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Those who aim for societal transformation, understood as systemic change, must first
understand fully what the concept of systemic change indicates and implicates. Historically
speaking, even before the scientific world had begun to explore the meaning of complexity,
setting forth the unique characteristics of complex systems as opposed to merely complicated
systems, the idea of systems itself had revolutionized the entire framework of the sciences,
and later, the humanities as well as the sociological sciences, which unite both.

“That systemic change must begin from grassroots communities
and single individuals and groups, and by definition can never
be a top-down imposition, implicates a necessary rethinking of
our educational institutions, which are still based on logics of

»n»

separation and on “false dichotomies”.

In order to pursue systemic change, therefore, it is first and foremost essential to understand
the basic structure of a system—of any kind of system, be it biological, physical, social,
or otherwise. All systems, as defined many years ago by Ashby, Wiener, Von Neumann,
Kauffman, Von Bertalanffy, Bateson, Anderson, Simon, Von Foerster, Morin, and others,
are made up of smaller, interactive subsystems, or subunits, arranged hierarchically, where
the changes “from below”, in smaller sub-units, trigger changes in higher levels of units,
changes which will affect the entire system and its interactions with other systems and with
the environment [1-17, 18-58].

Systemic change, in fact, regards complex dynamic systems, open to the environment,
whose changes and interactions, initiated among subunits, give rise to what is termed self-
organization, or emergence, a universal phenomenon that is responsible for the appearance
of life itself. What social leaders, political authorities, experts, intellectuals, and last but
not least, economists fail to realize is the inescapable necessity that such change—systemic
change—begins at the bottom level, among the smallest and most unassuming elements in
the system. It is simply impossible to obtain systemic change from the top down, and herein
lies the fatal error made over and over again by well-intentioned reformers from the upper
echelons of society.
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We continue to invoke “excellence”, calling for the best of the best, the top talents, the
most highly celebrated geniuses from the halls of the most prestigious institutions, to spark
off, implement and execute the metamorphoses we need in order to transform society in the
most positive, efficient and enlightened manner. Yet despite the undeniable importance of a
complex, systemic approach on the part of leaders chosen for their brilliance and integrity,
true and profound change, that is, social and cultural change, can only come about from the
bottom up, a transformation that will never be realized as long as the protagonists are taken
solely from select groups of elites and/or intelligentsia, but must arise from a conscious,
deliberate action intent on widening the foundations horizontally, as amply as possible,
through processes of inclusive education and literacy, not only digital literacy. Because
genuine societal transformation consists of local, national, and global citizens educated and
trained in critical thinking and towards a systemic vision of reality, carried out on a long-
term basis.

Thus, the first thing we must recognize is that systemic change shares the essential
characteristics of complex adaptive systems and their emergent properties and processes. That
systemic change must begin from grassroots communities and single individuals and groups,
and by definition can never be a top-down imposition, implicates a necessary rethinking
of our educational institutions, which are still based on logics of separation and on “false
dichotomies” [1, 7, 15, 16], as well as on frontal didactic methods that exclude participation
and empathy. The didactic methods that should be fostered from now on, adopted by teachers
who have themselves been trained in systems thinking—thus requiring fundamental changes
in the universities that carry out the function of “forming” future teachers and professors—are
those encouraging collaboration and contribution, where the error is welcomed and analyzed,
and where digressions from the main topic open other paths to knowledge. It is furthermore
crucial to realize that schools and universities are not separate “entities”, but rather are a
single ecosystem and must be treated as such.

Furthermore, within a framework that has become essential, of rethinking and re-defining/
overcoming the dichotomy nature/culture, an interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary
approach to complexity is becoming more and more urgent for the analysis and study of
dynamics that are themselves more and more complex (non-linear and unpredictable),
in which the patterns of discourse strongly condition one another, sharply challenging
traditional linear theoretical-interpretive models. All of these need to materialize into
educational proposals and functional strategies for the social construction of change, which
as we have said, when imposed top-down is (and will always be) an exclusive change, for
the few and for a brief period.

Above all, it is not merely a matter of adapting educational and training processes to
technological progress. It is essential to uproot the bases, modifying the entire architecture of
the fields of knowledge and skills [1-16]. Our students and our teachers alike must be capable
of recognizing the radical interdependency of all phenomena, and of the impossibility of
eliminating uncertainty and unpredictability in complex systems such as biological and social
systems, thus realizing that setting objectives of control and elimination of error (intrinsic to
life itself) are based on pure illusion.
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Weare already living in a hyper-technological civilization that is progressively augmenting
its systems of automation and simulation, which are pushing aside human beings and their
decisional territories and reducing the dimensions of responsibility; a cultural paradigm
poised towards reaching perfection, towards rivaling the perfection of the machines. But it
is precisely our errors that denote our being human and being free, which must include the
freedom to make mistakes or even just to think about making them.

This means rethinking the relational and communicative spaces within the formative and
educational institutions, re-launching education within a systemic perspective, which can
only be socio-emotional.

Another essential requirement for educating towards societal transformation is the
breaking up of what I have termed elsewhere the “tyranny of concreteness” [10, 11, 14-16].
Educators, students, and managers alike need to find the courage to go beyond that deceptive
vision that pushes us to always look for something useful in what we do, even regarding our
personal growth and intellectual maturation.

It is the passions and the interests of young people, instead, that should be awakened,
encouraged and brought out through a complex educational pathway that must begin during
the first years of school; avoiding the “great mistake™ [1,3,5,7-9] of the hypertechnological
civilization: that of believing that the kind of education and/or training that is necessary today
is purely technical and/or technological, which instead is the exact opposite of what we so
desperately need. While the universally declared objective of technological innovation is to
improve human performance, paradoxically, this performance is measured in exclusively
quantitative terms, while instead it is undoubtedly qualitative. Measuring quality is a
contradiction in terms, but it is something that must be addressed. Certain benefits, for
example, the effects of training, renewal, and update courses for human resources cannot be
evaluated in quantitative terms, and especially not in brief periods.

Only through well-designed and implemented educational strategies can we produce the
level of cultural change which can set off economic, political and social change: there is no
room for improvisation or shortcuts—the strategic level for teaching begins in the earliest
years of school: this is the crucial level where “well-made heads” are formed, and only here
can a culture of legality, respect, and non-discrimination be forged, where the socio-cultural
conditions of a New Humanism that will reduce the hegemony of the individualistic and
egoistic value systems that have been weakening social bonds can be constructed.

The achievement of these dimensions will not be feasible, however, if students are not
capable of critical analysis, systemic thinking, and using the scientific method, if they have
not been taught how to use logic to develop or verify arguments, if they have not learned a
method for synthesizing the enormous quantities of information they encounter, if they have
not received an education that enables them to see the connections between knowledge and
life-experiences and to evaluate the social-historical origins of cultural and legal norms.

Any global initiatives that may be set up to coordinate movements and ideas from local
individuals, groups and communities, should have the following objectives, both on a macro
and micro level:
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*  to overcome the age-old linear and cumulative models that are still profoundly affecting
the structure and the very organization of fields of knowledge, by setting up international
projects focusing on rethinking education, training, and research within educational
institutions. These projects should be designed to reformulate and redefine the
complex architecture(s) of fields of knowledge and skills within educational institutions
and training agencies, with the objective of transforming the logics of separation and
mono-disciplinary visions into inter/multi/trans-disciplinary approaches;

e to define new international networks of research and work with universities and
scientific academies, associations and institutions, overcoming the traditional idea
or view of learning as a process of accumulation of knowledge, in view of increasingly
complex and articulate learning processes that are, above all, more and more oriented
towards cooperation and collaboration, with the aim of actually reformulating an entire
system of thought, increasing what Morin has called the knowledge of knowledge
[43, 44, 45] with greater awareness, with didactic methods using error, doubt, and
unpredictability to form critical minds;

e To recuperate the complex dimensions of educational complexity through local and
international projects rewarding empathy, critical thinking, a systemic view of
phenomena, and the teaching of communication, other than those dimensions we have
deliberately chosen to remove, namely, creativity and the collective imagination;

* To trace the “best” (rather than “ideal”) itineraries by preparing people to inhabit the
current and future complexity, favoring those who will be able to shape critical and
elastic minds at every level: hybrid figures [1-11, 15, 16] open to the contamination
among fields of knowledge and skills;

*  Toensure that the international projects and working groups created are in agreement with
and will act on the premise that cultural transformation must not be underestimated
by entrusting strategies and actions to technology alone.

It is of the utmost importance, of course, to acknowledge that all of the above can only
come about through long-term policies and substantial investments in education, training,
and research as well as in orientation, which should never be delegated to mere marketing
practices. Without funding, the self-organization and emergent properties that will spring up
from grassroots participation will be unable to thrive and spread; thus, tangible actions must
accompany the good intentions on the part of leaders, policymakers, and innovators.

It is time to become aware that the progress made so far in large areas of society is
essentially technological in nature, whereas similar progress in social, cultural, and moral
awareness has not yet been reached. Although we are surrounded by immensely sophisticated
levels of connection and technology, new levels of inequality and asymmetry have emerged,
even within (and sometimes owing to) this very technological progress.

’

In my opinion, social transformation implies “inclusion”, which in the age of
globalization, is a problem of global inclusion and global citizenship; because rather than
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simply “connected citizens”, we need citizens educated and trained in critical thinking and
with a systemic vision of reality (long period). Indubitably, innovation is a complex process;
“innovation is complexity”. The absolute value of culture must be reformulated in terms
of its being a ‘common good’ and a fundamental device for social cohesion, in a historical
phase that asks us urgently to rethink the structural conditions of the ‘social contract’, of our
cohabitation [2, 11, 13].

A project for transnational communities that, we hope, will carry with it the ambition of
finally putting the People (and the life-worlds), and not technique, the market or consumerism,
at the “heart” of a developmental model, which up to now has clearly shown us all of its
criticalities and incongruences.

Conclusions

From a whole system perspective, societal transformation is the meta issue. All aspects of
human society are sub-elements of it. Around the world, many experts have developed well
thought out societal transformation theories and processes. The above essays reflect the rich
diversity of ideas in this area.

The authors highlighted a number of key themes related to the arts, humanities, system
sciences and economics. A main theme is that current societal narratives perpetuate system
failure. There is a profound need for new narratives. Several authors suggested that they
should be created through dialogic social processes (Reuter) as well as processes that
facilitate reconstruction of societal ideas and systems (Werlen).

There also was a broad recognition of unsustainable values. Through the lenses of
different fields, the authors discuss how the values and narratives of consumerism, growth
and industrialization are unsustainable and driving system failure. The creation and
cultivation of more sustainable values is an essential part of societal transformation. This
goes hand in hand with a new worldview, one that recognizes the diverse aspects of society
as interconnected parts of one dynamic whole system. Gills and Hosseini discuss this
through their ‘globalisations’ and recognition of interconnected local and global systems.
Several of the authors discuss the need for grassroots, local and communal processes and
how these facilitate the development of new values and worldviews that support societal
transformation.

The requirement for structural change is another theme emphasized by the authors.
A consensus emerged around the need to recognize how fundamentally flawed systems
perpetuate socio-economic inequality and ecological decline. To address this, several authors
suggested different strategies for resolving systemic flaws in education, economics and the
arts. There was widespread recognition that institutional and systemic change is essential for
achieving societal transformation.

Combining the suggested new narratives, worldviews and system change strategies
provides an overall framework for societal transformation. The framework recognizes the
interconnectedness of local and global challenges, and shows that re-alignment with the laws
of nature is essential. New narratives and societal transformation strategies must operate
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within planetary boundaries and abide by the laws of nature. Humanity cannot survive and
thrive without these adaptations.

Many challenges and opportunities remain in areas including the arts, culture, education,
and systemic change (economic, political, institutional). The above essays illuminate the
need for cross-disciplinary, whole system approaches. Combining local and global, top-down
and bottom-up approaches also is essential for successful societal transformation. These
essays provide a foundation for the ongoing work of the WAAS Societal Transformation
Working Group. Going forward, a primary emphasis will be on highlighting, developing
and implementing practical, specific societal transformation strategies. Given the rapidly
growing environmental, social and economic challenges facing humanity, there is an urgent
need to engage in creative thinking together to develop real transformative alternatives and
redesign civilization.
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