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We live in a world of entanglement, not enlightenment. We discuss why the two are 
not collapsible. Then, in search of concepts, methods, and sources for a frame of 
entanglement, we look at how an ontological turn in the social sciences helps us see 
the relationship between worldviews, values, and the complex practices of how soci-
eties enact their worlds, with an eye to those worldviews that assume, live, and enact 
entanglement. Finally, we offer some thoughts on moving beyond theory to action. 
Stimulated by the critical themes in Federica Carugati and Nathan Schneider’s es-
say, and believing that “it matters what concepts we use to think concepts with,” we 
interrogate and expand on their themes to widen the conceptual aperture around the 
call for remaking our systems of governance.1

The goal of this issue of Dædalus is “to highlight some important ideas about 
how to create a better world.”2 In their introduction, Margaret Levi and 
Zachary Ugolnik discuss how political economic frameworks change over 

time in response to technological, political, economic, demographic, and ideolog-
ical transformations, and that, given the state of the world, the “collective task is 
the establishment of a political economic framework that (will) ensure the flour-
ishing of all.”3 But much more is at stake than changing the predominant econom-
ic model (neoliberal capitalism), the political economic framework that couples 
it to society and social systems, and the set of cultural traits that have arisen from 
this framework. Nor are our present challenges addressable through high-level 
policy reform. We face a multipronged planetary crisis that requires a more ex-
pansive set of approaches.

In an era of entangled, multidimensional, multiscalar, everything-is-connected,  
planetary problems, our Enlightenment (and post-Enlightenment) worldview is 
not good enough. We need a different mental frame to see, think, and act.

Several big concepts have been offered as mental frames for the present era: 
post-Enlightenment, Anthropocene, Capitalocene, and cultural theorist Donna 
Haraway’s Chthulucene.4 The first three retain the humancentric bias from the 
Enlightenment’s legacy, as well as the corollary assumption that human reason-
ing, supported on the pillar of science, can “solve” any problem, including our 
current predicament. All we need is the will. Science and technology can rise to 
any challenge.
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This kind of thinking relies on an approach to knowledge construction and 
management methodologies that separate “the uninterrupted flow of all that ex-
ists into supposedly self-contained spheres such as ‘the economy,’ ‘society,’ ‘pol-
itics,’ ‘culture,’ and ‘the individual’ each with a science devoted to extracting its 
secrets (economics, sociology, political science, anthropology, psychology).”5 A 
scientific mindsight that carves nature at its joints has gotten us into our current 
messes. It will not get us out of them.

In 1964, Martin Luther King, Jr. saw the web of interconnectedness within and 
between societies: “We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied 
in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly affects all directly.”6

Today, we understand a much broader web of entanglements. “Entanglement 
is the baseline, not the exception.”7 And entanglement thrives on diversity. The 
concept of entanglement provides a window through which to re-see the world. 
The science, concepts, and methodologies it engenders change the game.

If we recognize the productive window of entanglement not as metaphor, but 
with its own science and coherent system of ideas, then progress to create a bet-
ter world will depend not on thinking single frameworks or institutions, but on 
networks and systems (like systems of governance), interwoven, interdependent, 
and nesting within other networks and systems (like systems of values, meaning, 
and identity). These are complex, adapting, living systems that emerge from and 
are governed by ontologies.

What do we mean when we speak of ontologies, and why is this useful? In 
philosophy, ontology refers to a branch of the field that studies con-
cepts around existence, being, becoming, and reality. It is commonly 

referred to as the science of being. 
In the 1940s and 1950s, ontological anthropology emerged from the confines of 

philosophy with the work of Claude Lévi-Strauss.8 Ontological anthropology refers 
to the study of human societies and cultures in relationship to the metaphysical 
systems that situate them in the world. These metaphysical systems are known as 
ontologies and are unique to specific societies and cultures. Cultural ontologies 
are formed around specific worldviews that frame/describe/convey a primary 
relationship of meaning with the world. From this worldview, values, behaviors, 
and social systems–the whole complexity of what a group of people do together– 
emerge. Ontologies enact worlds. 

The current ecological crisis has created an interest in other kinds of relation-
ships to the environment (other than what globalization has produced). Con-
fronted with the infinite entanglement of human and nonhuman worlds, an onto-
logical turn has developed in many of the social sciences and has opened two new 
avenues: one of study and one of action (enaction). This section deals with the 
former. The next section will look at the latter.
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As an intellectual space for studying political systems in relationship to con-
cepts of being, political ontology was originally defined in narrow terms that fo-
cused on “political being, what is politically, what exists politically, and the units 
that comprise political reality.”9 We are more interested in the recent expansion 
of this space by an emerging intellectual niche that allies itself with the study of 
development in non-Eurocentric Indigenous communities: “the great ancestral 
civilizations and the teachings of many spiritual and cultural traditions whose 
[ways of viewing the world] have been determined more by radical interdepen-
dence than by ontologies of separation.”10

In this vein, political ontology provides a conceptual space for studying the re-
lationships between different worlds based upon different metaphysical or cos-
mogenic systems–different ontologies–especially those that do not subscribe to 
the Enlightenment’s one-world vision, and even more important, those that have 
been enacting worlds based upon ontologies of entanglement. These are dense nets 
of interrelationships engaged in physical, social (political, economic, cultural), 
and mental (conceptual, psychological, emotional) exchanges. In these ontolo-
gies, “nothing preexists the relations that constitute it.”11

We are interested in this vein of research and its concepts for three reasons. 
First, because it focuses on ontologies of entanglement. Second, because these 
ontologies are inextricably linked to the environment, all biological species, and 
even meaning associated with nonbiological entities, they enable us to see why 
environmental conflicts are often at the same time ontological conflicts. Finally, 
in contrast with the one-world view, this approach relies on the concept of multi-
ples: multiple ways of engaging with the world based upon different cosmogenic 
(origin) stories and belief systems affecting everything. As a space for studying 
the relationships between worlds, it is about worlds–plural–resisting the ten-
dency to represent the world as if it were only one.

In search of ontologies of entanglement, we need to consider at least four epis-
temic spaces. One is where Federica Carugati and Nathan Schneider start: what 
we can learn from certain governance practices of Euro-American history.12 A sec-
ond, which they also draw from, is the non-Eurocentric Indigenous communities 
referenced above. These are living cultures finding ways to adapt to both natu-
ral and sociopolitical changes around them. Novel social forms and systems often 
emerge from bridging and blending. We must follow that lead. 

A third epistemic space is found in Eastern practices, especially Buddhism, 
which is also nondualistic and sees the individual-world relationship as unified.

Finally, while these other epistemic-world spaces have very important roles to 
play as sources, so does a transformed metafield of science arising from cybernet-
ics and the intersection of the theoretical fields of living systems and complexi-
ty science. Complex adaptive systems exhibit self-organization, emergence, and 
autocatalytic loops.13 We are especially interested in this space because it offers 
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concepts and tools that do not rely on one having lived experiences in the often 
tacit epistemological spaces referenced above, and it provides explicit (and evolv-
ing) theories and science about how complex adaptive systems work. Societies 
and their worlds are complex adaptive systems.

What the latter three epistemic spaces hold in common is a rejection of the 
subject-object partitioning and all the dualisms that cascade from seeing the human 
species as separate from the rest of the world, despite the world having painfully 
proved our entanglement. These epistemic spaces support thinking through entan-
glement and ontologies of entanglement as opposed to ontologies of separation.

The enacting of worlds through concrete practices can be described as 
worlding. As a verb, it refers to the making of all aspects of a particular 
world by joining ontologies to action-in-the-world in a recursive relation-

ship. Active engagement with the full spectrum of human activities that consti-
tute the human condition from domestic to civic. Systems of governance are one 
critically important structural domain of worlding. 

In the current Euro-American “world,” enactment is heavily weighted toward 
top-down laws, policies, and institutional design. Steering change in the cum-
bersome container- and luxury-ships of our societies is slow. In a world of rapid 
change and rapidly emerging, highly connected, multipronged crises, this orien-
tation has diminishing effectiveness. 

Our contemporary crisis can be seen as that of a particular civilizational mod-
el constructed from Western capitalist modernity. Along with so many contribu-
tors to this issue of Dædalus, we believe we need a new model. And resisting the 
modernist tendency to represent the world as if it were only one, we need multi-
ple models, mutually entangled and co-constituting. Multiple models allow us to 
honor ontological diversity and produce wisdom through a diverse ensemble of 
epistemological frames. Different models accentuate different ontologies and the 
causal forces that enact worlds. Insights from interweavings scaffold innovation.14

Social psychologist Jonathan Haidt uses the metaphor of the fall of the Tower 
of Babel to convey the exponentially accelerated fracturing of the United States, 
and to explore why pluralism is so hard for democracies to achieve, especially a 
country as large and increasingly diverse as the United States.15 If ontologies, with 
their worldviews and value systems, underlie the worlds they enact, then diverse 
ontologies, diverse worldviews–world stories–cannot be ignored. Nor will these 
ontologies just go away because we want them gone. Even an effective meta-story 
will be assimilated into other world stories and uniquely translated by different 
ontologies.

Fracturing is a problem of splitting and diverging ontologies. Multiple mod-
els, coexisting and interdependent in an alliance in which they need each other in 
their diversity, will be more productive than thinking only in top-down one-world 
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models. Can we imagine a metanarrative for the United States that both speaks 
to, even affirms, our heterogenous ontologies and creates an imaginary for being 
together in our heterogeneity? And, more important, can we imagine designing a 
complex, open, and adaptable model for multiple worlds coming together, one in 
which governance, of course, plays a major role?

Learning from societies whose worlds derive from ontologies of entanglement 
is of immeasurable value to designing new models for the future in a world where 
entanglement is both a cause of and affordance for our planetary crises. This is 
a future-forward speculative form of worlding, intended to help us imagine oth-
er possible worlds and realities. The worldings we have talked about relative to 
diverse existing ontologies are active practices, ongoing day by day. They are of-
ten predominantly tacit. Future-forward speculative worlding–worldbuilding–is 
about imagining, designing, and then enacting an entire world with all its com-
plex and entangled systems.16

Successfully making new futures-as-models requires coupling ontologies, 
including speculative ontologies, to concrete mechanisms and actions that 
enable new practices, set new things in motion, and steer existing systems 

on revised courses. For efficacy, these cannot be single interventions or policies. 
They must instead be ecologies of mechanisms, actions, and practices (including 
but not limited to governance practices) that work and allow us to learn togeth-
er. This requires a new mindset and a new and expanded practice of design and 
enactment.
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