
 
 

Opening in the Midst of Uncertainty 
Expanding Time, Deepening Connection, Building Agency 

  
It may well be that we have always lived in a world of flux, both socially and 
metaphysically, and with that, in a radical, irremediable form of uncertainty. But in 
recent years, it seems we have been made forcibly aware of this transience and the 
precarity of expectations it entails. Within intellectual disciplines, the standards of 
knowledge production and ethical integrity seem to be more compromised than 
ever; the institutions within which we structure our activities are fracturing or 
dissolving around us; forms of public expression and allowable moves within 
democratic public discourse have swiftly altered beyond recognition; while in the 
background, the reliable regularity of nature which formed and informed the 
premises of all our activities and self-understanding can no longer be counted upon. 
  
As this basic sense of uncertainty becomes ever more apparent, and presses upon 
us in unprecedented ways, how might we remain open to all the myriad 
phenomena, open to each other, and open to new possibilities for thinking and 
living together? How can we, from within the ever-present flux of the world, stay 
present to such unutterable complexity, holding the paradox of being at once 
powerful and powerless? How can we slow down enough to listen to our anger, 
grief, fear, and dread, without shutting down or rushing to some recipe for 
improvement? How do we ensure that scientific, philosophical, and contemplative 
practices do not themselves fall prey to this tendency to seize upon premature 
solutions? What will be required of us in the years ahead if we wish to live in a way 
that is ethically judicious and work in a way that is epistemically robust? How 
can each year’s ESRI ensure an adequate exploration of theory, but not to the 
detriment of practice and action?  
  
If approaches like enaction and contemplative science tell us anything, it is that we 
are situated beings—situated in time and place, in matrices of social relations, in 
the shared enterprise of knowledge production and ethical practices. Being situated, 
we are in an ongoing position of vulnerability, in that we necessarily rely on a 
dynamic being-in-relation that constitutes us and defines our possibilities, and sets 
ever-shifting limits. 
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What these approaches tell us, too, is that ‘living is sense-making’. Because of this, 
we are constantly creative, making meaning and creating conditions for 
meaningfulness; and we exercise this creativity conjointly and out of found and 
mutually-determined materials. As we move forward, it is crucial that we consider 
what forms of mutual constraint and sense-making are constructive, rather than 
destructive, and how these can be fostered. 
  
This three-year Arc takes as its starting point the notion that the times demand us to 
modify and extend our understanding of time, and how we dwell within it; to 
stretch our sense of connectedness, in order to appreciate the fullness and variety 
of our vulnerability and responsibility; to reinvent a notion of agency which respects 
the always-compromised nature of any action and the receptivity to others that must 
be a necessary part of any constructive action.1 When our fear and grief would have 
us resort to the comfort of reductive narratives and authoritarian truths, how can we 
enlarge our perspective on our present situation, and increase our tolerance for the 
complexity of which we are both witness and a part? How can we stay open in a 
world in which the possibilities seem increasingly foreclosed? Finally, and perhaps 
most importantly, what kind of world do we wish to ‘see into becoming’ in the 
years ahead? 
 

*** 
  
[ESRI 2026] Expanding Time  
  
The sense of urgency felt by many in these times—made palpable through the 
cascading effects of the climate catastrophe, the unrestrained escalation of hatred 
and polarization, and the devastation of perfectly avoidable wars and 
conflict—calls us more than ever to critically reconsider our relationship to different 
scales and rhythms of time. Perhaps the first order of business is indeed to extend 
and adapt our sense of time to something closer to geological time, rather than the 
human lifespan we are accustomed to take as our horizon. As beings in becoming, in 

1 We borrow this general framework from the work of Prof. Christine Wamsler (LUCSUS) and 
colleagues. Publications and models that are instructive in this regard include the three-dimensional 
model for existential resilience and transformation, the inner-outer transformation model, the 
mind-sustainability nexus, and the IMAGINE framework. Related resources can also be found under 
theContemplative Sustainable Futures program and the Mind & Life Insights project. 
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a world of becoming, our horizon of awareness partially defines ourselves and our 
world. While grounding our awareness in the present, how can we extend our sense 
of temporality to include systems on the scale of species, ecosystems, and 
continents? Similarly, what would it mean to expand our sense of social and 
historical time, both in the sense of enlarging it to include a longer arc of history 
and of acknowledging the radically unfinished and emergent nature of all 
interactions? 

  
In year 1, we might consider some of the questions below: 
 

●​ How might we critically reconsider the more conventional notions of time as 
linear and teleological? 

●​ What is the relationship between time and language, particularly in light of 
theories that posit that the experience of time begins with the acquisition of 
language? 

●​ What does a phenomenological understanding of time (as subjective, as 
felt in the body) tell us of our relationship with time? How do certain life 
experiences, such as trauma, affect our felt sense of time?  

●​ What are the emerging conceptions of time in the domain of physics? Time 
as intra-action? Q-bism? How does working with the infinitesimally small and 
the cosmologically large affect our everyday experience of time? (See the 
work of Carlo Rovelli, Karen Barad, and others) 

●​ What does neuroscience have to say about the experience of the “present 
moment,” and of continuity and duration? How has neurophenomenology 
dealt with the subjective experience of time?  

●​ What do recent findings in biology and epigenetics teach us about how time 
lives in the organic body? 

●​ How can we study the perception of time in the mind (or brain), and how is 
it affected by contemplative practices? (See the work of Marc Wittman) 

●​ How have Buddhist epistemologies understood time and timelessness? 
From the Pali akāliko (timelessness) to Dogen’s text Uji (Being-Time). Can we 
let go of time? 

●​ What do non-western or indigenous ontologies tell us about other ways of 
living through time? How does our habitual sense of urgency affect our ability 
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to respond to the situations at hand? (See the work of Kyle Whyte, for 
example) 

●​ What would an expanded sense of time tell us about the needs of the Earth 
and more-than-human species? 

●​ How have the time scales imposed by technology (in particular, the AI 
industry) begun to influence work that abides in slower, more extended time 
scales, such as academic research?   

●​ How does time enter into our transactions with others, as when others are 
exploited in order to “save” time?  

●​ What would acknowledging our unfinishedness do with regard to our sense 
of self and sense of others? What ethical consequences would this have? 

●​ Why do we take time for granted in most cases? What does contemplative 
practice have to teach us in this regard? 

●​ Might the intersubjective perspective help to expand a sense of time, 
making it more communal than individual? 

●​ What are some practical ways (e.g. contemplative practices, intersubjective 
engagements, communal rituals…) we can stretch our sense of time? How 
does that change our understanding of each other and the situations at hand? 

●​ Being organisms subject to and inseparable from time is a vulnerable state of 
affairs. How to hold this vulnerability in dynamic tension with our agency? 

 
[ESRI 2027] Deepening Connection  
  
To acknowledge our situatedness is to acknowledge our ineluctable participation in 
a web of connections, which includes both the human and the more-than-human. 
The Buddhist conception of interdependence, or dependent arising, makes this 
palpably clear, offering metaphors such as Indra’s net to illustrate this. But just as 
pointedly, the enterprise of research and knowledge-building shows this to be true. 
Any attempt to understand is fundamentally to set oneself in relation—most 
conspicuously, to set the inquiring mind in relation to the becoming world, but 
also inescapably (if less obviously) to set us in relation to one another as fellow 
inquirers. In a dynamic world, co-created by the beings around us, how can we shift 
our epistemic focus from establishing knowledge to the always unfinished 
business of inquiry? How do we make knowledge and understanding, but also 
practice and action, the joint collaborative project that they must be, reintegrating 
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our own relationality as well as the mutual relationality of both minds and worlds into 
it? 
  
In year 2, we might consider some of the questions below: 
 

●​ How can we forge new, more lasting connections within (economic, political, 
and social) systems that seek to fragment and atomise? 

●​ How can we hope to deepen connections in a world that seems poised for 
ongoing polarisation? How is polarisation understood from the point of view 
of autonomous systems? (See the work of Ezequiel Di Paolo, among others) 

●​ How can we build institutions that draw us into constructive collaboration 
with each other, instead of reducing us to competitors only? 

●​ Deepening connections inevitably reveals dynamics of power: how might we 
work with such dynamics so that our ways of knowing ultimately benefit the life 
that is most vulnerable? 

●​ What happens when our starting points are not individuals, but processes 
and interrelations? (See the work of John Dupré) 

●​ How might we link knowing with loving, and loving with knowing? (See the 
work of Hanne De Jaegher and Iris Murdoch) 

●​ How can we measure feelings of closeness and empathy in the brain and 
mind? (See the work of Olga Klimecki, for example) 

●​ How might we include non-western and/or indigenous forms of being and 
knowing, as ways of deepening connection? How do different uses of 
language in these traditions (collective pronouns vs. individual pronouns) 
affect our sense of connection? (See the work of Tyson Yunkaporta, for 
example) 

●​ What if we revised our understanding of knowing as teleological, and instead 
considered it as developing within a temenos, a sacred precinct of 
relationships and creativity? (See the work of Stephen Nachmanovitch) 

●​ What can we learn about connectedness from the practice of sangha, or 
community, in contemplative contexts? How can we understand solitary 
meditative practice from the standpoint of embeddedness and 
interconnectedness? How does this aid in our development of kindness and 
compassion, for both the human and the more-than-human?  
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●​ What do different scientific practices have to tell us about arriving at viable 
forms of knowledge when our perspective is always necessarily partial? How 
has the persistent striving for “objectivity” or “neutrality” set us on a 
dangerous path in both science and philosophy? (See the work of Evan 
Thompson, Adam Frank, and Marcelo Gleiser on the “blind spot”) 

●​ What does the latest scientific research, particularly in neuroscience, reveal 
about the neural correlates of connection? Is there a ‘science of connection’ 
that can possibly account for the richness and intricacy of intersubjectivity? 
How has neurophenomenology evolved to meet this more social dimension 
of the research? 

●​ How can we rethink fundamental physics in terms of dense networks of 
connectedness, instead of serial binary relations? 

●​ How has network science studied connection (including the 
more-than-human)? In domains such as: 

○​ AI 
○​ Ecology, biology, and geography 
○​ Psychology 
○​ Neuroscience 
○​ Physics 
○​ Sociology, anthropology, and political science  

 
[ESRI 2028] Building Agency 
  
Drawing from our understanding of our basic entanglement in Year 2, we consider 
how agency might be a more complicated, indeed more interconnected, affair than 
we ordinarily suppose. If we as individuals are taken by a looming sense of 
impotency, our only real hope might lie in the ability of networks—sometimes visible, 
at other times invisible—to respond to the multiple crises before us. If inquiry is 
always necessarily joint inquiry, if knowing is a collaborative effort, then the activity 
of knowing, and the actions we base on our best understanding at a given moment, 
are always vulnerable in a particular way. We must rely on each other, indeed 
become who we are with respect to one another and our shared environment, and so 
our agency is always compromised—it is always, in part, not our own. How can we 
understand the mutuality of responsible inquiry and action without distributed 
responsibility becoming a de facto abdication of responsibility on all sides? What 

6 



 
 

would an ethics of shared knowledge building, and thus shared agency, look like? 
If agency is primarily understood as having ownership of one’s actions, is it possible 
to develop a shared ownership of actions?  
  
In year 3, we might consider some of the questions below: 
  

●  ​ How might our sense of agency change when we fully acknowledge our 
embeddedness in a community of knowledge production, rather than 
thinking of ourselves as individuals holding the key to understanding? 

●  ​ Part of our vulnerability is that we never have full, “objective” 
knowledge of a situation; and yet, we need to act. How do we know 
when our action is enough, and of the right kind? 

●  ​ What skillful means exist for this process of discerning what is ‘right 
action’? What sorts of ‘ethical know-how’ (Varela 2001) are available to 
us for this particular world-in-becoming? Can épochè be a helpful attitude 
or tool for stretching our agency? 

●  ​ How to be clear and precise in our ethics, without falling into prescriptive 
claims? 

●  ​ How do we not mistake ‘stretching’ our agency with some form of 
completion(ism) or perfection(ism), particularly in aggressively 
neoliberal cultures such as these?  

●  ​ Can we develop a veritable ‘enactive ethics,’ wherein agency is always 
necessarily an intersubjective affair? What would it look like relative to 
other branches of ethics, such as virtue ethics and care ethics? 

●  ​ How has the modern idea of ownership and the privatisation of (natural) 
resources altered our understanding of the relationship between 
ownership and responsibility? How do nation states and 
intergovernmental bodies figure into this?   

●    How has recent research in (contemplative) science taken up the problem 
of agency? Is there an inherent contradiction between meditative states of 
groundlessness or selflessness and one’s ability to act as a person in 
the world? Is it possible to loosen up the concept of agency from one 
individual to an interconnected whole? (See the work of Nadav Amir and 
colleagues)  
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●  How might we understand the agency of the more-than-human, or the 
non-human?  

●  ​ What, concretely, is required of researchers in an era where the 
sociopolitical pressures are impinging on the integrity of the research 
practices themselves? How do we see the transformative power of such 
research practices?  

●  ​ What might we learn about agency from certain practices in the world, 
such as the arts, pedagogy, psychotherapy, and activism? How can 
such practices continue to inform theory, and help us refine our ontologies 
and epistemologies? 
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