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Embracing Relational Complexity

Maureen Walker, Ph.D.
William D. Larkin IlI, M.A.

In fifty years of Relational-Cultural theory
building, one theme surfaces with
regularity: the complexity of connection.
From the 1980’s to the 2000’s, papers in the
Works in Progress Series explored the
challenges and conundrums encountered in
variously configured relational contexts.
Indeed, the primacy of these themes was
such that a compilation of these papers
entitled The Complexity of Connection was
published in 2004 (Jordan et al., 2004).

The Works in Progress of the past 50 years
provide a solid foundation for further
exploration of the nature of complexity, the
most basic of which is “what do we mean by
complexity?” On the one hand, the word
itself is so deeply textured that it invites
presumption of a shared lexicon, one that is
applicable across different contexts. On the
other hand, that very texture immediately
raises the opposite questions: how could
such a word have a unitary meaning? Does
the word complexity offer refuge or escape
from the hard work of seeking a more
profound and evolutionary clarity?

In honor of the 50-year anniversary of
Miller’s seminal work Toward a New
Psychology of Women (1976), now is the
time to move beyond complexity as an
abstraction and to courageously engage the
ambiguities and contradictions of our
relational entanglements on our living
planet.

The Etymology and Reality of
Complexity

Ecopsychologist Sofia Batalha (2025a) posits
that complexity is the reality of relational
life, the pulse of which might be felt when
we consider the etymology of the word —
from the Latin “complexus”: to surround,
encompass, embrace; from “com”:
together, with; and from “plectere:” to
weave, braid, twist, intertwine. The
etymological roots are rich and generous.
Batalha asserts that braiding and embracing
open up entry points to this living reality of
complexity. Indeed, the practice of braiding
suggests a blatantly concrete example. As a
young girl with thick, coily, wavy hair, |
learned that braiding was practically a
ministry in my family. More than once a day
| would hear the words, “Someone needs to
braid Shorty’s hair.” However, no amount of
Royal Crown pomade and stiff brush bristles
could coax my hair into flat compliance;
temporary coherence was the only likely
outcome. At some point, a stray coil or curl
would begin to insist on itself and escape
confinement by the barrettes or other
clasps meant to hold it in place. In short,
complexity resists linearity. It defies stasis.
To paraphrase Miller (2002), complexity is
the essence of life, emerging through action
in relationship. As described by Batalha
(2025a), it cannot be “fixed” or solved
because it is always transforming based on
entanglement and interaction.



Complexity is not to be conflated with
“complicated”. The Latin root of the word is
“complicare”: to fold together. Other words
associated with complicated are confusing,
interconnected, and difficult to understand.
Although the etymology points to
similarities between the two words, there is
a distinct difference. According to Batalha
(2025a), a system is complicated when it has
many parts that may require specialized
knowledge to understand; however, it can
be mapped and managed. It is both
predictable and solvable. Examples of such
systems or entities
are cell phones, air
traffic control
systems, and heat
pumps. An
admittedly
nonsensical
example might start
with a simple yellow
cake layer, which
gets covered with
caramel frosting, then maybe decorated
with chocolate drizzle, sprinkled with
raisins, watercress, and panko crumbs.
Although the result is a complicated (and
very nasty) dessert, it is completely
analyzable and probably fixable. In contrast,
consider the complexity of ocean life, an
intimate partnership, mycelial
undergrowth, or a grief process. In other
words, complexity is relational, dynamic,
and evolving; it is not amenable to linear
mapping or fixed solutions. According to
Bayo Akomolafe (2017), acknowledgement
of complexity is also counter-cultural in that
it defies categoricity, settlement, and
closure.

This viewpoint is resonant with emergence
and multi-vocality as the essence of growth-
fostering relationship (Jordan, 1986; Miller,

1986). Prior to earliest formulations of what
was then called self-in-relation theory,
psychological growth was predicated on
separate self constructs. The development
of a healthy (read: separate) self was
necessary for optimal functioning. In lay
terms, the underlying presumption of these
constructs was that healthy humans have a
“true” self. The purpose and apex of human
development was the discovery and
protection of that self. Indeed, prior to self-
in-relation theory, one might imagine True
Self as an internal substance or structure
guarded by a “Do
Not Enter” sign.

With the now more
expansive
formulations of
Relational-Cultural
Theory comes the
realization that we
are all multiples
interacting with
other multiples. We
are all entangled with systems — human,
non-human, and collective — larger than our
perceptions of self. Author and healer
Resmaa Menakem characterized relational
realities by explaining that "we are living
beings interacting with other living beings
on a living being" (Somatic Liberation
Conference, Omega Institute, Rhinebeck,
NY, Personal Communication, 2017).

Erasing Complexity: Sacralized
Myths, Pathological Certainty,
and Relational Harm

Preoccupation with closure, linearity, and
power-over control are habits of mind and
practice that limit our capacity for
embracing complexity. The result is dualistic



or binary thinking that often breeds
relational violations. One example of this
kind of binary thinking is the American
sacralization of innocence. As Miller (1976)
suggested in Toward a New Psychology of
Women, relational violence and violations
are sustained by obfuscating language:
language deployed for the express purpose
of mystifying rather than clarifying reality.
Sacralized myths are necessary to sustain
oppressive power relations. Nowhere is this
more patently obvious than in the narratives
that celebrate the origins of the United
States.

The notion that the nation was conceived in
liberty and dedicated to the proposition of
freedom and equality is a very partial truth.
Indeed, some of the colonizers were seeking
refuge from the bondage of debt and
religious persecution. However, sacralizing
this narrative erases the fact that the voyage
was a capitalist venture, a project aimed
toward economic enrichment by securing
trade opportunities and the discovery and
appropriation of valuable resources such as
gold. The economic goals may not have
been inherently nefarious; however, they
were executed by means of land theft,
genocide, international human trafficking,
and stolen labor. The sacralized myths turn
colonizers into “settlers” in already
occupied lands. Indeed, it is far more
exalting to be called a pilgrim rather than a
conqueror or thief. Indigenous people who
were not amenable to the terms of
settlement and seizure, were turned into
“savages problems to be solved (if
necessary) by erasure. In other words, the
myth of sacralized” innocence required the
desecration of other beings and of the earth
itself. The throughline of this myth has been
carried forward into the 215t century: people
are deserving or non-deserving of access to

resources; they are worthy or not worthy of
belonging. This sacralized myth generates
power-over relationships, power-over the
earth, as well as power-over other living
beings and materialities. It categorizes and
separates those presumed to be fully
human with concomitant dignity, voice, and
entitlements from those who are presumed
to be less human. Clearly, these sacralized
myths accrue to the benefit of and support
the comfort of those who hold dominant
power. Complexity, interdependence, and
entanglement are collapsed into a singular
narrative of reality that performs as Truth in
the cultural conscious and conscience.

Truth (with a big T) performs as closure, and
it abrogates our capacity to navigate real
world complexity. It induces both urgency
and efficiency, the need to settle on a final
solution to anything deemed as problematic
or complicated. Attachment to big T “truth”
intensifies the dogma of solutionism, the
notion that every problem can be fixed. It is
also the source of such maxims as “focus on
the solution, not the problem.” It is the idea
that complex issues can be solved by
reducing their core issues to simple
engineering problems with the possibility of
“scaling up” the resulting reductions
(Akomolafe, 2023). This habit of mind and
practice leads to what Judith Jordan
(Personal Communication, 2001) aptly
describes as “pathological certainty.”
Furthermore, solutionism all too often
results in fixing the wrong problem, or
creating new ones in the process, something
often observed in conservation work,
international development, and
humanitarian interventions (Yates, 2023). A
concrete real-world example is readily
available. In accordance with 2025 federal
legislation dubbed the Big, Beautiful Bill, the
Amazon corporation received $15 billion in



tax incentives for investing in Al technology
(Bishop, 2025). Clearly, certain efficiencies
can be achieved through Al and robotics.
For example, robots are not likely to take
bathroom breaks, a feature which may
increase the speed of home deliveries.
However, this efficiency will be achieved by
the firing of 30,000 human workers
(Roeloffs, 2025). It takes little imagination to
foresee the cascade of human suffering
created by this solution.

The pursuit of

certainty and
closure
(solutionism) is
often fueled by the
shame of “not
knowing.”
Referencing a

phrase from the
poet John Keats,
Adams (2010)
elucidates the consequences of our
unwillingness to stay in the MUD: mystery,
uncertainty, and doubt. This avoidance of
MUD shows up not only in therapeutic
practice, but also in business, governance,
social services, and in the mundane course
of everyday life. Again, let me offer a short,
decidedly untherapeutic personal example.
Growing up as an only child in a world
peopled primarily by adults, | decided very
early on that “knowing things” provided
access to belonging. In fact, | would become
absolutely distressed upon discovering
something | did not already know. Seeing
my reactions to some newly discovered fact,
my babysitter Cousin  Gussie would
sometimes say: “Child, there is enough that
you don’t know to make a whole new
world.” When | shared that anecdote with a
group of therapists and human services
professionals, they immediately began

cooing sympathetic responses to my
presumed trauma. Admittedly, | was often
taken aback by Cousin Gussie’s comments,
but | was even more perplexed by the
therapists who assumed that her remark
was somehow shaming. | had shared the
story as an example of wisdom. With all
good intentions, they conflated cautionary
direction with humiliation. My interactions
with Cousin Gussie illustrated a far more
complex relationality than could be
captured by the
concept of “trauma-
inducing.” What |
was learning was
not to equate
knowledge and
certainty with worth
and belonging.

Complexity

generates
confusion; our
refusal to be confused exacts a great cost.
When cowered by complexity,
fundamentalism is all too often a “go to”
response.

Erasing Complexity:
Attachment to Linearity and
Binary Thinking

Fundamentalism is binary thinking that
confounds movement toward emergence
and creativity. It is the binary thinking that
concretizes the categories of stratified
humanity, that turns people into
diagnostically categorized patients, that
consecrates the exploitation of other living
beings and the unfettered extraction of
material resources. To paraphrase Margaret
Wheatley (2007), change starts with
confusion where cherished interpretations
and certainties dissolve to make space for



the emergence of creativity and new
channels of knowing.

Like solutionism, the commitment to linear
progress predisposes us to avoid the
complexities of entanglement,
contradiction, and circularity. This version of
anti-complexity is predicated on the notion
that a desired outcome by any means
necessary represents progress. In some
instances,  this  cultural propensity
contaminates well-intentioned activism. In
the absence of cautious discernment, the
dogged pursuit of a singular outcome may in
fact replicate the dynamics of power-over
paradigms that give rise to relational
violence. For example, consider the outrage
expressed by white suffragettes with the
passage of the 15 Amendment. The
amendment that granted voting rights to
black men (and not white women) caused
avowed feminist Elizabeth Cady Stanton to
assert white women’s superiority to black
men whom she labeled “Sambo.” It was the
same predilection behind the white
suffragettes’ demand that black women
march behind white women in the 1913
suffrage parade in Washington, DC. In their
singular pursuit of their desired outcome,
these suffragettes sought to avoid the
complexity of interlocking oppressions
through reduction and exclusion.

The impulse toward linearity is a denial of
the physiological reality that we carry
intergenerational history in our bodies.
Therefore, when we encounter an
obnoxious reality — such as a corrupt
president, governor, or congressperson —
we tend to see that person as a cause rather
than a symptom of our national distress. We
fail to account for generations of collective
complicity in accommodating inequity,
exclusion, and violence. The tendency to
resort to our cherished myths about who we

are undercuts the myriad possibilities of
becoming. The deep original wounds of our
culture have been whitewashed by
sacralized myths that obscure the
contradictions and the very messy truths
that brought us to this present day. In other
words, avoidance of complexity is often the
source of misdirection, distortion, relational
violations, and sometimes outright
stupidity.

In other instances, avoidance of complexity
is accomplished through embellishment:
hence, the ascent of the industry known as
multiculturalism. In these scenarios,
planners and managers seek to implement
this culture by “adding on.” People
representing various ethnicities, sexualities,
genders, and so forth are infused into an
organization in service of what is described
as diversity. (It is worth noting that the word
diversity implies presumptive normativity
and thereby deviation from what s
considered normative.) What may look like
embracing complexity is mere
embellishment or complication — much like
the dessert in an earlier example. Typically,
the hoped for harmonious nirvana is rarely
achieved. Instead, the planned diversity
gives way to multi-hued sectoring,
necessitating the formation of employee
resource groups (ERG’s) and the like. In
these groups, the “added on” elements
often express their felt difference from what
is considered normative or integral to the
organization.

Writing about race and gender in the
workplace, Thomas (1991) uses a
horticultural analogy of grafting peaches
onto oak trees to describe this experience.
An expert horticulturist may indeed be able
to “innovate” in such a way that a few
peaches actually grow and thrive. Most,
however, will wither and fall to the ground.



The point is simply that it is the nature (or
culture) of the oak tree to grow acorns — not
peaches. Fancy horticultural tricks (e.g.
special days designated to celebrate the
“diverse” peaches) will not help peaches
thrive. In other words, the horticulturist
succeeds at making the tree more
complicated. So long as the ecosystem of
entangled roots and mycelial networks
remain unchanged, the tree will persist in
producing acorns. None of this is to suggest
that efforts to cultivate multiculturalism are
useless or wrong-headed. It is to suggest
that reductionism and embellishment are
anti-complexity strategies, both functioning
to produce knowledge that is misconfigured
and misaligned. It further suggests that
cobbling together elements as if they are
separate, discrete, and stabilized units
produces the illusion of change, not actual
transformation. Again, Batalha (2025b)
offers the perspective that embracing
complexity begins with acknowledgement
of indigeneity; that is, that there is no radical
separation between humanity and nature.
The Western preoccupation with
separation, neutrality, and coloniality (read:
power-over paradigms) produces chronic
disconnection characterized by moral
amnesia and exiled suffering. Instead, she
proposes a cosmology described as a
community of living beings, human and
otherwise, all evolving with agency,
wisdom, memory, and intentionality.

Embracing Relational
Complexity: Where Do We Go
from Here?

From its earliest formulations, Relational-
Cultural Theory has interrogated the word
“self,” specifically emphasizing identifying
“action in relationship” as the source of

awareness and development of self (Miller,
1976). Insights gleaned from recent
research in neurobiology, ecopsychology,
and post-humanist epistemology also
repudiate the notion of a settled or
stabilized self. These disciplines suggest that
embracing relational complexity requires an
understanding of self that includes the
interactions and interdependencies among
living beings, whether human, animal, or
arboreal as well as other materialities
(Akomolafe, 2023; Banks, 2015; Batalha,
2025b).

One way to illustrate this notion is with the
simple observation that the self we
experience watching the ebb and flow of
oceans waves is different from the self that
helps us navigate congested traffic on a six
lane roadway. Both self-expression and the
underlying  neurobiological processes
undergo significant changes in different
situations. Research reported by Brogaard
(2017) draws on research to illustrate the
interdependencies between context and
what is commonly called decision
processing or personality. For example, she
points to studies suggesting that whether a
judge had eaten lunch before rendering a
sentence was strongly correlated with
harshness or leniency of the decision.
Likewise, she describes research that found
decisions were more positively correlated
with factors like the hardness or softness of
the judge’s chair than with variables such as
temperament or ideological proclivities.

To embrace relational complexity is to
forego ideological purity. Often this purity
presents as the “equal and opposite”
reaction to some undesirable circumstance.
For example, in a culture marred by gender
oppression, it is unsurprising that slogans
such as “What'’s good for women is good for
the world” would become normative in



feminist circles. However, it seems both a
rejoinder to and a creolization of the
sentiment “What’s good for business is
good for the country.” Both notions are
tethered to a kind of essentialism that
derives its truths through erasure,
extraction, and exclusion.

The question then becomes who or what
gets erased to fabricate the appearance of
unity or assimilation. Although it may be
considered unseemly to interrogate a
rallying call for women, it is necessary to ask
who’s included in
the  “good for
women” sentiment.
Who gets erased?
Who gets centered?
How might such a
sentiment

reproduce the
dynamics of a
power-over paradigm where the dominant
group preserves for itself the right to
establish the terms by which less powerful
others are known (Miller, 1976)?

For example, how might that slogan attempt
to assimilate the interests of trans women in
Alabama or factory shift workers in Arkansas
with the Princess of Wales? A somewhat less
absurdist example might be taken from the
recent histories of feminist movements in
this country. Feminist icons such as Betty
Friedan, Bella Abzug, and Gloria Steinem
(with the help of national affirmative action
legislation) undoubtedly spurred progress
toward the inclusion of white women in
corporate spaces. However, the struggles of
middle class and upper middle class white
women were not the same struggles as
those of poor white women in Appalachia
nor of black women in domestic service in
Georgia, nor immigrant women working

back breaking shifts in urban laundries or
agricultural fields.

First articulated by scholar Kimberle
Crenshaw (2019), intersectionality as a
movement sought to map the overlapping
interests of women in different social
locations while simultaneously marking the
dissimilarities. Put bluntly, while many
middle and upper middle class white
women were fighting for a seat at the
corporate table, other women with less
social status were struggling to feed their
families at the
kitchen table. In

other words,
collapsing
differences into
“pretend”
commonality  has
done little to
enhance

connections among women or to advance
the cause of justice for anyone.

Ideological purity can also result in
replication of a power-over paradigm. One
of the earliest critiques of Self-in-Relation
theory was that it was tethered to the
precepts of second wave feminist
essentialism (Miller et al., 1997). To be fair,
in mostly informal and unpublished settings,
there were times when discussions veered
dangerously close to the notion that women
were simply better humans than men.
However, such binary thinking was never
the point. As Miller (1976) stated in the
epigraph Toward a New Psychology of
Women, the inclusion of marginalized voices
simply expands the imagination of human
possibility. From the beginning, the
organizing principles and practices of
Relational-Cultural Theory rested on the
premise that complexity is multi-vocal.
Furthermore, clarity of voice emerges



through relational entanglements.
Ideological purity reduces complexity to
false clarity, and it is wunder these
circumstances that relational harm may
proliferate. Authoritarian politics and
power-over machinations (whether in
families or governments) thrive on the
divisiveness that false clarity can breed.
False clarity provides retreat from the
vulnerabilities and the ambiguities that
define complexity; however, it is also the
breeding ground of chronic and corrosive
disconnection.

To embrace relational complexity is to hold
contradictions without homogenizing them
to effect a false unity. It is to acknowledge
that healing and harm, growth and
degeneration might exist in the same space.
An example? Most of us will continue to
hold onto (and upgrade) our cell phones as
a convenience or even a necessity of
modern life. We might even choose industry
carriers that are represented as more
socially conscious than others. That said, we
commit relational harm when we refuse to
acknowledge that children in Congo, some
as young as seven years old, perform unsafe
labor when mining the cobalt necessary for
our convenience (Kamara & Bumba, 2025).
Similarly, describing what she calls “waste
colonialism,” Salamat (2025) maintains that
the garbage exported from rich nations
under the guise of recycling contributes to
ilinesses caused by unsafe working
conditions and exposure to contaminants.
Furthermore, she asserts that this burden is
borne unequally by women and children in
the global South. None of this is to suggest
that recycling is bad or that we should reject
all cellular technology. It is to suggest that
recycling is a thin virtue when it rests on
denial of our complex entanglements with
our planetary community.

What can we do in the face of such
nettlesome complexity? We can cultivate
the courage to examine apparent
contradictions: for example, harm as a
portal to healing. In much of her work,
founding RCT scholar Irene Stiver advised
embracing the complexity of discrepant
images to heal painful and ruptured
relationships (Stiver, 1990).

Another decidedly unflattering example?
Perhaps you can imagine my skepticism
when as a neophyte therapist working on an
addiction unit, | would hear recovering
patients profess their gratitude for being an
addict. Given all the harm they had
experienced, themselves, and caused
others, | quickly slotted those comments
into a file called “reaction formation.”
(Using Freudian terms was to me a signal of
expertise.) Imagine the unbidden but deep
learning | experienced when a patient
wished me a good evening and happy new
year — along with a safety warning: “Most of
you social drinkers will be drunk tonight and
prone to accidents.” In a matter of a few
seconds, | learned how muddled
rationalizations (i.e. just having a good time)
make one susceptible to the devastating
consequences often caused by the disease.
Unlike those of us who have not been
officially diagnosed, | became aware of how
this recovering patient’s location on
standard measures of health afforded him a
perspective on “normal” behaviors that
could imperil the health of families and
communities. Confronting the complexity of
what the recovery community calls the
“cunning and baffling disease “enhances
relational capacities for clarity,
intentionality, and humility.

Embracing relational complexity may
sometimes appear to be the antithesis of
common sense. In our fevered attempts to



contrive solutions to a nettlesome problem,
phrases like “fair and balanced” start to
surface. Indeed, they tend to take on
hallowed air, much like the taken-for-
granted wisdom of compromise.

To be sure, these approaches are
appropriate for some simple issues in some
contexts. For example, one might settle for
free repair of a backyard grill rather than
demand a new one from the retailer.
However, relational interdependencies and
entanglements, particularly as they relate to
social justice, are typically not amenable to
such fixes. There is no fair and balanced
approach to the need for proper and
satisfying nutrition.

Of course, political elites

and self-appointed
guardians  of  fiscal
integrity have
attempted ham-fisted
measures  prohibiting
the purchase of candy
with  food  stamps.

Certainly, no one would argue that a
Snickers candy bar has nutritional value, but
neither does a box of Frosted Flakes.
Compromise in these cases is little more
than political expedience, socially palatable
power-over control. As Miller (1976)
explained, it is an enactment of domination
and unilateral control over the terms of
relationship; specifically, who can have
what, in what measure, and for what
purpose.

Another compelling example comes to
mind. As Martin Luther King, Jr. sat
sweltering in Southern jails, his would-be or
might-be allies urged him to have patience.
They suggested that three centuries of
suffering under white supremacy might be
best addressed through compromise — just

accepting a little bit of justice at a time.
Again, in accordance with power-over
paradigms, the rulers of the white
supremacist  systems  reserved  for
themselves the right to determine how
much justice was enough and on what
schedule it would be delivered. Under
circumstances such as these, to seek
compromise or a “fair and balanced”
solution is to submit to the logic of a power-
over paradigm. Direct  non-violent
resistance not only perforated the veneer of
accommodation, but it also exposed the
soul-corroding violence that had gained
social acceptability. To embrace relational
complexity requires us
to challenge what s
accepted as common
sense and rupture the
foundations of systems
that hold oppression in
place.

| am again reminded of
how as a young girl |
would become
distressed to discover there was something
| did not know. Somehow, not knowing
represented diminishment, a sure sign that |
was vulnerable to not mattering or not
belonging. Simply put, not knowing was
shameful. Although that was way back in the
1900s (as a grandchild once said to me), it
seems that not knowing is often
experienced as humiliation, a fear of that
continues to hobble our movement toward
authentic and just relationships in the 215t
century. This fear of uncertainty is the
festering wound that provokes avoidance; it
coerces solutionism to silence the
cacophony of contradictions, ambiguities,
and inextricable entanglements of aliveness
in relationship.



Here's a modest proposal

What if we begin to accept uncertainty as a
form of intelligence? We might then begin
to recognize complexity as the constantly
morphing place where true learning begins.
We may begin to recognize that search and
seizure of the answer may cause us to miss
more enriching possibilities. Embracing
complexity requires a mind-body shift from
demanding resolution and closure to
attunement and vitality. Again, it may evoke
the discomfort of holding paradox and the
ambiguities of multiple truths.

Paradox and ambiguity are central to the
story of an encounter between Martin
Luther King, Jr. and his fellow activist Harry
Belafonte. Four years after the passage of
the Civil Rights Bill and less than a week
before his assassination, Belafonte noticed

his friend becoming increasingly
despondent. When asked why, King
responded: “I've come to believe we’re
integrating into a burning house.”

(Muhammad, 2020)

This response was by no means a
repudiation of racial integration nor of the
morality of equal justice movements. It was
instead a clear-hearted awareness that
racial integration was not sufficient to
address the interlocking oppressions of
systemic poverty, militarism, and the false
morality of religious chicanery. As a solution
to systemic injustice, racial integration
represented a thin accommodation,
offering little more than the illusion of
progress and the false tranquility of unity.

Complexity is a living reality, not amenable
to settled cognitions and totalizing binaries.
To succumb to the false binary of
segregation or integration could easily lead
one to revel in the fantasy of triumph.
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Instead, Dr. King leaned into the grief which
could foster a more sustainable hope.

While such binaries may provide temporary
respite, they result in an epistemological
paralysis that precludes movement toward
new possibilities. Finally, to embrace
relational complexity is to abandon the
need to make complexity easier to
understand. It is to resist the urge to reduce
living realities into neat, disembodied
abstractions. It is to live with courage and
humility, allowing complexity to transform
how we understand our interconnectedness
and interdependencies as living beings with
other living beings on a living earth.
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