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 Research objectives: Drivers of “narratives of complexity” 
    The key objective of this research programme is to address the 
question about what – in the absence of traditions and narratives of 
linear progress - such driving mechanisms are, how they are linked to 
the lifeworld and to the knowledge –human interface created by the 
information technologies of today (e.g. Castells, 2000).  
    It will be argued that the mathematisation of nature has been extended 
to that of the mind be it in the form of “inscriptions” of complex 
dynamics in the human unconscious. It is then a question of identifying 
the specificity of the framing of the social in relation to its counterpart in 
technology and market dynamics. The social emerges out of the action 
informed by the mind embedded in complex contexts that it constitutes. 
The pseudo-algorithmic analogies familiar from constant exposure to 
techno-scientific procedures and peculiar to complex systems gradually 
fill the vacuum created by the loss of legitimacy of traditional sources of 
models and drivers of social and cultural dynamics. The characteristic 
feature of a complex system is that its future is unprogrammable and 
unpredictable. It also means that it does not have a unique past! Its 
signature can only be recognised by “running the system”. This reframes 
the social onto-epistemically into that which can be recognised as or 
projected out of the models of complex system dynamics. Complexity 
acquires a life of its own only to promote further fragmentation and 
fluctuation of the functions identified with the “existenz” of the social.  
      The most accomplished account of complex system dynamics – 
outside the fields of pure mathematics and scientific modelling - can be 
found in the realm of economics and risk management. For example, 
Sornette (2003) in his very recent book “Why stock markets crash - 
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Critical events in complex financial systems" offers a non -mathematical 
overview of such problematic. There is a tendency today to treat not 
only economic but also political, educational and caring structures in an 
analogous manner, i.e. as "market" dominated (“systems”, e.g. 
Luhmann, 1982) and to disregard any traditional (ideological, 
traditional) models. This imposes a specific well identifiable set of 
imported parameters which strongly frame the social. Yet the social 
(cultural) clearly distinguishes itself from the collective (probabilistic, 
self-organisational) phenomena dealt with in physics and mathematics 
(where the models of complex systems originate) via interruptions of the 
flow of energy in what might be termed as onto-poetic moves. Such 
moves owe their character to the linguistic and pre-linguistic (conscious 
and unconscious) fragments of conceptual hierarchies constituting "the 
history" of humans (e.g. Casey, 1998).  Repetitions of such moves create 
dynamics of its own that shifts the system away from the path it would 
have acquired had it been reducible to a bare physical system, and 
fragments it in ways peculiar to the moves in question.  
     The notion of non-linear web-like narrative structures crossing 
boundaries of what was previously thought to be autonomous regions, 
and constituted in a dynamic manner out of fragments of catastrophic 
encounters of history, emerged already out of archaeological and 
genealogical studies of Walter Benjamin (1999) as demonstrated in his 
Arcades Project. Benjamin is an example of a thinker working before the 
notion of mathematical complexity appeared in the conceptual currency 
of the day in the 1980s. Although he was tied to the language of 
unorthodox Messianism and Marxism, in the last years of his Arcades 
Project Benjamin radically departed from both. His notion of "history" 
as a series of catastrophes (spontaneous event singularities and their re-
occurrence), his emphasis on "archaeological" "bottom up" method 
(opposite of linear systems a la Newton and Kant), the collection of 
empirical traces of the non-linear pathways of fragments produced by 
symmetry breaking of the traditional domains of lifeworld, and the 
"scaling laws" emerging out of his Konvolutes, the adoption of allegory 



 3

as a basis for constructing the narrative out of fragments of traditional 
concepts and contexts, they all anticipate the key characteristics of 
complex system dynamics.   
     Examples of such “narratives of complexity” based on excerpts from 
a recent London exhibition of the ABRACADABRA and from Sebald’s 
novels (e.g. Austerlitz) will be briefly mentioned in the last section. 
 
From complicatedness to complexity 
     In the absence of the traditional “ideological” constraints, the 
(economic, cultural, educational) development of advanced 
technological society runs as a complex system, and can be seen in terms 
of the methods of modelling developed, for example, for studies of 
collective dynamics of molecules or for the risk (e.g. stock market) 
management. The density of actors becomes an order parameter. The 
distance from equilibrium at which the programme is positioned depends 
on order (complexity). It is the mathematical definition of complexity, 
not the conventional one that is now being invoked here. In plain 
English, this complexity increases when the ratio of the number of 
parameters needed to describe the system to the number of predictions 
(members, components to be described etc.) approaches 1 (e.g. Kampis, 
1991, p.283). When it does, the system becomes unpredictable, it is not 
programmable.  
     This is a key point: it is argued that the traditional social constructs 
(grand narratives, algorithmic practices) have been replaced by models 
of change developed quite outside of the social domain. The social is 
being reduced to (projected upon and onto-epistemically defined as) that 
which is only expressible in the language of complex system dynamics 
(i.e. not in the language of equilibrium linear systems Galileo sought in 
order to read the book of Nature and Hegel, Marx but also Heidegger 
and Foucault sought to account for the history humans). Hence it is only 
possible to study the dynamics of social (complex) systems, not its 
causal structure or predictability!  
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    The constitutive signature of a complex system is its dynamics. It is 
only “known” by “letting it run”! The transition of a system from 
programmable to un-programmable (complex) can also be seen as a 
symmetry breaking and lowering, in the social terminology to 
fragmentation. This fragmentation is not causally created by ethnic, geo-
political and cultural factors. Instead, and in addition to such factors, it is 
often a product of deliberate or spontaneous tendency of the system 
evolution to increase complexity or to re-constitute itself by self-
organisation. The stress here is on the claim that it is the property of 
complexity, of the non-linear dynamics in which it is grounded and 
which in each individual case will exhibit such tendencies be it in a 
different and unpredictable manner.  
      
 
 Narratives of complexity.  
     It is hypothesised that the decline of the mechanical age has been 
accompanied by weakening of the "traditional" drivers of social change. 
In the absence of traditions the actors’ options for choosing ways of 
responding to (doing and making) change reduce to the inscriptions in 
their mind of the experience of (society as a complex system) 
complexity characteristic of the totality of material exchanges of today. 
The models of complex system dynamics borrow the variables and 
models developed in physical sciences. In modelling a complex system 
(e.g. the stock market) the variables in question are, for example, the 
existence of rational agents, the law of one value (e.g. price), imitation 
and herding, parity and spontaneous symmetry breaking, minority game 
strategy, rational bubble. Of particular interest is the system’s critical 
behaviour. For hierarchical structures, we have additional features such 
as the small world law, log periodicity and scale invariance breaking and 
singularity. They are the equivalents of the variables mathematicians use 
to describe advanced game theories and collective physical phenomena.    
    However, with the exception of the few initiated and mathematically 
literate actors, the public memory of the motion of the variables 
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modelling complex system dynamics is centred around the memory of 
most visible events and reactions to them. They might be stock market 
crashes, terrorist attacks, the rise and fall of industrial, educational and 
health institutions and structures. In other words, they are encoded in the 
“narratives of complexity”.  
 
i)Fragments and onto-dynamics in Benjamin's arcades project 
     Benjamin attempted to capture the fragmentation of traditional 
narratives and the birth of new icons with which to communicate and 
come to terms with the material condition of humanity peculiar to the 
advanced stage of capitalism. In the end "redemption" does not come in 
the form of some Ur-utopia but as endless strings of citations deposited 
in his "Konvolutes". They are stitched together along crossing 
genealogical lines, in a web-like discontinuous pattern. But it is no 
longer any style or ism, any god, any particular male or female 
personage but the pseudo-algorithmic performances and their 
"genealogies" that Benjamin wants to bring to light and that are rendered 
visible by the Convolutes; there they emerge out of a site (place, thing, 
specific bodily context) of making and connecting. In other words, 
Benjamin discovers the non- linearity and symmetry breaking, he 
realises that it the process and not the individual concepts, histories or 
persons that matter most. What in physical sciences would be described 
as the geometrical, mechanical, gravitational, entropic, probabilistic, 
fractal, quantum etc. model is now re-cast in the terms referring to what 
is "being modelled": repetition, difference, detail, fragment, limit, 
dissipation, multiplicity, uncertainty. But these are still the language of 
Kantian modernity and of the science and philosophy of near-
equilibrium “programmable” systems. The conceptual shift from 
complicatedness to complexity did not take place during his lifetime.  
 
ii)Artistic images of complexity 
    This conceptual and vocabulary shift has now become standard (e.g. 
Serota, 1996). In the catalogue introducing an exhibition of works of 15 
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artists called ABRACADABRA (The Tate Gallery, Sept. 1999), 
Nicholas Serota, Catherine Kinsley, Catherine Grenier and others openly 
declare their distaste for the fights and gloom of late modernism. For 
them “art is no longer a place to plant their flag but a territory of 
exchange”, art that needs to be “animated”. Take, for example, the Loop 
by Eric Duyckaert. It is an artefact in the shape of a loosened infinity 
sign several meters long from which hang down easily “identifiable” 
objects such globes, triangles, boxes, bicycles, toys. People are used to 
recognising “things” by their pseudo-algorithmic function - to dial, to 
shift, to turn, to walk, etc. They do that, Duyckaert writes in the 
Catalogue, as if according to prescription. “Evolutionary mutations” and 
their confrontations with the “problem of absolute symmetry”, the 
cultural contradictions of harnessing “scientific discourse” of complexity 
(unpredictable and un-programmable) in material signs of urban life 
worlds, those are we are told the “variables” and “boundary conditions” 
(domains of applicability) of the Loop.   How do “scientific” analogies 
“inscribe” the qualitative analogies that propel our mind along the 
Loop, engender “meaning”? The author himself explains:  “I have been 
struck by the omnipresence of analogy in the arts of representation”...By 
“apparent symmetries” and “equalities” (along the Loop and inside it) 
and by the images of their spontaneous reduction and breaking the artist 
invokes the inscription code that sets in motion a “process of 
signification” e.g. one hinted at in the above citation.  
 
iii) Literary examples of “narratives of complexity” from Sebald's 
Vertigo and Austerlitz (Jaros, 2003)  
Sebald appears to have constructed his text as if out of brief, often only 
several sentences long blocks, each carefully crafted so as to look almost 
self-contained. It invariably contains (pseudo) factual information - such 
as that 50 000 horses and men were killed at Waterloo - even though the 
story line does not require any reference to this place or battle. He 
believes that “understanding details” is a key to grasping the turn of 
events; "tiny details imperceptible to us decide everything", (Vertigo, 
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p.156). He employs a “pata-scientific” precision to embellish the 
passage or building block of text with concrete names of 
"archaeological-genealogical" importance. He inserts photos of tickets, 
buildings, dresses, schematic drawings, with dates, numbers and brand 
marks clearly visible.  He refers to measurable physical properties such 
as material (mineral) composition, colour and sound, light (crystalline) 
reflection, specific acts of performance, e.g. "..she attempted to ease the 
tension by proposing an excursion to the Villa Simonetta, where a 
widely famed echo would repeat a pistol shot up to fifty times…" (p.13).  
    The moves, even pragmatic ones such as changing trains, nevertheless 
do not contain the level of completeness familiar from traditional novels. 
Sebald selects only certain details. Sebald's text then appears as a 
patchwork cut out of one or many such established yet by now 
unidentifiable to the reader narrations. The uncertain origin and metric 
of the space in which Sebald's narrative fragments move, and the 
position of such building bricks of the text in this space create a sense of 
vulnerability, of traumatic openness to re-composition, of melancholia 
and expectation of misadventure or perhaps even catastrophe.  
Sebald wants the reader to know that for him "experience" is always 
already a superposition of events and meanings, invoking a probabilistic 
rather then deterministic model originating in the quantum mechanical 
representation theory transplanted into literature (e.g. Merrell, 1998)  
via popular science books and now taken for "natural". "…the more 
images I gathered from the past, I said, the more unlikely it seemed to 
me that the past had actually happened in this or that way" (p.212).  
    Another key common aspect is the feeling of spectacle, of hyper-
reality be it of travel, city architecture or human encounters. These are 
also places in the Arcades Project and Austerlitz where the dependence 
of the text on techno-scientific mechanisms and models becomes more 
visible. Take, for example, the process of seeing so fundamental to the 
mode of expression constantly invoking spectacle, hyperreality, the 
fleeting and the temporal, even the catastrophic. It appears through 
mirror reflection, phosphorescence, gas and electricity systems of 
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lighting, sparks and rays, "transitional" character of colour and shapes, 
photography, film and the whole range of time-machines, astro and 
micro photography, lenses and improved eyes, transparent materials like 
glass as a new structural medium. Austerlitz the adult specialises in 
monumental architecture of capitalism. His interest in grand railway 
stations and fortifications is obsessively technical as is Benjamin's 
interest in the Eiffel tower, applications of iron and glass, atriums and 
street lighting, exhibitions, books and museums. Both Benjamin and 
Sebald dwell at length not only on the description of the material but 
particularly on the process of using it and the images used to describe 
such processes in art and elsewhere. They both like to consider the limits 
of these processes as if they were in a position to know them - as if there 
were a formula. In Austerlitz there are maps and descriptions exceeding 
in detail and scope many a tourist or technical guidebook. Even the 
description of torture in Terezin appears as if factual and following a 
scientific research. Yet the mathematical or physical model or effect 
itself only appears indirectly via its manifestations and in truncated 
sequences of units of communication. Unlike Benjamin, Sebald does not 
write about utopia, about ur-history. His Austerlitz lives a life of an 
abstract intellectual until his "awakening". Things happen and that is 
that. Even the Kafkaesque is now broken into fragments loosely held 
along the lines of forces whose direction and energy supply come only 
virtually, via habitual expectation of "rational manifestations" of order 
via repetition, dissipation, translation, symmetry, networking, 
(de)composition and (re)assignment, population growth and decline, 
singularities (shocks), i.e. not via revolutionary changes informed either 
by our "will to power" or our understanding of means of production, 
division of labour, surplus value and digital technologies.  
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