substance of the phenomenon, which 
derives from – and reinforces- the separation between classes, groups and 
individuals.20 
We shall return to this composition later on; for the moment we wish to point out 
that the initial concept of separation refers us to an even more general 
phenomenon: duality.  
 
 

                                                
19 The relations between the theory of games and social conflict are more fully developed in other 
previous works by the author, including: Cheli E., 2001; 2005a; 2005b. 
20 Cfr. Cheli, E., 2001, Ch. IV. 
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2. Duality and knowledge through separation   
 
Duality is such a universal, profound, deep-rooted characteristic of human 
experience that it is difficult to speak of it without it escaping our control or our 
making commonplace remarks. All the more so in a time like ours, dominated by 
science and by positive thinking, which have succeeded in evading – ignoring or 
bringing discredit on – many of the most difficult or embarrassing subjects which 
for millennia have been the centre of philosophical, ethical, religious and 
mythical debate, when these "fields" were strictly distinct from each other. To 
detect the downgrading that the concept of duality has undergone, it is enough to 
consult one or more dictionaries, noting that they do not dedicate much more than 
a line to it: the dictionary, for instance, simply defines it as the "relation 
established between two antithetic principles"; this is really too little! Let’s go on 
to the next word dualism, defined as "a philosophical conception which, to 
explain the universe, calls on two opposite and irreducible principles". (Dualism, 
let this be clear, is not the same as duality: it is the use and emphasizing of duality 
as the explanatory principle for something else that leaves the explanation of itself 
unsolved; however this term can help us better define the outline of a concept 
that, as we have said, is very evasive).  
Let’s try to consult some philosophy dictionaries , where we find partial 
confirmation of this definition: dualism is indeed a philosophical conception, but 
in the plural, being found in many authors and systems of thought, relative not 
only to cosmology but also to metaphysics, religion and morals.    The diligent 
dictionaries do not fail to remind us of famous examples of dualistic categories 
such as Plato’s matter-spirit and Aristotle’s matter-form; they mention 
Manichaeism as one of the conceptions most impregnated with dualism and to the 
Zoroastrian religion as an example of opposition of the principles of good and 
evil.  Apart from the greater depth offered us by the philosophical dictionaries, 
both the first and the second definition give us an impression of duality/dualism 
as a limited, local phenomenon; the layman might suppose that   the dualistic 
conceptions of the world are of the minority and linked with the past, moreover 
that the question falls into decay once the sphere of philosophy and the religions 
has been left behind, and that for contemporary man the problem of duality is 
completely marginal. Well, this is not at all the case: we may say on the contrary 
that both the common man and the scientist are so immersed in duality that they 
are totally unaware of its existence and importance. In the next paragraph we will 
examine some interesting psychological and socio-anthropological research 
which clearly demonstrates what we have now asserted.  
 
 
2.1 Duality and perception 
 
 We will begin with social psychology and in particular the research carried out 
on values and attitudes by C. E. Osgood, H. J. Suci and P. M. Tannenbaum 
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(1957), who examined people belonging to many different cultures; the results 
show that the judgments people express in relation to any object or question are 
situated  within evaluative dimensions that can be represented by bipolar 
adjective pairs: good-bad, strong-weak, active-passive etc. These results are not 
sufficient for us to say with certainty that our mind functions exactly according to 
bipolar semantic categories like the above, but they indicate in any case that the 
dualistic categories are a good approximation of the actual mental processes. 
Moreover, they show implicitly that language (many people from almost all the 
continents were examined) is characterised by a semantic field that can be 
represented by pairs of opposites. This — since language is the most meaningful 
recapitulating feature of a culture— tells us also that duality is not only a way of 
seeing the world, typical of some philosophers, but a conception which, though 
implicit, hidden in the language, is present in every culture and therefore in every 
human being. This point is confirmed also by cultural anthropology and by the 
history of culture and the religions: comparative analyses performed on legends, 
myths, symbols belonging to various cultural traditions and different historical 
epochs reveal the widespread presence of dualistic principles and conceptions, 
even if they are declined on different planes: cosmological, ethical or 
gnoseological, as we shall see later.21  Also the mystical-philosophical traditions 
revolving around unity, such as for example Buddhism or Taoism, certainly do 
not ignore duality and while defining it an  "illusion" and therefore a state to be 
transcended, agree in considering it as a crucial aspect of human experience. 
This "omnipresence" of visions based on duality could make us reasonably 
suppose that duality  is intrinsic to the situation in which we live. Indeed, from 
cosmic phenomena to those of biological life and up to subatomic phenomena, we 
note the presence of opposite poles. It may be a flux between poles with a 
different potential, as in electrical phenomena, or an alternation between distinct 
phases (night-day, inhalation-exhalation, contraction-relaxation etc.); or again an 
interaction between "opposite" forces (gravitation-centrifugal orbital motion, 
electromagnetic repulsion – strong nuclear attraction etc.). Even the structure of 
matter itself revolves round the game of opposite polarities, thanks to the 
continuous interaction between protons and electrons. The "big bang" theory 
considers the universe as a single system oscillating between two poles or states: 
the one of expansion (caused by a primordial explosion) and the one of 
contraction (due to the pull of gravity which will always consolidate it more and 
more until it becomes a single, immense "black hole"), from which perhaps 
another explosion will be triggered, generating a new universe.22 Going from the 
                                                
21 Cfr. Chevalier J., Gheerbrandt A., 1986: 398-99. 
22 Among the strongest empirical arguments in support of this theory there is the red shift 
resulting from the spectroscopic analysis  of the light coming from the most distant stars. Until 
very recently there was a major doubt about the total quantity of matter present in the universe: if 
it were – as until now it had seemed – less than a certain critical mass, the universe would 
continue to expand indefinitely, the force of gravity being insufficient to slow it down until it was 
made to reverse its direction. However, exactly as I am writing this essay, the news has arrived 
(although I don’t yet have the details) of the sensational discovery by American astronomers and 
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cosmos to living organisms, the continuous flow/game between opposite poles 
can be seen in the alternation between inhaling and exhaling, between 
wakefulness and sleep and between life and death; think as a further example of 
the functioning of the human muscular system (and of any animal) which, as 
anatomic-physiological research showed some time ago, it works for pairs or 
groups of muscles opposite to each other but cooperative, in which one group is 
agonistic and the other antagonistic and vice versa.23 
Finally, we know that not even what appears to be static can escape the principle 
of duality: "inert" matter is such, only to our limited senses,  while physics shows 
us that it is in a state of continuous molecular vibration and in ceaseless orbital 
motion at the atomic level (and even in this case we find the game of the 
polarities: in particular thermal and electromagnetic polarity).  
At this point we must clarify the fact that “opposite polarities" does not 
necessarily mean “antagonistic polarities” and on the contrary vey often, if not 
always, they turn out to be complementary. Thanks to the dynamics created 
between opposite poles the existence of every material “object” and the evolution 
of every form of life are possible: electrons are no less necessary than protons, 
just as women are no less necessary to the human race than men. The universe, 
life and matter undeniably exist as the dynamic flux produced by cooperative 
oppositions tending towards equilibrium.   
The concept of complementary opposites — essential for a procedural/undulatory 
and therefore holistic reality  — is not however compatible with the dominant 
paradigm in western science, which sees it instead as a paradox.24 In the next 
paragraph we will return to this aspect, speculating that there is a connection 
between seeing opposites (only) as antagonists and using only the cognitive 
method of separation. 
If in Western thought the concept of complementary opposites has been mostly 
ignored or opposed from the start (except for Heraclitus and a few others) it is 
                                                                                                                                
astrophysicists of enormous quantities of matter in a gaseous state or of plasma which permeate 
everything that until now used to be called the interstellar void.  
23I will give the example of a very simple movement like bending your forearm over your arm, as 
when  “showing your muscles”; in this case the biceps brachii muscle acts as agonistically  (i.e. it 
contracts) supplying the necessary energy for movement, while the triceps, located on the other 
side of the humerus, extends in a controlled, more or less "restrained" way,  acting as an 
antagonist. Then, making the opposite movement of extending the arm, the roles are reversed and 
the triceps will draw and the biceps will restrain. Every movement therefore requires a double, 
synchronic message from the nervous system: one of contraction against the agonist muscle(s) and 
one in controlled extension to the antagonist muscle(s).  
24 To understand that the paradox is only apparent, it would  be useful to look at the example 
illustrated above, of the body’s movement as a game between the agonistic and antagonistic 
muscles  (see previous note); in particular it is interesting to note than in every sports discipline 
one of the  main impediments for a beginner, one of the factors that most limit his performance in 
comparison with a fully developed athlete, is precisely the difficulty in coordinating the nerve 
impulses, i.e.  the cooperative action of the two groups of muscles, of the agonist-antagonist 
system. That is to say that the beginner  is unable to send contradictory messages such as “relax 
and contact”; he cannot completely master the paradox and therefore contracts also what he 
should not, which obviously limits the power, fluidity and therefore the efficacy of his 
movements, and is also much more fatiguing.  
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more present in Oriental culture, where it is declared in various models and 
metaphors, such as in the case of the Trimurti of the Hindu religion consisting of 
Brahma - Vishnu - Shiva (who symbolise the three opposite and complementary 
forces of creation, of maintenance and of transformation) and also the Taoist 
model of the T'AI CHI TU, which represents the interaction between the opposite 
and complementary principles Yin and Yang: the female, passive principle and the 
male, active principle.  

 
 

 
 

 
Figure 4 – The Taoist symbol of the T'ai chi tu 
 
Summing up, objective reality is indeed made up of opposite polarities, but these 
polarities are not separate, nor antagonistic, but interdependent and 
complementary. Nonetheless, both in Western philosophy and in its religion and 
science the conceptions that see duality as separation and antagonism, rather than 
as complementarity and interdependence have been and still are far more 
prevalent.  
 
 
2.2 From duality to dichotomy: socio-cultural roots and neuropsychological 
factors  
 
From the distant past, duality has been seen in a prevalently negative key, 
acquiring a semantic aura which still remains today. However, if we accept the 
theory presented above, which sees it as an indispensible condition of our 
relationship with reality, it appears unacceptable to maintain a negative judgment 
on it: how can one be against something without which we would not be able to 
perceive anything, nor even exist? Yet, this is what has actually happened, and the 
height of absurdity is grasped when we consider that all those who have judged 
duality negatively have been able to do so thanks to duality itself: thus duality 
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separates and judges reality until it reaches the point of judging (and condemning) 
itself!  
But let’s  put things in order. Using a typically dualistic expedient we will make a 
conceptual distinction between duality and dichotomy, where we will understand 
by dualistic vision the fact of being aware of differences, while by dichotomous 
vision we will understand considering these differences as clearly separate, cut 
into two (from the Greek dicho, two and tome, cut). The former can be considered 
a natural principal  "beyond good and evil" while the latter is a distorted 
interpretation of this principle, due to various factors, as we shall see.  
To speak, only briefly, of how widespread and pernicious the influence of 
dichotomous thought  has been and still is, would occupy much more space than 
we have available, in that it would include almost all the history of humankind: 
like a computer virus, dichotomy actually penetrated since ancient times into the 
deepest layers of the individual and collective human mind, not sparing any 
sphere of existence. However, it would be immoderate not to say anything. We 
shall leave this difficult task to Pierre Daco who will tell us a quasi-legend, as he 
himself calls it: 
 

In the beginning there was the number ONE. Everything was simple. ONE 
was unity. (...) ONE was a vertical, erect, solitary block.  It was security, 
because it was unique. No doubts issued from it, no duality, no opposition 
(...). 
Then a mischievous devil wanted  to sow disorder in men’s spirits. He 
grabbed an axe and cut ONE into two parts and places them side by side. 
And the men started to doubt. Some sided with one of the two pieces, others 
with the other. Some saw the first piece as white in colour, the other black. 
They decreed that the first was truth and the other was error. They 
guaranteed that the first piece was the contrary of the second. Duality was 
born. The two pieces did their best to protest, declaring that they were 
nothing but two aspects of the same ONE, but to no avail. The men came to 
blows. (...) Number TWO was born. Human duality was installed with force 
and rage, opinions were born and war began. In actual fact parties were 
chosen! People passed from one side to the other. There were hesitations. 
Moral conceptions and philosophies were established, considering 
sometimes one of the two pieces, sometimes the other. Nobody, even now, 
thinks of  putting them back together to find the ONE whence they came.25 

 
AS we can clearly see form the text quoted above, Daco considers duality and 
dichotomy by the same standard, the second intrinsic to the first: "Number two 
was born. Duality was installed with rage and force, opinions were born, and war 
began". From a historical-evolutive point of view there may be some truth in the 
hypothesis that duality was perceived by humankind from the beginning as a 
                                                
25 Pierre Daco 1982: 154 – our translation. 
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dichotomy.  However, this leaves an important question open, namely why 
dichotomy is a specifically human attribute, not involving animals, even though 
they too have a dualistic perception (in the sense of the “perception of 
differences”); why, in other words, in man (and not in other life forms, as far 
as we know) we pass from the idea of duality to that of dichotomy, from the 
intrinsic and useful process of distinguishing differences to the crystallisation 
of this distinction, which thus becomes an irreversible separation; all of this 
made even worse by the correlated evaluative process of acceptance of one 
pole and rejection of the other. 
The fact that this "degeneration" is an attribute peculiar to the human species 
leads to the speculation that it has to do somehow also with  the socio-cultural 
sphere. Indeed, examining the historical processes of Western philosophy, of the 
religions and of morals, we can find many cases of single individuals or 
institutions who have helped to emphasise and tighten certain dichotomous 
positions, like in the case of the well known one between mind and body of 
Cartesian memory or the Platonic one between body and soul, in some ways its 
forebear, then, not to mention the opposition between good and evil or between 
God and the devil in the Judaic-Christian tradition (not by chance the term "devil" 
derives from the Greek dia ballein which literally means throw across, therefore, 
to foment a conflict, accentuate the antagonism, to divide rather than unite). For 
the majority of people, including intellectuals and scholars, nowadays these 
dichotomies are little more than anecdotes of other epochs, stock phrases typical 
of manuals on the history of philosophy  or the religions, outmoded questions, 
abandoned by contemporary thought, in short almost archaeological finds. The 
philosophical debate, the scientific, political and ethical debates dwell in fact on 
the present era concerning very different themes, but we must bear in mind that 
the protagonists of these debates, since they are members of a certain culture, 
have yet to come to terms with languages, beliefs, values, laws and institutions 
that are still deeply imbued with dichotomy. Obviously today’s dichotomies no 
longer appear in a prescribed form  like those mentioned above, but instead in 
derived forms, less high-flown but also more widespread and formidable, because 
they are less easily identified.26 

                                                
26Bateson G. and Bateson M. C. (1989) dwell for example on one of these derivations in relation 
to the field of economics: the (mistaken)assumption that  "the quantities can determine the forms". 
This assumption is based on two pairs of (apparent) opposites connected to the mind-matter pair, 
namely: "quantity-quality and form-substance; the correct assumption is that the quantity+quality 
pair as a whole (or a totality) can influence the form+substance pair, while if we think 
dichotomously, we will separate the categories with a hyphen instead of joining them with a + 
sign as we have done above, and once they are separate we focus on only one of the two, 
considered more relevant and the other is eliminated, thus achieving  simplifications of the kind " 
quantity (alone) influences (only) the form". As we have said, the world comprises totalities which 
interact and influence each other insofar as they are totalities; that only half of a totality is an 
active part and influences only half of another totality is a belief, a hypothesis, still to be proven 
and indeed today it is more and more frequently contradicted, as I have had occasion to argue in 
the previous chapters. 
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Returning to the initial question, to the factors which lead from a simple, neutral 
perception of duality to dichotomous thought, undoubtedly the sociocultural 
approach was a primary key to the understanding of this process; nonetheless, we 
cannot exclude  that – like duality – also dichotomy is, if not exactly a constant 
trait, at least an evolutive stage, somehow implicit in the neurophysiological and 
psychological constitution of the human perceptive system. This means that Daco 
is right and that in man dichotomy is implicit in duality. 
The contributions from the Gestaltpsichologie are very interesting in this regard. 
If read in the appropriate key they highlight the presence of dualistic principles in 
human perceptive/cognitive processes also on levels which can be situated to 
some extent before the cultural influence. This current of studies, already 
mentioned in Ch. II, concentrates on the concept of the perceptive field and on the 
principles according to which it is organised. Among these principles, particularly 
important for our purposes is the most general, basic one, which can be called the 
"distinction between figure and background": we notice that in every act of 
perception, the human being attributes to certain elements in the field the 
individual and (relatively) autonomous role of "objects" (figure) and to the 
remaining elements the most undifferentiated and collective role "context" 
(background). It is thanks to this principle that in figure 5, in the foreground five 
little black circles can be seen (figure) on a white background. 

 

 
 
Figure 5 – Five little circles 
 
This simple experiment does not only exemplify the existence of an organising 
figure-background principle, but also shows the arbitrary, relative nature of this 
principle, depending also on the perceiver and not only on the objective 
characteristics present in what is perceived. The figure may in fact also represent 
a white card with five little holes which reveal a black background. The relativity 
of perceptive organisation is even more evident in figure 6, which may be seen as 
a goblet on a black background or two black human profiles on a white 
background.  A further example is the one in figure 7, where in the centre 
foreground (figure) there is a white triangle, which seems whiter than the white 
page (but in fact in inexistent) while the other images (very real and well marked) 
finish up in the background.   
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Figure 6 - Goblet or faces? 

 

 
 
Figure 7 – Whiter than white 
 
These examples illustrate better than any argumentation the relativity of 
perception and the organisationally active role performed by the perceiver: 
among the many relations that exist between the various elements present in the 
field of perception he notices only some of them (for example spatial relations 
rather than chromatic ones) ascribing to them a specific meaning among the many 
possibilities. These "choices" of organising the field, often totally unconscious, 
are not necessarily the same for everyone, nor are they random, but depend to 
some extent on the characteristics of the perceiving subject, on his needs and 
expectations, or his convictions (or beliefs), his habits and so on.   These 
characteristics are partly common to all of humankind but to a much larger degree 
peculiar to the perceiver, in his twofold and interactive role  as an individual and 
as a member of social groups distinguished by a given culture. Going back to a 
statement made by Kurt Lewin already presented in Ch. II, the same territory may 
be perceived in distinctly different ways by a person depending on whether he is 
there as a tourist or as a soldier seeking a place to protect himself or to hide: 
because of the different needs, important aspects in the first case may be 
absolutely marginal in the second and vice versa, thus modifying the image of 
that territory. In short there is a change in what the Gestalt theorists had called 
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“figure-background relation”, i.e. the perceptive salience of some aspects over 
others.  
Western man, in his cognitive activity  —common sense but also scientific — has 
dwelt so intensely on the level named "figure" as to attribute to it an independent, 
object, absolute existence, without realising that the figure is such (i.e. it is 
distinguished from the whole of the perceptive field) only by virtue of a conscious 
or more often unconscious choice, of the perceiver’s.  It is impossible to imagine 
any figure without  a background against which to distinguish it; the background, 
the context that enables us to attribute a meaning to the figure and according to 
the greater or lesser “contrast” with it, determines the sharpness of his perception. 
A mountain is distinguished as such thanks to the contrast with lower-lying 
portions of the land such as the valleys; if the latter didn’t exist there would be no 
mountain, just as the adjective "high" has a meaning in relation to something 
"low", and vice versa. Contrast or opposition is therefore the basis for every 
detection process, i.e. literally for distinction of one part of a whole from the other 
parts, until the role of a (relatively) autonomous entity is attained.  The relation 
between the two levels named figure and background is therefore indispensable 
and perfectly complementary.  This is true not only in relation to the perception of 
inanimate objects or  of animals or plants, but also, as will be seen more clearly 
later, as regards our perception of other people and even of ourselves.   
A further important contribution in support of our hypothesis is provided by the 
anthropologist, biologist and epistemologist Gregory Bateson, who, in his book 
Mind and Nature, faces the question of human knowledge on an even deeper level 
than the Gestalt psychologists.  Examining some research on the perception of 
different provenance, in a systemic-cybernetic perspective, he makes an 
apparently obvious, but in fact extremely important comment:   
 

Human sensory organs can receive only information about differences and 
to be perceptible the differences must be codified in temporal events.27 

 
We have already encountered above an emblematic case in which duality is found 
to depend on a principle intrinsic to the perceiver: the tendency to organise the 
field as figure and background, and we have also seen that this distinction is 
absolutely necessary to perception, and in fact is always at work. As Bateson 
maintains, in fact, we need to consider that “to create a difference at least TWO 
things are required. To produce the news of a difference, i.e. information, we need 
two (real or imaginary) entities, so that the difference between them may be 
immanent in their mutual relationship."28 
These differences between external entities  — provided that they can be detected 
by the senses — would be translated into differences between symbolic entities 
within the elaborator (i.e. our mind) and in this form they would be accessible to 
                                                
27 Bateson G., 1984, pag. 99 our translation. 
28 Ibidem, p. 96 – our italics. 
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our awareness. What counts most, in this way of conceiving perception, are not 
the entities in themselves, but their mutual relations.29 
 

Our sensory system — and of course also that of all creatures (even plants?) 
and mental systems that are behind the senses (...) — can only function with 
events which we can call changes.  
What doesn’t change is imperceptible,  unless we move in relation to it.30 

 
Reality therefore, to be perceived, must necessarily comprise "at least two things 
which generate the difference that becomes information .. " whereas each of them, 
alone, is unknowable, a Ding an sich, the sound of the applause of only one 
hand."31 
 This theory, so simple that it may almost seem banal, is in our opinion one of the 
most important principles for outlining a new epistemology and  consequently a 
new science (an importance which perhaps is hardly apparent in the few remarks 
made above but we are confident that it will be clearer as we continue). The 
theory has so many implications with so many ramifications that not even 
Bateson himself seems to have fully grasped them, since they affect every sphere 
of human knowledge and (and not only human) action.32  With reference to the 
subject we are tackling, the observations made seem to provide important and 
convincing support for the hypothesis that  duality is intrinsic to our perceptive 
processes, and even more: that duality is their engine. This would respond in a 
new and in many ways surprising manner to  a lot of the questions which have 
always intrigued philosophers, mystics and scientists. Moreover — and even 
more importantly — it would help to clarify a multitude of misunderstandings and 
distortions that the degeneration of duality – that is to say dichotomy – has 
caused.   

                                                
29 The pre-eminence of the relationship over '"objectuality" stands out particularly clearly in 
music, where the same melody can be played in several different tonalities: the important thing is 
to keep the same type of relation between one tone and another, that is to say to keep similar 
values in the differences between each sound and the next, starting with the first.  Naturally, as 
every good musician would object, the use of one tonality instead of another one is not exactly the 
same thing, each one conveying more information and less information than the original – which 
is especially evident, for example, when passing from the major to the minor key. Yet is certain 
that the central, distinctive element of the melody  remains.  It is obvious that the above principle, 
although sometimes less evidently, is also applied  - mutatis mutandis –to the other sensory 
domains  (see in this regard the many cases examined by G. Bateson (1979), particularly in Ch. 
III). 
30 Ibidem, p. 132. 
31 Ibidem, p. 97. 
32 For example, I pondered for a long time over why Bateson himself did not grasp and make 
clear the possible, important link between  his conception of perception and the dualistic nature of 
human knowledge. The only convincing answer I could find is that this "oversight" is just a 
further demonstration of the theorem according to which everyone sees only what he is looking 
for and/what he is prepared to see. Besides, this applies also for myself: when I read Bateson for 
the first time, many years ago, I had totally different interests, and I focused on other levels of 
meaning.  
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Let’s take the Bible for example, which deals with the subject of duality starting 
from the books of Genesis, and let’s try to interpret its contents in an 
epistemological key, purifying it of its moral and fideistic connotations: we would 
then be able to see in God’s admonition  not to eat the fruit of the tree of 
knowledge a warning about the limits and risks inevitably involved in developing 
a perception for differences. In the same way, the resulting fall from the earthly 
paradise may signify not so much a punishment, but rather — as some mystic-
esoteric traditions also hold — a metaphor which shows the inevitable 
consequence of that act, that is the passage from a pre-dualistic state, in which 
man, like the animals, feels he is an undifferentiated part of the Whole, of nature, 
to the next stage in which, gaining the capacity to perceive differences more 
clearly, he develops self awareness but at the same time also the sense of 
separation from his other self - “Then the eyes of both were opened, and they 
knew that they were naked” – and of separation from God – “The Lord God 
called to Adam and said to him: ‘Where are you?’ and he replied: ‘I heard the 
sound of you in the garden and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid 
myself.’ The Lord said: ‘Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten of 
the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?’”33 
The myth of the tree of knowledge of good and evil may therefore express a 
similar meaning to that expressed by Bateson above: knowledge of the world 
through the senses inevitably implies duality, since it is through the observation 
of differences and of the contrast between them that reality becomes accessible to 
us. This method of perception (that, as we shall see, is not the only one available 
to humankind) creates the conditions for a sense of separation but at the same 
time also for a sense of individuality, setting off the lengthy and painful adventure 
which is presented in the Bible as God’s punishment (“in the sweat of your face 
you shall eat bread till you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken”) 
while in other mystical-esoteric  conceptions it is considered as a process of 
exploration of the external and inner world by means of which man knows more 
and more about reality and himself until he is united with the whole, with the 
divine (cfr. Grof S., 2000). 
The fact that this event is considered a serious evil (original sin) and that it gives 
rise to such a serious divine punishment may therefore very probably depend on 
the ignorance of later interpreters and/or on an ideological exploitation of the 
original symbolism, linked with a vision of God influenced by the patriarchal 
culture, that considers Him as an authoritarian and vindictive despot (like almost 
all patriarchs at that time).  The words that God spoke to Eve are indicative 
(especially the word in italics): “I will surely multiply your pain in childbearing; 
in pain you shall bring forth children, your desire shall be for your husband, and 
he shall rule over you”.  
Further distilling the symbols we can arrive at an even less metaphysical  reading 
of the myth, which sees it as a metaphor of the evolutive passage from the animal 
                                                
33 English Standard Version Bible, 2011. 
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stage to the human one, from a mind in which the balance between the opposites 
is guaranteed by the instincts, to the human mind, in which self-awareness and 
free will involve the possibility— but also the fear — of going beyond instinct, 
towards the indeterminate.34 "Man has evolved by means of distinctions. By so 
doing — states the American esotericist Jane Roberts — he has detached himself 
intentionally and in a new way (...) from the body of his planet. Part of him 
continued to long very naturally for the knowing unawareness  that he was forced 
to abandon and in which everything was certain  — and where the was no need 
for judgments or distinctions and all the responsibilities were biologically pre-
ordained."35 
This is a conception that the philosopher and sociologist Franco Crespi, though 
starting from very different, neither biblical nor esoteric premises, expresses in 
very similar terms. "Throughout the scale of the animal world, from the mosquito 
to the dolphin and the chimpanzee, we may certainly find more and more evolved 
degrees of intelligence, skills in memorising and even learning, but none of these 
forms, at least as far as we know, has reached that particular type of human 
experience which is expressed in the sentence: "I know I am here". This 
experience has decisive consequences for man’s entire way of relating (with 
himself and with the natural and socio-cultural environment)."36 
The appearance of self-consciousness, understood as the awareness of oneself as 
an individual and therefore distinct from the rest, is a characteristic peculiar to the 
human species which does not derive from a simple quantitative increase in his 
mental faculties in comparison with those of other mammals, but represents  a 
break,  a quantum leap towards totally new dimensions.37 In this new dimension 
the human being gradually becomes aware of the process of distinction and 
contrast  through which perception is made possible; a process which also takes 
place in animals, but totally unconsciously, triggering instinctually pre-ordained 
behavioural responses. For man on the other hand, every salient perception 
involves asking himself questions at a conscious level: how to face the night, the 
cold, wild beasts, death? How to interpret lightning, rain, the moon? Questions 
not only about the external environment, but also concerning relations with his 
peers and with himself: his social role, his distinct identity, separate from the 
Whole, his goals, in the final analysis the sense of his own existence (Who am I? 
Where do I come from? Where am I going?).    
 

                                                
34 On determinate-indeterminate polarity and on the potential, the limits and fears connected with 
it, see Crespi F. (1985), in particular pp. 26-41 and 505-522. 
35 Roberts J., 1992, p. 220. 
36 Crespi F.,1985, p.19, our translation. 
37 But this does not mean – as too superficially and for too long has been believed, that man does 
not also retain animal traits; consciousness gives us the possibility of setting them in new frames 
of meaning and new levels of development, but does not cancel them at all, it does not transform – 
nor does it tend to transform – man into a pure thinking and speaking being.  
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Earlier I defined self-awareness as the phenomenon which substitutes the 
regime of immediacy, or the individual’s full correspondence to his 
objectifications  — which are characteristic of animals, with a regime of 
mediated reflexivity, in which there is no longer this correspondence. 
In this second type of regime, the relationship with internal and external 
objectifications no longer occurs directly, in the sense that the individual 
reacts to his organism and to the external environment around him, in an 
automatic and unequivocal way, but indirectly, in the sense that those same 
stimuli are elaborated according to previous experiences and to reflection, 
so that the individual almost always has the possibility of deciding how to 
react to them, relatively independently and choosing between various 
possibilities.38 

 
Therefore man gains the faculty of passing from the pre-determined and rigid 
reality of instincts to a new, indeterminate, fluid and creative dimension, but 
together with this faculty new problems also emerge, unknown in the animal 
dimension: first of all the doubts and fears about his own substance (identity) and 
the duration of his existence  (death) and therefore the need to give a meaning to 
his life.  
The reality that is outlined for conscious and self-aware humankind is much 
ampler and full of possibilities than the previous, instinctually pre-ordained one, 
but it is also completely new and therefore unknown; its exploration generates 
curiosity and anxiety at the same time. As Crespi notes, this reality cannot be 
explored except on the basis of what has been determined, gradually "colonised", 
building bridges and outposts using the materials and principles of what is known 
and determined. The result is that of, little by little, determining the indeterminate. 
Man cannot venture all of a sudden into the indeterminate, for fear of dissolving; 
but nor can he remain only in the determinate, on pain of stagnation, rigidity and 
thus the atrophy of his human peculiarities. Human existence is therefore a 
continuous oscillation between these two poles, where sometimes one, sometimes 
the other seems to prevail. The future is man’s great unknown, the sphere to 
which every hope and every fear refers. Not only fears, we have said, but also 
hopes, and this reminds us of the ambivalence towards the unknown:  man is 
afraid of it but is also curious to explore it, to get to know it, desirous of drawing 
possible benefits from it.  For centuries there has prevailed in much of humankind 
the fear and rigid defence of the status quo rather than curiosity and change, 
which have become values only in relatively recent times: in a vision of the world 
in which the determinate is often associated with good and the indeterminate with 
evil, only few individuals with particularly open minds could have the idea and 
the courage to  leap over the abyss and inevitably they would be considered 
"deviant" by the representatives of power, of order, of the determinate, but also 

                                                
38 Crespi F., op. cit., p. 26 our translation. 
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heroes: think above all of the figures of Prometheus and of Ulysses, both 
subjected to terrible punishments but at the same time admired as heroes.   
Moral thought, which began as an auxiliary to choice — once it was crystallised 
in values, principles, rules and ideologies — later became a factor of rigidity, thus 
contributing not only to the perpetuation of old dichotomies but also to the 
creation of new ones (in actual fact all variations on a single original theme)  as in 
the cases mentioned previously of the soul-body and mind-body opposition.  
Besides, we should remember that this is a moral thought deriving from the 
partiality of our vision of the world and from ignorance about the existence of a 
hidden harmony.   
Let us now try to intersect the concept of duality with that of consciousness and 
more precisely the process of perception by differences with the process of 
gradual emergence of consciousness: is it not plausible to speculate that, thanks 
to consciousness, what at the animal stage were simply the two extreme values of 
an unconscious scale with different tones, for the human being become the 
emerging, forked tip of an iceberg? 
 
 

 
 
Figure 7 –Forked iceberg  
 
The rest is still unconscious, but the two extremes, precisely by virtue of the 
maximum contrast outlined by them, become a conscious reality (and it is simpler 
to grasp the differences when they are very marked). Since the common, sole 
provenance of the two tips is below the waters of the unconscious, they are 
considered as distinctly separate, and so begins the reasoning by dichotomies, 
which sees the opposite poles as separate and antithetic instead of connected and 
complementary, even if the connection is intuitive but not yet perceivable by the 
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senses.39 To support this theory we shall now draw on some fragments by 
Heraclitus. 
 

(51) People do not understand that what disagrees bears harmony within it. 
There is harmony in friction as in the case of the bow and the lyre. 

 
And  again: 

 
(54) Hidden harmony is better than apparent harmony. 
 
(8) Opposition brings agreement. The most beautiful harmony arises from 
discord. 

 
 Antagonism is therefore the evident side of dualistically perceived reality, 
while cooperation is the one in the shadow, Heraclitus’ hidden harmony. 
Nonetheless, obscurity is not an intrinsic characteristic but is due to an absence of 
light: cooperation is in shadow  because it has not been sufficiently illuminated by 
awareness, as has been done for antagonism, and this has depended largely on the 
dichotomous characteristics of our perceptive system. This has produced endless 
distortions  both in the cognitive interpretation of the phenomena and in the 
attribution of value and meaning to the same. 
But let’s go back to the example of the iceberg. Since the two extremities are the 
only emerging land, the human being dedicates much attention to them and starts 
to discover nature and himself, and realises that the more he objectivises them, 
separating them, the more clearly they appear to him (in exactly the same way as 
when we turn the contrast knob on a television). At the same time, during sleep, 
he continues to maintain the same contact with the submerged part of the iceberg, 
and periodically fragments of it emerge in his consciousness, expressed in a 
symbolic language but which doesn’t manage to have a dialogue using rational 
language, which is therefore often distorted and ignored. Since man is only partly 
aware of his own self, he tends to interpret these appearances not as belonging to 
him but deriving from external divine or demonic entities, endowed with their 
own individuality and objectiveness, just as he considers the divisions into 

                                                
39 It is interesting to note how much importance is attributed by many mystic-esoteric traditions 
to the realisation that these phenomena  are only apparently opposite, but that there is between 
them a hidden harmony  which reveals them to be aspects of a single, wider Reality. Any pair of 
fundamental "opposites" like those mentioned in the text may be – according to these – a 
worthwhile subject for meditation.  Emblematic in this regard is the "very simple" Buddhist 
"vipassana" meditation, consisting of  passively concentrating  (another paradoxical concept on 
which we shall perhaps concentrate our attention later) on our respiration, allowing our awareness 
of the two, "opposite" phases that compose it to fluctuate and concentrating on the intervals 
between then one and the other.   (Other traditions work on other oppositions, for example sleep-
wakefulness or male and female and so on). 
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antagonistic parts and aspects instead of his still limited capacity of consciousness 
as objective and intrinsic to reality.40 
 What we suppose to have happened in the course of the phylogeny is to be found, 
moreover, although to a more limited extent, also on the ontogenetic plane: many 
studies have indeed shown that children under the age of three – four years of age, 
tend to perceive reality in a global way, i.e. hardly differentiated; with growth the 
capacity to differentiate increases until the extremes of the various polarities are 
perceived, (e.g. classifying people as good and bad, clearly distinguishing right 
from wrong, and so on) but only towards pre-adolescence is the capacity to 
perceive the intermediate points between the extremes of a polarity, in short the 
different shades of grey that exist between white and black.  
The more subtle the differences, the greater the degree of sensory acuity and 
elaborative skill necessary to grasp them. Even among adults, not everyone 
perceives reality with the same degree of definition and, as many psycho-
sociological studies show in this regard, the more educated people show, on 
average, a greater capacity of differentiation (which shows, among other things, 
that school education prevalently refines the cognitive method through difference, 
analytical-rational thought).41 On the other hand, adults belonging to so-called 
"primitive" populations reveal a vision of reality more similar to that of children 
than to Western adults, with or without a school education  (cfr. Werner, H., 
1970). This strengthens the hypothesis that, at least to some extent, dichotomous 
vision is also the product of culture and not only of innate neuro-perceptive 
characteristics.   
If we go from the individual’s ontogenetic development to the evolution of the 
species and of societies, we may consider the emergence and development of 
philosophy and science as symptoms (and at the same time impulses) towards a 
gradual refinement  of the capacity to grasp increasingly subtle differences, i.e. to 
                                                
40 Bateson would probably have indicated this phenomenon as the passage from the process stage 
to the form or structural stage, in the sense that the symbolic manifestation of a subjective, mental 
process is interpreted as the manifestation of an objective form (v. Bateson, 1979, Ch. VII). 
41For example, in an experiment conducted by C. E. Hovland and colleagues during the second 
World War an attempt was made to convince two groups of soldiers about the probable duration 
of the conflict using two different messages: a unilateral one, in which a scenario totally marked 
by the Japanese military power and by the difficulties of the war in the Pacific; the other in which, 
while underlining these aspects, the Americans strengths and the Japanese weaknesses were also 
mentioned, painting on the whole an objective picture of the situation. The results indicated, in 
short, that the first message was more effective for the less educated soldiers while the second was 
effective for those with a higher level of schooling.    According to the authors, this reflected the 
different ways of representing the situation on the part of the two types of subjects: the tendency 
to simplify matters, to see the world in black and white, comprising the good and the bad, strong 
and weak etc. has been seen again and again as prevalent in subjects with a lower level of 
education. They therefore respond better to messages formulated along this line. On the contrary, 
the better educated subjects show a more complex image of the world, where more factors are at 
play and above all, do not exclude one another – therefore not either strong or weak, but also 
strong (in some ways) and  weak (in other ways). For these individuals a unilateral message may 
appear to be preliminary, unobjective, and this may develop in them a suspicious attitude towards 
the issuer and his intentions. Therefore a bilateral message which implicitly bears in mind the 
independent and more structured capacity of judgement  of  subjects of this type, is more effective.  
(Cfr. Hovland C.I., Lumsdaine A., Sheffield F.D., 1949.) 
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pass from the rough distinctions between white and black, good and evil, to 
perceptions which grasp an increasing range of nuances. Let us try, without 
claiming to be exhaustive, to speculate as to which were the main phases of the 
process of development through differences:   
 

- emergence of self-consciousness; 
- attribution of defined identities to objects and persons as distinct elements, 
independent of the background (denomination);   
- awareness of good and evil and the birth of morality;  
- the birth of war, as a refusal and suppression of what is different from 
oneself and as a way to manage conflict between subjects with antagonistic 
interests and beliefs;  
- progressive emergence of individual identity from the collective, tribal or 
community identity ( "individuation" process in the sense of C. G. Jung, 
1977c); 
- birth of party politics, i.e. of one party against another;  
- refinement of the skills of classification by means of the language and birth of 
philosophy; 
- affirmation of dichotomy as an object of study and discussion in philosophy;  
- birth of the analytical method and its affirmation as a corner stone of 
science;  
- awareness of the contradictions that this method raises if applied to extreme 
fields such as microphysics, biological systems, human socio-cultural systems, 
the human system. 
- identification and re-evaluation of the unconscious and symbolic dimensions 
of human knowledge (psychoanalysis, cultural anthropology etc.)  
-search for a new (holistic) paradigm able to include and explain both the new 
cognitive dimensions mentioned above, and the extreme fields, the paradoxes 
and grey areas of the natural sciences. 

 
 

END OF THE EXCERPT 
 

Further paragraphs of this chapter not included in the excerpt (ask them to 
the author if interested)) 
2.3 The analytical method and reducing complexity,  
2.4 Dichotomy and morality,  
2.5 The fear of change and the myth of perfection,  
Interval,  
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3. Knowledge through union,  
3.1 The role of synthesis in the scientific method,  
3.2 Analysis and synthesis in relation to the cerebral hemispheres,  
4. The third way of knowledge,  
4.1 Knowledge and transcendence,  
4.2 Towards a new mind: paths and techniques to integrate and harmonise analysis and 
synthesis, reason and intuition,  

 


