PAUL KAMMERER

AND THE LAW OF SERIALITY

THE LOST PARADIGM OF COINCIDENCE

John Townley and Robert Schmidt

The Austrian Paul Kammerer (1880-1926) proposed a remarkable theory of coincidence which he called ‘seriality’.
Long neglected since his death and large replaced in the public mind by the Jungian concept of ‘synchronicity’, a
reassessment of his proposal is long overdue. John Townley and Robert Schmidt, authors of a book-length study of
Kammerer and his ideas, (The Middle Kingdom, Hindsight Press, forthcoming), guide us through the man’s ideas

and their various possible applications.

n the afternoon of 23 September

1926, the body of a well-dressed

man in a dark suit was found on
the slopes of the Schneeberg, a mountain near
Vienna, Austria. He was sitting propped up
against a rock face, a pistol gripped in his
right hand (even though he was left-handed),
and had been shot once through the left
temple. A suicide note was on the body, and
three others had been distributed to friends
and relatives - all were typed, not hand-
written. Astonishingly, without further inves-
tigation it was declared a suicide, and the case
was closed.

The event effectively closed the last
chapter on the dispute about how evolution
proceeded, and closed along with it was the
opportunity for science to explain the mys-
teries of what was later to be labelled
‘synchronicity’, along with a host of Fortean,
occult, and other seemingly unexplainable
phenomena. That was because the man on
the mountain was world-renowned scientist
Dr Paul Kammerer, the last of the Lamarckian
biologists, and formulator of the “law of
seriality.” His primary reputation was for
unique and often irreplicable experiments
that appeared to prove the inheritance of
acquired characteristics in animals, anathema
to neo-Darwinian evolutionists, and which
earned him bitter enemies among their ranks.
The fact that he was also a successful musician
and composer and an admired member of
Viennese high society also fueled resentment
among his academic peers. The summer
before his death he had been the subject of a
scandal in which someone tampered with one
of his experiments, invalidating it and leaving
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him open to charges of possible fraud. Despite
this, he had been given an appointment to
head the Soviet Union’s most prestigious
biological institute, and had been packing up
his laboratory to move when his body was
found.

But as history quickly buried the biological
work of this remarkable scientist (his neo-
Darwinian colleagues even expunged his
name from scientific biographies), it also
banished to obscurity his elaborate work on
the phenomenon he called ‘seriality,” put forth
in his book Das Gesetz der Serie (The Law Of
Seriality) published in 1919. In this work,
Kammerer catalogued and classified hun-
dreds of coincidences (spatial or temporal
‘series’ of events) he had collected over the
years, dividing them into a variety of types,
orders and categories in a somewhat Linnaean
morphology. Then he proposed a direct,
causal way of explaining how they came
about. Unfortunately, all of it was done away
with a single gunshot.

But Kammerer was not the only scientist
mulling over the mysteries of odd coinci-
dences during the years just before and after
World War I. So was Carl Gustav Jung, who
later published his ideas about the subject
using the now-popular buzzword ‘synchro-
nicity’. Although clearly influenced in his
thinking by Kammerer’'s work, he went his
own route which took the phenomena out of
the physical and scientific world and dubbed
it ‘acausal’. In Jung’s view, synchronicity has
primarily to do with events meaningful to the
observer and which are not connected in any
other way except that they happen at the same
time. They come, essentially, from some other




dimension (specifically, ““a realm of a priori
orderedness”’) than the ones we know and do
not obey the normal rules of causality. The
result has been that we now often dismiss
unusual events as “just synchronicity,” as if
that were an explanation, when it isn’t one at
all - nor did Jung intend it to be.

A further refinement of this ‘acausal’
causation came later with Rupert Sheldrake’s
‘morphic resonance’, another more ‘scientific’
attempt to explain the same sort of phenom-
ena. However, Sheldrake’s ‘morphs’, patterns
that unite and encourage new synchronistic
phenomena, also come from out of thin air -
and indeed live there, rather like the shadows
on Plato’s cave wall.

Kammerer’s more concrete ideas never got
out of the original German (until our recent
translation) and were dealt another blow by
science writer Arthur Koestler when he wrote
The Roots Of Coincidence and a brief biography
of Kammerer called The Case Of The Midwife
Toad in the early 1970s. In both he mentions
seriality theory, praises it as important, but
then dismisses it as being seductive but
acausal - he clearly misunderstood the work.
Although it is long and at times difficult, it
repeatedly insists on following established
causal principles, though the manner in
which they apply is more similar to the very
latest developments in fractal, chaos, and
complexity theories than anything Koestler
would have had to draw on to better under-
stand it. Einstein, on the other hand, even
reading it at the time of its publication, found
the seminal concepts in the work “by no
means absurd”.

Kammerer's rigorous and analytical ap-
proach is immediately evident at the begin-
ning where he classifies and orders ‘serial’
events before going on to explain their
interaction. It is clear he is grappling with a
complex problem just from the way he divides
up the way series can manifest:

1. A. Simple series (first order).
B. Series sequence (higher order).
C. Power series (higher degree).
2. A. Spatial or simultaneous series.
B. Temporal or succedent series.
3. A. Dependent series.
B. Collateral series.
4. A. Pure series.

B. Hybrid or mixture series.
5. A. Single-rowed series.

B. Multi-rowed series.

a. Parallel series.

b. Polytomic series.
aa. Diverging series.
bb. Converging series.

C. Correlation series.

6. A. Segmental or metameric series.

B. Bilateral or symmetry series.
7. A. Motion series.

B. Rest series.

8. A. Quantity series.

B. Quality series.

9. A. Equivalence or identity series.

B. Similarity or affinity series.
10.A. Homology Series.

B. Analogy series.

11.A. Row or direct series.

B. Crossing or inverse series.
12. Opposition or contrast series.
13. Alternating or exchange series.

A. Alternating series.

B. Cyclic or circular series.

a. Cyclical series.
b. Phasic series.
c. Periodic series.

Kammerer illustrates his categories with
abundant examples of coincidences, many of
which seem utterly banal and not worth
examination, while others are noticeably
bizarre. Where most observers would only
notice spectacular coincidences, Kammerer
sees an evolution from the barely coinciden-
tal to the powerfully unusual, all connected by
a hidden structure. After first classifying the
types and levels by which coincidental events
may be ordered, he then proceeds to propose
mechanisms that would explain them scienti-
fically in a direct, causal manner. In the
process, he proposes three physical principles
upon which the behaviour of complex systems
in the everyday world depend, and which
take elementary Newtonian laws and apply
them not just to physical bodies but to systems
of interconnected elements and events.

It is quite obvious to the everyday
observer, for instance, that certain types of
systems have lives of their own that are more
than the sum of their parts and display
ongoing qualities even when all of their
components have changed. Companies, for
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instance, or ships - and any kind of bureau-
cracy. It is as if they have their own kind of
inertia and tend to sustain and renew
themselves robustly, even in the face of
serious assault or damage.

Kammerer calls this quality persistence,
the application of physical inertia at the
systems level. This inertial quality increases
the longer a system stays together, as its
environment adapts to it and tends to sustain
it from without as well as within. Every part
within and surrounding it gains the stamp of
the system over time through this process,
from the most dense physical parts right up to
the lightest, informational parts. When the
system finally does break apart, for whatever
reason, the pieces travel on along their own
paths, carrying with them the stylistic, spatial,
and vectoral hallmarks of the experience.
Although the visible whole is gone, it lives
on in its separate pieces which no longer
appear to have anything to do with it, but
which continue to evolve and form their own
systems. The original has, in fact, not died, but
simply passed from the bandwidth where we
can recognize it and has become part of the
‘background’ environment. As in the case of a
fractal, self-similar parts of the original whole
have been formed but at a size or place where
we cannot see it.

Nevertheless, the parts continue to evolve,
and themselves break up and reform, until
one day some of them run into each other
again and surface - often in several different
places at the same time, since the same time
frame and vectors are involved - and
suddenly an unexplained coincidence arises, at
least so it appears to the outside observer. In
fact, of course, everything is proceeding
according to nature’s laws and what was
previously invisible and its origins forgotten
has suddenly surfaced to our view. Nothing
mysterious here, only complex beyond our
ability to see or keep track of.

In developing the concept of persistence
and why it should not be overcome and
dispersed by entropy, Kammerer enlists two
subsidiary concepts, also adaptions of simpler
physical laws and also intuitively obvious. He
calls them imitation and attraction.

Imitation is familiar to all. It is a wrap-
around term for various types of behaviour
we sometimes call mode-locking or entrain-

Fig. 1 - Paul Kammerer

ment - the tendency of larger, stronger, more
energetic systems to bring smaller, weaker,
less energetic systems under their sway and
become more like them. It is the tendency to
achieve equilibrium: Newton’s Third Law
applied to systems. It covers everything from
why the moon presents only one face to the
earth to why women’s menstrual cycles are
drawn into sync with that of the dominant
female in their environment. In Kammerer’s
view, neighbouring forms and processes tend
to become increasingly alike over time.
Physical stuff takes a long time, depending
on how malleable it is, but information,
having no mass, can adapt almost instantly,
transferring form and accompanying function
down the line to perpetuate and transform
earlier situations which then pop up myster-
iously as coincidents as they re-evolve into
our view.

Attraction is defined as the tendency for
like forms and processes to cluster - every-
body knows birds of a feather flock together,
right? (so do fish, before raining down from
the sky!). Kammerer proposes it as a funda-
mental principle. In a way, it is the counter-
balance to imitation, as where things are
already alike, equilibrium is already
achieved, at least in part, and change then
becomes the only option. Combined with
imitation, it suggests a condition of swing-
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