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The Principle of Systematic Exclusion (rv) 
Why Coherent Systems Must Hide Most of Reality 

Abstract 

Scientific progress is often portrayed as a gradual expansion of knowledge toward an increasingly accurate representation 
of reality. Yet several foundational developments in mathematics, physics, and cognitive science suggest that the limits of 
knowledge may not merely be temporary obstacles but structural features of the systems through which knowledge arises. 
This essay introduces the Principle of Systematic Exclusion (PSE), which states that any coherent system can exist or 
generate knowledge only by systematically excluding a vast range of alternative possibilities.  
Stability emerges not from including everything that might be the case, but from restricting what counts within a system’s 
boundaries. The essay situates PSE within a broader intellectual tradition spanning critical philosophy, systems theory, and 
complexity science. It then examines how similar structural limits appear in Spencer-Brown’s logic of distinction, Gödel’s 
incompleteness theorem, Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, and Hoffman’s interface theory of perception.  
These converging insights suggest that systematic exclusion is not an incidental feature of particular theories but a general 
condition for the emergence of coherent systems and structured knowledge. 

1. Introduction 

Modern science is often described as a progressive unveiling of reality. From this perspective, the history of science 
consists of replacing incomplete descriptions with increasingly accurate models of the world.  
Yet some of the most important discoveries in twentieth-century science suggest a different interpretation. The limits of 
knowledge may not simply reflect the current state of research; they may arise from the very structure of the systems 
through which knowledge becomes possible. 

This essay explores that possibility through what I call the Principle of Systematic Exclusion (PSE). The principle states 
that any coherent system—whether physical, biological, cognitive, or symbolic—can exist or generate knowledge only by 
systematically excluding a vast range of alternative possibilities.  
Stability emerges not from the inclusion of everything that might occur, but from restricting what counts within a system’s 
boundaries. 

Human understanding unfolds within symbolic frameworks that organize such exclusions. I refer to this evolving 
framework as the Holo-script: the network of distinctions, representations, and conceptual structures through which 
reality becomes intelligible to human observers. The Holo-script does not reveal reality in its entirety. Instead, it provides 
a structured interface that allows coherent interaction with the world. 

Viewed from this perspective, several well-known theoretical limits—from Spencer-Brown’s logic of distinction and 
Gödel’s incompleteness theorem to Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle and Hoffman’s evolutionary interface theory—can 
be interpreted as different expressions of the same structural condition. Each reveals that coherent systems depend on 
boundaries that prevent total inclusion. 

2. The Principle of Systematic Exclusion 

The Principle of Systematic Exclusion can be formulated as follows: 

Principle of Systematic Exclusion (PSE) 
Any coherent system can exist or generate knowledge only by systematically excluding an indefinitely large set 
of alternative possibilities. 

The principle follows from a simple observation. A system capable of maintaining coherence must restrict the range of 
states it allows. If all possible states were equally admissible, no stable form could emerge and no reliable distinctions 
could be maintained. 

PSE can be expressed through three basic structural steps. 

Distinction. 
A system arises when a distinction is made between what belongs to the system and what does not. 
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Exclusion. 
Every distinction implies the systematic exclusion of alternatives. What counts as meaningful within the system 
is determined by ignoring or suppressing a much larger space of possibilities. 

Structural limitation. 
Because a system can function only by such exclusions, it cannot fully represent the totality from which it 
emerges. Every coherent system therefore contains structural blind spots. 

In this sense, exclusion is not a defect of knowledge but a precondition of coherence. 

3. A Tradition of Boundary Epistemology 

Although PSE is formulated here as a general systems principle, closely related ideas appear throughout the history of 
philosophy and science. These perspectives share a common intuition: knowledge becomes possible only within 
structures that determine what can and cannot appear. 

3.1 Critical philosophy 
In the critical philosophy of Immanuel Kant, knowledge arises through the cognitive structures that organize experience. 
According to Kant, human cognition does not encounter the world in a raw form. Instead, experience is shaped by the 
forms of intuition—space and time—and by the categories of the understanding. Consequently, knowledge concerns 
phenomena, the world as it appears within these structures, while the noumenon, or thing-in-itself, remains inaccessible 
(Kant, 1781/1787). 

From the perspective of PSE, Kant’s insight suggests that knowledge becomes possible only through the restriction of 
what can appear within experience. 

3.2 Systems theory 
A related idea emerges within twentieth-century systems theory. Gregory Bateson famously defined information as “a 
difference that makes a difference” (Bateson, 1972). This definition implies that most possible differences remain 
irrelevant within a given system. Only certain differences become meaningful within the system’s organization. 

Similarly, the biological theory of autopoiesis developed by Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela describes living 
systems as operationally closed networks that respond only to perturbations that acquire meaning within the system’s 
internal organization (Maturana & Varela, 1980). 

In both cases, system stability depends on selective exclusion of possible signals and interactions. 

3.3 Complexity science 
Within modern complexity science, similar ideas appear in the study of self-organizing systems. Research on dissipative 
structures shows that ordered patterns often emerge in systems operating far from thermodynamic equilibrium. However, 
the stability of these structures depends on constraints that channel energy flows into a limited set of configurations. As 
Ilya Prigogine demonstrated, order emerges not from unlimited possibilities but from restricted pathways of organization 
(Prigogine & Stengers, 1984). 

Taken together, these traditions suggest a common structural insight: coherent systems emerge through boundary 
conditions that exclude most possibilities. 

4. Structural Limits Across Disciplines 

The same structural pattern appears in several foundational theories. 

4.1 Distinction and the origin of form 
In Laws of Form, George Spencer-Brown begins with a simple instruction: 

“Draw a distinction.” 
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A distinction divides the world into two domains: the marked state and the unmarked state (Spencer-Brown, 1969). Every 
form arises by separating something from what it is not. Without this separation, no identifiable structure could exist. 

From the perspective of PSE, distinction itself is an act of exclusion. 

4.2 Formal systems and incompleteness 
A second structural limit appears in the incompleteness theorem of Kurt Gödel. Gödel demonstrated that any sufficiently 
expressive formal system contains true statements that cannot be proven within the system itself (Gödel, 1931). 
Attempting to capture every truth within a single formal structure inevitably leads to incompleteness or inconsistency. 

Formal coherence therefore requires that certain truths remain outside the system’s deductive reach. 

4.3 Measurement limits in physics 
In quantum mechanics, Werner Heisenberg established that certain physical variables cannot be simultaneously 
determined with arbitrary precision. The uncertainty relation 

 

expresses a structural limitation on measurement (Heisenberg, 1927). Increasing precision in one variable necessarily 
reduces precision in another. The limitation does not arise from technological imperfections but from the mathematical 
structure of quantum theory itself. 

Here again, precise knowledge of one aspect of a system requires the exclusion of precision elsewhere. 

4.4 Evolutionary filtering of perception 
A closely related idea appears in the Interface Theory of Perception proposed by Donald D. Hoffman and colleagues. 
According to this theory, natural selection favors perceptual systems that guide successful behavior rather than systems 
that accurately represent objective reality (Hoffman, Singh, & Prakash, 2015). Organisms therefore perceive the world 
through simplified interfaces that highlight fitness-relevant features while ignoring most underlying structure. 

Biological perception thus operates through systematic exclusion of environmental information. 

5. Structural Convergence 

Although these theories originate in different fields, they reveal a common pattern. 

Domain   Structural limit  Interpretation 
Spencer-Brown  distinction  form arises by excluding alternatives 
Gödel   formal systems  complete self-description is impossible 
Heisenberg  measurement  certain variables cannot be simultaneously fixed 
Hoffman   perception  organisms perceive only fitness-relevant cues 

In each case, coherent organization depends on boundaries that prevent total inclusion. 

The Principle of Systematic Exclusion can therefore be understood as an abstract formulation of a structural condition 
that appears repeatedly across disciplines. 

6. The Holoscript and Human Knowledge 

Human cognition operates within symbolic and conceptual systems that organize these exclusions. The concept of the 
Holo-script refers to this evolving network of distinctions, representations, and interpretive frameworks through which 
human observers construct meaningful descriptions of the world. 

The Holo-script functions as an interface between human cognition and the environment. It enables structured 
knowledge by stabilizing certain distinctions while ignoring others. Like all coherent systems, it simplifies the complexity 
of reality in order to produce usable representations. 

ΔxΔp ≥ ℏ
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However, this simplification inevitably generates blind spots. The same exclusions that make knowledge possible 
simultaneously define the limits of what can be known. 

7. Conclusion 

If the Principle of Systematic Exclusion captures a general structural feature of coherent systems, then the limits of 
knowledge are not merely temporary gaps awaiting future discovery.  
They arise from the very mechanisms that allow systems to maintain stable distinctions and organize complexity. 

Every system that achieves coherence does so by narrowing the field of possibilities it admits. Whether in logic, physics, 
biology, or cognition, stability depends on restrictions that exclude most alternatives. 

Understanding these structural exclusions may therefore be essential for understanding both the power and the limits of 
rational inquiry. What makes knowledge possible simultaneously defines the horizon beyond which knowledge cannot 
fully reach. 

  HChJ Stolting 
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For a deeper dive into these concepts, including interactive content, academic analyses and bibliography, please refer to 
the following resources: 
The Rooster Riddle Project (roosterriddle.com): The central platform for this research, containing essays, conceptual 
explanations, and a comprehensive bibliography. 
Darwin's Dragons Podcasts: AI-generated introductory series available on the website, featuring episodes such as 
"We are all just Flatlanders" (an introduction to PSE, 30')) and "How Logic Killed Matthias the Rooster" (30'). 
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