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			To my students.

		




			We must beware of a certain craze for collecting which sometimes takes possession of those who make notes.... That is a deplorable practice.

			—A.G. Sertillanges, O.P., The Intellectual Life

		




			Introduction

			MY FIRST MEMORIES ARE OF WRITING.

			When I was five, I wrote a four-page horror story, misspelling “ghost” as “gohst” on every page. When I was ten, I wrote about a boy who finds an electric guitar in the trash that allows him to control the weather. (The first part was true). At fifteen, I produced exactly one and a half issues of Always Mindful, a Buddhist-inspired punk rock fanzine complete with band interviews, show reviews, and bad spiritual poetry. In high school, I wrote short stories. In college, plays. In graduate school, poetry and performance art. 

			Before I knew it, it was 2005. Internet was free in New York City, if you could steal it from unsuspecting neighbors. This led to a decades-long descent into blogging, churning out six hundred-plus posts on celebrity yoga culture, heterodox spirituality, and reclaiming holidays from commercialization. I became the managing editor of a quarterly journal on mysticism, editing authors’ work, writing book and workshop reviews, designing each issue, and, unbeknownst to my employer, reporting on independent film festivals when I should’ve been at the office. In the years that followed, I published more zines, more blogs, dozens of articles and essays, and a handful of books. But, I never once called myself a writer.

			For twenty five years, my relationship to writing was equal parts love and loathing. My approach, clunky. A perpetual reinvention of the wheel. My output, though prolific, felt fragile, the result of “happy accidents.” My interests seemed disconnected, unrelated to one another. I wasn’t a writer. I was someone who happened to write, having no idea how I did it or if I’d ever do it again.

			It wasn’t until I found a system for writing that I began to own what I’d been doing for so many decades. My interests started overlapping in mesmerizing ways. No longer a string of mumbled syllables, “I’m a writer” became my answer to “Whadayado?” It’s how I introduced myself at parties. It’s what I told long-lost friends I was getting to know again.  

			The system outlined in this book convinced me writing doesn’t need to be a mystery. It doesn’t need to feel unfamiliar, intimidating, or the by-product of an accidental encounter with inspiration. It can facilitate inspiration. But, to do so—to instill confidence and speak to the many questions one has about how to write and what to write about—it must deal with more than what happens on the page. It must include what takes place before the writing begins. It must incorporate the means by which ideas are captured and transformed into text, as well as how text makes it to the page. And, it must do it again and again. 

			To that end, this book looks at writing as a holistic process, one that integrates aspects often considered adjacent, external, or preliminary. Inside, you will find practices related to having and capturing thoughts (chapters 1 and 2); refining thoughts into clear ideas that can be repurposed (chapter 3); connecting ideas across topics (chapters 4 and 5); developing these connections and making them accessible to you (chapter 6); and transforming all the above into writing for readers—writing that can be reintegrated back into the system (chapters 7, 8 and 9).

			The Zettelkasten

			At the center of the system is the zettelkasten—an object and a practice—a thing and a way to do things. The term comes from German, usually translated as “slip box” or “note box,” less often, “card catalog,” terms with which you may be familiar. You may not, however, be familiar with German social scientist, Niklas Luhmann, who through his ability to publish a surprisingly large number of articles and books (at last count, roughly five hundred publications),1 brought to light his unique approach to taking, making, connecting, and leveraging ideas. 

			A Zettelkasten Is Many Things

			Despite his significant output, Luhmann wrote very little about his zettelkasten. While the bits and pieces that can be gleaned from interviews and his essay, “Communicating with Slip Boxes,” are valuable and telling, first-hand accounts of Luhmann’s practices and reasonings are few. So, while there may appear to be a great deal to debate regarding why Luhmann did what he did, there are a number of understandings that have proven sound.

			A zettelkasten is an object.

			A zettelkasten is an object, a container comprised of at least one, but sometimes multiple compartments, each assigned a different note-type.2 Physical zettelkästen are boxes, usually long and narrow, about the width of an index card (think: wooden card catalogs or narrow shoe boxes) where slips are stacked one behind the other, organized by alphanumeric ID. These are sometimes called “analog” zettelkästen, although in this book I use the term “paper-based.” 

			The other, increasingly more common form of zettelkästen, are those built on digital note-taking or text-editing platforms that allow for linking files. Obsidian, Notion, Roam, The Archive, and Zettlr are just a few of the platforms to have popped up in the past five to ten years.  

			A zettelkasten is a method.

			In addition to being an object, a zettelkasten is a methodology—a way to capture ideas in notes, establish relationships between them, and leverage both for knowledge work. The formula is relatively straight forward:

			
					Capture ideas in the form of fleeting and/or reference notes.

					Turn these captures into individual main notes.

					Establish connections between the ideas recorded in these main notes.

					Keep track of developing trains of thought in hub notes, structure notes, and indexes.

					Turn these trains of thought into writing.

			

			This book is structured according to the above five steps, spread across nine chapters.

			A zettelkasten is organized bottom-up.

			Luhmann did not invent the zettelkasten. Rather, he developed a unique approach to using it. The structure of a Luhmann-style zettelkasten is not predetermined. It emerges out of the relationships the note maker establishes between ideas recorded in the notes. As relationships develop, areas of the zettelkasten swell. Common topics and themes emerge and are recorded in additional notes or otherwise indicated in the system. With a Luhmann-style zettelkasten, we begin with neither a predefined set of categories to which notes should be assigned, nor do we store our notes in topical folders.  

			A  zettelkasten is a form of controlled chaos.

			Niklas Luhmann’s slip box contains only a handful of notes regarding the zettelkasten—roughly eighteen among the total ninety thousand-plus slips. Short and often terse, these notes read like Zen koans, the sometimes confusing syntax saved by their depth. In one of these notes, Luhmann delivers an ominous message, a glimpse of what’s possibly in store for those who take up the practice: “The zettelkasten has grown incessantly, and I have tried, to the best of my ability, to profit from it.”3

			If you feed your zettelkasten with ideas, it will grow. Like a rhizome, it will become a form of controlled chaos, a “[c]ombination of disorder and order, of...unpredictable combinations realized in ad hoc access.”4 This is a good thing.  

			A zettelkasten is a practice.

			Luhmann’s approach to organizing information and ideas goes against much of what we’ve been taught. Consequently, it can take months or even years to fully appreciate its benefits. It’s best to think of working with a zettelkasten as a “practice,” something in which to devote time, effort, and regular attention.

			A System for Writing

			The system presented in this book is intended to help you skillfully navigate and leverage Luhmann’s approach to using a zettelkasten in service of writing. Each chapter informs, reinforces, and is informed by the others. Simplified, the system can be rendered as a sequence of interrelated feedback loops (Fig. 1).5
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			Figure 1. Each aspect of the system reinforces and is reinforced by the others.

			The first loop shows fleeting and reference notes informing the creation of main notes. This process reinforces what we find interesting in the world, and what we end up capturing in future fleeting and reference notes. 

			The second loop shows that a better understanding of the connections between our ideas leads to more engagement with our main notes, which reinforces what we find interesting in the world, and what we end up capturing in future fleeting and reference notes. 

			The third loop shows the need for high-level views, which allow us to make sense of, and find our way back into the connections we’ve been establishing. Connections between thoughts leads to new ideas, which reinforce what we find interesting in the world, and what we decide to capture from it.

			The fourth loop reminds us that although writing emerges out of the system, it can also be incorporated back into it. The writing we create and the accomplishment we feel when we create it, reinforce what we find interesting in the world, influencing the ideas we capture, refine, connect, and search for in our zettelkasten. 

			The Book

			The book you’re holding is laid out systematically, both in how it’s been organized and in the ways it can be engaged. Part 1 takes a detailed look at the most common objects handled when working with the zettelkasten: notes. Notes give us something tangible to work with throughout Part 2, where we explore how to connect ideas, as well as structure and locate long-form trains of thought. Part 3 takes notes, ideas, and connections and orients them toward writing.

			The interior of each chapter has also been intentionally organized, where theoretical concerns are (usually) preceded by practical applications. Many would-be writers wanting to use a zettelkasten are concerned with the “what-is” and “how-to” of maintaining it. I wanted to answer these questions up front to give readers something concrete on which to build their knowledge. Of course, practicalities, if left on their own, lack depth. In this book, after every “how-to” is the “why-so,” followed by a short list of things to start doing now, remember, and watch out for. If your primary interest is in how to build a zettelkasten, pay attention to both the earlier sections and ends of each chapter. If you want to apply the practices intelligently, or better articulate why you’ve chosen to do some things differently, read each chapter in its entirety.

			I’ve also provided ways to engage the text in a non-linear way. While I assume most readers will progress front-to-back, I expect many will want to jump around. Throughout this book, you’ll notice in-line, numerical citations (ie., 6.1:1), which point the reader to sections that speak to or otherwise inform the passage that preceded it. The first number and the following decimal refer to the section. The number after the colon refers to the paragraph in the section. If there is no colon, refer to the entire section. These citations, while serving a practical function, reflect the system itself, where each section reinforces and is reinforced by the others.   

			A Note on Terminology

			One of the most common confusions regarding the zettelkasten has to do with conflicting terms used to describe the various kinds of notes and concepts associated with the practice.6 I’ve done my best to stick with the terms most commonly used, but in some cases have broken with convention. After twenty years of teaching, I’ve come to believe students learn best when an instructor is willing to employ familiar language, while at the same time introducing alternative terminology that takes them into new areas of understanding.

			“Fleeting notes”

			Despite Niklas Luhmann not referring to notes of this type, I've chosen to include the term “fleeting note,” since it’s widely used and highly valuable for understanding other kinds of notes. It also speaks to something many writers already do: jot down thoughts as they arise.  

			“Reference notes”

			I use the term “reference note” in place of the more common “literature note,” and the less common “source note” and “bibliographic note.” Unlike these terms, the term “reference note” highlights what the note is (a reference), its content (references), and how the content is used (referenced). Unlike “literature note” and “bibliographic note,” the term leaves room for non-literary sources (i.e., videos, talks, recordings, etc.). If, however, you’re partial to using one of the other terms, doing so will not affect how you make use of the information provided in this book.

			“Main notes”

			In an effort to counter confusions surrounding the term “permanent note,” I’ve made an executive decision to replace it with “main note.” 

			“Slip box” and “Zettelkasten”

			Throughout the book, I use the terms “slip box” and “zettelkasten” interchangeably as I make no critical distinction between paper-based and digital zettelkästen. Similarly, I use the terms “compartments” and “folders” interchangeably. Each can be a stand-in for the other. 

			“Luhmann-style zettelkasten”

			Periodically, I'll use the term “Luhmann-style zettelkasten” to reinforce particular aspects of Luhmann’s approach, which make it unique among more conventional uses of slip boxes.

			“Note-taking” and “Note-making”

			In this book, “note-taking” refers to capturing information (as one would in a fleeting or reference note), while “note-making” refers to distilling and contextualizing the information that’s been captured (as one would in a main note).

			“Train of thought”

			The term “train of thought” is used in place of “thread” to describe a sequence of ideas linked together within the zettelkasten.

			“Notes” and “Ideas”

			As often as possible, I refer to “ideas” when discussing the contents of notes and “notes” when discussing the objects holding ideas. 

			***

			Something to Get Started

			At the end of every chapter, I provide a list of things to do, remember, and watch out for. To get started, here are two actions you can take right now:

			
					Find something to record your thoughts. A neatly folded sheet of paper; a small, pocket-sized notebook; or a note-taking app on your phone will suffice. The important thing is to have something portable, intentionally set aside for capturing thoughts as they arise. 

					If you’re leaning toward setting up a digital zettelkasten, download a text editor with linking capabilities, and create a folder titled “Zettelkasten.” Otherwise, buy a stack of index cards in a size you’re comfortable using, along with an appropriately-sized physical slip box that can hold them. 

			

		



			Part 1

			TAKING AND MAKING NOTES

		



			1

			Capturing Your Thoughts

			NOTE-TAKING MAY APPEAR TO BE A TOPIC warranting little debate. If you think you might forget something, write it down. If you come across an interesting idea while reading, make note of it in the margins. For many, these practices are a given. But, tucked away in various corners of the web exist spaces where concepts, ideas, and practices related to taking notes are regularly contested with the passion of religious zealots. 

			“Personal knowledge management,” or “PKM” as it’s often called, provides an umbrella under which people of disparate vocations engage in discourse surrounding not only notes and note-taking, but every niche and nuance of managing information. Here, armchair academics debate tenured professors on the pros and cons of keeping slip boxes. Coders advise novelists on how best to organize drafts on their computers. Founders discuss project management software with anarcho-punks who share file organization tips with Christian capitalists. Each has staked a claim in the land of PKM, united in a shared belief that “The mind is for having ideas, not holding them.”7 Taken from David Allen’s seminal text on productivity, Getting Things Done, this idea, above all others, binds lawyers to Luddites, helping thousands who struggle to put ideas into action. 

			1.1 Getting Thoughts Out of Your Head

			The premise is simple yet profound. While humans excel at generating insights, our capacity to retain them is limited. We’re forgetful. We lose our train of thought. Great ideas vanish as quickly as they appear. It’s an old story that not only predates writing, but was possibly its catalyst. Roughly five thousand years ago, someone got fed up with forgetting and etched two images into a now ancient slab of Mesopotamian clay—a bowl and a human head. Our first attempt at externalized thinking? The tracking of food rations.8

			Little has changed. We still use writing to keep track of things, but as fewer people have reason to catalog vessels and their contents, we find ourselves tracking ephemeral, though no less weighty, items. Ideas, thoughts, and opinions. Hot takes and two-cents. As we engage with a barrage of information hurtling toward us at ever-increasing speeds, the necessity to externalize our thinking to make sense of what we encounter has become not only a convenience, but a necessity. Even Niklas Luhmann, who was spared having to deal with “digital amnesia,” began capturing ideas in his zettelkasten due to a “bad memory.”9

			1.2 What Are Fleeting Notes?

			Fleeting notes are a way to remember things. Jots, tasks, lists, grand schemes, passing queries. Reminders typed into an app on your phone. Sticky notes left on the front door. They’re the same notes you’ve taken your entire life, long before you had any interest in zettelkasten. But, in the context of maintaining a slip box, these generic notes serve a unique purpose.

			Fleeting notes form the basis for much of what you’ll create inside your zettelkasten, though they themselves will not make it past the velvet rope. Fleeting notes live in a state of potential, waiting to be transformed into more useful “main notes,” the notes that will make up the bulk of your zettelkasten.

			The term “fleeting notes” comes from Sönke Ahrens who describes them as “reminders of information...there for capturing ideas quickly while you are busy doing something else.”10 Fleeting notes are “impermanent” in the sense that they often end up in the trash. It could be argued that naming these “mere reminders of what is in your head” overstates their value. After all, fleeting notes are just...notes. But, the term serves an important function. “Fleeting notes” helps us distinguish disconnected, passing thoughts from the ideas that will soon be networked inside our slip box. We use the term “fleeting notes” not because they’re of a particularly high value, but because of the value we place on the notes they’ll become.

			1.3 How to Take Fleeting Notes

			Chances are you’ve already taken hundreds if not thousands of fleeting notes: You have thoughts. You write them down. For most people, this is where the process ends. Only, with a zettelkasten, you’re asked to make a very important cognitive shift: know that the note you just took has yet to realize its potential. And, that’s how it’s done:

			
					Have a thought. 

					Write it down. 

					Know that you’ll need to transform this note into something else, if it’s to become useful. 

			

			1.4 Stage Your Fleeting Notes in an Inbox

			The “something else” a fleeting note becomes is a main note. But, before this transformation can take place, you’ll need to stage your fleeting notes in an inbox until they can be processed. Setting up an inbox is as easy as putting a wire basket on your desk, or if you’re using a digital platform, creating a folder titled “Inbox” on your device. Whatever your approach, an inbox will give you a place to store notes on the go, so you can come back to them later. But, an inbox is much more than a waiting room for yet-to-be-triaged notes. 

			An inbox is a powerful indicator reinforcing the special nature of the zettelkasten from outside. An inbox reminds us that the notes stored in the zettelkasten are special, containing connections, context, and directives as to where similar ideas in your zettelkasten live. If your zettelkasten is filled with every random thought you have, in whatever unedited state you capture it, your zettelkasten will soon become an unpleasant place to visit. Engaging with the slip box should feel exciting, not anxiety-producing.

			By giving your ideas a place to land, an inbox helps alleviate some of the potential anxiety that initially comes from working non-hierarchically (5.6). Later, when you process your inbox (that is, convert your fleeting notes into main notes), you can bring only what remains interesting into your network of ideas. I recommend processing the contents of your inbox at least once a week. 

			1.5 Take Advantage of a “Sleeping” Folder

			If you capture lots of fleeting notes, there will inevitably be those that repeatedly get passed over when you attempt to process your inbox (3.3:2). These ideas may not speak to others already stored in your zettelkasten; they may not be related to any piece of writing you’re actively working on; or maybe the idea just isn’t as interesting as it was when you first captured it. Any notes that seem hard to process, but are still relevant to your thinking, should be moved to a “Sleeping” folder. 

			As with your inbox, your sleeping folder can either be a physical compartment or digital folder. I recommend checking in on sleeping notes every few months.

			1.6 Using Journals to Capture Fleeting Notes

			The above assumes you’ll be taking fleeting notes on individual slips of paper or in separate digital files. But, many people keep track of passing thoughts in journals. There are a number of branded approaches to taking “daily notes,” and, if you struggle with capturing ideas consistently, you might investigate some of the more popular ones (9.1:2).11 Whether investing in a suite of journaling practices or building something more homegrown, the approach to integrating fleeting notes into your zettelkasten remains the same: distinguish between what’s worth keeping and what’s best ignored. If an idea feels particularly “zettel worthy,” write “ZK” next to it. Later in the day or week, scan your journals to see what of these captures you’d like to import into your zettelkasten as main notes, and do so. 

			1.7 The Difference Between Fleeting Notes and Main Notes

			If the ideas captured in fleeting notes are to connect with others inside your slip box, they’ll need to be rewritten in the form of main notes. To better understand the difference between these two notes, let’s take a brief look at both (for a more in-depth look at main notes, see chapter 3). 

			Fig. 2 is a typical fleeting note, the kind you’d take any time of day. Fig. 3—the main note the fleeting note became—is an altogether different beast. The main note has a title that tells you about the idea found in the note. It has an alphanumeric ID for easy indexing and retrieval. It has links to other ideas already stored in the zettelkasten (here, shown with single brackets), with reasons given for why the connections were made. The fleeting note has none of these attributes. In the main note, you’ll find everything you need to build off the idea captured inside. The fleeting note leaves you hanging. 
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			Figure 2. A simple fleeting note to jog the memory.
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			Figure 3. A fleeting note must become a main note (like this one), if they’re to be put to use again and again.

			1.8 How Simple Reminders Become High-Value Main Notes

			Making the leap from fleeting to main note may seem like a difficult process. But, I assure you, it’s easier than it looks.

			In the case of Fig. 2, I captured a quick, superficial thought, and referenced where I might find information on the subject (a short YouTube documentary featuring scholar, activist, and author, Shoshana Zuboff). When I came back to the note, I scanned the documentary to find the section that sparked my thought and found that not only was the idea interesting, it spoke to two others I’d already stored in my zettelkasten. I transcribed a brief quote from the film, expressed it in terms that made sense and were relevant to my thinking, and listed two others the idea might speak to, giving context for why I’d done so (4.4).12 When all was said and done, the entire process took only a few minutes. A small price for years of ideative connectivity. 

			1.9 Not All Fleeting Notes Go to Heaven

			At the time I captured the passing thought depicted in Fig. 2, I had no idea if it would be useful or interesting. Herein lies the beauty of fleeting notes: it doesn’t matter. 

			Since fleeting notes can be comprised of any thought you have at any given time, and since not every thought you have will be relevant to your interests and writing, not all fleeting notes will become main notes. In fact, depending on how feverishly you capture thoughts, it’s possible the majority of your fleeting notes will end up either in the waste bin or ignored. For example, Fig. 4 will not become a main note. 
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			Figure 4. Fleeting notes containing tasks do not become main notes.

			However, the fleeting note in Fig. 5 could be turned into the main note in Fig. 6.
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			Figure 5. The thoughts you capture in a fleeting note, no matter how flippant, can become main notes.
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			Figure 6. With a bit of consideration, a passing thought can become a powerful insight captured in a main note.

			Fleeting notes containing tasks (Fig. 4) will never become main notes, because tasks are not ideas. Neither are the names of wedding planners, a reminder to take out the trash, or a list of your family members’ birthdays. A Luhmann-style zettelkasten is used to store and network ideas. So, unless you have thoughts about wedding planners, the benefits of doing household chores, or how birthdays are some of the last rites of passage we have in society, these notes should remain outside the hallowed halls of the slip box. All the rest can be converted into main notes or transferred to your “Sleeping” folder for later review (Fig. 7).
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			Figure 7. Ideas captured in notes have high mobility.

			1.10 Why Take Notes?

			Note-taking allows you to quickly get ideas out of your head and onto the page, forcing previously amorphous thoughts to engage with the language needed to convert them into coherent ideas. For most of us, this form of “external scaffolding” is absolutely necessary if we want to understand what we think about a subject. 

			Imagine writing a single paragraph stating what you believe about the most controversial, polarizing topic trending right now. This one paragraph will be your “grand statement.” It will be published. People will read it. They will have opinions. As you imagine this writing, do you notice yourself becoming more deliberate about your word choices? How does this deliberateness inform your thinking? Is what you wrote exactly what you thought you believed before you wrote it? Do you find yourself leaning more toward an opinion you thought you disagreed with? Or, equally as important, do you find yourself believing what you thought you believed even more? Externalizing your thoughts through writing will both challenge and reinforce your beliefs. 

			On one level, the reason is obvious: accountability. There’s a lot at stake when putting thoughts into words. Words that remain in our head are free to exist independent of how they’re used by other people. Once we attempt to put our ideas on the page, words that previously strutted self-assuredly across our synapses become sheepish and soft-spoken. The entire long history of “love,” “race,” “gender,” “society,” words that have been used a million times before, comes rushing in to challenge what we think we thought we knew. Big words feel small. Small words feel like grenades. All of a sudden, our word choices matter. But, fear of rebuttal isn’t the only reason writing forces us to clarify our beliefs. To write is to learn.13

			Struggling to put an idea into words forces us to wrestle with the language through which that idea will be expressed. Rather than being a means of recording what we already believe, writing, even in the form of short notes, helps us understand what we think we know. 

			I became acutely aware of this fact during my masters studies at Naropa University, where as a writing tutor I saw firsthand how students struggled to “write what they thought.” In almost every case, students expressed having an idea in their head, but finding it difficult to put it into words. “Why can’t I just tell my professor what I think? Why do I have to write it down?” While at the alternative, “hippie” university we attended bucking protocol was par for the course, the problem lay less with classroom etiquette and more with finding out what the student actually thought about the subject. Paradoxically, it took writing to know what they wanted to write.

			1.11 Welcome to the Path

			Note-taking is writing, and writing is a path toward knowing. Taking fleeting notes is the first step in knowing what you think and believe. It’s a fundamental aspect of the larger system described in this book, as it marks the beginning of the externalization process where what you think you think contends with the ideas and beliefs that make up the world in which you live. 

			***

			Things to Do

			
					Take fleeting notes. Use either a notebook, scraps of paper, or a digital platform. It doesn’t matter.

					Create an inbox specifically designed to hold what you capture. Your fleeting notes will live here until they’re processed.

					Create a “Sleeping” folder for any ideas that repeatedly get passed over when you process your inbox.

					Set up a reminder to check in on your fleeting notes. I recommend a weekly check-in for notes staged in your inbox, and an every-few-months reminder for notes stored in your “Sleeping” folder. 

			

			Things to Remember

			
					Fleeting notes are not stored in your zettelkasten.

					“Zettel worthy” fleeting notes must be transformed into main notes if they’re to become useful.

					Not all fleeting notes need be transformed into main notes. For best results, practice non-attachment when it comes to fleeting notes. 

			

			Things to Watch Out For

			
					Not writing ideas down, because you think you’ll remember them later, is not a dependable system. In this age of information overwhelm, thoughts come and will most certainly go. Make use of your capture tools. 

					Make sure you have a place to store what you capture. Capturing without an inbox makes for unhappy note-making.
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			Taking Notes While Reading (or Watching or Listening...)

			MUCH OF WHAT WE TAKE IN FROM THE WORLD is conveyed through different forms of media: books, articles, podcasts, social media posts, magazines, videos, films, interviews. So often, these are the sources of our thoughts and ideas.14 A reference note allows us to take notes on each of these without disturbing our flow, giving us a place to return when we’re finished.

			2.1 What Is a Reference Note?

			A reference note is a single long-note containing brief citations or “references” to what caught your attention while reading a book, listening to a podcast, watching a video, or having a conversation.15 These long-notes are stored in your zettelkasten sometimes in a separate section or folder.16 A typical reference note looks like the one in Fig. 8. 
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			Figure 8. A typical reference note.

			On the left are page numbers. Next to those are short statements regarding what can be found on the page. On the far right are words describing the topic being discussed. Everything contained in the note allows you to come back to it later in the day (week, month, or year), revisit what caught your attention, and, if you desire, make a main note off its contents. It’s in this way that reference notes act as a bridge between source material and the main compartment in your zettelkasten (Fig. 9).
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			Figure 9. The contents of reference notes become individual main notes. The reference notes themselves are stored in a “Reference Notes” compartment inside the zettelkasten.

			2.2 Differences Between Reference Notes and Fleeting Notes

			As intermediaries, reference notes are sometimes confused with fleeting notes. But, there are a few things that set them apart. A fleeting note is taken when you think of or want to remember something on the go. While these captures may sometimes refer to media you’ve engaged with previously (Fig. 2), because they’re not taken in any formal or intentional setting, and are almost always your own thoughts, they’re not considered reference notes. They are, simply put, quickly captured thoughts, which will only make it into the slip box after being transformed into main notes (1.7). 

			By contrast, reference notes are taken while you’re actively engaging with media, capturing ideas and passages as you come across them. Unlike fleeting notes, reference notes are stored in your slip box, to be used as a reference or personal index of the media you’ve consumed over the years.17

			2.3 How to Take Reference Notes

			The practice of taking reference notes comes from Niklas Luhmann who avoided writing in his books, preferring instead to write on slips of paper. Anytime a passage spoke to something he was working on, or reminded him of an idea previously recorded in his zettelkasten, Luhmann wrote down the page number of where the passage could be found, followed by a brief description of what was said or how it related to his thinking. On the back of the slip, Luhmann recorded bibliographic information.18

			Luhmann liberally cited passages that caught his interest and, as can be gathered from the page numbers in Fig. 10, continued capturing on additional slips when he ran out of space. Luhmann didn’t embellish in his reference notes, nor does it appear he gave himself rules as to how many captures were too many. To continue reading and not have to stop to make main notes, Luhmann jotted down only a few words that would later jog his memory.19 These were not extensive summaries—just enough information to bring the idea back to the front of his mind. Luhmann stored the reference note in a separate reference note compartment inside his zettelkasten, which doubled as a record of what he’d read. 
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			Figure 10. Luhmann’s reference notes contained a list of page numbers and brief captures indicating interesting passages. From the Niklas Luhmann Archive: Bielefeld.

			Taking reference notes today mirrors the practices of Luhmann, with variations depending on personal style or the medium with which you engage. For starters, you could create reference notes as Luhmann did without labeling your captures, as in Fig. 11. 
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			Figure 11. A simple reference note with only a few words can be enough.

			Or you could add labels to track themes you encounter in the source. Note the multiple references to “feeding” and “psych” (psychology) in Fig. 12. 
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			Figure 12. Adding topics to your reference note can reveal patterns of interest.

			You could also add brief notes about why the idea you captured was relevant, or how it might relate to another already stored in your zettelkasten (Fig. 13). 
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			Figure 13. Adding notes about why and how your reference note captures might be relevant to you begins the process of understanding the ideas.

			If you read using digital devices, you could capture whole quotes (Fig. 14).20 
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			Figure 14. Capturing whole quotes in reference notes, while helpful, can become cumbersome.

			Of course, there are other, less “bookish,” sources of information from which to capture interesting ideas. Podcasts, videos, films, and music recordings can all be sources of insight integrated into your zettelkasten. Reference notes related to these sources are handled in the same way as above, replacing page numbers with timestamps or, in the case of Fig. 15, track numbers.
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			Figure 15. Some of the best ideas come from the least academic sources.

			Conversations can also be sources of inspiration and information. But, you’ll have to get creative with your citations, since there are no timestamps or page numbers associated with non-recorded events (Fig. 16).
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			Figure 16. With a little ingenuity, what comes up in a conversations can be cited in a reference note.

			Of course, there are any number of ways to structure and lay out reference notes. Experiment with different approaches. Go with what works best.

			2.4 Using a Personal Journal or Diary as a Source

			In chapter 1, we looked at journals as repositories for random fleeting notes (1.6). However, many people use them in a more formal way, employing separate journals to catalog their insights on particular themes (i.e., a coding journal or dream diary). Over time, these journals can feel like books in their own right. So, why not treat them as such?

			The easiest way to turn your journals into sources is to add unique identifiers. If you’re working with digital journals, add dates to both your file names and each day inside the file. I have a separate file for each year, with a running list of days starting with the most recent day at the top. Physical journals are handled in a similar way. Date each notebook or give it a volume number, then add dates and/or page numbers to the entries inside. Adding these unique identifiers makes it possible to create reference notes from your journals (Fig. 17).
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			Figure 17. The contents of your journals can be cited in their own reference notes.

			Making a reference note from your journal allows you to come back to entries months or even years after they were written and still have an idea of what and where specific topics were discussed. This also gives you something to reference in your main notes (Fig. 18). 
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			Figure 18. This main note cites the reference note in Fig. 17, which was created from a personal journal.

			2.5 Six Things to Consider When Reading a Book (or Engaging with Anything “Notable”)

			As you spend time working with your zettelkasten, you’ll begin gravitating toward ideas and passages in your reading that speak directly to others already stored in your slip box. You’ll have affinities for ideas (whether you agree with them or not), specifically because they can be related to something you’ve previously captured. Luhmann’s approach to reading was often “self-referential,”21 “with an eye to the notes already contained in his file” (3.5).22 But, reading to support what’s already stored in your zettelkasten is only one way to do it. In addition to passages that speak to previously captured ones, try experimenting with the following: 

			Read with a question or problem in mind.

			While writing Sitting With Spirits, I read both Rollo May and Carl Jung to learn what each had to say about daemons. I read Allan Kardec to gain insight into how he categorized spirits. I revisited my post-grad textbooks on Traditional Chinese Medicine to refresh my memory on how the Five Spirits function. When you have an agenda, all forms of media can be mined for inspiration and information.

			Capture ideas you disagree with.

			I once had an art history professor who on the first day of class told us, “I’m an expert on Cubism, because I hate Cubism.” I knew exactly what she meant, (although, admittedly, I’m a fan of the modernist movement). I find I’m never more verbose than when I disagree with something an author has said. So, don’t be afraid to capture ideas that rub you the wrong way. The stuff that gets under your skin can be incredibly motivating. 

			Capture what you think about what the author thinks.

			Reader-response theory posits that no one person, not even the author, has a monopoly on the meaning of a text. Rather, meaning is created through the act of reading. And, meanings can be many. 

			In her seminal book, The Reader, the Text, the Poem, leading theorist of “transactional” reading, Louise M. Rosenblatt, states:

			The range of potential responses [to a text]...are infinitely vast, since they depend not only on the character of the text but even more on the special character of the individual reader.23

			There’s always a reason to learn more about what an author thinks. But, unless you’re writing a dissertation on a particular person, it’s sometimes more useful to better understand what you think about the subjects the author discusses.24 Capture passages that inspire your own thoughts even if you don't fully understand those of the author.

			Capture someone else’s interpretation.

			Sometimes you feel drawn to an idea, but don’t know why. When in doubt, cite it in a reference note. For one thing, you can always come back to the capture and see if its relevancy has increased. But, you can also phone a friend or read someone else’s take. Record these in your notes, and cite your sources. As literary critic, Stanley Fish, states, “[I]t is interpretive communities...that produce meanings.”25 Lean on people you trust for insight, and insight will eventually come. 

			Don’t forget fiction. 

			Using a zettelkasten to capture ideas conveyed through fiction is done in the same way you would any other work. But, fiction also makes it possible to engage with ideas in novel ways. Keep an eye out for character behaviors and traits, narrative arcs, scenes, and settings, all of which can be mined for insights. Even an author’s use of grammar (or lack thereof) and story-telling techniques (such as nonlinearity and disjunction), can be read as comments on social issues. Take a cue from literary scholar, Jane Tompkins:

			Instead of seeing...novels as mere entertainment,...I see them as doing a certain kind of cultural work within a specific historical situation, and value them for that reason. I see their plots and characters as providing society with a means of thinking about itself....26

			Reading fiction is a great opportunity to explore the many different ways authors comment on society. 

			Go wild with your captures. 

			In his book, North of Intention, Steve McCaffery states that “Problems in readership arise only from a refusal to abandon prejudicial reading habits,”27 a sentiment echoed by Juliana Spahr in her book, Everybody’s Autonomy:

			Wild reading…critiques the status quo because it disrupts schooled reading’s conventions, its socialization. One’s approach to reading…defines how one engages the larger social apparatus.28

			How you read is in part determined by how you view the world, and vice versa. If you find the world to be a wild place, which it is, approach your texts with the same spirit. Feel free to capture anything that excites you for whatever reason. Consider poet-scholar and critic, Marjorie Perloff, known for her “socio-historically informed commentary” and “distant reading,” where in her book reviews and criticism she includes “contextual, historical, and biographical framing and backfill.”29 To put it another way, let your own personal experience—your own knowledge and circumstances—inform the text you're reading. Life is dynamic. Books are part of life. Anything that shows up while reading—external references, feelings, past and current events, a conversation you had earlier in the day—anything that gives you insight into what you think about what you’re encountering is grist for the writing mill. 

			2.6 Marginalia

			So far we’ve discussed reference notes in terms of external slips of paper or digital files. But, what about taking notes directly on the page? 

			Luhmann’s reference notes, though captured on slips of paper, were essentially marginalia, where in place of highlights on the page, he referenced what caught his attention with a page number and a few keywords. By capturing his marginalia on slips of paper, Luhmann was able to store his captures inside his zettelkasten, link back to them from his main notes, and have a stable place to return if and when he felt the need to do so. But, there’s no rule stating this can’t be achieved by writing in books.

			To leverage marginalia, you’d only need to create a reference note off of what you captured in the margins. After all, the book is still the book. Only now it’s been enhanced by your commentary. Writing in a book allows you to return to your highlights and later pull into your reference note what seems most relevant. The process is simple:

			
					Write, underline, or otherwise indicate in the margins interesting passages you encountered while reading.

					Go back and pull what interests you into a reference note.

			

			Of course, you could skip step 2, and make main notes from the passages you commented on. In this scenario, the book itself, along with your marginalia, become the reference note, which is then referenced in the main note.

			Taking notes in the margins can feel more seamless than capturing citations on a separate slip of paper or in a note-taking app. Margins are dynamic spaces where readers interact with the physicality of the author’s words directly. Conversations with the text happen in the moment with pen in hand, poking at and prodding the text. Arrows, circles, thoughts, dots, page references, double lines, doodles, all of it contributes to how we make meaning while reading.30

			There are as many ways to mark up books as there are people who do it. Over the years, I’ve developed a loose system of markings that help me find what I previously considered note worthy. Fig. 19 shows a page from my copy of Rosenblatt’s, The Reader, the Text, The Poem, with typical markings.
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			Figure 19. The best way to mark up a book is the way that works best for you.

			
					Boxes wrap terms I’m interested in noting.

					Arrows point to where the term is defined.

					Underlines mark passages I want to come back to.

					Vertical lines indicate that the passage is further explained below.

					A “smile” indicates a passage that resonates with me, while a “frown”would indicate a passage I disagree with.

					A “ZK” indicates something I want to bring into my zettelkasten. 

			

			2.7 Five Ways I Capture Information While Reading

			Niklas Luhmann’s reading-to-reference-note workflow is a great standard from which to create your own methods. But, it’s not the only way. Over the years, I’ve leaned into a number of different approaches to taking notes while reading, each depending on the type of material I’m engaging, the tools nearby, the set/setting I’m in, my mood, and/or the time I have available. What ties all of these methods together is the slip box at the end of the process.

			Reading Borrowed Books

			I typically apply Luhmann’s technique of making a separate reference note when reading borrowed books from a library or friend. This allows me to retain my notes after I’ve returned the book. 

			Reading Books I Own

			Unlike Luhmann, I have no problem covering my books in ink and highlighter hues. The difference between me marking up my books today and ten years ago is I now come back to the book, and turn whatever marginalia still interests me into a reference or main note. 

			Reading with a Journal

			Thoughts and reflections from my morning “spiritual reading” sessions are recorded in a physical journal with dated entries. I put a “ZK” next to any thought I consider particularly “zettel worthy,” and give context as to how this thought might relate to or inform others already stored in my zettelkasten. At some point later in the week or month, I convert my thoughts directly into main notes, or make a reference note, capturing all my “ZK”-identified thoughts.

			Reading Articles

			I tend to read articles on a tablet or phone, using a read-later app with note-taking capabilities to capture my thoughts. When I’m done, I bring these thought-captures into my writing platform, usually as main notes.  

			Reading for Research

			When it comes to researching a topic, I consider no form of media “off limits.” In addition to non-fiction tomes, I read fiction, poetry, zines, listen to music, and watch films. I engage with whatever I come across that speaks to my interests, using any of the approaches above to capture ideas and make use of them.

			The most important thing about any form of reference note-making is to, at some point, return to the note. It’s the “going back” that makes all the difference, understanding that your initial scribble isn’t the end of the capture. It’s the beginning. A reference note is to be used as a reference. Its contents to be transformed into main notes.

			2.8 Not All Captures Are Gold

			Niklas Luhmann’s reference notes served as a reservoir from which he could source ideas. But, he didn’t make main notes off of every capture. Nor should you feel pressured to do so.

			Like fleeting notes, not everything you capture in a reference note need be transformed into a main note. Feel free to make as many or as few main notes from your reference note, remembering that you can always come back to it later. 

			***

			Things to Do

			
					If you’re using a paper-based zettelkasten, set aside a compartment to store reference notes. If you’re using a digital platform, create a folder within your “Zettelkasten” folder titled “Reference Notes.” 

					If you tend to read hardcopy books or are working with a paper-based zettelkasten, buy, cut, or fold a stack of paper slips that can easily fit into a typical book, and store them in the places where you like to read. My preference is to use blank greeting cards, the kind sold at stationary stores.

					If you tend to read digital books, you can still do the steps above, but also have the option of using one of the many “read later” apps to store your highlights and notes. If you use this approach, I recommend bringing these captures into a separate reference note file, as notes stored in read later apps can quickly pile up and become unpleasant to work through. 

					Go back and skim this chapter, as well as the Introduction and chapter 1. Cite in a reference note any interesting passages or insights that catch your attention. (Surely there must be a few?!) When you’re finished, file the reference note in the “Reference Notes” section of your zettelkasten. 

			

			Things to Remember

			
					A reference note is a single long-note containing citations related to interesting passages you came across while reading a book (or engaging with another form of media).

					Reference notes are stored in your zettelkasten.

					In addition to fleeting notes, a reference note is one of the resources you will use to create main notes.

					It’s possible that only some of the citations you captured in your reference note will be converted into main notes.

					“Reference notes,” “literature notes,” “bibliographic notes,” and “source notes” are different names for the same note.

			

			Things to Watch Out For

			
					You don’t need to understand an idea’s relevance to your thinking to cite it in a reference note. Reading is not note-taking, and you should feel free to cite anything that catches your attention, regardless if it will eventually make it into your slip box.
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			Making Main Notes

			BOTH FLEETING AND REFERENCE NOTES are fundamental to the system presented in this book as they represent the very beginnings of externalized thinking, allowing you to quickly capture thoughts and ideas so you can come back to them later. But, in order for these captures to become dynamically related insights that contribute to your writing, they must be transformed into something else.

			Main notes are what your passing captures become. Stored in the main compartment of your zettelkasten, they are, as the name suggests, the main attraction. They’re the fundamental building blocks of your future writing and the primary components with which you will develop and challenge your thinking. Let’s begin our exploration of these catalysts of creativity by looking at their contents.

			3.1 What’s Inside a Main Note?

			In its most basic form, a main note should have at least two components:

			
					a single idea, and

					a link to another idea stored in your zettelkasten 

			

			Fig. 20 has both.
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			Figure 20. At the very least, a main note should have a single idea and a link to another idea stored in your zettelkasten.

			These two elements—a single idea and a link to another idea—are so important that if your notes were to contain nothing else, you’d be well on your way to writing reams of prose. But, main notes can and usually do contain additional information that makes them all the more useful. Other elements that can be included in your main notes are:

			 

			
					a title

					a quote or reference to where the idea comes from

					a record pointing to where and how the idea has been used in your writing

					a unique ID

			

			Fig. 21 shows the same note containing all of the above, where each element behaves like a signpost pointing to the various places your idea has been and can be taken. To better understand how, let’s look at the elements in more detail.
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			Figure 21. Good main notes will support your writing for years to come.

			The Single Idea31

			A main note works best when the thought contained inside has been pared down to its essentials. Having a single idea to contend with means you won’t be sifting through counterarguments and varying points of view. Instead, you’ll be dealing with a single unit of information that freely associates with others (4.5). In all of the examples in this book, the single idea of the note can be found toward the top, just below the title.  

			Links

			Links are used to establish relationships between ideas. By connecting thoughts, we give ourselves options, turning isolated, single-idea notes into long-form trains of thought. Links will be covered in chapter 4.

			Titles

			A title acts as a condensed thesis summing up the content of the idea stored in the note.32 It should be a declarative statement rather than a descriptor.33 “Not all apples are edible” is a better title than “Apples and edibility.” The former tells the note maker what’s being said inside the note while the latter hints at the topic to which the idea might be speaking. There’s also the issue of duplication. Declarative statements make it easier to tell if you’ve already captured an idea, while a descriptor like “Apples and edibility” could contain any number of ideas going in any number of directions.

			Quotes

			Whenever you have an idea that’s built off of, or speaks directly to what someone else has said, bring the quoted passage into your main note. You can accomplish this by either pasting the entire quote into your note, or by referring to the reference note where it can be found. If you write in the margins of your books, you can simply cite the page and paragraph where you encountered the quote (2.6).

			A Record of Ideas You’ve Put to Use

			One of the great benefits of creating dynamically linked, single-idea notes is that they can be reused.34 An idea dealing with labor need not only contribute to trains of thought dealing with work. It may also contribute to others dealing with immigration, Marxism, capitalism, agricultural legislation, the creative economy, the religious concept of “idle hands,” childbirth, and more. The more connections you make, and the more writing you create from these connections, the more important it’ll be to track how and where an idea has been used in your writing.35 

			Alphanumeric IDs

			You may have noticed a string of numbers and letters at the beginning of the titles in the examples above. These alphanumeric IDs, sometimes called folgezettel,36 give notes a permanent identity that can be referenced regardless of any changes made to the note’s content. These will be discussed in chapter 5. 

			3.2 Why Is There so Much Stuff in My Notes? 

			Everything that goes into creating main notes increases its value by making the idea more useful, connectable, memorable, and a joy to work with. If you’re feeling like there’s a lot going on inside main notes, remember it’s all done in service of your future self. 

			The “you” that’s looking at your notes today isn’t the same “you” that created them and will not be the same “you” five years from now looking to your notes for insight and guidance. You’ll have grown, been introduced to new ideas and forgotten old ones. Your future self will benefit from having quality information to go on. If you take just a few moments to add useful information to your main notes when you create them, you’ll save yourself hours reinventing the wheel. Remember, you don’t need to engage with every aspect of every note every time you use it. Scan the note for what’s most relevant, and leave the rest behind. It’ll be there when you need it.

			3.3 How to Create Main Notes

			Now that you have an idea of the components that make up main notes, let’s look at how you’ll create them.

			Processing Your Inbox and “Sleeping” Folder

			To process your inbox, take out or open one of the notes contained inside. Read the note to see if it contains something that might be useful for your thinking. If the note contains a reminder or task, set it aside (1.9:3). If the note contains an idea, consider if it speaks to another already stored in your zettelkasten, or if it’s a new idea you’d like to develop. If the idea is one you aren’t ready to examine, send it down to your “Sleeping” folder (if it isn’t there already). If the idea is inspiring you to think and write, read below. 

			Creating Main Notes from Fleeting Notes

			Retype or copy/paste the idea into a new file, rewriting it if necessary, using complete sentences that capture the crux of the thought you’re trying to convey. Consider if/how this idea relates to another already stored in your zettelkasten. If the idea is unrelated to anything else, edit the idea so it’s readable, and import it without linking the idea to others. If the idea relates to another already networked in your slip box, either rewrite it to speak directly to the other idea, or reference the previously captured idea and state why you’re making the connection. Doing so creates a train of thought that can be retraced whenever you want to pull from the zettelkasten for a new writing project. In either scenario, add the appropriate alphanumeric ID to your note title (5.1).

			Next, consider whether the idea speaks to any other ideas stored in your zettelkasten (4.2:2). These connections establish additional trains of thought to which the idea can speak. Record these links in the note and give context for each, explaining why the connections were made (4.4).

			Once you’ve completed the above, give the note a title that briefly sums up the idea in a concise statement. This will help you remember its contents when browsing your files.

			Creating Main Notes from Captures in a Reference Note

			The first thing to do when creating a main note from a reference note citation is to retype, copy/paste, or reference the quote you want to comment on in a new note. This serves two purposes: 

			
					It reminds you of where your idea came from. 

					It helps you decide whether your idea is restating the quote or if the idea was merely inspired by the quote. (This will determine if/how you cite the source in your writing).

			

			The rest of the procedure is the same as with fleeting notes. Write down your thinking about the passage. Consider the idea’s relationship to others stored in your zettelkasten. Record any connections you’ve made. Add the appropriate alphanumeric ID. Give the note a title.

			Creating Main Notes from Your Own Writing 

			While it may seem obvious that main notes will be created from passing thoughts and other people’s ideas, your own writing can also be used as a source for main notes. Blogs, articles, newsletters, tweets, emails, and comments on forums can all be parsed out and repurposed as main notes to be reused in other pieces of writing or thought work. This can be done more or less in the same fashion as above:

			
					Copy and paste the idea into a new note.

					Consider its relation to other notes already stored in your zettelkasten.

					Link it.

					Give it an alphanumeric ID. 

					Title it. 

					Store it among your main notes. 

			

			As a rule of thumb, it’s best to treat your own work the same as you would another writer’s work. Since, in a way, it is another writer’s work—the work of your past self.

			Creating Main Notes on the Spot

			Having to put words to ideas is a great way to stir up additional thoughts. Consequently, making main notes becomes a catalyst for making more main notes. Figs. 22, 23 and 24 on the following pages are examples of notes created in sequence, one after the other. If, when making a main note, a new idea comes to mind, take advantage of the opportunity to add it to your zettelkasten. Open up a new note, add your idea, link it to the previous note, give it the appropriate alphanumeric ID, title it, and store it in your zettelkasten.

			3.4 Questions and Facts

			So far, we’ve been looking at main notes containing thoughts—our thoughts and the thoughts of other people. While it’s true that your zettelkasten will be made up primarily of these kinds of notes, there will be times you want to incorporate ideas that don’t quite fit into this category.

			Questions

			It’s perfectly acceptable to incorporate questions into your zettelkasten, since these can serve as both placeholders for future answers and prompts for shorter writing pieces. But, questions left unanswered are a somewhat low-value form of content. After all, how will a question help you in your writing if you don’t know the answer? Where is the idea you want to get across? In order for questions to become useful, they need to be transformed into something usable.

			One way to level-up a question is to embed it in a declaration. To do so, ask yourself why the question is important. What feelings does the question bring up? Is the question common? For example, instead of capturing the question “Who am I?,” consider reframing it (Fig. 22).
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			Figure 22. If you don’t know the answer, say what you know about the question.

			The question “Who am I?” is captured in the note, only it’s been taken out of the ether of unknowing and brought into the realm of the known. It’s been contextualized. Even if you aren’t able to answer the question yourself (honestly, who could?), you know something about it. So, why not say that something? Doing so will trigger other thoughts about the question (Fig. 23).
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			Figure 23. What was unknown has quickly become what is known.

			This note could be followed by a note speaking to the broader scope of using unanswerable questions to advance spiritual development (Fig. 24).
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			Figure 24. What started as an unanswerable question has changed into something else entirely.

			Because we gave context to our original question—turning what was unknown into what was known—we were able to establish connections between it and other ideas. This is how we create dynamism in our zettelkasten. One statement igniting another.

			Facts

			Whether you’re involved in a technical field, doing academic research, or just trying to keep track of what others have said about a topic, there are a variety of reasons why you may want (or need) to capture facts, definitions, and/or technical data in your zettelkasten. The trick is making this information usable and high-value.

			1. Restate facts in your own words.37

			Note makers sometimes question whether facts should coexist with personal thoughts, because facts appear less valuable. When copied from a source, facts are essentially quotes, especially when copying someone else’s words. Accumulating uncontextualized facts leads to a network of other people’s concepts, which will not necessarily improve your writing. To enhance the value of captured facts, it’s best to rephrase them in your own words. 

			Restating facts is a form of paraphrasing, which offers some value. It can help you distill complex ideas into terminology that’s relevant to you, converting the information into something more personal. This can help begin the process of contextualizing facts and connecting them to other ideas.

			Paraphrasing also gives you material that can be used. In Fig. 25, the sentence “Servers connect to the Internet,” found in the body of the main idea, is the fact I pulled from a course on computer science. Notice how it’s embedded in just enough context to give it a conceptual place to exist. In this case, “Your home computer is not a server” was a way of relating the fact to my own interests.
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			Figure 25. Give context to facts to help integrate them into your thinking.

			2. Say something about the fact.

			Consider creating new notes so you can speak about the facts. By providing additional commentary, you can better integrate the information into your broader understanding of the topic, enhancing both your comprehension and your ability to write about the topic effectively (Fig. 26).
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			Figure 26. Create new notes to discuss how facts inform your own thinking.

			The title of this related note pulls the fact into the realm of personal ideas, contextualizing it in a slightly different way. The statement “But, folders are no place to hang out” is where the idea branches off from its original context and into something that’s more relevant to my interests.

			The more you integrate a fact into your own thinking, the more likely the fact will find its way into the broader network of ideas stored in your zettelkasten. Fig. 27 pulls the information gathered on servers into a new area entirely: knowledge management. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Figure 27. Let your understanding of technical details take you into new areas of thought.

			Feel free to explore how facts relate to different areas of your life and learning. Create additional main notes on how a fact shows up in your daily life or how it’s regarded in public discourse. Don’t be afraid to make it personal. You never know the value of a note until it relates to its familiars (3.7:2). The important thing is to bring the fact into contact with your own thinking. It’s what you have to say about the facts that matters most.

			3.5 “In Light of...” vs “In Spite of...”

			Regardless of the different kinds of information captured in a main note, creating these notes is generally achieved in one of two ways:

			
					Developing an idea “in light of” what’s already stored in your zettelkasten

					Developing an idea “in spite of” what’s already stored in your zettelkasten

			

			Niklas Luhmann’s note-making process began while reading, which he did with pen and paper in-hand, capturing ideas he found interesting with an eye toward others he’d already been working on. Luhmann communicated with his slip box by reading and developing new ideas in light of ones he’d already begun. But, for many of us, this isn’t the way it goes.

			Rather than creating a new note in direct response to another already stored in our zettelkasten, we often develop ideas on their own, independent of previous captures. We make notes in spite of what’s already stored in our slip box. It’s only after this process has been completed that we attempt to link the idea to others we’ve previously captured. 

			This is a fundamentally different approach to Luhmann’s practices. But, it’s not wrong. Working on notes independent of your zettelkasten makes it possible to hone in on an idea without distraction. It’s a way to go deep into a single thought. Attempting to retrofit the idea after the fact can actually enhance your understanding of it as it (sometimes forcefully) bumps up against others.

			And yet, creating main notes in spite of others has the potential of reinforcing the fallacy of independent thoughts. Niklas Luhmann spoke to this when he stated that “Every note is an element which receives its quality only from the network of links and back-links within the system.”38

			Nevertheless, formulating ideas in spite of what’s in our zettelkasten has, for many of us, become a requirement of modern lifestyles. While Luhmann’s practices are an important standard to keep in mind, even work toward, one must remember that Niklas Luhmann lived a life tethered to his home, his zettelkasten, and his writing39:

			If I have nothing else to do then I write all day; in the morning from 8:30am to noon. Then I go for a short walk with my dog. Then in the afternoon I work again from 2pm to 4pm. Then it’s the dog’s turn again. Sometimes I lie down for a quarter of an hour.... And, then I usually write until around 11pm. I’m usually in bed by 11pm where I read a few more things.40

			For people with mobile lifestyles, ideas often need to be captured, formulated, and developed far from the slip box, using digital tools and notebooks to complete new notes on the fly. It’s the culture of transience and its many accompanying social commitments—not the medium of note-making—which ultimately determines the practice we keep.

			Balancing “In Spite of” with “In Light of”

			The need to “carve out time,” to “fit it in,” to “make it part of one’s routine” has made dynamic, back-and-forth communication with the slip box a rarity. Not surprisingly, some note makers feel content with simply making “good” notes, focusing most of their attention on how best to pare an idea down to its “atomic unit.” In this environment, where notes function as autonomous nodes of information rather than as a means for communicating with one’s past, present, and future selves, communication with the zettelkasten risks becoming “an exchange of prepackaged commodities.”41 In this situation, the ability to dialog with one’s zettelkasten becomes yet another zettelkasten “myth.” And yet, the myth holds true.

			By regularly coming back to your zettelkasten even at short, inopportune times, you develop a familiarity with its contents and, even while reading, are reminded of ideas stored inside. If, when developing an idea you pause to consider the contents of your zettelkasten, you can build off what’s already been captured while creating bridges to both obvious and seemingly disparate trains of thought. By balancing the retrofitting of independent ideas in spite of what’s in your zettelkasten with developing ideas in light of others already stored therein, the zettelkasten speaks back, revealing “unpredictable combinations.”42 Here, dialog with the slip box becomes the standard not the exception.

			3.6 Main Notes that Contradict Other Main Notes

			Communicating with your slip box doesn’t mean you’ll agree with everything you hear. There’s always the possibility newly captured ideas will contradict or challenge others previously imported into your zettelkasten. When this happens, you may be inclined to change the previously captured idea to better align with the new information, or delete the old note altogether. But, there is another way.

			Niklas Luhmann didn’t revise his notes when new information presented itself that contradicted previously captured thoughts. As Johannes Schmidt writes, “[P]otential mistakes and red herrings...were revised by later entries, but not eliminated, as once a card had found its way into the index, it stayed there.”43 There’s no need to overhaul or change a note’s argument just because another refutes it. Doing so will complicate both the note and its ability to network within the slip box. Instead, create a new note containing the counter argument, state why this new idea bests its predecessor, link the new note to the one it challenges, and import it into the zettelkasten. Wrong ideas, if given context, can serve not only as counter arguments to be incorporated into your writing, but can be used to show how your own beliefs have shifted over time. Ideas you once held with which you no longer agree, if handled with humility, show your humanity. This makes for good writing.

			3.7 Every Main Note Need Not Represent Your Current Thinking

			The question of contradictory ideas is really a question of perfection: Must each main note be a perfect summation of your current thinking? The short answer? No.

			Niklas Luhmann is explicit, while characteristically opaque, when he refers to the zettelkasten as a “septic tank,” advising note makers to not include “only those notes which have been clarified.”44 Relationships between ideas are what give them value. Over time, with the addition of new notes, your zettelkasten will help to separate out which ideas remain useful and which ones fall by the wayside. Johannes Schmidt speaks to Luhmann’s point stating:

			[Luhmann’s] main concern was not to develop an idea to maximum sophistication before including the note into the collection; rather, he operated on the assumption that a decision on the usefulness of a note could only be made in relating it to the other notes—and therefore would (in many cases) be a matter to be decided in the future: by re-reading the note in the context of new notes compiled afterwards or in the context of an inquiry, i.e. in using the card index as a database for new thoughts and publications.45

			Take Schmidt’s words to heart. You don’t need to have it all figured out when creating main notes. Individual main notes don’t need to be perfect representations of your current thinking. They don’t need to contain the latest information, nor “all the links.” And, they don’t need to agree with one another. As your zettelkasten grows, and you import new ideas, more  As your zettelkasten grows, and you import new ideas, more will be revealed as to how significant and useful the ideas are within it. Trust that the contents of the main note—the single idea, sources, and contextualized references to other notes—will work on your behalf when necessary. Allow yourself to lean into the controlled chaos of the zettelkasten. Let it be your guide. 

			***

			Things to Do

			
					If working with a digital zettelkasten, create a “Main Notes” folder within your “Zettelkasten” folder. If you’re using a physical slip box, your main compartment will be used to store main notes.

					Convert your fleeting notes into main notes using the suggestions and examples in this chapter as a guide.

					Look through your reference notes for ideas that caught your attention. Turn any that seem relevant to your thinking into main notes. 

			

			Things to Remember

			
					Main notes can be created from almost any encounter with a thought or idea. They can be built off fleeting notes, reference notes, your own writing, marginalia, other main notes, as well as on the spot. 

					Main notes can be made with or without other notes in mind, although it’s best to err on the side of creating notes in light of others already stored within the zettelkasten.

					Main notes don’t need to be perfect.

			

			Things to Watch Out For

			
					Don’t become overprotective of your main notes to the point where you stop making them. A main note’s contents can be as simple as an idea and a link to other ideas. Don’t get bogged down with trying to create “perfect” main notes. Remember: an idea’s value is determined by its relationship to other ideas.

			

		

		



			Before going on....

			The following chapters put into practice what you’ve learned in Part 1. If you’ve been taking action on the recommended tasks, here’s what you should be bringing with you:

			
					Something to capture fleeting notes.

					An inbox to stage fleeting notes for processing.

					A “Sleeping” folder for fleeting notes that resist processing.

					A physical slip box to hold your index cards, or digital note-taking platform with a folder titled “Zettelkasten.”

					A compartment or folder in your zettelkasten labeled “Reference notes.”

					A compartment or folder in your zettelkasten labeled “Main notes.”

					At least one reference note, along with a handful of fleeting and main notes.

			

		

		



			Part 2

			MAKING AND LEVERAGING CONNECTIONS

		

		



			4

			Connecting Your Ideas

			SO FAR, WE’VE EXPLORED THINGS—specifically notes—as a way to understand the methodology of using a zettelkasten. Now, we’re going to do the opposite. We’re going to dig into the methodology in order to understand how things work. 

			4.1 It’s All About Relationships

			A Luhmann-style zettelkasten is held together by a network of connected ideas, established when one refers to another by citing a note’s ID (5.1) or by creating a link to another file. In Fig. 28, a relationship has been made between the note depicted and one stored elsewhere in the zettelkasten.
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			Figure 28. A relationship between two ideas has been established.

			The two ideas—the one shown and the one referred to as “previous”—begin a train of thought that, when added to, will form a sequence that can be used to build long-form arguments. However, this sequence isn’t the only one that can be made. Ideas pared down to their atomic essentials rarely inform a single train of thought, but can instead link with as many as you can make a case. In my notes, links following the word “see” jump out of the initial context in which the note was created.46 Fig. 29 is the same note showing these jumps. 
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			Figure 29. Connections between ideas can happen across different topics.

			Both “see” links in Fig. 29 suggest ways note 7.1a could be reused in different contexts, and in the case of note 4.3j, dramatically so.

			4.2 How to Connect Ideas

			As you become familiar with the contents of your slip box, new thoughts will remind you of those you’ve already captured. These reminders are clues pointing to where and how your new idea can connect. Whenever an idea you’re attempting to capture in a main note reminds you of another, sift through your notes to find the one that came to mind. Link or otherwise make note of the relationship in the main note you’re creating. This initial connection establishes a relationship between the two ideas. The note is now a source within the distributed network (6.1).

			Once this initial connection has been established, think of other ideas stored in your zettelkasten to which the new idea might speak, considering the idea outside the context in which it was originally conceived. For example, if the idea discusses the benefits of having a diverse soil composition in your garden, consider whether it could also inform an idea having to do with soil erosion. Thinking more broadly, might the idea be a metaphor that helps inform your thinking about how communities function? Perhaps the idea speaks to another discussing the benefits of having a diversity of life experiences, or how innovation emerges out of multidisciplinary environments. Note any relationships between the new idea and others already stored in your zettelkasten, and state why you’ve made the connections.

			Of course, making connections between ideas isn’t only about creating a dynamic network of linked thinking. When you make connections, you’re expanding your ability to conceptualize and express complex thoughts. Establishing a relationship between soil erosion and the erosion of human intimacy due to the proliferation of social media is a point of entry, a means to explore your own thinking at greater depths. This can trigger surprising insights, which open you up in ways you hadn’t expected.

			4.3 Making Connections When You’re Starting Out

			When you’re first starting out, making connections between ideas can feel confusing. After all, how do you build a network of ideas with only a handful of notes? Whether you have five or five thousand notes, establishing relationships is the same: interrogate the content of your ideas. Read the subtext. Stretch their relevancy. Flip them over and turn them inside out. 

			Fig. 30 shows one of the first ideas I brought into my zettelkasten. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Figure 30. One of my earliest main notes.

			At the time, power dynamics in media was a strong interest of mine. But, it wasn’t the only one. I was also interested in Islamic mysticism, having been part of a local Sufi order years prior. While thinking back on that time, I remembered something my shaykha said: “In Islam, gift-giving is considered a blessing. To refuse a gift is to deny that blessing.” More than a decade later, I captured the idea in a fleeting note (Fig. 31). 
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			Figure 31. Ideas can find their way into fleeting notes many years after first encountering them.

			At first, the idea seemed to have nothing in common with any contained in my zettelkasten. Certainly nothing to do with the idea contained in note 1.4. Then I interrogated its meaning. Fig. 32 shows the Sufi note as it exists today.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Figure 32. By interrogating ideas captured in main notes, new relevancies can be brought to light.

			Ideas almost never speak to only one topic. If you’re going to make connections between ideas like these, you’ll need to start asking questions: “Is this idea only about the mystical branch of Islam?” “Is it only about gift-giving?” “Must it only speak to other ideas having to do with religion?” 

			At first, it may feel like the connections you’re making are strange, even forced. And, at times, they may be. But, as you add more notes, the ways in which ideas relate will become clearer. The connections will make more sense, because you’ll be actively building out the arguments. Simply put, more surface area will have been created by the increased connectivity inside the zettelkasten for seemingly disparate ideas to land. 

			Even if at first a connection doesn’t feel strong, remember, you’re not only working on what you need today, you’re setting yourself up for success in the future. Make the connection, state why you’ve made it, and see what’s revealed down the line.

			4.4 Give Context to Your Connections

			Relationships between ideas are strongest when the reason for their connection is clearly stated.47 In Fig. 32, context was given for why the links were made. In the case of the “previous” link, where the idea was written in response to one previously captured, the idea itself is the context. Hence, no additional context is needed (3.5:2). However, in the case of “see” links, additional context is required, if you intend to keep track of your thinking.48 

			You shouldn’t expect to remember why you linked two or more ideas years, months, weeks, or even days after the fact. In the example above, there’s a high likelihood that if I didn’t explain the relationship between notes 1.4a and either of the “see” links, I would’ve forgotten why I made the connections. After all, the relationship between Sufi wisdom and parasocial relationships isn’t necessarily obvious. “Link dumping” is the act of dropping uncontextualized links into your notes, assuming you’ll remember why the connections were made in the future. The links at the bottom of Fig. 33 show what this looks like.
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			Figure 33. The “see” links above provide no information as to why they were made.

			All of the links at the bottom of the note can be related to the main idea above. Unfortunately, there’s no way of knowing why. It would’ve been more productive (and, in the long run, more efficient) to have stated why the relationships were established (Fig. 34).
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			Figure 34. These “see” links were given context to help me later on.

			Contextualized links like the ones at the bottom of Fig. 34 will not only help you remember their relationship to the main idea, but in the process of contextualizing them, increase your understanding about the idea itself. Even tiny bits of writing can help untangle your beliefs (1.10). The most important thing is to begin the process of unpacking the ideas you’re engaging with by explaining how they relate. 

			4.5 Atomicity Creates Possibility

			The reason we’re able to relate ideas within different trains of thought is due, in part, to atomization, the practice of reducing ideas to their essential points.49 Atomicity makes ideas highly sensitive to context. The more “atomic” an idea, the more broadly you can employ it. The more complex an idea, the less surface area it has to be connected to others.50 Let’s see how this works.

			Fig. 35 shows a fleeting note which appears to contain a single idea, when in reality it hides something more complex. 
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			Figure 35. Sometimes one idea is really two.

			If we take a step back, we see the idea isn’t dealing with apples per se, but with a discrepancy regarding their nutritional value. To connect this idea to others, I’d need to look for those that also dealt with discrepancies, ideas dealing with medicine and nutrition being the most obvious. If I wanted to widen my lens and think more broadly, I could link the idea to those discussing how we navigate discrepancies in our thinking or discrepancies in general. But, these connections are somewhat limited. Watch what happens when I split the complex idea into two simpler ones (Fig. 36).
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			Figure 36. A complex idea has been split into two simpler ones.

			Each idea is now free to connect to others, to be used in trains of thoughts that may not have anything in common. Using the idea “Apples are good for your health” as a starting point, we see just how widely it could be employed (Fig. 37).
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			Figure 37. Atomicity allows for more connections.

			Before splitting it up, the original note would have been tethered exclusively to trains of thought about discrepancies. Now you have options. “Apples are good for your health” can now inform those dealing with classism, eating plans, nutrition, and discrepancies; all made possible by atomizing the original idea.

			What level of atomicity works best for you is personal. As a PKM comrade of mine has said, “make a note that contains the fewest number of pieces as necessary to be useful for its specified task.”51 In other words, shoot for “atomic enough.” Over time you’ll get a feel for at what point an idea becomes either too simplistic or too complex. One rule of thumb is to keep an eye out for when “but” and “however” show up in your note-making. Whenever I write either of these two words while making a new note, I pause and ask myself, “Should what comes next be a new note?” The answer is (almost) always “Yes.”

			Atomicity Allows You to Repurpose Ideas

			According to literary critic and semiotician, Julia Kristeva, written texts are “constructed as a mosaic of quotations” in which other texts are “absorbed” and “transformed.”52 Speaking on intertextuality—the idea that all written works influence and are influenced by other written works—Kristeva states in a not-atypical way that “each word (text) is an intersection of word (texts) where at least one other word (text) can be read.” Atomicity plays right into this understanding.

			As discussed above, ideas reduced to their essentials are highly connective, making it easy to repurpose them in different contexts. But, repurposing isn’t only about how ideas link to one another inside your zettelkasten. It’s also the means by which they’re imported.

			Working with a Luhmann-style zettelkasten is, in part, a practice of decomposition, where a writer’s previously structured thoughts are disassembled, to be networked in the slip box, and reassembled later in new ways as a “mosaic of quotations.”53 Theses are unwound from their original focus to yield separate, atomic ideas that can be reimagined, reinterpreted, and, ultimately, repurposed for new work. While on the surface this pillaging may seem destructive, even an affront to something sacred, it’s actually one of the primary means by which new ideas are developed.

			Most long-form, non-fiction writing is structured to reveal a single argument or thesis (or series of single-ish arguments and theses).54 In these works, the thesis is built upon smaller claims; supported and organized to reveal a “proven” argument. For example, the thesis...

			“The riot grrrl band, Bratmobile, was a manifestation of third-wave feminism.”

			...can be arrived at via two supporting claims:

			
					“Third-wave feminism critiqued second-wave’s reinforcing of hetero-normative beliefs.”

					“Bratmobile challenged prevailing hetero-normative conventions within the indie/punk music scene.”

			

			Just because the three statements work together to form a solid argument, doesn’t mean this is the only context in which they work. Each of the above statements can be excised, examined on its own, and repurposed for arguments that may have little to do with the original thesis.55 For example, while Claim 1 is used to support the idea that Bratmobile was a third-wave feminist punk band, if taken out of its original context, it could be used to discuss differences between second and third-wave feminism in general without any mention of Bratmobile. In a similar way, Claim 2 could be used to discuss punk bands from the Pacific Northwest without emphasizing politics. Even the thesis, if taken out of its original context, could be used, not as a thesis, but as an aspect of a discussion on the prevalence of toxic-masculinity in 90s hardcore music. So, while an idea in its original source may only support the original thesis, in a zettelkasten the idea is free to support many theses (Fig. 38).
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			Figure 38. Ideas removed from their original context can support multiple theses, including the original one.

			More is Less

			You may be wondering if by breaking down single, complex notes into multiple smaller ones we create clutter in our slip box. In fact, the opposite is true. We create clarity.

			Imagine Fig. 34 was written as a long paragraph discussing the many ways using algorithms to evaluate performance differs across various socio-economic communities. Included in the paragraph was a discussion about the means by which this occurs, and the reasons why certain communities are more regularly affected. How would it feel digging through this complex note trying to find the particular train of thought you wanted to work on? Like work! Whenever we pull a note into a writing project and have to edit out complexity, writing becomes triage. No longer are we bringing an idea into our paper to be handled, manipulated, and interrogated within the context of the piece (8.6). Instead, we’re sifting through excess verbiage and syntactic transitions to find what we’re looking for. In short, long-notes containing divergent ideas create added steps and confusion. 

			Zsolt Viczián discusses this sifting process in terms of meeting notes.56 Picture a meeting note written in a single long paragraph containing numerous tasks assigned to different people. What would be more useful: to have everyone parse out for themselves what they’re meant to work on from the paragraph, or to have the paragraph broken up into separate, easily identifiable tasks assigned to each person? If every time you were asked to do a task, you had to sift through not only everyone else’s tasks, but a paragraph detailing the reasons why each one was assigned, this would be both time consuming and distracting. The same applies to ideas intended for writing. Break them up now, so you don’t have to later.  

			4.6 Linking Allows for Wild Connections

			Linking and atomicity aren’t only about increasing the number of places an idea can be taken. They’re also about the quality of your trajectories.

			The writers I’ve found most inspiring have been those who make revelatory, revolutionary, and unexpectedly wild connections. Mikhail Itkin writing about the intersection of Christianity and queer, radical, faerie activism; David Graeber and Julianna Spahr each writing about anarchism, one in relation to anthropology, the other poetry; Ian Svenonius and Dick Hebdige writing about the semiotics of rock n roll through a Marxist lens; Michael Muhammad Knight writing about Islam’s intersection with punk rock, ayahuasca, William Burroughs, and magic. These are the kinds of connections one can make when working with a Luhmann-style zettelkasten.

			In his essay, “Communicating With Slip Boxes,” Luhmann states that writers using a zettelkasten should “seek internal possibilities for linkings which result in the unexpected,” that “it is more fruitful to look for formulations of problems that relate heterogeneous things with each other,” and that “[t]he slip box provides combinatorial possibilities which were never planned, never preconceived.”57 Referring to the way he might organize a lecture, Luhmann states in an interview, “New ideas emerge from the different possible combinations of the pieces of paper [stored in the zettelkasten].”58 For those of us who love exploring how seemingly dissonant ideas interact, a zettelkasten provides ample opportunities to explore radical ideas in the margins of contemporary thought. The example below (though, admittedly, far from “radical”) shows how two ideas that shouldn’t have anything to do with one another intersect (see notes 1.2b and 2.1b1):

			1     APPLES

			1.1   Not all apples are considered edible 

			1.1a  Crab apples are often mistaken for cider apples

			1.2   There are many different kinds of apples

			1.2a  Macintosh apples are native to Canada

			1.2a1 Macintosh apples entered commercial production in 1870

			1.2a2 Macintosh apples were discovered by John McIntosh

			1.2b  Pink lady apples are a branded apple

			1.2c  Honey crisps were created in Minnesota

			1.3   Apples are a kind of fruit 

			1.3a  Apples have been cultivated for roughly 8,000 years

			1.4   Apples can be an integral part of a healthy diet

			1.4a  Eating too many apples has been known to cause spikes in blood sugar

			2     SPORTS AND SUBCULTURE

			2.1   Skateboarding is not a crime

			2.1a  Many townships have begun to soften laws against skateboarding

			2.1b  Skateboarding slogans are subcultural markers and dog whistles

			2.1b1 Commercial interests co-opt subculture symbols and turn them into branding

			When I look at notes 1.2b and 2.1b1, I see a possible relationship between the branding of apples and how branding is used to co-opt subcultures. Something about the mundanity of a common fruit set alongside the subversive nature of underground youth movements, and how both are subject to corporate interests, intrigues me. And, while this example might seem rather tame, think about what happens if I inform this connection with ideas stored in my zettelkasten that discuss the corporatization of healthcare in the United States. What about notes on the use of psychology in advertising, or those that reference ideas captured from Shoshana Zuboff’s Surveillance Capitalism? There are also my notes on the situationist theory of “the Spectacle,” as well as notes on the “industrial food complex.” All of a sudden, my passing thought about how branding functions becomes much more intriguing. 

			The way the zettelkasten brings seemingly dissonant ideas into communication with one another became clear early on in my slip box journey. At the time, I was reading Kate Raworth’s, Doughnut Economics, as part of a small business book club. Economic theory wasn’t part of my research at the time, but Holly Howard who was running the book club was (and continues to be) a radical thinker and business coach, one with whom I’d taught collaboratively in the past. As far as I was concerned, if Holly was recommending the book, then I was going to consider it. 

			At the start of the book club, I had a choice to make: should I take notes the old way, sequestering thoughts on Doughnut Economics into a folder titled “Economy,” or should I test my slip box, letting ideas sort themselves based on the relationships I made between new notes and the ones already stored in my zettelkasten. Choosing the latter amazed me. Even though much of what I read spawned new thoughts, few had to do with economic theory. Because I had a growing network of ideas in my zettelkasten related to social media, almost all of the notes I took on economics informed my thinking on how social media functions in the market economy. Fig. 39 is one of those notes.
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			Figure 39. Ideas that deal with one subject may inspire ideas that deal with another.

			Looking at the note, it’s clear the captured quote has nothing to do with social media. And yet, because this was the topic I was actively exploring, it became the lens through which I interpreted the new information. Two seemingly disparate topics, intersecting to create something unique.

			Before long, I’d developed trains of thought dealing with how labor and social media inform one another; how economic theories are reinforced through online parasocial relationships; and the ways in which social media functions in a wage economy. Most importantly, these connections were immediate. Relationships between ideas happened in the moment, during my note-making sessions, because my ideas were not sequestered in predetermined folders or categories. I was spared having to dig through these silos, and was instead engaging with ideas out in the open. The relationships between ideas were there when I needed them. It was exciting and, if I’m being honest, a bit scary.

			4.7 Embracing the Anarchy of Ideas

			The most common fear I encounter when talking with writers who want try out a zettelkasten has to do with getting lost. “How will I find my notes?” “How will I make sense of everything?” “Where are the folders?” “Where does everything go?” When a zettelkasten is relatively young, it’s easy to open it up and find your ideas. But, what happens when the slip box grows? Understandable questions, especially when read in light of the conventional approaches to organization most of us have been taught. When I started this journey, I experienced many sleepless nights stewing on the zettelkasten. It took me three months of tossing and turning before it clicked: relationships. Embracing and leveraging the symbiotic relationships between connected ideas is the means by which we engage (and locate) our notes. 

			For note takers who require hierarchy and order, the anarchy of ideas can be a frightening place. The potential for getting lost inside the zettelkasten can feel anxiety producing, even threatening. But, rather than structuring the zettelkasten with fail-safes against getting lost, we should embrace the benefits of the experience. After all, the experience is not unfamiliar.

			As a kid, I loved getting lost in libraries among the stacks, searching for specific books, only to be surprised by those I found in their place. It was exciting to look for a book on Buddhism only to find books on Jainism; to look for books on skateboarding (there were none) only to find a single book on surfing (which, serendipitously, became a lifelong passion). Dr. André Kieserling, one of Luhmann’s primary editors, speaks to this same experience with regards to working with a zettelkasten. For Kieserling, working with a zettelkasten is “a way of finding something that you weren’t looking for, but can still use.” More to the point:

			Just as in good libraries there is a book next to [the one you were originally searching for], that may be more informative than the book originally sought. So, [the zettelkasten is] a way of allowing oneself to be surprised by what one had entered from a completely different point of view.59

			When Luhmann states that “[t]he slip box provides combinatorial possibilities which were never planned, never preconceived,” this is what he’s referring to—looking for one thing and finding another. But, this is only possible if relationships between ideas are regularly and proactively established. As Luhmann states: 

			A note that is not connected to this network will get lost in the card file and will be forgotten by it. Its rediscovery depends on accidents and on the vagary that this rediscovery means something at the time it is found.60

			Luhmann’s thinking comes from experience, as Johannes Schmidt writes:

			[W]e repeatedly find sets of cards that have not, or rarely, been revisited since the time they had been created, which can be inferred from their condition and the fact that no later notes were added and no other cards refer to them.61

			For Luhmann, an idea’s ability to be recalled was due to its having been networked within the slip box where trains of thought had been established. So long as the beginning of a train of thought was noted elsewhere (6.3), he could find important ideas.

			Like Luhmann, you’ll sometimes import notes that, while at the time of importation felt extraordinary, for any number of reasons fall into the great note abyss. This isn’t necessarily a failure on your part. So long as you’re regularly establishing relationships between ideas, not finding notes is an indication the idea was simply not as interesting or relevant as you thought it would be. 

			***

			Things to Do 

			
					Start connecting ideas that speak to one another. If using a paper-based slip box, refer to the note’s alphanumeric ID (see chapter 5). If using a digital platform, add links to other notes, or if you’re using alphanumeric IDs, make note of them.

					After each reference or link, give context for why you’ve made the connection.

			

			Things to Remember 

			
					Single-idea notes are easier to connect within the zettelkasten than complex ones, and will make for a more dynamic network of ideas.

			

			Things to Watch Out For

			
					Link dumping. Avoid dropping links into your notes without giving context as to why you’ve done so. 

					Try finding a middle ground between creating main notes with overly-complex ideas and ideas that are pared down too much. Find what level of “atomic” works for you.
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			Using Alphanumeric IDs to Identify Your Notes

			BEFORE WE EXPLORE HOW TO WORK WITH ANARCHY, we need to discuss note identification. If you’re using a paper-based zettelkasten, adding some form of unique identification to each note is absolutely necessary. Doing so not only makes it possible to navigate and retrieve insights, but helps you find and establish connections between ideas. But, even note makers who choose to work with digital zettelkästen, which don’t necessitate adding alphanumeric IDs to notes, can benefit from the practice. In this chapter, we’ll explore how to work with alphanumeric IDs in a way that’s applicable to both digital and paper-based slip boxes.

			5.1 Importing Notes

			In order to locate notes, reconstruct trains of thought from beginning to end, and make sense of his thinking, Niklas Luhmann identified each main note with an alphanumeric ID, usually in the form of alternating numbers and letters (Fig. 40). 
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			Figure 40. Niklas Luhmann used alphanumeric IDs (top left) to locate notes and connect ideas. From the Niklas Luhmann Archive: Bielefeld.

			The alphanumeric system, later dubbed “folgezettel” or “follow-up note,” allowed Luhmann to work non-hierarchically. Ideas were no longer bound to topics, listed alphabetically, or cataloged according to consecutive prime numbers only, all of which would have created a linearly organized system. By employing combinations of numbers and letters, Luhmann was able to place notes in between one another, allowing ideas to branch off in any direction.

			There are a variety of ways to set up an alphanumeric ID system in the spirit of Niklas Luhmann. In this book we’ll do so by first making a main note and giving it the numeric ID 1.162:

			1.1 Not all apples are considered edible63

			Notice the above note doesn’t contain a top-level idea. It doesn’t define a broad concept, nor is it a note about apples in general. It’s not Apples are fruits. Instead, note 1.1 makes a specific claim. This is because ideas intended for your zettelkasten are imported in the order they’re created, not in the order that makes the most semantic sense. In other words, note 1.1 is our first note, because it was the first idea that came to mind.

			New Ideas

			Once you have your first note in place, any subsequent note will be given an alphanumeric ID that links it to the idea it informs:

			1.1  Not all apples are considered edible 

			1.1a Crab apples are often mistaken for cider apples

			Note 1.1a branches off note 1.1 because, in my mind, “Crab apples are often mistaken for cider apples” is related to the note preceding it, due to the fact crab apples are an oft-contested, non-edible fruit. This is how a bottom-up note-making system is born. We start anywhere with any idea, working with what comes up, as it does.

			New Ideas that Don’t Necessarily Speak to Ones Previously Captured

			You shouldn’t expect each newly created note to speak to the one you just made. When a new idea comes to mind that speaks to the general subject you’re exploring, but doesn’t necessarily speak to a previous note on that subject, give the new note the next consecutive numeric ID (see notes 1.2, 1.3, and 1.4 below):

			1.1  Not all apples are considered edible 

			1.1a Crab apples are often mistaken for cider apples

			1.2  There are many different kinds of apples

			1.3  Apples are a kind of fruit 

			1.4  Apples can be an integral part of a healthy diet

			In the above example, notes 1.2 through 1.4 speak to the subject developing off the number 1, but because they don’t speak to the idea captured in note 1.1a, were given alphanumeric IDs to reflect this.

			As may be obvious, this is all very subjective. Any of the ideas contained in notes 1.2 through 1.4 could’ve been written in light of note 1.1a. It all depends on where your mind was at when creating the notes (4.2).  

			New Ideas that Have Nothing to Do with Ones Previously Captured

			The newly imported notes above were given alphanumeric IDs that reflect their close relationship to ideas contained in previously imported notes. But, what about ideas that have nothing to do with previously captured ones? How are they identified? New notes that neither speak to, inform, or otherwise develop previous ideas are given the next consecutive, first number.  See 2.1 below:

			1.1  Not all apples are considered edible 

			1.1a Crab apples are often mistaken for cider apples

			1.2  There are many different kinds of apples

			1.3  Apples are a kind of fruit 

			1.4  Apples can be an integral part of a healthy diet

			2.1  Skateboarding is not a crime

			Note 2.1 was identified as such, because the idea didn’t speak to anything previously captured. But, things could’ve gone differently. If my note on skateboarding spoke to one of the ideas I’d previously captured on apples, then I would have identified it accordingly. See note 1.4a below:

			1.1  Not all apples are considered edible 

			1.1a Crab apples are often mistaken for cider apples

			1.2  There are many different kinds of apples

			1.3  Apples are a kind of fruit 

			1.4  Apples can be an integral part of a healthy diet

			1.4a Skateboarding culture has yet to emphasize healthy eating as a method for enhancing performance

			In a Luhmann-style zettelkasten, context is everything. It’s how a note on skateboarding could either begin a new area of thought or, if properly contextualized, continue expanding one that’s already developing.

			5.2 As Your Zettelkasten Grows 

			Every idea captured in your zettelkasten is a potential start of a new train of thought. Take a close look at the note titles below and see if you can discern why each was ID’d in the way it was:

			1.1   Not all apples are considered edible 

			1.1a  Crab apples are often mistaken for cider apples

			1.2   There are many different kinds of apples

			1.2a  Macintosh apples are native to Canada

			1.2a1 Macintosh apples entered commercial production in 1870

			1.2a2 Macintosh apples were discovered by John McIntosh

			1.2b  Pink lady apples are a branded apple

			1.2c  Honey crisps were created in Minnesota

			1.3   Apples are a kind of fruit 

			1.3a  Apples have been cultivated for roughly 8,000 years

			1.4   Apples can be an integral part of a healthy diet

			1.4a  Eating too many apples has been known to cause spikes in blood sugar

			2.1   Skateboarding is not a crime

			2.1a  Many townships have begun to soften laws against skateboarding

			2.1b  Skateboarding slogans are subcultural markers and dog whistles

			2.1b1 Commercial interests co-opt subculture symbols and turn them into branding

			Did you notice how notes 1.2a, 1.2b, and 1.2c, each dealing with a different kind of apple, became branches off of note 1.2? What about the notes on skateboarding? Notes 2.1a and 2.1b, which deal with laws and subculture slogans respectively,64 speak directly to note 2.1. Notice how note 2.1 is taken in two different directions by 2.1a and 2.1b.

			Most importantly, trains of thought need not begin with the first note in a section. They can begin anywhere. A note that started as a branch of a previous note can itself become the genesis of a new argument. The section developing around Macintosh apples (notes 1.2a, 1.2a1, and 1.2a2) is an example. Notes 2.1b and 2.1b1 in the section on skateboarding is another.

			5.3 Should I Have Put that Note Somewhere Else?

			As trains of thought develop in your zettelkasten and ideas begin to co-mingle in ways you hadn’t predicted, you may be inclined to move notes around, feeling as if an older note might be better situated within a newly developed sequence of ideas. You might be wondering why note 1.1a on crab apples was not moved to the section of notes beginning with note 1.2 on apple varietals. After all, crab apples constitute a category of apple types. The reason is simple. Note 1.1a remains where it is because the idea captured inside was not developed in light of apple varietals, but rather in response to edibility. So, it was, and remains, situated in that context. 

			Which isn’t to say that ideas are stuck within any particular context. Despite ascribing notes with fixed alphanumeric IDs, folgezettel doesn’t prescribe a fixed set of references to which it must connect. Since your notes will be relatively concise, dealing with one idea, your notes can be utilized in many different contexts (4.5). Folgezettel doesn’t restrict this. 

			Linking allows ideas to jump around. It’s one of the primary mechanisms by which a bottom-up system maintains cohesion. It’s through links that we’re able to establish connections between ideas that have additional relationships beyond the ones defined when they were first imported.  

			5.4 What if an Alphanumeric Slot is Already Taken?

			One of the most common concerns people have about folgezettel is what to do when an alphanumeric slot is “occupied” by a previously imported note. For example, what happens when you want to add a new note between notes 1.1 and 1.1a? Should 1.1a be given a new alphanumeric ID? No. The alphanumeric ID shows there is a relationship between notes, but not the semantic quality—aka the “meaning”—of that relationship. In other words, folgezettel is not an outline.

			Like the notes shown in this chapter, ideas stored in a zettelkasten aren’t organized according to semantic logic. Note 1.1a on crab apples isn’t the most logical idea to follow note 1.1. In fact, there’s quite a bit missing before, between, and after these two ideas if they’re to flow smoothly in a piece of writing. Essays and articles are typically built around logical, linear, semantically cohesive ideas, organized to yield airtight arguments.65 Your zettelkasten will be the opposite. It should be unruly enough so “wild” ideas have a chance to break through the numbing hum of conventional thinking patterns (4.6). It should feel a bit loose. Such is the nature of bottom-up systems (6.1). There are no “occupied slots,” because there is no prescribed order. Therefore, there is no need to worry about which alphanumeric IDs have already been taken. Choose any alphanumeric ID that adequately establishes a relationship between the two ideas, and add it to the note.

			5.5 Adding Section Headings

			If after developing a number of trains of thought you decide it would be helpful to give a label to that section so it can be more easily located, you can create a “section title” note. In the examples we’ve been developing, section 1 might be labeled APPLES or, if the section began to include notes about fruits in general, POMOLOGY. Section 2 could be labeled SPORTS and SUBCULTURE:

			1     APPLES

			1.1   Not all apples are considered edible 

			1.1a  Crab apples are often mistaken for cider apples

			1.2   There are many different kinds of apples

			1.2a  Macintosh apples are native to Canada

			1.2a1 Macintosh apples entered commercial production in 1870

			1.2a2 Macintosh apples were discovered by John McIntosh

			1.2b  Pink lady apples are a branded apple

			1.2c  Honey crisps were created in Minnesota

			1.3   Apples are a kind of fruit 

			1.3a  Apples have been cultivated for roughly 8,000 years

			1.4   Apples can be an integral part of a healthy diet

			1.4a  Eating too many apples has been known to cause spikes in blood sugar

			2     SPORTS AND SUBCULTURE

			2.1   Skateboarding is not a crime

			2.1a  Many townships have begun to soften laws against skateboarding

			2.1b  Skateboarding slogans are subcultural markers and dog whistles

			2.1b1 Commercial interests co-opt subculture symbols and turn them into branding

			Keep in mind that section headings can be changed. New section headings can be added. These markers are not predefined categories. Any label you apply to a section must be done after ideas have been added, and shouldn’t be used to help decide where a new idea should land. This would divert your attention away from the level of ideas and redirect it upward toward classification, which is a killer of all things bottom-up and emergent. Section labels are only used to help locate areas of your zettelkasten you’d like to come back to.

			5.6 Folgezettel Is Not a Tree Structure

			Many note makers assume that because the alphanumeric IDs attributed to notes build outward in a systematic fashion (i.e. 1a is followed by 1a1, which is followed by 1a1a, etc.) the ideas these identifiers refer to must also themselves be systematized. The five notes below show why this is incorrect:

			1.1   Apple pies are delicious

			1.1a  Apples are fruits

			1.1a1 Eating apples can be good for you

			1.1a2 Apple symbology is found in Western interpretations of the Bible

			1.2a1 The apple pie has a long history as a symbol of the United States

			Seeing folgezettel as a means to create hierarchy misinterprets what’s happening inside the zettelkasten. We aren’t connecting notes. We’re establishing relationships between ideas contained inside the notes. These ideas are imported into the zettelkasten as they arise, in no particular order, often without any preconceptions about how they’ll relate to other ideas (3.5:3). The ideas contained in the notes above are neither hierarchically organized as if in an outline, nor semantically coherent. Note 1.1a Apples are fruits is not a semantic “child” of note 1.1 Apple pies are delicious. Nor is note 1.1a Apples are fruits a “parent” of 1.1a1 Eating apples can be good for you. 

			It can be helpful to think of alphanumeric IDs as you would street addresses. You’d never assume the occupant of 1 Middle Rd was the parent of the occupant living at 2 Middle Rd. Nor would you assume the occupant of apartment 1A was a sibling of the occupant living in apartment 1B. Relationships are determined by who occupies the address, not the address itself. Similarly, an idea contained in note 4.6a1 is not necessarily a “parent” of an idea contained in note 4.6a1a, despite both existing on the same “street.” Folgezettel only shows that there is a relationship. It doesn’t show the nature of that relationship.

			Misreading Johannes Schmidt 

			Misunderstanding the relationship between a note’s ID and the idea contained inside the note is one of the primary reasons why some think Luhmann organized his zettelkasten hierarchically as a tree structure. And, while this is false, there are times when the contents of his slip box must be rendered as such out of convenience. Johannes Schmidt and the archive cataloging Luhmann’s work chose to do exactly that. 

			The bottom of Fig. 41 shows a typical, tree structure rendered by the Niklas Luhmann Archive at Bielefeld. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Figure 41. Luhmann’s notes are sometimes rendered as a tree structure out of convenience. From the Niklas Luhmann Archive: Bielefeld.

			At first glance, it appears as if Schmidt and his team have fallen prey to the tree structure fallacy. But, this isn’t the case. Schmidt is clear that depicting Luhmann’s network of thinking in this manner was an editorial decision not meant to accurately reflect the structure of Luhmann’s zettelkasten, but was instead done out of convenience, a point made in at least two places on the archive’s website:

			The hierarchy of different levels carried out by the NL archive is based on an editorial decision and also has practical reasons, i.e. it does not reproduce a Luhmannian requirement in terms of content or structure, since [Luhmann’s zettelkasten] is heterarchically designed.66

			And, here:

			The hierarchization of the organizational structure carried out by the Niklas Luhmann archive is an editorial decision, the order of [Luhmann’s zettelkasten] does not follow a strict hierarchy logic.”67

			Clearly, the structure of the graphs aren’t to be taken literally. Do your best to remember that regardless of how Luhmann’s system may be rendered visually, or how at times we may refer to ideas as “parents” or “children” of one another, that these are simply conveniences. There is no hierarchy in a Luhmann-style zettelkasten.

			5.7 Three Reasons for Using Alphanumeric IDs

			As we come to the end of our discussion of alphanumeric IDs, you may be wondering if the practice is right for you. Fortunately, if you’re working with a paper-based zettelkasten, the answer is simple: yes it is. Working with a paper-based slip box requires some form of unique identification to locate notes. And yet, while this may not be a necessity for digital zettelkästen, there are still reasons why you may want to use such a system.

			Folgezettel provides a bird’s-eye view of your notes.

			Folgezettel provides a bird’s-eye view of the initial connections that were made between ideas as they were imported into the zettelkasten. This allows you to see these connections without having to pull out a single note. Luhmann speaks to the value of this practice when he recommends writing on only one side of the note “so that in searching through them, we do not have to take out a paper in order to read it.”68 For Luhmann, the ability to hover before diving in was beneficial. Maybe even preferable. Having the ability to scan and see connections helps writers navigate slip boxes that have grown in size, becoming too large to investigate “from one’s chair.”69 For prolific writers who publish weekly or daily, the ability to see a vast array of top-level connections quickly across subjects isn’t only important, but crucial. 

			Folgezettel forces you to connect newly imported ideas.

			Aside from scanability, using folgezettel can also influence your note-making practice. This is particularly apparent when converting notes from fleeting to main notes. Forced to try and establish at least one connection between new notes and those already stored in the zettelkasten begins the process of creating trains of thought and making meaning of your captures.

			“Eufriction” is good friction.

			Just as weight training, writing a book, and giving birth are considered forms of “eustress,”70 that is high-intensity activities that have beneficial results, so too is folgezettel a form of “eufriction,” a slowing down to better engage with the work in front of you. Having to manually apply alphanumeric IDs to notes decelerates the note-making process just enough to force you to think about what you’re doing. It builds good habits. It strengthens mental connections. It’s the kind of friction needed to help those who tend to dump links in their notes without taking the time to convey why they’ve done so. 

			***

			Things to Do

			
					Experiment. Pick a note from your stack and give it the numeric ID, 1.1. See what happens from there. 

			

			Things to Remember

			
					Folgezettel is not an outline. There are neither occupied slots, nor reasons to renumber a note.

					Unless you’re using a paper-based system, folgezettel isn’t necessary. But, there are benefits to the practice regardless of the medium with which you work.

					Alphanumeric IDs do not create a hierarchical tree structure. They’re addresses, not an indication of inherent “familial” relations (i.e., “parent,” “child,” etc.).

			

			Things to Watch Out For

			
					Keep a close eye on any impulses to “find the right spot” for notes. When importing new ones, keep your thinking at the level of ideas.

					Section headings are not categories.
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			Navigating the Anarchy of Ideas

			WHEN PEOPLE THINK OF ANARCHY they often envision violence and disruption. They think of chaos. But, at its heart, anarchism is less concerned with creating chaos than it is working with it. Politically, anarchism is the belief that society functions best without central governments. But, anarchist discourse extends far beyond critiques of centralized approaches to organizing society. Anarchist theory is an exploration into how systems, art, relationships, and, for our purposes, ideas can leverage chaos.

			6.1 Distributed Networks and Rhizomes

			The main compartment of the zettelkasten is an anarchy of ideas: a personal knowledge base without hierarchy, without centers of power, without top-down structure. In this sense, it’s a distributed network, a system where every idea is both an intersection and a point of departure.

			In a distributed knowledge system, ideas freely interact. There are no centripetal forces pulling ideas toward a thematic center, no one place where all ideas link. Stability is achieved through relationships, which, although well-established, are also flexible, expanding in all directions (Fig. 42). 
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			Figure 42. Every main note is a potential jumping off point for new trains of thought.

			Readers familiar with French critical theory will recognize overlaps between anarchic, distributed networks and the concept of the “rhizome,” popularized by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in their famous work, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. As the authors claim, the rhizome is a framework for understanding “semiotic chains, organizations of power, and circumstances relative to the arts, sciences and social struggles.”71 Rhizome theory is an attempt to reformulate both how to discuss and understand human relations, social structures, and meaning-making, as well as how to enter such discussions and understandings. As the authors state:

			We will enter [the rhizome] by any point whatsoever; none matters more than another.... We will be trying only to discover what other points our entrance connects to, what crossroads and galleries one passes through to link two points, what is the map of the rhizome and how the map is modified if one enters by another point.72

			The means by which Deleuze and Guattari intended to examine both societal and theoretical structures is clear:

			
					“enter...by any point whatsoever”

					“none matters more than another” 

					“discover what other points [the] entrance connects to”

			

			This anarchic reading of social and theoretical encounters, where discovery is made via “crossroads and galleries one passes through to link two points,” is almost identical to Niklas Luhmann’s descriptions of the zettelkasten. In his essay, “Communicating with Slip Boxes,” he states that “Every note is an element which receives its quality only from the network of links and back-links within the system.” When in his own notes Luhmann discusses the pitfalls of having preconceived notions about what to draw out of the zettelkasten, he writes:

			[R]ely on relations between notes, i.e. on references that reveal more than what one has in mind when following either a search impulse or thought-fixation.73

			Even Deleuze and Guattari’s reference to the co-productive nature of the rhizome and how its maps could be “modified” can be found in Luhmann’s thinking. As Kieserling tells it:

			In a lecture, [Luhmann] once formulated it like this: The form of presentation appropriate to my theory would actually be a fully democratic co-determination prose, where everyone can add their own contribution at any point and thereby change the theory itself.74

			Kieserling goes even further to conclude that Luhmann’s slip box mirrors this “democratic” process of meaning-making “as it shows everyone who works with it a different theory.”75 Add to this Luhmann’s appreciation of “disorder,” “unexpected linkings,” “heterogeneous things,” and “combinatorial possibilities which were never planned, never preconceived,” along with his criticism of organizational hierarchy76 and “hasty systematization and closure,”77 and it becomes clear Luhmann believed non-hierarchical organization led to non-normative ideation. This, however, doesn’t mean Luhmann always engaged with the rhizome in its raw, anarchic state.

			6.2 Creating High-Level Views to Engage the Rhizome

			Anarchic networks of thought have high plasticity. When new ideas are incorporated, the connective tissue binding them stretches, twisting and turning to accommodate what’s been added. Rhizomes are highly mutable, able to take on whatever is thrown at them. But, they also have their downsides.

			The main compartment of your zettelkasten, where the entirety of your single-idea notes are stored, has the potential of becoming a very unruly place. Without high-level views to make sense of your sense-making, thousands of notes may eventually feel like a disorganized mess. To make sense of the contents of the distributed network, note makers create alternative ways to view and engage with what’s most relevant. In doing so, it becomes possible to see how trains of thought have been developing, while at the same time leaving the creative chaos of the main compartment undisturbed. Below are three ways you can do this. 

			Hub Notes

			Over time, recognizable areas of your zettelkasten will develop around particular themes and subjects. Hub notes help point toward the various places your thinking has gone, functioning as “access points,”78 or “highways between topics.”79 They are ways to orient yourself within the greater collection of notes, helping you get from one place to another.80 Let’s look at an example.

			Let’s say an area of your zettelkasten has developed around the topic of ice cream. You know this because there are a number of notes referring back-and-forth to one another, each dealing with different aspects of the dessert. This area of your slip box has “swelled.” “Clusters” of ideas have formed around the topic (7.1:1).81 Within this area, there are a number of different trains of thought that take the concept of ice cream into very different places. One train of thought discusses ice cream as a comfort food. Another deals with the labor rights of ice cream truck drivers. A third looks at ice cream in relation to reward systems and the release of dopamine. Hub notes are created to help you locate each of these various trains of thought.

			6.3 How to Create a Hub Note

			Creating a hub note is relatively simple. First, choose a section of your zettelkasten where the theme has been taken into a variety of places via different trains of thought. Once you’ve decided on a section to work with, create a new note, and give it a name that identifies the topic you’ll be exploring. Next, identify which notes within the section initiate the various trains of thought. List each one in the order it shows up in your stack of notes, giving a brief description as to where they lead. Below is an example from my own slip box:

			PKM and knowing .................... 3.4

			Using systems for knowledge work ... 4.1

			Spiritwork and pkm ................. 4.1b2

			Functions of the zettelkasten ...... 4.3b

			Luhmann’s practices ................ 4.3c2

			All things folgezettel ............. 4.3g

			On-ramps, off-ramps, and friction .. 4.4

			Project management ................. 4.5

			The list of notes above allows me to quickly jump into frequently engaged areas of my slip box. But, the list isn’t exhaustive. The notes provided are merely entry points. Hub notes point to where things are happening, not the things themselves.

			Hub notes can be stored anywhere in the zettelkasten that feels appropriate.

			Structure Notes

			In contrast to hub notes, which contain lists of notes pointing toward trains of thought developing in your zettelkasten, structure notes are spaces where the contents of those trains of thought can be developed further. In order to see how your ideas relate semantically—how they might function as a coherent train of thought—they need to be exported to a place where you can unpack them. Structure notes are where this happens.  

			At its most basic, a structure note is a list of related ideas pulled from your zettelkasten and organized into semantic coherence, precedent for which can be found in Luhmann’s own slip box. In his research, Johannes Schmidt found nestled among Luhmann’s main notes others that appeared to produce a “larger structural outline” the likes of which might be found in “an article or table of contents of a book.”82 This definition was later echoed by Sascha Fast who in a 2018 essay refers to structure notes as “tables of contents,” ones showing “hierarchy and order.”83 But, whereas Luhmann’s structure notes were brief lists of ideas related to a specific topic, Sascha has since taken the structure note into an entirely new arena. Today, structure notes are used not only to show related ideas, but to provide a space within the zettelkasten to explore and organize our thinking around these ideas. As Sascha states in a later essay, “We need places in the Zettelkasten...where the individual ideas can come together and connect.”84

			6.4 How to Create a Structure Note

			Creating a structure note can be as simple as organizing a list of notes or ideas in a way that makes sense, added to over time, as new ideas come into the zettelkasten. To start, title the note with the topic you plan to explore.85 Then, list whatever main notes you can think of that speak to the topic (Fig. 43).
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			Figure 43. Structure notes may begin as a simple list of notes organized into a rough semblance of coherence.

			This initial gathering of notes gives you something to work with. Once you’ve collected a few ideas, begin organizing them in a way that makes sense, giving context for the choices you make. Then, look through your zettelkasten for other ideas that speak to the developing theme of the structure note, once again giving context to the notes you’ve included. Fig. 44 shows what an evolved structure note can look like.
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			Figure 44. Structure notes serve as places to examine and organize connections.
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			Taking the time to organize and explain the relationships between the ideas you’ve collected will help you understand your own thinking on the topic, while at the same time leading to additional thoughts that can also be included in the structure note. You may also uncover areas of your thinking that lack substance or are missing completely. 

			Like other notes permanently stored in your zettelkasten, a structure note can remain as long as necessary. These notes can be used to help orient you within the zettelkasten (i.e., point you to interesting trains of thought), but can also be added to over time.86 Add to the structure note any new notes that relate to or inform the developing argument you are working on.

			The Keyword Index

			Hub notes and structure notes are, by design, relatively prescribed ways of engaging with the zettelkasten. Niklas Luhmann’s keyword index,87 on the other hand, functioned like an oracle. 

			Luhmann’s keyword index wasn’t exhaustive. At most, each listed keyword had only four references to where the term could be found (in a slip box containing over sixty thousand notes!). The assumption was the references in the notes would be enough to direct Luhmann where he needed to go once he entered the slip box.88 Which is not to say Luhmann used his keyword index to locate specific notes. Luhmann is clear his zettelkasten wasn’t meant to be used primarily for storing and retrieving individual ideas.89 Instead, the slip box, via the keyword index, was meant to induce “serendipity.”90 As Johannes Schmidt states:

			[A]ccessing the file via the keyword index...does not limit the search to that term. Quite to the contrary.... [A]ny search soon opens up a vast web of notes.... [A] query via the keyword index brings chance into play and creates connections among a variety of heterogeneous aspects.91

			In reading Schmidt’s description, I can’t help but think of experimental musician, John Cage’s, “chance operations” where aspects of the creative process were left up to external conditions (i.e., star charts) or the rules of a predefined process (i.e., a song must begin and end with a specific note). By welcoming serendipity into keyword searching, Luhmann, similar to Cage, allowed forgetting and the unknown, that is chance, to participate in meaning-making. 

			We might also think of Luhmann’s intentionally austere approach to searching his slip box in terms of the poetic “constraints” employed by the experimental French writing group, Oulipo. Founded in 1960, the group was made up of both writers and mathematicians who explored the depths of using preconceived structures and limitations to produce unconventional poetry and prose. The most famous of which being Georges Perec’s 1969 novel, La Disparition, written in French (and later translated into English) without using words containing the letter “e.”

			While we don’t know whether Luhmann knew of, or saw as kin the experiments of modernist writers and musicians, it’s clear he valued both the keyword index and the way it allowed him to wander through his ideas in ways that weren’t predefined or conditioned. Containing around three thousand entries, the keyword index was vast, and was the primary means by which Luhmann engaged with his slip box.92 

			6.5 How to Create a Keyword Index

			Indexing is personal.93 Whether you choose to embrace Luhmann’s penchant for serendipity by creating a keyword index that only hints at what you’ll find, or decide to create something more comprehensive and explicit, the index you keep need only serve your purposes. 

			To create a Luhmann-style keyword index, start by taking out a few notes from your zettelkasten and looking to see if any words or themes speak to you. Looking at the two note titles below, I see they both speak to the concept of “naming”:

			3.2  Naming things changes their nature

			4.3f Andy Matuschak’s use of the term “evergreen notes” functions as a way to create space outside zettelkasten discourse 

			By contrast, the following three notes all speak to the concept of “relationships”:

			1.2b4     Parasocial relationships are open-loop systems

			4.3B2a    Notes are only as important as their relationships with other notes

			7.6b1a2a1 Change your relationship to your neuroses

			Collected together in a keyword index, the two entries look like this:

			Naming ................. 3.2; 4.3f 

			Relationships .......... 1.2b4; 4.3B2a; 7.6b1a2a1

			The above is austere, giving no indication as to any particular slant. Working with this kind of keyword index would be entirely about surprises. You start with an interest in exploring notes that discuss how relationships between ideas are established only to find yourself in a section dealing with parasocial relationships. Let the ideative sparks fly!

			If, however, you want a more database-style keyword index, where topics are made clear, you could create an index like the one below:

			Naming / things ...................... 3.2 

			Naming / to differentiate ............ 4.3f 

			Relationships / parasocial ........... 1.2b4

			Relationships / notes ................ 4.3B2a

			Relationships / self-development ..... 7.6b1a2a1

			Regardless of which approach you take, keywords need not only speak to topics and themes. They could also point toward emotions and experiences. If you want to feel your way through your ideas, you might include indexed references to “Ideas that make me laugh” or “Ideas that make me want to change the world.” You might also include references to repeated situations in which certain ideas arise: “Ideas that arise in therapy,” or “Morning walking thoughts.” So long as your index helps you engage with your zettelkasten, it’s a functioning index.  

			6.6 A User Interface for a Better User Experience

			Rather than structuring his zettelkasten around topical categories or as a hierarchical tree structure, Luhmann chose instead to allow his compartment of main notes to develop bottom-up, its structure emerging out of the relationships between ideas, sections emerging over time. To navigate this rhizomatic, distributed network, Luhmann employed different kinds of notes, which functioned not unlike the user interfaces we engage with today.

			A UI like Gmail curates information allowing you to engage only with what you want to see, while the entirety of your emails are stored on a server elsewhere. Instead of having to wade through the raw material, which would be disorienting given the size, you interact with a user-friendly representation of it. Higher-level notes like hub notes, structure notes, and keyword indexes function in a similar way. They allow us to interact with chaos without being consumed by it. 

			***

			Things to Do

			
					Consider what topics you regularly add notes to in your zettelkasten. Choose one and create a hub note for it.

					Create a structure note to better organize your thinking on a topic developing in your zettelkasten. Explain how and why your ideas should be connected.

					Play around with the two types of keyword indexes mentioned in this chapter. See how it feels to know what exactly is being dealt with versus wandering through your notes with only a rough idea of where you’ll end up. 

			

			Things to Remember 

			
					A Luhmann-style zettelkasten is created bottom-up. It’s non-hierarchical and devoid of predefined categories and topical folders.

					Higher level notes are both lenses and guides for viewing and engaging with the notes in your zettelkasten. They do not add structure to your collection of main notes.

			

			Things to Watch Out For

			
					There’s no need to be overly comprehensive with what you include in your high-level views. Let yourself be surprised by what you encounter. 

			

		

		



			7

			What to Write About and How Not to Do It

			AS IS PROBABLY OBVIOUS BY NOW, a zettelkasten isn’t a static repository of notes. It’s an ever-evolving rhizome of networked thinking that nudges note makers toward writing and deepening their ideas. This is achieved through a series of flexible workflows, conceptual frameworks, note-types, and practices. It’s simple, yet dynamic. But, this isn’t all a zettelkasten can do. In addition to leading you toward writing, a zettelkasten can point toward what to write about. Let’s look at how this happens.

			7.1 Let Your Zettelkasten Tell You What to Write About

			One of the many myths surrounding the zettelkasten speaks of a slip box that communicates to writers what they should write. Like many myths, the above is more truth than fact.94 A zettelkasten will not tell you what to write. It will not literally speak to you. But, visible areas of increased connectivity within the slip box, what Sönke Ahrens calls “clusters,”95 can guide you toward ideas ready for expression. Niklas Luhmann referred to these active areas as “lumps” or “regions with which we will work more often than with others.”96 These areas of increased connectivity, embedded within the zettelkasten’s distribution of notes, are clues pointing toward ideas of developing complexity. Below are a few ways this complexity is revealed.

			Alphanumeric IDs show what you’ve been working on.

			A long alphanumeric ID indicates a train of thought that has been added to over time. By scanning the IDs below (even without titles), we can see section 13.8c has developed more than those in the immediate vicinity, extending all the way out to note 13.8c1c1b3:

			13.8a

			13.8a1

			13.8b

			13.8c

			13.8c1

			13.8c1a

			13.8c1a1

			13.8c1b

			13.8c1c

			13.8c1c1

			13.8c1c1a

			13.8c1c1b

			13.8c1c1b1

			13.8c1c1b2

			13.8c1c1b3

			13.8c2

			13.8d

			13.8e

			Trains of thought can begin anywhere within the alphanumeric sequence (5.2). If after examining the contents of the notes above only a few remained interesting, then those would be the notes you’d work with. Clusters of ideas forming inside the zettelkasten are suggestions, not mandates.

			Look inside your zettelkasten and see if any areas have similarly swelled. Open or take out each note to see if there’s a train of thought you’d like to unpack and develop. Then, copy/paste or rewrite the main ideas into a new document. If writing isn’t your primary objective, create a structure note following the steps laid out in chapter 6, rearranging and expanding on your ideas. Be sure to examine not only the main ideas, but also links and references to others in your zettelkasten. Doing so will help reveal the many places your ideas can go. 

			Reference notes show what’s been catching your attention.

			Reference notes can be surprising. If you allow your capturing of citations to be “wild” (2.5), you’ll find that what catches your attention while reading sometimes differs from what you expected to write about later. Imagine taking notes on a book about homesteading, thinking you’re going to write articles on the history of back-to-the-land movements in the United States, only to find the majority of the citations in your reference note came from a chapter on basket weaving. When the majority of your captures have to do with weaving baskets, even though you’ve ne’er a basket weaved, at some point you have to face facts: you’re interested in woven satchels. It’s in this way that reference notes show us our real interests as opposed to those that are mere wishful thinking. 

			For example, Fig. 12 in chapter 2 shows a number of citations regarding Buddhist psychology, an indication the topic may be worth writing about. If the ideas associated with this topic had already been processed into main notes, I’d proceed in the ways described above, exploring the contents of each note, copy/pasting ideas into a working file to begin writing. If the ideas hadn’t been processed into main notes, I’d skip doing so (for now), and move directly into writing. Once I’d successfully gotten my ideas down on the page, I’d turn them into individual main notes for future repurposing. 

			Look through your reference notes and see if any topics or themes repeatedly show up. Consider if any inspire you to write, and follow the steps in this and subsequent chapters.

			Structure notes provide a foundation for writing.

			A well-scaffolded structure note will not only show connections that have been developing in your zettelkasten, but also the reasons for those connections, and the ways in which those connections can be expressed further. All of this can be leveraged for writing. Fig. 44 in chapter 6 shows just how useful they can be. Aside from helping me better understand the ideas in my zettelkasten regarding pratyahara, with only a few editorial tweaks, this structure note could easily be transformed into a rough draft.

			If you’re someone who likes to work on multiple writing projects at a time (9.4), I recommend leaning into your structure notes. They’re great places to develop your thinking, and will allow you to stage developing ideas so you can return to them later.

			Main notes nudge you toward composition.

			A good main note is a thing to behold. The idea contained inside is clear; the source of the idea is effectively cited; the references to ideas stored in other notes are contextualized. Fig. 45 is an example of one of my “good” main notes. 
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			Figure 45. A good main note can entice you to write.

			If I were interested in writing about the idea captured in this note, I’d start by copy/pasting the main idea into a new document making sure to include the title, quote, and source (you never know if you’ll need it). I’d then follow the links mentioned in the note, repeating the same steps for every idea that caught my attention (8.2). Once I had all of this material in place, I’d begin the process of outlining the piece (8.5) along with editing and rewriting the copy to fit both the appropriate tone and cadence.

			Note-making leads to writing.

			Sometimes an idea just wants to move, so much so that any attempt to capture it in a single note proves a hopeless endeavor. Whenever I encounter a runaway idea, I have a choice to make: 

			
					Break the long-note into several main notes, or

					Convert the long-note into an article

			

			To make it easy, I do both (Fig. 46).
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			Figure 46. Runaway ideas can be broken up into main notes, as well as become longer forms of writing.

			Always take advantage of inspiration. If capturing an idea turns into writing an article, continue writing the article. After you’ve finished the piece or taken a break from writing, go back and find the ideas that didn’t make it into your zettelkasten, turning each one into a main note by following the steps laid out in chapter 3.

			Related ideas point toward multiple writing projects.

			All of the above depends on your having made connections between ideas, which, as will be shown, can (and hopefully will) be varied. Looking back at the notes developed in chapter 5 we can see how this might work. Here is a section from those notes:

			1.2   There are many different kinds of apples

			1.2a  Macintosh apples are native to Canada

			1.2a1 Macintosh apples entered commercial production in 1870

			1.2a2 Macintosh apples were discovered by John McIntosh

			1.2b  Pink lady apples are a branded apple

			1.2c  Honey crisps were created in Minnesota

			The above notes, as few as they are, present the writer with at least three different directions to take a piece of writing. To get a sense of how, let’s start with the easiest. 

			If I wanted to write a concise post on three apple varietals without spending a lot of time on each one, I’d simply extract those notes dealing with specific apples and ignore the rest. A rough, initial outline of the article might look like this (main notes have been put in brackets):

			
					[1.2 There are many different kinds of apples]. The following three are the most common:	Macintosh	[1.2a Macintosh apples are native to Canada]
	[1.2a1 Macintosh apples entered commercial production in 1870]
	[1.2a2 Macintosh apples were discovered by John McIntosh]
	MORE NEEDED


	Honey Crisp	[1.2c Honey crisps were created in Minnesota]
	MORE NEEDED


	Pink Lady	[1.2b Pink lady apples are a branded apple]
	MORE NEEDED





			

			Not a riveting piece of writing, but writing nonetheless. If, however, I wanted to do a deeper dive into Macintosh apples, and only briefly refer to other apple varieties, I might structure the piece as follows: 

			
					[1.2 There are many different kinds of apples]. One of the most well-known is the Macintosh	[1.2a Macintosh apples are native to Canada]	[1.2a2 Macintosh apples were discovered by John McIntosh]
	[1.2a1 Macintosh apples entered commercial production in 1870]

	MORE NEEDED





			

			Expect the ordering of ideas to shift as you begin outlining your writing (see notes 1.2a1 and 1.2a2 above). Neither your zettelkasten nor the alphanumeric IDs you attribute to the notes establish an outline (5.4:2). 

			The third, and in my opinion, more compelling article would explore the difference between “discovery” and “cultivation.” By focusing only on the last three notes in the original collection, a piece of writing could be initially outlined like this:

			
					[1.2 There are many different kinds of apples]. However, not all apples are created equal. 	Discovery	How apples are “discovered”
	[1.2a2 Macintosh apples were discovered by John McIntosh]





					Inventing apples	Every apple you buy is a human invention
	Define “grafting”
	Define “GMO”
	[1.2c Honey crisps were created in Minnesota]



					Branding	Some customers must first be “sold” on an apple’s worthiness
	[1.2b Pink lady apples are a branded apple]



			

			Three different pieces of writing, each borne of the same six notes, all informed by relationships established inside the zettelkasten.97

			7.2 An Article Hidden in the Slip Box

			Now, let’s look at how to put some of the options discussed above into action. Scan through your stack of notes for a title that catches your attention, preferably one that’s part of a developing sequence of alphanumerics. Assuming your titles are statements summing up the contents of the ideas stored inside each note, it’ll be easy to get a sense of what’s going on (3.1:5). Below is a note pulled from my slip box:

			1.8b1a Social media places itself between human interactions

			Because I use folgezettel, I can see without opening the note that the above is part of at least one train of thought. These are the two notes that precede note 1.8b1a:

			1.8b  “Social mediation” is a more appropriate term than “social media”

			1.8b1 Mediation is the effect of having life re-presented back to you

			And, these are the two notes that follow it:

			1.8b1a1 Newsstands speak to a broader audience

			1.8b1a2 People sometimes don’t realize that Facebook manipulates their news feed

			Even without looking inside either of the notes, I have a sense of the kind of article I might write. Here’s a first pass at outlining this piece:

			“SOCIAL MEDIA AS MEDIATION” OUTLINE

			
					Intro	Social media is presented as simply another form of media, not unlike radio, television, or print. In fact, social media is not media at all, but rather a form of mediation, an intermediary placed between human beings by corporations in an effort to mine user behavior to sell ads. 



					What is media?	Definition of “media”
	Typical forms of media people regularly engage with
	How media historically functions	[1.8b1a1 Newsstands speak to a broader audience]	[1.8b1a2 People sometimes don’t realize that Facebook manipulates their news feed]







					What is mediation?	[1.8b1 Mediation is the effect of having life re-presented back to you]
	[1.8b “Social mediation” is a more appropriate term than “social media”]



					The function of social mediation	[1.8b1a Social media places itself between human interactions]



			

			The above is a preliminary outline created from a cursory glance at notes in the alphanumeric lineage of the original note. Notice the ideas have been rearranged in a way that makes more sense for the article. This is the first phase—the brain dump—where ideas can be quickly dropped into an outline (8.5). And yet, I haven’t even opened any of the notes! Exploring the contents of note 1.8b, I notice two interesting connections at the bottom (Fig. 47).
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			Figure 47. Links allow ideas to connect across topics.

			The first “see” link shows a relationship between the main idea and an idea stored in a different section of my zettelkasten discussing how naming alters the thing named. This could be an important idea to incorporate in the piece, since it gives weight to my decision to change “social media” to “social mediation.” Additionally, there’s a reference to a “naming essay” stored in Google Docs that, apparently, develops the idea further. I don’t remember writing this piece, but because I referred to it in the note, I have a breadcrumb trail leading me toward information that could be vital for what I’m working on. Even more is revealed when I open note 1.8b1a1 (Fig. 48). 
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			Figure 48. These “see” links show how the main idea branches off in many directions.

			As with Fig. 47, there is much to work with. The “see” links at the bottom direct me toward ideas dealing with hegemony (note 1.8b4a2) and the often skewed power dynamics in media-viewer relations (notes 1.4 and 2.8a2). Notice that these notes, along with those referred to in the bottom of the previous note, come from different areas of my zettelkasten. This is ideative dynamism at work. Various ideas, captured in different contexts, repurposed for a new train of thought. What started off as a simple post on how social media functions as an intermediary between people, has now developed into a much more involved piece of writing. Here’s the outline I started with, incorporating what came to light after exploring the interior of the two notes:

			“SOCIAL MEDIA AS MEDIATION” OUTLINE (UPDATED)

			
					Intro	Social media is presented as simply another form of media, not unlike radio, television, or print. In fact, social media is not media at all, but rather a form of mediation, an intermediary placed between human beings by corporations in an effort to mine user behavior to sell ads. 



					What is media?	Definition of “media”
	Typical forms of media people regularly engage with
	How media historically functions	[1.8b1a1 Newsstands speak to a broader audience]	[1.8b1a2 People sometimes don’t realize that Facebook manipulates their news feed]







					What is mediation?	[1.8b1 Mediation is the effect of having life re-presented back to you]
	[1.8b “Social mediation” is a more appropriate term than “social media”]	[3.2 Naming things changes their nature]





					The function of social mediation	[1.8b1a Social media places itself between human interactions]	[1.8b4a2 Hegemony in corporate context is never neutral] By placing itself in between users, social media takes power away from the consumer.	[2.8a2 Social media is sold as a way for people to reclaim their power] which is ironic since social media as mediator will always remain in power.







			

				While there’s still work to do, this is a great start. 

			7.3 Don’t Let Your Zettelkasten Write for You

			All the examples in this chapter show how a zettelkasten can point toward what to write about. None, however, suggest the zettelkasten should do the writing for you. And, the reason is simple: Your zettelkasten is a terrible writer. 

			The ideas you’ve been capturing in your main notes weren’t written in the context of any one specific piece of writing. These ideas need to be framed in light of the subject you’re writing about, the overall theme of the work, and your chosen tone. Ahrens reminds would-be writers to avoid copying notes into manuscripts, stating that writers should instead “[t]ranslate [ideas] into something coherent” by embedding the ideas “into the context of the argument.”98 This is advice worth heeding.

			References in scholarly journals to the zettelkasten over the past sixty years repeatedly refer to work suffering due to false expectations about the zettelkasten’s abilities.99 For example, one review stated how an author seemed “anxious to insert all the content of her ‘Zettelkasten’.”100 Another felt that using a zettelkasten made it “impossible to discern a clear line of thought.”101 Another felt a piece had “a disturbing lack of tangible context.”102 One writer was said to have “disguised intuitive aesthetic judgements” off “arbitrarily concocted ideas from the zettelkasten.”103 Others referred to writing that felt “like a graduate student’s preparatory Zettelkasten,”104 or possessed “the faint odor of the Zettelkasten.”105 Another writer was said to employ “the unthinking use of...the good old ‘Zettelkasten’,”106 while one review seemed to sum up all the rest: “too great a reliance on the Zettelkasten can backfire!”107 And, the criticisms continue to this day.

			Scott Scheper’s 2022 book, Antinet Zettelkasten, is a prime example of how writing with a zettelkasten can “backfire.” Even among readers who found the book helpful, references to the writing painted a different picture. The book is criticized for being “banally repetitive,”108 with Scheper employing “the exact same phrases several times with the same citations.”109 Other readers described it as “erratic,”110 characterized by “loosely connected analogies; haphazardly placed anecdotes; and random material that serves no obvious purpose.”111 Approaching the brink of being “unreadable,”112 one reviewer dismissed it as nothing more than “rambling uselessness.”113 Of course, Scheper is in good company, as it’s not Niklas Luhmann’s writing which has been regularly heralded as the mark of the zettelkasten’s power. It’s his productivity. 

			Whether justified or not114 Luhmann has similarly been accused of writing “unnecessarily convoluted, poorly structured, highly repetitive, overly long, and aesthetically unpleasing” works115 Others have found Luhmann’s writing to be a “chaotic mess...full of disordered and tangential insights, loosely related to one another.”116 Even Sönke Ahrens, who praises Luhmann’s productivity, states that his work suffers from “trying to put too much in,”117 a critique of zettelkasten users that appears to be somewhat common. In the same vein, Hans Blumenberg—another zettelkasten progenitor and contemporary of Luhmann—has been accused of producing work that’s “disorienting in [it’s] digressiveness...seemingly impelled only by the desire to exhaustively transmit his enormously wide reading.”118 Scheper, too, has been accused of an inability to self-edit, with one reviewer quipping, “just because you increase your quantity doesn’t mean that you have increased your quality.”119 Another claimed, whether accurately or not, that Scheper merely “‘collected’ a lot of notes from a lot of research and without prioritizing or editing, dumped everything into a book.”120 While another reader was distracted by multiple “tangents and extraneous material.”121

			Ironically, both Scheper and Ahrens, whose book, How to Take Smart Notes, is regularly criticized online for being poorly organized, praise the slip box for its ability to make writing easier. In multiple places, Ahrens refers to the apparent “effortlessness” with which Luhmann wrote his books. Similarly, Scheper tells potential readers they’ll be able to “create rich pieces of work (without the typical pains of writing).” Scheper claims his own book is “proof” that his approach to the zettelkasten is sound, stating that while he spent seven months working with his “Antinet,” he needed only “three months to spit out 190,000 words of deeply researched, deeply footnoted content.” It seems for Scheper, the ability to spew copy is, to use his words, “what the system is all about.”122

			7.4 Turning “Bad Practices” into “Good Vibrations”

			Aside from unchecked (and undeserved) hubris, one of the reasons why working with a zettelkasten often leads to poor writing has to do with fragmentation, or as Richard Griffiths at writingslowly.com puts it, “the illusion that disjointed fragments can produce integrated thought.”123 Despite the connections you’ve made and the reasoning you’ve given for each one, relationships between ideas must be reframed in the context of the piece you’re working on. This means rewriting ideas, shaping them to express what you want. 

			In this way, writing with a zettelkasten is more “bricolage” than stream of consciousness, where a writer creates cohesion out of seemingly disparate ideas. But, as Griffiths writes, “Just because you start with fragments, that doesn’t mean you should end there.”124 Interestingly, one of the more popular examples of “not ending there” shows up not in writing, but in 60s pop music. 

			Until 1966, most pop songs were recorded in a linear fashion: the “Record” button was pushed, and the band played until the song was finished. But, with their enormous pop hit, “Good Vibrations,” primary song-writer of The Beach Boys, Brian Wilson, did something different. Instead of recording the song front to back, Wilson wrote and recorded a series of independent pieces of music, or “modules,” which he captured at different times in different recording studios. He then used these prerecorded units of music to construct the song piece-by-piece, employing a wide range of audio effects to not only mask the tonal variations in the different modules, but to give coherence to the song as a whole.125 Today, almost all non-guitar-rock employs some aspect of this technique. Be it dancehall, hip-hop, or electronic music of every genre, popular music is increasingly created from modules of music reworked into cohesion.

			Writing from the ideas stored in your zettelkasten is handled in a similar way. Each idea is an independent module that, when connected to others, must be arranged and edited to make sense.126 Semantic connective tissue should pull the ideas into alignment. Ahrens’ call to “embed ideas in the context of the argument” is a reminder to do exactly that—make sure ideas fit, usually by rewriting them. This was the process I went through when working on my article, “How I Use CLOGs to Organize My Writing Files,” (itself rewritten to inform various chapters of this book), where I sourced two notes from my zettelkasten and rewrote them to better fit the piece. Figs. 49  and 50 show the notes I sourced for the article and the writing each became.
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			Figure 49. A main note (above) transformed into writing (below).
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			Figure 50. Ideas pulled from main notes (above) can be added to and changed once you start writing (below).

			In order to make these notes work, I not only changed the text to better fit the flow of the piece, but edited verbiage, adding bits of new information as needed. In the first example, I added text speaking to how information is typically organized in the sidebars of digital writing platforms. In the second example, I added references to email as a user interface to better explain my point. In both cases I rewrote the ideas to better fit the argument I was trying to make.

			7.5 Editing: The Way of the Sword

			Writing isn’t only about knowing what should be included. It’s about knowing what to leave out. As shown above, writers who use a zettelkasten are sometimes criticized for being unable (or unwilling) to edit their work, not just for syntax, but for content. While instructions on how to successfully edit your work extend far beyond the scope of this book, here are a few guidelines you can use to make sure only what matters most ends up in the final draft. 

			1. Your first paragraph can probably go.

			Some of the best editorial advice I ever got came from the editor at my first publishing job on the first day: “Cut out the first paragraph. No need to wait around while the writer clears their throat.”

			Writers often need a running start to get the process going, especially when starting with a blank page (8.4). This shuffling and shifting regularly ends up in the opening paragraph, which, because of its privileged place in the document, tends to linger long past its expiration date. When in doubt, cut your first paragraph. 

			2. Lean into your footnotes and endnotes.

			The “Notes” section of a book is where an author can go off script, making it one of the more interesting sections to read. If you’ve got more to say, but it doesn’t square with the writing in front of you, make use of the back of your book. “Please allow me to go on a tangent” is rarely enough kindness to warrant going on one.

			3. Not every note in a train of thought need be brought into your manuscript.

			Just because you can trace a train of thought out beyond the stars, doesn’t mean you should do so in your writing. Ideas need to earn their place. Choose only those that enhance the piece, which may not be the same as those that enhance the ego. Know the difference.  

			4. What you don’t include can be used elsewhere.

			There’s always another blog to post, article or book to write. What you don’t use today, can be used tomorrow. Work with what’s in front of you. Bring in only what’s needed. 

			***

			Things to Do

			
					If you’re using folgezettel, take a moment to look through your list of notes to see which alphanumeric strings have increased in length. Consider if there’s a train of thought that wants to be developed further and written about.

					Explore your reference notes for recurring themes, main notes for developing trains of thought, and structure notes for ideas that have been organized and fleshed out.

					Bring your developing ideas into a new document so they can be edited, organized, contextualized, and turned into a rough draft.

			

			Things to Remember

			
					Take advantage of runaway ideas by transforming long, complex notes into rough drafts. Then parse out your ideas into individual main notes. 

					Don’t let your zettelkasten write for you. Develop your writing craft by editing your ideas and unpacking and expressing the relationships between them. 

			

			Things to Watch Out For

			
					Don’t be afraid to trim your work. Learn to love editing, and get cutting. You rarely hear complaints from readers that a book was too short. 
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			Writing for Readers

			ALL OF THE PRACTICES we’ve been experimenting with have prepared us for writing:

			
					Fleeting notes allow us to capture passing thoughts so we don’t forget them.

					Reference notes help us keep track of ideas that catch our attention while reading, listening to, or watching media.

					Main notes allow us to refine, highlight, and connect our ideas. 

					Connections turn single ideas into longer trains of thought.

					Hub notes, indexes, and structure notes help us access, wander through, and make sense of our thinking.

			

			Now it’s time to orient these practices toward writing for readers.

				So long as your ideas remain hidden from view, they lack the substance that can only come from reader engagement. Meaning is created in community.127 Putting your work out into the world allows your ideas to converse with those of other people in real time. It’s how your writing gets defined. In this chapter, we’ll look at four ways you can publish your writing to gain insight into both your thinking and how your thinking is understood by others. 

			Writing Short-Short Content

			Many people post on platforms with character limits to test or “float” unembellished ideas. Let’s look at a few ways your zettelkasten can support this. 

			8.1 Using Main Notes to Create Short-Short Content

			The easiest (and quickest) way to get feedback on ideas is to transform them into tweets, toots, and other short-short forms of online content. Fig. 51 shows how the main note in Fig. 6 on page 11 could be repurposed as a typical, single-idea post. Fig. 52 shows the same main note reworked into a poll. 
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			Figure 51. Main notes can be easily converted into short-short online content.
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			Figure 52. Main notes that are statements can be converted into questions to facilitate reader engagement.

			Now, imagine wanting to increase your online presence and having a thousand notes in your zettelkasten. This would amount to almost three years of daily posting, if you stopped engaging with the responses you received, which, obviously, you wouldn’t do. 

			One of the benefits (and certainly one of the primary draws) of tweeting and tooting is engaging with followers. Receiving immediate feedback on your ideas can lead to interesting conversations that challenge or confirm your beliefs. But, when insightful responses to your posts are captured and imported into your zettelkasten as main notes, a social media platform like Mastodon or Twitter becomes a co-creative environment, where consistent posting establishes a feedback loop of content creation (Fig. 53).128
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			Figure 53. Responses to your posts can inspire new main notes.

			Whenever you encounter a comment worth saving, turn it into a main note by first pasting the comment into a new note, making sure to credit and link back to the comment. Then, state your thinking about what was said. This will become the main idea in your note. Finally, network the idea as you would any other, establishing connections between it and others stored in your zettelkasten.

			Responding to commenters can also contribute to the development of longer works down the line. Take advantage of these interactions by tracking how your thinking changes or how it comes into focus. Make note of different perspectives and holes in your thought process. Supportive comments are great motivators to keep you going, but disagreements can take your writing in new directions, giving you opportunities to speak to readers not yet sold on your arguments. 

			The key is to remain engaged with your audience, leveraging the opportunity to get feedback, pivoting and adjusting how you convey your thinking so you remain in the conversation. This increases your output and keeps it relatable. Do not use the convenience of main notes to “ship” prepackaged ideas. Get into the mix of discourse. Your zettelkasten is a catalyst, not a substitute, for creativity.  

			Writing Blogs

			Personal blogs tend to focus on a theme or subject. There are recipe blogs, D&D blogs, travel blogs, music blogs, note-taking blogs, as well as social commentary or “thought” blogs. Themed blogs make it possible to vary post-lengths, since the website of the blog functions as a container for the subject matter, similar to a long document. Like sections of a book, long posts behave like chapters, short posts like subsections, reading lists like bibliographies, follow-up posts like endnotes. 

			While some of my posts over the past twenty years grew to around three thousand words, most hovered around five hundred to fifteen hundred. If this is your preferred post-length, one or two main notes can serve as a fantastic jumping off point, setting you up for daily blogging.

			8.2 How to Write Blog Posts Using a Zettelkasten

			Creating a blog post from main notes is relatively straightforward:

			
					Choose a note.

					Rewrite the idea to fit the tone and tenor of your blog, adding any additional information or connections as needed.

					Relate the idea to other posts you’ve written and/or comments you’ve received.

					Consider connections to other notes to see where you might take this idea in subsequent posts.

					Title and upload the post.

			

			Let’s look at how Fig. 54 on the following page was used to achieve all the above.
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			Figure 54. A simple main note can easily become a blog post, if it inspires you to write.

			In this simple (and short) note there are three things I would consider to begin creating my post:

			
					The title helps to orient my thinking.

					The main idea provides content to start writing.

					The link at the bottom allows me to further develop the idea in a subsequent post.

			

			Fig. 55 shows what I came up with.
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			Figure 55. A blog post written from one main note.

			My first task in writing this piece was to work the main idea into something more substantial. I framed it in light of Ignatian discernment, because I’m familiar with the practice, and, in the case of this hypothetical blog post, was asked about it by commenters. The “PS” at the bottom of the post was taken from the “see” link at the bottom of the main note, giving me a place to take the idea in a follow-up post. But, depending on reader response, the following day’s post could’ve gone in a different direction. 

			As with tweets, blindly posting main notes as blog posts will leave your audience feeling unseen. Stay engaged; not only out of respect for your readers, but also because engagement provides an opportunity to create posts based on content not yet found in your zettelkasten. Any comments containing ideas you’d like to keep track of can be used to create new main notes (Fig. 56).
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			Figure 56. Comments on posts can be reworked into new posts and transformed into new main notes.

			The top half of the diagram in Fig. 56 shows everything happening on your blog out in the open: edited main notes are uploaded as daily posts; posts are commented on; comments are incorporated into follow-up posts. The bottom half shows the backend, the ideation and networking going on behind the scenes where comments and new ideas are brought into the zettelkasten. Here, the feedback loop functions similarly to that of tweets, where output leads to engagement; engagement leads to input; input leads to output.129

			Writing Articles and Essays

			All of the writing you create alongside your zettelkasten can either begin top-down or bottom-up (7.2). In a top-down approach, a writer begins with a predetermined topic that’s supported by relevant ideas pulled from the zettelkasten. For example, tweets and blog topics can be formulated ahead of time, with copy and source material retrieved from the zettelkasten to support them. Conversely, a bottom-up approach allows ideas and connections found in your zettelkasten to guide the process. In this case, a writer starts with what they have—ideas related to a particular topic—and lets the notes determine the next piece. 

			With long-form writing, the process is a dynamic interplay between top-down and bottom-up approaches, where writers frequently oscillate between the two, adapting their strategy based on the evolving needs of the writing. Writers may initially embrace a top-down plan, outlining a specific topic and structure, only to find that in the act of engaging with ideas stored in the slip box, a more bottom-up, exploratory approach takes hold. Conversely, a writer might start bottom-up, allowing the network of ideas to reveal a topic, and then shift to a top-down approach once the thematic focus has been defined, sourcing ideas from the zettelkasten to further support the topic. This oscillation reflects the flexibility inherent in the writing process, where the natural ebb and flow between these approaches contribute to a more rich and nuanced final result.

			8.3 Eight Steps to Writing an Article Bottom-Up Using Main Notes

			Most writing is taught top-down. Let’s play with working in the opposite direction, since the zettelkasten is so good at nudging us to doing so.

			1. Pick a note.

			Take a single note out of your zettelkasten, preferably one networked within at least one train of thought. Make use of your alphanumeric IDs and index, as well as your hub and structure notes to locate ideas you’ve developed. 

			2. Examine the connections.

			Explore the connections you’ve made between the idea contained in the note and others stored elsewhere in your zettelkasten. If you’ve been establishing relationships between ideas, you should have a few different directions to choose from. Determine which train of thought interests you and follow its sequence of notes. If you hit a dead-end, consider using your keyword index to mix things up. Sometimes a note with no apparent relationship to others is just the thing to get the synapses firing.

			3. Create a new working file, and import your ideas.

			Once you find a train of thought you’d like to develop, paste the ideas that constitute it into a new file. This is the raw material you’ll be working with. 

			4. Organize your thinking.

			Begin organizing the content you’ve brought into the document into something that’s both coherent and convincing.130 In typical non-fiction writing, key points and concepts are outlined first, toward the beginning of the piece. Any notes that deal with either can be brought to the top of the page. Ideas that unpack and expand on what’s presented up front can be copied below. Look for ideas that both support and challenge your thinking. Consider how both work together to create a more dynamic piece of writing, and record these considerations in your document. You never know if you’ll need them.

			5. Edit and rewrite what’s in front of you.

			Once you’ve got enough copy to start writing, and have organized it into some semblance of coherence, rewrite the ideas pasted from your zettelkasten to better fit the developing piece, editing the language to support and align with the message and tone you’re trying to convey. Explain the connections you’ve made between your ideas. Make note of any gaps in your thinking or places that need further development, and write in what you think you need.

			6. Decide on length.

			Once you have a feel for the piece, give some thought to how long it should run. Will it be a short article, easily digestible in a few minutes (500–2000 words)? Or, will it be something more substantial (upwards of 10,000 words)? Deciding on the length will determine how you approach the next step.

			7. Bring in more ideas if needed.

			As you write and edit your work, new ideas will inevitably come to mind. Depending on how comprehensive you want the piece to be, you can either bring them into your writing, or convert them into main notes. Research your new ideas if support or clarification is needed, and return to steps 4 and 5 to refine your writing.

			8. Finalize the piece.

			There are no rules as to when a piece is finished. But, there are conventions. Most of my long-form writing passes through a series of heavy copyediting and restructuring phases that eventually yield to more granular editing in the form of proofreading. As a rule of thumb, I consider a piece close to finished when I’m able to read through the piece with almost no proofreading corrections. At that point, I consider it “good enough for government work,” and upload it online.

			As with any piece of writing, you’ll always find something that needs to be developed on the spot. As Luhmann states, “[t]heoretical publications do not result from simply copying what can already be found in the slip box.”131 Expect to write and source new material as you work through the steps above, always returning to reorganize, rewrite, and edit as necessary.

			Writing Books

			The process of writing a book follows that of writing articles and essays. Whether starting bottom-up or top-down, ideas and their connections are sourced from your zettelkasten, reorganized, rewritten, and edited to speak to your subject. New ideas are reinforced by new research, which is itself reorganized, rewritten, and edited. But, when it comes to writing books, there’s an additional source of content that can be pulled into the work.

			8.4 Start with Abundance to Write Books

			Writing a book should never start with a blank page. Fiction and non-fiction are often the product of previously written articles, essays, serialized content, blogs, interviews, and lectures; even social media posts, comments on forums, and tweets can be incorporated into the mix. The fact is, books are often more curation than catharsis.

			There are many examples of books that have been written from shorter content. Nickel and Dimed, by Barbara Ehrenreich; Bullshit Jobs, by David Graeber; Into the Wild, by Jon Krakauer were all developed from shorter essays. Hunter S. Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas got its start as a “250-word caption for Sports Illustrated.” How To Tell if Your Cat is Plotting to Kill You, by Matthew Inman, started as a blog. Sh*t My Dad Says, by Justin Halpern, started as a Twitter feed. Some of the most well-known spiritual books are edited lectures and interviews. Eckhart Tolle’s The Power of Now; Pema Chödrön’s When Things Fall Apart; Chogyam Trungpa’s The Myth of Freedom; Michael Singer’s The Untethered Soul; Charlotte Joko Beck’s Everyday Zen; and Ram Dass’ Paths to God were all crafted from previously handled material. 

			The book you’re currently holding incorporates a number of articles, essays, blog posts, forum comments, and course syllabi which have been reconstituted into different sections of this book, not to mention notes from my zettelkasten and those that previously informed all of the above. So, if writing a book seems daunting, take solace. So long as you’ve been writing shorter works with some consistency, you’ve got more material than you may realize.

			Productivity educator and author, Tiago Forte, refers to the practice of pulling from notes and previous works as “starting with abundance.” He writes:

			Instead of sitting down to a blank canvas and trying to think of something clever, start your creative process by sifting through a plentiful supply of interesting ideas, insights, and inspirations that you can build off of.132

			Forte, calls these starting points “intermediate packets,” or as Ramses Oudt puts it, “mini deliverables...with a focus on reusability for future projects.”133 This is exactly what a zettelkasten can provide. You never need to start at a deficit. In fact, by working with a zettelkasten, the writing of your next book has already begun. 

			8.5 Outlines Are Living (and Changing) Documents 

			Of course, starting with abundance doesn’t necessarily equate to finishing with a published book. You need to do something with all you’ve captured for it to become something substantial. An outline is one of the most common ways of giving shape to book-length projects, turning separate ideas into coherent prose. Like the writing itself, it too will be worked with and developed.

			An outline is a living document, loose and mutable, traveling alongside your writing for the duration of the project. It changes as you go. My outlines tend to progress through four phases: 

			
					The “Brain Dump” Phase

					The “Say More” Phase

					The “Break it Up” Phase

					The “Back-and-Forth” Phase

			

			Let’s look at each one in more detail.

			1. The “Brain Dump” Phase

			Assuming I haven’t made a structure note for the topic I’m writing about, my outline will begin as a brain dump; a first-pass at listing all the subjects and ideas I can think of that relate to the project. This initial ideation gives me a feel for where my thinking is at. Below is an early brain dump for my book Sitting With Spirits:

			SPIRITS BOOK OUTLINE (2019)

			
					Introduction

					What is a spirit	[7.7A1b There are three categories of spirits humans encounter]



					Making yourself available	[7.7c1a Internal movements filter though our samskaras]
	[7.7c First get to know your own spirit]
	[7.11 The self gives form to the spirit]



					Setting up the room

					Solo spiritwork

					Working in groups

			

			This very brief outline was written in bed, on my phone, right after waking up. Quick and easy. The book I had in mind at the time—a how-to on spirit work—ended up being completely different in the end. The brain dump phase is a place to start, and the finished product will probably look much different when you’re done. 

			2. The “Say More” Phase

			Like fleeting and reference notes, the brain dump phase is a time to capture ideas quickly, so you can forget about them now and come back to them later. But, if you wish to develop your book further, you’ll need more text. The say more phase is when I write thoughts about each section, adding subheadings or a few sentences to explain what I’m currently thinking. Here’s a second pass at the same outline:

			SPIRITS BOOK OUTLINE (2019)

			Introduction

			PART 1: INNER WORK	

			Chapter 1: What is a spirit?

			
					Spirits around the world

					Old spirits and new spirits	[7.7A1b There are three categories of spirits humans encounter]



					To know the spirits you must first know your own	[7.7c First get to know your own spirit]



					The voice of my spirit

					Working with our voices

			

			Chapter 2: Making yourself available

			
					First misa story

					Get out of your own way	[7.7c1a Internal movements filter though our samskaras]



					Accept that you have a self	[7.11 The self gives form to the spirit]



					Allow yourself and others to be wrong

			

				

			PART 2: OUTER WORK

			Chapter 3: Setting up the room

			
					Set and setting

					Dual functions of aspects

			

			Chapter 4: Sitting with spirits

			
					How to get started

					Navigating the monkey mind

					Speaking spirits into being

					Getting to know your spirit(s)

			

			Chapter 5: Working in groups

			
					Three types of attendees

					What to wear and bring

					Tongue is the bridge

					Communicating spirit to others

					Two potential problems

					Spirit work is somatic work

					When negative messages come into the room

					Cleansing and clearing practices	

			

			Appendix

			
					Songs

					Prayers

			

			The above may look similar to the first iteration, but splitting the book into two parts created a significant shift in focus. The book was no longer shaping up to be a how-to, but was turning into a discussion about the relationship between inner and outer spirit work. Over the next few days, I added longer text blocks, some of which were new, triggered by the outline. Other text was pulled from my zettelkasten. Here, as with all my outlines, is where I started writing the book.

			3. The “Break It Up” Phase

			The more writing I add to my outline, the more it becomes unwieldy, outgrowing itself. Once this happens, I take the different sections and split them up into separate chapter files. This short, but crucial phase initiates the back-and-forth phase.

			4. The “Back-and-Forth” Phase

			If you’re willing to immerse yourself in the writing process—allowing ideas and the relationships you make between them to lead you places you’d not predicted—your outlines will change, often, and in dramatic ways. Fig. 57 shows the typical trajectory of my outlining process during this phase.
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			Figure 57. There are times when your outlines tell you what to write about, and times when your writing tells you how your outline should be structured.

			At the beginning, my outline functions as a guide reminding me what chapters to write about and in what order. During this early stage, I write to get a better sense of what each chapter is about. However, the more ideas I add to each chapter, the more I realize certain topics or trains of thought need to be moved around. This inevitably changes the structure of the piece, shifting the dynamic to where writing informs the outline. But, this shift doesn’t last long. The outline again guides my writing until the writing forces me to change the outline. This “outline informing writing” vs “writing informing outline” loop goes round and round until the end of the project when the emphasis shifts entirely, and writing informs the organization of the book. At this point, the outline goes into hibernation as it’s no longer needed. The content of my writing now dominates the process. That is, until the writing is complete, and the outline reemerges as the table of contents:

			Sitting with Spirits: Exploring the Unseen World in the Margins of Christianity

			
					Chapter 1: Bombing

					Chapter 2: Orientation

					Chapter 3: Holy Spirit

					Chapter 4: Not-So-Holy Spirits

					Chapter 5: Spirit and the Self

					Chapter 6: Attunement Practices

					Chapter 7: Difficult Experiences

					Afterword

					Appendix A: Wild Christianity: A Manifesto for the Reclaiming of One’s Root Religion 119

					Appendix B: Chaplet of the Seven Gifts

			

			Notice how the organization and subject matter of the final book differs from how it started. I abandoned the distinction between Part 1 and Part 2, much of the latter condensed into one chapter, while chapters 3 through 5 were entirely new. The first chapter was pulled out of chapter 2 in the original outline and developed into something all its own. Both of the appendices in the early outline were replaced by new ones. Your initial brain dump compared to your final table of contents will hide thousands of hours of mental calisthenics. Embrace the flux of the writing process or be consumed by it. 

			The back-and-forth phase is where the majority of the work will take place, lasting months or years. It can be a volatile time with huge shifts in focus, major edits, and fundamental changes to organization, framing, and flow. The back-and-forth phase is where the book gets tested. If it makes it through the ups and downs, the book will likely see the light of day.

			8.6 Work with What’s in Front of You

			Regardless of the length of writing you’re working on, what’s most important is to get writing, to arrive at a place where you can forget about your zettelkasten and the many additional ideas you may want to incorporate into your work, and focus on what’s in front of you. Once you excise ideas out of your zettelkasten and into your document, you can and should manipulate and alter them in whichever way and for whatever reason you desire. There are no rules. Ideas can be edited, reframed, and interrogated. Rewriting your ideas to speak to the uniqueness of the project you’re working on is the difference between dumping notes into a document and calling it “done” and using your notes as source material for well-thought-out and coherent work (7.3).

			In the end, the writing must take priority. You’ll need to learn how to become a writer first and a note maker second. No number of “great ideas” will save what you’re working on. Let the writing tell you what it wants to be, and you’ll know what needs to be included. 

			***

			Things to Do

			
					Experiment with using your main notes for short-form writing, such as tweets and blogs, as well as long-form works, like articles. For really long projects like books, start by creating a rough outline.

					Take a look at any outlines you’ve been working on to see what phase they might be in. See if you can move any along.

			

			Things to Remember

			
					Never lose sight of your audience. Keep them in mind when using main notes to create online content. 

					Start with abundance. You have more at your disposal than you realize. 

					Work with what’s in front of you.

			

			Things to Watch Out For

			
					Don’t spam your readers with prepackaged main notes. 
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			Managing Your Writing Projects

			WRITING FOR READERS (AND DOING IT WELL) is as much about the creative process as it is managing it. But, not all writing requires the same amount of organization. The scope of my writing can vary from articles to zines, comics to blog posts, manifestos to books. How I manage each must be flexible, designed to scale with the complexity of each piece. This ensures my approach remains as lightweight or as comprehensive as needed. But, there’s another factor in determining how much complexity I incorporate, one that often supersedes length. In this chapter, we’ll look at how to manage writing based on two distinctions: writing that has a deadline and writing that does not.

			Writing Without a Deadline

			Most writers work without an externally imposed deadline. Independent bloggers and essayists, zine makers, “rogue scholars,” content creators, and anyone committed to self-publishing more often than not writes on their own schedule, if they write on a schedule at all.

			Every piece of writing I work on is supported by two documents: a daily journal and a creative log. The daily journal is broad in scope, including a record of the writing I completed, as well as tasks and thoughts unrelated to my creative work. Creative logs are used to track progress only on my writing. These two record-keeping systems work in tandem.

			9.1 Keeping a Daily Journal

			The daily journal is the central hub of my workday. It’s where I record the day’s activities, decide what writing to work on, and make suggestions on what to continue working on the following day. A typical journal entry looks like Fig. 58.
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			Figure 58. The daily journal is the central hub of my daily activities.

			The bottom half contains a record of the day’s activities, where I also capture any thoughts I had about what transpired. This style of recording and commenting is called “interstitial journaling,” a technique developed by Tony Stubblebine.134 The term “interstitial” refers to the space between things, in this case the space between transitioning from one task or project to another. In that space, Stubblebine suggests we record what we completed, what we thought about completing it, what we’re about to do, and what we think about doing it. According to Stubblebine, writing down what we’ve done and thoughts about what we’re doing next “empties our brain of the last project,” providing “space to formulate an optimal strategy for our next project.” It’s a way of letting the momentum of one cognitive cycle resolve, so you can begin another.135 

			Neuroscientist and writer, Anne-Laure Le Cunff, a much-respected voice in the personal knowledge management scene, recommends the additional recording of non-work activities, such as falling “into a Twitter blackhole”136 or, in my case, a downward YouTube spiral. Le Cunff states that recording these “procrastination breaks” helps us become aware of how often they occur and how long they last. This can be especially helpful if you’re trying to better understand your daily workflow and where breaks might fit in. After all, one person’s procrastination is another person’s cognitive reset.

			The bottom of my daily entry helps me remember conversations I had and the contents of what was said (like when a contractor quotes me a price over the phone), a task I completed (like the date on which I paid a bill), or the last writing project I worked on. These bits of logged information have proven invaluable over the years, especially in the realm of correspondences. But, this isn’t all I capture in my daily journal. 

			At the top, I write down final thoughts about the day and make suggestions as to what I should work on next, which allows me to close out any tasks or thinking I’d been invested in. In the “End of Day Check-In,” I write as if speaking to someone else—my future self—so the text feels personal and pertinent (3.2:2).137 It’s from here I jump out of the daily journal and into the creative log.

			9.2 Maintaining Creative Logs

			While my daily journal tells me what writing to work on, creative logs tell me how to do it. This is where I record my progress, thoughts about what needs attention, and suggestions on what to work on during the next writing session. Fig. 59 shows a (very small) portion of the creative log used for my article “How to Use Folgezettel in Your Zettelkasten.”
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			Figure 59. Everything I need to know about my writing can be found in creative logs.

			“For others” and “For me”

			At the top of every creative log are two prompts—“For others” and “For me”—where I articulate the purpose of the writing.138 Filling these in helps me determine the writing’s fate, so I try to be as honest as possible. No answer is off limits. No reason too egoic. “Wanting to better understand my thinking” and “Wanting to better position myself as a thought leader” are both valid, and will inform how I write and frame the piece. Only if I struggle to put into words its benefit to others or its value to me, do I file the writing in a “Sleeping” folder, where it remains until its importance becomes more evident. 

			Notes

			The notes section below the purpose is the most active area of the creative log, typically used to catalog three types of comments:

			
					A record of what I did and when

					Thoughts about what needs attention

					Suggestions on what to work on next

			

			The recording of what I did and when gives me a sense of how the writing is progressing. Thoughts about what needs attention can relate to any aspect of the writing, be it tone, source material, specific paragraphs, a quote that doesn’t fit, a thought about whether I think the piece will be well received, or whether I need to clarify my purpose. Finally, I give suggestions pointing me toward what section of the piece I should work on during the next writing session. Each of these elements allows me to step back into any writing, regardless of the length of time spent away from it, and pick up where I left off. 

			If you work on a lot of writing simultaneously, which I recommend, consider storing all creative logs dealing with the same topic in a single file (i.e., one file for creative logs dealing with PKM articles, another for those on spirituality). Doing so will allow you to quickly scroll through multiple logs to get a sense of what seems most interesting to work on based on the topic your inclined to dig into. 

			9.3 How a Daily Journal and Creative Logs Work Together

			A typical writing day begins by opening up my daily journal and reading through the previous day’s record of actions. This gives me context for how the previous day might relate to the current one, and will jog my memory if there’s something I still need to do. I then look through the “End of Day Check-In” for any suggestions as to what I should work on and why. If a piece of writing is recommended, I open its creative log, refreshing my memory on what I worked on the previous day, considering any suggestions about where to pick up the work. I then open the document, and either read through it from the beginning, or briefly scan any areas where significant edits were made. Finally, I locate the section I’m to be working on, and begin my writing session. 

			When the writing session is complete, I note in the creative log what I did, what areas still need attention, and what section I should work on next. I then return to my daily journal, recording the time I finished the session, brief thoughts about how the session went, and, if I plan to work on the piece the following day, making the suggestion in the “End of Day Check-In.”

			I continue in this manner every workday until the writing is done and the piece has been published.

			Writing with a Deadline

			The practices above are sufficient for more loosely-timed creative work. But, writing with a deadline, even one that’s self-imposed, will often require “task-focused” project management, which works lock-step with the above.

			9.4 Task-Focused Project Management for Writing

			As the name implies, “project management” is project-focused. You define a project you want to complete, gather the necessary resources and tools, and set out to complete the project. What’s missing, of course, are tasks. Tasks are what’s needed to actually complete a project. As David Allen writes, you don’t do a project. Instead you do “action steps” related to it.139 Task-focused project management centers not the project, but the checking off of tasks that, when all have been completed, realize the completion of the project. 

			Below are the steps I take in my task-focused project management system, which are the same for any project I’m working on, be it writing or otherwise:

			
					Define the project

					Brainstorm tasks

					Gather resources

					Do only today’s tasks

					Record progress in a log

			

			Let’s look at each one in detail.

			1. Defining Your (Writing) Project

			As mentioned above, a writing project isn’t something to do. It’s a clearly defined goal written in actionable language. When it comes to writing long works with a deadline (like a book), projects tend to be associated with smaller, intermediate milestones. Things like:

			
					Finish editing chapter 1

					Design the cover

					Research chapter 4

			

			Each of the above projects will take more than one work session, will have an end date,140 and will be comprised of tasks that, when checked off, will mark its completion. Projects are titled in their active form (ie., “Design the cover” not “Cover design”), which allows me to look at a project’s title and know exactly what it is I’m trying to accomplish.

			For the purposes of this chapter, we’re going to use one of the projects associated with this book—“Write chapter 6”—which was due on 10/6/23. 

			2. Brainstorming Tasks

			Once you’ve defined your writing project, list all the tasks you can think of that might lead to its completion. At first, most will be general in scope, often the same things you’ve had to do for similar projects in the past:

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Write chapter 6 (due 10/6/23)

						
							
							Do

						
					

				
				
					
							
							
									Pull all notes from zettelkasten into writing doc

							

						
							
					

					
							
							
									Check article links are correct

							

						
							
					

					
							
							
									Get clear on how sources and citations will be used

							

						
							
					

					
							
							
									Add section headings

							

						
							
					

					
							
							
									Organize notes/copy to be coherent

							

						
							
					

					
							
							
									Do final read-through

							

						
							
					

				
			

			At this stage, few if any of these tasks will be listed in the order they need to be completed. 

			Next, give “do” dates to any tasks you can, organizing them accordingly. Do dates are recommended days to do a task, unlike due dates, which signify the dates on which projects must be completed. Do dates can and will change. Due dates tend to be more strictly defined. The do dates below give a clear picture of how my schedule was developing:

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Write chapter 6 (due 10/6/23)

						
							
							Do

						
					

				
				
					
							
							
									Pull all notes from zettelkasten into writing doc

							

						
							
							9/18

						
					

					
							
							
									Check article links are correct

							

						
							
							9/18

						
					

					
							
							
									Add section headings

							

						
							
							9/18

						
					

					
							
							
									Organize notes/copy to be coherent

							

						
							
							9/18

						
					

					
							
							
									Do final read-through

							

						
							
							10/3

						
					

					
							
							
									Get clear on how sources and citations will be used

							

						
							
					

				
			

			To arrive at initial do dates, look at the due date of the project alongside your calendar, taking into consideration weekends and holidays, as well as any conflicting tasks or requirements that would prohibit you from working on the project. The easiest do dates to predict come at the beginning and end of the project. If you’re unsure about a do date, leave it blank. 

			As you begin these initial tasks, others will inevitably come up. These new tasks will often pertain to writing new sections, editing older ones, and clearing up the connections you’ve made between notes you pulled from your zettelkasten. Examples of these kinds of tasks have been added to the list and given do dates:

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Write chapter 6 (due 10/6/23)

						
							
							Do

						
					

				
				
					
							
							
									Pull all notes from zettelkasten into writing doc

							

						
							
							9/18

						
					

					
							
							
									Check article links are correct

							

						
							
							9/18

						
					

					
							
							
									Add section headings

							

						
							
							9/18

						
					

					
							
							
									Organize notes/copy to be coherent

							

						
							
							9/18

						
					

					
							
							
									Decide if [3.1a2a Collector’s fallacy is not determined by frequency] fits in this chapter

							

						
							
							9/19

						
					

					
							
							
									Annotate article on atomicity [link]

							

						
							
							9/19

						
					

					
							
							
									Print and make edits

							

						
							
							9/22

						
					

					
							
							
									Import edits

							

						
							
							9/22

						
					

					
							
							
									Do final read-through

							

						
							
							10/3

						
					

					
							
							
									Get clear on how sources and citations will be used

							

						
							
					

					
							
							
									Rewrite introductory paragraph

							

						
							
					

				
			

			3. Gathering Resources

			Ideating on a writing project can span months or even years. Feel free to gather resources as they come to you, letting the accumulation of materials initiate the writing process. Most of the resources I need for any writing project come from the following places:

			
					My zettelkasten 

					Previously written articles 

					Comments I’ve made on forums

					My posts and comments on social media

					Previously created outlines

					Other people’s articles not yet read or annotated

			

			Resources in the form of written copy or links will usually end up in one of three places: my task manager / to-do list,  the outline, or in the document, depending on what stage of the process I’m in. If, for example, there’s an article I haven’t read or still needs annotating, I’ll drop a link to it in my task manager: 

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Task

						
							
							Do

						
					

				
				
					
							
							
									Annotate article on atomicity [link]

							

						
							
							9/19

						
					

				
			

			If I’m in either the “brain dump” or “say more” phase of the outline, then I bring the resources into the outline (8.5). If, however, my outline has been broken up into separate chapters, and I’ve begun the bulk of the writing, I bring the resources into their respective sections.

			4. Doing Only Today’s Tasks

			I love to write. And, I love to edit. I can easily spend ten hours a day doing both. But, unless there’s a specific reason to press forward, I typically resist the urge to get ahead and, as often as possible, only do today’s tasks.141 Which doesn’t mean I only work on one project per day. Niklas Luhmann worked on multiple manuscripts simultaneously, which allowed him to avoid writing “blockages.”142 Task-focused systems, where we only work on today’s tasks, make working on multiple projects easy, enhancing output by starting projects that would have otherwise lingered in waiting, and provide a variety of creative acts in which to involve oneself. For example, I don’t have to work only on tasks related to “Write chapter 6.” I can also get started on tasks related to “Design the cover,” bringing in tasks that diversify my workload: 

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Task

						
							
							Type

						
							
							Project

						
							
							Do

						
					

				
				
					
							
							
									Pull all notes from zettelkasten into writing doc

							

						
							
							Focused

						
							
							Ch. 6

						
							
							9/18

						
					

					
							
							
									Check article links are correct

							

						
							
							Focused

						
							
							Ch. 6

						
							
							9/18

						
					

					
							
							
									Organize notes/copy to be coherent

							

						
							
							Focused

						
							
							Ch. 6

						
							
							9/18

						
					

					
							
							
									Add section headings

							

						
							
							Casual

						
							
							Ch. 6

						
							
							9/18

						
					

					
							
							
									Look through 60s-style cover designs

							

						
							
							Creative

						
							
							Cover

						
							
							9/18

						
					

					
							
							
									Layout template for cover

							

						
							
							Creative

						
							
							Cover

						
							
							9/18

						
					

				
			

			I tend to schedule similar tasks, as well as tasks that might require different efforts, on the same day. Similar tasks allow me to remain in a particular flow. Tasks requiring a different level of effort make for a more dynamic workday. For example, sourcing notes from the zettelkasten, making sure they’re coherently organized, and making sure citation links are correct tends to be focused work. On the other hand, adding section headings is more casual. Looking for cover design inspiration and doing an initial layout is very much creative work. 

			Six tasks, two projects, one day. Lots of variance in how I’m working.

			5. Recording Your Progress In a Creative Log

			The final step in the task-focused project management system is, in many ways, the most important, taking us back to the beginning of the chapter. At the end of every writing session, I record in my creative log what I did, where I left off, and what direction I want to take the work during the next session, putting the most recent notes at the top. Then, I make a note in my daily journal about what project I want to work on the following day and why. Doing so makes all the difference in whether or not I actually engage with the projects I’m trying to complete. 

			9.5 There Is No One System

			There’s no single system for managing projects. The information above is meant to help you get started on taking writing seriously. Rather than letting writing be slippery and out-of-reach, something that only happens once in a while when inspiration accidentally shines down on you, take advantage of the tools and methods for organizing and managing projects at your disposal, and direct inspiration toward you. 

			***

			Things to Do

			
					Begin a daily journal.

					Design a project for one of your writing ideas. 

					Start creative logs for any writing you’re currently working on.

					Do the tasks that will complete the project on the day  they’re to be done.

			

			Things to Remember

			
					Having a zettelkasten allows you to collect, process, and develop ideas related to multiple writing projects simultaneously. Take advantage of it by importing ideas for writing projects you’re currently working on, as well as for ones you think you might want to work on in the future.

					Working on different kinds of tasks can help eliminate fatigue.

			

			Things to Watch Out For

			
					Don’t expect to remember where you left off on a writing project and for what reason. Make use of your daily journal and creative logs to keep you on track. 

			

		

		



			Afterword: The Triangle of Creativity

			THE SYSTEM PRESENTED IN THIS BOOK gives you something off of which to build your own writing practice. For those who require a hands-on approach, I’ve tried to be prescriptive, giving detailed instructions on how to go about setting up, using, and maintaining a paper-based or digital zettelkasten. For those who prefer a more hands-off approach, who have an active writing practice, or who want only to better understand the zettelkasten they already use, I’ve leaned into concepts, methodology, and discussions on why we do what we do. My hope is that all readers can now make informed choices about how best to integrate the zettelkasten into their writing practice.  

			Regardless of where you fall—and I assume many of you fall somewhere in the middle—I hope I’ve shown that writing is much more than coherently organizing attractive words on the page. It begins with ideas manifest in the mind, transcribed into quick, fleeting captures, which are transformed into useful notes that connect dynamically within a larger network of ideas. These ideas are reworked into writing that is then reintegrated back into the system. In short, writing is bigger than writing. Much bigger. 

			Engaging the Big World of Ideas

			All published writing is part of what I call “the triangle of creativity.” You read something interesting, have thoughts, work out those thoughts through writing, and publish your writing so others can read it. Then, readers read your writing, have their own thoughts, work those thoughts out in writing that others can read. And around and around it goes. Reading, thinking, writing, reading (Fig. 60).

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Figure 60. The triangle of creativity.

			The system for writing I’ve detailed in this book, though directed at individuals and personal practices, is meant to orient you within this much larger, much more communal system of creativity, where the emphasis is on interacting with other writers, readers, and the global canon of creative works. Here, your ideas have an opportunity to influence and be influenced by other peoples’ thinking, redirect narratives, redesign conceptual frameworks, or, depending on your motives, start a movement. 

			This doesn’t mean the triangle of creativity is an entirely friendly place. Participation in any community is rarely easy. Readers, if you find them, may be disinterested or dismissive of your work. They may call you out or disparage your writing. Even a seemingly innocuous scene like personal knowledge management can have its share of head trips and distracting, time-consuming debates over granular details. Consequently, you may at times feel discouraged, wanting to take your ideas and go home. But, although publishing your ideas may not always feel rewarding, it will always be informative.

			If you’re willing to participate in the triangle of creativity, you will learn more about your own thoughts and beliefs than you could by “keeping it all in.” You’ll gain priceless insights into what you believe, and how you’re beliefs are understood by others. This will allow you to refine what you say and how you say it. You’ll learn to distinguish between writing that brings you joy and writing that isn’t worth the time. You’ll learn what kinds of writing people respond favorably to, versus what writing goes unnoticed. You’ll also learn for which writing this matters, and for which it doesn’t. All this information will influence what you take in from the world, what will become part of your zettelkasten, and what you’ll end up writing about in the future.

			Which is all to say, you’ll have choices. By working with the system outlined in this book and the larger, communal system described here, you’ll be able to decide how you want to participate in the greater community of writers and ideas. You’ll no longer wonder if you’re a writer. After hitting “Publish” on your latest essay, you’ll just know. You are a writer. 

		

		



			Appendix: Brief Answers to Lingering Questions

			Below are some of the more common question I get that didn’t make it into the book.

			Is a zettelkasten a second brain?

			No. Second brains are comprehensive. They’re meant to include meeting notes, driving directions, friends’ birthdays, captured thoughts, business ideas, and more. A zettelkasten is comprised solely of ideas. Thus, it is not a second brain. 

			Will a zettelkasten increase my productivity?

			Maybe. There’s no denying the zettelkasten’s ability to enhance creative output. In my experience, if you work the system laid out in this book, you will write more and more frequently. But, you have to work the system.

			Will a zettelkasten make me a better writer?

			Maybe. Writing more frequently can definitely help hone your writing skills. But, a zettelkasten is not a substitute for reading other people’s work, getting feedback on your own, hanging around other writers, and putting in the work to actually become a better writer. Don’t mistake productivity with proficiency.

			Is a large zettelkasten better than a small zettelkasten?

			No. Johannes Schmidt states that the value of Luhmann’s zettelkasten came not from it’s size, but from how Luhmann worked with its contents.143 You don’t need ten thousand notes to write one or even ten books. Nor does a large slip box equate to better thinking or higher quality writing. The value of your slip box is determined by its ability to help you do the things you want to do. 

			Isn’t a zettelkasten just a jumbled mess of notes?

			No. A zettelkasten is a non-hierarchical network of ideas. At first, it may feel as if the system is chaotic. But, over time you’ll see that working with a Luhmann-style zettelkasten is homeopathic. We work with chaos to manifest clarity.

			Is a zettelkasten an outdated form of note-taking?

			No. A zettelkasten is an evolving approach to thought work and writing that can be reimagined in a variety of different mediums.

			Is a zettelkasten a tool for writing or thinking?

			Both. While some of the most well-known slip boxes in the world have been employed by writers in service of their writing,144 a zettelkasten can also be used without writing as an end goal.

			Do main notes need to be “original ideas?”

			Yes and no. While it’s true using a zettelkasten for writing works best when the slip box contains more of your own ideas than others, it’s not true that these ideas must be “novel” or “original.” Capture your ideas, and let the connections between them reveal what’s original.

			Did Niklas Luhmann make “atomic notes”?

			Not really. Luhmann’s notes were, at best, atomic-ish. Concise, but not constrained.

			How will I find my notes? 

			Easily. Easily. Use hub notes, structure notes, and indexes, along with alphanumeric IDs and links to find trains of thought and specific notes.If you’re using a digital platform for your zettelkasten, you can also search for keywords and phrases to find what you’re looking for.

			Should I bring my old notes into my zettelkasten?

			I wouldn’t. Many people come to the zettelkasten with a cache of previously captured ideas, which, understandably, they want to convert into main notes. My advice is to not do that. Start fresh, and bring in your old notes only as needed.  

			Should I have two zettelkasten—one for personal use and one for my studies?

			It depends. Whatever ideas you want to see interact should be in the same zettelkasten. 

			How much time should I spend making main notes?

			Whatever it takes. I can spend anywhere from one to ten minutes on each note. Spending longer seems to defeat the purpose of allowing the value of ideas to be defined by their relationship to one another.

			Is it OK if I don’t use my zettelkasten for a while?

			Yes.
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					Fast, S. (2023, September 8). Upgrade Atomic Thinking to Holistic Thinking. https://zettelkasten.de/posts/upgrade-atomic-to-holistic-thinking/
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					Organization is ultimately personal and stylistic. How you organize your writing says something about the writing you organize. Play around and see what happens.

					Luhmann, N. (1981). Communicating with Slip Boxes: An Empirical Account (M. Kuehn, Trans.). https://luhmann.surge.sh/communicating-with-slip boxes

					Forte, T. (2021, April 23). The 10 Principles of Building a Second Brain. https://fortelabs.com/blog/the-10-principles-of-building-a-second-brain/ See also Forte, T. (Host). (2020, March 24). Start With Abundance [Audio podcast episode]. In The Building a Second Brain Podcast. https://secondbrain.libsyn.com/start-with-abundance

					Oudt, R. (2024, January 26). Go From Collector to Creator by Expressing Your Insights. https://ramses.blog/go-from-collector-to-creator-by-expressing-your-insights/

					Stubblebine, T. (2017, September 7). Replace Your To-Do List With Interstitial Journaling To Increase Productivity. Medium. https://betterhumans.pub/replace-your-to-do-list-with-interstitial-journaling-to-increase-productivity-4e43109d15ef 
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					Allen, D. (2002). Getting Things Done: The Art of Stress-Free Productivity. Penguin. 

					What defines a project is a perpetual conversation in personal knowledge management circles. My definition of a project as “an outcome you want to achieve that requires more than one task to complete, repeated check-ins, and has an end date,” is informed by both Tiago Forte and David Allen. See Forte, T. [@fortelabs] (2018, June 24) My new definition for a project: “Any outcome you’re actively committed to completing that requires multiple work sessions” [Tweet]. Twitter. https://twitter.com/fortelabs/status/1010984105574461440?lang=en. Forte’s definition of a project is heavily influenced by David Allen. A very concise rendering of Allen’s definition reads: “A project has an intended outcome that will take more than one action to achieve.” Iyer, G. (2020, September 11). How to plan a project by using David Allen’s GTD method. LinkedIn. https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/how-plan-project-using-david-allens-gtd-method-ganesh-iyer/
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					See Chris Aldrich’s writings for a comprehensive history of zettelkasten use over the years and around the world. https://boffosocko.com/
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7.27a2 Koans disrupt conditioned thinking

The use of unanswerable questions (such as koans in
Buddhism) are ways of disrupting normative (aka conditioned)
thinking patterns in spiritual aspirants.

e previous [7.27a “Who am I?” is an important spiritual question]

e see [7.27 Spiritual practice often uses questions to kickstart
spiritual growth] for more on the use of questions

e see [7.3a Imperfect guides are opportunities for practice] for how
teachings that come in imperfect packages can also disrupt
conditioned thinking
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7.27a1 Ramana Maharshi used “Who am 1?” as
a spiritual practice for his students

Ramana Maharshi was known for teaching students to
repeatedly ask themselves “Who am I?” in order to get them
to shed identification with body and self.

e previous [7.27a “Who am I?” is an important spiritual question]

e see [7.27 Spiritual practice often uses questions to kickstart
spiritual growth] for more on the use of questions
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15.2b Folders are like servers

Folders are like servers. Folders are where all your
information is stored. Files, working docs, resources, etc.
All of it has a home in its respective folder. But, folders
are no place to hang out.

e previous [15.2 Your Computer is Not a Server]
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15.2 Your computer is not a server

Your home computer is not a server, because it is not
connected to the Internet. Servers connect to the Internet.

e source [How the Internet Works in 5 Minutes]

e see [15.2b Folders are like servers] for a way of extending this
idea further into my own interests
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7.1a Spiritual disciplines should be catered
toward the practitioner

Spiritual disciplines should be catered toward the
practitioner. There is no single code of behavior that one
must ascribe to (though there are themes). What matters most
is examining those things that are particularly blinding or
distracting for the practitioner and working with them.

e previous [7.1 Practice takes the shape of the context]
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15.2b1 MOCs, CLOGS, etc are user interfaces

When we engage with email, anything on the web, we’re
engaging not with the server and it’s raw contents. We’'re
interacting with a representation of the information. A
curation. CLOGs and MOCs are user interfaces.

e previous [15.2b Folders are like servers]
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1.4 In media power belongs to the producer not
the consumer

Historically, media has been a constant projection outward,
where only the most meager forms of reciprocation were
offered, usually in the form of mailed-in responses to
articles, where few if any were published.

“Power belongs to him who gives and to whom no return can be
made.” — The Masses, by Jean Baudrillard
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7.1a Spiritual disciplines should be catered
toward the practitioner

Spiritual disciplines should be catered toward the
practitioner.There is no single code of behavior that one
must ascribe to (though there are themes). What matters most
is examining those things that are particularly blinding or
distracting for the practitioner and working with them.

e previous [7.1 Practice takes the shape of the context]

e see [7.7bla Internal movements filter through our samskaras] The
fact that we each have unique samskaras, lingering impressions and
triggers that are personal to us and inform our experience of the
world in a personal way, means that spiritual disciplines, even
within a specific lineage, need to be tailored to the individual.

e see [4.3j Luhmann felt that his theory could be democratic or
coproduced] for the importance of rooting practices (and theories)
into one's own real-time issues.
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4.3g5a1 Niklas Luhmann did not revise his
notes when presented with new information

Niklas Luhmann did not change the contents of his notes when
new information presented itself. Instead, he created new
notes containing the new information and linked the two
contrasting ideas together.

“Similarly, not (only) was verified knowledge entrusted to the
collection’s function as a tool for thinking, but a process of
theory generation was also recorded, including potential
mistakes and red herrings, which were revised by later
entries, but not eliminated, as once a card had found its way
into the index, it stayed there.” — [Schmidt Constitution Slip
Box]

e previous [4.3g5a Luhmann never changed the alphanumeric IDs of
notes]

e see [4.3f The term “evergreen notes” is an identity] for examples
of how the above differs from Andy Matuschak’s practices

e see [4.3f1 Permanent notes are evergreen through linking and
added references] for how changes do in fact occur

e used in [3 Main Notes zk book]
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Niklas Luhmann did not change the contents of his slips when
new information presented itself. Instead, he created new
slips containing the new information and linked the two
contrasting ideas together.

e see [4.3f The term “evergreen notes” is an identity] for examples
of how the above differs from Andy Matuschak’s practices
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7.27a “Who am 1?” is an important question to
ask oneself in spiritual practice

The question “Who am I?” is one of the most important
questions to ask oneself when working toward self-
development alongside a spiritual practice.

e previous [7.27 Spiritual practice often uses questions to
kickstart spiritual growth]
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CLOGs Are User Interfaces

If folders are servers, then CLOGs are user interfaces. A CLOG is the
means by which | engage with my writing files so | don’t have to engage
with what'’s stored in my folders. Kind of like Gmail.

Whenever you open Gmail, you’re engaging with Google’s Ul. This Ul
allows you to curate what you’d like to see. When you’re in Gmail, you’re
engaging with a representation of the information stored on the server.
You’re engaging with whatever you’ve allowed to pass through your pre-
defined filters. When you delete an email, it disappears from your Ul, but
not necessarily from the server. CLOGs function in the same way.

CLOGs are a curated space for you to see what you want to see, when
you want to see it, in the way you want to see it.
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A typical household will use a mere 1/80,000 of the energy
used by the largest data centers. And yet, common folk are

regularly derided for leaving on lightbulbs when they leave
the house. “Leaving the lights on” is not the problem.
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Allione, T. (2008). Feeding Your Demons: Ancient
Wisdom for Resolving Inner Confiict.
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e see [

where demons are held in the body
der relation to somatic psychotherapy

feeding demons does not strengthen them

e explore the difference between acknowledgment and enabling

personifying your demons

e Can objectification be useful in certain circumstances?

der power dynamic

how to translate the Buddha’s teachings
Translation is interpretation] for more

22
e What

offering our bodies to the demons
do we offer when we offer up ourselves?
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3.4 Discernment is subjective

Discernment is essentially interpretation, and interpretation
is ultimately subjective. What we experience must make its
way through our very personal understanding of the world.

* see [7.7al Discerning spirits gives us choice] The choices we
have are themselves subjective. They are our choices, based on
our upbringing and socialization.
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Fugazi. (1991). Steady Diet of Nothing.

| track 2 | “we want control of our bodies” | autonomy
| track 3 | “in your nice new outfit” | consumer
| track 4 | “America’s just a word but I use it” | politics
| track 5 | “father’s footsteps, mother’s shoes” | lineage
| track 7 | “we lay in pieces cracked to survive”| psyche

| track 11 | “The troops are quiet tonight” | resist






images/00066.jpeg
MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY
N AN I AN ER AN
Main Note m Response Main Note m
Post Post Post
— Comment {Comment
= [< <) —
l convert into.. t
MAIN NOTES .
o] ¢ o — store in..
n — >
>

ZETTELKASTEN





images/00021.jpeg
Allione, T. (2008). Feeding Your Demons: Ancient
Wisdom for Resolving Inner Confiict.

| 5 | where demons are held in the body

“In the first step we find where in the body we hold our
‘demon’ most strongly. This demon might be addiction, self-
hatred, perfectionism, anger, jealousy, or anything that is
dragging you down, draining your energy.”

| 6 | feeding demons does not strengthen them
“Paradoxically, feeding our gods or demons to complete
satisfaction does not strengthen them; rather it allows the
energy that has been locked up in them to become accessible.
In this way highly charged emotions that have been bottled up
by inner conflict are released and become something
beneficial.”

| 7 | personifying your demons

“Although the therapeutic technique of personifying a fear or
neurosis is not unfamiliar in Western psychology, the five-
step practice of feeding your demons takes this approach
deeper. Its additional value lies in dissolving our own
bodies and nurturing rather than just personifying and
interacting with our inner enemies.”
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Spiritual Discernment Is Subjective

BY BOB DOTO ON MARCH 4, 2024 * (LEAVE A COMMENT )

In light of some of the questions in the comments of yesterday’s post:

For the past few years I've been increasingly drawn to the beauty and
depth of Ignatian discernment. This practice, as explained by the
Office of Ignatian Spiritual Discernment, involves tuning into internal
“movements,” carefully examining our thoughts and emotions as we
look for cues and clues regarding where spirit is guiding us.

What | love most about this practice is how personal it is. Discernment
is, first and foremost, subjective. It's dependent on our experiences,
our knowledge base, our interests, and the guidance we receive from
others who are themselves subject to their own subjectivity. It’s a
reminder that our spiritual journey is ours alone in relation to the world
around us. This makes the practice of Ignatian discernment not just a
spiritual exercise, but a form of self-inquiry. It challenges us to look
inward, to understand ourselves better, and to see where our personal
narrative intersects with the divine path laid out for us.

Have any of you had any formal training in Ignatian discernment? What
about spirit work outside the church’s “official ranks?” Let me know in
the comments.

PS: Tomorrow, I'll be looking at how the practice of discerning spirits
gives us choice and how this relates to the therapeutic process.

CATEGORIES: SPIRITUALITY
TAGGED AS: SPIRITDISCERNMENT, JESUITS, SPIRITS, SPIRITWORK
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Journal, vol. 2

| PAGE | PARA | NOTE

| 36 | 2 | guilt in Buddhism & Christianity
| 42 | 3 | see for John as mystic gospel
| 67 | 1 | non-dualism in Christianity
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02/20/2023
End of Day Check-In

e Try working on [1 Capturing your thoughts zk book 2]. There
is only one section remaining. Should be easy to finish.

e If you don’t wanna work on the above, try working on [How
Self Expression Helps to Curb Information Overwhelm]. It’s
short, and can probably be finished in one or two sessions.

15:36
e Worked on [1 Capturing your thoughts zk book 2]. Good sesh.

13:24
* Spoke with Kyle re foundation. We’re both on the same page.
See [Rehab Barn Log].

11:07
e Reformatted [3 Making Main Notes zk book]. Taking a break.

09:32
e Finished spiritual reading feeling empowered
e Helpful insights on the importance of imperfect teachers






images/00023.jpeg
Featherbottom, M. (10/31/23). Conversation.

Had a conversation with Mrs. Featherbottom at the Fickle
Whistle Inn on 10/31/2023. Topics discussed:

* How to make the best porridge (see recipe in Google Keep)

e The means of production

e see [Social media pretends to redistribute the means of
production]

e see [The democratization of creative tools did not lead
to an underground artistic revolution]

e British pubs are not the same as American breweries
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Throughout, I have used the termo refer
to the lived-through process of building up the work

under the guidance of the text. My purpose is to
differentiate between the reader's evocation of the work

<k

and his interpretation of that evocation.

The tendency is to speak of interpretation as the
construing of the meaning of a text. This conceals the
nature of the reader's activity. Transacting with the signs,
he transforms them into verbal symbols, with their
sensed auras, and organizes an experienced meaning
which is for him “the work.” This, we have seen, is a

process in time. The reader ultimately crystallizes his
sense of the work; he may seek to recall it or to relive o
different parts of it. (Have we not all recaptured
episodes, characters, even speeches with voices
reverberating in the inner ear?) All of this can be
designated as the evocation and this is what the reader

describe in some way the nature of the lived-through XK
evocation of the work. /

E interprets| Interpretation |involves primarily an effort to ¢

readers do wot bnterpret the text, but what it evokes in them, what
Reosenblatt describes as "the Lived-through process... " (€9)
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7.1b2a Guilt is not only a Christian phenomenon

Despite being almost exclusively associated with Western
monotheistic religions, guilt can play a role in every

religious context.

— from Journal, vol. 2, pg. 36, para. 2

« previous [7.1b2 Guilt is a universal human experience] for how
emotional experiences transcend cultural boundaries
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How to Use Folgezettel
What'’s the purpose?

e For others: To give a clear and comprehensive overview of
how folgezettel can work and reasons why someone may want
to use it.

e For me: To organize my thoughts on folgezettel, and
continue developing a canon of zettelkasten 101 writing.

Notes

02-02-2023 12:08
e Hard copy edits being done. Probably one or two more rounds
of printouts needed to finish. You’re almost there!

01-31-2023 11:56
e Finished major edits of the piece.
e Ready for FTs and final proofreading.

01-30-2023 11:13

e “Reconstructing” and “Why use” are the last sections that
need finishing

e Then go through and edit the text down. It’s verbose in
areas. Cut to the point everywhere.

e Added section on new ideas that have nothing to do

e Added skateboarding which should better illustrate how
things will develop
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Allione, T. (2008). Feeding Your Demons: Ancient
Wisdom for Resolving Inner Confiict.

| 5 | where demons are held in the body | somatic
| 6 | feeding demons does not strengthen them | feeding
| 7 | personifying your demons | psych

| 8 | how to translate the Buddha’s teachings | Buddh

| 22 | offering our bodies to the demons | feeding
| 23 | asking what the demon needs | feeding
| 41 | Western psychology and Chod | psych

| 43 | a demon = anything that hinders liberation | define
| 44 | projecting demons onto others | psych
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Allione, T. (2008). Feeding Your Demons: Ancient
Wisdom for Resolving Inner Confiict.

5 where demons are held in the body

6 feeding demons does not strengthen them
7 personifying your demons

8 how to translate the Buddha’s teachings

| |
| |
| |
| |
| 22 | offering our bodies to the demons
| |
| |
| |
| |

23 asking what the demon needs

41 Western psychology and Chdéd

43 a demon = anything that hinders liberation
44 projecting demons onto others
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Pratyahara
What Is Pratyahara?

Pratyahara as a concept and practice comes out of India's
yogic tradition. It is mentioned in both the Upanishads...

* [7.6blalalb2 Perceiving Brahma in all things that you do
is true pratyahara]

According to the Darshana Upanishad, pratyahara is achieved
when all things one does, whether good or bad, are
perceived as God working through us.

...as well as in one of the most famous, well-known and
regarded treatises on yogic philosophy and practice,
Patanjali's Yoga Sutras:

e [7.6blalalb6 Pratyahara does not destroy the senses

"[Wlhen sensory faculties turn away from objects, they
function in imitation of attentive thought." — Yoga Sutras,
2.54

The concept is so well established (and accepted) that
physical practices have developed to enhance or initiate
the experiences that come with it. One example is:

e [7.6blalalb4 Shanmukhi Mudra is a yogic practice to
bring about pratyahara

Shanmukhi Mudra is a yogic practice specifically designed
to initiate the state of pratyahara

Pratyahara In Christianity

Christianity does not have a concept or formal term
regarding pratyhara, but the concept and practice can be
found in the writings of Guyon, Molinos, and to some degree
de Caussade, who all speak about a practice of withdrawing
the senses.

Guyon
e [7.6blalalb Recall the senses when they wander]

In order to come into the presence of God, one must first
recall the senses (practice pratyahara) into oneself
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Pratyahara

e [7.6blalalb2 Perceiving Brahma in all things that you do
is true pratyaharal

[7.6blalalb6 Pratyahara does not destroy the senses]

[7.6blalalb4 Shanmukhi Mudra is a yogic practice to bring
about pratyaharal

[7.6blalalb5 God can only be found in the secret place of
our hearts]

[7.6blalalbl After pratyahara one should read spiritual
texts]

[7.6blalalb3a Pratyahara requires force and proaction
from the practitioner]






images/00053.jpeg
7.6b1a2a1 Change your relationship to your
neuroses

It’s not about condemning ourselves for having negative
feelings. It's about changing our relationship to the
feelings that come up when we experience pain and suffering.

“In all the years I’ve been doing spiritual practices I
haven’t gotten rid of one of my neuroses.... The only thing
that’s happened is where they were originally these monsters
that used to possess me, now they’re these little shmoos that
I invite in for tea. Now they’re my style. I’'m just
neurotically stylish.... So it just changed its meaning.” —
Ram Dass, podcast, ep 231, min 21

e previous [7.6bla2a There is something between complaining and
bottling up]

e see [7.6blalb Holiness is acceptance] Holiness comes from

practicing radical acceptance, from changing our relationship to
our feeling state.
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* [7.6blalalb5 God can only be found in the secret place
of our hearts]

Guyon and other mystics find God inside the human being,
and the practice they recommend is withdrawing the senses
back into oneself so as to bring one’s attention on God.

* [7.6blalalbl After pratyahara one should read spiritual
texts]

“After having brought ourselves into the presence of God by
a definite act of faith, we should read something
substantial, not so much to reason upon it, as to fix the
attention, observing that the principal exercise should be
the presence of God, and that the subject should rather fix
the attention than exercise reason.” — Guyon, 6 (emph.
added)

Pratyahara and effort

Yogic practice, which is considered an effortful practice,
accepts that in order to change the socialized expressions
of our behavior, one needs to at times struggle:

* [7.6blalalb3a Pratyahara requires force and proaction
from the practitioner]

Even though we may not be called to “fight” against
distractions, according to Hindu philosophy, and especially
the Darshana Upanishad, it does take effort to reign in the
senses.

Guyon, coming from the Quietist tradition is hesitant about
struggling to achieve withdrawal of the senses:

* [7.6blalalb3 One should not fight against the senses
being pulled]

Guyon believes that pratyahara should be engaged without
fighting against distractions—for that only increases them—
but rather by “losing ourselves in the thought of a present
God.”

But, it may not be a question as to whether pratyahara does
or does not require effort, but rather that the two
distinctions are actually stages of the practice.

When starting out, our senses are pulled toward sense-
objects out of habit:

* [7.6blalalb3al Force is necessary due to how the senses
behave on autopilot]
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Pown't forget to shut off all the Lights.
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1.8b “Social mediation” is a more appropriate term than
“social media”

The term “social media” positions social media as an
extension of other media, when in reality the “media” in
social media refers less to the kinds of media we typically
consume (news, etc), and more to a method of engaging the
social. The term “social mediation” emphasizes the effects
of the medium. It reminds us that social media is not a
neutral medium through which we consume news and
information, but is first and foremost a veil through which
our interactions are filtered.

e previous [1.8 IRL human interactions are non-ordinary
compared to social mediation]

e see [3.2 Naming things changes their nature] for emphasis
on why it may be important to change the name of social
media to social mediation

e see “naming essay” in Google Docs for a further exploration
on the naming principle mentioned above
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1.8b1a2a Algorithms are hidden from users

Both the algorithms and the intended effects they’re meant
to induce are intentionally hidden from users, leading to
widespread confusion regarding their function.

“These processes have been disguised. They operate in stealth.
They have been engineered to be indecipherable, to be
undetectable, to create ignorance in a vast group of us they
call users.” — Zuboff on Surveillance Capitalism | VPRO Doc

e previous [1.8bla2 People sometimes don’t realize that Facebook
manipulates their news feed]

* see [1.8c Social media affects our emotional state without us
knowing] for how Facebook manipulates peoples’ emotional
experiences (and thus their behaviors) without them knowing
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10.3 Common households are regularly blamed
for corporate greed

A typical household will use a mere 1/80,000 of the energy
used by the largest data centers. And yet, common folk are
regularly derided for leaving on lightbulbs when they leave
the house. “Leaving the lights on” is not the problem. (See
US Dept of Energy website for more information)

« see [1.4c Media turns a blind eye toward corporations] for

examples of how corporate interests force the hand of news
reporting
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15.2b Folders are like servers

Folders are like servers. Folders are where all your
information is stored. Files, working docs, resources, etc.
All of it has a home in its respective folder. But, folders
are no place to hang out.

e previous [15.2 Your Computer is Not a Server]
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There’s no way a typical home uses as much energy
as a server farm or office building. is it really on us
to fix their mess??? (look up US dept of Energy)
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1.8b1a1 Newsstands speak to a broader audience

By intervening between users, social media funnels certain
kinds of articles and media to certain kinds of users. Print
media differs from digital in its ability to be manipulated
by a third party. It is out in the public for all to see. In
an effort to reach the most people, newsstands sell a
variety of papers, their headlines competing for consumers'
interest. With social media getting in the way, they make
the choices for us based on predictions as to what they
think we will want to see.

“But when the New York Times or CNN covers a story,
everyone sees it. Their editorial decision is clear, on
the record. It is not opaque. And people later debate
(often on Facebook) whether that decision was the right
one. Facebook is more like the Wizard of 0z: we do not
see the human beings involved.” [Weapons Of Math
Destruction] 183

e previous [1.8bla Social media places itself in between
human interactions]

¢ see [1.8b4a2 Hegemony in corporate context is never
neutral] By placing itself in between users, social media
takes power away from the consumer.

* see [1.4 In media, power belongs to the producer not the
consumer] Even still, power is ultimately in the hands of
the mediator, who by positioning itself between people,
has the ability to decide what each person sees or know.

e see [2.8a2 Social media is sold as a way for people to
reclaim their power] which is ironic since social media as
mediator will always remain in power.
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Ahrens, S. (2017). How to Take Smart Notes.

| 12 | need to trust system | writing
| 13 | reference to speed writing | effort

| 14 | trying to squeeze too much | squeeze
| 15 | no effort | effort

| 16 | writing affects thinking | writing
| 18 | reference to bibliography | l1it note
| 20 | reference to index | index

| 21 | need only make a few changes | effort

| 22 | working with system can be fun | fun

| 24 | discrepancies btw lit/perm | perm note
| | |

25 don’t brainstorm brainstorm
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15.2b1 MOCs, CLOGS, etc are user interfaces

When we engage with email, anything on the web, we’re
engaging not with the server and its raw contents. We’'re

interacting with a representation of the information. A
curation. CLOGs and MOCs are user interfaces.

e previous [15.2b Folders are like servers]
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Folders are Servers

Folders are like servers. They’re the places where all your information is
stored. Files, working docs, notes, PDFs, resources, images, every digital
thing you’ve collected is stored somewhere, be it in a vault or on a hard
drive. In folders, this information is typically stacked alphabetically or in
numerical order. The only real way to organize the contents of a folder
according to what best suits you is to rename, number, or append a variety
of clever emojis to the beginning of a file name.

There’s no reason you need to interact with the information in these folders
in the way the operating systems have determined. You can design your
own user interfaces in the form of master documents.
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1.8b3a1 People in lower income brackets are
more likely to have their performance evaluated
by algorithms

Jobs that involve a large, lower income bracket workforce
such as Amazon, have begun outsourcing HR tasks to
algorithms. All the while, people outside these sectors,
namely small business owners, or what Marx called the
"petite bourgeoisie," remain less likely to be similarly
processed. This discrepancy between proletariat and petit
bourgeoisie is yet another example of the ways in which
privilege shows up in the use of algorithms.

"The privileged, we’ll see time and again, are processed more
by people, the masses by machines." [Weapons Of Math
Destruction]

e previous [1.8b3a Capitalism's ultimate expression is the
automation and monetization of human beings]

e see [2.2 Tech is programmed by humans and therefor inherently
biased]

e see [5.2 The winners tend to win again]

e see [5.1d Young people want more fulfilling work]
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Apples are good for Your health. However, some
doctors feel that too many apples can be bad for you.
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1.8b3a1 People in lower income brackets are
more likely to have their performance evaluated
by algorithms

Jobs that involve a large, lower income bracket workforce
such as Amazon, have begun outsourcing HR tasks to
algorithms. All the while, people outside these sectors,
namely small business owners, or what Marx called the
“petite bourgeoisie,” remain less likely to be similarly
processed. This discrepancy between proletariat and petit
bourgeoisie is yet another example of the ways in which
privilege shows up in the use of algorithms.

“The privileged, we’'ll see time and again, are processed more
by people, the masses by machines.” [Weapons Of Math
Destruction]

previous [1.8b3a Capitalism’s ultimate expression is the
automation and monetization of human beings]

see [2.2 Tech is programmed by humans and therefore inherently
biased] for how programmed bias affects people living in lower
economic brackets

see [5.2 The winners tend to win again] to show how people living
in lower economic brackets find themselves stuck in cycles of
algorithmic bias

e see [5.1d Young people want more fulfilling work] to show how
young people, new to the market economy, subconsciously subvert
being pulled into employment situations with high levels of
algorithmic bias
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Some doctors feel Nutritious food is
that eating too many often hard to come by

apples can be bad for in low-income
you. communities.

DISCREPANCIES CLASSISM

Apples are good for
your health.

FRUIT NUTRITION EATING PLANS

Crowding out is a way
to eat healthy without
dieting.

Bananas are a decent

source of protein.
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Apples are good for
your health.

Some doctors feel
that eating too many
apples can be bad for
you.
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1.6 On social media, people often impersonate
those with a perceived higher social status

On social media, people often impersonate those with a
perceived higher social status. A sort of “fake it til you
make it” approach to climbing the social media ladder.

“..the appeal of buying luxury products and services to signal
our status to others.... living beyond their means....
Trickle-down economics may be a chimera, but trickle-down
behaviorism is very real.” [Doughnut] 95

e see [2.4 Filters are often used to mimic authenticity] for another
way in which people fake status
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1.4a To refuse a gift is to deny the blessing
bestowed upon the giver

In the Sufi tradition, gift-giving is considered a blessed
act. Hence, it is not only impolite but even aggressive to
refuse a gift, as doing so is said to deny God’s blessing
upon the gift-giver. Here, the power dynamic between
producer (the gift-giver) and consumer (the receiver of the
gift) is equalized. While it’s bad form to refuse the gift,
doing so remains a powerful act. This could be a way of
framing how consumers hold (some) power over the producers.
The right to refuse consumption.

“To refuse a gift is to deny the blessing bestowed upon the
gift-giver.” — Sufi saying, as told to me by Shaykha F-—

e previous [1.4 In media power belongs to the producer not the
consumer]

e see [1.4b Commenting on a post is meant to restore power balance]
for ways social media companies frame power as in the hands of
the consumer

e see [1.2b4 Parasocial relationships are open-loop systems] for
more on framing the producer-consumer relationship as an
imbalance

* see [7.3a Imperfect guides are opportunities for practice] for
not refusing an imperfect teaching from an imperfect teacher
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To refuse a gift is to deny the blessing bestowed

wpow the giver. (Shaykha, c. 2005?)






images/00008.jpeg
Fleeting

PN
Notes -« ath |

o Loop Writing
Reference N

Notes






images/00009.jpeg
Algorithms are confusing. (See Zuboff)






