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“‘nature’ does not consist of basic particulars, 
but !elds and processes, and this di"erence 
between a process-viewpoint and an 
elementary-particle-version of Cartesian 
substance metaphysics does make a di"erence 
to the philosophical issues about emergence. 
In the former view, there is no bottom level of 
basic particulars with intrinsic properties that 
upwardly determines everything else. 
Everything is process all the way ‘down’ and all 
the way ‘up’, and processes are irreducibly 
relational - they exist only in patterns, 
networks, organisations, con!gurations, or webs.”
Evan Thompson, Mind in Life -  Biology, 
Phenomenology and the Sciences of Mind (2007)

 Consciousness 

“let’s get these stones organised..”     Grid cells
Carnac, France, 4000BC

Early architectural research into projection between mind and world

 “the atom is nothing more than a relation.”
Frederick Engels, The Dialectics of Nature (1880s)

It's not what is inside the head that is important, it's what the head is inside of.
J.J. Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception

Bateson had an intellectual exercise that he would set students, based upon a variation of the cybernetic concept of the black box. He would 

present the students with a crab, lobster or conch shell, and ask them to “produce arguments that which will convince me that this object is the 

remains of a living thing.” It is I think a fascinating challenge. He suggests that it is necessary to engage the object aesthetically, “with 

recognition and empathy. By aesthetic, I mean responsiveness to the pattern which connects.”

 There is of course no simple correct answer, but the discussion involves recognising patterns and structures, speculating what 

processes and relations they might have internalised and networked in space and in time. Students might speculate whether it is feasible to 

imagine that ‘non-living’ geological, technical or chemical processes might be able to produce such an object, but must then end up in 

questioning what at what level of complexity or form of processes would a geological or chemical process become ‘life’? In Mind and Nature, 

Bateson describes a distinctive internal relations approach to the challenge posed, whereby patterns of correspondence within and between 

shell parts are organised into a hierarchy of logical types. Bateson ultimately asks “What pattern connects the crab to the lobster and the 

orchid to the primrose and all four of them to me? And me to you?”

Empathy: an  ecological  conception  of  mindSUMMARY

In this presentation, there are two main issues addressed, both of which contain I suggest, key components of 

any Theory of Consciousness. These concern 

 1. the origins of the concept of empathy in spatial aesthetics

 2. the ecological conception of mind, in the thinking of Gregory Bateson

In approaching the inter-relation of these two issues, a series of other theories are drawn upon, providing a 

bootstrapping network of concepts. These include 

 A: the cybernetic biology and neuro-phenomenology of Fransisco Varela and Evan Thompson

 B: the critical importance of understanding the role of our cognitive mapping of the body, and its spatial (and 

temporal) environment, in producing consciousness

 C: the need for a process based metaphysics, and the rejection of a particle based metaphysics

 D: an historical and socio-political conception of the production of consciousness

“Hold on!” you might reasonably declare... All this stuff might be interesting, but isn’t it ultimately all to do with 

the easy problem of consciousness!? 

 Well, yes. However, the ‘answer’ to the hard problem is not going to be found (I suggest) in any single piece 

of biological technology or philosophical enquiry. The hard problem, is rather, to be found distributed across a 

network (or ecology) of concepts that make up mind, will be fundamentally relational, and will have a 

bootstrapping character.

 I suggest that a working Theory of Consciousness will ultimately have the following character:

 1. it will require a dialectical, process based philosophy of internal relations, all the way up, and all the way 

down...

 2. it will draw upon the insights of second order cybernetics - that is, the cybernetics of observing systems... it 

will necessarily formalise a first person account into its description...

 3. it will require an irreducible network of concepts, at a wide range of spatial and temporal scales, from the 

dynamic geometries and patterns of sub-quantum fields, to the socio-morphology of the city, to the ecological 

networks of the planetary biosphere.

A working working Theory of Consciousness  then, will fit Gregory Bateson’s definition of aesthetics:

“So by ‘aesthetics’ I mean responsiveness to the pattern which connects. The pattern which connects is 

a meta-pattern. It is a pattern of patterns. It is that meta-pattern which defines the vast generalisation that 

indeed it is patterns which connect.”

Gregory Bateson, Mind and Nature - A Necessary Unity (1980)

 Any working Theory of Consciousness  then, will be irreducibly multi-levelled, and will be fundamentally 

mediated by the human body. This is not to loose the plot, and become hopelessly mystical - it is just a 

characteristic of a process based metaphysics.

 Gregory Bateson, following Alfred North Whitehead (around whom he grew up), argued that the fundamental 

unit of evolution, is NOT the organism (or, indeed the gene!), but rather the ‘organism plus environment’. I 

suggest that any Theory of Consciousness needs to correctly theorise the organism plus environment, and not 

just the brain. It needs to theorise the relationality of being, between the micro and the macro, the quantum and 

the planetary. 

 In fact for Bateson, the living world is full of minds (mostly not conscious), much of which we empathise with 

in all kinds of complex ways.

 An ecological or Batesonian conception of mind has a number of benefits, not least that it enormously 

enriches our experience of being in the world (one criteria for a good Theory of Consciousness). It helps us to 

see that we are surrounded by and immanent within other minds, other mental systems, not just in other 

humans, animals or plants, but in all organised material processes. Seeing this, empathising with mind at large in 

the natural environment - but also in cities, regions, languages, cultures etc - was for Bateson the key to the 

environmental question more broadly. We need an empathic Theory of Consciousness for ecological reasons...

What does this have to do with art and architecture?

 Areas of knowledge and practice, such as art and architecture, which might be thought of as marginal to any 

Theory of Consciousness, might well have pivotal contributions to make. Art and architecture are very careful 

and precise reflections upon the interplay and mutual co-construction of pattern (mind) and matter, subject and 

object.

 Importantly, art and architecture can produce concepts which are otherwise ineffable, invisible and 

incomprehensible. It might well be that to understand and experience any Theory of Consciousness, words will 

be of little use, at least at first. We might well need to embody new concepts as repeatable experiences first (this 

is in fact historically how making artefacts extended the body and provided the basis for all concepts and 

metaphors in language, in the first place...)

An introduction to Gregory Bateson’s Ecology of Mind

 Gregory Bateson moved through an extraordinary range of disciplines in his colourful career. Starting in biology, he made important 

contributions to anthropology, psychiatry, ecology, aesthetics and media studies, and of course cybernetics and systems thinking in 

general. Adopted as something of a guru by the counter culture in the sixties, Bateson can properly be described, as Andrew Pickering 

has usefully suggested, as practising a nomadic science, in the sense of Deleuze and Guattari. Bateson himself bemoaned the difficulty 

of finding regular work as a “freelance epistemologist!”

 Bateson was a key member of the Macy conferences (1945-51) which initiated the cybernetic exploration of mind. After Macy, 

Bateson went on what was by any standards an extraordinary intellectual journey. He made a canonic impact within psychiatry, making 

important contributions to theorising the role that communication and information as systems play in processes as varied as family, self, 

and learning.  Notably, he mentored Richard Bandler and John Grinder whilst they founded neuro-linguistic programming (NLP), and as 

the leader of the Palo Alto group, he formulated the concept of ‘double-bind’ as a critique and extension of Ludwig Wittgenstein and 

Bertrand Russell’s Theory of Logical Types. He would go on to document experiments with LSD, and with John Lilly studied learning and 

communication in dolphins. He would later turn to a consideration of all biological processes as epistemological structures. For Bateson, 

the common aspect to all of his research was the study of how communication and learning works and fails in organised systems and 

networks, whether personal, social, material or ecological. Through his distinctive analysis of the human subjectivity and sense of self as 

the (frequently pathological) product of a network of mental fields or communication ecologies, both natural and artificial, within and 

beyond the individual organism, he became an important influence on a generation of artists and intellectuals. 

 Bateson argued that mental process is a property that is ubiquitous in, that simply is, organised material systems - and in 

particular those systems organised to such a degree that we define them as living. Regarding the the nexus of mental processes 

that define human subjectivity, he stated that 

the total self-corrective unit which processes information, or as I say, ‘thinks’, ‘acts’ and ‘decides’, is a system whose boundaries do not 

at all coincide with the boundaries either of the body or of what is popularly called the ‘self’ or ‘consciousness’.

Gregory Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind (1972)

 Bateson redraws the boundary between different sciences, and between the sciences and humanities. For Bateson there is a 

different distinction to make, and that is between living systems and non-living systems, or more specifically, between systems that 

organise themselves according to responses to differences, and those which do not. Living mental systems for Bateson would of 

course include organisms, and ecosystems, but importantly would also include human social systems, such as families, social groups, 

and indeed cities. These differential systems cannot be properly comprehended through the quantification of mechanical categories of 

mass and energy. Living systems are primarily complex differential systems, and need to be understood through pattern, and 

(information) flow. Living mental systems are always primarily communicational in character. For Bateson therefore, it is entirely proper 

to think of human social systems and natural systems as essentially related, and perhaps fundamentally different in kind to non-living 

systems.

 Bateson became increasingly engaged with the question of environmental degradation, and was adopted by many in the sixties 

counter culture movement as an icon and leader. Although he was always careful to distance himself from much of this, like many 

radical cyberneticians and systems thinkers he became increasingly fascinated by the similarities between Buddhist and cybernetic 

conceptions of mind. He spent his final years at the Esalen Institute in Big Sur, California, and died in 1980 at the Zen Centre there. 

Describing his relationship to the broader counter culture movement, Bateson stated that 

I have, after all, chosen to live at Esalen, in the midst of the counterculture, with its incantations, its astrological searching for truth, its 

divination by yarrow root, its herbal medicines, its diets, its yoga, and all the rest. My friends here love me and I love them, and I discover 

more and more that I cannot live anywhere else. I am appalled by my scientific colleagues, and while I disbelieve almost everything that 

is believed by the counterculture, I find it more comfortable to live with that disbelief than with the dehumanising disgust and horror that 

conventional occidental themes and ways of life inspire in me. They are so successful and their beliefs are so heartless.

Bateson entire career was in a sense characterised by a personal double bind relationship with science, and at the AUM conference 

held at Esalen in March 1973 he clarified his relationship to the countercultural movement further: “the point is that the ways of 

nineteenth century thinking are becoming rapidly bankrupt, and new ways are growing out of cybernetics, systems theory, ecology, 

meditation, psychoanalysis, and psychedelic experience.” Ultimately, as Sergio Manghi has argued,

the ‘ecological’ language created by Bateson, in particular starting in the 1960s, has to be considered one of the most important attempts 

of the 20th century to rethink the human condition in the planetary era. It was.. an attempt to explore in depth our being part of larger 

systems - interpersonal, social and natural...

 It became increasingly clear to Bateson that it was a particular conception of mind as a description of communicative processes in 

material systems that characterised the broad locus of his research, whether he was working with social form in Bali, cybernetics at 

Macy, family and individual therapy in Palo Alto, dolphins in Hawaii, or the environmental question in general, noting that 

I do not need schizophrenic patients or unhappy families to give my thinking empirical roots. I can use art, poetry or porpoises or the 

cultures of New Guinae or Manhattan, or my own dreams or the comparative anatomy of flowering plants. 

Bateson’s conception of mind had much to say specifically about the human social condition, but was much broader than that, and 

equated cognition - as Maturana and Varela would soon after semi-independently repeat in the Santiago school - with the most 

fundamental processes of living systems.  Bateson’s definition of mind is such that it specifically includes processes such as 

embryological morphogenesis and evolution as mental processes, in that they are based upon structured responses to differences. In 

fact he states that “thought, evolution, ecology, life, learning occur only in systems that satisfy these criteria.” I suggest that Bateson’s 

description of natural, social and personal systems as phenomena that share organisational and epistemological structures, which 

needed to be thought of as mental in character, was a distinct dialectical solution to the problem of emergence, based upon a philosophy 

of internal relations, and a relational conception of space and time, and has much to bring to the issues raised in the first chapter.

 There is a distinct pattern which connects Marx and Bateson. Both are fundamentally grounded in a nondualist philosophy of 

internal relations. Both see consciousness as a phenomenon that frequently and dangerously obscures its own conditions of emergence. 

And both interpret the modern conceptual division between nature and culture as a particular form of false consciousness. For Noel 

Charlton,

Bateson had long-standing doubts about the possibility of correcting our damaging ecological behaviour from within the radically dualist 

understanding of the world that we have. We see mind as separate from physical body, man as separate from nature, and the self as 

separate from all that we relate with. He thought that any attempt to put things right from within that framework of assumptions would be 

useless, possibly disastrous, and he saw the way humans develop and use ‘conscious purpose’ as our most dangerous feature.

For Bateson, our consciousness is problematic in that we are not conscious of our whole mind, or all of our minds. However, 

consciousness obscures that fact. When the loops of consciousness are amplified through technology, the effects can be problematic for 

both the individual, but also society and environment. There is “a systematic difference between the conscious views of self and the 

world and the true nature of self and the world...” which produces “systemic distortions of view which, when implemented by modern 

technology, become destructive of the balances between man, human society, and the ecosystem of the planet.”     

 The concept of empathy has been turned to on several occasions in recent thinking in the cognitive sciences. For George Lakoff and 

Mark Johnson, and for Evan Thompson, the concept of empathy is necessary for grasping both inter-subjectivity, and in the same process, 

recognising our environment as itself productive of and constituting some kind of embodied subjectivity, and contributing to an active 

extended component of our subjectivity. 

 Thompson argues that empathy is an extremely significant concept, and is nothing less than “the precondition of the science of 

consciousness.” He states that 

“[I]f the phenomenological analysis of empathy and the open intersubjectivity of consciousness is on the right track, then it follows that the 

naturalistic perspective of cognitive science presupposes empathy as its condition of possibility, in particular the reciprocal empathy by which 

self and other are concretely co-determined. By this assertion I do not simply mean that cognitive science is an intersubjective enterprise that 

depends on the shared, pre-theoretic, lived experience of the scientists themselves. I mean something more radical, namely, that the very 

object of cognitive science — the embodied mind as a natural entity — is constituted as a scientific object through reciprocal or reiterated 

empathy in the human life-world.”

Lakoff and Johnson put empathy to a related though different task. They suggest that empathy must play a role in what they describe as a 

theory of ‘embodied spirituality’, recognising what Bateson would insist is the ‘mental’ character of the environment. They state that

“the environment is not an ‘other’ to us. It is not a collection of things we encounter. Rather, it is part of our being. It is the locus of our 

existence and identity. We cannot and do not exist apart from it. It is through empathic projection that we come to know our environment, 

understand how we are a part of it and how it is a part of us. This is the bodily mechanism by which we can participate in nature, not just as 

hikers or climbers or swimmers, but as part of nature itself, part of a larger, all-encompasing whole. A mindful embodied spirituality is thus an 

ecological spirituality... [and] requires an understanding that nature is not inanimate and less than human, but animated and more than 

human. ... embodied spirituality is more than spiritual experience. It is an ethical relationship to the physical world... it is thus an activist moral 

attitude not just towards individuals, but towards society and the world.”

 So what then, is meant by empathy? I will need to approach this question from several directions, but we might start with a dictionary 

definition, which suggests that the everyday meaning of empathy describes “the ability to sense and understand someone else’s feelings as if 

they were one’s own,” and notes that it is an anglicised form of the Greek empatheia, meaning affection or passion. In fact, the word empathy 

is actually a fairly recent addition to the English language, and was coined by Edward Titchener in 1909, as the translation of the German 

word Einfühlung (literally ‘feeling into’), which he found used extensively in the work of aesthetic philosopher turned psychologist Theodore 

Lipps (whose work he was translating). There is in fact an important history of concepts that lie behind this seemingly innocent word, which 

connect it directly with Young Hegelian philosophy, and the formulation of the concept of ‘space’ in modern architectural aesthetics and 

phenomenology. 

 What is so fascinating about this etymological history, is that it appears to be an accurate reflection of neurological relations. Recent 

research into what have become known as mirror neurons suggests that they play key roles in what are now seen as three interrelated 

processes. Firstly, mirror neurons are involved in the cognitive mapping of the space of the body, and the body’s technological extensions 

with tool use. Secondly, mirror neurons are central to constructing our theories of mind regarding other people (i.e. recognising other minds). 

Thirdly, mirror neurons play key roles in language. This suggest that the historical development of the concept of empathy from spatial 

aesthetics to psychology and the cognitive sciences, is not just a linguistic accident, but actually reflects a socio-biological relation - an 

extended network or system in which space and language are socially produced. Architectural knowledge concerning spatial aesthetics might 

have a real contribution to make here then, in understanding and working out an extended theory of mind more broadly.

 Titchner’s choice of empathy as a translation for Einfühlung makes clear the word’s relationship to sympathy, and in particular the old 

alchemical or medicinal sense of this word, as a sympathetic attraction between things as well as people. It was in fact this sense, as a way 

to understand the ‘alchemy’ of art - or, how it is that ‘form’ might be related to, and found attractive or beautiful - that Einfühlung had been 

used by the German art theorist Robert Vischer in 1871, in its first modern aesthetic use. However, the underlying concept of Einfühlung - 

that we are in constant physical and mental feedback or dialogue with the entire world around us - was deeply rooted in both esoteric and 

mainstream German thinking, and was clearly expressed in the aesthetics of German Romanticism. 

 The first published use of Einfühlung was by Johann Gottfried von Herder, in 1774. In this essay, Herder proposed the concept as a 

historical-critical method - as a way of feeling oneself into the mindset or spirit of other times and places, in order to understand the meaning 

of their works of art. Importantly, as Joseph Rykwert points out, for Herder processes of Einfühlung were essential to his elaboration of the 

notion of organic principles in political life and community. 

 Herder’s colleague Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, also developed a method of ‘feeling-into’ as the basis of his organicist and 

proto-phenomenological ‘living science’. Goethe’s experiential scientific method, as elaborated in texts such as ‘The experiment as mediator 
between subject and object’ (1772) and ‘The theory of colours’ (1810), was based upon the proposition that the ‘holistic scientist’ should feel 

themselves into the object of study, until a sudden organic and ‘intuitive’ understanding of the whole living process at hand occurred. 

 Like Titchner, Sigmund Freud was indebted to Lipps’ development of the concept of empathy, and saw it as “essential for establishing the 

rapport between patient and analyst that makes interpretation possible”, with the term Einfühlung first appearing in his paper ‘Jokes and their 
Relation to the Unconscious’ (1905). In this paper Freud notes the close relation between empathy and ‘mimesis’ - a move that was to have 

significant influence. Both Walter Benjamin and Theodore Adorno referred to this paper of Freud’s when developing ideas around mimesis as 

an art-philosophical concept, and there is an widely un-remarked upon, though direct connection between the aesthetico-critical concepts of 

empathy and mimesis. It is for example wholly in a sense derived from empathy that Adorno notes that “by means of the mimetic impulse, the 

living being equates himself with objects in his surroundings.” Benjamin’s use of mimesis to unpick the commodity could be considered to be 

an unknowing return to Marx and the emergence of empathy within associated young Hegelian circles, as we shall see. It is also worth noting 

that recent work Neil Leach for example has used mimesis and empathy together. 

 Lipps’ development of empathy firstly in an aesthetic sense, and then later to “explain how we discover that other people have selves”, 

has been very important in the development of modern psychological discourses, and constituted psychology’s first theory of mind. In 

embodied mind thinking, empathy plays a key third moment in describing the essentially inter-subjective nature of self. As Thompson 

describes it, “self and other enact each other reciprocally through empathy.”

Empathy and Spatial Prosthesis

 What then is this aesthetic concept of empathy? Empathy is the idea that we experience physical form through processes of relational 

projection, imagining ourselves onto the shapes, or into the spaces. Empathy suggests that architectural experience, at least the physical, 

kinaesthetic, phenomenological and non-iconographic component of architectural experience, might be thought of as a fundamentally 

prosthetic impulse. Consider the experience of driving a car, or bike, or even just using a tool. Our cognitive map of the limits of our 

body quickly expands to include the vehicle or tool, as a prosthesis, almost as soon as we start to work with it. We are for example 

acutely aware of the limits of the vehicle, and feel any potential collision as an impingement upon our own self. We feel it as a part 

of our body. Empathy theory asserts that we experience form and space in precisely this way. We imagine the building and the 

spatial environment as a second skin, an extension or projection of our body, and our psychology: we wear spaces and 

morphology like clothing or a membrane, an interface or prosthesis, physically and psychically, and indeed socially and 

collectively. Hermann Lotze, in one of the earliest formulations of this concept, suggested that “no form is so unyielding that our imagination 

cannot project its life into it.” The cognitive maps and body-images that we carry around with us are constantly adapting to the environment 

that they are in, and for all of these theorists, the moving, active body was key to understanding these dynamic processes of adaption. When 

in a building or a city, one expands into and empathises with it. Empathy theory describes space (and the objects contained by space) as an 

alienated, yet recoverable organ of our individual and social bodies. It is the medium through which mind and matter connect through pattern 

and form, a ‘utopian’ joining of subject and object. Empathy, in Bateson’s language, is the meta-pattern that connects patterns in the subject, 

and patterns in the object. 

the bits and pieces of mind which appear before 
consciousness invariably give a false picture of 
mind as a whole. The systemic character of mind 
is never there depicted, because the sampling is 
governed by purpose. We never see in 
consciousness that the mind is like an ecosystem 
- a self-corrective network of circuits. We only see 
arcs of these circuits. And the instinctive vulgarity 
of scientists consists precisely in mistaking these 
arcs for the larger truth, i.e., thinking that because 
what is seen by consciousness has one character, 
the total mind must have the same character... The 
whole iceberg does not have those characteristics 
which could be guessed at from looking only at 
what is above water. I mean: the iceberg does - 
mind does not. Mind is not like an iceberg.
Gregory Bateson

the individual mind is immanent but not only in the body. 
It is immanent also in the pathways and messages outside 
of the body; and there is a larger Mind of which the 
individual mind is only a subsystem. This larger Mind is 
comparable to God and is perhaps what some people mean 
by ‘God’, but it is still immanent in the total interconnected 
social system and planetary ecology.
Gregory Bateson, ‘Form, Substance and Di!erence’ (1970) in 
Steps to an Ecology of Mind

Mind

World

The senses become theoreticians in their immediate practice 
Karl Marx, ‘Phenomenology, in Paris Manuscripts (1844)

Can we imagine a recursive networkof being?
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We are but whirlpools in a river of ever-"owing water. We are not stu! that abides, but patterns that perpetuate themselves. 
Norbert Weiner


