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1
The Myth of 
Originality

Digital deceptions and analogue conceptions

John Monk

ineteenth and twentieth century engineers success-
fully analysed electrical, hydraulic and thermal
devices using mathematical techniques. In each of
their specialist branches of engineering the mathe-

matical symbols stood for different theoretical entities but were
connected by similar mathematical relations. Bound together
by a common mathematical tradition, the behaviour and per-
formance of constructions in one engineering field could act as
an analogue for the behaviour and performance of configura-
tions of components in another. Oliver Heaviside, a nineteenth
century engineer, for instance, hinted at a potential analogue
when he explained, 

we may regard … a wire joining two points as being
always filled with electricity, … that … must follow the
same law of continuity as a real, incompressible fluid.

(Heaviside 1882)

As electronic systems developed, the speed of electronic
devices, their relatively small size and the ease of their recon-
figuration through wiring changes meant that it was sometimes
quicker and simpler to create an electronic analogue than
doing the mathematics (Puchta 1996) or safer and cheaper than
building a thermal, hydraulic, mechanical or electrical proto-

N
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type. Specialised mechanical, electrical and later electronic
machines were built for creating analogues and became known
as analogue computers (Hartley 1962 Chap.1). As Key related

[t]he analogue computer consists of electrical units which
… may be easily connected together so that electrical
voltages obey the same mathematical laws as the variables
on the real machine

(Key 1965 p.1).

Analogue computers were used chiefly to study systems that
could be described by the differential calculus of Leibnitz,
which deals primarily with smoothly changing mathematical
functions.

The term “analogue” was applied to computers that carried
out the operations of the differential calculus and eventually to
other electronic devices that processed smoothly changing
electrical analogues of light, sound, temperature and other
phenomena. And the use of the word analogue as an adjective
emerged when smoothly changing electrical currents and volt-
ages became known as analogue signals. 

Although an electronic analogue may behave in an analogous
way to, for example, a hydraulic device, as humans people
cannot sense what happens and need a way of depicting what
is occurring. In our depiction we can imagine a changing volt-
age drawn across a surface just as the wiggly groove around
Edison’s wax cylinders can be regarded as a portrayal of sound
intensity extending across time. Since people know something
about the relationship between the sound and its depiction on
the wax cylinder, we can treat the groove on the wax cylinder
as an analogue of sound — a violent wiggle, for instance,
means a loud noise. And people can build machines to render
automatically the analogue as a sound. Recording machines
were also built that captured sounds and recorded them as a
spatial analogue on the wax surface, although it is possible to
create the analogue of an imaginary noise by scribbling on the
wax cylinder in any way we want.

Hybrid.book  Page 10  Monday, July 7, 2003  11:43 AM



John Monk

Hybrid Thought 11

An advantage of the process was that the analogue of the
sound, embedded in the wax, had different properties from the
sound it depicted. A sound, for example, is ephemeral and
cannot be picked up and carried, but a wax cylinder can.
Through the creation of an analogue, the physical phenomena
of sound could be transferred to a new time and new place.
Similarly Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone created an elec-
trical analogue of sound that could be swiftly carried over great
distances using wires then automatically converted back to
sound in another location.

Thus an analogue offers modes of transformation, preservation
and synthesis that are impossible for the analogous events.

Digital

John von Neumann was a key figure in the development of
electronic computers. He died of a bone cancer in 1957 and
during the course of his terminal illness he drafted notes that
declared ‘computing machines fall into two broad classes:
“analog” and “digital”’ (von Neumann 1958 p.3). The distinc-
tion he made was that analogue machines dealt in physical
quantities (von Neumann 1958 p.3) whereas the digital
machine dealt in ‘a system of “markers”’ (von Neumann 1958
p.6).

In practice the analogue computers were not particularly
accurate (Jackson 1960 p.6) and while they met the require-
ments of many engineers, whose calculations were commonly
performed using slide rules, they were insufficiently precise for
accountants, actuaries, navigators and artillery officers. The
analogue computer was also useless for tasks, such as the
processing of written text or code breaking, that could not be
portrayed by traditional engineering mathematics.

The electronic digital computer ultimately proved to be a
more versatile instrument than its analogue counterpart. For a
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period the hybrid computer — a hybrid of the established ana-
logue computer and the budding digital computer — enabled
analogue parts to do computations that are clumsily performed
by digital computers (Korn & Korn 1964). After further devel-
opment, the digital computer got cheaper and faster and,
through economics rather than convenience, usurped the ana-
logue components of the hybrid.

The speed advantage of the analogue part of the hybrid
computer led to considerable savings in computer time,
and thus cost. Yet even though such benefits were
demonstrable, hybrid computers were superseded by all-
digital ones

(Small 2001 p.266).

Brains

The mathematics that proved helpful in designing the circuits
of the digital computer was derived from George Boole’s
work on the Laws of Thought (Boole 1854). This connection
encouraged a comparison between the digital computer and
the processes taking place inside the brain. Von Neumann, for
example, felt it proper to stress ‘the digital character of the
nervous system’ (von Neumann 1958 p.44). An equally
renowned contemporary of von Neumann, Norbert Wiener
described a digital machine as an ‘all-or-none machine’
(Wiener 1950 p.64) and observed, ‘the greater part of the work
which has been done on the mechanical simulacra of the brain
has been on machines which are more or less digital’ (Wiener
1950 p.65). Thus the workings of the digital computer, theo-
ries about the behaviour of the brain, logic and reasoning were
alloyed.

Norbert Wiener counselled caution and wrote that ‘[i]f we
insist too strongly on the brain as a glorified digital machine,
we shall be subject to some very just criticism from the
physiologists’ (Wiener 1950 p.64). A part of his concern arose
from a neglect of the brain’s embodied situation which affected
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its behaviour. Wiener brought the brain back to earth by
observing that the neurons’ ‘thresholds are variable with tem-
perature, and we have no reason to believe that they may not
be variable with the chemistry of the blood and with many
other phenomena which are not themselves originally of the
all-or-none nature’ (Wiener 1950 pp.64–65). Thus even if the
brain were performing its computations like an idealised digital
computer, the particular computation it performs would
depend on the bodily circumstances of the brain, on, for
example, hormone and nutritional levels. The outcome of
thought would then be a hybrid of the digital processing of the
neurons under the influence of the continuously changing,
analogue, bodily conditions.

Von Neumann, too, was aware of ‘complexities’ that ‘might
influence the functioning of the nervous system’ (von Neu-
mann 1958 p.58), but he played down the possible effects,
writing that ‘they may be irrelevant’ (von Neumann 1958
p.60), the cause of ‘recondite over-all electrical effects’(von
Neumann 1958 p.58) and may ‘play no useful functional
role’ (von Neumann 1958 p.58). He reiterated that the nerv-
ous system is ‘primarily digital’ (von Neumann 1958 p.59) and
he accommodated the complications by suggesting that a neu-
ron was equivalent to not one but between ten and one hun-
dred ‘basic active organs’ (von Neumann 1958 pp.59–60).
Thus his view was that a situated neuron did the same job as a
good handful of digital logic elements, and the logical model
of the brain remained intact.

Games

Aside from his work on the digital computer, Von Neumann
developed a theory of games (von Neumann & Morgenstern
1944). Games were a serious business during the burgeoning
Cold War and at the time it was accepted, even by a critic,
that ‘human processes which constitute the object of govern-
ment may be assimilated into games in the sense in which von
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Neumann has studied them mathematically’ (Dubarle 1948).
The same anxious commentator though pointed out that
‘human realities do not admit a sharp and certain determina-
tion, as numerical data of computation do’. Von Neumann’s
game theory recognised this but von Neumann did not suggest
that the link made between digital computers and thought
were inappropriate. Indeed, he concluded that ‘the message-
system used in the nervous system’ (von Neumann 1958 p.79)
gave not uncertainty but ‘a higher level of logical
reliability’ (von Neumann 1958 p.80). And later it was claimed
a ‘digital nervous system enables a company to do information
work with far more efficiency, depth, and creativity’ (Gates
1999 p.20). The “supreme co-ordinator”, the “machine à gou-
verner”, which would exceed the capacity of a human brain
and ‘beat every player of a human game’, seemed plausible
(Dubarle 1948) and the overarching conclusion appeared to be
that wise organisations, including governments, should deploy
digital systems.

The expectation was that, governments could use computers
to ‘reveal where the real problems lay’ (Bagrit 1966 p.60) and
to ‘arm administrators with so much detailed and up to date
information that their judgements would be arrived at more
accurately and wisely, and with far greater knowledge of their
likely effect’ (Bagrit 1966 p.61). A view modestly endorsed
some thirty years later by the suggestion that ‘[g]overnments
more than any other organization, can benefit from the
increased efficiencies and improved service that stem from dig-
ital processes’ (Gates 1999 p.358).

An Analogue World

One common metaphysical assumption is that ‘[t]he physical
world is basically analog’ (Tsividis 2003), meaning that there
are no abrupt transitions and no clear boundaries to show
where one thing begins and another ends. In the analogue
conception sunsets have no clear beginning or end, adulthood
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merges with childhood. and morality accommodates forbear-
ance, but simultaneously brings vagueness and potential confu-
sion. Where there are no boundaries everyone can set their
own and the overlaps and gaps are sources of dispute. This
analogue realm stands in opposition to Socrates’ principle of
good reasoning which requires ‘division … according to the
natural formation, where the joint is, not breaking any part as a
bad carver might’ (Plato 1892).

Digital is the signal for a mode of description that implies surgi-
cally slicing up some domain and thereby setting bounds and
offering the opportunity to treat what lies inside as an undiffer-
entiated space. To create a digital picture someone makes
judgements. He or she adopts a point of view, or a conven-
tion, and institutes firm boundaries cleansed of what is
regarded as trivial detail or unnecessary complexity. 

But being digital involves more than boundary setting. It is also
about communicating a standpoint, and about getting other
people to see the world carved up and purified in a similar
fashion. The resulting digital world is comprised of nothing
but boundaries enclosing featureless spaces decontextualised,
quantised and drained of significance, and offering no secure
grounds for realigning the boundaries. This cleanliness and
lack of complicating detail gives digital an aesthetic and subse-
quently an ethical hold so that digital becomes a label, a term
of approval denoting good or beneficial, and a frequent surro-
gate for the word ‘modern’ (Monk 2001). For example

Though the technical merits favoured neither outright,
proponents of the digital computer invoked a progressive
rhetoric, portraying the electronic analogue computer as
outdated and as an anachronism soon to be swept aside

(Small 2001 p.3)

With the process of digitization out of the way and differences
of opinion resolved or ignored, business can be isolated from
the potential lawlessness of digitization. But once digitised and
cleansed of the analogue, human conduct becomes a barren,
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formalised routine. So when it is asserted that ‘digital data
entry … virtually eliminates errors’ (Gates 1999 pp.208–209)
the outcome may be taken to be a sign of a successful and
pragmatic resolution or evidence of a worrying detachment
from critical opinion. Ultimately to be of interest, significance
has to be regained but it is inevitably coloured by the preju-
dices, oversights and errors of the restorer.

Rights

Digital technology provides analogues which are bounded by
rational models of thought and a rigid perspective but which
are convenient, portable and readily interpreted by machines.
Developments in digital technology automated the interpreta-
tion of programs, which are specific forms of analogue, and
have narrowed the gap between such blueprints and useful
products by reducing the skill, effort, material, capital and
energy expended in the final stage of production. Fabrication
is transferred to individuals who invest in production machin-
ery in the form of a personal computer with its workaday soft-
ware. Computer users become producers and derive products
from analogues, known as software, the digitised transcripts
laced with promises that turn a computer into a valued object
such as a game, an entertainment, a word processor, a record
keeper or a calculator. Since an analogue in the form of a dig-
ital transcript can often be replicated and interpreted readily,
digital merchandise becomes easily copied expressions — tran-
scripts, analogues, software with valued interpretations. 

At one time production was protected by the shear endeavour
and capital required, but as soon as production meant mechan-
ically copying a configuration of bits, there were few physical
barriers to the manufacture of duplicates. 

There is little scope for an economy in the face of unbounded
re-production. The development of an economy requires
shortages which, for digital property, must be created artifi-
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cially by the addition of technological, psychological, moral or
legal barriers. It means constructing a game and persuading
people to play by the rules. To be a participant, you have to
learn how to maintain shortages and co-operate in maintaining
them.

Although digital copies and productions become ubiquitous,
the licences for exploiting them are restrictive. For instance,
domain names locate computing resources on the Internet and
can be used by anyone to access those resources but the proce-
dures for issuing domain names give individuals or organisa-
tions exclusive rights to use their registered name to locate the
resources that they nominate. These rights have become trada-
ble and their use is restricted by contractual instruments, for
instance,

Sony has instructed its labels to ensure that new and exist-
ing contracts include provision for various online rights,
including artists’ internet domain names.

(Rawsthorn 1999)

Thus the significant commodities in the digital economy are
rights, and the maintenance of this rights economy comes to
rely on the enforcement of licenses which is a matter for the
law, legal institutions and other agents of morality rather than
physics or chemistry. There are, for example ‘criminal proce-
dures … in cases of wilful … copyright piracy on a commer-
cial scale’ WTO 1994 Art.61). 

A fascination with moralising folklore provides a channel for
discouraging digital piracy. Moral tales, sometimes packaged as
news, often stress the unfortunate outcomes for the villains in
the story. There has been a report, for instance of 

… a steam roller … used to crush thousands of pirated
compact disks, video tapes and software items during an
anti-piracy crackdown

(Manchester 1999)
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Moral appeals often invoke connections with existing catego-
ries of wrongdoing and harm. A lawbreaker who offered
‘pirate video games for sale’ announced in a public apology
that

… illegal copying robs video game developers. … hurts
the video game publishers … Piracy … ultimately hurts all
of us who love playing video games

(Baka & Baer 1999).

And the President of the Interactive Digital Software Associa-
tion reported that 

Internet piracy … steals retail sales that fund R&D for
future games. In the end, the millions of gamers who pur-
chase legitimate interactive software suffer the most

(Lowenstein 1998).

In many tales, the vulnerability of the rights holders is stressed.
For instance, musicians are adamant that they ‘want to use new
digital technologies … [b]ut … will only feel confident doing
so if … [they] know that the laws are there to stop … [their]
works falling victim to pirates. (Artists 1999). Some statements
also suggest that respect for declared rights will ensure that
some generalised good will filter through to a wider commu-
nity. The Director General of WIPO, for instance, linked ‘the
progress of humankind’ to the ‘capacity to advance ever fur-
ther in … technology and culture’ and each of these advances,
he claimed, ‘represents an “intellectual property”’ and that
‘whoever originates or legally owns such property deserves the
right to protection’ (Idris 1999). Through legend, myth and
through, for instance, copyright and trademark laws, the rights
to use digital expressions in various ways become properties. 

Digital Property

The vanguard of widespread digitization is found in the tradi-
tion of ownership. Ownership divides up custody of the
world, its exploitation and maintenance. It carries with it
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declared rights and responsibilities and has become a familiar
way in which to signal authority and hence wield influence.
Ownership relies on a binding between properties and their
owners, and this in turn requires ways of individuating and
identifying owners and property. This quantization is not only
a feature of digital electronic technology but it is also a prereq-
uisite for indisputable claims for possession of any corner of
our world, and thus the precondition of property and for
trade.

Ownership requires a distinguished fragment of the world to
be owned, a distinguished owner and a binding between the
owner and their property. In the analogue conception the
binding between properties and owners can be established by
physical means. But in the analogue conception there is no
clear and obvious place to mark a boundary — everything
seems connected.

The neatly divided, digital realm provides a promise of rightful
trade. However, in the digital domain nothing is indelibly
connected and the digital landscape composed only of bound-
aries with a significance secured by a regard for a moral tenet
makes the unerring identification of digital property and of
people problematic. Digital technology corrodes the tradi-
tional bonds between a location, a property and aids the
growth of bureaucracy that, for example, substitutes digital
chronicles for bodily identity. Thus characteristic textures and
locations alone can no longer be treated as signatures for an
entity and specific boundaries and bindings can only be rooted
in signs, declarations and licenses that themselves are com-
posed of characteristic sequences, patterns and arrangements.
Ownership, therefore, comes to rely on a mutual respect for
declarations about property rights.

Ownership means having some authority over the use of an
ensemble of bits but properties can multiply as licenses are
refined to refer to specific forms of production, places and
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times. A single series of artefacts comes to have different rights
attached to each production with potentially, different title
holders:

[i]f the copyrighted work is a popular song, for example,
the reproduction and distribution rights are typically
owned by a music publisher and licensed through the
Harry Fox Agency to record companies, while the per-
formance right is licensed through a performing rights
society

(Litman 1994).

Or rights can be allocated for exploiting a single expression in
different ways

Transport rights include permission to copy, transfer or
loan. Render rights allow for playing and printing. Deriv-
ative work rights include extracting and editing informa-
tion and embedding it in other publications. Other rights
govern the making and restoring of backup copies

(Stefik 1997).

There must also be a right to allocate rights.

Ownership, then, is the legally authorised possession of certain
rights in association with some artefact. If rights themselves are
not to become a worthless commodity then their allocation
must be restricted. Similarly, reproductions of rights have to be
either successfully prohibited or rendered meaningless. The
allocation of rights, therefore, is awarded to authorities. In
some political systems, emerging commodities are the property
of an abstract beneficiary such as the state, the monarch or a
political rank but commonly it is the custom to award rights,
initially, to an author who has displayed originality. Where the
originator has traded his or her title, the originators claim to
originality shoulders the integrity of a chain of deals and the
rights of the current title holder. Such a social arrangement
that bestows power on those who can claim a formal connec-
tion with an original conception is liable to provoke disputes
and entertain jealousies, as Gulliver in Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels
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explains: ‘it were the custom of our learned in Europe to steal
inventions from each other, … thereby … it became a contro-
versy which was the right owner’ (Swift 1726). Thus authors,
or originators are at the heart of originality wrangles in, for
instance, ‘the justificatory arguments made by those who wish
to establish the copyrightablity of computer software’ (Halbert
1994).

In the framework of modernity, justice and hence rights
demand rationalisation and a moral anchor. Originality attrib-
uted to individuals provides such an anchor and is therefore
endorsed as a virtue. However the Socratic position presumes
people are midwives to what they know and any, apparently
new, commodity always had an existence and no one person
can be said to have been its originator. This is not an easy issue
to settle and generates ‘a modern tension between Diderot’s
conception of the author as the original creator and hence
inviolable proprietor of his works and Condorcet’s depiction
of the ideal author as the passive midwife to the disclosure of
objective knowledge’ (Hesse 1990). These days, in practice,
the law and legend grant both the author and the midwife
rights; invention and discovery have both been privatised and
individualised. 

Resemblance

To say that something is a copy requires a judgement about
the degree of resemblance between the copy and its prototype.
A copy and its original have some of the same properties but as
distinct and separate objects are dissimilar. 

A copy is a production. When copies of documents were
made by writing them out longhand, it was, perhaps, clear that
they were a production because productions and re-produc-
tions required skilled performances on the part of the people
fashioning them. Those skilled performances added idiosyn-
cratic charm, and introduced variations that made one re-pro-
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duction perceptibly different from others and different from
the original. However, often the aim of producing a copy is to
create a deception about which object is the original and
which is the copy. For example, a copy of military hardware
may be deployed to fool an enemy, or a counterfeit coin, ban-
knote or painting may successfully deceive a victim. 

The precision of contemporary reproduction machinery leads
people to claim that for the ‘Digital Copy’ copies are indistin-
guishable from their prototypes — as a slogan in a shop win-
dow claimed ‘Every one an original’ (Prontaprint 1999) — so
small perceptible inaccuracies can no longer act as a signature
of forgeries and resemblance is not an adequate criterion for
identifying a copy, since it does not pinpoint which, if any, of
several objects is the original. In addition to a likeness, to call
something a copy we have to picture a causal connection
between the original and the copy. But Tolstoy provided a
reminder that causes are indiscernible

I see only a coincidence of occurrences …, and I see that
however much and however carefully I study the hands of
the watch, the valve and the wheels of the engine, and the
oak-bud, I shall never find out what makes the bells ring,
the locomotive move and the wind blow in spring.

(Tolstoy 1978 p.976)

This implies that a copy is identified by applying a theory since

Presumptions about causality escape our perceptions.
They must always be imagined, implied to be true,
believed

(Beck 1992 p.28).

The causal connection could be inspired by physics when the
copier is a machine or by psychology if the copyist is a person.

Today to make a copy of, for example, a document ordinarily
implies using a machine. A copying machine does not operate
autonomously; it is a kind of programmable machine, where
the program, the original, resembles the product. Therefore,
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one kind of causal connection is where one object causes the
production of a facsimile. The second kind of causal connec-
tion is where one unique object, an analogue, is seen to be a
cause of the production of more than one artefact and mem-
bers of the production series are seen to be copies of one
another. In a series of productions, of cars, dinner plates or
posters, successive products may be judged to be replicas of
one another and their similarities are attributed to a common
design or having been produced on the same machine or on a
machine of the same design. Thus we have copies without an
original and it is assumed that there is a causal connection
between, for instance, a series of artefacts and an analogue in
the form of a unique process, plan or prototype.

Similar products may be generated by dissimilar production
systems. Music may be, for example, derived from a CD, a
tape or an MP3 computer file, but any such analogue in a
causal chain linking the originator with a production might be
said to be derived from the original. These derivative ana-
logues may be in a different form but their conventional inter-
pretations are in some way indistinct. These analogues that
have similar interpretations are sometimes treated in the same
way as copies.

There are, then, two criteria for declaring something to be a
copy: one is about the causal relations that led to its produc-
tion which can only be a belief and the other is that the con-
ventional presentation of a copy resembles the conventional
presentation of the original and this requires a judgement.

Discovery and originality are seen to break causal chains link-
ing people so at some point it can be claimed that either a dis-
covery was not induced or originality was not caused by
anyone else. In an echo of John Stuart Mill (Mill 1869) the
causal chain of the copyist is adroitly severed and, according to
Monsieur Troplong, the ‘spontaneous impulse of the individ-
ual mind is … a cause of its originality’ (Proudhon 1972
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p.309). The presumption is that there was a psychological
event (or for a discovery an external but private event) that an
individual experienced which was the genesis of the discovery
or original thought.

An original is not a copy, and because the originality is not
ultimately caused by anyone or anything but perhaps, it might
be claimed, traceable to a spontaneous, concealed psychologi-
cal event, it must be the scion of one person and its title is
therefore unambiguous. This leads to three criteria for assess-
ing originality:

a. Some person experienced a private event 
causally connected with the production 
of the original object

b. There are causal connections leading to 
only some but not all the ingredients of 
the private event

c. Conventional presentations of the origi-
nal object do not resemble the conven-
tional presentation of any other object in 
existence before the appearance of the 
original.

All three criteria are matters of belief and judgement and this
implies that any claim to originality is provisional and poten-
tially controversial.

Tolstoy

A judgement about originality forms part of an historical
account of events surrounding an author.

In War and Peace, Tolstoy expanded on the character of his-
torical accounts and the tendency to ascribe the responsibility
for events to particular individuals who have freedom of action
and who become the villains or heroes of our histories. In a
technological context historians have demonstrated a similar
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prejudice because ‘[i]t is easier to let a hero personify a whole
series of events’. After all

technological changes … involved complicated, pro-
longed, and ambiguous social, economic, and political
interactions by many persons … too difficult for general
historians, as well as the general public, to summarize
except in mythical form. 

(Cooper 2003)

Nevertheless Tolstoy wanted us to ‘leave aside kings, ministers
and generals, and select for study the homogeneous, infinitesi-
mal elements which influence the masses’ (Tolstoy 1978
p.977). 

At the heart of Tolstoy’s argument is the contest between free
will and compulsion. He rejects free will as the only determi-
nant of the flow of history since then ‘history would be a series
of disconnected accidents’ (Tolstoy 1978 p.1426). Besides
‘every human action’, he affirmed, ‘is inevitably conditioned
by what surrounds him and by his own body’ (Tolstoy 1978
p.1436). He admitted that we seem to be free when looking at
ourselves from within and thereby treating humankind ‘as the
object of our own inner consciousness’ (Tolstoy 1978 p.1427)
however, just as it is hard to accept that the earth moves
through space while our consciousness tells us that it is station-
ary, so

the obstacle in the way of recognizing the subjection of
the individual to the laws of space and time and causality
lies in the difficulty of renouncing one’s personal impres-
sion of being independent of those laws

(Tolstoy 1978 p.1443)

Tolstoy argues, there are many relationships between people
and their surroundings that we do not understand and cannot
rationalise. In our spontaneous actions, our consciousness is
oblivious of many of the causes of our actions. It is this mys-

Hybrid.book  Page 25  Monday, July 7, 2003  11:43 AM



The Myth of Originality

26

tery about the causes of our behaviour that leads us to intro-
duce free will in our explanations of events. 

What is known to us we call the laws of necessity; what is
unknown we call freewill

(Tolstoy 1978 p.1440).

Reason and logic digitise our experience, link it with specific
causes and provide the raw materials for explanations but they
also shroud a residue of unnoticed causes. And it is the force of
free will, ‘an expression connoting what we do not know
about the laws of human life’ (Tolstoy 1978 p.1440), that
becomes the object of enquiry for history. 

Tolstoy equates freedom with content and necessity with
form. Individually they are mutually exclusive and incompre-
hensible (Tolstoy 1978 p.1439). Conveniently, Tolstoy main-
tains, in the study of history we are not compelled to unravel
the ‘insoluble mystery presented by the union of freewill and
necessity’ (Tolstoy 1978 p.1426), since we can deal with the
hybrid ‘presentation of the life of man in which the union of
those two antimonies has already taken place’ (Tolstoy 1978
p.1426).

By extension, Tolstoy’s thesis challenges the notion of origi-
nality. Do we exercise free will or are we necessarily, but
unwittingly, bound by laws of physics so that our freedom to
act and hence our originality is an illusion? If originality is an
expression of free will then Tolstoy’s critique translates ‘origi-
nality’ into a sign of our ignorance. We cannot then rationally
attribute originality to an individual who is merely a conduit
for hidden causes, and originality as a character trait becomes a
component of our moral vocabulary that can only be sustained
by rhetoric and myth and not reason.
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Perceptions of Originality

The author of a work may claim a work is original but con-
firmation is expected to come from spectators who are quali-
fied to pass judgement. That judgement will be influenced by
evidence of the degree of freedom available to the originator,
but if we are making a judgement then ‘our conception of the
degree of freedom varies with the point of view from which
we examine the phenomenon’ (Tolstoy 1978 p.1431). 

Where we are most uncertain of the causes, we either make
moral judgements about people’s actions or, when actions
seem amoral, we ascribe ‘individuality, originality and inde-
pendence’. But if ‘one of the countless causes become known
to us … we … are … less ready to acknowledge … freedom in
the apparently original performance’ (Tolstoy 1978 p.1434),
and the tag of “originality” seems less appropriate.

An account that isolates someone from their environment
seems to give them freedom but as soon as we introduce any
object or person ‘our impression of freewill and necessity is
gradually diminished or increased according to the degree of
connexion with the external world’ (Tolstoy 1978 p.1435). If
we know the specific circumstances of an act, then it will
appear that the actor was ‘more subject to the law of necessity’
(Tolstoy 1978 p.1431) and hence has less scope for originality.
The ‘activities of people who lived centuries ago … cannot
seem … as free as the life of a contemporary’ since as time
passes, the consequences of an innovation become entwined in
ways of life and it becomes easier to be persuaded that an
innovation was inevitable. (Tolstoy 1978 p.1433). 

Tolstoy argues that ‘the will of our historical hero … is itself
continuously controlled’ (Tolstoy 1978 p.1168) but often his-
torical accounts mistakenly aggregate series of minor happen-
ings; and they similarly garner ‘a series of commands … into a
single expression of will’ (Tolstoy 1978 p.1421). The form of
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the resulting digitised history depends on where boundaries
have been set.

We also idealise the notion of a command. We disregard com-
mands that do not ‘produce any effect’ (Tolstoy 1978 p.1419)
and note only those that coincide ‘with the course of events’.
And if the person who issued such providential instructions
was ‘a participator in the event’ we may dub them as a leader
(Tolstoy 1978 p.1421).

Tolstoy explains that in an enterprise everyone talks about the
group’s objectives. In the roles that they adopt and maintain
some will work directly towards the group’s goal. Others will
spend more time talking, and in any account of the project, we
tend to aggregate the free will and attribute it the talkers and
aggregate the compulsion and attribute it to those executing
the task. Thus in our retrospective accounts of events we
introduce a phantom influence exercised by the commander
or an author of events and this illusory influence helps to sus-
tain myths of individual, cultural or popular supremacy (Tol-
stoy 1978 p.1422).

Applying Tostoy’s reasoning to originality suggests a whole
raft of causes and effects brings a commodity into existence
and no one person can be identified as an originator. This
argument is submerged in a mythology that packages infl-
uences on the work of a proclaimed author. Through neat lin-
guistic tricks, influences on what is called an original
production are called inspirations or intuitions while infl-
uences on what are called copies are seen as causes and the
myth of individual conception is preserved.

Critique

To convince others about the originality of an artefact a story,
a history of how a product came into use has to be con-
structed. We often assume people, especially the heroes,
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inventors and authors, have garnered the free will, so it is their
actions that force events. Tolstoy wanted, instead, to reduce
the ‘element of free will to the infinitesimal’ and then ‘instead
of seeking causes, history will adopt for its task the investiga-
tion of historical laws’ (Tolstoy 1978 p.1441). He alluded to
the influence of the differential calculus of Liebniz when he
wrote,

Abandoning the concept of causation, mathematics looks
for laws, i.e. the properties common to all the infinitely
small unknown elements.

(Tolstoy 1978 p.1441)

He proposed that history should set aside

the notion of cause and seek the laws common to all the
equal and indissolubly interconnected infinitesimal ele-
ments of free will.

(Tolstoy 1978 p.1442)

We instinctively divide the world up into entities. Perhaps
coerced by our use of language, ‘human reason postulates arbi-
trary, separated units’, and this governs our methods for con-
structing accounts of the past and the future. We are inclined
to divide happenings into separate events, although as Tolstoy
remarks, ‘there is and can be no beginning to any event, for one
event flows without any break of continuity from another.’
And we attribute ‘the sum of many individual wills’ to an indi-
vidual such as a king or commander. But as Tolstoy concludes

The critic has only to select some larger or smaller unit as
the subject of observation — as criticism has every right to
do … for any deduction drawn from history to disinte-
grate into small particles like dust

(Tolstoy 1978 p.975)

In an attempt to increase the precision, Tolstoy writes,

Historical science … is constantly isolating smaller and
smaller units for examination. But, however small the
units it takes, we feel that to postulate any disconnected
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unit, or to say that the volitions of men are expressed in
the actions of any one historical character, is false

(Tolstoy 1978 p.975)

Tolstoy attributed ‘a large proportion of human error’ to the
way in which people arbitrarily divide ‘continuous motion
into discontinuous units’ (Tolstoy 1978 p.974). He preferred
the view where ‘the march of humanity … is continuous’ and
springs from ‘an infinite multitude of individual wills’. His
proposal, in a reference to Laplace’s calculus, involved ‘assum-
ing infinitesimally small units for observation — a differential
of history — … and arriving at the art of integration’ (Tolstoy
1978 p.975). Tolstoy illustrates how we introduce errors by
referring to the legend of Achilles and the tortoise.

By adopting smaller and smaller elements of motion we
only approach a solution of the problem, but never reach
it.

(Tolstoy 1978 p.974)

When referring to what electronic engineers came to call the
analogue domain he suggests that error will be removed.

This new branch of mathematics, … by admitting the
conception … of the infinitely small … corrects the inev-
itable error which the human intellect cannot but make if
it considers separate units of motion instead of continuous
motion.

(Tolstoy 1978 p.974)

‘Only by admitting infinitesimal quantities’ can we obtain a
solution to our problem, but Tolstoy also observed ‘It is
impossible for the human intellect to grasp the idea of absolute
continuity of motion’ (Tolstoy 1978 p.974) and so placed his
ideal beyond our grasp since we cannot explore the infinitude
of space, time and chains of causes.
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But the digital is a deliberate approximation and the analogue
is an unattainable ideal that requires 

an intelligence which could comprehend all the forces by
which nature is animated and the respective situation of
the beings who compose it

(Laplace 1952).

The conclusion is that either we adopt a digital view, break
the universe and its history up into discrete entities and pro-
vide questionable explanations or we adopt an analogue view
and embark on the impractical task of coping with the contin-
uum of everything. 

This creates a difficulty for theories about originality, since it
means there can be no proper account of the origin of any-
thing. Some people therefore question ‘the romantic myth of
authorship’ which may simply be ‘a ploy’ (Halbert 1994), but
it is a ploy that underpins a vast edifice of contemporary trade.
The myth is therefore nurtured in spite of some obvious scep-
ticism:

We are supposed to pretend that some particular … con-
cepts sprang fully grown from the head of a specific pro-
grammer, totally without reference to prior art. Bullshit. 

(Cringely 1992 p.74–75)

The Myth

What, then, are the ingredients of myths of originality? Since
originality provides criteria for regulating the creation of new
kinds of commodity it must appear to be uncommon, other-
wise it would become a commodity in oversupply. Therefore
most people are expected to be disinterested or incapable of
offering anything original. They will be reluctant to embrace
‘originality in thought and action’ and ‘nearly all, at heart,
think that they can do very well without it’ (Mill 1869). The
special value attributed to originality implies that it will ulti-
mately bestow renown so that ‘the great originators’ will be
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‘lifted up among the constellations and … rule our fates’ (Eliot
1981). Originality is thus linked with distinguished personali-
ties, and Shakespeare’s work, unsurprisingly, is therefore offered
as an ‘example of unrivalled originality’ (Godwin 1831 p.196).

Originality is a presented as a rare talent that most people are
unlikely to display, and many claims for originality will, there-
fore, have to be rejected as delusions, when, for instance ‘You
feel pleased at your own inventiveness and originality’ you are
likely to be persuaded that ‘you are really like the wren when
it took a lift on the eagle’s shoulder’ (Conan Doyle 1895
pp.132–3).

Most people are expected to be disinterested or incapable of
offering anything original. They will be reluctant to embrace
‘originality in thought and action’ and ‘nearly all, at heart,
think that they can do very well without it’ (Mill 1869). The
special value attributed to originality implies that it will ulti-
mately bestow renown so that ‘the great originators’ will be
‘lifted up among the constellations and … rule our fates’ (Eliot
1981). Originality is thus linked with distinguished personali-
ties, and Shakespeare’s work, unsurprisingly, is therefore offered
as an ‘example of unrivalled originality’ (Godwin 1831 p.196).

Originality must be placed outside the realm of science since a
formula for consistently generating originality would threaten
its scarcity. Consequently it must be affirmed that ‘technology
… leaves the original and creative to us’ (Kelly 1998) and
therefore ‘humans have the original thoughts and that isn’t in
the potential realms of computing’ (Evans 1999). 

Accidents are events triggered by unanticipated causes, which
may subsequently be uncovered. Originality cannot therefore
be presented as the result of an accident and ‘[t]here is nothing
original in absent-mindedness. True originality lies
elsewhere.’ (Forster 1992 p.132). Besides if an original thought
arose from accidents or absent-mindedness then it could hardly
be promoted as the outcome of a worthy effort. But, provided
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there is no suggestion that specific original conceptions have
specific causes, a disposition towards originality can be stirred,
for example, by inspiring personalities as when

she cast her lights and shadows around the rooms that held
her, until she … metamorphosed the stray telegraph boy
into a Puck-like creature of delightful originality.

(Fitzgerald 1997 p.200)

Similarly because there can be no causal connection between
identifiable personal qualities and original works, people can-
not be selected for their potential originality. Though a predis-
position for originality is, unsurprisingly, sometimes linked
with gender but, in this arena, there is a lack of agreement
over the relationship. Some authors ‘assign originality and
authority to men’ (Pisan 1621) while others presume that logi-
cal thought attributed to men annihilates originality (Kirkland
1918 p.12).

Originality is not something that formal training can develop
and promote since this would imply a causal association
between teachers and the originality on the part of their stu-
dents.

While there is a bar on definable causes of original concep-
tions, it is acceptable to catalogue impediments. It is assumed,
for instance, that certain kinds of education can suppress free
will and an innate potential for originality:

The great Government print-factory schools turn out still
faster their bolts of human calico, … With another gener-
ation, the literal aboriginal mind, with all its value of orig-
inality, individuality, … will have disappeared.

(Anonymous 1901)

A predisposition towards useful originality might also be bri-
dled by a diet which wastefully diverts mental processes. For
instance, 

Christmas puddings, brawn, and abundance of spirituous
liquors, throwing the mental originality into the channel
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of nightmare, are great preservatives against a dangerous
spontaneity of waking thought

(Eliot 2001)

Devices, it is clear, are endorsed as expressions of originality;
for example, when Edison’s experimentation is noted for its
‘originality, as expressed in a number of minor useful
devices’ (Dyer & Martin 1910 p.598). But the people that
materialise an expression may not be the originators so for
instance, scientists have been seen as the fount of creativity
while ‘[p]ragmatism and technical skill were poor relations’.
Some, therefore, are destined to be agents who convey the
originality of others and this view has, for instance, established
engineers as the people who followed through the ‘theories
and visions’ of others who accrued a higher status. (Plant 1997
p.79).

Since originality is to be treated as a hallmark of value, origi-
nality is promoted as ‘a valuable element in human affairs’ (Mill
1869) ‘a thing to be admired’ (Mill 1869) and a quality to
strive for — a virtue composed of ‘individual vigour and man-
ifold diversity’ that ‘every human being must ceaselessly direct
his efforts’ towards (Humboldt 1869). This moral imperative
gains its strength from a belief in change and the ‘need … to
discover new truths, … to commence new practices, and set
the example of more enlightened conduct, and better taste and
sense’ (Mill 1869). It is a quality that stands alongside other
admirable virtues, exemplified by the character who was ‘ele-
vated … to an eminence where he stood almost alone’ because
of ‘his quick perceptions and powers of concentration and
analysis’ and equally because ‘[i]n everything relating to
mechanics, his opinions were marked with originality’ (Orton
1859 p.578).

Originality is, according to Mill, essential for keeping valuable
precepts alive without which ‘the best beliefs and practices …
degenerate into the mechanical’, and this, Mill writes, requires
‘a succession of persons whose ever-recurring originality pre-
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vents the grounds of those beliefs and practices from becoming
merely traditional’ (Mill 1869). Originality is equated with
thrill of novelty rather than the anguish of uncertainty to cre-
ate a link between ‘freshness and originality’ (Anonymous
1892) and a connection between originality and a new dawn
— something ‘we all share with the morning and the spring-
time and other endless renewals’ (Eliot 1981 p.256). But it
does not imply good taste as Edgar Alan Poe revealed in his
description of a chamber where

Little attention had been paid to the decora of what is
technically called keeping, or to the proprieties of nation-
ality. The eye wandered from object to object, and rested
upon none

(Poe 1912 pp.149–150)

In spite of the clear intent to create a design ‘to dazzle and
astound’ the proprietor felt it fitting to say “I see you are
astonished at my …originality of conception…?”

An expression of originality can be simple. The Fowlers, for
example, recognised a spectrum of originality ranging from
‘Cheap originality’ which they exemplified by the attempts by
some writers to secure a ‘‘distinction’ of style’ by ‘writing a
common expression backwards’ and which is likened, as a lit-
erary device, to ‘a machine for converting clean knives into
dirty ones’ (Fowler 1973 pp.226–227). 

When ‘a small swing looking-glass was disclosed, in which she
proceeded to survey herself attentively’ it was simply ‘[t]he
change … from the dressing hour in a bedroom to a time of
travelling out of doors’ that ‘clothed it in the freshness of an
originality’ (Hardy 1994). Originality, then, can arise in trans-
posing an activity or an artefact to a new location. George
Bernard Shaw, using his own work as an illustration, suggests
that originality is the relocation of old motifs. He wrote, 

My stories are the old stories; my characters are the famil-
iar …; my stage tricks and suspenses and thrills and jests
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are the ones in vogue when I was a boy … what the
world calls originality is only an unaccustomed method of
tickling it

(Shaw 1915)

Originality, according to this view, is a product of the contrast
between some project and current practices. As circumstances
change, the originality, that was once notable, can fade; Shaw,
for instance, reminds us that ‘Karl Marx said of Stuart Mill that
his eminence was due to the flatness of the surrounding coun-
try’; and Meyerbeer who ‘seemed prodigiously original to the
Parisians, when he first burst on them’ later became ‘the crow
who followed Beethoven’s plough’ (Shaw 1915). 

Plain reiteration is not enough; for instance ‘the Cock-lane
ghost’ that rapped out its messages ‘as the spirits of this very
year last past … rapped out theirs’ is considered to be ‘super-
naturally deficient in originality’ (Dickens 1994). But the scale
of a creation does not matter: ‘in reality, all poetry and all art,
that have a genuine claim to originality, are new, the smallest,
as well as the greatest.’ (Godwin 1831 p.196) Originality can
be in some small aspect of people’s work; for instance, a ‘copy-
right requires only a minimal amount of originality’ (Nichols
1999) and ‘with Blake, his early poems are technically admira-
ble, and their originality is in an occasional rhythm’ (Eliot
1920).

Originality is equated with creativity but expectations are not
high. The originality that guarantees uniqueness and turns an
object into a valued commodity hardly needs special talents
and may just be a reserved sequence of numbers and letters on
a car’s registration plates as we are reminded in an advertise-
ment:

… Don’t forget, originality, individuality, and the per-
sonal touch count too. … Secure that special combination
of letters and numbers now.

(DVLA 1998)
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Conclusion

Analogues are convenient material intermediaries that lend
their name to a descriptive term evident, for example, in the
field of computing. As Small reports

The unifying characteristic of analogue computing
devices is that they are continuous mathematical
machines. … This … differentiates them from digital
computing devices which … operate in discrete steps on
discontinuous data. 

(Small 2001 p.30)

“Analogue” has therefore come to indicate a world in which
phenomena are smoothly changing and indivisible, a world
where every infinitesimal thing is connected and where there
can be no distinct objects or personages and ultimately no
causes or effects. 

But such a holistic view prevents analysis or explanation. It
makes the conduct of human affairs a collective effort, predes-
tined but unfathomable. It is the fatalists outlook which if pur-
sued implies radically that there are no such entities as
individual human beings and creates a world in which, for
example, owners and their property cannot be individuated.

In practice, many people adopt a hybrid view. They select iso-
lated individuals, entities and instants and act as though the
Universe was digital, but recognise that it may be analogue.
Laplace, for instance, related phenomena without attributing a
cause using universal laws so that, as he put it, ‘the same for-
mula’ describes the relationships between ‘the movements of
the greatest bodies in the universe and those of the lightest
atom’ (Laplace 1952). But to apply his formulae Laplace had
divided the world into discrete “atoms” and “bodies” to form
a hybrid world of distinct entities which, incongruously, had
properties and relationships that suffered no discontinuity.

Hybrid.book  Page 37  Monday, July 7, 2003  11:43 AM



The Myth of Originality

38

Dividing the world up into discontinuous chunks provides a
digital outlook which infuses a taste of logic and precision.
The digital view promotes rationality, permits causal explana-
tions and, through its connection with recent technological
developments, intimates that entities can be easily replicated.

If the world is ultimately analogue then a digital or a logical
perspective can only provide a skeleton of an account, and
what constitutes the universe of objects, events, rights and
individuals is vulnerable to criticism. Within a hybrid descrip-
tion, people reason about their favoured objects, but must
occasionally and reluctantly accept that their inventory may
not be the best and that their lexicon is provisional. For those
seeking absolute security there is hope in an hypothesis that
presents a world condensed into a finite, perceptible, unfailing
expression. No view is open to verification or refutation, but
on the basis of these ideologies we build our processes and
procedures and our utopias.

Aside from those who believe they have found a way of faith-
fully depicting the cosmos or the pragmatists who choose not
to devote time to formulate alternatives, curiosity and anxiety
will drive people to embark on a quest to find new modes of
expression that might be better suited to their purposes. Scien-
tists for example seek new explanations and poets seek new
uses for words. In their search, people may not wish to cover
old ground, and the hallmarking of novelties provides monu-
ments that can guide their exploration. Publicly attributing
inventiveness to an individual’s work situates an analysis or
explanation in space and in time and brings it to the attention
of others. A prompt declaration of originality can inform the
search for more pertinent modes of expression.

It would not matter too much who generated a claim about an
original expression except that the value in originality has been
transmuted into an economic good and has borne a system of
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commerce in which the creator of an original expression is
entitled to trade or retain rights surrounding the artefact.

The myths about originality sustain a set of practices within
our economic systems. Originality is treated as a token of
worth but it is rooted in our uncertainty about causes. Our
uncertainties may ultimately be fostered by a non-determinis-
tic world, a failure of human modes of expression to explain
the world, or perhaps both. Whether or not we should
attribute the uncertainties to the metabolism of individual
human beings, the processes of thought or the physical world
in general are open questions. But the myths of originality are
nourished by this uncertainty which provides an inexplicable
void in our perceptions. It is a void that is apparent in the gulf
between what our consciousness tells us about the world and
what our rational reflections tell us — the difference between
the analogue and the digital. It is a product of free-will which
according to some accounts may be an illusion. 

Economics superimposes its goals, which focus on gaining
precedence rather than insight or wisdom, on originality. The
uncertainties surrounding judgements of originality coupled
with this economic role provide a source of conflict. On the
other hand the economic activity provides comprehensive
records of novelties and an urge to try things that have not
been tried before. Economics both fuels and stabilises the
chaos surrounding our attempts to renew our ways of describ-
ing the world. Originality kindles dreams, but is ultimately
only acceptable to the pragmatist who adopt mythological
hybrid descriptions of their world.
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