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Making the case for the mutual relationship between ontology (what reality is like) 
and ethics (how we should conduct ourselves), this essay argues that the dualis-
tic, linear, deterministic ontology of Modern Science that categorically separates 
perceiver and the perceived, knower and known is oppressive by virtue of objecti-

Science and Complexity Theory, this essay extrapolates to an ethical paradigm, 

that connect”—which, to manifest, the moral agent needs to emergently embed 
-

ity (complexity) manifests everywhere we turn and in everything we encounter, 
participatory ethics modeled after complexity is about recalling, remembering, and 

Introduction 
The birds have vanished into the sky, and now the last cloud drains away. 
We sit together, the mountain and me, until only the mountain remains. 
(Li Bai, 701–762)

seems to capture with its rich conceptual vocabulary something we sense 
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disposition and conduct, as in moral rules, laws, and imperatives.1 Nor 

Certainly, we too, will indicate paths or ways, but more attuned to Dao (道, 

phenomenal world in which we are intimately embedded. Reminding and 
remembering
called participatory ethics, accenting ethos2

action. Along the way, we may also catch some new insights into education 
-

ve. We believe that in meditating upon, speaking about, and acting on this 

 such 

3 may be con-
ceived as a poiesis rather than solutions that, however tempting, exist but 

Ethics and Ontology

-
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-

‘morality’ and ‘ethics’ will be understood as synonymous. Our intellectual 
history—and pre-history to some degree—amply demonstrates that huma-

4 What 

could not be as morally developed and competent as men.5 In many enclaves 

Atheists and annihilists would have no such options. Examples abound. The 
central point we want to make with these observations is that the substantive 

world and human nature changes and varies across culture, geography, and 
time; so do our ethical orientation and paradigms.

noting how these pictures may reshape our ethical vision and understan-
ding—in short, ethical paradigms and orientations. In this paper, we shall 

-

with its dualism, reductionism, essentialism, and determinism disposes us 
-

gorical and linear thinking as absolutes. Absolutes are at home in a deter-
ministic universe governed by linear causality. Complexity theory contests 
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-

practical application in 17th

and Bacon.6

mechanical universe

extension belongs to the un intention

-

7 

are liberated to act capriciously with them. We control, use, exploit, and 
-

givens in nature. 
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-

dynamics and its challenges to the deterministic, linear, and dualistic or 
8

(other), and knower and known.

-

structure amongst all that exists, so that they undergo constant change in 
composition, identity, and disposition, how is it that we perceive and treat 

that assumes discrete entities and their extrinsic relationships.

-

relationships. These relationships are dynamic and non-linear. The relational 
-
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A and B continue to interact, along with innumerable others, changes to their 

having relati-

other than our relationships—with each other, with the world. We are patterns 
that connect. 

we must see the organism and environment as bound together in reciprocal 
10 However, by postulating, as we convention-

-

we get is an ‘I-it’ relationship that psychologically disposes us to degrees 
11

-

and schooling? For example, today’s educational discourse is dominated by 
do our social responsibility 

-
lism. In deontology (in Greek, deon means duties and obligations) we go 
by prescribed and proscribed rules and principles. Inclinations and desire 

individuals to know what their obligations and responsibilities are and 

disinclinations may be. In naturalism, we make ethical decisions, which 
12 
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interconnection with the other. One sees that one’s reality is embedded in the 
other’s. One is implicated in the other. From this embeddedness, one perce-

and intuitively responds to it. Or, to put it more epistemically, one’s knowing 
what the other’s reality is like, and knowing how to respond appropriately 

13 one’s reality being embedded in the 

linear. Linear causality operates in closed, deterministic systems composed 
-

linear causality? New Science recalls that ours is not a linear, deterministic 

something, the more predictable it appears to become, and, presumably, the 

14 -
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psychology leads ontology. We imagine the universe (and think real) accord-
ing to the feel 15

We wish to recall that we are living in a non-linear universe where uncer-
tainties, surprises and creativity are determining conditions contained in, and 

16 -
17 where contingency and 

prediction, to exist. This does not mean we live in a random universe. Between 
necessity (that is, predictability) and pure chance (that is, unpredictability), 

 These patterns, though 
-

watch says 2:05 or 2:10, you will not leave, thinking that this event will not 
happen, now that the determined time has past. Rather, you incorporate this 

-

implied. Yet, so long as we use conceptual language, we are trapped in the 
18 Sensing pattern implies seamless interpenetrating 

-

One may have capacity to play piano like a virtuoso, but in actuality, one 
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-

-

whole—a Gestalt. To know the pattern, one must be part
20 -

creatively

proscriptions about how we should or should not act, and how we should or 

what to do and how to be, and expect people to change accordingly in 

worldwide is threatening world peace.21

-

having relationships and as being 
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-
patory moral education.

Inter-being
In acting, we inevitably bring about changes in the world. Changes result 

do to the world. This tendency is everywhere, whether we are talking about 

-

sensing problems as being out there, residing with others—predisposes us to 

senses other as having a problem or even being the problem. Rules, maxims, 
-

trol and manipulate behaviour.22 23 
In participatory ethics, however, other is sensed as interpenetrating matrices 

inter-being24 

-

teaching and learning to be the mutual experience. In turn, students would 
coming to know rather than 

Patterns that Connect

through attitude and awareness of Inter-being. The second principle shall ad-
dress how to work with Inter-being. Returning to our earlier tract about 
patterns, in participatory ethics, what we have to work with primarily are 
patterns—patterns that connect. But what are these patterns? How do they 
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25 Fractal 

26 -

self-similarity

. Computer-generate 

patterns we phenomenal beings embody. Fractals are us

similarity. All we see, hear, and touch reminds us that we are, the whole world 

in short, everything around us. Immersing deeply in, becoming one with, such 
experience takes us to participatory knowing: . As educators we 

we embody, that we are

to the point where predictability becomes impossible. Within this unknowing 
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have carelessly given to a child might go straight to her heart and cause a 

linearly conceived responsibility to creative and generous potentials inherent 
27

-
other, then what are ethics? What is moral education? From the complexity 
perspective, to become morally educated is to remember our inter-being-
ness, care-fullness
inter-being. Fractals and all patterns that connect are markers, reminding us 

dealings with, and responses to, the world since we know neither the kind 

us to be not only especially cautious and concerned, but also to act in extra 

the complexity perspective is not primarily about instilling or imparting 

day preoccupation with accountability and even social responsibility, and 

on discrete individuals (rather than complex, interpenetrating presences) 

tends to be moralism: shoulds and shouldn’ts, rights and wrongs, directed 
at individuals, especially ones who are seen as transgressive and abberant. 

And Heaven in a Wild Flower

And Eternity in an hour.28
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Notes

what is

morality is’, that is, whatever 
is at hand, here and now, each moment. As we shall illustrate in this paper, it is by 

is-ness’, not in the ‘ought-ness’, that we can 
change reality and ourselves.

comprehension, a more extended treatment than we can supply here. What this may 

-

th century, 

-

indeter-
minism 

-
ism is disputation concerning linear causality, meaning that the world is governed 

shape beings and their events are non-discrete and nonlinear, hence, complex, which 
renders beings and events themselves in likewise manners. In this situation, probable 

our universe being underdetermined, not undetermined. We beg our readers to keep 
in mind the distinction we are making here among determinism, indeterminism, 
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-

see Bai (2001).
12. In contrasting deontology to naturalism, and in implying, as we do here, an endorse-

that we should not have duties and obligations or make them a moral motivation. It 
-

lematic is when duties and obligations become the main or the sole moral motivation 

and sympathetic resonance. 

universe, mutual universe), that we are all embedded in each other’s reality is a 
realizes 

14. We are not saying that individuals separately and consciously choose to live, let alone 

history, inherit a particular universe (world) and continue to unconsciously enact 

-

-

exploring connections among psychology, ethics, and ontology.
16. Capra ( (

-

consciousness.

the truth.

21. Giddens (2003), , prophetically pronounced that the most urgent and critical 

22. Note, though, that rules, maxims, and the like need not be, and are not always used 

the background political thought behind the social contract.
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