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As a Wesleyan undergraduate, Lansing spent six months on the Indonesian island 
of Bali, and promptly changed his major from physics to anthropology. In the 
1980’s, Lansing and ecologist James Kremer showed that Balinese water temple 

networks can self-organize. Later research showed that over the centuries, water 
temple networks expanded to manage the ecology of rice terraces at the scale of 

whole watersheds.  In 2012, Bali’s water temple networks were recognized as a 
UNESCO World Heritage. 
  
As the pieces of the water temple story were falling into place, Lansing became 
interested in self-organizing processes elsewhere in the archipelago. In 2000 he 
began to work with Indonesian geneticists, linguists and public health officials to 
study the co-evolution of social structure, language change and disease resistance 
on fourteen Indonesian islands.  In 2013, he will be a visiting professor at 
Singapore’s new institute for complexity research, and an adviser on the 

governance system for Bali’s World Heritage. Recent publications and films are 
available at www.slansing.org. 
 
Islands of Order 
 
Not long ago, both ecology and social science were organized around ideas of 
stability. This view has changed in ecology, where nonlinear change is increasingly 
seen as normal, but not (yet) in social science.  This talk focuses on transitions 
between low-dimension “islands of order” in coupled social-ecological systems. 
Such transitions are not detectible under equilibrium assumptions- they look like 
noise- and have important implications for governance. If communities differ in their 
dynamical behavior, and if stable equilibria seldom persist for long, we will 
understand them much better from the perspective of nonlinear dynamics. To 
illustrate these points, I will offer examples from the study of 23 Balinese irrigation 
communities (subaks). What accounts for variation in their successes and faliures? 
The practical implications of this research will be discussed by Julia Watson in her 
presentation. 
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