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Where is society? 

 





A crude look at the whole: where is 
human society? 

 

balance of conflict and cooperation 

altruism and selfishness 

unit of measurement in biological evolution: 
life-time reproductive success 

unit of measurement in cultural evolution:    
knowledge production and innovation 



What does human society look like? 

 

A good society?  

An ideal society? 

An utopian society? 

A failed society 

A sustainable society? 



An ideal society: Plato‘s Academy 

The School of Athens, Raphael. 1510-1511 



Society ‚gone bad‘: H. Bosch Last 
Judgement, Hell 

Hieronymus Bosch 1550–1560, Last Judgement Helll 



A failed society?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Why Nations Fail. The origins of power, prosperity and poverty. Daron Acemoglu & James Robinson, 
2012 
 



Unsustainable societies 



Absolute power - uncontested 

Leviathan or The Matter,  
Form and Power of a  
Common Wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civil —  
by Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) 

The Marie de' Medici Cycle - Louis XIII Comes of Age, October 20, 1614 
- Peter Paul Rubens, 1622-25 



And power contested 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Prise de la Bastille (1789) Jean-Pierre Houël 



Individuals as component parts 
representing parts of society 

 



A crude look at some parts of the 
whole: social groups 

Jacques Dumont, Madame Mercier Surrounded by Her Family, 1731 

Napoléon at the Battle of Austerlitz (1805), by François Pascal Simon, 
Baron Gérard 

http://www.quicklingo.com/en/blog/entry/winning-slogans-for-indias-leaders 

 



Today’s societies: consumers, voters, 
producers 



Relationships between parts 

 



The piercing sense of un-wholeness 

the whole can only be represented by some of 
its parts 

representation linked to conscious or 
unconscious selection of parts 

highly context-dependent: time/place/ who 
selects for what purpose 

 



Un-wholeness ctd... 

Media of representations differ and make a 
difference 

Inscriptions/texts/pictures/photography 

the brave new world of advertisement 

 

 



The unwhole representation of the 
whole takes on a life of its own 

symbols, metaphors, icons 

 

 

 

 

but remains largely unable to relate to other 
parts of the whole: layers of hierarchy, 
segmentation, fragmentation 

 



Void is filled by collective imaginaries  

collective imaginaries as necessary political 
fiction 

 
 

“A democracy, like any other political regime, 
must be performed by multiple agencies in 

order to exist” (Yaron Ezrahi) 

 



A crude look at society across time and 
space 

How to represent societal dynamics and 
change: t1   -         t2 

 



Curiosity and the ability to create 
explanatory knowledge 

 The beginnings of modern science and the Baconian 
programme 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 You can only understand what you can make 
(G. Vico) – the role of technology 

 The Industrial Enlightenment (J.Mokyr) 



Curiosity, innovation, complexity  

                 Change and coping with change 

 

Past-present-future: continuity and ruptures 

The difficulty to predict (especially the future) 

Power laws  

 

Artistic representations open the realm of the 
imagination and imaginairies: film, visual arts, 
theater, literature 

 

 



Innovation, according to  
Joseph Schumpeter 

Industry-specific innovation does not follow, 
but CREATES expansion 

The human element of LEADERSHIP: to 
overcome these...difficulties is the function 
characteristic of the entrepreneur 

All companies react adaptively to change, but 
creative responses come only from 
INNOVATIVE ACTS by entrepreneurs 

Innovation is a DOUBLE-BLADED SWORD 

 

 

 



The obsolescence of the linear model 
of innovation 

 

The production of scientific and technological 
knowledge remains essential 

But: no linear translation of knowledge into 
working artefacts responding to, influencing 
and anticipating market demand 

User‘s requirements and latent needs 

Co-invention of users and uses 

 



Innovation processes are inherently 
uncertain 

Exploration and exploitation of opportunities 
for new or improved products, processes or 
services, based on advance of technical know-
how or change in market demand or both 

Innovation is a matching process 

Impossibility to predict accurately cost, 
performance, up-take and especially future 
uses 



Two strands of innovation: 
(1) incremental innovation 

Occurs all the time in firms and organizations 

Organizations attempt to reproduce success 

Due to overconfidence and errors in 
replicating:  the new enters through the 
interstices (J. March) 

Heterogeneity in innovation processes, 
contingent on sector, firm, technology field 

 

 



(2) Radical innovation 

Paradigm change of how economy works,  
major transformation of societal life 

 

All radical innovations are science-based 

 

long-lead time from fundamental research to 
transversal innovation, inherent uncertainties 

 



Innovation as emergent property of 
interactivity in a time-compressed present 

product, process, work evolves at rate in 
which elaborative practices take form, become 
visible 

elaborative practices based on 
indistinguishable individual and collective 
contributions 

multiple loops of mutual interventions 
continue to evolve & modify processes of 
creation 

 



The arrow of linear time: past – present – 
future  

 

 

 

 

The World through the eyes of a successful 
gambler,  
Nate Silver, 2012, p. 238, The Signal and the Noise: Why So Many Predictions Fail — but Some Don't 

The temporal dimensions of 
complexity -1 



The temporal dimensions of 
complexity -2 

Cyclical time  

The perception of predictability, 1900-2012,  
Nate Silver,  

          The Signal and the Noise: 

          Why So Many  

          Predictions Fail —  

          but Some Don't,  

          2012, p. 453 





The temporal dimensions of 
complexity -3 

 

Non-linear time dynamics - a new time regime?  

 

Prefigured through artistic representations:  
film, visual arts, theater, literature, music 

 

The realm of the imagination and imaginairies 
provide other, but equally powerful insights and 
emotional responses to change  



Non-linear time dynamics in the 
making 

A plural time regime: linear time, cyclical time, 
non-linear time dynamics  

 

the creative process involves individuals & 
collectivities, knowledge & technology 

approximates simultaneity 

 



Things That Happen On Internet Every 
60 Seconds  
http://www.go-gulf.com/blog/60-seconds/ 

 



The creative process: 
uncertainty of success 

 

How to cope with inherent uncertainty of 
success 

Reduction of uncertainty through competition 
in high performance selection systems 

Science and research; arts; sports... 

 



Non-linear time dynamics 

 

Approximation of timelessness: everything 
happens – almost – at once 

Not so much acceleration, but simultaneity 
and co-temporalities 

Creativity and innovation as emergent 
property of interactivity in a time-compressed 
present 

 



Creativity and the changing nature of 
work 

 

Changing nature of work: individual and 
collective contributions become  
indistinguishable 

But - attribution of credit and of rewards still 
matter 

 



Social innovation – the dark energy of 
society? 

 

Multiple loops of mutual interaction and 
interventions continue to evolve and modify 
processes of creation 

 

Creativity, scientific knowledge and technical 
know-how keep social innovation going 

 

 



 
A concluding look at the societal whole -1 

 
- only connect - 

  

from parts of/for/the whole to multiagency 
interaction between parts (human and 
technological) 
 

from causal agency past-present-future to 
mutual manifold feed-back loops in extended 
present 

 



A concluding look at the societal whole -2 

- creating creative environments - 
 

allowing for randomness and contingency, 
cultivating serendipity, density and diversity of 
encounters 
 

reduction of uncertainty through competition 
in hi performance selective systems  



A concluding look at the societal whole - 3 

 - evolution increases complexity - 
 

major transitions in biological evolution: increase 
of complexity 

 

cultural evolution (science and technology): 
increase of complexity manifest in non-linear 
time dynamics, time-compression, co-evalness, 
simultaneity, reversibility 

 



Can curiosity, creativity, 

and innovation  

hold the societal whole 

together 

?  
 


