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LIMINALITY

Contemplating the Hypothetically Potent Conjunction
of the Social and the Physical

Don Handelman

[We are] stuck at the threshold of one of the most stubborn of all dualisms — the
animate/inanimate dualism.
—Karen Barad, Intra-active Entanglements

In a late, brief essay, Roy Wagner (2018: 85) refers to liminality as perhaps
the most significant of Victor Turner’s discoveries. Wagner compares limi-
nality to energy, stating that, ‘liminality and energy share the same descrip-
tion and can be used interchangeably for that reason. Both are invisible to
the unpracticed eye and must be inferred from their effect on other things,
like quantum singularities [are]’. Calling liminality a discovery is especially
provocative, because in anthropology we usually reserve discovery for
ethnographic facts that we uncover through the grounds of living of actual
peoples. We discover the factual that we can substantiate, at least partially,
through ethnography. We are rarely said to discover a concept or a theory, as
these are most often given the status of meta-propositions and/or epistemol-
ogies emerging from research results that are highly conditional on a host of
changing factors. By referring to liminality as a discovery, Wagner gives to
liminality a factual status, even if, as he maintains, this can only be identified
after it is gone (like a spark of energy or a bolt of lightning).

Nonetheless, by implying factuality to liminality, the inference is that
liminality exists. Put more directly, liminality is a phenomenon without
phenomenality, paradoxical through and through, existing through traces,
like the shadows it casts or the light it projects. Yet if liminality may exist
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then we are enjoined to ask just what this may be. I am not concerned here
with a definition of liminality, as definitions exist to obviate themselves (and
so are often called ‘working definitions’, as if this excuses their vulnerabil-
ity). Nor do the descriptive particulars of what human beings do with and
through liminality occupy me here, this has been discussed endlessly ever
since Turner (1967) published his seminal article, ‘Betwixt and Between:
The Liminal Period in Rites de Passage’, half a century ago.

Through liminality human beings meet qualities or forces that deny the
stability of worlds being made and shaped as human. More than this, these
forces or qualities destroy the regularizing, stabilizing qualities of the hu-
man. Perhaps we can say that liminality is substantial in what it does to the
substantiality of the phenomenal. I previously argued that the medium of
liminality is densely fluid, a corrosive solvent that is inherently non-stable,
or, as stability is irrelevant to liminality, a-stable (Handelman 1985: 353).!
At that time, I thought that the force of liminality dissolves the phenome-
nal. Considered this way, liminality is less anti-phenomenal than it is a-phe-
nomenal. That is, liminality seems to exist apart from the phenomenal (aside
from those moments during which it penetrates and concentrates within
the phenomenal). I no longer fully accept this formulation, for the liminal
may be present continuously within the phenomenal, but less intensely and
densely. Nonetheless the qualities or forces of liminality are — yet are not
quite — a human formation in any total and direct sense, even though the
occasioning of liminality is likely to be just this.

One way of thinking about qualities of liminality is through the biosocial
and human capacities to activate energies of the somatic mind-body (and
body-mind), sometimes in particular settings and contexts, and sometimes
not. Anthropologists have documented and analysed a multitude of socio-
cultural phenomena that intimate or hint at the generation and transmission
of energetic qualities that, in somatic concert, aid in or enable the accom-
plishment of unusual activities (see, for example, Katz 1982; Handelman
1984; Greenfield 2005; Bar-on Cohen 2009).> So, too, theorists have argued
for relationships between the somatic body and the life-giving energetic
qualities of the biosphere (cf. Sato 2012, on photosynthetic processes). Less
considered are the possible connections between energy in a more cosmic
sense and liminality, and, thus, the hypothetical conjunction of somatic and
cosmic energies within liminality.

Liminality: In the Weak Sense, In the Strong Sense

In describing liminality as a human yet not quite human formation, I am
referring only to one sort of the liminal. Since Turner published his ideas on
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the liminal, two elementary senses of liminality have emerged: let me call
them the weak sense and the strong sense. The weak sense is entirely so-
cial in its grounding and composition. The weak sense derives from Turner’s
positing of the liminal as the duration betwixt and between one social con-
dition of being and the becoming of another. This is the period during which
the social being of a person is taken apart and swept away, and that person is
initiated to take on and to enter into a new condition of being. Turner used
this formulation to discuss the changes in personhood (and/or identity) un-
dergone during rites de passage, on the premise that in so many of these rit-
uals the liminal phase is one of high uncertainty, when the person is neither
one kind of being nor another; or is perhaps even a being without social
grounding, though not without an existential one. In saying that this is a time
of uncertainty, I emphasize that for the individuals undergoing change the
directional option is often known - but not the way or ways of getting there.
The choice of the direction of personhood’s movement is known to the can-
didates, yet not what will occur along the way that may well transform them
into another kind (generally speaking) of being.

Yet liminality as a duration that is fraught with uncertainty, because it is
betwixt one kind of organization of human beings and another, is also so
easy to apply to a multitude of personal crises, social situations and historical
conditions, from the micro- to the macro-social, or indeed to any social for-
mations that seem to be going through changes in which the outcomes are
unclear, even though these outcomes - as possibilities of the situation - can
be more or less spelled out, and guessed at to some extent. As one example,
the anthropologist Susan Sered describes the Jewish ‘community’ in Pales-
tine during the 1940s as being in a condition of ‘cultural upheaval’, which she
refers to as one of ‘societal liminality’ (Sered 1989: 27). During this period,
Sered argues, when old symbols fell into desuetude and new ones had yet to
crystallize, there was an increase in pilgrimage visits to shrines of the saints.
In this way pilgrims tried to make sense of their current realities by linking
these to sacred foundations. Sered states further: ‘It seems to me that the
notion of liminality can also apply to a society - to people who, for political
or other reasons, are in between two states or statuses’ (ibid.: 39).

By calling this liminality’s weak sense I am not saying that this application
is irrelevant; not at all. I am arguing, however, that this usage tends strongly
to the passive, of liminality treated analytically as an indefinite context within
which a variety of social forces are freed in some sense from institutional
constraints, and so are enabled to struggle for primacy in the forming of
what may be different, even very different, social orderings. In referring to
an ‘indefinite context’, I mean one that is more oceanic in its possibility, or,
in Turner’s terms, that is subjunctive in tense (and in tenseness). Here lim-
inality makes possible, or perhaps attracts, a multiplicity of relatively un-
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constrained social forces. As an indefinite context, liminality may entertain
unusual confluences of and conflicts among social forces, yet it does not con-
tribute actively to their interplays. In its weak sense, liminality is more of the
possible and less of the potential, and it is hardly potent.

By contrast, Wagner compares liminality to energy, saying that they are
both described as invisible, and so can only be known by their effects. The
two can therefore be used interchangeably. Wagner indeed intimates that
liminality is energy. And energy, I would think, is active, not passive. Energy
is energetic. Following this line of flight, one may well ask what this energy
might be and from whence it might come or derive. One could well ask, yet
without expecting any clear-cut answer, as the trajectory of the question
likely skirts the interface of the human and the a-human, and the resonances
amongst these. This positioning is not so far from that of Turner: ‘In Turner’s
conceptualization, the liminal is a chaotic vortex of counteracting forces, a
singularity, perhaps outside space and time, a re-originating point, a well-
spring of potential that moreover is not necessarily committed in any particu-
lar direction . . . that is, until it is realized into existence’ (Kapferer 2019: 2).

Personally, I think the issue is worth entering into, and in the sections
that follow I will suggest one way of thinking about this problematic, while
acknowledging there are many others. The connections I will suggest are
indeed speculative, even wildly so. Here I can only offer an outline, and my
discussion closes without any climactic formulation. Nevertheless, address-
ing the issue may point in directions that should likely be thought on, even
if their purview is outside the usual perspectives of sociocultural anthropol-
ogy - and, too, the abductive imagination might even come to the fore.

I have previously intimated that liminality cannot be comprehended
through the social qua social alone (Handelman 1985).* The potency of lim-
inality in its strong sense is not mystical, at least not in the sense of being
anti-rational or un-rational, though it may be a-rational, thereby denying the
dualism of rationality and its converse. Yet neither is this potency material.
Here I am addressing a position that has been a linchpin of modern sociocul-
tural anthropology, to wit that cultural phenomena in all their complexities
are always formed and shaped by human beings through their own practices
and through their own making of worlds of existence: that the human is re-
sponsible for the human and that this is the domain of study of the anthro-
pologist; and that we study the human forming of social ordering (a phrasing
demanding that the social always be understood in the active tense). I will
not depart from this, yet neither will I accept it fully, as I think that liminality
in its strong sense points to other kinds of confluence of the social and the
supra-social (and of the infra-human).

Existing as we do during our recognition of the Anthropocene, scholars of
social orderings are comprehending more acutely that the social is not sim-
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ply the linear outcome of and product of the actions of human beings; and,
moreover, that the sociocultural does not only depend for its survival on
the sociocultural itself. We are coming to comprehend (or at least to intuit)
the complex interdependencies of the social, the biological (the somatic and
the infra-human), and the physical (supra-social) worlds of our existence.*
This likely indicates that the physical world (indeed, forces and dynamics
at play in the universe) and the biological body (at the molecular level) are
relevant to how the social can and cannot organize and comport itself, as it
were; and, in turn, that we, as agents who are shaped and produced by the
social, ignore these factors at our own risk. The sociocultural does not exist
straightforwardly through its own exceptionalism. Thus, in my understand-
ing, liminality in its strong sense may need to be addressed in and through
various conjunctures of the physical, the social and the biological, though
as stated I do not address the latter here. I emphasize that in the sections
that follow I am not concerned with the (multiple) sciences and their valid-
ities as such, but rather with the ways in which the ideas involved may give
us an inkling into relationships between the physical cosmos and organic
life, including the human.

The rest of this chapter will be divided into five sections. The first will
bring in Ilya Prigogine’s theorizing that the increasing entropic complexity
of the universe created emergent conditions of far-from-equilibrium, and
that these indeterminate conditions enabled fluctuations and variations
in the continuing emergence of the cosmos. For Prigogine, increasing en-
tropy is associated with the development of increasing cosmic complexity
rather than with the heat death of the universe. Prigogine argues further
that organic life could only come into existence through conditions that are
far-from-equilibrium. Prigogine’s theorizing aligns the evolution of the uni-
verse with that of organic life, with entropy as, if not renewable, then in a
way returnable.

The second section will suggest that the occupancy of certain socio-
cultural niches in traditional social orders are limited temporally, and that
through time the occupants of these niches undergo a kind of dissipation in
their occupancy that, if not checked, will produce increasing fluctuations in
the ordering of the social that will disrupt its stability. Rites of passage solve
this dilemma by transforming the occupants of such a niche and thereby
moving these transformed beings into another. So, too, sociocultural order-
ings, when thought to reach such increasing dissipative fluctuations in their
ordering that they threaten their capacity to sustain themselves, are then
made to undergo rituals that transform them anew. These rituals are infused
with the strong sense of liminality, and in the main their transformations are
accomplished through the liminal.
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The third section will argue that indeterminacy (including non-equilib-
rium) underlies all sociocultural ordering. Human beings must work con-
stantly to prevent themselves and others from tumbling, as it were, into
indeterminate conditions that threaten understandings and social relations.
I suggest that indeterminacy is equivalent to liminality in its strong sense,
and that the two can be used interchangeably. As indeterminacy, liminality
thus becomes a profoundly widespread a-phenomenon in ongoing, human
sociocultural ordering, yet one that can also be concentrated and focused in
certain zones of transformation, like the liminal phase in ritual.

Prigogine’s theory of far-from-equilibrium conditions and the creation of
organic life is often identified with chaos theory (Hayles 1990: 91-114). It
thus differs from quantum physics, yet also overlaps with this in its emphasis
on the potentiality of the increasing complexity of the evolving cosmos.

In the fourth section I will bring in Karen Barad’s interpretation of quan-
tum physicist Niels Bohr’s indeterminacy ontology, which argues that quan-
tum indeterminacy is profoundly energetic, precedes determinacy, and
constitutes a radical opening to the potentiality that is critical to the form-
ing of all form. This helps to distinguish, relatively speaking, indeterminacy
from uncertainty, though understanding that they flow into one another. In-
determinacy is given powerful positioning in the forming of human social
ordering and its struggles to order entropic fluctuations. Given that I identify
indeterminacy with the strong sense of liminality, this also gives a founda-
tional (and paradoxical) status to liminality in human social ordering.

The final section will find a philosophical continuation of quantum field
theory through Deleuze and Guattari’s theorizing of the relationship be-
tween a virtual cosmos, the plane of immanence and, I add, the forming of
the social. Deleuze appears to have been powerfully influenced in his think-
ing on the virtual by quantum physics. In his conception the virtual is chaotic
and energetic, and is sheer potentiality - in other words, it is indeterminate.
In relation to the human, the plane of immanence continues the virtual, but
is less chaotic and more consistent, and serves to enable human beings to
turn potentiality into social relatedness. Thus liminality in its strong sense —
identified with indeterminacy and with the potent power to dissolve phe-
nomenal reality - is given a kind of entrée into the social through the virtual
and its planes of immanence.

Cosmic Conditions of Far-From-Equilibrium and Organic Life

Ilya Prigogine — a Nobel laureate for his research on non-equilibrium ther-
modynamics and conditions far-from-equilibrium - links the evolution of
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the physical universe to the emergence of organic life.” In Prigogine’s the-
ory there was no singularity like the Big Bang that created the universe.
Instead, there was an empty (quantum), unstable universe that perhaps was
pure potentiality, the potential existence of matter, yet without matter. This
unstable void broke down, and substance, matter, came into existence; and
with matter, so too entropy. Matter moved within itself and within the uni-
verse as the bearer of entropy (Magnani 2016: 250). Time actualized with
the entropic movement of matter, and time moved like an arrow, linearly
and irreversibly (Prigogine and Stengers 1984). As Magnani comments:
“The meaning of irreversibility [in physics] undergoes a radical change since
irreversibility should no longer be linked to an evolution that leads inexo-
rably toward an inert state of the universe (thermic death), but to its birth,
or perhaps to an eternal succession of universes that are born everywhere
and that head toward the infinite’ (Magnani 2016: 250). In other words, the
universe moves towards increasing complexity and its concomitant issues
of organization.

It is precisely the irreversibility of the arrow of time that makes futurity
open-ended and unknown. Irreversible time gives the universe a changing,
historical existence. As the sociologist Barbara Adam (1998: 214) states suc-
cinctly, Prigogine established this temporal movement of the universe ‘as
a law of nature; and with it he changed the very meaning of the nature of a
scientific law . . . laws themselves come to be understood as developing; and
reversibility, far from being the most fundamental aspect of nature, comes
to be recognized as a product of the consciousness of the human observer’.*

The evolving complexity of the universe through lengthy durations of
increasing entropy produces what Prigogine terms ‘conditions-far-from-
equilibrium’, through which increasingly entropic fluctuations or dissipations
come into existence. Through these conditions the universe is in continuous
emergence, the dynamics of which amplify these fluctuations while ordering
their disorder, but at higher levels of organization (Mosko 2005: 33). The
irreversible, directional movement of the entropic universe produces higher
levels of organization through the elaboration of its fluctuations. It is im-
portant to emphasize that with Prigogine’s arrow of time the multiplicities
that emerge from the indeterminacy of conditions-far-from-equilibrium are
not undone. Prigogine states this as follows: ‘Irreversible processes [associ-
ated with the arrow of time] are as real as reversible processes described by
the fundamental laws of physics; they do not correspond to approximations
added to the basic laws. Irreversible processes play a fundamental construc-
tive role in nature’ (Prigogine 1997: 27).

Organic life emerged in conditions-far-from-equilibrium. As Prigogine
puts this: ‘Life is possible only in a non-equilibrium universe’ (ibid.: 26-27).
Prigogine’s theorizing aligns the time of the evolving universe with the time
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through which the organic evolves. Perhaps we can say that all forms in the
universe are time-full, yet are indeterministic. Nonetheless there remains
the profound problematic ‘of the emergence of biotic organization from in-
organic sources’ (Wicken 1981: 132).

Liminality and Entropy

Organic life, emerging through conditions far-from-equilibrium, is perme-
ated by entropic fluctuation. Yet these inevitable movements of instability
are countered through the thrust of life - of existence of every kind - towards
regeneration. Edmund Leach (1962) excoriated James Frazer for dabbling
in ‘butterfly collecting’ in his classic, The Golden Bough. For Frazer — indeed
a compiler of secondary and literary anecdotal descriptions rather than
an analytical ethnographer thinking through self-collected and often self-
experienced ethnographic details — death and rebirth together constitute
the elementary rhythm of life, human and natural, and, no less, their inter-
connectedness. Yet Frazer reminds us over and again of the significance of
the human dynamics of entropy.

The second law of thermodynamics in classical physics demands that
physical systems of the universe expend energy and degrade complexity
until a state of inert equilibrium is reached, at which point the universe
enters either ‘heat death’ or ‘heat sleep’.” Even if, heretically, one questions
the second law (as did Prigogine), yet accepts it, there then are caveats.
One of these is that of negative entropy or negentropy. This refers to the
tendency of certain forms of organization, including those of life forms, to
form plateaus of increasing order and complexity ‘in apparent contradic-
tion to the mandate of entropy ... [nonetheless] the concept of negative
entropy does not violate the second law of thermodynamics; the gain in
organization for isolated “islands” [of organic life forms] is balanced by a
corresponding loss in the environment of the [open] system’ (Ross 2019:
25).8

Wicken gives a different conceptual twist to the second law, which, he
argues,

is a principle of potency by which the possible is made actual. Indeed, in its statisti-
cal formulation the second law is not really a law of nature at all, but one of mathe-
matical necessity to which nature, to the extent that its processes are governed by
corpuscular events lacking in material orientation, must be bound. . . The reason
that irreversible processes exist in nature is in a very general sense for the end
[that is, the ‘goal’] of entropy production, for increasing the spread-outness [in
Prigogine’s sense of dissipation and fluctuation] of the universe’s matter-energy
among available quantum states. (Wicken 1981: 133-34, my emphasis)
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As Majumdar and Josephson (2020) put this, ‘In general, dissipation of en-
ergy is seen to be the basis of pattern formation in nature. Energy gradients
are what makes things happen’ (on energy gradients and organic life, see
ibid., Note 18). This entropic spread-outness of fluctuation and accompany-
ing potency may also be relevant to the human world and to rites of passage
and transformation.

The idea of potency - of the potency of potentiality, raised by Wicken - is
critical to comprehending liminality in its strong sense. As we well know,
Arnold van Gennep, in Les Rites de Passage, pinpointed a prime location of
liminality in human worlds. Van Gennep discerned three phases in the or-
ganization of rituals of passage, mainly in tribal social orderings. The middle
phase, la periode de marge, is constituted so as to accomplish the passage,
that is, the transition, from one sort of social ordering to another. The mid-
dle phase is the limen, the threshold that must be crossed in the process of
transition from one condition of existence or being into another. During this
middle period of marge the usual norms of the sociocultural are suspended,
are held in abeyance, in order that the changes necessary for passage (which
often contravene the usual norms) be introduced. Yet van Gennep went be-
yond the social in comprehending rites of passage. As Rothem and Fischer
(2018: 257) comment, ‘Van Gennep concludes his book by indicating a cos-
mic conception that relates the stages of human existence to those of plant
and animal life and, by a sort of pre-scientific divination, joins them to the
great rhythms of the universe . . . His book thus relates the organic, the so-
cial, and the cosmic’. Van Gennep appears to intimate that during the period
of marge the cosmic and the social somehow resonate and are joined.

Nicole Hochner emphasizes that for van Gennep the period of marge is
one of pivotement, a period of movement, yet one that changes direction
through a point of inertia, the point mort or dead point (Hochner 2018:
305-7). Van Gennep understood this movement as one that reverses itself,
and that this recursiveness constitutes the rhythm whereby the movement
of the social towards increasing ‘entropic’ potency (in my terms) is turned
into fruitful reordering. Seen in this way, the movement from, say, one cul-
tural status to another through a rite of passage may not be quite the linear
progression through the liminal phase of radical change, as Turner portrays
this (cf. Handelman 1998: 31-38).

Movement within the liminal phase is into a condition that accentuates
and increases variability and fluctuation, one that dissolves phenomenal
reality into the profound potency of potentiality, including of course the
potentiality for radical change. This released potency, which one can call en-
ergy, is used to shape and to give direction to the forming of person and so-
cial reordering. The pivoting through the dead point is critical, as this gives
the right direction to the energizing of the potency of the liminal through
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the inchoate dissolution of the social person and/or social ordering. The
inchoate and perhaps chaotic undoing of the social is concentrated and fo-
cused through the pivoting choice of the direction of radical change and its
forming.

From this perspective, for example, turning an immature girl into a mature
young woman suggests that her occupancy of the cultural status of immature
girl is becoming increasingly fluctuating, opening towards over-variation in
its practice in the everyday world. Given this, she should vacate this status
before it destroys her capacity to exist as a full member of the social order-
ing, with all of the consequences of this for the social. In social terms, the
increase in fluctuating practice is dangerous, when what is wanted is social
reproduction that is within normative bounds.’

The liminal phase plunges the immature girl into increasing and acceler-
ating fluctuation until the condition of being that the candidate is leaving is
dissolved, and she opens to the potentiality of the new condition of being
that she will become. There are also ethnographic instances in which the
movement towards the dead point is deliberately quickened, increasing the
intensity of fluctuating being that is turning into potentiality (see, for exam-
ple, Hori 1962 and Blacker 1975 on self-mummification and transformation
into Buddha-hood in Japan). Viewed from the perspective of a (strange)
dynamic, one that pivots the potency of potentiality into transformation,
movement through rites of passage (and through other rituals of transfor-
mation) may be more recursive than linear.'

As depicted here, rites of transformation involve pivoting through the
liminal potentiation of ‘entropic’ fluctuation (a kind of animate energizing)
that activates human being(s) into a new, powerful condition of becoming.
In social terms, the ‘entropic’ is anti-phenomenal and anti-existential, given
that it dissolves existence into fluctuating, unknown potentiality. Thus limi-
nality in its strong sense roils dynamically as this sense of potent potentiality
approaches the indeterminate (I will return to indeterminacy in a moment).
This sense of liminality is especially important, because rituals of trans-
formation do through their own workings that which Deleuze called ‘dif-
ference-in-itself” (Clisby 2017: 241). These rituals make difference happen
within and through their own organization (see Handelman and Lindquist
2005 on ritual in its own right). In Gregory Bateson’s terms, this is difference
that makes a difference - in other words, real difference. And all of this is
made to emerge and to become articulated through liminality.

Without introducing a conception of ‘energy’, however simplistic and
rudimentary, this pivoting of transformation through the liminal remains
mysterious (though ‘energy’ as such may also be understood as an over-
determined generality that serves as a cover for much more complex dy-
namics that include some sense of the energetic). Such transformation is not
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simply a matter of redefinition and resocialization, both social and cultural -
of shifting a person, a group, a social ordering, from one category into an-
other. Neither is it wholly a matter of symbolic manipulation, as symbol is
necessarily representation and thus is at a remove from somatic being and
becoming. Nor is it a natural kind of physis in the rhythms of living systems,
biological and social (Hochner 2018: 306), though it may be related to what
Henri Bergson in his Creative Evolution called elan vital."!

Turner himself veered towards transformation through liminality in
ways that skirt the human and the supra-human, as Kapferer (2019: 2) has
recently recounted: ‘In Turner’s conceptualization, the liminal is a chaotic
vortex of counteracting forces, a singularity perhaps, outside space and time,
a re-originating point, a wellspring of potential that moreover is not nec-
essarily committed in any particular direction . .. that is, until it is realized
into existence’. Writing of traditional cultural orderings, Turner (1992: 153)
refers to liminality as ‘pure potency’ infused with the subjunctive mood of
‘as if. The subjunctive immediately opens the way into potentiality. I think
that Turner recognized the very potency of potentiality.’> Certainly for him,
transformation was neither an automatic nor a mechanical action. It always
is a dynamic one. Thus this movement into transformation itself hints at
some conception of the energetic (as Wagner implies) that roils through the
strong sense of the liminal, or that is introduced into this milieu as sociocul-
tural ordering becomes strange to itself.

Indeterminacy and the In/stability of the Everyday

The anthropologist Sally Falk Moore once suggested that ‘the underlying
quality of social life should be considered to be one of theoretically abso-
lute indeterminacy ... which is only partially done away with by culture and
organized social life, the patterned aspects of which are temporary, incom-
plete, and contain elements of inconsistency, ambiguity, discontinuity ...
[thus] even within the social and cultural order there is a pervasive quality
of partial indeterminacy’ (Moore 1975: 232). This introduction of indeter-
minacy into anthropology is important, though it strikes me as overly neat.
To modify Moore’s formulation, I add that indeterminacy in sociocultural
ordering is never done away with, remaining a potentiality that underlies
all such ordering. Indeterminacy opens within the in-betweenness, as it
were, of all human attempts to do ordering. The indeterminate is ever pres-
ent in the cracks and crevices of social ordering that may open suddenly (or
slowly). Moreover, indeterminacy invites ‘entropic’, energetic fluctuation
whenever and wherever the indeterminate appears, potentially deepening
and speeding the disintegrating of social ordering.
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In this regard, the original ethnomethodology of Harold Garfinkel con-
tinues to be illuminating." In thinking about how social life holds together,
Garfinkel found its lineaments by asking his students to upset the common-
place patterns of their daily interactions, whether with family, friends, sales-
persons or bus drivers, and afterwards to record what ensued. As he wrote,
‘Procedurally it is my preference to start with familiar scenes and ask what
can be done to make trouble ... to produce disorganized interaction ...
through which the strangeness of an obstinately familiar world can be de-
tected’ (Garfinkel 1967: 37-38). This proved remarkably easy to accomplish.
Consider one of the simple exercises done in the spirit of Garfinkel in order
to expose that which underlies the apparent coherence of social ordering.
A meets B on a street corner; they are deciding where to go for dinner. A
asks B what he means by ‘dinner’. When B responds with something of an
explanation, A chooses another term in B’s exposition to ask what B means
by this, and, so on, ad infinitum, into a descending spiral towards the inde-
terminate.'* These people neither talk past nor misunderstand one another.
Beneath the surface stability of common-sense understandings that enable
the ongoing practices of quotidian social ordering - like the practice of the
‘et cetera’ clause (Garfinkel 1967: 74) among other devices - there is incho-
ateness, the crevices of instability beginning to deepen towards the abyss.

Tumbling into indeterminacy invites the fluctuating, unstable potentiality
of unknown or relatively unknown outcome. Indeterminacy is chaotic, and,
in a more cosmic sense, is energetic as it brims with the potency of potenti-
ality. However, even as indeterminacy wells within every possible crevice of
social ordering, we bridge and ignore this through the epistemology of com-
mon-sense understandings. Thus, social ordering continually yaws roughly
and unevenly between tumblings into entropic indeterminacy and resur-
gences of renewed re-orderings. In these precarities there are no rhythms
or cadences, but only contingencies. The rhythms are found in the conserva-
tion and use of indeterminacy in transformative ritual and the like. There, I
think, indeterminacy is the liminal in its strong sense of potent potentiality.

Indeterminacy and Uncertainty

So far I have used indeterminacy without distinguishing it from uncertainty.
However, I was intrigued by Karen Barad’s interpretation of Niels Bohr’s in-
determinacy ontology in quantum physics (Barad 2007). I borrow loosely
from Barad as a key to understanding liminality as acquiring shifting quali-
ties of indeterminacy and uncertainty. One outcome of Bohr’s quantum field
theory is that indeterminacy precedes determinacy."” Indeterminacy is ‘an
unending dynamism’ (Barad 2012a: 8) that ‘is responsible not only for the
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[quantum] void not being nothing (while not being something), but it may
in fact be the source of all that is, a womb that births existence’ (ibid.: 8-9).1
Thus the quantum vacuum, the void, in its ‘energetic’ dynamism (that itself
is the void) is neither present nor absent, neither empty nor full. The inde-
terminacy of the void ‘is key not only to the existence of matter, but also to
its non-existence, or rather it is the key to the play of non/existence’ (ibid.:
13). In Barad’s terms the quantum void through its dynamic non/existence
is virtual, ‘the indeterminacy of being/nonbeing, a ghostly non/existence
... virtual particles do not exist in space and time. They are ghostly non/
existences that teeter on the edge of the infinitely thin blade between being
and nonbeing. They speak of indeterminacy’ (ibid.: 12)."

Barad emphasizes that ‘[o]ntological indeterminacy, a radical openness,
an infinity of possibilities, is at the core of mattering’, of the dynamism of
matter. She continues: ‘How strange that indeterminacy, in its infinite open-
ness, is the condition for the possibility of all structures in their dynamically
reconfiguring in/stabilities’ (Barad 2012a: 16). Ontological indeterminacy is
indeed one way, perhaps foundational, of alluding to the indeterminacy that
I think opens and moves through the betweenness of cracks and crevices
in all social organizing and social ordering; and that emerges as the dissi-
pating, dissolving fluidity of liminality in its strong sense in transformative
ritual. In other words, indeterminacy is every-when and every-where, even
as it is conserved (as I think it is) and somehow concentrated as liminality
in its strong sense under special conditions. Despite the enormous logical
gaps and incommensurateness between a quantum physics of the universe
and the doings of social existence, I think nonetheless that there are reso-
nances. Animate bodies and their somatic energies are not divorced from
the physical makings and dynamics of their environments, in all directions,
scales and intensities, one may say.'® Hence, too, the relevance of epigenetics
(Jablonka, Lamb, and Zeligowski 2014: 314-46; Lock 2015).

Yet what of uncertainty? Through the dynamics of indeterminacy there
is perhaps only undecidability. However, uncertainty exists when is-ness,
thingness, social ordering, exist and offer options of choice, though those
options and their consequences are shifting, unclear, and at least partially
unknown. Uncertainty exists when there is decidability, though this is con-
ditional on changing and unknown circumstances. These are the conditions
that, for example, characterize the ‘risk society’ in the social science litera-
ture. Yet indeterminacy and uncertainty are not a dualism. Neither is their
relatedness that of a continuum of potential ordering and its variations. In
human worlds, given our capacities for adaptability and (at least the desire
for) relative control, one would be hard put to think of conditions of absolute
or total indeterminacy - of the utter abyss - that last for more than relatively
brief durations (say, in the immediacy of a natural disaster or a catastrophic
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singularity). Nor is it easy to think of any social situations in which there is
the complete absence of uncertainty, given social ordering’s ongoing emer-
gence through which every repetition creates potential differences (Deleuze
1994; Handelman 2021).

Social ordering may be thought of as a field that is constituted through
time through locations of greater and lesser intensities and densities of inde-
terminacy and uncertainty, and in which the ‘boundaries’ of the field either
are, or may become, unknowns. Movement within this field depends on in-
creases and decreases of fluctuation. Increases in fluctuation shift movement
towards greater indeterminacy. With decreases, movement shifts towards
greater uncertainty. In liminal phases of rituals of transformation, pivoting
through the point mort shifts increasing indeterminacy and variable poten-
tiality into a trajectory of increasing uncertainty and more consistent possi-
bility, culminating with the thrust towards the greater certainty of outcome.

Human beings are entangled with both indeterminacy and uncertainty."
Thus indeterminacy, as it is given here, should not be thought of as out there,
way out there in an abstract cosmic scheme. Rather it is right here, right
now, no less than is uncertainty, on the tips of our noses and in the next crev-
ice that opens within our phenomenal cosmoses, as everything human and
all the rest only exist through such an ontology or ontologies. Now, indeed, if
every-when and every-where exist on the edge of precarious indeterminacy
then they exist also on the edge of whatever moves with and through inde-
terminacy. This perspective is given resonance through Deleuzian virtuality.

Deleuzian Virtuality

Deleuze’s thinking offers an opening between quantum cosmology and the
social. In What Is Philosophy?, Deleuze and Guattari (1994) continue to de-
velop Deleuze’s idea of the virtual, now influenced by quantum field theory.?
In quantum field theory (as Barad noted) the idea of the virtual ‘relates to
the so-called virtual birth and disappearance, or creation and annihilation,
of particles from the so-called false vacuum, a kind of sea of energy, thus
suggesting the image of chaos invoked by Deleuze and Guattari’ (Plotnitsky
2006: 41). In quantum field theory ‘[i]tis as if, instead of an identifiable mov-
ing object of the type studied in classical physics, we encounter a continuous
emergence and disappearance, creation and annihilation, of particles from
point to point, the so-called virtual particle formation’ (ibid.: 48).

By introducing ideas of quantum theorizing, however loosely, into the
humanities, Deleuze has enabled scholars in other disciplines, including
anthropology, to recognize the value of this kind of thinking for their own
conceptual problematics (cf. Kapferer 1997; Handelman 2013). Deleuzian
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thinking on virtuality is especially relevant for the problematic of liminality
understood as indeterminacy, and, so, indeterminate liminality understood
as energetic. Deleuze and Guattari relate virtuality to chaos. Perhaps their
clearest (at least a most quoted) statement on chaos is the following:

Chaos is defined not so much by its disorder as by the infinite speed with which
every form taking shape within it vanishes. It is a void that is not a nothingness
but a virtual, containing all possible particles and drawing out all possible forms
which spring up only to disappear immediately, without consistency or refer-
ence, without consequence. Chaos is an infinite speed of birth and disappear-
ance. (Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 118, emphasis in original)

And, this within what might be called ‘a kind of sea of energy’.* The impli-
cation is that in this perspective the virtual is energetic (Villani 2007: 50),
hence the movement of infinite speed through which particles appear and
disappear.”

Deleuzian virtuality is cosmic in its formulation.” Moreover, this concep-
tion has a strong drive towards cosmogenesis, towards the potential emer-
gence of form. A proposal of sheer cosmic potentiality, the non-existence of
everything, the potential existence of anything. In my terms, the virtual’s po-
tential exists within the cosmic conditions of far-from-equilibrium proposed
by Prigogine, as discussed earlier. The cosmic in the Deleuze and Guattari
conception of virtuality moves in close proximity to conditions of everyday
existence (which they call a ‘state of affairs’). For that matter, the infinite
movement of the ‘particles’ that potentially could form the everyday are in-
finitely close to this — indeed one can say that these ‘particles’ are within the
everyday, though, as in quantum field theory, they neither exist nor do not
exist, for their speed is infinite.

Conditions of everyday existence relate to the chaotic virtual by taking
from it potential elements (or ‘particles’) that they actualize. With actualiza-
tion, this virtual potential is no longer chaotic, but exists through relatedness
and consistency - perhaps entanglement, one may say - through the consti-
tuting everyday. The speed of the virtual potential is no longer infinite; speed
slows in keeping with the relative consistency of actuality. Yet this virtual po-
tential gua potential nonetheless always exceeds that which is actualized and
emerges as form in the everyday. Thus the excessive potentialities of the vir-
tual are themselves what Deleuze calls a plane of immanence, or, a plane of
consistency — one that is fully real in its closeness to the actual yet that is not
actual. The plane of immanence is of course immanent and so is connected
to the actual, which continues to draw from this potential in its ongoing ac-
tualization that constitutes phenomenal existence (Colebrook 2005: 10).

One may argue that the plane of immanence is the potentiality of chaos,
of indeterminacy and its potency, slowing and becoming finite (i.e. ‘real’)
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without being actualized, yet also not losing fully the fluid, potent ener-
getics of indeterminacy. Planes of immanence are ‘cultural sieves’ that cut
through the infinite speed of birth and disappearance of the virtual to turn
the potentialities of the virtual into the consistencies of the more selective
and limited possible (see Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 118). Limited, in that
possibility might become actualized in reality. Planes of immanence are how
human cognition and agency meet the potentialities of the virtual, yet now
conditioned selectively by the horizons of the possible. From planes of im-
manence the actual continuously takes that which is formable and, so, that
may become actual. Writing on the virtual, the plane of immanence, and the
actual, Deleuze (2005: 31) once put it this way: “‘What we call virtual is not
something that lacks reality but something that is engaged in a process of
actualization following the plane [of immanence, of consistency] that gives
it its particular reality . . . the plane of immanence is itself virtual’.

One may say that the plane of immanence is the immanent virtual. Thus
potentiality is a never-ending dynamic opening of the immanent virtual that
is becoming continuously consistent as possibility, and that might become
actualized as phenomenal existence. The ongoing actualizing of the every-
day is surrounded by virtual planes of immanence and by virtual chaos in
all directions and dimensions. Actualizing our living practices, our cosmos
and its multiplicities, we exist in varying degrees in the midst of the virtual,
amongst the more indeterminate and potential, and the more uncertain and
possible. Virtual indeterminacy is both supra-animate and animate, and so is
not tailored particularly to the social. Nevertheless, through planes of imma-
nence the virtual continuously supplies, as it were, the creating of the social.
Nonetheless, in its strong sense the liminal in ritual is not the reality of the
everyday with its safeguards of common-sense understandings. Within limi-
nal ritual the guards and siphons of planes of immanence are weakened and
lessened as the liminal opens further to virtual, energetic indeterminacy. The
possible (always limited by the impossible) turns more into the potential and
its potency.

In/Conclusion

Writing intently on liminality as indeterminacy, and of indeterminacy as
chaotic virtual energy, catches me by surprise. Surely I have drifted tangen-
tially and unaware into science fiction? The late Roy Wagner often taught
courses on play and on science fiction. I studied play intensively and I have
read science fiction now for some seventy years. So, have I spun here a fan-
tasy of some kind of energetic substrate and supra-strate that enables certain
vital transformations to be accomplished through liminal phases of ritual?
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And, extrapolating this in a heavily materialistic sociocultural anthropology
that nonetheless must imagine and infer invisible entanglements that people
are silent about or that they say are real - social relationships, friendship,
love, trust, and so on - and in relation to which we have developed sophisti-
cated (and common-sensical) ways of maintaining that these are real in their
consequences?

Or, should we take an energetics of liminality more seriously?* I am not
alone in skirting the edges of what seems invisible and implausible to us.
Victor Turner did so long ago, and in his full-bodied, exegetical way he both
brought this dilemma forward and disguised it (as Edie Turner understood
so well). I do not have my dear friend Vic’s way with words, so I leave the
dilemma stranded on an exposed un-energetic promontory. Nonetheless,
one thing is clear: should any of us try to take liminality-as-indeterminacy-
as-energy seriously, then we must recognize how crude and simple this for-
mulation is, and just how much contemplative and imaginative rethinking
is needed. This will likely include the energetics of the biosphere(s) and of
different forms of the animate, perhaps relating to an approach something
like Hayles’s (2017) distinction between non-cognizers and cognizers, yet
ultimately facing (and questioning?) the distinction between the inanimate
and the animate (see, for example, Pross 2003). Perhaps someone may even
discover one day that traditional peoples who made extensive use of liminal-
ity in ritual cultivated, concentrated and focused something that could be
called a principle for the conservation of liminality.

Don Handelman is Shaine Professor Emeritus of Anthropology and Soci-
ology at The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and a member of the Israel
Academy of Sciences and Humanities. Among his books are Moebius An-
thropology: Essays on the Forming of Form; One God, Two Goddesses, Three
Studies of South Indian Cosmology; (co-authored with David Shulman) Siva
in the Forest of Pines: An Essay on Sorcery and Self Knowledge; (co-edited
with Terry Evens and Christopher Roberts) Reflecting on Reflexivity: The Hu-
man Condition as an Ontological Surprise; and Religion, Politics, and Globali-
zation: Anthropological Approaches (co-edited with Galina Lindquist).

NOTES

1. My use of ‘a-stable’ is intended to indicate that stability itself is irrelevant to liminal-
ity in itself.

2. State apparatuses also evince interest in ESP (extrasensory perception) phenomena
and their possible applications, especially for intelligence and military matters.
Thus Russian scientists and the military have long been interested in so-called
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parapsychological phenomena and, given this, so, too, have the CIA and the
American military (i.e. CIA 2011; Stargate Project ([Wikipedia]); Weinberger
2007). For an overview of studies of ESP see Roll and Williams (2010).

Brian Josephson, a Nobel laureate in physics who later became something of an
outlier in his discipline, recognizes the possibility, perhaps the likelihood of ESP.
Nonetheless he argues that explanation is more likely to come from biosystems
research than it is from the nonlocality, the ‘spooky action at a distance’, of
quantum mechanics. Though ‘direct action at a distance’ may well exist, ‘quantum
calculations lead to the result that any such effects will disappear under statistical
averaging’ (Josephson and Pallikari-Viras 1991: 197). Quantum physics deals with
quantifiability and thus ‘neglects’ particular cases, treating ‘all cases of a class as if
they were the same’. Biology, however, deals with processes and, so, attends to such
cases, which may include those of ESP (Josephson 2002: 44).

That is, liminality in its strong sense, as I am using this here.

See, for example, Satsuka’s (2018) fascinating discussion of ‘multispecies en-
tanglements’.

This section is taken largely from Handelman 2021: 309-11. For a strong yet bal-
anced critique of Prigogine’s theorizing, one that comes from the humanities, see
Hayles 1990: 91-114.

In a somewhat apposite vein, the biologists, Brooks and Wiley (1988: 356) contend
that, “The second law is thus more than the natural law of energy flows; it is the nat-
ural law of history.

For example, Corning and Kline (1998: 276) state that entropy neither has thingness
nor is it a force. ‘It is a property of matter with the peculiar attribute that it is de-
signed to measure the relative absence of something, namely energetic order.

Sato (2012: 234) raises the interesting question of whether entropy has a critical
role in photosynthesis: “The entropy problem in photosynthesis [which appears to
release free energy] is important because photosynthesis is the starting point of en-
ergy conservation in the whole biosphere . . . If entropy is related to photosynthesis,
what is the relationship of such entropy of photosynthesis with the entropy associ-
ated with various activities of life, such as DNA, cellular organization ... ?

Here pivoting may be moebius-like (Handelman 2021), since with near simultaneity
the immature girl is outside of herself (being shorn of identity) and inside herself
(becoming transformed).

Nonetheless, rites of passage are linear in their irreversibility. Passage from one con-
dition of being into another apparently is not reversible. However, I note also that
the recursive is critical to the existence of reflexivity, and that without reflexivity
there likely is no rite of passage (for that matter there would be no human being who
could partake of a rite of passage) (Evens, Handelman and Roberts 2016).

James DiFrisco argues persuasively and to the point that Bergson’s use of elan vital
was not a turn to a spiritualistic ‘vital force’, as this is commonly understood. Di-
Frisco (2015: 63) suggests that Bergson’s perspective is that of ‘an encompassing
energeticist or thermodynamic view of nature, in which processes or fluxes have a
more fundamental status than substances or things’. The elan vital (or elan de la vie,
as Bergson preferred at times [DiFrisco, ibid.: 66]) is a forceful tendency, perhaps
propensity, toward far-from-equilibrium. “The degradation of energy imposed by
the second law of thermodynamics’ moves conditions toward equilibrium, yet this
is countered by ‘the raising of potential energy and distancing from equilibrium, and
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15.
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18.

19.
20.

hence ... by the production of organization’ (ibid.: 64). This ascending movement
of energy, as Bergson called it, toward organization and greater complexity (and, so,
no less toward lengthier duration) is the elan vital. Moreover, for Bergson the living
world’s ‘future pathways of its release of energy cannot be predetermined, [so that]
finally it is a site of “indetermination” and even of creative activity’, (ibid.: 66), a
position not far from the one that Turner later espoused.

Without sidling into his conception of liminoid phenomena that, according to
Thomassen (2012: 28), are responsible for the over-application of the liminal to
numerous situations having nothing to do with transition and transformation.

The late Garfinkel seems to have shifted his earlier ethnomethodology towards
the anthropological approach of Ethnoscience of the 1960s and 1970s (see Pollner
2012).

This example is used in Handelman 2007.

Barad (2012a: 6) writes that: *. . . the play of indeterminacies is ontologically prior to
notions of . . . space and time’.

Barad continues here, ‘Birth and death are not the sole prerogative of the animate
world. ‘Inanimate’ beings also have finite lives. Elsewhere (Barad 2012b: 21) she
comments that, “The inanimate is always being shoved to the side, as if it is too far re-
moved from the human to matter, but that which we call inanimate is still very much
bodily and lively . . . [we are] stuck at the threshold of one of the most stubborn of all
dualisms - the animate/inanimate dualism . . And, so, and not as an aside, note the
dead/living contrariness of viruses, as we live with the new coronavirus during 2020
and on.

So quantum particles do not quite exist until a connection, a relationship, emerges
into existence; and then there is a relating that simultaneously cuts the particles
apart into distinctiveness.

Consider the research of Michael Levin and colleagues on the bioelectricity of
endogenous electrical fields (Tseng and Levin 2013). They found that during em-
bryonic growth, bioelectric cues provide information on the identities and bodily
positionings of organs to be actualized through growth. So, ‘Voltage gradients reg-
ulate cell behaviors and the assembly of complex large-scale structures . .. artifi-
cially setting other somatic cells to the [for example] eye-specific voltage range [in
frog embryos] resulted in formation of eyes in aberrant locations . . . eyes could be
formed in the gut, on the tail, or in the lateral plate mesoderm’ (ibid.: 1). Thus there
may be voltage ranges for different organs (and perhaps too at the level of the whole
organism). Moreover, Tseng and Levin (ibid.: 7) argue that, ‘It is . . . very likely that
computational tissues could be made from non-excitable [i.e. non-neuronic] cells’
Thus Levin states elsewhere that, “There are very few fundamental differences be-
tween neural networks and other tissues of bioelectrically communicating cells. If
you think that consciousness in the brain is somehow a consequence of the brain’s
electrical activity, then there’s no principled reason to assume that non-neural elec-
trical networks won’t underlie some primitive, basal [ancient] form of nonverbal
consciousness. Tam Hunt, ‘“The Link Between Biolelectricity and Consciousness.
Nautilus, 10 March, 2021. Retrieved 10 March 2021 from https://nautil.us/blog/
the-link-between-biolelectricity-and-consciousness?mc_cid.

On quantum entanglement see Barad 2010.

The influence of a variety of approaches in quantum physics on Deleuze’s earlier
thinking on the virtual is argued for by Plotnitsky (2006).

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license
thanks to the support of the University of Bergen. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781805395881.
Not for resale



Afterword 375

21. 'The quantum physicist, David Bohm, proposed the distinction between the impli-
cate order and the explicate order. Without entering into the complexities of Bohm’s
holistic thinking, the implicate order constitutes an enfolding (hence, implicate)
‘immense background of energy, and that matter as we know it is a small, “quan-
tized” wavelike excitation [the explicate order] on top of this background, rather
like a tiny ripple on a vast sea ... space, which has so much energy, is full rather
than empty . .. It is being suggested here, then, that what we perceive through the
senses as empty space is actually the plenum, which is the ground for the existence
of everything, including ourselves’ (Bohm 1981: 191-92).

22. 'This conception of virtuality as ever replenished since it does not exist yet does is
the basis for Deleuze’s rejection of the second law with regard to the virtual. Ross
(2019: 27) summarizes this as follows: ‘Deleuze’s claim [is] that entropy takes effect
in explicated, actualised phenomena, but [does] not apply to the intensive, energet-
ically incommensurable phenomena of the virtual domain.’ This echoes Prigogine’s
theory of the evolution of the universe.

23. 'The Deleuze and Guattari (1994) problematic is that of how concepts in philosophy
are shaped into existence. Their initial focus is on the infinite speed of processes of
thought. Can one presume that virtual thought is energetic? And if thought pro-
cesses are energetic then so, too, are brain processes, and the converse? (As Russian
ethnologists have thought for a long time, measuring the brain activity of shamans at
work.) And, if brain processes are energetic then so, too, are other bodily processes?
And, are these energies held in and totally constrained by the body? This seems un-
likely, given what is known of the cultivation of potential somatic energies like chi
(ki) and so many others (cf. Yuasa 1993).

24. The sociologist of science and technology, Steve Fuller (2018: 182), in discussing Al-
exander Wendt’s Quantum Mind and Social Science, comments that, °. . . if we think
of ourselves as proverbial blind men trying to grasp the elephant of reality, then
there is a serious problem if natural and human science accounts of the fundamental
nature of things diverge so radically that each can ignore if not outright dismiss the
other’
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