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Introduction

This is a book about matter and motion. More specif-
ically, it is a brief genealogy of a single line of ancient and
modern thinkers who shared a distinctly different under-
standing of matter and motion within the Euro-Western
tradition. For the most part, thinkers in the Western tradi-
tion have thought of matter and motion as relatively inferior
phenomena caused by more primary formal or static princi-
ples. But why, and what are the origins of this philosophical
preference?

My search to answer these questions began about a decade
ago when I started studying the history and politics of global
migration and mobility. During this time, I became curious
about why nearly every Western thinker I read seemed to
privilege stasis in one way or another. I wondered why such
an abstract philosophical bias seemed to have such enormous
consequences for the politics of migration. So I wrote two
books trying to work through the political consequences
and history of this idea, The Figure of the Migrant and Theory
of the Border. But the more I dug, the more questions sur-
faced. Beyond politics, I wondered why almost all Western
descriptions of reality, art and science also seem so com-
mitted to explaining the movement of matter by something
static?

Nearly all the ancient Greek philosophers thought the
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world was an eternal sphere with a static centre. Newton,
Descartes and Leibniz all thought God was like an eternal
clockmaker who endowed the world with immutable laws
that we could know. Even Einstein believed that we lived in
a closed-off ‘block universe’ with unchanging physical laws.

The more I read and wrote about this pervasive obses-
sion with form and stasis, the more I became curious about
the exceptions to the rule within this tradition. Who
bucked the trend and why? What did it mean to disagree
with the quest for fixed forms of knowledge and what are
the consequences of such a disagreement? Suddenly, what
I thought was a narrow question about the nature of motion
and matter started to look more like a major lynchpin of
Western civilisation. There are very few assumptions or
commitments that I found to be as culturally pervasive as
this, but what are the alternatives?

My search for an answer led me to teach a class called
‘The Philosophy of Movement’ for several years in a row.
The aim of the class was to read various thinkers in the
Western tradition who might have thought that matter and
motion were ontologically primary and not derived from some
more static and less material principle. Working through the
history of philosophy in this way became the basis for my
book Being and Motion, which, among other things, cata-
logued all the different ways philosophers had subordinated
matter and motion to something more fixed. It also turned
out that my hunches about who might be a ‘philosopher
of motion’ in this tradition were all wrong. [ thought they
would be the so-called ‘process philosophers’ such as Henri
Bergson, Alfred North Whitehead and Gilles Deleuze. But
instead, I was surprised to find the Roman poet Lucretius,
the German philosopher Karl Marx and the English writer
Virginia Woolf walking this aberrant path. The central
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common thread seemed to be their belief that everything
was made of matter in motion and that, explicitly following
Lucretius, it swerved indeterminately. Indeed, for these
thinkers there was no higher cause, god, form, essence, vital
energy or static principle that caused matter to move.

I spent the next eight years investigating and teaching
their work more deeply. I wrote three books on Lucretius,
and one each on Marx and Woolf. I also discovered a couple
of contemporary physicists, Carlo Rovelli and Karen Barad,
whose interpretations of quantum mechanics were strikingly
consistent with the core ideas of this tradition. But immedi-
ately after tracing this lineage, my mind returned to history
and two new questions emerged. Where did Lucretius get
his idea of the swerve and how did the terms ‘matter’ and
‘motion’ enter into Western philosophy in the first place?
Surely, Lucretius was not the beginning. So, I spent the
next few years tracing the earliest recorded precursors to
the Western notions of matter and motion back to Archaic
Greece and Bronze Age Crete.

This book is my attempt to tell in brief form the untold
history of a relatively rare but philosophically important
line of thought in the Western tradition. Not only does this
book add two new links to the lineage I have been trac-
ing for the past decade, Minoan and Archaic Greek, it also
identifies a key thematic resonance around the three aspects
of what I call ‘kinetic materialism’, that is, ‘indeterminacy’,
‘relationality” and ‘process’. Kinetic materialism is the belief
that matter and motion are ‘indeterminate relational pro-
cesses’. In the coming chapters, I define each of these terms
and show how they were understood by the ancient and
modern authors listed above.

This book is an extended essay written for a broad and
non-specialist audience with minimal technical jargon and
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no literature reviews. It is not intended as a complete histor-
ical genealogy of materialism or movement in general, nor
the ideas of indeterminacy, relationality and process treated
separately. Rather, my aim is to trace a lineage of thinkers
who have philosophically infegrated all five ideas of matter,
motion, indeterminacy, relationality and process. Any
thinker who has not prioritised all five of these ideas fogether
does not appear in this book, but is treated elsewhere.!

How is the book organised? Instead of proceeding chron-
ologically by thinker, I have organised the chapters themat-
ically around the three ideas of indeterminacy, relationality
and process. This is because the aim of this book is to tell
an interpretative history from the perspective of these very
specific ideas as I understand them. The point is not that all
these thinkers agreed with one another on everything. The
aim is to argue that we might benefit from taking up this
tradition in our own way today. And I will say more about
the advantages of this shortly.

Each chapter begins with one of these key ideas (inde-
terminacy, relationality, process) and shows how each idea
changes the way the West has typically thought about matter
and motion. The rest of each chapter shows how that idea
was taken up historically from the Mediterranean and into
modern Europe. I would like to show how what I am call-
ing kinetic materialism emerged first in pre-Greek Minoan
culture and in Archaic Greek poetry. These directly and
indirectly influenced the materialism of the Roman poet
Lucretius, writing in the first century BCE. However,
Lucretius’ only known book, On the Nature of Things, then
disappeared for over a thousand years.? When the Italian
humanist Poggio Bracciolini finally discovered it in the
fifteenth century, it circulated widely through Europe to
great effect.
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Interpretations of Lucretius’ text varied widely, but
in 1841 a young German philosopher named Karl Marx
wrote his doctoral thesis on Greek atomism, using
Lucretius’ poem as his primary text. Marx’s interpreta-
tion of Lucretius was highly heterodox in that it empha-
sised all the things that most modern readers did not like
in Lucretius, mostly notably his description of matter’s
indeterminate swerve.

After Marx’s admittedly challenging and misunderstood
dissertation, Lucretius’ poem found another heterodox
reader in the English novelist Virginia Woolf. Woolf care-
fully read and translated parts of Lucretius’ influential text as
she learned Latin. Shortly before her death, Woolf wrote in
her autobiography that the core of her ‘philosophy’ was the
‘moments of being’, or poetic ecstasy, that she had found
first in Lucretius’ poem, along with the idea of the swerve.
Today, Lucretius’ legacy continues, to some degree, among
quantum physicists who explicitly credit him as the philo-
sophical precursor to Einstein’s kinetic theory of matter and
to quantum indeterminacy.

This is how I have come to understand the genealogy of
kinetic materialism in the West so far. In particular, I have
come to see Lucretius as extremely important as an inter-
mediary or translator between the ancient and the modern
world. Lucretius preserved key ideas from the Archaic
world in explicitly philosophical terms that modern readers
could hear easily as answers to their own questions. Marx,
Woolf and Rovelli all read Lucretius in a way that uniquely
tied them together in the longer philosophical sequence
that T want to chronicle here. I should also add that I think
of my own philosophy of movement as a continuation of
this tradition of kinetic materialism.> The lineage of the
thinkers covered in this book has been a powerful source of
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inspiration for nearly all my ideas.* Indeed, this book draws
on my earlier works and puts the genealogy together for the
first time.

Why Trace the Genealogy of Kinetic Materialism?

Unfortunately, the Euro-Western tradition has widely
defined itself by the progressive domination of nature. It has
almost universally assumed the existence of a natural hier-
archy in which some things, people and ideas are inferior
to others. This is true even when it is not stated explicitly.
Modern European scientists and political thinkers justified
the treatment of nature, women and colonies with the
idea that they were passive material to be manipulated and
mastered by the rational minds of white men.’

Philosophers placed certain metaphysical categories
such as eternity, God, the soul, forms and essences at the
‘top’ of a hierarchy to explain the movement of matter at
the bottom. The top of the hierarchy secured and ordered
the bottom. Now, after thousands of years of treating nature
and matter as an inactive substance moulded by ideal or
rational forms, many people are feeling the ecological con-
sequences of this mistake with global climate change and
mass extinction.

For more than a century, ‘critical philosophy’ has been
exposing and challenging these hierarchical assumptions.®
The premise of this critical theory has been that philoso-
phers can contribute to social and intellectual transformation
by showing people the dominating nature of their prac-
tical and theoretical assumptions. For example, patriarchy,
capitalism, racism and ecocide are not unrelated phenom-
ena. Critical theorists have been arguing for decades that
they are interlocking behaviours with shared hierarchical
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assumptions about reality. Whether or not individuals are
consciously aware of it, an imaginary hierarchy passed down
from ancient and modern history shapes their thoughts and
actions.”

This hierarchical logic places stasis above motion, form
above matter, life above death, God above humans, humans
above nature, men above women, reason above emotion,
white skin above brown skin, the first world over the third
world, citizens above migrants, straight above queer and
humans above animals. At the very bottom of this chain are
matter and motion. Everything above rests on their mute
receptivity.

My contribution to critical theory in this book is to chal-
lenge this hierarchy and the notion that matter and motion
are inferior. If all hierarchy rests on the assumption that
inferior beings are more material and mutable than those
above, showing that matter and motion are not inferior can
help undermine this inherited hierarchy. Many humanists
and scientists still think of matter as something mechanical,
deterministic and passive.® However, for decades environ-
mental and feminist philosophers have argued that this hier-
archical way of thinking and acting is at least partly to blame
for present social inequality and ecological crisis.”

Until critical theory turns its tools on the hierarchical
chain’s last links, even the best critical thinking will remain
incomplete and anthropocentric. Without a critical philos-
ophy of matter and motion, theorists may still be able to
treat human culture as distinct and superior to nature, and
thus justity dominating the planet and humans historically
associated with moving matter.

My point in challenging the material base of this hierar-
chy is not to invert it by showing that matter and motion
are superior, but to indicate that the hierarchy is contingent
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and performative. There is no ontological basis for natural
hierarchy, nor for the forms of domination based on it. I
admit that the lack of a natural hierarchy does not necessar-
ily stop domination, but it does lift the veil a little so that
people can see what is going on. In short, we should move
forward knowing that there is no ontologically legitimate
justification for social, aesthetic or scientific domination.

Identifying and avoiding hierarchical delusions does not
tell us what we should do. However, before we can begin
to experiment with different ways of living, it will help
us immensely to identify and clear out the most danger-
ous tools in the toolbox. If there is no natural hierarchy,
there is no single right way to live or guarantee that we will
not make mistakes in our experiments. Who ‘we are” will
change, as will ‘what we want’. There is no final metaphys-
ical answer to ethical questions, but only what the Greeks
called a pharmakon: a practice of steering clear from poisons
and experimenting with potential remedies."’

There are many ways to survive and flourish with others,
and it is no single person’s purview to dictate how. The
story about matter and motion that I want to tell in this
book leaves the good life up to ‘us’, whoever ‘we’ may
become. Its pharmacological aim is to identify certain poi-
sons to avoid and some possible remedies to try out. A crit-
ical history of antiquity to the present can also inspire our
imagination of the future and help us experiment with our
present.

If we want to survive and flourish on the planet, our best
chance is to think and act without metaphysical illusions and
dogmatically hierarchal behaviours. Harbouring such fantasies
is akin to wearing a blindfold while walking on a tightrope.
The blindfold of metaphysical hierarchy can only hinder an
already precarious balancing act. Uncovering our eyes does
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not predetermine our actions or give us an absolute view of
reality, but it can help us get where we want to go without
falling. Or, at least, that is how I think of critical theory.

Nature does not compel morality but constrains the
material conditions of survival and flourishing in various
ways. If we want to survive to try out new forms of life, we
need to think and live without delusions about our mate-
rial situation. But we can’t do this if we keep imagining all
kinds of metaphysical entities and arbitrary hierarchies that
dictate how we play the game. As long as people continue
to think and act as though matter and motion are subordi-
nate phenomena, matter and motion can still be wielded as
weapons against people and places."

But why return to antiquity to showcase this alterna-
tive linage? If there never were any actual hierarchies or
metaphysical entities in nature, how does this genealogy
of kinetic materialism help us? History is important here
because there is no ahistorical way of knowing. There is
no single foundation for knowledge. For instance, quan-
tum physics does not ground or validate Lucretius’ idea of
the swerve any more than Lucretius’ idea validates quantum
physics. Each articulates a unique historical dimension of
kinetic materialism in its own way.'?

Furthermore, the history I trace in this book is not
intended to be a story of progressive development of knowl-
edge from obscure Minoan rituals to present-day particle
colliders. Instead, I want to showcase the points of conceptual
resonance between different periods, geographies and ways of
knowing in religion, poetry, politics, literature and science.
Each thinker I discuss in this book offers their own kind
of evidence for a world without metaphysics or hierarchy.
Each of these thinkers has a theoretical practice that may
inspire us today.
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Each historical way of knowing presented in this book is
one star in the constellation of an alternative philosophy of
matter and motion. What we do with this history is up to
us, and there are many things we can do with it, and many
more buried histories to tell.”
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Chapter 1

Ancient Indeterminacy:
Minoan Metamorphosis, Hesiod’s Khaos
and Lucretius’ Swerve

What are matter and motion? We cannot understand one
without the other because everything that moves is mate-
rial, and all matter is in motion.! The most frequent image
that comes to mind for most of us when we first think of
matter and motion, however, is of something moving along
a line from point A to point B.

We think of point A and point B as discrete locations in
space, and we think of movement as the successive change
in location from one point to another. Let’s call this defini-
tion of matter and motion ‘extensive’, because it occurs in
extended space with a length, width and depth. It assumes
that space and time pre-exist the matter that moves through
them. It also typically assumes that the matter that moves is
already in some determinate form and was caused by some
force. This extensive definition of matter and motion is
the dominant one in the Western tradition, even among
materialists.

However, this is not the only way to think about matter
and motion. In this chapter and the next we take a look at

[ > 9

A B

Figure 1.1 Movement is commonly understood as a translation in
discrete spacetime between two static points A and B.
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the history of an alternative and much less well understood
view. We walk through the strange and fascinating his-
tory of the idea that matter and motion are ‘indeterminate’
and what this means for certain understandings of religion,
poetry, politics, literature and science.

But first, let’s try to define the idea of indeterminacy more
clearly and see precisely how it changes our understanding
of matter and motion.

What is Indeterminacy?

In the Western tradition, we are used to defining defermi-
nate beings. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, a
‘determinate’ being is one with distinct and definite limits.
We typically define a ‘being’ as something that exists as a
positive presence.? But what if we are trying to talk about
something without definite limits and without a fully pos-
itive presence? We could use the words ‘absence’ or ‘non-
being’. But there is also a third option. We can talk about
a ‘process’ to indicate an event that is neither a determinate
being nor a non-being. For example, a swallow swooping
after a bug through the sky is neither fully present nor fully
absent. It is an ‘indeterminate process’.

Indeterminacy, in my view, is a process understood as
a process, not as a change of something else — that is, not as a
sequence of changes between static beings. Indeterminacy
is not indeterminate relative to something determinate. In
this view, everything is a process, not just swallows swoop-
ing for bugs. Nor should we assume that humans and
their thoughts about things are any less indeterminate than
everything else. Indeterminacy is an idea but it is more pri-
marily a theoretical performance that we do in the world.
As such, we and our ideas and books about indeterminacy
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also perform it at the same time as they describe it. In this
sense, indeterminacy, as I am defining it, is not relative to
a circumscribed human-centric view, since indeterminacy
does not assume the existence of a circumscribable or fully
determinate human. If humans are the world and cannot
be separated from it, anthropocentrism is not ontologically
possible. However, the danger is that people think and act
as though it is. The world is made of processes whose rel-
atively stable iterations and fluctuations generate the met-
astable phenomena we see around us, including ourselves.

In the Western tradition, most philosophers have placed
matter and motion at the bottom of their conceptual hier-
archies because they believed matter was so easily and com-
pletely shaped by any form that touched it. What matter
was ‘in itself” was unknown, unlimited and indeterminate.
In the Western story, motion is at the bottom of the hier-
archy because it is the name for the process by which one
determinate thing changed into another. The process of
motion was not ‘nothing’ but it wasn’t fully ‘something’
either. So thinkers in this tradition treated motion instead
as a series of discrete changes between discrete beings on
an unchanging background. Change was ontologically sec-
ondary or accidental to the determinate being that changed.
This understanding made motion much easier to define but
also to locate as an effect of a more primary determinate
cause.’

But what if matter and motion remained indetermi-
nate instead? It would not be a translation from point A
to point B, because there would be no determinate point
called ‘A’ nor a fixed object moving through a fixed space
and time. ‘Point A’ would be a continually changing pro-
cess, and indeterminate matter would have no internal
static identity. Matter would not be stuff, substance or a
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determinate object, but rather a regional stability-in-motion
or pattern-in-process. Matter would change what it was
when it moved.

From an indeterministic perspective, movement is not a
change in empty space from point A to point B. Movement
is the continual transformation of the whole extended
space, point A, point B and the line. Everything moves and
changes indeterminately but in relatively stable iterative pat-
terns. We will return to this idea of patterns in Chapter 5.

Now let’s look at how some of the earliest expres-
sions of kinetic materialism articulated the nature of this
indeterminacy.

Ancient Indeterminacy

The history of materialism is difficult to trace back prior
to the invention of the word ‘matter’. The English word
‘matter’ came from the Latin word materia, which meant
‘trees’ or ‘wood’, derived from the Latin word mater or
‘mother’. And the Latin use of materia to mean ‘matter
in general’ came from the Classical Greek philosopher
Aristotle, who was the first to use the Greek word hiile,
literally meaning ‘forest or wood’, to mean instead ‘matter
in general’.

What did Aristotle mean by hiile? He wrote that, ‘by
matter [hiile] I mean that which in itself is neither a particu-
lar thing nor a quantity nor sayable or knowable by any of
the categories of determinate Being ... Nor indeed is it the
negations of these; for the negations too will only apply to
it accidentally.™

Specifically, Aristotle wrote that matter was ‘unspeakable
and irrational’ (médén legetai) and not ‘determinate’ (horizo).
He also argued that philosophers who deny the determinacy
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of being and the principle of non-contradiction are ‘stating
something indeterminate’ (fo aoriston).”> This is why Aristotle
disagreed with the philosophers of indeterminacy and
instead defined matter as a purely passive receiver of supe-
rior forms. For Aristotle, form gives indeterminate matter
order and purpose.®

But why did Aristotle choose the word hiile to mean
‘unspeakable indeterminate matter in general’? He could
have used many other words for the same purpose. One
reason may have been that his teacher Plato did something
similar.” In the Timaeus, Plato used the Greek word chora,
literally meaning ‘countryside’,® to describe a process with
erratic movements, no determinate being, but which pas-
sively received the forms given to it by a divine craftsman.’
Plato may have chosen the word chora tor this cosmological
role because of how the Classical Greeks understood the
countryside. For them, the countryside was an empty area
or space outside the city that they divided up into private
parcels for their use. The chora was passive material or empty
space ready to receive the form of Greek civilisation.

However, the chora meant something quite different
for the Archaic Greeks of Homer’s time. According to the
historian David Asheri, the peripheral zones of the coun-
tryside ‘were used commonly (as undivided, koiné chora)’."
Instead of dividing up the meadows, forests and mountains
into private parcels, the Archaic Greeks used them as collec-
tive commons for foraging, pasturage and religion."" Only
much later did the Classical Greeks transform the chora into
a divided ‘administrative province’."?

According to the French linguist Emmanuel Laroche,
‘the pasture in archaic times is generally an unlimited space;
this can be a forest, meadow, river, or mountain side’.!?
Laroche carefully shows how Homer and other Archaic
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authors used the Greek root nem to describe the coun-
tryside or chora as something ‘distributed/shared’ among
everyone without division or limit. He argued that ‘The
idea [that the Greek word nomos meant| law is a product of
fifth- and sixth-century Greek thought.” So Classical Greeks
such as Plato shifted the meaning of the word nomos from
the original Homeric root vep® meaning, ‘I distribute’ or
‘T arrange’,' just as they changed the meaning of chora from
something undivided and common to something divided
up, formed and administrated. For Laroche, even ‘the [ret-
roactively] proposed translations “cut-up earth, plot of land,
piece” are not suitable in all cases to the Homeric poems and
assume an ancient veplo “I divide” that we should reject’.’
Further, the legal historian Thanos Zartaloudis has writ-
ten a careful and well-researched book on the idea that the
Archaic Greeks understood the countryside as ‘undivided’
and ‘distributed-shared’.'® The architectural theorist Maria
Theodorou has also carefully looked at all usages of the word
chora in Homer, and concluded that ‘Choros in Homer 1s
not related to separation, or to the distinction between, for
instance, inside and outside, or open and closed.’"”
Therefore, Plato chose to use the word chora in part
because it also meant ‘space’ and is related to the verb
khoreo, ‘give way’ or ‘make space’, which is a key theme in
the Timaeus. But the Classical meaning of the word chora
for Plato as empty passive space was related to the historical
division and development of a previously undivided Archaic
countryside. Indeed, this is also why Aristotle interpreted
Hesiod’s use of the word khaos, which will discuss below, to
mean chora. Plato and Aristotle’s understanding of ‘matter’
was therefore shaped by their geographical relationship to
their historical countryside and a corresponding change in

the use of the Greek word.
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What is most important for our story here is the sig-
nificant connection between the philosophical concept of
‘matter’, as we understand it today, and its original concep-
tual origins in the mountains, forests, pastures and rivers of
the Archaic countryside. Plato and Aristotle understood that
hiile and chora originally had more indeterminate meanings,
but just as the Greek word shifted, so did their understand-
ing of matter into something that could be cut, formed or
made determinate.

But can we trace the Archaic idea of indeterminacy
even further back before Homer and Hesiod to the Bronze
Age island of Crete? What was the Minoan relationship
to the countryside with its undivided forests and moun-
tains, and what might this tell us about their understanding
of indeterminacy, transformed into ‘matter’ by Classical
philosophers?

Minoan Metamorphosis

The Greek idea of indeterminacy may have had some of
its oldest historical roots in the idea of Minoan ambiguity.
The Minoans were a diverse group of peoples who lived
on Crete from the Neolithic period 130,000 years ago to
1100 BCE. Here I discuss only the early and middle periods
between 2700 and 1500 BCE.

The Minoans had a written language, but unfortunately
no one has yet deciphered their writing system, known as
‘Linear A’. We only have the deciphered fragments of the
later related system, ‘Linear B’, left by a group of people
called the Mycenaeans. The Mycenaeans were the first dis-
tinctively Greek people, who lived on Crete and in main-
land Greece from about 1450 BCE onwards. Further, the
Mycenaean language is significant because it contains the
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earliest known form of the Greek language,' including the
first recorded names of several Greek gods.

Around 1150 BCE, the Mycenaean civilisation on
Crete collapsed for reasons that are still debated among
scholars, but which may have involved invasion by other
peoples."” Scholars call the transition period between the
fall of Mycenae and the rise of eighth-century Archaic
Greek culture the ‘Greek Dark Ages’ because of its reduced
population and cultural production.

Through the Mycenaeans, Minoan religious practices

20 Minoan reli-

had a significant influence on Greek culture.
gion was unique compared to other Mediterranean religions
because the Minoans did not build monumental temples or
depict the worship of any particular god or hero.?" There
was some cult activity in their palaces, but they widely gath-
ered in underground caves, wooded forests and on moun-
tain peaks to perform ecstatic rituals. Minoan religious
artefacts depict anonymous human figures in open natural
areas shaking trees, sitting under trees, hugging boulders,
holding psychoactive poppy pods, raising their arms and
dancing in ritual ecstasy around wild plants. Artefacts also
depict various animals, plants, insects, humanoid figures
and partial objects floating and mixing in the air around the
worshippers.?

Evidence strongly suggests that the Minoans had no
consistent set of attributes for identifying gods, as we see
in Egypt, the Near East and Classical Greece.” Whatever
the sacred was for the Minoans, current evidence indi-
cates that it did not take the form of a god or person.*
Indeed, the artists who engraved these sacred ritual images
intentionally obscured the faces of the people participating
in the rituals. Often they removed the heads of human fig-
ures entirely, leaving only a tiny prong that rendered them
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highly ambiguous.” On the other hand, the artists recorded
bodily movements, subtle gestures, plants and clothing in
stunning detail.

According to the Minoan archaeologist Robert Koehl,
the ‘most profound symbol of Minoan religion, the double
axe’ was also a deeply ‘ambiguous’ image. It had the form
of a ‘visual palindrome’, Koehl says, with the same pattern
back and forth as well as up and down (see figure 1.2).%°
Minoan pottery, too, used a similarly ambiguous motif of

Figure 1.2 Spiral, rosette and double-axe motifs on pithoi. From upper
left to middle left: three Knossian ‘palace style’ pithoi (Late Minoan II).
Middle right: pithos from Knossos (Late Minoan IA). Lower left: pithos
from Pseira (Late Minoan IA). Lower right: ‘palace style” pithos (Late
Minoan II) from Knossos.
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interlocking double spirals wrapped around vessels to create
images without determinate beginning or end.”’

One of the most ambiguous features of Minoan religion
was the depiction of the hybridisation and metamorphosis
of plants and animals. Such renderings ‘pervaded Minoan
imagery, go[ing] well beyond the conventional repertoire
of fantastic creatures that abound in Egyptian and Near
Eastern culture, if only by their variety and singularity’.?
This was ‘exemplified most strikingly by the oeuvre of the
“Zakros Master’’.? Zakros was a Minoan city on Crete
where certain carvings depicted hybrid figures combining
female human bodies with parts of birds, goats, lions, and
trees in cult images (figs 1.3—1.6).*" One incredible image
seems to show a liminal stage or transformation process

Figure 1.3 Clay sealing from Zakros, Crete. CMS I1.7 No. 126. Corpus
der minoischen und mykenischen Siegel.
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Figure 1.4 Clay sealing from Zakros, Crete. CMS I1.7 No. 145 b.
Corpus der minoischen und mykenischen Siegel.

between determinate states of human and non-human
forms (fig. 1.7).>' In another image of metamorphosis,
one Minoan artist depicted a woman as a butterfly, a typ-
ical transformation figure (fig. 1.8).” The most famous
Minoan metamorphic hybrid, though, was the halt-
human, half~bull Minotaur (figs 1.9—1.12).* Minoan art-
ists frequently depicted the Minotaur in ‘contorted poses
of exaggerated movement’,* emphasising the process of
transformation.

In short, these artefacts, along with many others,
strongly suggest to Koehl and other archaeologists that ‘in
the realm of religious imagery ambiguity seems to have
been a governing principle’.*® Koehl defines Minoan ambi-
guity as a fundamental ‘uncertainty ... in or between two
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Figure 1.5 Clay sealing from Zakros, Crete. CMS I1.7 No. 177. Corpus
der minoischen und mykenischen Siegel.

states of existence’.”” And based on the archaeological evi-
dence, Koehl argues that ambiguity and metamorphosis
were ‘profoundly ingrained’, ‘pervasive’ and ‘quintessen-
tially Minoan traits’.*® While perhaps not strictly identi-
cal with later Greek definitions of indeterminacy, Minoan
ambiguity was likely a significant precursor to it as well as
a possible influence.

But what philosophical conclusions can we draw from
the apparent proclivity towards ambiguity and metamor-
phosis in Minoan religion? The Minoans seem to have been
interested in an uncertainty in the nature of things as they
transformed into one another. That they conducted their
religious rituals in non-urban spaces even after they had
built palaces suggests that they continued to view certain
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Figure 1.6 Clay sealing from Zakros, Crete. CMS I1.7 No. 119. Corpus
der minoischen und mykenischen Siegel.

non-urban areas as sacred sites of ambiguous change or met-
amorphosis. Their creation of ambiguously oriented reli-
gious objects such as the double axe, the interlocking double
spiral and hybrid creatures also suggests that processes of
‘uncertainty ... in or between two states of existence’ were
significant to their view of the world.

By contrast, it is common in Western thought to give
‘ontological priority to things over relations between them
and to form over process’, as the archaeologist Vesa-Pekka
Herva argues.” But, according to Herva, Minoan religion
challenges us to think about ritual more as a material and eco-
logical process without proper temples or divinities. What if
the trees, rocks, hybrid creatures and nature-sanctuaries that
the Minoans depicted on their artefacts were not symbols or
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Figure 1.7 Clay sealing from Zakros, Crete. CMS I1.7 No. 170. Corpus
der minoischen und mykenischen Siegel.

representations of mental forms of worship or metaphysical
entities, but collective agents of a hybrid landscape—human
process?*® Minoan ritual seems much less functional or con-
templative than crop planting or deity worship respectively,
and more like a way for an ecosystem to know/become
itself as a hybrid natural—cultural process.

In trying to understand Minoan religion we might take
inspiration from the Israeli anthropologist Nurit Bird-David,
who has helped shift anthropological thinking away from
the idea of animism as about the independent agency of
non-human persons, and towards a ‘new animism’ of rela-
tional agencies and ambiguous ecologies.*’ For Bird-David,
animate agents are not autonomous or discrete but are better
understood as aspects or dimensions of broader processes.

28



ANCIENT INDETERMINACY

Figure 1.8 Butterfly seal impression from Zakros, Crete.

In connection with the related ‘ontological turn’ in anthro-
pology, I am inclined, with others,* to interpret Minoan
ritual and the images above as engaging with ambiguous rela-
tional processes and not supernatural or transcendent deities.

By placing Minoan ritual in the history of what we
call ‘matter’ and ‘motion’, I am trying to show how their
ambiguous and process-based understandings of reality
preceded Plato and Aristotle’s passive and discrete defini-
tions of matter and motion. All the archaeological evidence
from Minoan Crete during the early and middle periods
strongly suggests that the Minoans did not think that the
nature of things was made by the imposition of static forms
upon passive material. Rather, in Minoan art and religious
artefacts, nature seems to transform without beginning or
end like the double axe and double spiral.
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Figure 1.9 Gold ring, Knossos, Crete. AM 2237, CMS V1.2, No. 336.
Corpus der minoischen und mykenischen Siegel.

Figure 1.10 Seal from Phaistos, Crete. CMS III, No. 336. Corpus der
minoischen und mykenischen Siegel.
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Figure 1.11 Stone seal from Chania, Crete. CMS VS3, No. 150. Corpus
der minoischen und mykenischen Siegel.

But how might a similar idea of indeterminacy continue
for the Archaic Greeks?

Hesiod’s Khaos

In the eighth century BCE, the Greeks still practised reli-
gion in both urban and numerous non-urban spaces. Many
cult sites of this period were located just on the boundary
between urban areas and uninhabited ones, but this does
not necessarily mean that there was any absolute bound-
ary between urban and non-urban.® Non-urban cult sites
often involved built structures, and the historian Vincent
Scully has argued that ‘all important Greek sanctuaries
grew up around open altars which were normally sited
where they are because the place itself first suggested the
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Figure 1.12 Stone seal from Chania, Crete. CMS VS3, No. 154. Corpus
der minoischen und mykenischen Siegel.

presence of a divine being. Indeed, its natural forms were
regarded as embodying that presence.’** Archaeological
evidence shows that these Archaic places were sacred loca-
tions of epiphany, prophecy, ambiguity and metamorpho-
sis, just as they probably were for the Minoans. One major
difference, though, is that the Greeks began singing about
particular gods and goddesses during this time and built a
few temples.

However, it is not by accident that the oldest Greek
oracle was a tree cult, and the mother and father of the
gods were tree gods. The name of this earliest Greek oracle
was Dodona and it was founded by the Mycenaeans around
1200 BCE.* Dodona was a sacred oak tree located in a
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region called Epirus in north-western Greece. It was dedi-
cated to Zeus and the mother goddess Dione, and attended
by several priestesses in an undeveloped clearing.*® Written
records show that Dodona was a tree cult where priest-
esses would gather around an oak and listen to its leaves,
or perhaps to wind chimes that may have hung from its
branches. The tree then whispered its oracular secrets and
the priestesses would translate them for others. In particu-
lar, the archaeologist Caroline Tully has drawn important
similarities between Minoan tree cults and the tree cult at
Dodona.*’

And still by the eighth century BCE, Dodona had no
built temple. Priests and priestesses slept on the ground
in the sacred grove to better hear the voice of the god. It
was only much later in the fourth century BCE that the
priests built a small stone temple.”® As the famous Greek
religion scholar Walter Burkert wrote, “The tree is more
important than the stone in marking the sanctuary.’*
Vincent Scully echoes this idea when he says, “The place
itself is holy and, before the temple was built upon it,
embodied the whole of the deity as a recognized natural
force.”™’

Hesiod, a major Greek poet of the Archaic period, wrote
about how the Greeks came to worship Zeus at Dodona
because of an old connection with Crete. In Hesiod’s myth,
Gaia, the Earth goddess, gave Metis, the shape-changing
river goddess, to Rhea, the ‘flowing’ (rheo) mother god-
dess, to help Rhea figure out how to save her expected
baby Zeus from being eaten by her husband, Cronos.
According to Hesiod, Metis was known as ‘she who knows
most of gods and mortal men’,*' and she gave Rhea the
idea of wrapping a rock in a blanket, instead of Zeus, to
feed to Cronos. The Greek word metis means ‘intelligence’,
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‘cunning’, ‘skill/craft’, and the Greek term meé tis can also be
a pun on the word outis, meaning ‘no one’ or ‘nothing’.* It
is a fitting name for a shape-changer and reveals the impor-
tant relationship between knowledge and metamorphosis in
Archaic Greek culture.

In Hesiod’s myth, Metis ‘shape-changes’ the baby into a
rock and outsmarts Cronos, while Rhea flees to the oldest
city in Crete, Lyctus, to have her baby. There, Gaia takes
the baby Zeus and hides him deep underground on the
most sacred wooded hillside of Minoan cult activity: Mount
Ida. The Greek word ide, which appears already in Homer,
means ‘tree, wood, or wooded hillside’.’* Moreover,
Gregory Nagy has argued that the name Ida and the phrase
Ida Mater can be read already in two Linear A texts i-da and
i-da-ma-te, meaning ‘mother goddess of Ida’, whose tree-
cult rituals took place on the forested mountain bearing her
name.>

Hesiod gives a beautiful description of the whole event
in his Theogony.

[Gaia and Ouranos]| sent [Rhea] to Lyctus, to the rich
land of Crete,

when she was about to bear her youngest son,

great Zeus; vast Earth received him from her

in wide Crete to tend and raise.

Carrying him through the swift black night, she came

first to Lyctus; taking him in her arms, she hid him

in a deep cave, down in dark holes of holy earth,

56

on Mount Aegean [Ida], dense with woods.

In this way, Hesiod posits a mythical connection between
Zeus’s birth from a Minoan tree cult on Crete and his
arrival at Dodona. Of course, the geographical and his-
torical movements of real people and ideas from Crete to
Dodona probably did not proceed in such a direct way.

34



ANCIENT INDETERMINACY

Yet it remains significant that Dodona’s location on the
wooded hillsides of Epirus also bears a striking resemblance
to the forested cave on Mount Ida. The Greeks originally
worshipped Zeus at Dodona as a mountainous tree god of
oracular vision, and Hesiod at least seems to have noticed
its similarity with the history of goddess-tree worship on
Crete. For Hesiod, then, the birth of this tree god (Zeus)
came directly from the older Minoan and Mycenaean fig-
ures of chthonic and metamorphic intelligence, which the
Greeks eventually made into the goddesses Rhea, Gaia and
Metis.

What do early Greek tree cults have to do with matter
and indeterminacy? In his Theogony, Hesiod gave a unique
name to the first primordial god, ‘khaos’. ‘First of all, Chaos
came into being [génet]’, says Hesiod.” Khaos is an Archaic
Greek word whose linguistic root and definition are ulti-
mately unknown, although most scholars agree that its ori-
gins are pre-Greek. Hesiod was the first to use this word,
but says very little about it. This is why even Greeks writ-
ing about khaos after Hesiod disagreed widely about what
Hesiod might have meant.”® Modern interpreters, though,
have largely tended to define it based on its similarity to
two other Greek words, khaino and khasko, which mean
‘to yawn, gape, open’. According to the American Heritage
Dictionary of Proto-Indo-European Roots, these words, and
likely the word khaos, all came originally from the Proto-
Indo-European root gheu, meaning ‘to yawn, gape’.”’
Accordingly, many Greek scholars®® have chosen to think
of khaos as a ‘chasm’ that divided a pre-existing space or unity
between sky and earth. Other recent readers of Hesiod
have similarly aimed to make sense of him through the
monistic idea that order inevitably emerged out of a unified
chaos.*!
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The problem, however, according to the classicist
Robert Mondi, is that the unquestioned etymology of khaos
from khainé and khasks has been a red herring, leading to a
predetermined interpretation.®” Etymology dictionaries do
not agree on the root word for khaos and list two separate
cross-referenced entries.” Frisk’s Greek etymology diction-
ary explicitly says that ‘it can only be a distant relationship’.**
More importantly, Mondi writes,

even if all these words can be derived ultimately from a
single Indo-European root, this fact alone would by no
means compel us to think that for Hesiod khaos meant the
same thing as khasma — that is, that he imagined it concretely
as a gap or chasm — unless there is some contextual reason
to think so0.”

Just because the root of the word khaos might mean ‘gap’
does not mean that the word khaos itself also means ‘gap’.
This is true of all etymology. Roots do not dictate the pre-
cise meaning of their different descendants. Furthermore,
Hesiod himself may have made novel use of the term for his
own unique cOSIMOgoNic purposes.

In short, Hesiod’s text itself alone offers the best way to
understand what he meant by khaos. I have treated this ques-
tion at length elsewhere and find, largely in agreement with
Mondi, that Hesiod intended for khaos to be indeterminate,
dark, formless and creative.®® In other words, khaos strongly
resembles the dark cave on Mount Ida’s wooded hillside that
opened up to the unlimited space beneath the ‘roots of the
earth’” where Zeus was born.”” Beneath Mount Ida, all is
dark, indeterminate, formless and creative. Accordingly,
some scholars have argued that the ‘Hesiodic word khaos is a
lexical ancestor of the later physical and philosophical term

hiile because it conveys the primeval notion of “matter”’*®
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as an ‘indeterminate chaos’® or ‘indeterminate element that
develops (spatially rather than temporally) into a tangle of
determinate elements’.”

Other ancient Greek poets, including Homer, simi-
larly described woods and forests with the phrase aspeton
hiile, meaning forests that are ‘unspeakable, inexpressible
concerning size, numbers, or quality; hence, immense,
endless’.” In this way, Archaic poets of Homer’s time
explicitly associated hiile with indeterminacy. In the ‘Hymn
to Dionysus’, for instance, the anonymous poet says that
Dionysus, also called Dendrites or ‘he of the trees’, roams
loudly through the indeterminate forests (aspeton hiile)
after being born from a cave on Mount Ida.

After reading Homer and Hesiod, it makes sense that
Aristotle would then write in his Physics that hiile, khaos
and kenon (void) were ‘indeterminate’.”> Many scholars have
also noted the striking similarities between Hesiod’s con-
cept of khaos and Plato’s use of the word chora to refer to
an indeterminate generative void associated with the open
space and erratic movements of the countryside.”

In this way, we can speculate that Minoan religious
understandings of forests, caves and mountains as places
of ambiguity and metamorphosis may have influenced
Archaic Greek conceptions of matter as explicitly ‘indeter-
minate’ wilderness (aspeton hiile, khaos and chora). This, in
turn, may have shaped the way Plato and Aristotle under-
stood the older poetic tradition of indeterminacy that they
wanted to reject. Perhaps the sacred woods of Archaic
Greece were truly ‘a place where the logic of distinction
goes astray’, as one scholar of ancient forests remarks.”
It was this Archaic indeterminacy that the Classical
Greeks wanted to urbanise, formalise and philosophically
overthrow.
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Lucretius and the Swerve

The first-century BCE Roman poet Lucretius read Homer,
Hesiod and the Homeric poets alongside the Greek mate-
rialist philosophers Empedocles and Epicurus. Lucretius
adopted many ideas from Epicurus, but also left others
behind.”” He took up the poetic idea of material indeter-
minacy from the Archaic tradition and mixed it with the
materialism of the early Greek philosophers in his own way.
One result was his description of the ‘swerve’.”®

In his beautiful philosophical verse epic called De Rerum
Natura (The Nature of Things), Lucretius explicitly brought
together the ideas of matter and indeterminacy. However,
instead of saying that they were caused or formed by some
higher and more static principle, he said that they formed
themselves by swerving. Readers have often translated and
interpreted Lucretius’ poem as if he were saying that matter
was made of discrete indivisible particles called ‘atoms’.
Yet it’s important to note that Lucretius did not use the
Greek word dfomos or the Latin cognate atomus. He did
not even use the Latin word particula, meaning ‘particle’,
to describe matter.”” I am not the first scholar to notice this
as a meaningful difference between Lucretius and others in
the atomist tradition.” Elsewhere I have tried to show all
the evidence for and consequences of this key difference.”

Instead of atoms or particles, Lucretius chose three words
much more deeply connected with the Archaic understand-
ing of indeterminate matter: materia, corpora and semina. The
Latin word materia, as I said above, meant ‘wood’ and came
from the Latin word for ‘mother’. This makes perfect sense
as a possible influence from Minoan and Archaic Greek cul-
tures where women worshipped trees at Ida and Dodona.
Corpora is the plural of corpus, meaning ‘the bodily trunk
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or shaft of something’ or ‘the wood under the bark of a
tree’. Finally, the Latin word semina can mean a ‘grafted tree
branch’, ‘shoot’, ‘seed’ or ‘sprout’, according to the Oxford
Latin Dictionary.

Lucretius described a world where branching flows of
matter were infinifum, meaning ‘boundless’, literally ‘not
determinate’ in space or time.* Similar to Hesiod’s descrip-
tion of chaos, Lucretius also sang that the universe emerged
from a ‘huge shapeless heap of turbulent creativity’ (tempes-
tas quaedam molesque coorta) and over time became increas-
ingly stable.®" For Lucretius, as matter flows and branches,
it interweaves and alternates to create inane or relatively
‘empty spaces’, which one might compare with how the
Greek words khaos or chora were widely understood as
‘indeterminate spaces’.

However, Lucretius’ most significant contribution to
the idea of material indeterminacy was ‘the swerve’. Many
readers ancient, modern and contemporary have attributed
the swerve originally to Epicurus. But it is important to
remember that today we have no extant text from Epicurus
where he mentions it. Epicurus wrote letters to Herodotus,
in which he aimed to lay out his core philosophical system
for students to memorise, but nowhere did he mention the
swerve. Not even the careful ancient biographer of philos-
ophers, Diogenes Laertius, wrote anything about a swerve
in Epicurus’ philosophy. Epicurus’ philosophy apparently
works just fine without the swerve, according to his own
letters. However, other Greek-speaking ancient philoso-
phers such as Philodemus, Diogenes of Oenoanda, Plutarch
and Simplicius all say that Epicurus mentioned a swerve.*

Why, then, did Epicurus not mention or make use of
the swerve in his extant writings on freedom?® It is possible
that we may discover a mention of a swerve in Epicurus’ lost
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book On Nature. Yet based on the known titles of its chapters
and their extant fragments it seems more likely to me that the
swerve was more fundamental, systematic and developed in
Lucretius’ philosophy than it was in Epicurus’. This is what I
have tried to show elsewhere in my books on Lucretius.
Lucretius said that matter is ‘accustomed to swerving’
without any external cause ‘only a tiny bit, lest we seem
to be inventing oblique movements’.** This is a point that
Lucretius’ interpreters and critics seem never to have been
able to swallow, that matter moves without any external cause.®®
For Lucretius, the movement of matter is self-caused.
Lucretius also says that the swerve occurs

at times completely indeterminate

and in indeterminate places they swerve a little from their
course,

but only so much as you could call a change of motion®

Matter changes, modulates or deviates®” its motion™ to the
smallest possible degree® at an indeterminate space and time
before any measurable discrete time or space (incerto tem-
pore ferme incertisque locis spatio).”” According to the Oxford
Latin Dictionary, the word incerfo means ‘undetermined,
not fixed, dubious, unsettled, or indefinite’. For Lucretius,
matter is constantly swerving and branching like a tree, and
the movement is always indeterminately swerving. This is
an idea with clear resonances in the Archaic Greek notions
of aspeton hiile, khaos and chora. Lucretius read and refer-
enced Homer and Hesiod extensively in his poem and was
almost certainly influenced by their understanding of inde-
terminacy in his description of swerving matter. I have tried
to show elsewhere in greater detail how Lucretius mixed
many poetic ideas with Epicurus’ materialism, to create a

more indeterminate materialism.
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So, although it may not ever be possible to recon-
struct fully the precise historical line of direct influence and
descent from the Minoans to Lucretius, my aim in this
chapter has been to show at least one plausible series of
connections among different Greek names for indetermi-
nacy. My tentative conclusion is that what we now call
‘matter’ and ‘motion’ at one point meant ‘indeterminacy’
for the Greeks.

In the next chapter, the genealogical road becomes a bit
clearer as we have vastly more written documents recording
the lines of influence. Lucretius’ debt to Archaic poetry is
explicit, but the influence of Lucretius on modern philos-
ophers is even more explicit. So in the next chapter, we
see how the idea of indeterminate materialism passed from
Lucretius to the modern thinkers of kinetic materialism.
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Chapter 2

Modern Indeterminacy:
Marx’s Void, Woolf’s Moments
and Quantum Flux

In this chapter I show how Lucretius transmitted the notion
of indeterminate materialism from the Archaic Greek
poets to modern thinkers of indeterminate materialism.
Unfortunately, most ancient and modern readers found
Lucretius’ idea of a material and indeterminate swerve phil-
osophically unpalatable. How could matter move without
something else moving it? They tended to prefer a world
of deterministic atoms created by God, following natural
laws, and manipulated by rational humans with immortal
souls.'

Karl Marx and Virginia Woolf were very close read-
ers of Lucretius and got their theories of indeterminacy
explicitly and directly from him. Unlike many others
who read Lucretius, Marx and Woolf did not think of
the swerve as occasional, or happening in space and time,
caused by something else such as vital force, or made
of discrete atoms.? They thought of matter and motion
as ‘indeterminate relational processes’, as I define those
terms in this book. More recently, many contemporary
physicists have admitted what early modern European sci-
entists refused to admit: that Lucretius was right about the
indeterminacy of matter. This is the story I want to tell in
this chapter.
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Marx’s Void

The first modern author to fully affirm the indeterminacy
of Lucretius’ kinetic materialism was the young German
philosopher Karl Marx, writing in the nineteenth century.
Long before Marx had read any of the great German phi-
losopher Friedrich Hegel’s writing, he was a poet and close
reader of Lucretius. Marx’s first philosophical passion was
to critique religion and propose a new theory of material-
ism. After reading Hegel, Marx wrote his doctoral disserta-
tion blending ancient materialism with Hegel’s dialectical
philosophy to create something new: a swerving dialectical
materialism.

Although the title of Marx’s dissertation was about the
difference between Epicurus and his teacher Democritus,
Marx cited Lucretius’ poem as many times as Epicurus’ three
short letters preserved by Diogenes. Additionally, Marx
dedicated two of his seven dissertation notebooks to close
readings and translations of Lucretius’ poem. If we include
these notebooks, Marx spent more time directly engaging
with Lucretius’ poem than with Epicurus’ primary texts.
Lucretius, Marx said, was ‘the only one in general of all the
ancients who has understood Epicurean physics’.” Whatever
Marx thought about the similarities and differences between
Epicurus and Lucretius, the fact remains that everything
Marx or any of his sources knew about the swerve came
from Lucretius’ poem, not from Epicurus.

The most radical aspect of Marx’s materialism was his
realisation that if everything is material, and if matter is ‘the
cause of everything, [then matter is|] without cause itself’;
it must be immanently self-caused.* Marx was also one of
the few readers who affirmed the radical indeterminacy
of the swerve and the primacy of motion in Lucretius.’
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For instance, Marx wrote that ‘“This declinatio, this clinamen
[declination, deviation], is neither regione loci certa nor tem-
pore cerfo [defined by place, determined by time] ... That
is, it is no external condition of motion, but being-for-self,
immanent, absolute movement itself.”® This idea of mate-
rial kinetic indeterminacy without external cause is the
fundamental idea that makes Marx’s materialism a genuine
successor to Lucretius.

Furthermore, one of Marx’s great contributions to read-
ing Epicurus was that he interpreted the void, the atom, its
fall and its swerve as inseparable aspects of the same inde-
terminate material process — not as discrete things. Marx
wrote that ‘“The consequence of this for ... the atoms would
therefore be — since they are in constant motion — that [they
do not| exist but rather disappear in the straight line; for the
solidity of the atom does not even enter into the picture.”
One can hardly imagine a more radical departure from the
atomist tradition than to say, as Marx does here, that as a
process, ‘atoms do not exist!” There is no discrete or ontolog-
ically different substance called an eternal atom. The atom
is only an abstract moment in the dialectical unfolding of
matter. Furthermore, if motion is indeterminate, there is no
determinate atom separate from any other.

Similarly, Marx wrote that ‘the void, the negation, is not
the negative of matter itself’.* The void is made through
the movement of indeterminate matter just as khaos and
chora were.” In this way, Marx completely reinterpreted the
Epicurean and Democritean dualism between atom and
void as a ‘material dialectic’ of folding and unfolding. Atoms
emerge or unfold out of the void, which ‘holds its ground’."’

Matters move beyond and yet always unfold from pre-
vious ones. In his dissertation, Marx understood the ‘mate-
rialist dialectic’ as an indeterminate relational process. He also
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interpreted Epicurus’ theory of time as a theory of indeter-
minate change more generally. “The accidens is the change
of substance in general. The accidens of the accidens is the
change as reflecting in itself, the change as change.’'' In
other words, for Marx, matter and motion is not a change
in an underlying substance, but the change of change itself:
absolute indeterminate movement.

Marx was not only trying to explicate Epicurus but
was trying to use his explication to develop a materialist
dialectic contra Hegel’s idealist dialectic. And ultimately,
the indeterminate swerve of matter was the key difference
between Marx’s dialectical philosophy and Hegel’s. In his
later economic and political writings, Marx argued that
the core philosophical problem with capitalism was that it
treats nature as if it were a bunch of determinate and dis-
crete objects with economic ‘value’. However, according
to Marx’s interpretation of Epicurus and Lucretius, there
are no fixed physical entities, no fixed values, and no fixed
relations between physical entities and units of value. In
this way, for Marx, capitalism is fundamentally wrong as a
description of the world.

Capitalism treats the world as an ‘immense collection
of commodities; the individual commodity being its ele-
mentary form’.'"> Capitalism treats the diverse and changing
world of natural processes as if it were discrete exchangeable
units of what Marx called economic ‘value’. In this way,
Marx explicitly compared his critique of the commodity
with his earlier critique of the ‘abstract individuality and
self-sufficiency’ of atoms in Democritus’ materialism. "

For Marx, capitalism also assumes that the ‘value form’
is superior and independent from what Marx called ‘use-
values’ or the ‘material bearers’ (Trdger) of value. Use-
values are the sensuous qualities of things being used.
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But capitalism treats things as abstract quantities as if they
had no qualities or use-values. Capitalists invented the idea
of abstract quantitative value by exploiting the qualitative
aspects of nature, women, slaves and workers, and then pre-
tending that these processes were reducible to a quantity of
economic value. This economic reduction has tended to
exploit some groups more than others, following a specific
Euro-Western hierarchy.'* Capitalism is another histori-
cal instance where form (as quantitative value) is treated as
superior to the constant qualitative flux of matter."®

By contrast, Marx argued in his dissertation that nature
is indeterminate processes. There are no pre-given hierar-
chies or discrete units. In this way, capitalism is a dangerous
delusion about the nature of things. For Marx, many kinds
of ethical and political behaviour could be consistent with
the idea of natural indeterminacy, but fixed hierarchies and
capitalism are not.

This is why Marx did not describe communism as a
single fixed social plan. Marx intended communism to be
an open social arrangement whereby people experimented
and adapted to their changing circumstances like swerves of
matter. In particular, Marx thought that if everyone shared
in maintaining collective subsistence they could maximise
their free time to ‘go dancing, go drinking, think, love,

theorize, sing, paint, fence, etc.’'

People rarely emphasise
Marx’s definition of communism as the ‘emancipation of all
human senses and attributes’,'” but this idea is directly related
to his theory of sensation in his dissertation.'® For Marx,
communism is possible only because nature is indeterminate
and open to all kinds of yet-unimagined social-aesthetic
sensations without any formal hierarchy above matter."”
Marx knew that communism did not guarantee the good

life, but was the ongoing struggle to do so.
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Woolf’s Moments of Being Indeterminate

The twentieth-century English novelist Virginia Woolf also
read Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura many times throughout
her life, annotated it, and translated many of its most impor-
tant passages.’ Like Marx, her conclusions were extremely
heterodox compared to those of her contemporaries. Woolf
described how the fall and swerve of atoms disappeared
entirely into the patterns of everyday life.

The task of art and modern literature in particular, for
Woolf, was not to describe the objective external world of
things or the subjective inner world of thoughts and feel-
ings. The challenge, for Woolf, was to articulate their inde-
terminate flux. In her famous short essay, ‘Modern Fiction’,
Woolt wrote:

From all sides they come, an incessant shower of
innumerable atoms; and as they fall, as they shape
themselves into the life of Monday or Tuesday, the accent
falls differently from of old; the moment of importance
came not here but there.?!

Modern writing’s challenge is to record the patterns
traced by the indeterminate swerve, however hybrid,
metamorphic and incoherent. Like Marx, these swerving
atoms disappear entirely into unpredictable patterns of
motion. Woolf writes, ‘Let us record the atoms as they
fall upon the mind in the order in which they fall, let us
trace the pattern, however disconnected and incoherent in
appearance.’?

So, although Marx and Woolf both use the term ‘atom’,
when Lucretius did not, they both think of it as an indeter-
minate movement without an external cause such as God.
They both treat its movement in non-discrete ways, either
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dialectically or in terms of patterns. This comes out explic-
itly when the characters in Woolf’s novels occasionally
catch glimpses of explicitly indeterminate processes through
what Woolf called ‘moments of being’.*

For example, in Woolt’s novel Mrs. Dalloway (1925),
Clarissa Dalloway stops at the gates of a park on her
walk to buy flowers and stands for a moment watch-
ing the omnibuses circulate through Piccadilly Square.
Suddenly, the shocking sight of vast masses of people,
buses and taxis moving along the crowded street fills
her with an overwhelming sensation of movement. She
begins to feel part of a larger flow in the city, on the earth,
in the cosmos.

But this is odd because to feel one’s being as a process
within a process is not a discrete total state that one can
easily conceptualise. Motion is not a state of being but a
moment of becoming. While in motion, Mrs Dalloway
feels one is never fully present or identical to one’s self.
Woolf writes that “To her [Mrs Dalloway]| it was abso-
lutely absorbing; all this; the cabs passing; and she would
not say of Peter, she would not say of herself, I am this,
I am that ... She would not say of any one in the world
now that they were this or were that.”* As a process,
Mrs Dalloway feels the loss of her identity and becomes
indeterminate.

Woolf’s rejection of a higher explanation for the
swerve of matter is explicit in her posthumously published
autobiography Moments of Being. There she wrote that

the whole world is a work of art; that we are parts of
the work of art ... There is no Shakespeare, there is no
Beethoven; certainly and emphatically there is no God;
we are the words; we are the music; we are the thing itself.
And I see this when I have a shock.”
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There is no ontological division between nature and cul-
ture for Woolf. The artist is not separate from nature but
performs its indeterminacy through creativity.

From this we can surmise that if we are nature and we
are ‘neither this nor that’, then nature is also ‘neither this nor
that’.?® Indeed, Mrs Dalloway describes this indeterminacy
as the feeling of ‘slicing like a knife through everything’ or
being a formless mist.

Somehow in the streets of London, on the ebb and flow
of things, here, there, she survived, Peter survived, lived
in each other, she being part, she was positive, of the trees
at home; of the house there, ugly, rambling all to bits and
pieces as it was; part of people she had never met; being
laid out like a mist between the people she knew best, who
lifted her on their branches as she had seen the trees lift the
mist, but it spread ever so far, her life, herself.®

Mrs Dalloway feels like a shapeless mist floating through the
indeterminate forest of the world.

But she said, sitting on the bus going up Shaftesbury
Avenue, she felt herself everywhere; not ‘here, here, here’;
and she tapped the back of the seat; but everywhere. She
waved her hand, going up Shaftesbury Avenue. She was
all that. So that to know her, or any one, one must seek
out the people who completed them; even the places. Odd
affinities she had with people she had never spoken to,
some woman in the street, some man behind a counter —
even trees, or barns.”

When Mrs Dalloway is in motion, she feels that she has
no determinate being in space or time, just like Lucretius’
swerve. She is neither here nor there because she is in
process. The logic of contradiction breaks down in these
moments. ‘[Mrs Dalloway] felt very young; at the same

time unspeakably aged.”
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Let’s look at one of many more possible examples. In
Woolf’s novel Orlando (1928), the main character Orlando
takes a long drive. She begins to feel that ‘everything was
partly something else, and each gained an odd moving
power from this union of itself and something not itself
so that with this mixture of truth and falsehood her mind
became like a forest in which things moved; lights and shad-
ows changed, and one thing became another’.”’ Woolf’s
description here of the forest’s hybridity and indeterminacy
echoes the archaic image of the formless and indetermi-
nate forest where movement and metamorphosis were rit-
ually experienced. When Orlando feels herself becoming
a process, the world becomes a moving and indeterminate
mixture of self and other, true and false.

For Woolf, material processes have no logical contradic-
tions because they are not about determinate beings. R eality
is like a wave, Woolf writes: ‘It was Yes, No. Yes, yes, yes,
the tide rushed out embracing. No, no, no, it contracted.”*
Bernard, a character from Woolf’s novel The Waves (1931),
says, ‘There is no stability in this world ... To speak of
knowledge is futile. All is experiment and adventure. We
are forever mixing ourselves with unknown quantities.
What is to come? I know not.”*

Woolf also drew her own aesthetic and political conse-
quences from these Lucretian moments of indeterminacy.
Her moments of being were not objective metaphysical
visions of all reality. Instead, they were more intense ranges
of sensation than usual. Their function, for Woolf, was to
show us that metaphysics, idealism and transcendent values
and forms are all illusions. There is no God, no sin, no
lack, no hierarchy of beings, no judgement, no justifica-
tion for patriarchy, and no reason to fear death — just as
Lucretius had said. Woolf’s moments of being remind us
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that all seemingly immutable forms are only patterns open
to swerving experimentation.

In this way, the ‘moment of vision’ for Woolf and
Lucretius strongly impressed upon the visionary the false-
ness and absurdity of ontological discreteness. Indeed, living
as if the world were discrete objects that are here for our
use is a dangerous idea, which Marx critiqued as ‘atomistic’
commodification. For Woolf; art and sensation can bring us
to these conclusions just as well as philosophy.*

This is why Woolf thought moments of being should be
socially protected, facilitated and made available to every-
one through socialism. Social, economic and physical safety
gives people space and time to explore unique moments
of indeterminacy. In A Room of One’s Own, Woolf argued
that we all, especially women, need a room of our own
and a guaranteed livable income. Moments of being do not
require special education, but as material states, certain sit-
uations can help or hinder them. In short, Woolf strongly
believed that patriarchy, capitalism and imperialism hin-
dered art and moments of being indeterminate. Instead, she
imagined socialism and feminism as capable of supporting
aesthetic experiences of indeterminacy for everyone.

Quantum Fluctuations

Contemporary quantum physicists have also been reading
Lucretius. Many now admit that Lucretius was the first to
conceptualise quantum indeterminacy with his idea of the
swerve. The Italian quantum physicist Carlo Rovelli writes
that ‘quantum events, the individual events at the basis of
modern physics, happen randomly ... which, in Lucretius’
marvelous verses, happen “incerto tempore ... incertisque locis™:
at a random time and in a random place’.’® The English
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word ‘random’ is not a good translation of the Latin word
incerto here, but Rovelli’s credit to Lucretius is important.
The American quantum physicist Sean Carroll has also
written that ‘Lucretius proposes that the universe arises as a
quantum fluctuation.”’

Other physicists have directly compared Lucretius’
swerve to Heisenberg’s quantum uncertainty principle.®®
‘Lucretius’ swerve results in the same kind of uncertainty
that Heisenberg’s principle requires’, writes physicist Brian
Dodson.” Classical scholars of Lucretius also tend to agree
with this quantum interpretation.* Even the well-known
Lucretius scholar David Sedley writes that the swerve has
‘a striking resemblance to the indeterminacy postulated by
modern quantum physics’.*!

Quantum indeterminacy is an important experimental
result of contemporary physics, although many physicists are
not happy about it. When they can, they try to ‘renormal-
ise’ its noisy effects and use probabilistic equations to make
educated guesses about indeterminate quantum behaviours.
Some have even come up with interpretations of quantum
mechanics that try to explain away quantum indeterminacy
as the effect of ‘hidden deterministic variables’ or ‘alternate
universes’ that we have not yet discovered.* Despite prob-
abilistic equations and speculative metaphysical theories
of determinism, indeterminacy persists as an experimental
result that physicists cannot interpret away. Here we should
look to the less metaphysically burdened work of Carlo
Rovelli.”

What is quantum indeterminacy? Quantum fields are
the underlying distributions of energy in the universe.
They are not made of anything else that we know of,
nor are they objects in any classical or relativistic sense.
They are not in a single place, nor do they have any fixed
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properties. We cannot even observe them directly. We
can only record the traces of their interactions left on our
measuring instruments.**

The lowest energy state of these quantum fields is called
the ‘vacuum’. However, the energy of the vacuum is not
zero. The vacuum is not static but instead fluctuates inde-
terminately without necessarily producing any observ-
able or determinate particles.” The American physicist
Karen Barad writes that ‘the vacuum is not (determinately)
empty, nor is it (determinately) not empty’. Instead, it has
‘indeterminacies-in-action ... [that] do not exist in space
and time ... In/determinacy is not the state of a thing but

an unending dynamism.’*

Significantly, this is why Barad
compares the quantum vacuum with Archaic cosmologies
similar to Hesiod’s, where ‘Nature is birthed out of chaos
and void ... out of a fecund nothingness.’*

The nature of these quantum vacuum fluctuations is
perhaps the single greatest mystery and challenge facing
cosmology and fundamental physics today. They are at the
heart of every known object as well as the dark energies
accelerating our universe.* Dark energy is nothing other
than the quantum vacuum fluctuations that collectively pull
our universe in all directions. From the quantum to the
cosmic, these vacuum fluctuations are the vast, invisible
engines of nature. In other words, the most revolutionary dis-
covery of contemporary physics is that our universe is not
reducible to determinate self-identical objects as we have
ever understood them. Energy is indeterminate.

Although we tend to associate the term ‘vacuum’ with
void or emptiness, the opposite is the case in quantum phys-
ics. ‘A quantum field implies that its vacuum is a humming
hive of activity. Fluctuations continually take place, in the
course of which transient “particles” appear and disappear.
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A quantum vacuum is more like a plenum than like empty
space’, writes English physicist John Polkinghorne.*
Particles do not float in an empty void. The English physicist
Frank Close comments,

A vacuum is not empty but seethes with transient particles
of matter and antimatter, which bubble in and out of
existence. Although these will-o’-the-wisps are invisible to
our normal senses, they disturb the photon and electron in
the moment of their union and contribute to the number
that the experiment measures.”

Physicists call these transient particles ‘virtual particles” even
though they are neither virtual nor particles — but rather
kinetic vibrations of energy.

Physicists describe the motion of these fluctuations as
‘turbulent whirlpools’ and their effect on the equations
of quantum field theory as ‘perturbation theories’. What
experimental physicists interpret as the electron’s finite mass
is, in fact, the result of the emergent pattern of indetermi-
nate motions in a whole region of a field’s vacuum that fills
the creative/destructive void.”!

But vacuum fluctuations do not only ‘perturb’ particles;
particles are excitations in the fields. In quantum field theory,
all matter is fluctuations that originate in the vacuum and
continue to perturb the stability of observable particles. For
instance, most of the mass of protons and neutrons is not
due to their quarks, which make up only 1 per cent of their
mass, but the result of the movements of the indeterminate
vacuum fluctuations within them.*

Quantum fluctuations are not processes or changes of a
substance but the accidens of the accidens, or ‘absolute move-
ment’, as Marx wrote. Quantum fluctuations also exhibit
a fundamental ‘uncertainty ... in or between two states of
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existence’, similar to Minoan notions of ambiguity. In its
own way, and perhaps without knowing the extent of it,
the science of quantum fluctuations continues the tradition
of indeterminate materialism.>

But how are all these indeterminate processes related to
one another? In the next chapter, we look at how the tradi-
tion of kinetic materialism has understood the significance
of relationality.
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Chapter 3

Ancient Relationality:
Minoan Epiphany, Archaic Oracles
and Lucretius’ Muses

What is a relation? We tend to think of relations as things
that connect other things. We say that point A is related to
point B in time, in space, or causally. We say that point A
is five minutes away from point B or one mile away from
point B, or that when point A hits point B, it will cause it
to move on to point C. This definition of a relation treats
matter as a discrete, self-identical substance at a particular
position. If one follows this definition, one understands
motion as a change in position within a homogeneous
spacetime of possible locations. This way of thinking fol-
lows the ‘extensive’ description of matter and motion that I
presented in Chapter 1.

However, if matter and motion are indeterminate, as I
proposed in Chapters 1 and 2, this extensive definition of
relations does not work. If relations are not determinate
things, what are they? This chapter and the next answer this
question from within the ancient and modern tradition of

kinetic materialism.

What is Relationality?

For a kinetic materialist, an ‘indeterminate relation’ is a
process, not a discrete thing that connects other things.
Relations do not designate a matrix of possible positions

69



MATTER AND MOTION

in a static or even relativistic space and time. Nor is rela-
tion reducible to causality. An indeterminate relationship is
a degree of simultaneous reciprocal change in an open process.

In other words, there are not first isolated and enclosed
objects that enter into a relationship. Nor are there first rela-
tionships that crystallise into objects. From an indeterminate
perspective, there is no such thing as ‘a relation’ because
relationships are not discrete things. Furthermore, there is
no ontological difference between relations and that-which-
they-relate, or their relata. Relations and relata are only var-
ying degrees of reciprocal simultaneous change. They are
like waves in water.

For instance, when we look around us, we can watch
things move from point A to point B: a tree branch sways
in the wind. But this is only the tip of the iceberg. We do
not see the swarm of indeterminate processes that make up
the branch and the wind. There are no discrete identical
points in these processes, no essences, no isolated objects,
and no static background space filled with successive dis-
crete moments in time.

When we see a branch sway in the air from one point
to another, the whole world changes. The world transforms
such that each metastable region simultaneously redistrib-
utes itself relative to the others. This global change only
seems discrete relative to our local perspective. Point A is
not a relata, and line AB is not a relation. The whole structure
is relationally constituted and relationally changed together
all at once.

Imagine, for instance, objects radiating heat as they move
from one place to another. As they move, they change.
Imagine further that as things move along their path, the
movement of everything around them changes, like a fish
in water. This alteration is what happens as the radiation
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of heat affects everything around it. Even space and time
are warped ever so slightly by the gravity of the object as it
moves. We just don’t see these things.

Think of the way a river moves. As it flows, it changes
the whole of what it is through evaporation, erosion and
deposition. The whole river continually changes all at once.
We cannot step into the same river twice because there
is no same river, us, or world. Matter and motion are not
reducible to relata and relations because relata and relations
are not determinate, discrete or static things. Everything
changes with every change.

It is all a matter of degree. Objects change as they move,
but typically they change just a little at a time. From a coarse-
grain human-scale view, we could say that we roll ‘a ball’
from ‘one side’ of ‘a table’ to the ‘other side” of the ‘same’
table — even though the ball, table and our bodies are all con-
tinually changing at a material level in the process of rolling.
The changing relations of ball and table are reciprocal but do
not change one another in equal ways. If matter and motion
are indeterminate, then no two processes can be strictly equal
or identical to themselves, much less to one another. In other
words, changing relations are not changing relations of an
unchanging substance or complete set of relations.

Each changed relationship is a change in the whole
because the whole is relationally indeterminate. This is not
the same as saying that there is a ‘flat ontology’ where all
beings are equal. In the philosophical view I am tracing in
this book, objects are metastable processes that continually
change along with everything else. They do so in asymmetri-
cal ways with different degrees of entanglement. There is no
equality or flatness among things whatsoever.

For example, the size of an object is relative to the shape
of space and time at that point. Where spacetime contracts,
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the object will be relatively smaller than another in a less
contracted region. There is no standard, static spacetime to
compare relational changes. This asymmetry is the lesson
of general relativity. Furthermore, the larger the space-
time region, the more relationally entangled it is with its
area. The more a part is entangled, the more energy it will
dissipate through entropy. If I mix some cream into my
coffee, I am increasing the entanglement and entropy of the
coffee such that I cannot reverse the process of the dissipa-
tion of cream. In other words, relationality is fundamentally
asymmetrical, irreversible and continually changing.

Globally, everything is related to everything else in
the universe to some degree, no matter how trivial. I will
discuss this more in the section on quantum physics in
Chapter 4. This entanglement means that there is nothing
in the universe that is wholly discrete or isolated. For this
reason, there are no independent observers. Every observer
(including non-human observers) affects what they are
observing. Nothing is radically free to move in any way it
wants, untethered from relations to something else. There
is no utterly random motion either. Nor is anything entirely
determined by anything external to the universe, since there
is nothing outside the world. The distribution of spacetime
and the degrees of entanglement that we see in our universe
are emergent features, not a priori laws.

Ever since the Big Bang, the universe has been weav-
ing and unweaving all its relational differences. It continues
to experiment. Each singular distinction unfolds out of and
depends on others.

If matter and motion are indeterminate, it also means
that there is nothing we can call a discrete ‘whole’ universe.
Each change in the cosmos is not a change in a background
set of possible relations but a real change of the cosmos itself,
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such that we are no longer dealing with the same universe.
All of nature observes itself, and each observation changes
the relationship of nature to itself. This continual change
is why relationality and indeterminacy entail one another.

Indeterminate material processes are tessellated, nested
and iterated within one another. Each relational change
responds to the others without fully determining the others
and without being radically free from them either. Trees
branch out in response to numerous changing conditions
(heat, light, wind, season and other branches) but not
randomly or deterministically.

In short, the ‘relations’ in relational materialism are global
changes in the open and indeterminate process of nature.
Nature is not the same nature after each change, nor is it
entirely different. It is neither discontinuous nor continuous
with itself. Nature has no identity because it is an indeter-
minate process. Relationality, therefore, is an ongoing, irre-
versible and asymmetrical change of matter and motion.

Let us try to trace the genealogy of this idea in the history
of kinetic materialism.

Ancient Relationality

The Minoans and Archaic Greeks did not believe in inde-
pendent observers or objective knowledge. For them,
the knower was always inside the world where knowing
occurred.! This has a number of consequences for how we
know the world.

Minoan Epiphany

Most scholars describe Minoan religion as ‘epiphanic’.? That
is, when the Minoans wanted to know something, they
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created a particular relationship to a place, at a specific time,
in a specific bodily and mental state.® In this performance of
knowing, a ‘vision” would come to them and change them
in some way. This was a highly relational way of knowing
that assumed that what is known was also fundamentally
relational to the knower.

The word ‘epiphany’ comes from the Greek word epiph-
aneia, meaning ‘an appearing’. Epiphaneia is a ‘vision’ in the
broadest sense of the term. It shows or uncovers knowl-
edge through sensuous experiences of sight, smell, sound,
thought, touch, taste and dreams. We can relate epiphany to
what the Greeks later called gnosis, or ‘knowledge through
direct awareness, perception, familiarity, or observation’.
Gnostic knowledge was in contrast to what the Greeks
called episteme, from the Greek root histemi, meaning ‘to
stop’, ‘stand still’, ‘stay’ or ‘stand up’. Gnosis was knowledge
through action, process and movement, but epistene was
knowledge of static, frozen or rigid forms.

Since the earliest archaeological excavations of Crete,
all the evidence has suggested that epiphany was central to
Minoan religion.* Minoan religious art depicts ritual events
where people gathered and raised their arms in the air and
saw visions of floating plants, animals, insects and humanoid
figures. Raised arms are a well-known gesture of epiphany
in other cultures as well.> We can relate this experience of
revelatory visions to what the Greeks would later call éksta-
sis, from existemi, meaning ‘to change position, excite, or
move away from a static position’. In the act of ékstasis, one
began to move away from the frozen forms of epistemic
knowledge towards a more performative and relational way
of knowing.

Minoan art also depicted epiphany events where a female
figure, typically seated under or near a tree, hands out poppy
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Figure 3.1 Gold ring from Vapheio, CMS I.219. Corpus der minoischen
und mykenischen Siegel.

Figure 3.2 Gold ring from Sellopoulo, HM 1034.

pods and enacts a vision for a group of others. That Minoan
epiphany was always depicted in natural landscapes also
strongly suggests that the landscape played a relational role
in the experience of knowledge. According to the archae-
ologist Caroline Tully, Minoan images of epiphany express
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Figure 3.3 Gold ring from Isopata, Crete, CMS II.3 No. 51. Corpus
der minoischen und mykenischen Siegel.

Figure 3.4 Gold ring from Mycenae CMS 1.17. Corpus der minoischen
und mykenischen Siegel.
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‘a communicative relationship between a human figure and
the animate landscape’, such that the ‘distinction [between
human and nature| seems to be deliberately blurred’.®

Other scholars have similarly concluded that Minoan
epiphanic knowledge involved a deeply relational feeling
of interconnection with the world.” If this is true, it suggests
that the Minoans recognised at least this one relational way
of knowing. Based on the images reproduced here, Minoan
ecstasy appears to involve trees, rocks, animals, insects,
stars and humans, all moving and changing together as an
interrelated process.

Archaeologists discovered a beautiful gold ring in a
tomb at Isopata near the Minoan city of Knossos that fea-
tures one of the most famous Minoan epiphany images
(figure 3.3). Snakes, insects, birds and human figures all
float together in front of several ecstatic dancers. In the
moment of vision, mineral, animal, vegetable, human and
celestial bodies mix in a shape-shifting process. The ring
image shows that the theme of ambiguity ‘between deter-
minate states’ is also a relational one of interconnection
between different moving bodies.

The practice of using psychoactive drugs also speaks
to the centrality of relationality in Minoan epiphany.
Archaeologically, it is well established that the ancient
Minoans processed opium poppies and used them in their
rituals.® Scholars have also speculated that the Minoans used
the hallucinogenic mandrake fruit that grew wild on Crete.’
Minoan artefacts depict ecstatic rituals with poppy pods and
people shaking a fruit-laden plant with extreme animation
(see figure 3.1).

Why is this important philosophically? Psychotropic
drug use is evidence that, for the Minoans, knowledge
was a materially transformative event that one underwent
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with the surrounding ecology. Plant knowledge is rela-
tional knowledge that one gains by mixing the plant and
its ecology directly with one’s body and mind." In this
way, the mind and body become part plant, and the plant
becomes part human. This epiphanic method of know-
ing is philosophically consistent with a belief in relational
indeterminacy, but of course, there are other consistent
methods as well.

Minoan ritual drug use may also have been a precur-
sor to the later Greek understanding of pharmakon. For the
Greeks, a pharmakon encompassed a wide range of different
interwoven phenomena such as poisons, drugs, medicines,
sorcery, religion, rhetoric and philosophy."!

Furthermore, the Minoan depiction of epiphanic events
in specific places and with particular postures suggests a highly
relational performance. Since the world was relational for
the Minoans, they could not attain knowledge equally any-
where or anytime. Ecstatic knowledge occurred not in but
through singular places, trees, rocks and animals. To know
the world, the Minoans went down into earthen caves.'?
They climbed up to mountain shrines. They sat under trees
and laid their bodies on boulders. To know was to be in a
transformative relationship to a place. These Minoan ritu-
als also influenced how the Archaic Greeks thought about
religion and knowledge."

Archaic Oracles

For the Archaic Greeks, oracular knowledge was a rela-
tional way of knowing something. Oracular truths were
not statements of universal fact that could be understood
equally by anyone, anywhere, anytime. Instead, an oracular
revelation was an experience or state of mind that happened
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to or through the knower. The Archaic Greeks had a beau-
tiful word for this, aletheia, which means ‘truth through
revelation’. It was a wonderfully ‘ambiguous’ and relational
understanding of truth, as Marcel Detienne has argued."
Like the Minoans, the Archaic Greeks believed that know-
ing or aletheia was something that one underwent in a specific
place, time or aesthetic performance.

This was the kind of knowledge at work in the most
important oracle of the Greek world: the oracle of Delphi.
For thousands of years, the oracle of Delphi was considered
the most sacred source of knowledge in the Greek world.
But before its occupation by Apollo, the god of proph-
ecy, it was a pre-Archaic spring. According to the ‘Hymn
to Apollo’, written around the sixth century BCE, before
Apollo arrived, a water nymph named Telphusa listened
carefully to a freshwater spring in an ‘undisturbed forest
clearing’ (choros apémon) and interpreted its oracular bab-
bling for those who sought wisdom." At least one archaeol-
ogist has discovered the remains of a pre-Greek shrine near
Delphi that he believes was Telphusa’s oracle.'

In his hymn, Homer says that Hera gave birth to a female
dragon named Delphyne to guard Telphusa’s oracle. That it
was Hera and a serpent that protected the oracle is a strong
indication that the Greeks originally connected Telphusa’s
spring with the pre-Greek Minoan snake-priestess and her
sacred woodland or chora.'” The serpent’s spiralled shape also
echoes the spiral meander patterns indicative of ambiguity
in the Minoan worldview.'

Later in the hymn, Apollo is searching for an oracle
where he can build his own sacred ‘dendritic grove’ (alsea
dendrenta) when he comes upon Delphyne and suspects that
she may be guarding an oracle. He kills the dragon and
covers her body with a mountain."
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Thus spoke the lord, far-working Apollo, and pushed over
upon her a crag with a shower of rocks, hiding her streams:
and he made himself an altar in a wooded grove very near
the clear-flowing stream. In that place, all men pray to the

great one by the name Telphusian, because he humbled
20

the stream of holy Telphusa.
Not only did Apollo bury the clear lowing streams with
a mountain, he also buried the rotting body of the dragon
that the poet of the hymn then calls ‘Python’, from the
Greek word piithein, ‘to rot’. This is why Apollo is called
‘Pythian Apollo” and “Telphusian Apollo’, and the oracle is
called the Delphic oracle, atter Delphyne.

After this event, the hymn tells us that Apollo appointed
women from the Cretan city of Knossos to be the oracular
priestesses or Delphic ‘bees’. This is another textual indica-
tion that the Archaic Greeks believed that the tradition of
oracular knowledge originally came from the Minoans and
their snake and bee priestesses. The Cretan priestesses sat on
a tripod inside the mountain positioned over the chasm left
by Python, and supposedly inhaled the fumes emanating
from Python’s rotting body deep in Mother Earth. Whether
it was fumes from incense or volcanic gases or neither is
debated.?’ But whatever happened induced an altered state
of consciousness, causing the priestesses to channel the
sacred words of Earth into oracular truth.

In addition to these fumes, the Pythian priestesses
would also drink a bowl of spring water mixed with the
wild herbs or ‘laurels’ that grew around the oracle. Some
scholars have argued that these herbal potions may have also
induced altered states of consciousness that facilitated oracu-
lar speech.” Outside the mountain cave at Delphi there was
also an enormous boulder that was said to be the one that
Cronos spat up instead of baby Zeus. The Greeks believed
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this boulder was an omphalos or navel of the Earth, which
scholars have also compared to the baetyl rocks hugged by
worshippers during Minoan rituals.

But what philosophical conclusions can we draw from the
oracular nature of truth at Delphi? For the Archaic Greeks,
oracular knowledge occurred in a sacred place at certain sea-
sons through a careful physiological interpretation of water’s
sounds and the ingestion of psychoactive fumes and plants.
The Cretan priestesses at Delphi were not ultra-rational
geniuses who could see the objective future with universal
foresight. They were not isolated contemplators of abstract
unchanging truth. Instead, they were vessels through which
the words of a dying snake moved materially and relationally.

This is one important and relational way that certain
Archaic Greeks knew the world, namely allowing matter
to flow into their bodies and transform them. They did
not think of humans or human knowledge as separate from
nature. If they did, how would nature move through them?
Since the Greeks believed that seasonal psychoactive vapours
and/or herbs transmitted knowledge, this strongly suggests
that they believed in at least one relational and performative
kind of knowledge shared by the Minoans.

They believed that the gods were aspects or dimen-
sions of processual reality. The gods were shape-chang-
ers who spoke out of the Earth and through plants.** The
Greeks may have believed their gods were undying, but, at
least according to Homer, that did not mean they were not
relationally affected by the world.”

Lucretius in the Mountains of the Muses

This Archaic oracular understanding of truth also influ-
enced Lucretius, who developed it into his own relational
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materialism. One of the most explicit and deeply anti-
Epicurean examples of oracular relationality in Lucretius’
poem is when he says that the source of his knowledge of
the obscure nature of things comes from being stabbed in
the heart by Dionysus’ spear or ‘thyrsus’.?® After Dionysus
stabs him, Lucretius says that his intoxicated mind ‘blooms’
and opens up like a flower. Like one of Dionysus’ satyrs,
Lucretius then says he wanders through the mountains of
the Muses, drinking from hidden springs.

[ am very aware how obscure [the nature of things| are.

But great hope for praise strikes my heart with a sharp
thyrsus

and at the same time strikes into my breast sweet love

for the Muses. Now roused by this in my flourishing
mind

I am traversing the remote places of the Pierides,
untrodden by the

sole of anyone before.

27

The great hope of knowing the indeterminate nature of
things penetrates Lucretius’ heart (for him, the seat of the
mind) and strikes him like a sharp thyrsus. The thyrsus is
a symbol of fertility, pleasure and intoxication. The wand
was made of fennel and had a pine cone full of seeds on the
end of it. In ancient Greece, Dionysian celebrants dipped
their thyrsus spears in honey. This connected the spear to
the tradition of the oracular bees and the psychoactive mead
made from mountain herbs and wild honey, which they
also stirred with the thyrsus.?

In other words, Lucretius described an altered state of
consciousness connected with the oracular tradition of
Delphi, where worshippers celebrated Dionysus in the
winter.” Through the introduction of matter into his body
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in the form of mind-altering substances, Lucretius’ ‘mind
blooms’ (mente vigenti)® like the tree god himself, Dendrites
Dionysus. In this way, Lucretius says he comes to know
the world, not through quiet contemplation, but through
the material transformation of his body and mind into the
branching world. This poetic image directly connects his
concepts of matter as forest, tree and sprout (materies, corpora,
semina) to his oracular method of knowing matter.

Lucretius then says he wanders the remote, obscure,
wild, mountainous regions of the Muses in this intoxicated
state, where no one has gone before. In the mountains,
Lucretius drinks from the mysterious ‘lowing source’ of all
things ( fontes).

It is a joy to approach pure springs

and to drink from them, and it is a joy to pick new
flowers

and to seek a pre-eminent crown for my head from that
place

whence the Muses had wreathed the temples of no one
before.!

Lucretius receives ‘pleasure’ from the ‘undivided’ and
hidden flows of water, just like those who drank from
Telphusa’s forest spring and Delphi’s mountain spring.

Lucretius picks the young mountain flowers and forms
them into a laurel wreath around his head, just as Bacchus
did at Delphi. But the laurels at Delphi may have also been
oleander laurels, which were oracular intoxicants that made
the mind come alive like a plant.” In this way, Lucretius
says he frees his mind not by removing an external obstacle
but by transforming his inner material bodily state.

But by far the most dramatic scene of relational knowledge
in Lucretius’ poem happens in Book III. Immediately after
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reading through the ‘leaves’ of Epicurus’ books as a jump-
ing bee sips and spills pollen haphazardly in a flower-strewn
meadow’, Lucretius says he enters into an intoxicated state
of rapture. He begins to shake and convulse with a vision of
unlimited nature spread out in all directions.

Then, from these things a kind of divine desire

and shivering awe seizes me, because in this way nature

by your power has been uncovered and laid open in all
directions.*

Instead of a merely mental contemplation of nature,
Lucretius says he experienced the ‘disclosure’ (retecta) of a
vision reminiscent of the method of Archaic Greek aletheia.
Just as matter continually swerves, according to Lucretius,
so he knows it by performing the shaking rapture with his
body. This is an explicitly relational way of knowing.

Elsewhere in his poem Lucretius also rejects the anti-
relational view that something could come from nothing. If
things could come from nothing then anything could come
from anything else, he says. All fruits could grow from all
trees and men could sprout from the sea.

For if things came to be from nothing, every kind of
thing

could be born from all things, and nothing would need a

t.34

sprou
But this is not what we see. Instead, we see emergent pat-
terns increasing and changing ‘little by little’ in rhythms, like
the seasons that repeat but slightly difterently each time. The
patterns are neither random nor entirely determined. Here,
Lucretius beautifully contrasts the non-relational idea of ex
nihilo creation with the Archaic relational image of branch-
ing, swerving and material sprouting. Each beansprout will
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grow into a bean and each plant will branch out slightly dif-
ferently each time. This is because all of nature changes con-
stantly with each change and in relationally iterative patterns.

But how did this idea of indeterminate relationality
reach modern thinkers? In the next chapter, we see how
Marx, Woolf and several quantum physicists picked up this
ancient idea from Lucretius and carried it forward in their

own ways.

Notes

1 Marcel Detienne has done interesting work especially on the Archaic
concept of aletheia as a kind of relational practice of truth. ‘Alétheia
pronounces a performative truth. She is the power of efficacy and
creates being.” Marcel Detienne, The Masters of Truth in Archaic Greece,
trans. Janet Lloyd (New York: Zone Books, 1996), 16.

2 For introductions and literature reviews of Minoan epiphany, see
Alan Peatfield and Christine Morris, ‘Dynamic Spirituality on Minoan
Peak Sanctuaries’, in Kathryn Rountree, Christine Morris and Alan
Peatfield (eds), Archaeology of Spiritualities (New York: Springer,
2012), 227-45; and Caroline Tully, ‘Virtual Reality: Tree Cult and
Epiphanic Ritual in Aegean Glyptic Iconography’, Journal of Prehistoric
Religion 25 (2016): 19-30.

3 Just because the Minoans did not have a concept of nature does not
mean that they did not have a philosophical understanding of nature.
For a similar argument with respect to the emergence of science
before the concept of nature, see Francesca Rochberg, Before Nature:
Cuneiform Knowledge and the History of Science (Chicago: University of’
Chicago Press, 2020). If matter and motion are indeterminate and
relational then there can be no such thing as a ‘trans-historical’ or
‘mono-naturalism’ that remains the same through time. It also means
that there is no ‘multi-naturalism’ either, since nature is continu-
ally shape-changing, indeterminate and relational. See also Brooke
Holmes, ‘Situating Scamander: “Natureculture” in the Iliad’, Ramus
44, no. 1-2 (2015): 29-51.

I am sympathetic to the views of the Brazilian anthropologist
Eduardo Viveiros de Castro and the French anthropologist Philippe
Descola, who argue against the Eurocentric notion of a transhistorical
‘mono-naturalism’. Such a view assumes a division between nature
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and culture. It also assumes that nature is all one type of passive phys-
ical stuff, while human culture is composed of plural, active mental
ways of thinking. See Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, ‘Perspectival
Anthropology and the Method of Controlled Equivocation’, Tipiti:
Journal of the Society for the Anthropology of Lowland South America 2,
no. 1 (2004); and Philippe Descola, Beyond Nature and Culture, trans.
Janet Lloyd (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013). See also
Eduardo Kohn, How Forests Think: Toward an Anthropology Beyond the
Human (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2015).

However, I also find the division between ‘external’, ‘internal’,
‘mono’ and ‘multi’ categories endorsed by these thinkers to be inade-
quate for understanding a more indeterminate, relational and process
philosophy of nature, matter and motion. Instead of contrasting ‘mul-
ticulturalism’ and ‘multinaturalism’, I am arguing instead for the exist-
ence of an historical ‘indeterminate natureculturalism’. For a similar
difference with the work of Eduardo Kohn, see Thomas Nail, Theory
of the Earth (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2021), ch. 4.

4 For a full literature review of the scholarly reception of Minoan
epiphany, see Tully, ‘Virtual Reality’, 21.

5 See ibid., for discussion.

6 Ibid., 23 (my italics), 22.

7 These images may also depict states of feeling. See Erin McGowan,
‘Experiencing and Experimenting with Embodied Archaeology:
Re-Embodying the Sacred Gestures of Neopalatial Minoan Crete’,
Archaeological Review from Cambridge 21, no. 2 (2006): 32-57.

8 For a full literature review of Minoan poppy usage, see Caroline Tully
and Sam Crooks, ‘Dropping Ecstasy? Minoan Cult and the Tropes of
Shamanism’, Time and Mind: The Journal of Archaeology, Consciousness
and Culture 8, no. 2 (2015): 129-58 (137). See also Robert S.
Merrillees, ‘Opium for the Masses: How the Ancients Got High’,
Odyssey 2, no. 1 (1999): 29.

9 ‘[Dr Sabine| Beckman has suggested that mandrake may be one of
the best candidates for a Minoan hallucinogen (unpublished pres-
entation given at the 9th International Congress of Ethnobiology in
Canterbury, 2004).” Tully and Crooks, ‘Dropping Ecstasy?’, 153.

10 For an interesting interpretation of the meaning of this plant knowledge/
communication, see Richard M. Doyle, Danwvin’s Pharmacy: Sex, Plants,
and the Evolution of the Nodsphere (Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 2011). For interpretations of some specific Minoan ecstatic rituals,
see Arthur J. Evans, The Palace of Minos. A Comparative Account of the
Successive Stages of early Cretan Civilization as illustrated by the Discoveries at
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Knossos. Vol. III (London: Macmillan, 1930), 68, 142; Arthur J. Evans,
The Palace of Minos. A Comparative Account of the Successive Stages of early
Cretan Civilization as illustrated by the Discoveries at Knossos. Vol. IV
(London: Macmillan, 1936), 392. For more on the broader Indo-
European origins of plant knowledge, see Gordon Wasson, Soma: Divine
Mushroom of Immortality (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1967).

11 ‘A pharmakon could be a remedy used in medicine or an ointment
applied as part of bodily training, but it could also be the basis of a
spell, charm, or talisman used in sorcery or divination, and it could
be an analogue to the power of the spoken word and its ability to
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Chapter 4

Modern Relationality:
Marx’s Metabolism, Woolf’s Rapture
and Quantum Entanglement

Marx’s Metabolism

Marx did not adopt the ancient practice of oracular truth
and ecstasy. Still, he took from Lucretius the more general
idea of ‘sensuous’ relational practice as the basis of knowl-
edge and politics. In his dissertation, Marx argued that all
of nature had sensation in a broad sense, not just humans.
Humans, for Marx, are only a particular expression of a
broader ‘sensuous world’.! Marx also argued that the ‘prac-
tical motion’, or what he later called ‘theoretical practice’,
always begins from material sensation and not from ideal
thought or contemplation.” According to Marx, philosophy
‘proceeds from the sphere of the sensuous’,® just as he said
it did for Lucretius.

Specifically, in his dissertation, Marx got close to par-
aphrasing Lucretius’ more poetic theory of knowledge
when he described ‘moments when philosophy turns
its eyes to the external world, and no longer appre-
hends it, but, as a practical person, weaves, as it were,
intrigues with the world’.* Lucretius frequently used
this same ‘weaving’ image in his poetry. I am not the
only one to pick up on the fact that Marx got his idea
of the primacy of practice from Lucretius. The English
editor of Marx’s dissertation writes that “The seeds of
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[Marx’s] “revolutionizing praxis” are already present in
his dissertation writings.”

To my mind, this is nowhere more obvious than in
Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach, which connect his dissertation
writings to his later political writings. Marx writes that

The chief defect of all previous materialism (that of
Feuerbach included) is that things, reality, sensuousness
are conceived only in the form of the object, or of
contemplation, but not as sensuous human activity,
practice, not subjectively. Hence, in contradistinction
to materialism, the active side was set forth abstractly by
idealism — which, of course, does not know real, sensuous
activity as such.’

Here, Marx rejects the idealist definition of matter and
motion as mental ‘objects” or categories of thought. This is
also why Marx rejected Democritus’ atomism. For Marx,
Democritus reduced the knowledge of matter to ‘abstract
individuals’ (atoms) of ideal contemplation.” In this way,
Marx believed that Democritus became a sceptic of the sen-
sual world because he believed one could not sense the fun-
damental objects of matter (atoms). Here, Marx says, ‘the
concept of the atom and sensuous perception face each other
as enemies. Thus Democritus does not escape the antinomy.”®

By contrast, Marx followed the relational and sensuous
materialism of Lucretius. Indeed, he wrote in his Theses on
Feuerbach that

The question whether objective truth can be attributed to
human thinking is not a question of theory but is a practical
question. Man must prove the truth, i.e., the reality and
power, the this-worldliness of his thinking in practice. The
dispute over the reality or nonreality of thinking which is
isolated from practice is a purely scholastic question.’
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For Marx, like Lucretius, knowledge is always performative,
practical and local." The truth of the world emerges through
relations of motion, not through contemplation or mental
representation. This is why, for Marx, ‘the coincidence of
the changing of circumstances and of human activity or self-
change can be conceived and rationally understood only
as revolutionary practice’.!! In short, Marx took Lucretius’
idea of relational knowledge and emphasised its political
power to transform nature and human society.

Later in his life, Marx gave this sensuous relational pro-
cess another significant name: ‘metabolism’. Marx’s con-
cept of metabolism 1s one of his most important ideas and
is at the heart of his relational materialism. The German
word for metabolism is Stoffivechsel, from the German words
Stoff, meaning ‘matter’, and Wechsel, meaning ‘change’.
Metabolism, for Marx, was how the entire world of nature
and human society constantly and relationally changed.

Before Marx started using the word ‘metabolism’, he called
it ‘hanging-together’ (zusammenhdngenden). ‘“The whole of
sensuous certainty will be considered as this fluctuating pro-
cess’, he wrote in his dissertation.'? In his 1844 Manuscripts,
Marx wrote that all living beings maintain themselves as
constant, continual processes of relational hanging-together
within the inorganic body of nature.”® All beings flow and
hang together in relations of mutual interdependence. They
co-produce one another through inorganic material processes.
‘That man’s physical and spiritual life hang together with
nature means simply that nature hangs together relationally
with itself, for man is a part of nature.”™*

In the widest sense, Marx called this the ‘universal
metabolism’ or ‘universal metabolic process’ of ‘nature’s
metabolism’."> Within nature’s metabolism there is a ‘met-

°16

abolic interaction between man and nature’'® or a ‘human
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metabolism with nature’."” Human societies then emerge from
nature as an ‘interdependent process of social metabolism’.'®
Through this ‘material and mental metabolism’,"” living
human individuals ‘change ... in that they bring out new
qualities in themselves, develop themselves in production,
transform themselves, develop new powers and ideas, new
modes of intercourse, new needs and new language’.®

Marx even based his idea of communism on relational
metabolism. For Marx, communism was the maintenance
of a relational ‘balance between expenditure and income’,*!
of material production and consumption, for the proper
‘restoration, renewal and refreshment’® of the ‘powers of
life’,* the ‘vitality of the soil’** and the ‘realm of natural
forces’.® The importance of this metabolic balance is also
why, according to Marx,

Communism, as fully developed naturalism, equals
humanism, and as fully developed humanism equals
naturalism; it is the genuine resolution of the conflict
between man and nature and between man and man —
the true resolution of the strife between existence and
essence, between objectification and self-confirmation,

between freedom and necessity, between the individual

and the species.*

Ontological and ecological relationality was, therefore,
at the heart of Marx’s philosophical and political project.
Metabolism was not discrete relations between discrete
relata. 1t was the ‘hanging-together’ of nature as an open
and simultaneously changing process. For Marx, metabo-
lism and communism are the natural, human and social bal-
ance of the global relationality that capitalism continually
ignores and disrupts using hierarchy and the value-form, as
I discussed in Chapter 2.7
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Woolf’s Rapture

Virginia Woolf also came to her relational material-
ism partly through Lucretius, although Woolf empha-
sised the poetic and aesthetic dimensions of relationality
more than Marx did. For instance, her interest in rela-
tional epiphany is apparent in her annotated copy of
Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura. Woolf did not annotate
and translate the whole or even most of De Rerum
Natura, but instead focused primarily on very par-
ticular moments in the text. Specifically, she focused
on Lucretius’ three epiphanies: 1) his divine vision
of Venus;*® 2) his intoxicated wandering through the
mountains of the Muses;* and 3) his shaking rap-
ture after seeing the unlimited universe in Epicurus’
writings.*’

The single most frequent word translated in Woolf’s
copy of De Rerum Natura is ‘shock’, which is also the word
she used to describe her own ‘moments of being’. The next
most frequent word in her English translation is ‘whirl’,
from the Latin word raptum, meaning rapture.”’ Among
her very few annotations in Book III, she chose to translate
the most dramatic and explicit moment of epiphany in all
of Lucretius: divina voluptas ... atque horror as the ‘thrill-
ing awe of rapture’.** Woolf then used the term ‘thrilling’
to describe one of her characters’ moments of ecstasy in
her novel Mrs. Dalloway, writing that ‘“The earth thrilled
beneath him.”

In her autobiography, Woolf wrote that she experienced
moments of existential ‘shock’ and ‘rapture’ that revealed to
her the hidden relational network beneath the cotton wool
of the seemingly discrete objects of everyday life. She wrote
that these moments
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will become a revelation of some order; it is a token
of some real thing behind appearances; and I make it
real by putting it into words. It is only by putting it
into words that I make it whole; ... It is the rapture
I get when in writing I seem to be discovering what
belongs to what; ... that behind the cotton wool is
hidden a pattern; that we — I mean all human beings —
are connected with this; that the whole world is a work
of art; that we are parts of the work of art. Hamlet or a
Beethoven quartet is the truth about this vast mass that
we call the world. But there is no Shakespeare, there is
no Beethoven; certainly and emphatically there is no
God; we are the words; we are the music; we are the
thing itself. And I see this when I have a shock.™

Beneath the world of discrete objects, Woolf saw the ordered
relations and processes that weave reality together. This real-
ity was not an objective, observer-independent world. It
was only through the relational process of her own writing
practice that she ‘wove’” herself into this process to know it.

For Woolf, the pattern hidden behind the cotton wool
connected all human beings, words and nature. “We are the
words; we are the thing itself.” With this simple statement,
Woolf did what few in the history of European philoso-
phy before her had ever dared. She overturned the division
between the for-itself and the in-itself. In other words, for
Woolf, there are no relations or relata, but rather a continu-
ally changing natural world.

Woolf was not interested in unchanging Platonic forms.
For her, it was impossible to know forms without per-
formatively affecting them. In this way, Woolf invented a
relational and material literary technique based on perform-
ative moments of knowing. Art and literature, for her, do
not represent the world to produce forms that are supe-
rior to the materiality of the sensuous moment. Instead, for
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