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Stories of systemic complexity for the Anthropocene

Sources: 

- Jarred Diamond, Collapse

- Jeremy Lent, The patterning instinct.



Socio-economic systems over time: non-linearity
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‘Human development’ as (wicked) problem
E

c
o
lo

g
ic

a
l 
fo

o
tp

ri
n
t 

 
P

la
n
e
ts

 n
e
e
d
e
d
 f
o

r 
‘d

e
v
e
lo

p
m

e
n

t’

%

Education & health care based on 

‘re-distribution’ of % of E.T. growth; 

this explains why HDI-development 

always exceeds planetary limits



‘Profit/Posperity’ = 

E.T. growth & progress 

as goal, using  people & 

planet as means

‘Planet’ = Nature  

as ‘resource’
Depleting, polluting

‘People’ = Homo  

oeconomicus
Competition & war

Are we any wiser than the Vikings? 
Western model of ‘development’ = lock-in

Vicious circle 

race to the bottom

Current E.T. system  is like a car 

running in a closed garage. 

- Switch engine off = suffer

- Keep it running = suffer (& die)

Indo-Europeans’ belief man is created in 

the image of god, standing above nature

e.g. Science: “decipher & rewrite the 

book of life”
Sources: Harari: Homo Deus 

Yasanoff: Can science make sense of life?



Incrementalism

‘sustained’ growth 

with technology 

Weak sustainability

= ‘green growth’’

Strong sustainability

‘balanced co-evolution’ 

(including restricting 

human population)’



Science based on conventions & ideology (paradigm)

Normal/normative 

scientific progress

New paradigm 

= scientific revolution’

New norms for ‘progress’ 

(next level of excellence)

Weak sustainability = incremental 

corrections to basic narrative on 

human-nature domination

Strong sustainability = based 

on Anthropocene-adapted 

ontology, epistemology & 

ethics



Academic institutions not designed in/for Anthropocene

Holocene 
1. Stable conditions

2. Linear thinking (ceteris paribus)

3. Separate specialisms

4. Mathematical equations

5. Objective truth, ‘pure’ science

6. Laboratory small scale 

Anthropocene 
1. Humans destabilize conditions

2. Complexity judging & wisdom

3. Systems thinking & boundary critique

4. Non-linearity & reflexivity

5. Research as (responsible) co-creation

6. Global scale – Global Agenda 2030

Weak sustainability = 

1. New specialism (sustain science)

2. Techno-fixes for (population) growth

3. Accelerating Homo Deus illusion

Strong sustainability = 

1. Transcending disciplinary paradigm

2. Ethical values & narratives

3. Solutions based on Earth reality

I = P x A x T

“Better Tech  Less Impact”
Impact = vicious (or virtuous) circle 

emerging from P, A, T & Values



Thinking ‘future education’ again : UN Agenda 2030

Human wellbeing

Within planetary 

boundaries

With (new) T.E. means 

of access & allocation

By peaceful cooperation, 

not ‘economic warfare‘
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Visualising perspectives - emerging alternative futures
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Virtuous circle 

regenerative culture

Holocene solutions

Anthropocene solutions



THE 4 PLACENTAS OF FUTURE EDUCATION

EMBRACE COMPLEXITY

VALUES & STORIES
GIVE HOPE

COCREATE THE FUTURE



Thank you

Contact: anne.snick@scarlet.be
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