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You can argue that the world got into trouble for one key core reason: Lack of systems
thinking. Risk managers failed to consider systemic risk. Policymakers failed to take into
account systemic interaction. European officials failed to realize the euro’s rot can destroy
the global economy.
The fact is, we know a lot about systems thinking. We just don’t use what we know. Here is
a short history, inspired by an inspired BBC documentary, “Machines of Loving Grace”, about
how humanity has been ‘colonized’ by machines.
● A British botanist, Arthur Tansley, invented the term ecosystem in 1935. He was inspired
by Sigmund Freud, pioneer of psychoanalysis, and actually visited Freud, seeing an analogy
between the interactive system of the brain and the interactive global ecosystem.
● Systems thinking then moved in two directions. Norbert Wiener developed ‘cybernetics’,
the study of self‐regulating systems. Cybernetics was embraced by the U.S.S.R. as well. And
MIT Professor Jay Forrester developed the SAGE early warning system, whose early
computers based on vacuum tubes had nearly zero downtime, because they were self‐
diagnosing (each of 80,000 vacuum tubes could signal its imminent failure, and its location).
● Forrester developed system dynamics as a discipline at MIT, when he moved from Electrical
Engineering to MIT’s business school, and showed how businesses, economies, even the
world, are all systems of feedback loops that can be modeled with computers.
● His pupils Denis and Danielle Meadows wrote Limits of Growth, for the Club of Rome,
showing how global persistent economic growth is unfeasible (because eventually, we
overpopulate ourselves, or pollute ourselves, to death, or run out of key resources and
starve..there is no happy scenario with permanent growth). All we can strive for is stability,
which all ecosystems seek.

● Buckminster Fuller’s 1968 book Operating Manual for Spaceship Earth makes the key point
that we are all ‘astronauts’ on a spaceship (Earth) and we "must operate exclusively on our
vast daily energy income from the powers of wind, tide, water, and the direct Sun radiation
energy".
If you believe the world is one big ecosystem, then you should believe a) we need to better
understand all the complex interactions and feedbacks in it, b) we have to stop placing
human beings at the center of the system, because we are not, and c) we must stop striving
for perpetual growth, because by definition exponential growth can never be sustained in any
stable system, but rather seek balance, harmony and collaboration among the parts of the
global system. And this is precisely what we are NOT doing today, as segments of the world
try to face up to (or escape from) the current global collapse.

