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CZOS is an advanced web based visualization tool that enables conversations between different individuals and groups on the Internet.   CodeZebra employs animal print metaphors – a reference to the technological jungle in which human survival is increasingly reliant on communication skills. Its pattern recognition function is a new way to visualize the herds that naturally converge around any prey or subject. It’s role-play and aesthetic approach is meant to encourage cross-disciplinary dialogue and play within a highly functional authoring environment.

CZOS helps user/players to link ideas, see and create relationships, and consider the emotional qualities of a discussion.  The software provides a series of provocative language toys and games that can shift the dynamics of a conversation.  It also creates affinities between underlying concepts that are not visible to the user.   The organic pattern device uses reaction/diffusion patterns clonal mosaics. CZOS groups participants according to topic interests, conversational styles and affinities. Individual users grow their own patterns (moniker).   

Patterns in CodeZebra are meaningful. These show relationships between postings and measure various dynamics that generate patterns (speed, word length, subject relatedness, frequency of posting, corrections, etc.).  With our modular structure, we can design a special pattern system for organizations or clients who want custom software.  The site swims with lava, florals, storm swirls, cellular structures, coral or animal stripes.  Players can recognize pattern tendencies in a conversation when they look at the big space of CZOS at any time.  Different parts of a conversation will show varied stylistic tendencies, allowing users to group within the conversation by a style they prefer.  If dynamics emerge in a conversation (fast and angry for example, at its most extreme expressed by flaming and swear words) the system, a moderator or a participant can suggest that players play a game to resolve their conflicts.  Games relate to animal behaviours and myths about these.  Games are language based (butterfly magnet games, zebra definition trials, snake question and answer mix-ups, hyena speed competitions…)

CodeZebra draws on the ancient history of animal and human contact.  Shape shifting into animal form provided humans with tools with which to understand the logic of animals that were part of the world around them.  Working out from the zebra metaphor, adding biological research, the CodeZebra, team improvised ideas for the software with choreographers, dancers and dramaturges, bringing my software engineers into the play.  The fiction, fantasies and possibilities that bind human society to non-human living forms hover at the edge of intuitive knowledge about biology, evolution and complementary science.  Lycanthrope is the psychological term to describe shape shifting, especially when animal identities are assumed in order to act out desire, whether socially prohibited or permitted. Lycanthrope enables the exploration of forms of knowledge, life transition, truth telling, clowning or magic. 
 The images that result from it are a type of social aesthetic, in form and function. A suspension of disbelief occurs.  In many Aboriginal and African traditional cultures shape shifting, within specifically structured contexts is de rigor.  In Christian and psychoanalytic culture, shape shifting is identified with charged sexuality, psychosis, marginal science or witchcraft.  CodeZebra makes use of the practice of role-play, suggesting that we constantly move between roles in our daily lives.  For example, social science and science researchers have rituals, a society of validation and ways of imparting knowledge.  
CodeZebra patterns engage notions of symmetry and asymmetry in nature, allowing participants to find and create ecological states within discourse and the various applications of the software.  CodeZebra seeks to engage debates about science and art.  Western science embraces symmetry, balance and perspective as fundamental values. “The following refers to an essay by Werner Karl Heisenberg in "Across the Frontier," published by Harper, 1974, p. 183. "Heisenberg crystallizes the notion remarkably when he notes, 'Beauty is the proper conformity of the parts to one another and to the whole.' Yet, post-modernism has favoured the asymmetrical—that is, the discursive, confrontation, discordant, the out-of-balance.  Post-modernism gravitates towards rejected historical forms on the boundaries of science, assuming that these boundaries would shine light from the periphery onto a polished centre. 

CodeZebra embraces the post-Modern and the ancient in its aesthetic formulations.  In ancient times, Plato and Aristotle, as well as Santayana began the discussion of aesthetics in art and architecture in ways that imply symmetry.  Aquinas continues along this route, “For beauty three things are required, integration, clarity and harmony.” James Joyce translated this, centuries later, “Three things are needed for beauty: wholeness, harmony and radiance.” Kant makes use of four criteria to judge beauty: the twining of understanding and imagination that evoke cascades of feeling; the purposefulness of the work, that it looks intentional; common sense responses to the object through its capacity to communicate across universal human values and its communicability.
 

It is this third statement that is the most dubious and that CodeZebra ironically plays-the notion of cognition across cultures that coincide in shared basic judgements of beauty. It is this third notion also that has propelled cognitive science in the West to search for fundamental physiological aspects of cognition that perceive beauty, are basic to design and are cross-cultural.
  This is a problematic notion, as any survey of contemporary international art practice quickly suggests—monolithic style and notions of beauty are an ancient regime and any suggestion that there is something “natural” about human expressions of culture needs challenging. Hegel postulated the need for a qualitative understanding of beauty, rather than a quantitative one, challenging some aspects of scientific method.  Beauty is then relational and contextual, constructed through the complex intertwining of object, maker and viewer.  These notions are later embraced by psychoanalytical thinking that privileges the desire of the maker in relation to the object and the audience, its object.  These arguments may shout out for a located maker and viewer and militate against totalizing notions of symmetry as fundamental to beauty.  In any case, CodeZebra is being used in Northern, Southern and Eastern Europe, in the UK, Africa, Brazil and North America. It tests for universality, seeing how animals, natural forms and the imposition of these into human activities translates or does not across cultures that are geographic or professional.  This testing is tongue in cheek, yet also genuine.  In some contexts, such as Senegal, Brazil and Finland, its warm savannah aesthetic it is taken very seriously, in others, such as the Netherlands, it is perceived as whimsical and hence permissive. 

Some reductionist population scientists pose direct relationships between evolution and symmetry (beauty attracts beauty).  However, Darwin himself argued that nature did not bias towards symmetry or beauty. “It is certainly not true that there is in the mind of man any universal standard of beauty with respect to the human body.” Complexity theorists on the other hand, state that symmetry is a simple state. When symmetrical forms break into a morphological cascade the development of complex systems and their understanding can occur.  Goodwin states,  “Ordered complexity emerges through a self-stabilizing cascade of symmetry breaking bifurcations, through spatial detail…” 
CodeZebra begins as a set of symmetries and moves forwards towards dissymmetry and reordering.  In later stages of the software completely new patterns may be generated that could be asymmetrical in their form, although the reliance on voronoi sets and reaction diffusion would make this difficult.   In CodeZebra, the instances of dialogue interact with the software to develop new patterns within a complex system, “The radical unpredictability in the dynamics of non-linear systems, leaves the possibility of unexpected novelty.” 

Traditional Japanese aesthetics show bias towards a beauty that incorporates incompletion and imperfection or imbalance. Beauty focuses on beginnings and endings, not the climatic moment.  Kenko states “uniformity is undesirable.  Leaving something incomplete makes it seem interesting.” 
 The viewer completes the perfection.  The idea that asymmetry encourages attention was embraced by Modernist sculptors.  Henry Moore chose to work with biomorphic forms that were asymmetrical, noting that the initial symmetries of nature were shifted by environment and gravity. This argument works well with interactive media that requires audience participation, and with work that does not resolve, but rather poses possibilities or questions. Social symmetries are reshaped by context.  

The notion that aesthetics help to construct a sense of social order is taken up by French anthropologist Pierre Bordieu, who explored the role of social values of taste, beauty, form and function as a means of creating social consensus. 
 This is appropriate for the methodology of CodeZebra, where the cumulative behaviors of individuals create collective systems.  These include individuals but are also distinctive and qualitatively different than those of individuals.  This parallels a number of phenomena such as ant colonies, typically used as a computing metaphor for neural networks, where the sum of the parts is always far greater and more intelligent than individual agents within it.
 Social symmetries emerge amongst CZ participants, as they group into stylistic tendencies, or behaviors.  

Let us return to the evolution of CodeZebra itself. Zebras inspired the initial structure of the software through a fortuitous gift of a zebra cocktail dress, which I wore to address a conference about art and science collaboration. The result of this event was a request to create a web site where artists and scientists could engage in intellectual flirtation.   I discovered that zebras' patterns were dynamic, reaction/diffusion systems that kept chemical and biological order—a perfect metaphor for the symmetries of art and science.  In reaction and diffusion, two or more chemicals diffuse over a surface, react to create stable patterns and then more material yet diffuses over the surfaces, reacting to extant patterns.  Zebras represent more than this.  As study objects, they were the rupture point of evolutionary science, where the role of environment on species populations can be tracked and the fine-tuned nature of specificity in evolution acknowledged.  Zebras are cantankerous yet sumptuous. They cannot be tamed, they will not submit to human husbandry.  Their markings are camouflage. Their movement makes lions, their mortal enemies nauseous.  They are mortal enemies to the hyena, another animal with complex social structures on the savannah.  

In the world of the Masai, ascending to the next stage of evolution required becoming zebra.  These animals were and are perceived as the ideal form, because of their ability to function as a social group, defeat large enemies and appear to change morphologically into a collective visual expression through their camouflage tactics.
 What is more, zebras inspired Alan Turing’s study of pattern generation and the entry of this science into computer code. Reaction/diffusion speaks to research and development, the very process of discovery. 

From the reaction/diffusion, sets of zebras came the idea of other dynamics, voronoi sets that shaped according to proximity and relationships. Voronoi is a set of sites, or collection of regions, that divide into a plane.  I have now built slightly intelligent software that can analyze behaviors, show the dynamics of conversations and offer expert moderation.  CodeZebra is Java software that is built on a mass and spring system using voronoi sets.  The underlying structure of the code was designed to permit a constant play between symmetry and reordering of the world.  The movement is persistent in CodeZebra as one adds postings and ideas; the world constantly rearranges itself.  I thought about the software and the physical ecology as a mobile environment, one that stayed in balance. The metaphor moved on to embrace the actual structure of the code.  The idea of a dynamic natural system of shifting state descriptions is at the core of CodeZebra OS, used in order to mark groupings of matter, dynamics and information in the software, which in turn measures qualities in human communication. 

The hyena are the archenemy of the zebra, their symmetrical opposite in all manners, spotted not stripped.  If a zebra, with their herding instincts and reaction/diffusion sets were one of the animals, and the hyenas, with their military order and aggression, what other social types were needed in the environment?  I built a world filled with creatures that shared one feature, clonal mosaics and reaction/diffusion coats and fur.  There were differing levels of aggression and passivity within these character types. The AI analyses postings and conversation, suggesting games and interventions to rebalance the world.  The idea of dynamic natural systems as a metaphor for CZOS, an environment that I intended to use to demonstrate state change, human dynamics that operated on conscious and unconscious levels. 

The CodeZebra project is more than software. It is a complex system, with the software at the centre, but with petals or rhizomes of other expressions. There are performances in which dancers recite texts about the animals, move in groups in polished choreographies and play with each other and audience within a set of behavioral rules that are echoed in the software. There are  “habituation cages” such as at the recent Dutch Electronic Art Festival. I placed two separate pairs of artists and scientists together in a shared space.  They were given twenty-four hours to invent something of social and scientific value.  I acted as their key moderator and interveners from all over the world joined them to move forward the invention process. We were in communication with them via 24/7 video streams and the CodeZebra OS, and they did indeed shift roles, learn from each other and create new inventions, in a sort of intellectual reality television.  CodeZebra includes responsive fabrics and clothing that respond to on-line chat and shape the experiences of users in clubs, on fashion walkways and in performances.  There are games that live inside the software as a means of exploration and discovery.  

Formal values can embrace functionality.
What role might systems of beauty play in bringing together new and destabilizing established communities of interest?  Can beauty provide meaning as well as affect?  The discussion of aesthetics or this return to beauty occurs after the period of rigorous anti-aesthetics in visual art described earlier on in this paper.  The anti-aesthetic was a move against the essentialism of Modernism and scientific realism, both which sought to express the essence of phenomena.  CodeZebra is both beautiful and slightly monstrous.

In the Internet, adaptability is renowned.  It is rife with myths, ritual and characters.  As new behaviors emerge in CodeZebra OS, state changes and novel patterns should evolve. New creatures will be born.  What happens when zebras start to spot? 

CodeZebra attempts to create a set of parallel or alternate tools that can accompany the process of dialogue, exchange, the creation of new knowledge ecologies, within a cross-disciplinary moment.  CodeZebra is predicated on developing a software world of shifting symmetries and dissymmetry so beautiful and threatening that it will engender dialogues between different competing entities.  The beauty of the space and the dialogues embedded within it, allowing them to be transformed, should overcome them.  The Beast of Hard Computational Code will meld into the Beauty of Nature.   
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