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Abstract. One of the seminal constructs in 20th-century biosemiotics is
G. Evelyn Hutchinson’s ‘niche’. This notion opened up and unpacked car-
tesian space and time to recognize self-organizing roles in open, dynami-
cal systems — in n-dimensional hyperspace. Perhaps equally valuable to
biosemiotics is Hutchinson’s inclusive approach to inquiry and his will-
ingness to venture into abductive territory, which have reaped rewards for
a range of disciplines beyond biology, from art to anthropology. Hutchin-
son assumed the fertility of inquiry flowing from open, far-from-
equilibrium systems to be characterized by ‘fabricational noise’, follow-
ing Seilacher, or ‘order out of chaos’, following Prigogine. Serendipitous
‘noise’ can self-organize into information at other levels, as does the
‘noise’ of Hutchinson’s contributions themselves.

An ecology of, by, and for, an ecologist

Spectacular, seminal, searching minds — as that gracing George Eve-
lyn Hutchinson (1903—1991) — do not emerge in every field, in every
generation, in every culture, with any regularity, and when they do
they defy every orderly principle. Of logic. Of comprehensibility. Of
coherence. Such minds, and their works, emerge more willy-nilly,
evoking evolutionary surprise in their observers and for their authors
as well, rendering their occasional more linear, predictable, develop-
mental contributions equally surprising, rather than suspenseful, as
would otherwise be the case.
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The majority of researchers in any field are naturally apt to work in
that appropriately-labelled discipline, and to communicate within its
circumscribed discourse. Such usual, developmental discourse builds
incrementally, linearly, and, at least in hindsight, predictably — corre-
sponding to so-called gradual evolution, where difference is quantitative
or one of degree. In contrast, the Hutchinsons in any discipline dart and
wander around and beyond its boundaries. Intellectual peregrinations
sometimes destabilize the received wisdom of an otherwise comfort-
able, orderly field. Periodically, though, collective understanding reor-
ganizes with a surprising leap, in substance or direction — the analogue
of punctuated evolution, a qualitative difference in kind. These meta-
phors of evolution and development in semiotic systems are drawn from
Stanley Salthe (Salthe 1993, Salthe and Anderson 1989). I fancy Hut-
chinson would resonate with these metaphors as well.

The playful properties of Hutchinson license me, perhaps, to deal
with him as subject and object in a strolling, trolling, manner. Or per-
haps the situation is not one of license but rather an imperative. Either
way, I take liberties. I take liberties with the slices of Hutchinson mak-
ing up this salmagundi, and I take liberties with the strictures and
structures of English style. To some extent, I address this document to
Hutchinson as well. Like many of his essays, this one is in cant:
oblique, lilting, intimate, inviting complementation and contest. Semi-
otician that he was, Hutchinson will find the beat and follow the inter-
secting spirals I trace in his oevre. In another life, I can make amends,
and emendations.

Ushering out, ushering in

I was an usher, that’s all. An usher at Hutchinson’s memorial service.
An ethnographer, too, you might say. That was at Yale’s Battell
Chapel, 19 October 1991, following Hutchinson’s death in England on
17 May 1991. One hundred twenty days earlier, in early January 1991,
I had watched sadly as Hutchinson left New Haven to visit, if not to
remain in, his native England (Anderson 1998). Five years before his
departure and death, he received the second Kyoto Prize in basic sci-
ences. Eight years earlier, there had been a grand celebration of Hut-
chinson’s 80th birthday at Yale’s Peabody Museum. Twelve years
earlier, on 24 October 1979, Hutchinson received the Franklin Medal
of the Franklin Institute in Philadephia for Development of the Scien-
tific Basis of Ecology.
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Closing his address to the Franklin Institute on the above occasion,
he wrote:

Finally, since it has been said that nothing I say is wholly serious, I would
like in this vein to express a hope that the honor you have done me is a
tribute not only to partly forgotten and largely collaborative researches but
also, in a minor way, to one or two more playful and ornamental exercises
which I think may have given occasional pleasure to some of you. (Hut-
chinson 1979b: 4)

Eighty-eight years before his death, Hutchinson was born, 30 January
1903, in Cambridge, England. Hutchinson proceeded to study and be
studied in Cambridge, Naples, Johannesburg, Tibet, numerous frothy
ponds and illuminated manuscript archives, and Yale.

Contemplating Hutchinson today benefits from his, and our, will-
ingness to wander, to trace the macramé of his mentation. Read aloud
any of his work, and you will hear Hutchinson’s voice. His experience
and experiences imbue all of his writing with his personal touch and
breath, and this is emphatically so with respect to his autobiographies:
The Ecological Theater and the Evolutionary Play (1965) and The
Kindly Fruits of the Earth: Recollections of an Embryo Ecologist
(1979a).

Strolling and trolling with and
without G. Evelyn Hutchinson

Like so many others of his generation, Hutchinson was precocious in
early publication and prolific thereafter, and more and more eclectic
with time. His bibliography published in Limnology and Oceanogra-
phy 16(2) (March 1971) and 36(3) (May 1991) records Hutchinson’s
very first article, in 1918, titled ‘A swimming grasshopper’. Hutchin-
son shared his research — on particular aquatic creatures (1968),
populations and communities (1978a), species relationships (1954),
bodies of water (1957), and chemical cycles (1948a) — with limnolo-
gists; but he also reported on science itself (1983), on biology gener-
ally (1948b), on taxonomy (1966), on larger ecological dynamics
(1948c), on human evolution (1959a), on human culture (1955), on
gender (1973a, 1973b), on art (1963, 1978b), on ethics (1948c¢), and
on issues concerning global survival (1948c). By 1943, when his
‘Marginalia’ contributions were regularly featured in American Scien-
tist, Hutchinson’s wide-angled vision enlightened many across the
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broadest range of academic disciplines. He was generous in his critical
reviews of cutting-edge books, and in his obituary essays commemo-
rating departed colleagues. At the same time, Hutchinson shared his
surviving circle of intellectual friends with others, making it possible
for his students to read a variety of manuscripts in process and even to
engage eminent scholar-scientists in correspondence. Hutchinson as-
sumed that real scientists were scholars and vice-versa. Just as he was
fascinated by phenomena at every scale and of every description, his
collegial generosity knew no bounds.

What rendered Hutchinson’s scholarly-scientific contributions par-
ticularly semiotic was his insatiable curiosity leading him to disregard
or dispute traditional boundaries of research or of discourse, even in
his own formulations. In the winter of his life, just before the spring of
his death in 1991, he was asked about what singular problem we in-
herit at the end of the twentieth century; he instantly replied, ‘insides
and outsides’ (Anderson 1998: 235). Among other things, this had
relevance for the spatial and energetic parameters once pertaining to
niche, even when referenced to n-dimensional hyperspace. Thereby,
niche could connote a sophisticated space bounded by edges, beyond
which there was no ‘outside’, enclosing an ‘inside’ distilled down to
n-dimensional components. The elucidation of the concept of niche
moved, in Hutchinson’s mind, from analytic to synthetic, from extrin-
sically closed and concrete to intrinsically open and relational, from
physical to semiotic, or, to borrow from Rosen (1991), from syntactic
to semantic. The relational entails roles, in biology as well as in soci-
ety, and roles construct emergent meanings rather than being the pre-
cipitates of extrinsic measurables.

While strolling and trolling himself, Hutchinson routinely turned
every incident and observation along his path into meaningful rela-
tions with other phenomena. This he acknowledged in his lecture oc-
casioned by the Kyoto Prize in 1986, which essay he titled ‘Keep
Walking’ (Hutchinson 1986), quoting and crediting the advice he re-
ceived from an indulgent editor. The gist of this essay was that ordi-
nary evolutionary wandering folds into developmental trajectories,
surprise fertilizes suspense, means can become ends, medium may be
message, and chaos can sort itself into provisional order... and vice
versa, Mdobius-fashion. All of this Hutchinson subsumed as ‘fabrica-
tional noise’, a phrase he adopted from a narrower usage by Seilacher
(1974). Fabricational noise also describes the self-organizational be-
havior in far-from-equilibrium systems (Prigogine and Stengers
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1979/1984), whether developmental or evolutionary, and is consonant
with his student Slobodkin’s characerization of evolution as ‘existen-
tial poker’ (Slobodkin 1968).

Hutchinson’s adopted philosophy of ‘keep walking’, of strolling
and trolling, recalls the equally magnificent metaphor deployed by
Jakob von Uexkiill in his, ‘A stroll through the world of animals and
men; a picture book of invisible worlds’ (Uexkiill 1957). Great minds,
no doubt, stumble onto great metaphors as they stride.

Relationships, perspectives, and invariance

Hutchinson’s approach to biosemiotics emphasized relationships
(e.g., the roles eventually constituting ‘niche’) and holism (e.g., his
compulsive inclusive integration of context with content). These incli-
nations cross-fertilized. Consequently, neither figure nor ground were
fixed. About niche, Hutchinson ventured that critics may conclude it is
‘compounded of equal parts of the obvious and the obscure’ (1957:
416). And no interrogation of biological process could exclude the
human interrogator together with his/her culture, language, and per-
sonality. Although bringing in gender in the marked hybrid possessive
pronoun  ‘his’her’ sounds inelegant, and consequently un-
Hutchinsonian, he was truly fascinated by gender and how it played
itself out in both society and science — witness his generous reviews
of the works of his friend, Rebecca West (e.g., 1987), whose four-
footed cane he inherited and relied on for his strolling and trolling
during the final five years of his life.

While known as an ecologist, in Hutchinson’s practice of ecology
there was no exclusion of ethology (1957, 1969). If we assume ecology
to focus on the largely extrinsic material/energetic grounds relating
some units of analysis, and ethology to consist in the overlapping and
complementary behavioral roles, largely informatic, of and between
some units of analysis (Anderson et al. 1984) — then it’s clear that
ecology and ethology are more than sibling disciplines; they are more
like Siamese twins, but not just connected to each other, either. Semiot-
ics entirely problematizes the traditional crutch of units of analysis.

Hutchinson’s ecology, moreover, approached its subject matter
from both the micro-experimental, descriptive level and the macro-
statistical level seeking general laws, such as that obtaining between
population density and body size. His strolls took him into realms of-
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ten considered incommensurable: the micro, the meta, the macro; the
chemical, the biological, the cultural; the inductive, the deductive, the
abductive; scale, rhythm, symmetry (1957).

Invariant among and between all of Hutchinson’s contributions is
the foregrounding of the provisionality of any and all units of analysis.
Any units (molecule, gene, cell, organism, population, species, ecosys-
tem-not to mention niche) are necessarily tentative or elusive, even as
they are constituted vis-a-vis other formal units and within overarching
temporal situations and spatial contexts. More persuasive units will not
be spatial or energetic entities, but processual integrations also relating
informatics and time, and/or any other dynamics which help consolidate
our always interim understanding. While the significance of any de-
scription, analysis, or synthesis is at best provisional, given the infinite
deferral inherrent in meaning-making, Hutchinson insisted that it was
nonetheless imperative to be bold in the exercise of semiotic inquiry.
Humans can and must build on and simultaneously challenge if not de-
construct accumulations of received wisdom packaged as knowledge.

In pursuit of competition, cooperation, and creativity

Biologists working with conventional models have taken process to be
increasingly knowable, predictable, mappable. For example, complex-
ity lends itself to be tamed by assumptions of closed-system competi-
tion through natural (or even artificial) selection. Hutchinson was
among the earliest to find as suspect the overdetermined natural selec-
tion narratives of competition (1948b). He preferred to take into ac-
count obvious conditions of cooperation and allow for the opacity and
transparency of both chance and necessity — and of ignorance.

One can speculate that Hutchinson’s own personal habits of coop-
eration leaked into his analysis of various outcomes of biological pro-
cess. Projection, after all, may be rampant in human cognition, and as
such is certainly natural. In considering cooperation, leading to co-
evolution, biological process becomes more complex and nuanced-and
more realistic and interesting.

Hutchinson could productively ratchet between the most improb-
able of sources and resources. Theorizing for him was an autotelic
activity, resembling perhaps the self-rewarding compulsions of allo-
primates afforded paints and canvas or musical instruments, who ef-
fortlessly go on to create designs in space and sound appealing to our
sensibilities (1963: 107).
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For all his penchant for creativity, Hutchinson allowed some role
for selection. Consider this: ‘It is not necessary in any empirical sci-
ence to keep an elaborate logicomathematical system always apparent,
any more than it is necessary to keep a vacuum cleaner conspicuously
in the middle of a room at all times. When a lot of irrelevant litter has
accumulated the machine must be brought out, used, and then put
away’ (Hutchinson 1957: 416). This observation predates Kuhn
(1962), and is much more graphic and satisfying!

As can be appreciated, Hutchinson was simultaneously humble and
bold. Sometimes a well-meant scholar or student would venture to
utter that Hutchinson was the ‘father of ecology’, whence Hutchin-
son — reflecting on his own fabricational noise — would usher out
the admirer, and mutter, ‘No, that would be Darwin’.
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Pa3znenss “dadpuxanuonHbii mym”
I'. Ueainna XaTuHHCOHA

OnuH W3 TPOIYKTUBHEIX KOHCTPYKTOB OnoceMHOTHKH 20 B. — “Huma” T
HBmuHa XaT4MHCOHA. JTO MOHATHE PACKPBUIO KapTe3HAHCKOE MPOCTPAHCT-
BO M BpeMs, YTO MOBJEKIO 3a co0oif NpH3HAHWE caMOOpraHu3aluu B
OTKPBITBIX JWHAMUYECKHX CHCTEMaX, B N-MEpHOM THIEPHIpPOCTPAHCTBE.
Bo3MokHO, HE MeHee LieHeH Ijii OMOCEMHOTHKH WHKIIO3MBHBIH TOIX0M
XaTuyMHCOHA K MCCJIC/IOBAHMIO M €T0 TOTOBHOCTH TMOKOPSATH HOBBIC Tep-
PUTOPHH, YTO BO3HATPaXXJAAaeTCs BO MHOTHX JUCLUIUIMHAX 33 MpeleNaMu
OHONIOTHH, OT WCKYCCTBOBEACHHWS /IO AHTPOTOJNOTHH. XaTYMHCOH Mpe.-
TOJIArat, YTO IJIOAOTBOPHOCTH MCCIEAOBAHUS MPOUCTEKAET M3 OTKPBITHIX,
HEPAaBHOBECHBIX CHCTEM, XapaKTEPH3YIOIMXCS ‘‘(haOpHKaLMOHHBIM LIy-
MoM” mo 3elnaxepy, WM “nopsakom u3 xaoca”’, mo Ilpuroxuny. OTKpbI-
BaTeNbCKUI “IIyM” MOMKET CaMOOPTAaHM3OBHIBATECA B HWH(OpMAIMIO Ha
JPYTHX YPOBHSAX, TakK *e Kak “IIyM”’ OTKPBITHII caMOoro XaT4WHCOHA.

Osasaamine G. Evelyn Hutchinson’i
“valmistusmiirast”

Uks 20. sajandi biosemiootika produktiivsetest konstruktsioonidest on
G. Evelyn Hutchinson’i “ni$§”. See mdiste avas kartesiaanliku ruumi ja
aja, mis tdi endaga kaasa enesereguleerimismehhanismi tunnistamise ava-
tud diinaamilistes stisteemides, n-mddtmelises hiiperruumis. Vdimalik, et
mitte vdhem téhtis biosemiootika jaoks on Hutchinsoni inklusiivne
lahenemine uurimistodle ja tema valmidus hdlvata uusi territooriume, mis
on andnud tdnuvadrseid vorseid paljudel bioloogiast viljapoole jadvatel
aladel kunstiteadusest antropoloogiani. Hutchinson arvas, et uurimuse
tulemuslikkus tuleneb avatud, tasakaalustamata siisteemidest, mida ise-
loomustab “valmistusmiira” (Seilacheri termin) vdi “kord kaosest” (Prigo-
gine). Avastuslik “miira” voib iseorganiseeruda informatsiooniks teistel
tasanditel, samuti nagu Hutchinsoni enese avastuste “miira”.



