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Abstract: Dynamic symmetry theory proposes that many complex systems function best in an intermediate
regime between rigid order and unstructured volatility, where pattern and fluctuation remain in continual
negotiation. This paper develops the thought that a human life can be understood in the same way. A
“well-lived life” is neither a sequence of tightly controlled routines nor an unending series of disruptive
shocks, but a trajectory in which manageable challenges repeatedly disturb settled patterns and are then
integrated into new forms of stability. Drawing on Benedict Rattigan’s articulation of dynamic symmetry as
an ordering principle for complex adaptive systems, together with related work on constraint-based
self-organisation in biology and neural systems, and Susan Haack’s foundherentism as a model of epistemic
balance, the paper argues that lives gain depth and meaning through cycles of constraint and perturbation. Too
few challenges flatten experience into repetition; too many overwhelm the organism’s capacity to integrate
and learn. The most fruitful band lies between those extremes, where disruption is neither eliminated nor
allowed to dissolve all structure. The discussion sketches how this picture clarifies familiar themes about
resilience, growth and responsibility, and suggests that dynamic symmetry offers a common grammar for
talking about flourishing across psychological, social and ethical domains.

Dynamic symmetry and the “good life”

Dynamic symmetry theory emerged from attempts to generalise the intuition that complex systems
do their most interesting work when they are neither frozen nor chaotic. In Rattigan’s account,
reality is sustained by a moving balance in which ordered and disordered tendencies continually
constrain one another. A system is not simply “ordered” or “chaotic”; it inhabits regions of a broader
order—chaos continuum, and its long-term viability depends on how it occupies and moves within a
middle band where structure and fluctuation are both present and tightly coupled.

The Schweitzer Institute summarises this thought by describing an “edge of chaos” that is not a
sharp boundary but a band of behaviour. At one end are regimes of rigid order: highly predictable
arrangements that lack the capacity to adjust, “like an organisation so rule-bound that staff spend
more energy on compliance than on solving problems”. At the other end lie regimes of unstructured
volatility: systems that change so quickly and irregularly that knowledge cannot accumulate and
co-ordination breaks down. In between lies a region where new patterns can emerge and be
stabilised without the system falling apart. Rattigan’s Edge theory proposes that many living and
social systems are most adaptive, creative and resilient when they remain in motion within that
region, rather than settling at either extreme.

If this is right, it is natural to ask what it implies for a human life. The folk picture of a “good life”
often emphasises security, comfort and the absence of stress. A life free of challenges, in this view, is
a contented one. Dynamic symmetry suggests a different picture. It takes seriously the possibility
that meaning and flourishing depend on how we move between stability and disruption, and that a
life with no significant challenges is as impoverished, in its own way, as a life beset by unrelenting
crisis. A well-lived life, on this view, hovers near an edge: close enough to stable structures to be
coherent, close enough to disturbance to keep learning.



Order, disruption and the human organism

To see why this might be more than a metaphor, it is helpful to recall how dynamic symmetry enters
biological and neural contexts. Work in theoretical neuroscience and self-organisation has
emphasised that neural systems develop functional differentiation through the interaction of internal
dynamics with external constraints. In one recent account, Tsuda and colleagues treat constraints as
distinct from raw dynamics: they argue that constraints shape the space of possibilities in which
neural activity unfolds, and that the self-organisation of functional patterns arises from the ongoing
interplay between constraints and activity. Guerin and Kunkle, in their analysis of “emergence of
constraint in self-organising systems”, make a similar point: organisation can be measured, in part,
as a bundle of self-reinforcing, evolving constraints that arise from agents interacting with one
another and with their environment.

These accounts share a basic insight. Living systems do not simply “settle” into static
configurations; they are continually negotiating the relation between what is fixed and what is
variable, between limiting conditions and exploratory behaviour. Pattee’s distinction between
rate-independent constraints and rate-dependent dynamics, taken up in Tsuda’s work, underscores
the idea that constraints are not mere hindrances but enabling structures: they make certain forms of
order and adaptation possible. Rattigan’s dynamic symmetry generalises this point, treating the
balance between order and chaos as itself a form of symmetry that cuts across domains.

If we apply this to individual lives, the analogue of constraint is the set of structures that give a life
its shape: bodily limits, social roles, habits, commitments, institutions, norms, and the relatively
stable features of one’s environment. The analogue of exploratory dynamics is the stream of
experiences, actions and responses through which we encounter novelty, experiment with
alternatives and adjust to change. A life with no constraints would be unintelligible; a life with no
fluctuation would be inert. What matters is how constraints and fluctuations are coupled.

Too much constraint, with too little disturbance, yields a life in which patterns repeat without
challenge. One lives out inherited scripts, performs familiar routines, and is rarely required to
re-evaluate. In dynamic-symmetry terms, this is the rigid-order end of the continuum. On the surface
such a life may be calm, even comfortable. But its stability is brittle. Unacknowledged fragilities
accumulate beneath the surface, and the person’s capacities for adaptation, empathy and practical
judgement remain under-developed. When disruption eventually comes—as illness, loss,
institutional change or wider crisis—it arrives in a system that has not practised adapting, and so is
easily overwhelmed.

At the other extreme lies a life exposed to continuous upheaval. Here constraints are weak or
unstable; social and material conditions shift rapidly; roles and expectations change faster than they
can be integrated. Some people endure this as a result of poverty, displacement, discrimination or
conflict. Others pursue it as a lifestyle, seeking perpetual novelty at the expense of rootedness. In
either case, the life trends towards unstructured volatility. Dynamic symmetry predicts that such a
regime is also hostile to flourishing. Without relatively reliable structures, new experiences cannot
be woven into a coherent narrative; knowledge cannot accumulate; trust is hard to sustain. The
person is thrown from event to event without the anchoring required for reflection and integration.

The middle ground, by contrast, is a regime in which constraints are sufficiently stable to support
identity and agency, but sufficiently open to allow recurrent disturbance and reorganisation. In such
a life, the person encounters manageable upheavals—setbacks, conflicts, opportunities, demands—
that perturb established patterns without entirely breaking them. Each perturbation is an invitation to
revisit assumptions, revise habits, test values and discover new capacities. The stability of the
underlying structures makes it possible to absorb and learn from these shocks, rather than simply



endure them. The instability introduced by challenge prevents the structures from hardening into
lifeless routines.

This way of thinking resonates with Rattigan’s summary of Edge theory on his own site: “complex
systems, from cells and brains to ecosystems and economies, function best in an intermediate regime
where structure and fluctuation, pattern and randomness, remain in continuous negotiation. Too
much rigidity and the system becomes brittle; too much chaos and it falls apart. The sweet spot—the
‘edge of chaos’—is where adaptation, creativity and resilience peak”. Substituting “life” for
“system” does not trivialise this; it sharpens it. A life without enough “fluctuation” is a life in which
adaptation and creativity stagnate; a life without enough “structure” is a life in which resilience has
nothing to stand on.

Challenge, meaning and constraint-relative self-organisation

From this angle, the idea that “life’s challenges and upheavals give life meaning” can be expressed
more precisely. Challenges are not valuable simply because they are difficult. They are valuable
when they act as structured perturbations of a living system already equipped with some order, and
when they occur at an intensity and frequency that allows for integration. In other words, they are
valuable when they shift a life within its viable band on the order—chaos continuum, rather than
pushing it beyond that band into breakdown.

Rattigan’s notion of constraint-relative self-organisation, developed in his editorial work for OXQ,
frames living systems as self-organising within, and in response to, constraints that both enable and
limit their behaviour. On this view, the relevant questions are not “is this system self-organising or
controlled?” but “what constraints is it working under, how flexible are they, and how does it adjust
them over time?” Human lives can be described in the same way. We do not write our stories from
scratch. We inherit bodies, languages, cultures, economic conditions, histories. Within those
constraints, and in dialogue with them, we form projects and relationships. Challenges and
upheavals—illnesses, political shifts, personal losses, unexpected opportunities —alter the constraint
structure and force reorganisation.

Meaning arises in this process of reorganisation. It arises in the way a person integrates new
constraints into a revised pattern, revises priorities, and retrospectively reinterprets earlier episodes
in the light of later ones. The dynamic-symmetry claim is that this process is most fruitful when
challenges are neither entirely absent nor continuously overwhelming. Too few perturbations, and
life’s structures ossify; too many, and no stable pattern can form. In between, one finds the familiar
but hard-to-define quality of lives that strike us as “rich”: they have undergone significant change
without losing themselves.

Epistemic balance: Haack’s foundherentism as an analogue

The same structural motif appears in epistemology. Susan Haack’s theory of foundherentism, set out
in Evidence and Inquiry, was designed to move between the extremes of foundationalism and
coherentism. Foundationalism seeks secure basic beliefs on which others can be built; coherentism
seeks mutual support among beliefs without a privileged base. Haack argues that both capture
something important but each, taken alone, is defective. Her alternative insists that experience is
relevant to justification, but denies that there must be a specially privileged class of beliefs justified
exclusively by experience; and it insists that justification involves pervasive relations of mutual
support among beliefs, but denies that these can float free of experiential input.



Haack’s description of foundherentist justification as “gradational rather than categorical” and as
involving both “up and back all the way down” is instructive here. Justification is not a one-way
transmission from pure foundations to higher-level claims, nor an entirely holistic equilibrium in
which any belief can, in principle, support any other. It is a structured pattern in which experiential
constraints and inter-belief coherence are in ongoing interaction. Her well-known “drunken sailors”
argument against pure coherentism emphasises that without some anchoring in experience, a web of
belief can spin off into fantasy; her criticisms of rigid foundationalism emphasise that without
mutual support, isolated basic beliefs cannot carry the weight assigned to them.

This is a dynamic symmetry story in epistemic dress. Foundationalism stands for rigidity: too much
order, too little flexibility. Coherentism stands for volatility: too much internal adjustment, too little
external constraint. Foundherentism keeps epistemic practice in a band where both experiential input
and mutual support matter, and where the balance can shift without collapsing into either extreme.

The parallel with a life well-lived is not accidental. Just as beliefs can be distorted by too much
deference to fixed starting points or too much free-floating coherence, so lives can be distorted by
too much obedience to inherited scripts or too much improvisation unconstrained by history and
obligation. In both cases, the healthiest regime is one in which constraints and exploration, stability
and revision, remain in mutual adjustment.

Self-organisation, “rattling” and the role of disturbance

Recent work on non-equilibrium self-organisation also underscores the constructive role of
disturbance in maintaining order. In a study of active collectives published in Science, Wang and
colleagues introduce the notion of “low rattling” as a predictive principle for self-organisation in
driven systems. They argue that ordered behaviours far from equilibrium cannot be explained solely
in terms of simple attractions or energy gradients. Instead, configuration-dependent fluctuations—
forms of “rattling” driven by external forcing—play a crucial role. They propose a measure of
driving-induced random fluctuations (rattling) and show that certain forms of order emerge when
rattling is reduced in specific ways, not eliminated altogether.

This is a refined version of the same theme. Fully eliminating fluctuations is neither possible nor
desirable; rather, systems harness certain patterns of fluctuation to stabilise new forms of order.
Patterns of correlated noise become the raw material for structure. The meaningful comparison with
human life does not lie in any direct mapping between rattling and psychological stress, but in the
idea that “noise” is not simply a nuisance. Some disturbances are essential to the emergence and
maintenance of complex order; the point is not to abolish them, but to shape and respond to them.

In personal terms, this suggests that the everyday “rattling” of life—minor setbacks, unexpected
demands, friction in relationships, exposure to unfamiliar ideas—is not merely wear and tear. Some
of it is the price of staying in touch with a world that is itself in motion.

More than that, some of it is the substrate from which new forms of understanding and capability are
built. A life designed to minimise all rattling would be one in which the capacity for adaptation
slowly atrophies. A life in which rattling is maximal and unstructured would be one in which no
stabilising pattern can form. The dynamic-symmetry recommendation is to aim, so far as one can,
for regimes of “low rattling” in Wang’s sense: not the absence of disturbance, but disturbance that
can be integrated into new, more robust structures.



Practical implications and ethical cautions

Treating a well-lived life as one that hovers between rigidity and chaos has obvious practical appeal.
It gives shape to familiar advice: do not stay too long within your comfort zone; do not take on so
much that you shatter. It suggests that we should seek out challenges that stretch us without breaking
us, & that institutions should be designed to provide both security and exposure to manageable risk.

Yet the dynamic-symmetry framing also invites caution. First, the viable band is not the same for
everyone. Bodies and minds differ; social and economic conditions differ; histories of trauma and
privilege differ. What counts as a manageable upheaval for one person may be disabling for another.
To talk of “optimal challenge” in generic terms is to risk ignoring these differences. Any ethical use
of the framework must attend to distribution: who bears the cost of perturbation, who has access to
stabilising resources, who has room to retreat and recover.

Second, the ideal of a life that remains “on the edge” can be co-opted by cultures that valorise
constant productivity and self-reinvention. A demand for perpetual optimisation, framed as staying
at the edge, can itself become a form of rigidity. The point of dynamic symmetry is not to celebrate
endless novelty, but to highlight the need for rhythm: periods of disturbance followed by periods of
consolidation, repeated over time. A life that never pauses to integrate what it has undergone is no
more in the middle band than a life that never ventures beyond its routines.

Third, the theory does not supply values. It can tell us that certain configurations of constraint and
fluctuation are more likely to support long-term adaptability; it cannot tell us whether the ends to
which that adaptability is put are just, compassionate or wise. A person may be highly adept at
operating near the edge and yet direct that skill towards destructive aims. The ordering principle
needs to be coupled with substantive ethical commitments if it is to guide action.

Conclusion

Dynamic symmetry theory reframes the intuition that lives need both security and challenge by
situating it within a broader account of how complex systems maintain themselves in motion
between rigidity and chaos. A well-lived life, on this view, is not one that eliminates upheaval but
one that learns to make structured use of it. Too few challenges and experience flattens; too many
and we are overwhelmed. The negotiated middle ground—where constraints are strong enough to
hold, weak enough to be revised—becomes the region where meaning most often accumulates.

This picture is not meant to replace existing accounts of flourishing, but to offer a common grammar
in which insights from biology, neuroscience, epistemology and ethics can speak to one another.
Work on constraint-based self-organisation in neural systems, analyses of emergent constraint in
self-organising collectives, experimental studies of ‘“rattling” in active matter, and Haack’s
foundherentism in epistemology, all point, in their different ways, to the importance of maintaining a
middle band between fixity and flux. Dynamic symmetry gathers these threads and projects them
into the terrain of ordinary life.

If that gathering is sound, it may help individuals and policy-makers to speak more precisely about
what it means to “stretch without breaking”, and to design environments that provide both stability
and room for growth. If it is not, showing where and why it fails will still refine our sense of how
challenge, constraint and meaning weave together in the stories we tell about a life well lived.
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