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Opening Letter 

Dear Reader, 

This is a short book about a pattern I have come to call the consciousness trap — and about a 

way of knowing I am calling Recognition Theory. 

The pattern is this: symbolic intelligence, the distinctively human capacity to create 

representations, abstractions, and models, can lose contact with the deeper regulatory 

intelligence from which it emerged. When this happens, we mistake our maps for the 

territory. We override the feedback systems that have maintained life for billions of years. 

We generate the very crises we then try to solve with more sophisticated versions of the same 

symbolic operations that created them. 

The way of knowing is this: genuine understanding emerges through relationship and 

participation rather than detached observation. Reality discloses itself to those who attend to 

it relationally; it withdraws from those who approach it extractively. This is not mysticism. It 

is what quantum physics discovered about observation, what ecology discovered about 

ecosystems, what complexity science discovered about adaptive systems, what contemplative 

traditions have always known about mind. 

I am eighty-four years old. I have spent forty-five years facilitating learning from major 

projects across three continents, earned a doctorate researching why projects succeed and 

fail, and published work that is still cited in the field. I have also spent sixty years circling the 

same questions from another direction entirely — through a glimpse in 1960 that showed me 

the ground beneath all our constructions, through decades of forgetting and remembering, 

through a marriage that taught me what relational intelligence actually looks like when 

embodied. 

This book holds both. It offers a theoretical framework with testable predictions, grounded 

in convergent evidence from independent scientific domains. And it offers testimony — one 

particular life, honestly reported, showing how the pattern revealed itself through paths no 

one else will walk. 

I do not offer Recognition Theory as a completed system. I offer it as coordinates for others 

who recognise this territory. The theory will develop through those who find it useful, 

critique it, extend it, correct it. That development will itself be an instance of the distributed 

intelligence it describes. 

The book you hold resists certain uses. You cannot extract a methodology from it. You 

cannot turn it into a six-step process or a certification programme. The form carries its own 

warning: testimony cannot be abstracted, and any theory that claims knowing is relational 

cannot coherently be applied as a tool for control. 

What you can do is encounter it. Read slowly. Notice what resonates and what resists. Let 

recognition call to recognition. The rest is conversation. 

Terry Cooke-Davies Folkestone, November 2025 
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PART ONE 

The Fruit of One Particular Life 

"The major problems in the world are the result of the difference between how nature 
works and the way people think." — Gregory Bateson 

I have written elsewhere about what I call the 'consciousness trap' — the pattern by 

which symbolic intelligence, having emerged from the deeper regulatory intelligence 

of the cosmos, loses contact with its ground and mistakes its representations for 

reality. This is a philosophical claim, and I have tried to ground it in complexity 

science, ecology, neuroscience, and the convergent testimony of contemplative 

traditions. 

But philosophy alone is not how I came to see this pattern. I came to it through one 

particular life — my own — with all its contingency, confusion, and slow revelation. 

What follows is not autobiography in the ordinary sense. It is an attempt to trace how 

one unrepeatable path happened to reveal something that may be recognisable to 

others walking very different paths. The testimony does not validate the philosophy; 

nor does the philosophy explain the testimony. They are two ways of pointing at the 

same thing. 

The Inheritance 

The consciousness trap does not begin fresh with each generation. It operates 

through inheritance — not merely genetic, but narrative. We are born into stories 

already being told, veils already in place. The family that conceals is not malicious; it 

is protecting itself from shame it did not create. But the child inherits the 

concealment without knowing what is being concealed, and learns early that surfaces 

are not to be trusted, that something is always hidden. 

My grandmother Gertie was seventeen when she gave birth to her first child and 

married the father shortly after. Three years later, as her husband left for the 

trenches of the First World War, she and another man — the one she actually loved — 

met him at the railway station to confess their affair and suggest he divorce her. He 

survived the war. The divorce came in 1924. By then, Gertie had borne two more 

children to her lover and married him — bigamously, since the divorce had not yet 

been granted. When the Nottingham Assizes heard the case, bigamy was a crime. 

Within a year, the family had relocated to Switzerland, leaving my mother (Gertie’s 

second child) behind, in the care of Gertie’s mother in Enfield. 

I discovered none of this until decades after everyone involved had died. What I 

inherited was not the facts but the pattern: the sense that official stories required 

maintenance, that dates and origins were negotiable, that the version presented to 
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the world and the reality beneath it were not the same thing. My mother's birth date 

danced by a year or two depending on who was asking. 

But my mother was not alone in masking her shame. My father's surname — the 

hyphenated 'Cooke-Davies' — was explained by a story about a first husband lost at 

sea in the First World War. The story did heavy lifting for years until, on a German 

motorway in the late 1970s, my mother casually mentioned that my father had 

actually been illegitimate, ashamed of it, and had constructed the hyphen to hold 

together what could not be spoken. 

I was born into this inheritance in March 1941, in a terraced house in Coventry 

during the Blitz. My father was with the British Expeditionary Force; my mother had 

returned to her parents' home to give birth. The bombs fell on the armaments 

factories nearby. I entered a world already at war with itself, in a family already 

practised in the art of veiling. 

The Glimpse 

In 1960, I was nineteen years old, studying electrical engineering at Nottingham 

University. I knew nothing yet of my grandmother's bigamy, my father's illegitimacy, 

or the careful construction of our family name. The veiling was intact, and I had no 

reason to suspect it. 

And then something happened that had nothing to do with any of this. 

I cannot describe it without falsifying it. Language is part of what fell away. What I 

can say is that, for a timeless moment, the separation between observer and observed 

— between 'me' and 'everything else' — was simply not there. There was no one 

standing apart from experience, watching it. There was just — this. Seamless, 

intimate, utterly obvious. Not an experience I was having, but the falling away of the 

one who would have experiences. 

The glimpse came unbidden. I had done nothing to earn it. It was not the product of 

my theological studies, which started as a result of the experience, not the other way 

round. It was not a reward for spiritual practice — I had none to speak of. It simply 

happened, the way weather happens, and then the veiling returned. 

For the next sixty years, I would catch echoes of it — moments when the familiar 

separation softened and the ground showed through. But mostly, the trap reasserted 

itself. The 'I' reconstituted. The symbolic apparatus resumed its operations. I knew 

something, and I kept forgetting that I knew it. 

The Sideways Path 

How does someone who has glimpsed the ground spend the next six decades? In my 

case, not in a monastery. The path went sideways — through theology, yes, but then 

through archaeology, industry, management, consulting, research. From the outside, 

it looked like a conventional professional career with some unusual transitions. From 
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the inside, it felt like a single inquiry conducted through whatever materials came to 

hand. 

In 1981, I encountered Peter Checkland's work on soft systems methodology, and 

something crystallised. Here was a rigorous thinker grappling with how human 

beings actually engage with complex situations — not through detached analysis but 

through participation, relationship, the interplay of multiple perspectives. I intuited, 

without yet being able to articulate it, that the problems of the world were entangled 

with human nature itself. Not with human wickedness or stupidity, but with 

something structural about how we think. 

In 1987, I founded a consulting company. I called it 'Human Systems' — and the UK 

legal system, with its requirement for a distinguishing suffix, made it prophetically 

'Human Systems Limited.' The name captured something I sensed but could not yet 

fully see: that human systems are limited in ways that matter, that our way of 

organising and thinking contains vulnerabilities that produce the very failures we are 

trying to prevent. 

The work took me across three continents over forty-five years. I facilitated hundreds 

of groups, researched why projects succeed and fail, earned a doctorate, published 

papers, built and sold a business. None of it looked like spiritual seeking. All of it was 

circling the same questions: Why do intelligent people in well-resourced 

organisations consistently produce outcomes they do not want? Why does knowing 

better not lead to doing better? What is it about the way we think that generates the 

problems our thinking then fails to solve? 

And through it all, I was married to my wife. Sixty years now. She embodied 

something I would only later find words for — a kind of intelligence that operates 

through relationship, patience, attention to what is actually happening rather than 

what our models say should be happening. The mother tree, I would eventually call 

her, drawing on Suzanne Simard's research into forest networks. But that naming 

came late. For decades, I simply lived alongside her, learning without knowing I was 

learning. 

The Unravelling 

The family secrets did not reveal themselves through determined investigation. They 

came unbidden, sideways, when I was looking elsewhere. 

The motorway confession in the late 1970s — my mother's casual revelation that my 

father was illegitimate. The letter from Lt Col Mortimer Flash in 1982, introducing 

himself as my mother's second cousin (and, it turned out, her former boyfriend, who 

had introduced her to my father). The discovery, decades later, that my parents were 

themselves second cousins, their marriage legal but their entanglement deeper than I 

had known. And finally, in 2021, the newspaper article from the Nottingham Evening 

Post of 18 February 1924, reporting on my grandmother's divorce — the piece that 

unlocked the whole hidden architecture of bigamy, flight, and reinvention. 
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Each revelation arrived when I was not seeking it. The pattern showed itself when 

conditions were right, not when I demanded it. I began to see that this was not 

accidental — that reality operates this way, disclosing itself through relationship and 

encounter rather than through extraction and analysis. 

Meanwhile, the professional inquiry was converging on the same recognition from a 

different angle. The research into project failure kept pointing beyond methodology 

and competence toward something more fundamental. Organisations failed not 

because they lacked information but because they could not act on what they knew. 

The gap between knowing and doing was not a bug to be fixed but a structural 

feature of how symbolic intelligence operates when disconnected from feedback. 

Bateson's line kept returning to me: 'The major problems in the world are the result 

of the difference between how nature works and the way people think.' I had read it 

as a call for better thinking, more accurate mental models. Now I began to hear 

something more radical: that the way we think — symbolic, abstracting, 

representational — is itself structurally different from how the world works. The gap 

is not a correctable error. It is a feature of consciousness itself when it loses contact 

with the intelligence it emerged from. 

The Return 

In my early eighties, I encountered Katrijn van Oudheusden's work — a series of 

exercises in direct looking, designed not to argue the self out of existence 

philosophically but to fail to find it when you actually look. I had read similar 

pointers in various traditions over the years. But this time, something landed 

differently. 

The exercises worked not by adding something but by subtracting. Each time I 

looked for the 'one' who was experiencing, I found only experiencing. Each time I 

looked for the boundary between self and world, I found only seamless happening. 

What had been glimpsed in 1960 began to stabilise — not as a permanent state, but 

as an available recognition. The ground had never gone away. I had only stopped 

noticing it. 

And then came the serpent. 

I use the word advisedly. What happened was physical, visceral, actual. It occurred in 

October 2024, when I was eighty-two and a half years old. My daughter — named, 

when she was born, for a biblical judge and prophetess who spoke truth and did not 

flinch — confronted something that had been coiled around my heart for as long as I 

could remember. 

The serpent was anger. Not ordinary irritation, but a deep pattern of control and 

command that had shaped my relationships for decades. Those around me — my 

wife, my children, colleagues, friends — had learned to navigate around it. I had 

justified it as necessary, as protective, as maintaining order. In truth, it was the trap 
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operating through me: the 'I' that must control, that feels its existence threatened 

when things slip beyond its grasp, that mistakes its grip for strength. 

My daughter did what no one else except her mother had done. She stood her 

ground. She named it. She faced it with an anger of her own — and simultaneously, 

with sorrowful compassion. Her hand passed through it, as I wrote afterwards, 

'attacking it but simultaneously embracing it.' My wife and son-in-law watched, 

helpless, as something that had coiled through generations finally met its match. 

The serpent died. I felt its absence in my chest — the cold where once there had been 

heat. And with that breath came a flood of realisation: the serpent had not been my 

strength. It had poisoned my mind and distanced me from those I loved. 

I could not have planned this. I did not earn it through spiritual practice or 

therapeutic work, though both played their part. My daughter did what she did 

because of who she is — shaped by her own life, her own struggles, her own hard-won 

skill in recognising and confronting such monsters. The prophetess who speaks 

truth. The judge who does not flinch. We named her that at birth, not knowing what 

we were doing. 

What the Path Revealed 

I am eighty-four years old as I write this. The path I have traced is unrepeatable — 

the particular inheritance, the particular glimpse, the particular decades of sideways 

inquiry, the particular unravelling, the particular encounter with my daughter. No 

one else will walk this path. No one else can. 

And yet I offer it because something in it may rhyme with other paths. The pattern, if 

not the particulars. The trap operates everywhere, adapting its shape to each life it 

inhabits. The veiling takes different forms but serves the same function: to maintain 

the separation that symbolic consciousness requires in order to feel real. The glimpse 

comes unbidden to some, through years of practice to others, and perhaps never to 

many — but the ground it reveals is the same ground, because there is only one 

ground. 

What I have learned — and I hold this lightly, knowing how easily insight becomes 

another possession of the self it was meant to dissolve — is something like this: 

The trap is real. Symbolic consciousness really can lose contact with the intelligence 

it emerged from. The consequences are visible everywhere — in families that pass 

down concealment, in organisations that cannot act on what they know, in 

civilisations that destroy the conditions for their own flourishing. 

The veiling is persistent. Glimpsing the ground does not automatically clear what has 

accumulated on top of it. I lived sixty years between the first glimpse and anything 

like stable recognition. The serpent coiled around my heart long after I 'knew' there 
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was no separate self for it to coil around. Knowing is not enough. The trap operates 

faster than thought. 

Release often comes from outside. I could not have slain my own serpent. The one it 

possessed cannot be the one who defeats it. My daughter did what she did from her 

own ground, her own strength, her own love. The pattern completed itself through 

relationship, not through individual effort. 

The ground never went away. This is the most important thing. Through all the 

veiling — the family secrets, the professional detours, the decades of forgetting — the 

ground was always already the case. I was never separated from it. I only believed I 

was. The wave never stopped being made of ocean. 

Offering 

This testimony is not a model to follow. Your path will be different — must be 

different, because you are different, your inheritance is different, your serpent has its 

own shape, your daughter (if she comes) will come in her own form and her own 

time. 

What I offer is only this: one particular life, honestly reported. The trap was real in 

this life. The veiling was persistent. The glimpse came and went and came again. The 

sideways path turned out to be preparation for something I could not have planned. 

The release came through relationship, not through achievement. And the ground — 

the intelligence that was never elsewhere, the ocean that was always what the wave 

was made of — the ground was here all along. 

If any of this rhymes with your own experience, then perhaps it will be useful. If not, 

set it aside. Eight billion paths are being walked right now, each one carrying its own 

experiences, each one capable of revealing what was never hidden. 

The fruit of one particular life is not the life itself. It is what the life, fully lived and 

honestly reported, might offer to others still walking. 
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PART TWO 

The Ocean and Its Waves 

On the Hierarchy of Intelligence, Sentience, and Consciousness 

A thoughtful reader recently raised a question about my use of the term 

'consciousness trap.' Was I, he wondered, equating consciousness with symbolic 

intelligence? If so, this would conflict with how consciousness is discussed in 

mainstream scholarship—where pure conscious experience, the kind meditative 

adepts describe, is carefully distinguished from the symbolic, conceptual operations 

of thought. 

The question was generous and precise, and it revealed that I had not been 

sufficiently clear about something important. Let me try to remedy that here. 

The Direction of Emergence 

The key move I am making—and this is where I may differ from some in 

consciousness studies—is to treat what I am calling "intelligence" as the prior and 

more fundamental term. Intelligence, in my usage, refers to the regulatory, adaptive, 

feedback-responsive capacity that pervades the cosmos. It has been operating for 

13.8 billion years, long before anything we would recognise as consciousness 

appeared. 

This is not a metaphorical extension of a human property onto the universe. It is, 

rather, a recognition that what we call intelligence in humans is a local instance of 

something far more widespread. Feedback-responsive regulation, adaptive learning, 

context-appropriate action—these capacities operate in immune systems and 

ecosystems, in cellular networks and mycorrhizal webs, in the quantum fields that 

underlie all matter. We are not projecting human intelligence onto nature; we are 

recognising that human intelligence emerged from and participates in patterns of 

regulation that long preceded us. 

Antonio Damasio captures something of this when he speaks of 'unminded 

intelligence'—smart, adaptive, goal-directed processes operating through molecular 

pathways without anything resembling consciousness. These processes regulated life 

for billions of years before any organism could 'know' what it was doing in the 

symbolic sense. 

So, the sequence I am proposing runs in a particular direction: intelligence first, 

then—much later and in certain biological lineages—consciousness emerges within 

intelligence. Consciousness is what happens when intelligence, at a certain level of 

complexity, becomes aware of itself. 

A More Differentiated Hierarchy 
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But we need further distinctions. Between omnipresent intelligence and reflexive 

consciousness, there is another capacity: sentience. Sentience is the capacity to feel, 

to have qualitative experience—the emergence of what philosophers call 'something 

it is like' to be a particular creature. 

This gives us a hierarchy: 

Intelligence — omnipresent, regulatory, adaptive; operating from quantum fields 

through chemistry through ecosystems 

Sentience — the capacity to feel, to have qualitative experience; emerging in certain 

biological lineages 

Consciousness — self-aware intelligence; knowing that you know; the reflexive turn 

Symbolic consciousness — consciousness equipped with the capacity to represent, 

abstract, name, and manipulate concepts 

Each level emerges from and remains embedded within the previous one. Symbolic 

consciousness does not float free of consciousness, consciousness does not float free 

of sentience, sentience does not float free of intelligence. We are nested, all the way 

down. 

Combinations That Don't Get Discussed 

This hierarchy allows for combinations that mainstream discussion often overlooks. 

Consider whales. They are certainly intelligent in any meaningful sense—adaptive, 

communicative, culturally sophisticated, capable of complex social relationships. 

They are almost certainly sentient—there is something it is like to be a whale, an 

ocean of felt experience. But are they conscious in the reflexive sense? Do they know 

that they know? Some cetacean research suggests they may be—bottlenose dolphins 

pass mirror self-recognition tests, for instance. But the question is far from settled 

for most whale species. 

What would intelligence-plus-sentience look like without the reflexive turn that 

generates self-consciousness? Perhaps it would look like swimming in an ocean of 

felt meaning without a narrative 'I' observing it. Rich, responsive, relational—but not 

separated from itself by the act of self-reflection. 

I am not aware of empirical research that carefully investigates this possibility. The 

tendency in consciousness studies is to treat sentience and consciousness as roughly 

synonymous, or to use 'consciousness' as a catch-all for any inner experience. But 

these are genuinely different capacities, and conflating them obscures exactly the 

question worth asking: what does intelligent feeling look like when it is not coupled 

with symbolic self-representation? 

Where the Trap Springs 



Recognition Theory v1.1 

11 

Now we can locate the 'consciousness trap' more precisely. 

The trap does not spring with sentience. A creature that feels but does not symbolise 

is not at risk of mistaking its maps for the territory—it has no maps. It participates 

directly in the flow of intelligent regulation from which it emerged. 

The trap does not spring with consciousness per se. Even reflexive self-awareness, 

knowing that one knows, need not generate the problematic separation—though it 

creates the conditions for it. 

The trap springs when consciousness gains symbolic capacity—the ability to create 

representations, to name, to abstract, to manipulate concepts detached from their 

contexts. At this point, a characteristic vulnerability emerges: the symbolic 

representation can be mistaken for the reality it represents. The map becomes the 

territory. The concept substitutes for the encounter. 

And crucially, when this happens, symbolic consciousness loses contact with the 

regulatory intelligence it emerged from. It begins to operate as if its representations 

were complete, as if its abstractions captured the whole, as if the feedback loops that 

constrain other forms of intelligence no longer applied to it. 

Gregory Bateson put it memorably: "The major problems in the world are the result 

of the difference between how nature works and the way people think." 

Read one way, this is a call for better mental models—more accurate representations 

of how the world works. But read through the framework I am proposing, it says 

something more radical: the way people think—symbolic, abstracting, 

representational thinking itself—operates by a different logic than the intelligence 

that pervades the world. The gap is not a bug to be fixed with better maps; it is a 

structural feature of symbolic consciousness. 

The Way Out Is the Way Back 

This brings us back to the 'pure conscious experience' that my reader mentioned—the 

states meditative adepts describe, where symbolic operations fall silent and 

awareness rests in itself without conceptual elaboration. 

In my framework, this is consciousness remembering the intelligence it emerged 

from. When the symbolic apparatus quiets, what remains is not less than ordinary 

consciousness but more—or rather, it is ordinary consciousness re-embedded in its 

ground, no longer separated from the regulatory flow by its own representational 

activity. 

The contemplative traditions have always known this. What they describe as 

'awakening' or 'enlightenment' is not the acquisition of something new but the 

recognition of what was always already the case—that we are not separate from the 

intelligence that moves through us, that our symbolic consciousness is a wave on an 

ocean it never left. 
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The trap is real. Symbolic consciousness really can lose contact with its ground and 

operate as if its representations were autonomous and complete. The consequences 

of this disconnection—ecological, social, psychological—surround us. But the trap is 

not permanent. The ground never went away; we only stopped noticing it. 

A Different Conversation About Human Nature 

If this framework holds, it reframes persistent debates about human nature. 

We are not 'just animals' in the reductive sense—something genuinely distinctive 

happens when intelligence gains symbolic consciousness. But that distinctiveness is 

not an elevation; it is primarily a vulnerability. We are not higher than other forms of 

intelligence; we are at risk in a way they are not. We can lose contact with the 

regulatory feedback that constrains them. We can mistake our maps for the territory. 

We can operate as if the rules that govern the rest of nature do not apply to us. 

Human nature, in this view, is not the problem to be overcome (as some spiritual 

traditions suggest) nor the baseline to be accepted (as some naturalists argue). 

Human nature includes a structural susceptibility to a particular kind of error—

mistaking representations for reality—and that is what needs addressing. 

The question then becomes practical: What practices maintain connection to the 

ground? What institutions encode wisdom about staying embedded? What does it 

mean to participate in intelligence rather than merely exercise it? 

These are questions that can only be asked once we stop assuming that symbolic 

consciousness is the pinnacle of intelligence rather than one vulnerable expression of 

it—a wave that has temporarily forgotten it is made of ocean. 

My thanks to Whit Blauvelt for the question that prompted this clarification. The 

conversation continues. 
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PART THREE 

Beyond Override 

The Pattern Across Scales, and What It Predicts 

Despite decades of methodological sophistication in project management, major 

projects continue to fail at predictable rates. Bent Flyvbjerg's empirical research 

documents systematic patterns of optimism bias and strategic misrepresentation in 

megaprojects, whilst Sir Geoffrey Vickers diagnosed the underlying dynamic as early 

as the 1970s: modern organisations privilege production (goal achievement) over 

regulation (maintaining system stability and relationships). Yet recognition of these 

patterns has not prevented their recurrence. 

Why does recognition not prevent recurrence? 

This section examines that question through what I call consilience—the convergence 

of evidence from multiple independent domains. When complexity science, 

neuroscience, forest ecology, systems theory, and project management research 

independently point toward compatible insights about distributed intelligence and 

regulatory override, that convergence suggests genuine pattern recognition operating 

at civilisational scale. 

The Consciousness Trap: Core Pattern 

The consciousness trap operates through a seemingly innocent definitional move: 

intelligence requires consciousness. Consciousness means symbolic self-awareness—

the ability to create abstract representations, manipulate concepts, maintain 

narrative identity. 

Therefore: only entities possessing symbolic consciousness can be genuinely 

intelligent. Therefore: only conscious beings can judge what counts as intelligence. 

Therefore: humans are the proper arbiters of intelligence everywhere. 

This circular reasoning accomplishes something remarkable: it makes regulatory 

intelligence invisible unless it mirrors human symbolic consciousness. 

What Gets Filtered Out 

Consider what neuroscientist Antonio Damasio calls "unminded intelligence"—

smart, adaptive, goal-directed processes operating through molecular pathways 

without anything resembling consciousness. These processes have been regulating 

life for billions of years before any organism could "know" what it was doing in the 

symbolic sense. 

Or consider forest ecologist Suzanne Simard's documentation of mycorrhizal 

networks connecting trees, adaptively allocating resources, prioritising stressed 
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individuals, maintaining forest coherence across disturbances. These networks 

exhibit feedback, self-organisation, memory, and emergent coordination—all 

hallmarks of intelligent regulation. Yet because trees lack symbolic consciousness, we 

call this "just chemicals" rather than intelligence. 

Or consider complexity theorist Jean Boulton's identification of "patterns with 

agency" at ecological scales—where the intelligent unit is the system, not the 

individual organism. These patterns regulate adaptively, responding to context in 

ways that maintain system stability. But we cannot point to a conscious entity doing 

the regulating, so the intelligence remains invisible. 

Consequences for Override 

When regulatory intelligence becomes invisible, override becomes permissible—even 

necessary. 

If forests aren't intelligent, they require human management to function properly. If 

ecosystems lack intelligence, they need human intervention to maintain productivity. 

If local communities don't possess the "right kind" of intelligence (symbolic, abstract, 

technical), their knowledge can be safely ignored in project planning. 

The consciousness trap doesn't make people cruel. It makes override feel responsible, 

even benevolent. We're bringing intelligence to unintelligent systems, order to mere 

mechanism, purpose to purposeless matter. 

Flyvbjerg's megaprojects demonstrate this pattern perfectly. Each one overrides 

massive amounts of embedded regulatory intelligence—ecological feedbacks, social 

relationships, local knowledge, economic constraints. Not through malice, but 

through a filter that makes that intelligence invisible. 

Why Recognition Doesn't Prevent Recurrence 

Here is where the pattern becomes truly interesting. Even when we recognise the 

production/regulation imbalance (Vickers), even when we document systematic 

override failures (Flyvbjerg), the proposed solutions typically reinforce the 

underlying pattern. 

Better frameworks. More sophisticated methodologies. Improved governance 

structures. Enhanced stakeholder management protocols. 

All attempting to override the tendency to override through more sophisticated 

symbolic analysis and central control. 

This is the consciousness trap in action: symbolic intelligence immediately 

substitutes maps for territory, concepts for encounter. Recognition gets captured in 

abstract frameworks that bypass the relational intelligence that might actually 

regulate behaviour. 
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Consider reference class forecasting—one of Flyvbjerg's key proposed remedies. It's 

methodologically sound: use data from comparable past projects to generate realistic 

forecasts rather than relying on optimistic projections. 

Yet it doesn't work consistently. Why not? 

Because the consciousness trap operates at a deeper level than methodology. It's not 

that people don't know megaprojects tend to overrun. They know. But symbolic 

intelligence can always construct narratives explaining why this project is different, 

why this context is unique, why this team will succeed where others failed. 

The map—however accurate—cannot substitute for the relational intelligence that 

would actually constrain behaviour. Because that intelligence operates through 

feedback, through consequence, through direct encounter with reality's regulatory 

patterns. 

Governance-by-Recognition: An Alternative 

If governance-by-mechanism (better frameworks, more controls) reinforces the 

consciousness trap, what might governance-by-recognition look like? 

First principle: attend to distributed intelligence already operating within the system. 

This means treating stakeholder perceptions as distributed sensing rather than 

obstacles to overcome. It means recognising ecological and social regulatory patterns 

as intelligence to work with rather than constraints to bypass. It means 

understanding local knowledge as embodied regulatory wisdom rather than 

anecdotal noise. It means seeing emergent coordination as system intelligence rather 

than lack of central control. 

For project leadership, this shifts fundamental orientation: 

From comprehensive planning that anticipates all contingencies, to pattern 

recognition and adaptive response. 

From stakeholder management (controlling perceptions), to stakeholder engagement 

(learning from distributed sensing). 

From risk mitigation through better analysis, to resilience through working with 

regulatory feedbacks. 

From success defined by goal achievement, to success defined by maintaining 

relationships and system viability. 

The SMDR Compass 

Translating governance-by-recognition from principle to practice requires project 

leaders to develop specific capacities. I propose the SMDR compass—Sobriety, 
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Maturity, Discernment, and Responsibility—as essential disciplines for navigating 

complexity without defaulting to override patterns. 

Sobriety guards against illusion, fantasy, magical outsourcing—the tendency to 

believe tools, methodologies, or technologies (including AI) can substitute for direct 

engagement with system dynamics. What it enables: clear-seeing, grounded clarity, 

accurate framing of what project systems actually face versus what we wish they 

faced. 

Maturity guards against projection, blame, or sole credit—the adolescent patterns 

that either inflate individual agency or deflect responsibility onto external factors. 

What it enables: co-accountability, ethical authorship, recognition that outcomes 

emerge from distributed action rather than individual heroism. 

Discernment guards against over-reliance, automation, bypassing slowness—the 

efficiency fetishism that mistakes speed for capability. What it enables: 

intentionality, timely engagement, inner referencing about what this situation 

actually requires. 

Responsibility guards against diffusion, expediency, disconnection from 

consequences—the short-termism that achieves immediate goals while depleting 

long-term capacity. What it enables: service to life, stewardship, participation that 

strengthens rather than extracts from the systems we engage. 

Testable Predictions 

Recognition Theory generates predictions that can be examined empirically: 

First, projects that demonstrate governance-by-recognition should show better 

outcomes in high-uncertainty environments than those relying on comprehensive 

planning. 

Second, project failures should correlate with extent of override of distributed 

stakeholder intelligence. 

Third, leaders with contemplative practice or cross-domain learning should 

demonstrate better pattern recognition in complex contexts. 

These predictions follow from the theory's core claims. If genuine knowing emerges 

through relationship and participation, then approaches that honour distributed 

intelligence should outperform those that attempt comprehensive override. If the 

consciousness trap operates by making regulatory intelligence invisible, then the 

extent of that invisibility should predict failure rates. If contemplative practice 

reconnects symbolic consciousness with its ground, then practitioners should show 

enhanced capacity for the pattern recognition that governance-by-recognition 

requires. 

Future research could examine these predictions. The theory offers itself for testing. 
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The Age of Disruption 

If the consciousness trap has operated for millennia, why does it become urgent 

now? 

Because disruption reveals the limits of override. When systems are relatively stable, 

comprehensive planning and central control can work—for a while. The regulatory 

feedbacks we ignore adjust slowly enough that we don't immediately experience 

consequences. 

But in an age of accelerating disruption—technological, ecological, social, economic—

those feedbacks accelerate. Override generates consequences faster than symbolic 

intelligence can analyse and respond. 

Climate change, biodiversity collapse, social instability, economic fragility—all 

demonstrate systems responding to sustained override by destabilising rapidly. The 

"rocking boat" rocks harder. 

Project leaders navigating disruption cannot rely on comprehensive planning and 

central control. The environment changes faster than plans can be updated. 

Distributed intelligence—the capacity to sense and respond adaptively through 

relational networks—becomes not luxury but necessity. 

Invitation 

Recognition Theory does not offer a method to be applied but an approach to be 

embodied and an inquiry to be participated in. For project leaders navigating 

disruption, this means asking not 'what techniques will solve this problem?' but 

'what are we failing to recognise, and what conditions allow recognition to emerge?' 

It means attending to distributed intelligence already operating within systems 

rather than imposing frameworks from outside. 

It means cultivating the disciplines (Sobriety, Maturity, Discernment, Responsibility) 

that prevent collapse back into override under pressure. 

It means engaging stakeholders as sources of intelligence rather than objects of 

management. 

It means remaining accountable for outcomes whilst acknowledging that genuine 

solutions emerge through relationship rather than control. 

This is not easier than conventional project governance. It requires capacities that 

professional training rarely develops: tolerance of ambiguity, attentiveness to 

relationship, willingness to be changed by encounter. But in environments where 

disruption outpaces planning, it may be the only approach that works. 
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Closing 

Recognition Calls to Recognition 

I have offered three things in this short book. 

A testimony: one particular life, showing how the consciousness trap operated 

through inheritance, veiling, and decades of forgetting—and how the ground revealed 

itself through encounter, relationship, and a daughter who spoke truth. 

A clarification: the hierarchy of intelligence, sentience, consciousness, and symbolic 

consciousness, locating precisely where the trap springs and why the way out is the 

way back. 

A framework: the pattern across scales, from cellular networks to forest ecosystems 

to organisational projects, with testable predictions and practical disciplines for 

those who would navigate complexity without defaulting to override. 

These three are not separate arguments that might stand or fall independently. They 

are three ways of pointing at the same thing. The testimony shows what the 

framework describes. The clarification explains why the testimony matters. The 

framework gives language for what the testimony embodies. 

I do not know if Recognition Theory will prove useful. That depends on whether 

others recognise the territory it maps—and recognition cannot be compelled. You 

either see the pattern or you don't. If you do, the theory will seem obvious, perhaps 

even trivially true. If you don't, no amount of argument will convince you, because 

argument is itself a tool of the symbolic intelligence the theory diagnoses. 

What I can say is this: the pattern is real. I have watched it operate in my own life, in 

organisations I have facilitated, in civilisational dynamics that now threaten the 

conditions for human flourishing. The consciousness trap captures its own critique. 

Better frameworks become more sophisticated tools for override. Recognition gets 

absorbed into methodology. The map keeps substituting for the territory. 

And yet. 

The ground never went away. The regulatory intelligence that has maintained life for 

billions of years continues to operate. The waves never stopped being made of ocean. 

What the contemplatives have always known, what ecology and complexity science 

and neuroscience are now documenting, remains available to anyone who will attend 

to it. 

Recognition calls to recognition. If something in these pages resonates with your own 

experience—whether you are a project leader navigating disruption, a researcher 

puzzling over persistent failure patterns, a contemplative noticing the gap between 
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insight and embodiment, or simply a human being wondering why we keep 

generating the crises our intelligence then fails to solve—then perhaps this book has 

done its work. 

The theory will develop through those who find it useful, critique it, extend it, correct 

it. That development will itself be an instance of the distributed intelligence it 

describes. 

The rest is conversation. 


