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1   Our explorations of the intersection between cultural analysis and mathematics stems from the teaching project The Cul-
tural Power of Mathematical Representations, which we conducted jointly at the University of Frankfurt in the winter semes-
ter of 2011/2012. The surface as the theme of the 2012 dgv conference provided us with a welcome opportunity to explore 
the viability and scope of our interdisciplinary research perspective. This essay is the result of our effort to put a dialogue 
that was not always smooth intro writing in a form that is as readable and accessible as possible. The teaching project was 
financially supported by the University of Frankfurt’s Teaching Fund, for which we would like to express our gratitude. 
2  Michel Foucault: Die Ordnung der Dinge. Frankfurt 1971, p. 308.

Beyond surface and depth. Explorations in mathematics and  
cultural analysis.1 

Ina Dietzsch and Philipp Ullmann

At first glance, mathematics and cultural analysis appear to be two completely dif-
ferent fields of theory and practice. And yet they have a fundamental overlap: in 
both fields, concept formation and theory formation are closely related – to the point 
of identification. The 2012 dgv university conference in Innsbruck provided an im-
pressive demonstration of what this identification can mean in cultural analysis. Its 
declared aim of exploring the suitability and scope of the concept of ‘surface’ for 
cultural analysis has produced a variety of theoretical approaches, each of which 
focuses on different aspects. And yet: When Timo Heimerdinger traces the pejorati-
ve component of the concept of surface, when Elisabeth Timm asks whether and to 
what extent the desire for depth has (not) become obsolete, or when Alexa Färber 
explores the photo-ethnographic shallows of culture: time and again, something that 
seems self-evident is brought to the fore: surface is seen as the antonym of depth.

This should not come as a surprise, given that Michel Foucault, in his book The 
Order of Things, already identified depth as a key concept of the episteme of mo-
dernity, which (also) refers to the cultural-scientific view of a ‘behind’ or a ‘below’. 
According to Foucault, the ideal of a knowledge order that operates in the world of 
the visible by means of the principles of identity and difference – in the sense of a 
classic taxonomy – is only a superficial glitter over a depth in which there will be talk 
of great hidden forces developed from their original and inaccessible core as well 
as of origin, causality and history in the knowledge formations of modernity.2 Guided 
by the metaphor of the surface, we will explore the theoretical and practical struggle 
for and against depth in the following and will be paying particular attention to the 
interplay between mathematics and cultural analysis. 

Body and boundary 
On first impression, Foucault’s perspective on depth is widely supported by mathe-
matics. As a look at school textbooks shows, the surface is always the boundary of 
an (enclosed) body and thus – in the literal sense – an epiphenomenon. In (school) 
mathematics, therefore, bodies whose volume and – technically more complex and 
therefore secondary – surface area must be calculated take precedence. Howe-
ver, if one follows the mathematical trail beyond school, one encounters an abstract 
modelling of surface which at least confuses the self-concept just described: the 

This text was originally published as Ina Dietzsch & Philipp Ullmann, Jenseits von Oberfläche und Tiefe. Österreichische Zeitschrift für Volkskun-
de LXVII /116, 2013, Issue 1+2, pp. 221-237. Translation from German: Stefanie Everke Buchanan.



2

3  About a century ago, the theory of simplicial complexes marked the beginning of an endeavor to bring order to the 
bewildering variety of all conceivable (topological) spaces using algebraic methods.
4  The mathematical elaboration of this chain of being a boundary leads to the theory of (co-)homology; it may be worthwhile 
to explore possible connections to Bourdieu’s concept of homology.
5  “Essential” here is not to be understood in an essentialist sense but refers to a (small) set of characteristics that can be 
defined with mathematical precision, in this case: the characteristics of the relation of being a boundary.  

generalization of the property of being a boundary or border. At one time, this led to 
the theory of simplicial complexes, the basic idea of which will be illustrated with a 
simple example.3 

Example: Simplices

It begins with a tetrahedron, i.e. a three-sided pyramid (Fig. 1, left). This is a 
body bounded by four triangles; the body is three-dimensional, its boundary 
two-dimensional. The mathematical idea is now to generalize this relationship 
between the body and its border. Each of the four triangles at the edge can 
again be understood as a ‘body’ that is ‘bounded’ by three lines; this time, the 
body is two-dimensional and the border is one-dimensional. And further: Each 
of the lines is now bordered by two points; now, the body is one-dimensional 
and its boundary is zero-dimensional.

Fig. 1 Simplices; tetrahedra (3-simplex), triangle (2-simplex), line (1-simplex) and point (0-simplex)

This chain can also be continued in the other direction: Just as two points border a 
line, three lines border a triangle and four triangles border a tetrahedron, one can 
regard five tetrahedrons as a three-dimensional edge of a four-dimensional hyper-
body, six of these four-dimensional hyperbodies as the edge of a five-dimensional 
one and so on. However, it quickly becomes difficult to visualize in this direction.

Thus, tetrahedrons, triangles, etc., which initially have no immediate relationship to 
each other, are reduced to having a boundary respectively to being a boundary of 
something, and from this perspective are linked to form a chain of being a bounda-
ry.4 This unification is conceptually fixed: Instead of point, line, triangle, etc., we spe-
ak of 0-simplex, 1-simplex, 2-simplex and generally of n-simplex, where n marks the 
dimension of the simplex.

This example is typical of the approach taken in (theoretical) mathematical model-
ling. Starting from observation, mathematical concepts are formed by abstraction 
and are reduced to “the essentials”.5 This reduction makes it possible to generalize 
relationships between these new concepts and, in some cases, to discover new 
connections – in the best-case scenario, even connections between the original ob-
jects of observation.
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6  Tim Ingold: Lines. A brief history. London 2007, p. 51.
7  From a didactic perspective, it would be worth considering the approaches of Pestalozzi and Herbart who advocate 
starting school education with perception exercises.

In the context of the surface, this has two implications. On the one hand, the dif-
ference between surface and (physical) depth is undermined because both have 
a boundary and are also the boundary of something. Secondly, the emphasized 
significance of the pair between body and surface is relativized by its integration 
into the chain of body-edge-relationships, thus becoming available for a separation 
from everyday experience rooted in three-dimensional space. Specifically, this me-
ans that if the surface is the edge of a body, and the line is the edge of a surface, 
then the line surprisingly comes into the focus of cultural analysis and invites us to 
consider the surface not only in relation to depth, but also in relation to the line. Con-
versely, everything that is discussed below in relation to the relationship between 
surface and line can then be tentatively transferred to the relationship between body 
and surface.

Line and surface
In his book Lines, Tim Ingold has demonstrated that the line can be an inspiring sub-
ject for cultural analysis, as the following ethnographic vignette clearly illustrates:

“On a recent ferry-crossing from Norway to Sweden I observed three ladies sit-
ting around a table in the ship’s lounge. One was writing a letter with a fountain 
pen, the second was knitting, and the third was using a needle and thread to 
embroider a design from a pattern book upon a plain white fabric. As they wor-
ked, they chatted among themselves. What struck me about this scene was 
that, while the life-histories of the three women were momentarily entangled in 
their conversation, the activity in which each was engaged involved a different 
use of the line, and a different relation between line and surface. In her writing, 
the first was inscribing an additive trace upon the surface of the page. The 
second had a hank of wool beside her, but as she worked, threading the wool 
through her fingers and picking up the loops with her knitting needles, she was 
turning the thread into an evenly textured surface. For the third, the embroide-
rer, the surface was pre-prepared, as indeed it was for her friend the letter-wri-
ter. Yet like the knitter, she was threading her lines and not tracing them.”6

In his cultural history of the line, Ingold spans a range from notation systems and 
genealogical systems that are based on linear relationships to manufacturing and 
decorative techniques that use threads to create fabrics and thus surfaces from li-
nes (weaving, knitting, embroidery, lacemaking, braiding, etc.), to techniques of pro-
jection and perception in arts and architecture that follow the line of sight. In contrast 
to Foucault’s perspective on depth, the history of European modernism can be re-
constructed as a process in which linearity, symbolized by the instrument of the ruler, 
establishes itself as the hegemonic model of thought and perception.7

This text was originally published as Ina Dietzsch & Philipp Ullmann, Jenseits von Oberfläche und Tiefe. Österreichische Zeitschrift für Volkskun-
de LXVII /116, 2013, Issue 1+2, pp. 221-237. Translation from German: Stefanie Everke Buchanan.



4

8  Applying these considerations to the relationship between body and surface mathematically leads, for example, to 
Cavalieri’s principle, which has played a prominent role in the history of infinitesimal calculus due to the conceptual 
problems involved in dealing with infinity. If a body can be ‘created’ in any sense from (infinitely thin) surfaces, then how can 
the two be significantly different from each other?
9  Which implies that gravity has no more meaning for the dead.
10  Translator‘s note: The following passage differs slightly from the German text because the relationships between the 
German terms “Oberfläche, Fläche, and flach” cannot be reproduced in English. 
11  For example, in the influential classic, Charles Misner, Kip Thorne & John Wheeler: Gravitation. San Francisco 1973; we 
owe an anthropomorphic and literarily ambitious description of flatness to Edwin Abbott, who imagines a two-dimensional 
society in his novel Flatland.

This foray into the linearity of the world illustrates that lines and surfaces exist in 
a complex, historically and culturally variable relationship with one another. Ingold 
distinguishes between two types of lines based on their relationship to the surface: 
threads and traces. Traces are left on surfaces in an additive manner (e.g. with 
charcoal or chalk) or removed from surfaces in a reductive one (e.g. by chisel or 
stylus), thereby changing them and possibly creating new surfaces. Threads, on the 
other hand, have both a surface of their own and also the ability to create (fabric) 
surfaces that can be dissolved again by unravelling.8

Of even greater interest, however, are the transformation processes described 
by Ingold which enable a further perspective on the relationship between surface 
and depth. This becomes particularly clear in the example of the Chukchi people 
of north-eastern Siberia and their concept of an underground labyrinth of the dead. 
The dead penetrate the earth’s surface into a dark system of tunnels in which they 
now wander. By penetrating into the depths, the above-ground traces of the dead 
become the underground threads of the tunnel passages. Because all directions are 
the same for those wandering around inside the earth9 without the solid ground and 
the vaulted sky of an above-ground labyrinth, they lose not only the depth below, but 
also the open expanse above. While the surface has thus far been discussed pri-
marily in relation to depth, here it takes on a different function: as a separation plane 
between depth below and expanse above, or in other words: as a separation plane 
between inside and outside.

Inside and outside
The strength of Ingold’s descriptions, namely the stability and transience, the consis-
tency and changeability of lines and surfaces through subtle and subtlest interme-
diate states, will be revisited in the course of this argument. At this point, it is particu-
larly interesting to examine how he arrives at this conclusion. The subtle gradations 
are the result of a meticulous cultural-analytical exploration in the world of materiality. 
Mathematics, on the other hand, tends more towards dematerialized thinking. This 
has already become clear in the example above, in which the material surface was 
generalized to dematerialized marginality. However, academic mathematics breaks 
with the material vividness of the surface even earlier and more radically, leading to 
a further abstract modelling of the surface.10 In a process lasting around two centu-
ries, the problem of taking the surface seriously as an object in its own right has (at 
least in mathematics) been solved by simply ignoring the surrounding space and 
limiting oneself to the surface, moving only within the surface, as it were. This flat 
perspective is illustrated in mathematics (and even more so in physics) by the image 
of the ant, whose industrious activity seems to be confined to the surface and which 
knows nothing of the surrounding space.11 This leads us to the next example.
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12  Maurits Escher has impressively visualized what it looks like when ants amuse themselves with a Möbius strip; since 
printing his pictures is relatively expensive, an image search on the internet using the keywords ‘Escher’ and ‘ant’ will 
quickly yield results.
13  From here, it is only a small step to no longer imagining surfaces as embedded in space (which is not even possible with 
the Klein bottle in ordinary space without artificially adding a penetration), but to take them seriously as objects in their own 
right and simply dispense with the surrounding space.

Example: Möbius strip and Klein bottle 

Fig. 2 Glued paper strips; left untwisted, right twisted (Möbius strip)

If an ant crawls on a rectangular strip of paper that is glued at its ends to form a cy-
lindrical ring (Fig. 2, left), it is trapped on one of the two sides of the ring (it is tacitly 
assumed that the ant cannot or is not allowed to cross the edge of the paper). Ho-
wever, if the strip of paper is twisted once before it is glued, the result is a so-called 
Möbius strip (Fig. 2, right) instead of a ring; now the ant can reach both sides of the 
strip without crossing the edge. In this case, the two sides can no longer be mea-
ningfully distinguished from each other.12 

Of course, ring and Möbius strip have one weakness: Both are surfaces with an 
edge, which necessitates a tacit agreement that the ant must not cross the edge. 
However, these edges can be ‘glued’ together relatively easily in the mathematical 
imagination. In the first case, one arrives at the surface of a torus (Fig. 3, left); if an 
ant crawls on the inner side, it is trapped there. In the second case, however, you 
arrive at what is known as a Klein bottle (Fig. 3, right); if the ant crawls on this surfa-
ce, it can easily get from the inside to the outside, even though the bottle (in itself) is 
closed. The distinction between inside and outside loses its meaning here – which 
puts quite a strain on the habits of thought rooted in perception.13 

This example illustrates a necessary condition of mathematical modelling that some-
times makes mathematics seem obscure. Once one has settled on a term, one has 
to think it through to its logical conclusion, even if this leads down paths one did not 
want to take: Abstraction has its price. In the context of the surface, this means that 
one must break with cherished habits of thought if one wants to embrace the radical 
nature of flatness.

Fig. 3   Torus and Klein botte 
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14  Bruno Latour: Eine neue Soziologie für eine neue Gesellschaft. Einführung in die Akteur-Netzwerk-Theorie. Frankfurt 
2007, p. 316.
15  With the image of the third dimension, Latour ultimately varies Foucault’s dimension of depth.
16  Latour (see fn. 14), p. 328.
17  Cf. ibid., p. 380.
18  Ibid., p. 317, emphasis in the original, authors’ note.
19  The art of equipping surfaces with an additional structure and thereby gaining complexity is also common in mathema-
tics, and is extremely fruitful.
20  Latour (see fn. 14), p. 229f.
21  And, incidentally, makes them accessible to empirical investigation.

Flat networks
It is not only the ant that establishes a connection to actor-network-theory here. It 
was above all Bruno Latour who advocated radical flatness (note: of the theoretical 
perspective, not of the social worlds being studied) in order to make it productive for 
research on specific situations and phenomena. Inspired by Edwin Abbott’s novel 
Flatland, he called for roaming the flat surfaces 14 instead of jumping into the third 
dimension of context and structure.15

At first glance, this seems to result in a loss of depth (and thus of complexity), but – 
according to Latour’s argument – the loss is a gain because this depth is deceptive 
and misleading. He therefore calls on cultural analysis to slow down, not to jump 
and to keep everything flat,16 and he provides us with safety brackets to prevent us 
from taking off.17

The ant also serves him as a symbol of a new topography in which one merely fol-
lows the traces of the actors that arise when they scale, spatialize and contextualize 
each other.18 Only in this way can new knowledge be generated about how the so-
cial and cultural world is organized and ordered, whereas the view from the heights 
of theory, with its prefabricated categories, can only grasp what has always been 
known.

A flat theoretical description does not flatten the world of actors, but rather opens up 
possibilities for development by establishing or revealing network-like connections.19 
Latour lets himself be guided by the image of a fishing net, which he uses to illustra-
te three essential characteristics: networks (i) are physically traceable point-to-point 
connections, (ii) leave most of the space empty, and (iii) do not connect without ef-
fort and cost. However, the most theoretically significant characteristic goes beyond 
the materiality of the fishing net. Networks are not material, but rather the trace left 
behind by a moving means of transport.20 With the formula ‘not material, but physi-
cally traceable’, Latour locates his networks in the space between materiality and 
dematerialization.21 

Broken dimensions
Latour’s reference to the fact that most of the flat world of networks remains empty 
draws attention to another in-between: that of cutting. Marilyn Strathern liberates it 
from its negative connotations and establishes it as a principle of epistemological 
organization instead of focusing – like Latour – on connections or links and their 
stabilizations. 
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22  Marilyn Strathern: Partial Connections. New York, Toronto, Oxford et al. 2005 [1991], p. 114.

“Perhaps some of the Western anxiety attendant on the ‘assembling’ and ‘tying’ 
endeavors of those who despair at a world full of parts and cut-outs comes 
from the fact that where cutting is regarded as destructive, then the hypothe-
tical social whole must thereby seem mutilated, fragmented. One feels for a 
body losing its limbs. But where cutting is done as in some of these Melanesi-
an examples with the intent of making relationships appear, eliciting responses, 
being able to hold the donor’s gift in one’s hands, in short, where cutting is a 
creative act, it displays the internal capacities of persons and the external pow-
er of relationships. Thus, in these capacities or powers, sociality in turn appe-
ars to ‘move’ like a figure against a background of persons and relationships.”22

In order to conceptualize this (rather unfamiliar) perspective theoretically, Strathern 
draws on a mathematical analogy, which we will illustrate again with an example.

Example: Sierpiński triangle
It begins with a triangular surface. This is divided into four similar triangles, 
each of which has half the side length of the original triangle; the middle triang-
le is cut out. The remaining three triangles are in turn divided into four similar 
triangles; the middle triangle of each of these is cut out (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4 The first two stages of the construction process of the Sierpiński triangle

If this process is repeated an infinite number of times, it results in the so-called 
Sierpiński triangle. This object has an essential property, namely self-similarity: Whi-
chever sub-triangle we look at, it is (except for its scale) completely identical to each 
of its triangular parts and (except for its scale) completely identical to each triangle 
it is part of (Fig. 5).

Fig. 5 Sierpiński triangle
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23  Under the German entry “Sierpiński-Dreieck”, Wikipedia features an animated graphic (as of January 8, 2026) that attempts to dynamically illustrate the aspect of self-similarity.
24  Thomas Aquinas uses this example as a paradigm of immediate knowledge by pointing out that once one has recognized what a while is and what a part is, one immediately knows that the whole 
is greater than its part. (Thomas von Aquin: In decem libros Ethicorum Aristotelis ad Nichomachum Expositio; cited in: Schneider, Notker: Experientia – ars – scientia – sapientia. Zu Weisen und Arten 
des Wissens im Anschluß an Aristoteles und Thomas von Aquin. In: Craemer-Ruegenberger & Speer [Eds.]: Scientia und ars im Hoch- und Spätmittelalter. Berlin 1994, pp. 171–188, here p. 186).
25  It is actually the other way around: In mathematics, infinity is defined by self-similarity: A system S is called infinite if it is similar to a genuine part of itself (Richard Dedekind: Was sind und was 
sollen die Zahlen? Braunschweig 1887, p. 13).
26  The boundary between materiality and dematerialization becomes blurred in this example because there are objects in nature that are (approximately) self-similar and can be modeled using a 
fractal with a non-integer dimension. 
27  Strathern did not choose the Sierpiński triangle but rather the so-called Cantor set, around which she also structured her book. The construction principle is very similar: It begins with a line. This is 
divided into three equal parts and the middle part is cut out; the remaining two line segments are in turn divided into three equal parts and their middle parts are cut out, and so on.
28  Published up to then in: Self-Decoration in Mount Hagen. London 1971 (with Andrew Strathern); Women in Between. Female Roles in a Male World. Mount Hagen, New Guinea. London 1972; No 
Money on Our Skins. Hagen Migrants in Port Moresby. Port Moresby 1975; as well as The Gender of the Gift. Problems with Women and Problems with Society in Melanesia. Berkeley CA 1988.
29  Published up to then in: Kinship at the Core. An Anthropology of Elmdon, a Village in North-West Essex in the Nineteen-Sixties. Cambridge 1981.
30  Cf. James Clifford, George Marcus (Eds.): Writing Culture. The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography. Berkeley 1986.
31  Strathern (see fn. 22), p. 94.

This is not immediately apparent from the imperfect, because finite, representation23  
and also poses a conceptual challenge. It is, after all, a matter of course that a 
(genuine) part of an entity is well distinguished from the entity itself.24 But in mat-
hematics, this apparent necessity of thought is suspended. The price for this is the 
“unintuitiveness” of infinity because (genuine) self-similarity necessarily depends on 
infinity.25

The example of self-similar structures, so-called fractals, is conceptually highly com-
plex and difficult to visualize. However, it gives rise to surprising generalizations. For 
example, fractals generally no longer have an integral dimension. The Sierpiński 
triangle, for example, has a dimension of 1.58496… and is thus ‘less’ than a two-
dimensional surface but ‘more’ than a one-dimensional line: an intermediate being. 
This brings us back to Ingold because the fractal world of fractional dimensions is, 
in a sense, analogous to Ingold’s gradations between line and surface. However, in 
contrast to the productivity of materiality, which creates surfaces from threads, mat-
hematics relies on the reductive power of dematerialization.26 

Partial connections
This reductionism opens up new theoretical perspectives, as Strathern demonstra-
tes. Her artifice consists of creating connections through cutting. This is often no 
longer comprehensible and therefore seems paradoxical, but it is conceivable, as 
the example of the fractal shows. Two decades ago, Strathern succeeded in solving 
problems of representation27 that arose from her attempt to compare and organize 
her rich and disparate material from research in Mount Hagen in Melanesia28 and to 
relate the results of her research in the village of Elmdon in northwestern Essex to 
it.29 Moreover, she pursued this idea at a time when the Writing Culture debate was 
fundamentally questioning the academic practice of anthropological writing,30 which 
manifested itself for Strathern not least in the problem that 

“anthropologists have begun documenting historical change for periods that are 
known about and for which we do have records, especially the history of European 
contact itself. As a consequence, where European contact has been longer, the his-
torical record appears to have greater depth. That illusion has itself come under cri-
ticism for ignoring the historicity of Melanesian societies.”31  

Strathern was thus faced with the challenge of organizing disparate material while 
simultaneously undermining a powerful knowledge order in which the knowledge 
produced by Western scientists counts more than that of the inhabitants of Mount 
Hagen. The mathematical model of the fractal (which became particularly popular 
in the media in the 1980s due to chaos theory) leads her to a generalizing argu-
ment, which she develops in her book Partial Connections. It is well known that 
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32  Ibid., p. xiv.
33  Cf. ibid., p. xvi.
34  Ibid., p. xx.

every perspective can only ever be partial. At the same time, however, every per-
spective is embedded in multiple ways in its partiality. On the one hand, observers 
move “between discrete and/or overlapping domains or systems, as one might 
move from an economic to a political analysis of (say) ceremonial change”. On the 
other hand, scaling makes it possible “to alter the magnitude of phenomena, from 
dealing (say) with a single transaction to dealing with many, or with transactions in 
a single society to transactions in many. These orders share an obvious dimension 
themselves.” Movement and scaling again multiply the possible perspectives. “The 
relativizing effect of knowing other perspectives exist gives the observer a constant 
sense that any one approach is only ever partial, that phenomena could be infinitely 
multiplied.”32 

According to Strathern, the problem of the seemingly infinite variety of (partial) per-
spectives originates from an everyday understanding of the relationship between 
part and whole which posits that a part is an incomplete whole. With the help of frac-
tals, however, this relationship between part and whole can be conceived differently. 
Each part is part of a whole and at the same time contains the whole. However, if 
each part contains the whole, it is pointless to speak of large or small, important or 
unimportant, significant or insignificant. Regardless of which narrative and which 
representation is chosen, whether the entire discipline or only a small region in the 
Pacific is the subject of discussion, whether this discussion draws on methodologi-
cal-theoretical instruments or concrete data in their ‘realistic’ totality: In its partiality, 
everything is of similar complexity. This means, in particular, that complexity and 
richness of detail are repeated at every level, and that closer inspection does not 
lead to better results merely because they are more detailed.33 

Based on this figure of thought, Strathern organizes her material by creating inci-
sively interconnected parts. In doing so, she resolves the problematic pair of con-
cepts of identity and difference without relying on Foucault’s deeper dimension: The 
connections are not established through comparisons but already exist through the 
phenomenon of self-similarity. Each part is part of the whole, which in turn is part 
of the whole at a different scale. And vice versa: each part encompasses the whole, 
which in turn consists of parts that encompass the whole. Self-similarity pervades 
Strathern’s entire work because “the recurrence of similar propositions and bits of 
information will make everything seem connected”.34 This allows us to recognize 
connections between domains that are not comparable in the classical sense, such 
as those between the organization of a festival in Mount Hagen, the villagers of 
Elmdon’s ideas about local and newcomers, and what unites feminists. In passing, 
Strathern achieves what Latour, with his safety brackets, must laboriously demand 
time and again: a consistently flat, i.e., de-hierarchizing perspective. However, she 
pays a price for this: unworldly abstraction of mathematical conceptual worlds.
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35  As is also the case with the concept of surface.
36  In this respect, Latour’s reference to the fishing net is at least misleading.
37  In this context, it is interesting to note that Strathern intertwines the image of the fractal with Donna Haraway’s figure of 
the cyborg, presumably to give her theory more political impact.

Strathern thus develops a concept that theorizes a potentially infinite variety of par-
tial thinking without completely abandoning the view of the whole. If the whole is al-
ways contained in every section (and vice versa), then the object of research is not 
a predefined entity that can be viewed differently from different perspectives; rather, 
the object emerges in its relationality only through the creative act of cutting, which 
creates parts in order to make their mutual relationships visible. This perspective 
enabled Strathern to write down theory and empirical material in a complex pattern 
of referential relationships: as partial connections.

Beyond surface and depth
We have argued that thinking in cultural analysis, as a child of modernity, repeatedly 
and rightfully grapples with the episteme of depth diagnosed by Foucault. We have 
examined three cultural analytical approaches to see how they attempt to break 
down the dichotomy of surface and depth inherent in the image of the episteme of 
depth. In this attempt, all three resort to mathematical metaphors – each in a diffe-
rent way, but always theoretically substantiated.

Ingold does this in a more subtle way by rooting his ethnographic explorations firm-
ly in materiality and organizes it along the concept of the line, a concept that has 
been influenced by mathematics and has been transformed by it in the process.35  
The choice of such an organizing principle is (also) the result of or a reaction to the 
ever-expanding penetration of mathematical knowledge into everyday life. Latour, 
on the other hand, advocates a return to the actors and their non-material but phy-
sically tangible traces while playing with the rhetorical staging of mathematical me-
taphors. And yet it is precisely the authoritative suggestiveness inherent in mathe-
matical structures that elevates Latour’s networks beyond a non-binding collection 
of connections to the status of theory in the first place.36 Strathern, in turn, engages 
most deeply with mathematics and thinks through its dematerialization to its logical 
conclusion in cultural analysis in order to arrive at the abstract as well as unintuitive 
organizational principle of the fractal.37 Mathematics thus not only invites surprising 
ethnographic explorations but also stimulates theoretical imagination.

In this context, the use of mathematics does not seem random to us, but rather ne-
cessary. Increasingly complex discussions about representation and participation, 
growing interest in the diverse coexistence and interaction of human and non-hu-
man actors, the ubiquitous mediatization and digitization combined with a topogra-
phical reorganization of space – in short: the accelerated reorganization of complex 
relational contexts of reference challenges cultural analysis to question cherished 
habits of thought and to form new analytical concepts. In this situation, mathematics 
– as a specialist in the abstract modeling of relationships – becomes a valuable ally.
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