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Sander van der Leeuw is the founding director of the School 
of Human Evolution and Social Change at ASU, and he has 
just resigned as the dean of Arizona State University’s School 
of Sustainability, the first of its kind. He is currently co-director 
and co-founder of ASU’s Complex Adaptive Systems Initiative 
where he turns interdisciplinary theory into use-inspired 
research. 
 
He retains tenure as a professor in the School of 

Sustainability and the School of Human Evolution and Social Change. 
 
He received a B.A. in history, an A.B.D./M.Litt in medieval history/prehistory, and a 
Ph.D. from the University of Amsterdam, held a Fulbright scholarship at the 
University of Arizona in 1963-4, and a Fulbright fellowship at the University of 
Michigan in 1976-7, as well as visiting positions at Australian National University, 
the Universities of Paris and Chicago, the Santa Fe Institute and the Research 
Institute for Humanity and Nature in Kyoto, Japan. 
 
Prior to joining ASU, van der Leeuw traveled the world conducting archaeological 
and related studies in the Near East, the Philippines, Syria, Holland, France, and 
Mexico. An expert in complex adaptive systems, he coordinated interdisciplinary 
research projects on environmental issues and human-nature interactions for the 
European Union. Van der Leeuw’s expertise lies in the role of invention, 
sustainability, and innovation in societies around the world. He investigates how 
invention occurs, what the preconditions are, how the context influences it, and its 
role in society. 
 
A native of Holland, he is a corresponding member of the Royal Dutch Academy of 
Arts and Sciences and an external professor at the Santa Fe Institute. In 2012, the 
United Nations Environment Program named van der Leeuw the “Champion of the 
Earth for Science and Innovation” for his work on human-environmental relations. 
 
Resilience and Sustainability: Science and Policy  
 
The world in which we live is a high-dimensional complex system, and our 
cognitive limitations ensure that we perceive only part of it. Hence, our actions 
intervening in our environment are always based on knowledge about fewer 
dimensions than are affected by those interventions. Those actions therefore 
always have unknown and unintended consequences, and (over time) cause a 
shift in the risk spectrum in which our society functions. Frequent, known risks are 
dealt with, but in the process unknown, less frequent risks are introduced by us in 
our environment. The latter cumulate and in the end manifest themselves as the 
crises we want to avoid by being sustainable.  
 
Traditional empirical science has aggravated the problem by reducing the high-
dimensional real world to a narrow set of dimensions that constitute a 'causal' 
explanation, in the process fragmenting our scientific world view into disciplines. By 



 

exchanging an 'ex post' for an 'ex ante' perspective, complexity science in principle 
avoids that, but is faced with the difficulty of moving from fewer to more dimensions, 
from causalities to uncertainties, from disciplinary to holistic perspectives.  
Whereas this is a major challenge in science, one could argue that it brings 
science closer to policy in the sense that science strives to achieve intellectual 
clarity, whereas politics (= the process of designing policies) strives to attain 
emotional acceptability for the widest range of people, and must thus include in its 
deliberations many more dimensions and uncertainties than any individual 
(whether scientist or not) may have. 
 
The core question we need to address is therefore: "What are the changes in 
mindset among politicians and scientists that would facilitate constructive 
interaction between the two communities?" In this paper, we will explore some of 
those changes on both sides of the collaboration. 
 


