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In his discussion of the possibility of a ‘new politics of truth’ Michel Foucault described truth 

as ‘a thing of this world…produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint.’ 1 Rather 

than being something that exists outside of power and history, truth is both an effect of power 

and itself a producer of powerful effects.  

Each society has its regime of truth, its ‘general politics’ of truth: that is the 

types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms 

and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the 

means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded 

value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged with saying 

what counts as true. (133)  

 

In this chapter I would like to trace a brief history of the epistemological privileging of 

empiricism and materialism as sanctioned ways of knowing the world and understanding 

embodiment, and then look at some challenges to this dominant view in the form of quantum 

physics, spiritual ecology and post-structuralism. In doing so I would like to propose a 

different ‘political economy’ of truth, and the ways in which these shifts in beliefs and 

attitudes about bodies and knowledges have influenced my project.  

 

The ‘Old Science’: Classical Materialistic Science and ‘Sciencism’ 
Classical Newtonian or ‘atomistic’ physics is still central to contemporary western medical or 

‘allopathic’2 practice, to medical and science journalism, and (hence) to popular notions of 

science and bodies. In general, this view continues to be presented as if it were the only 

possible valid one, and as if ‘science’ were a monolithic set of impersonal rules – a handbook 

as it were – for understanding the universe. Thus the phrase ‘what does science say about 

this?’ as a journalistic preface is likely to lead to a single definitive answer (the ‘actual’ truth) 
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rather than to a consideration of a range of opinions within a complex – and often politically 

charged – debate that changes over time. 

 

In this sense, classical science is a form of structuralism – a search for, and belief in a set of 

representational keys, ‘as if the world were made to be read by man’3. As a ‘truth’ discourse 

operating within a system of classical logic, it has, arguably, an inherent tendency towards 

reductionism and positivism. Thus, in its extreme (but very common) version, it becomes 

scientific fundamentalism, or sciencism, where ‘scientific method’ (systematic empirical 

experiment and applied logical analysis) is regarded as a way to know things for certain; as 

the only valid way to know anything; and as ultimately (given enough time and experiment) 

the way to know everything. 

 

In this view, anything not submittable to and demonstrable via scientific experiment and 

current scientific logic should be rejected, ignored or opposed as either wrong or as an 

unfounded – and potentially dangerous – belief.  

 

This belief can also become circular: anything that doesn’t support or verify the current 

dominant scientific paradigm must by nature be ‘bad science’ or ‘junk science’, the product of 

a scientist who has lost his or her way, veered from the fold, and is no longer worthy of the 

title.4  

 

This unshakable faith in a particular scientific paradigm and in scientific method itself (as a 

way of ‘reading’ the universe) is still deeply ingrained in western culture in such a way that it 

is rarely even recognised as a belief system, but is instead usually regarded as the very 

antithesis of, and indeed a potent antidote to belief. 

 

Classical science is an extraordinary achievement, but it has limitations. The strength of 

classical science and empiricism is that it is good at reducing, abstracting, isolating, dividing, 

comparing, measuring, quantifying and categorising. Its genius is to take all variability and 

reduce it to constants; to determine single causes and single effects that were repeatable, 

predictable and controllable. However within the philosophical framework of binary 

opposites that privileges one way of ‘knowing’ as the dominant and, in effect, only way, it 

can become deeply oppressive and limiting.  

 

As Elizabeth Grosz suggests, rationalism attempts to explain everything by reference to logic, 

reason and mind; empiricism attempts to explain everything by reference to the ‘hard’ 

evidence of matter. That is, each in its own way reduces mind and body to one or the other.5 
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And within an economy of the same – an economy of the One truth – this is a One that cannot 

allow itself an independent, autonomous Other (211n) with which it could experience a 

relationship not based on dominance and control or repression.  

 
The spirit/matter split and the body as ‘machine’ 
Popular notions of the history of science tend to put great emphasis on Galileo’s battle with 

the Christian church, but to gloss over or ignore the religious beliefs of Newton and 

Descartes, and the centrality to their theories of an assumption of the existence of a ‘God’ of 

some kind.  (That is, a transcendent single deity that made the world rational, logical, and 

with timeless and universally applicable laws.) 6

 

However one of the reasons Newtonian science flourished (whereas Galileo had such a 

struggle) was that the Cartesian mind/body split also facilitated a timely spirit/matter split. 

This meant that instead of being competing true discourses locked in battle (competing over 

the same territory), science and religion could by tacit agreement divide the territory up 

between them – with science being the arbiter on the material world, and the church having 

jurisdiction over the spiritual. 7

 

As such the notion that science and spirituality are antithetical or at best complementary 

systems of thought (antagonistic, or benignly co-existing but not in any way inter-related) is a 

component of this historical demarcation, and of the mind/body split that enabled and fed it, 

rather than a pre-existing condition of these discursive practices. 

 

Indeed in many ways the new scientific revolution of the early modern age could be seen as 

supplementing, reinforcing, benefiting from and consolidating the work of the Christian 

Church in repressing certain heresies.8 For insofar as they shared a basis in 

phallogocentricism, they increasingly constructed a public realm that disparaged and at times 

sought to forcibly repress or eradicate values and characteristics associated – via a set of 

structuring binary oppositions – with femininity, nature and the body. Witches and ‘Old 

Wives’ were not only linked to the heresy of the ‘Old Religion’ (paganism, pantheism, Wicca 

and goddess worship), they were also competitors in the healing arts with the rising 

profession of medicine, and with science in ways of interpreting, describing and engaging 

with reality. 

 

Frances Bacon, the founder and passionate advocate of the empirical method, was also 

Attorney General for King James I, and the language he used to describe his new method of 

investigation was evocative for the times. Nature had to be ‘hounded in her wanderings’, ‘put 
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in constraint’ and made a ‘slave’; with the aim of science being to ‘torture nature’s secrets 

from her.’9

 

After several hundred years of plague, crop failures, starvation and witch trials, the notion of 

nature as terrifying, devouring and evil increasingly resonated with Europeans, and the idea 

that with science we could ‘render ourselves the masters and possessors of nature’ as 

Descartes put it, was a seductive promise.10 In proclaiming this desire for control over the 

physical world as a pure scientific quest and in its ability to reduce, quantify and compare, it 

was also a system that dovetailed well with the needs of colonisation and the rise of 

capitalism.11

 

As a ‘regime of truth’, science, like Christianity, exercises power which it also protects. 

Medical and scientific heresy is still a punishable offence although the methods are more 

subtle than those used by the Church during the Middle Ages. Heretics or dissenters (who 

advocate non-dominant ways of healing, or ascribe to theories or experiment on phenomena 

that are not compatible with the dominant scientific paradigm of reality) have for much of the 

last century been ridiculed, derided, harassed, ignored and denied funding, jobs, publication 

and influence.12  

 

In the legacy of Classical Physics and the Cartesian mind/body split that is still the dominant 

medical model, the body is primarily seen as a machine made of replaceable and upgradeable 

parts that can wear out or become diseased. In this model the body is inert and passive matter, 

in itself neither intelligent nor sacred. Consciousness or mind is ‘the ghost in the machine’, 

and a function or product of the brain which is what controls the body, much as a computer 

might operate and electricity animate a mechanical device. 13

 

The discovery of the role of micro-organisms such as germs and bacteria in the formation of 

disease, and the success of antibiotics in the twentieth century helped consolidate this view of 

the body as essentially passive, with disease as something that occurs as a result of an external 

invading force. Likewise, improvements in anesthesia and surgical techniques, and successes 

in repair and transplant surgery have reinforced the notion of the body as comprised of co-

ordinating but fundamentally separate parts that are subject to wear and tear.  

 

These and other successful applications of Newtonian science have contributed to its power, 

particularly in the twentieth century. In this model, effective medicine is about heroic 

intervention by a body expert (or ‘body mechanic’) and the timely use of a piece of medical 

technology (such as a pharmacon or technique). The doctor, or the pharmacon, is the healer, 
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with the patient or client having little or no role except to comply and not interfere with what 

the doctor orders.14  

 

However, as the twentieth century progressed it became clear that there were also a large (and 

increasing) number of illnesses and diseases that were not successfully treated by this form of 

medicine and this view of the body. 

 

Challenges to the dominant model include the continued absence of the promised cure for 

cancer despite billions of dollars in research and many decades focussed on the problem, and 

the failure to produce ‘magic bullets’ for the increasing number of viral agents or even for 

something as ubiquitous as the common cold. Another challenge is the number of unwanted 

and often serious side-effects from treatments and practices favoured by orthodox medicine; 

indeed the frequency of this has required a new word – ‘iatrogenic’ – to be coined specifically 

to refer to illness directly caused by medical intervention. Other factors include the 

emergence of ‘superbugs’; the rise of a new generation of chronic debilitating illnesses for 

which orthodox medicine has little or no effective treatments nor any coherent explanation 

(indeed, illnesses such as Chronic Fatigue Syndrome for many years were regarded as being 

purely psychological precisely because they were unable to be explained within the dominant 

model); and, in the wider scientific world, the failure of the Green Revolution and the loss of 

faith in new wonder chemicals such as DDT. 

 

As a result, after a period of almost unquestioned dominance, in recent decades there has 

appeared a resurgence of interest in ‘alternative’ or holistic views of bodies and health. 

 

Ecological (holistic) views of the body,  
models of dis-ease and the self/other duality 

In contrast to the mechanistic view, ‘alternative’, ecological or holistic notions of the body 

regard it as fundamentally inseparable from ‘mind’, with the mind-body inter-related in 

complex and dynamic ways, many of which we do not yet understand and which cannot 

readily be measured using existing classical methods.  

 

Empirical scientific methods are based on isolating and testing one causal factor at a time, 

with the other ‘confounding’ effects either eliminated, neutralised or accounted for in some 

way; whereas holistic views regard the complexity of factors and their synergistic effects in a 

wide range of contexts as vital.  
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Holistic healing models generally regard the body as having innate intelligence and a 

profound ability to self-heal, and thus give a much more active role to the patient. The role of 

the professional is largely to seek and provide information and – in partnership with the client 

– to facilitate and support the body to utilise its own powers to self-heal. This might be by 

removing as many blockages, obstacles and confusions within, and unnecessary stresses 

upon, the body-mind system as possible and by generally strengthening it. 

 

Complementary medicine is a strategic combination of these views and methods, regarding 

orthodox medicine as not necessarily wrong, but limited. Thus one might support the body by 

giving antibiotics to reduce the bacteria load, or by surgically removing a cancerous growth, 

and also give herbs to boost the immune system, thus allowing it to then self-heal.  

 

Maddie’s use of complementary medicine in the novel (herbs and surgery, for instance) is 

thus more than just a consumer choice, but is tied to a deep philosophical shift in the ways in 

which we view ourselves, our embodiment, and our relationship to the ecology of the planet. 

 

In her book The Alchemy of Illness Kat Duff explores the meanings of illness across different 

cultures and historical periods, and argues that western allopathic medicine is unique in 

seeing disease as meaningless, having no value in an individual’s life or in the cultural life of 

a social group.15 In allopathic medicine disease is an irrational condition that is completely 

extraneous to the normal operation of bodies, which are seen as having clear and finite 

boundaries and self-integrity. Thus a disease is generally imaged as a foreign hostile agent or 

condition requiring removal or cure to return the body to its original state of health. (The 

dominant metaphor here is the body as a separate country or state under attack, with the 

treatment aim being to repel or destroy the invader to eliminate the problem.) 

 

There is the potential within the holistic view, however, for a much more complex and fluid 

notion of the body-mind (or body-mind-spirit) and its strategic boundaries. This includes the 

concept of the ‘non-local’ mind – the idea that the mind or consciousness is not synonymous 

with or contained within the physical brain, but can and does extend beyond the body 

boundaries16 (indeed, rather than the brain producing consciousness, this idea suggests that 

consciousness might produce the brain).  And it includes the body-mind’s relationship to both 

the smaller and larger aspects of ‘itself‘ – to individual cells or permanently resident 

organisms on the one hand (the billions of bacteria, for instance, that make up a significant 

proportion of our bodies) and the planet on the other. 
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In this holistic or ecological view, health is not the absence of disease agents (or threats), but 

balance. Here the individual ‘body-mind’ is a strategical entity interdependent within a wider 

universal body-mind (the super-organism of which the individual body-organism is one part, 

itself likewise made up of billions of interdependent systems), and there is thus logically no 

‘outside’ for disease agents to attack ‘from’. As such, at its deepest level this model both 

requires and makes possible a view of disease agents (when the overall system is in balance) 

as being one aspect of the superorganism that is able to be utilised by another aspect (the 

body-mind) in its process of evolution, change, and continual seeking of homeostasis. 

 

In this model then, the role of healing is not simply (or not always) to return the individual to 

his or her previous pre-illness state, but might be to help them move through the illness to a 

new state. To move to greater wisdom and insight, for instance; or a physical illness may 

become the precipitating factor or catalyst for healing old psychological wounds.  

 

As one writer put it, in this system of knowledge, ‘disease in the superorganism’s elements is 

a force that manifests a crisis in the superorganism itself. Disease is a message that can help 

the superorganism deal with the crisis and reconfigure itself.’17

 

In my novel, Maddie is a student of Aikido – a defensive martial art which derives many of its 

underlying principles from Buddhism and a belief in the interconnectedness of all things. 

Thus her challenge when diagnosed with cancer is to turn towards it, and learn from it, rather 

than simply try to annihilate it (bombing it with toxic chemicals). Rather than trying to defend 

and maintain an existing position, Aikido teaches her to use the energy of the incoming 

conflicting force to move to a new and better position while also neutralising its harmful 

effects. 

 

… 
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For while the ‘war on disease’ metaphor favoured within allopathic thinking prefers to posit a 

clearly definable outside enemy, in the holistic model if cancer is a war, it’s a civil war. And 

when a war must be fought on home territory, the orthodox approach which seeks to identify 

and quickly destroy the attacking agent often puts the whole body into a position of danger or 

siege. (The infamous ‘bombing a village in order to save it’ of the US-Vietnam war days, or 

the current controversial approach of taking away civil rights in order to ‘protect’ citizens.)   
 

Within a holistic or ecological view of bodies and illness, cancer is not an invading force, but 

a mistake made by the body’s own cells. A mistake in an individual cell that has mutated and 

then begins to rapidly divide, and a mistake in the healthy functioning of the immune system 

which normally cleans up and destroys mutated cells before they proliferate. Here, the logical 

task while neutralising the cancerous cells is also to look closely at what is occurring within 

the body-system itself – what has gone out of balance. That is, to ask what fundamental 

aspects of the system and the way it is currently operating does this symptom indicate might 

need to be changed? 

 

A holistic approach would also look at the long-term costs and benefits to the overall health 

of the body – and thus its ability to resist not just this but future problems – of the various 

methods or strategies contemplated. For instance, chemical agents which are unable to 

effectively discriminate between healthy and unhealthy cells, and which could weaken the 

body overall, would thus obviously be a last resort if used at all; while strategies that boost 

the body’s general immunity and functioning and repair its relationships to other systems and 

the wider ecology would be favoured. 

 

In the novel I have juxtaposed Maddie’s interest in the philosophy and practice of Aikido with 

images and memories from the Vietnam War. As with war, ‘successes’ tend to strengthen the 

public dominance of a particular model or strategy, and failures weaken it. In the twentieth 

century, a number of striking successes for the allopathic approach – such as the virtual 

eradication of small pox, the discovery of anesthesia, penicillin and the synthesising of 

analgesic agents – have helped make the goal of eliminating disease and suffering almost 

unquestioned as the ultimate (and entirely feasible) goal of medicine and the scientific project 

in general.  

 

However this search for control over nature has also led to extreme levels of unhappiness, 

starvation, ill-health and pain within the world’s population, not to mention environmental 

damage on a scale unimaginable in the past. Indeed the long-term effects of 

allopathic/classical attempts to alleviate or eradicate suffering perhaps mark the differences 
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between this and the ecological-holistic views most clearly. An ecological view would predict 

that a project of continually dividing the world and its effects into a binary system of 

desirable/undesirable and then seeking to repress, control or eliminate the latter is always 

going to create problems in the long run, however successful it may appear in the short term. 

18

 

Nevertheless, in the centuries after Newton laid the foundations for the classical scientific 

model (and classical model of the body), it had a long series of incredible successes and 

became extraordinarily powerful. Everything seemed to be explainable by it, and its 

predictive ability constantly enabled new technologies and inventions that changed the 

relationship of humans to their environments, including their relationships to each other.  

 

The ‘New Science’: Quantum Physics 

However, towards the end of the nineteenth century and throughout the twentieth, 

experiments began to be devised that enabled observation of sub-atomic particles, and these 

showed surprising interactions and states that couldn’t be made to accord with classical 

physics. It seemed that at the subatomic level (the level of the ‘quantum’ – or the space within 

and between atoms) the perfectly predictable machine-like material universe might in fact be 

something much more subtle, complex and flexible than classical physics could allow. 

 

What follows is a brief overview of some of the key findings of quantum physics that have 

implications for epistemology in general and for our understanding of materiality in 

particular.19 For if, as I have argued, classical physics is a form of structuralism, quantum 

physics, as a form of post-structuralism, may be able to offer some valuable insights for post-

structuralist feminism’s project of deconstructing the mind/body split. 

 

Quantum physics is also important to this discussion of the influences on my research 

directions and outcomes in the novel in the way that it offers a form of scientific support 

(albeit tentative and contentious) for many of the tenets and practices of holistic medicine, 

especially insofar as these are influenced by eastern, indigenous and premodern traditions of 

knowledge and spirituality.  

 

Three of the key observations that underscore the new physics are the wave/particle paradox, 

Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle, and Bell’s Theorem. 
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The wave/particle paradox and the dual nature of light 

The wave/particle paradox concerns the way that it is possible to demonstrate that light (or 

more generally, electromagnetic radiation) is a wave, and yet it is equally possible to 

demonstrate that it is a particle, even though within classical physics these are two mutually 

exclusive properties. Indeed, even though one excludes the other, both are needed in order to 

understand light.20  

 

As light produces the interference phenomenon,  it must be waved. Yet (using a different 

experiment) it also produces the photoelectric effect, so it must be particles (that is, solid). It 

depends entirely on the choices made by the observer (what instruments or experiment is 

used) which aspect it will manifest.  

 

Which is to say that the perceived reality of the phenomena depends on what you are looking 

for, and how you look. 

 

Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle 

In classical physics, in order to apply Newton’s laws of motion to an object (some would say, 

even to know that an object is an object21) we need to know both its precise initial position 

and its momentum.  However at the subatomic level we can never accurately measure both 

the position and the momentum of a moving particle. Indeed, the very act of observing a 

moving particle changes it.  

 

The more we confine a particle to observe its position, the more uncertain, or less defined, its 

momentum becomes as a result. While if we affect it so we can track the momentum, then its 

position becomes uncertain.22  

 

At a macro or gross level we can make measurements that are close enough not to matter, and 

so the cornerstones of classical physics – causality and predictiveness – are generally 

effective. But at the subatomic level – with such minute particles moving at such high energy 

– the time it takes to shift from one form of observing – or one concept of the object – to the 

other is so significant that a precise measure of both qualities is in principle impossible. 23

 

The Uncertainty Principle, for which physicist Werner Heisenberg was awarded the Nobel 

Prize in 1931, is the mathematical expression of this relationship of uncertainties. It also 

suggests that we have to rethink our relationship to what we perceive as ‘reality’. Classical 

physics regards the world as being able to be broken down into smaller and smaller 

component parts that can be objectively observed. But at the subatomic level, it seems that 
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these parts can’t be observed without changing them in one way or another – without making 

a decision about what will be observed, or what quality will be made to manifest.  

 

‘What we observe,’ Heisenberg wrote, ‘is not nature, but nature exposed to our method of 

questioning.’24   

 

Or as Fritjof Capra describes it, ‘The properties of subatomic particles can only be understood 

in a dynamic context; in terms of movement, interaction and transformation’, as ‘a 

fundamental “restlessness” of matter’.25  

 

At this level then, knowledge always has a level of uncertainty or contingency about it 

(contingent on the observer’s position, intention and choice of observational tools); is always 

an approximation, a purposeful compromise: our ‘knowledge’ and our ‘reality’ inextricably 

linked in an interactive and consensual relationship. 

 

Or as physicist John Wheeler commented: ‘One has to cross out that old word “observer” and 

put in its place the new word “participator”. In some strange sense, the universe is a 

participatory universe.’26  

 

Bell’s theorem 

Fundamental to classical physics is the idea of the universe as comprised of spatially separate 

parts joined by local connections, with the parts determining the operation of the whole 

through a series of physical (i.e. local) causes-and-effects that operate as immutable laws. It 

was this view of universal objective and predictable reality that Einstein refused to give up, 

even though his theories of relativity and his early experiments with light fed directly into the 

development of quantum physics. Einstein remained convinced that hidden local variables 

would be discovered to explain the apparent contradictions to these laws, such as that 

involved in the EPR (Einstein-Podolsky-Rosen) thought experiment.  

 

The EPR paradox as proposed by Einstein regards a thought experiment in which twin 

protons are given matching opposite spins, so that their total measured spin is zero. If one 

changes direction or speed when measured, the other must change too so that the spins 

continue to match oppositionally. What was unexplainable was that, within the theory of 

quantum mechanics, no matter how far apart the protons were located (whether separated by a 

few metres or by millions of kilometres) a change in one would instantaneously result in a 

corresponding change in the other.  
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In classical physics no signal can be transmitted faster than the speed of light, and yet in 

quantum physics this change in the twin proton’s spin would always be instant, regardless of 

how vast the distance between them (one proton could be on earth and the twin in outer space 

and the theory was that this would still happen).  

 

The EPR paradox (or ‘spooky action at a distance’) suggested for Einstein that there was a 

missing variable yet to be discovered to explain this, or that quantum theory was simply 

wrong. 

 

For David Bohm, however, who further developed the experiment towards making it testable 

in the 1950s, what it suggested was that there must be some deeper (superliminal) level of 

communication, interconnection and interdependence between the protons that is beyond 

what can be explained in terms of classical physics and local effects. 

 

 In 1964 John Bell published his mathematical proofs that showed that if the statistical 

predictions of quantum theory (based on this notion of the existence of such superliminal 

interconnections, or ‘irrational’ behaviours – behaviours that go outside the laws of classical 

physics) are actually correct, then the fundamental principle that there must always be local 

causes must be false. As the statistical probabilities or predictions of quantum physics were 

subsequently shown to be consistently accurate, not just in the microscopic but also in the 

macroscopic world,27 some see Bell’s Theorem as, in effect, the final nail in the coffin of the 

deterministic world-as-machine view of the universe. In 1975 physicist John Stapp described 

it as ‘the most profound discovery of science’.28

 

Since that time, the EPR paradox has been demonstrated as technology has become available 

to test it.29 Indeed, the increasing weight of evidence – derived from applications of quantum 

theory – continues to support the existence of a system of ‘non-local effects’, a web of 

connections, a fundamental interdependence that informs and underlies all the apparently 

separate components of the universe.30  

 

The Copenhagen Interpretation of 1927 and the idea of a relational, interactive universe 

The Copenhagen Interpretation, formulated by a meeting of a group of physicists in 1927, 

said in effect that quantum theory is about ‘correlations’ in our experiences. It is about ‘what 

will be observed under specified conditions’31 – as opposed to what ‘is’ in some kind of 

objective ultimate way existing apart from our observations and participation. 
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An essential feature of the Copenhagen Interpretation was Niels Borh’s principle of 

complementarity: that reality is relational and interactive. For these physicists, the only way 

light can be explained as both wave-like and particle-like is that these are not properties of 

light ‘itself’, but of our interactions with light.32 In this view, observer and observed are 

always related in dynamic ways; there is no external world available to us to be measured and 

observed without our changing and influencing it by that measuring and observation. Indeed, 

it could be said that it is only through a complex of interactions that what we think of as 

‘reality’ comes into (or gets its particular) being. 

 

‘Tendencies to exist’ 

The smallest object we can see under a microscope contains millions of atoms. But the next 

step down to subatomic particles reveals that what we think of as solid objects are 

predominantly empty space. To get an idea of the scale of subatomic particles – the amount of 

space between the particles that make up an atom – Gary Zukav presents the following image:  

‘The dome of Saint Peter’s basilica in the Vatican has a diameter of about 

fourteen stories. Imagine a grain of salt in the middle of the dome of Saint 

Peter’s with a few dust particles revolving around it at the outer edge of the 

dome. This gives us the scale of subatomic particles.’ (57) 

 

However, Zukav continues, a subatomic particle is not an object like a speck of dust. It is a 

‘tendency to exist’ or a ‘tendency to happen’ (57). At the subatomic level ‘mass and energy 

change unceasingly into each other’ (58). 

 

In this view, contrary to what was assumed within classical physics, the world cannot be 

decomposed into its smallest units or base building blocks. At the smallest level there are no 

objects, only what could be conceived as ‘tendencies’ – tendencies to occur – and which 

become performed a certain way when they interact with an observer. Which is to say that 

observation is a part of the process whereby things assume their thingness as such.33  

 

The quantum soup, the Real, the Impossible,  
and the ‘implicate order’ of eastern spiritual traditions 

In reading this view of quantum physics, I am reminded of Slavoj Zizek’s image of the 

Lacanian notion of the Real through his description of a scene from an science fiction story. 

In this a man is in a car and as long as he looks through the window he sees the world as 

usual, but if he winds the window down suddenly and terrifyingly the outside reveals itself as 

the unfiltered, unedited Real (the Impossible): a ‘grey and formless mist, pulsing slowly as if 

with inchoate life’.34
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Deepak Chopra says: ‘It’s as if, behind your back, there’s a constantly flowing quantum soup, 

and the moment you turn and look, it’s transformed into ordinary material reality through the 

projection of your consciousness.’ 35  

 

Or David Bohm: ‘All matter, including ourselves, is determined by “information”. 

“Information” is what determines space and time.’ 36  

 

While in Hinduism the material world is ‘Maya’: an illusion. And in Buddhism, 

‘Dharmadhatu’: the emptiness of phenomena. ‘All phenomena,’ writes Tenzin Palmo, 

‘although they exist on the relative level, are devoid of inherent existence. They exist only in 

dependence on causes and conditions.’ 37  

 

Physicist David Bohm, working from the implications of Bell’s Theorem, suggests that as 

well as the ‘explicate order’ that operates at the atomistic level, and which we can measure 

and track as a system of individual separate local causes and effects, there is also at a deep 

level a (hidden) ‘implicate’ order: where everything involves, is connected to, and is 

‘enfolded within’, everything else.   

 

Bohm uses the metaphor of a hologram to depict this ‘unbroken wholeness’ that he sees as the 

fundamental structure of the universe. A hologram is a three-dimensional image created and 

viewed with the aid of lasers and which  – unlike an ordinary two-dimensional photograph – 

is by nature indivisible. If you illuminate only one section of a hologram, it contains within it 

all the information of the whole but in less intense detail. So if you have a hologrammatic 

image of a human body and tried to separate out the head or an arm, or the area around the 

heart, you would still end up with an image of the whole body. 38  

 

Bohm’s work provides just one example of where quantum physics meets eastern spiritual 

traditions. For Bohm, ‘everybody not merely depends on everybody else, but is everybody 

else.’39  

 

As Fritjof Capra suggests, ‘…Eastern thought, and more generally, mystical thought provide a 

consistent and relevant philosophical background to the theories of contemporary science,’ 

both conveying ‘the unity and interrelation of all phenomena and the intrinsically dynamic 

nature of the universe.’40 Capra quotes the Tantric Buddhist Lama Anagarika Govinda: ‘The 

Buddhist does not believe in an independent or separately existing external world…The 

external world and his inner world are for him only two sides of the same fabric, in which the 
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threads of all forces and of all events, of all forms of consciousness and of their objects, are 

woven into an inseparable net of endless, mutually conditioned relations.’41

 

Likewise, said a Japanese Zen master upon attaining enlightenment:  ‘I came to realise clearly 

that Mind is not other than mountains and rivers and the great wide earth, the sun and the 

moon and the stars.’42

 

Other physicists who noted this similarity include Heisenberg, Niels Bohr and Julius 

Oppenheimer, as well as a host of contemporary scientists and biologists43. Oppenheimer 

wrote in 1954: ‘The general notions about human understanding...which are illustrated by the 

discoveries in atomic physics are not in the nature of things wholly unfamiliar, wholly 

unheard of, or even new. Even in our own culture they have a history, and in Buddhist and 

Hindu thought a more considerable and central place. What we shall find is an 

exemplification, an encouragement and a refinement of old wisdom.’44  

 

While quantum physics may still be largely unknown outside of physics departments, many 

of these ideas have strong connections with those that have emerged in the latter part of the 

twentieth century in the form of a spiritual ecology, or in the notion of the ‘New Age.’ 

 

The spiritual ecology of the New Age 
The chief characteristic of the ‘New Age’ of spiritual ecology is not the newness of the ideas 

themselves – which are generally either influenced by or actively drawn from a diverse range 

of East Asian, pre-modern, indigenous and subaltern spiritual traditions. What is marked 

about the New Age is a resurgence of these ideas in this specific context: as a global cross-

fertilisation occurring at a time when there is also a highly evolved technological and 

scientific culture, and within a capitalist and deeply individualised social system.  

 

As a loose umbrella term, ‘New Age’ is a way of describing elements or tendencies common 

to practices as diverse as ‘alternative’ or holistic healing modalities (extending from and into 

psychiatry, psychology and medicine), Shamanism, Wicca, Paganism, the Goddess 

movement, the Modern Primitives45, the Bioneers (a term coined to describe a range of 

scientists, engineers, economists and futurists who use ecological principles)46, Deep 

Ecology, and spiritual ideas from Indigenous and Asian traditions.   

 

As such it could be described as a return of the repressed – the mystical, the feminine and the 

queer – the outside of the slash that separated the rational from the irrational, culture from 

nature throughout the modern scientific age. 
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There is a range of historical factors contributing to this ‘return’, or shift in thinking. 

 

The counter-culture, hippie and feminist movements of the 1960s and 70s led to a more 

general questioning of authority, a greater openness to subjective experiment, and increasing 

numbers of people involved in both parenting and public life, hence a breakdown in the strict 

division between these spheres, and more seepage of personal experience and authority from 

one to the other.  

 

Another factor is globalisation and the greater availability of cross-cultural travel, as well as 

the influence of Indigenous rights movements and the way these connected with both political 

and ecological activism, and academic post-colonialism. This often posed a deep challenge 

for left wing atheists who were concerned to recognise Indigenous knowledges and 

perspectives after centuries of paternalistic dismissal, and were thus also forced to seriously 

take on board spiritual notions.   

 

As mentioned previously, the increasing recognition and experience of the limits of allopathic 

(orthodox) western medicine to understand and treat an ever-growing range of chronic health 

problems, and the discrepancies for many people between their own experience and what they 

are told is possible and impossible also continues to fuel the spread and uptake of New Age 

ideas; as does the growing popularity of practices such as yoga (often described as the 

marijuana of spirituality – the harmless-seeming activity that can spark a gradual process of 

change in the unsuspecting western rationalist).  

 

Awareness of the down-sides and environmental destruction caused by the achievements of 

modernity and post-modernity has also given strength to the arguments for more holistic, 

ecological ways of looking at the world.47 Ideas and information coming from the new 

(quantum) physics, chaos theory, and models such as James Lovelock’s Gaia thesis continue 

to be influential.48

 

As a movement or force, the greatest strength of the New Age movement – anti-

authoritarianism and the valuing of subjective experience – is also its greatest weakness. 

 

As a populist movement with diffuse intellectual roots and influences and no unified 

philosophy, central organisation or hierarchical means of legitimation, it’s openness to new 

ideas and experiment can often manifest (or be interpreted) as ‘anything goes’ and the issue of 

quality control can become fraught. This is especially so when who does the controlling, what 
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measuring techniques, and what indices of quality (or ‘truth’) are to be used are all questions 

at the very heart of the New Age critique of western empirical reductionism. 

 

While many of the theorists of New Age philosophy have scientific backgrounds or current 

practice of some kind, and many work from within universities or medical research 

institutions, anything currently defined as ‘paranormal’ within the dominant scientific 

understanding tends to be viewed as a form of religion – based on faith rather than experiment 

and theoretical reasoning – and within the mind/body, matter/spirit split as the very opposite 

to reason. As such anything associated in any way with the phrase ‘New Age’ has tended to 

be viewed with deep suspicion if not active hostility within academia.49  

 

For instance, while polls show that the majority of people in western countries express belief 

in some kind of paranormal phenomena (such as telepathy or clairvoyance) – and that this 

percentage increases with the level of education – in contrast, less than two percent of 

psychology departments in universities have even one faculty member engaged in serious 

research about paranormal phenomena.50  

 

The New Age movement further tends to be regarded as tainted because of the way it has 

developed within capitalism as a key marketing category, with a plethora of saleable products 

and services. It is also often rejected as fundamentally apolitical because of its interest in 

individual advancement, despite the connection with environmental, anti-materialist and 

global activisms, and the 1960s feminist redefinition of the personal as political.  

 

As with any field of endeavor, discipline or loosely connected movement, the quality and 

sophistication of the writing and research in this area, as well as the political engagement of 

proponents and their ideas varies. To hear ‘as the New Agers would say’ or ‘New Agers 

believe’ is every bit as frustrating as hearing ‘Feminists say’ or ‘the post-structuralists 

believe’ or ‘science tells us’, as if these are all monolithic or monochromatic systems of 

thought.  

 

As a paradigmatic or post-structuralist shift (from the structuralism of mechanistic or classical 

science and the structuralism of theism), there are a number of common elements to the 

disparate ideas contained under the umbrella of New Age or spiritual ecology. These could be 

described as follows: an emphasis on the whole rather than the parts, a belief in the 

connectedness of all things, a valuing of subjective knowledge and an openness to 

information acquired through means other than reason or empiricism, and a high regard for 

the metaphysical or non-material. It also would tend to see the body (and all matter) as not 
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only intelligent (as opposed to inert and passive) but also sacred (that is, the divine as existing 

within all material creation rather than as either separate from it, or non-existent). 

 

The sixth sense, the ‘paranormal’, and the evolving quantum Self  
The context from which these ideas are viewed or approached, however, is vitally important. 

If merely grafted onto liberal humanism, for instance, the emphasis on personal-development 

can become individualistic and self-serving, and often reduced to a justification for 

capitalistic greed or selfishness. 

 

In the context of either (or both) quantum physics and the Eastern spiritual traditions, 

however, the notion of the connectedness of all things and responsibility for one’s actions as 

(at some level) a participant in the creation of reality requires a subtle but crucial shift in the 

very definition of ‘self’. It is this shift – to seeing the distinction between ‘self’ (the ego or 

personality: the self as manifest and constructed in this life), and ‘Self’ (the ‘Higher Self’ or 

part that connects into the quantum field: the essential part that is not merely interdependent 

with everything and everyone else, but at some level is everything and everyone) that 

generally takes a lot longer to grasp for those not born into such a tradition.51 But it is this 

shift towards a notion of Self that is intrinsically connected with or one with everything else 

in the universe which allows a move beyond the self/other duality. And it is this – together 

with the related view of the intelligence and sacredness of all life-matter – that is the most 

radical aspect of this philosophy. 

 

Quantum physics – via reference to the implicate order or ‘hologramatic universe’, and in 

recognising western notions of time-space as fundamentally illusory – can also help to 

provide a foundation for understanding ‘paranormal’ or ‘para-psychological’ activities and 

phenomena.  

 

Tenzin Palmo says that Buddhism sees us as having not five but six senses, with 

consciousness regarded as the sixth sense.52 This idea suggests that consciousness is able to 

gather information directly (from the spiritual universe or quantum field) and not just process 

information brought to it by the other (physical) senses. That is, that it is possible for the Self 

to have access to informational fields beyond what can be known by the self, or beyond the 

self’s individual experiences – through touch, taste, smell, seeing and hearing – in this life.53 

Or to put it another way: that the mind has the potential for non-local action, influence and 

knowledge gathering. 
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The New (Post-modern/Post-structuralist) Age 
In many ways it is perhaps more appropriate or useful to think of the ‘New Age’ as an era or 

epoch – an Age that we are currently ‘in’ or increasingly creating – than as an ‘ism’ with a set 

of adherents and opponents. A useful comparison here might be to the post-modern, which 

makes far more sense as an ‘age’ – that we are in whether we like it or not – than as a 

philosophy or belief structure (with ‘postmodernists’ and ‘others’). Or even with feminism, 

which has inevitably left its mark on the entire culture, not just on those who agree with its 

major tenets. In this sense we (and my characters) are all in the New Age – or the point where 

the New Age and the Scientific Age overlap – and experiencing or affected in various ways 

by a cultural rethinking of ideas, achievements and values of the Scientific Age, and 

materialism in general, across a wide range of fields. The ‘eye-rolling threshold’ might differ 

for each of us, but even the most hardened opponent, in having to oppose, is nevertheless a 

participant. 

 

It is as a major cultural paradigm shift and critique of positivist epistemologies and notions of 

objectivity that quantum physics and the new spiritual ecology share a number of traits with 

post-structuralism. 

 

Post-structuralism likewise tends to regard reality (as opposed to the Lacanian concept of 

‘The Real’) as a construction – an effect of certain complex shifting relationships and 

structures of exchange within a society – and hence, as changeable. 

 

The search is not for truth, or origins, but for an understanding of how something works in a 

particular context or moment; for probabilities or habits, truths rather than Truth; for strategic 

maps rather than grand-all-encompassing narratives.  

 

There is less distinction in post-structuralism between ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ sources: 

every text (such as a work of theory) can be read as a primary text, and every text (such as a 

document from an archive) is also an interpretation. Representative systems – such as science, 

history, art, economics, politics, philosophy, religion – both reproduce and create as they 

describe. And every text is open-ended, variable and changing: produced by the way it is 

inserted into and transmitted through seemingly endless processes of cultural exchange. 

 

The following is a brief summary of some of the elements that could be considered common 

to these shifts – of post-structuralism (from structuralism), quantum physics (from Newtonian 

or classical physics and the Cartesian mechanistic world view), and ecological spirituality 
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(from monotheism or atheism). These shifts don’t cancel, repudiate or replace the previous 

paradigms (setting up a new truth in place of the old one), but are strategic engagements with 

these earlier ideas, revealing their limits, and valuing what they had repressed or disowned. 

The common elements of these three movements of post-structuralism include: 

 

• the notion of a subjective participatory universe – rather than that of an independently 

existing reality that can be objectively and accurately detailed, measured and described 

through language, logic, empirical experiment, reasoning and mathematics 

 

• (thus) the idea that to some extent we shape and create the world when we detail, describe 

and otherwise engage with it 

 

• a questioning of singular concepts of truth, meaning and representation, instead allowing 

for multiple, co-existing and not necessarily reconcilable truths – in contrast to the law of 

(logical) non-contradiction 

 

• a notion of values, ethics, politics, relationships – rather than ‘disinterested’ truth 

 

• a tendency towards specific, fluid, contextual, relationship-centred (and hence value-

driven and purposeful) knowledges – rather than reducible, repeatable, static ‘objective’ 

(object-centred) knowledge  

 

• a more fluid notion of subjectivity (the self, with a small ‘s’), as constituted by 

relationships with others, and (as such) as fragmented, shifting, constantly in process, 

constantly performed or narrated within particular contexts – rather than as an individual 

and unified essence 

 

• complex processes within a field or network – rather than linear causes and effects 

 

• an interest in complexity and specificity – rather than reductive models; diversity and 

difference – rather than sameness;  dynamic inter-relations – rather than prediction and 

control 

 

• a sense of power (or divinity) as everywhere and in everything – rather than as external, 

top down and hierarchical. 
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Relational or purposeful knowledges:  
towards a new political economy of truth 

In writing a novel which touches on so many issues of scientific concern (the basis of gender 

differences; the causes of transsexualism; the best medical practice for diseases such as breast 

cancer; the truth about the safety or otherwise of breast implants; the value of breastmilk and 

the science or art of breastfeeding; the facts of menopause; the eradication of suffering or the 

exacerbation of it through genetic engineering and body modification; the damage caused or 

the damage spared by wearing bras; and so on) I have found myself concluding that there are 

no fact-based paradigms versus faith-based ones. All paradigms are belief systems (including 

this one).  

 

As Feyeraband put it in his 1975 exercise in reducto absurdum, ‘How To Defend Society 

Against Science’:  ‘Theories cannot be justified and their excellence cannot be shown without 

reference to other theories.’54 So even the use of logic or empirical method to determine 

truths about the nature of the universe is predicated on a theory, or belief, that the universe is 

logical, empirical, and objectively observable.  

 

While science is generally believed to be a distinct case in epistemology in being based on 

‘hard’ evidence, empirical scientific evidence is often ignored, dismissed, or overridden if it 

goes against the accepted model of how things work55; and the results of empirical studies can 

often be contradictory. In medicine, in particular, it often seems that for every study showing 

one effect of a particular treatment or agent, there is another showing the opposite.56  

 

Indeed a study involving medical anthropologist and researcher into parapsychology, Marilyn 

Schlitz and member of the British Skeptics, Richard Wiseman, suggests that all other things 

being equal (or identical, as in this study) the universe is so accommodating to our wishes and 

intentions that to some extent – especially with more esoteric phenomena – we each find what 

we believe it is possible to find, or what we intend to find.57  

 

Evidence is just evidence – it is invaluable, especially when sifted, examined, analysed, 

deconstructed and backed up from a number of sources and angles – but it is not proof. It 

must still be interpreted within a theory or model.  

 

Even mathematical ‘proofs’ are contingent. As Einstein commented, ‘As far as the laws of 

mathematics refer to reality, they are not certain; and as far as they are certain, they do not 

refer to reality.’58
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We cannot prove anything sufficiently to define universal laws that exist across cultures, 

space and time – but we can define working models, compromises, probabilities, and habits. 

Which is to say that ‘proving’ something is both a subjective – or intersubjective – and 

purposeful activity: you prove it to your satisfaction so you can make decisions, which are 

always, on principle, going to have a level of uncertainty about them, are always to some 

extent going to involve a ‘leap of faith’.59  

 

As such our knowledge is always an approximation, always relational and contingent and 

purposeful (that is, relative to, or contingent upon our purposes and experiences). And our 

knowledge is also ultimately – at least to some extent –  a choice. 

 

‘The undecidability of the decision’ and the era of the aporia 
In his book, Refiguring History, Keith Jenkins draws on Jacques Derrida’s notion of the 

‘undecidability of the decision’ as one of the hallmarks of the post-modern age. As Derrida 

puts it, ‘Inheritance is never a given; it is always a task. It remains before us.’60 In Derrida’s 

terms the this is the era of the ‘aporia’, a condition of being in which we must constantly 

make decisions but without any of the old secure foundations of certainty. All of our values, 

beliefs, interpretations, representations, ethics and political actions are subject to the 

‘undecidability of the decision’, the impossibility of knowing anything for certain any more 

except that every decision (every choice) will have consequences; that every moment of 

decision (or indecision) is an act of violence, to a greater or lesser extent, to or upon another. 

For in the same way that nothing can be completely true (there being no objective vantage 

point outside of the flux of existence for an ultimate truth to exist), no decision can be 

completely just; everything is always subject to endless possibilities of revision and 

contestation, always in a state of play and openness.61

 

The absence of a firm objective empirical foundation for knowing anything can be extremely 

disconcerting and threatening, or it can be liberating.  

 

A controlled system for the production and legitimation of knowledge, policed and vouched 

for by a hierarchical system of specialists and authority offers a sense of security (whether 

this is comprised of religious leaders or of sciences operating within universities and hospitals 

and using an allegedly infallible ‘scientific method’). But if there is violence in the 

undecidability of the decision (and in the unpredictability of populist forms of knowledge, 

which are a two-edged sword that can be extraordinarily reactionary, or extraordinarily 
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radical), there has also always been violence in institutionalised and positivist systems of 

knowledge.  

 

To live in the era of the aporia means that we can no longer (or should no longer) abdicate all 

decisions and values to rationalism, but that we need to take responsibility for assigning value 

and meaning, as individuals and as communities.62  

 

Indeed, post-structuralism only leads to an ‘anything goes’ apolitical amorality if you still see 

logic (or truth) as the primary reason one adopts a point of view or takes an action, rather than 

logic mixed in with beliefs, values and feelings, which arise from experience. 

 

Relative truths are about relationships. Without recourse to a belief in objectivity, knowledge 

becomes not so much subjective, as inter-subjective; and in the absence of a unified notion of 

truth, an alternative concept could be ‘purpose-driven’ knowledges.63

 

However in order to develop good relational and purpose-driven knowledges, feelings 

(including spiritual feelings) need to be given a stronger role, and need to be theorised more.  

 

Just as in the 1970s we used to look in vain for the words ‘women’ or ‘Aborigines’ in the 

indexes of too many books on Australian culture and history, I’ve found myself becoming 

more and more astonished at the lack of the terms ‘emotion’ or ‘spirit’ (or ‘affect’) in the 

indexes of the majority of books on theory, cultural studies, and even works on literature. 

What in the past had seemed a natural omission is starting to look very strange indeed, that 

we should even try to talk about culture without reference to these ideas; although there are 

signs that this is changing.64

 

The epistemological issues I’ve explored here are ones I’ve repeatedly had to grapple with in 

coming to terms with the vast amounts of conflicting information thrown up by my topic and 

the project of writing on and through breasted bodies.  

 

These are also issues I’ve had to resolve to my own satisfaction before I could find the 

confidence to embrace some more controversial and minority (almost taboo) positions for my 

characters on topics such as cancer treatments, which for many people are life and death 

matters. It was difficult to keep trusting my own research and analysis in the face of a 

powerful orthodoxy that consistenly fails to address the tenuousness – despite billions of 

dollars of research – of its evidential bases for a range of very toxic treatments.65 It was by 

exploring the history and politics of these views, and deconstructing them according to 
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current paradigms, that I was able to understand this process, as well as feel able to present an 

alternative view not as the ‘real’ (and only) truth, but as an offering of another way of looking 

at these things, and as a valid and possible choice. 

 

The notion of truth as relational, and representation and knowledge as purpose-driven has 

important implications for historiography and fiction writing (story-telling and theorising), 

which I’ll be discussing at greater length in Chapter five. But first, in the next chapter I’d like 

to further explore the role of the body and emotions in beliefs, knowledges and decision 

making; and the notion of the ‘thinking body’ and ‘feeling mind’ as a way of moving beyond 

the mind/body duality. 
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