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In 1993 I wrote a paper on “Organizational Change and the New Physics.” In it, I described principles of chaos and complexity theory and attempted to apply them to businesses. In 2020, I read Niall Ferguson’s book Civilization: The West and the Rest (New York: Penguin Group, 2012), and found his conclusions based on similar insights. He focused on the decline of Western Civilization. Today the principles seem particularly appropriate to the Covid-19 virus outbreak and its impact on global society.
The 8 principles are:
1. The cause-and-effect- paradigm does not work. The idea of identifying a cause for a problem and correcting it to address the problem is too simplistic to be effective.
2. Complex adaptive systems exhibit “punctuated equilibrium” moving from emergence to stability to rapid change.
3. Dynamical complex systems progress towards the “edge of chaos” at which point maximum performance of constituents takes place,
4. At the “Edge of Chaos” the slightest perturbation occasions a massive change
5. Once a complex dynamical system has come apart, it cannot be reassembled using the original components: there is a “Humpty Dumpty Effect.”
6. Order emerges spontaneously from chaotic interactions.
7. Attractors exhibit a powerful influence on the forces operating within a complex adaptive system.
8. Interaction among components affects the environment in which the interaction takes place which, in turn, re-affects the interaction
Now some implications for the present situation.
1. Looking for the cause of the Coronovirus-19 outbreak is misguided. Too many factors are in play to blame one or two. China’s reticence, global warming, Trump administration’s de-funding of health care agencies, and our patterns of interaction all played a significant role.
2. Global society (civilization) is a complex adaptive system. It impacts its environment which in turn impacts the system. Global environmental crises, species extinctions, and warming trends establish that point.
3. By January, that system had moved towards maximum performance, despite the numerous difficulties still faced. Huntington’s “Wars of Civilizations” were not happening – battles were mostly within civilizations, and the markets were at all-time highs. There were many difficulties, but we were at the “edge of chaos.” Economic, political, and cultural systems were all functioning, though with obvious difficulties in each, but their impacts on the external environment were manifest and increasingly devastating.
4. The invisible, unknown coronavirus-19 occasioned a massive disruption globally. The world economies shut down, the political campaigns stopped, and all the news was about the virus. The health care system was overloaded, and religious services went online. It is a real phase transition.
5. Our hopes and dreams for “getting back to normal” are misguided. The “Humpty Dumpty Effect” means that whatever emerges will not look like the previous reality.
6. There will be a new order that will emerge, but what it will look like is unclear. We are living between the no longer and the not yet – a time of real uncertainty with room for creativity.
7. A “strange attractor” will emerge to focus the development of the new. It could be a political leader (though none of the present ones seem likely except perhaps the governor of New York). The young Swedish girl, Greta Thunberg, advocating for action on climate change could be another. The Pope is still another possibility.
8. Whatever emerges will be more inclusive, and it too will go through the phases of emergence, stability, disruption, and re-invention.


