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The Challenge Before Us: Mastering the Bifurcation of the Humanity-System

Ervin Laszlo 

The Challenge Before Us: Mastering the Bifurcation of 
the Humanity-System

1 Background Paper for the Club of Budapest International Network
� is project of the Club of Budapest and its international network is a project 
in design. It moves back from concern with the immediacies and urgencies 
of the contemporary situation and takes a look at the context in which they 
appear—and attempts to deal with the immediacies and urgencies in the 
correct context. � e context in this case is nothing less than the condition 
of humanity on the planet; a condition that is beset with critical problems 
that will ultimately decide the continuation of this experiment in conscious 
evolution, an experiment unique in the biosphere. 

� is project invites its participants—and we are all participants—to move 
into a fresh space; a space where we have su�  cient distance to see the prob-
lems and their possible solutions, and not so much as to lose contact with 
them. 

Entering this space is vital for individuals as well as for both private and pub-
lic organizations. We are all part of the system of humanity on the planet, 
and we should all be intent on becoming part of the solution to the problems 
that confront this system and not part of the problems themselves. We know 
that the problems are fundamental, and that they cannot be solved (as Ein-
stein said) at the level of consciousness at which they arose. So we need a new 
consciousness, and that calls for an unpolluted design space, where we can 
view what we need to see, where we can think about what we have seen, and 
from which we can then move forward to act: doing our best to implement 
the design we have envisaged in the conviction that it is in both our and the 
human community’s best enlightened interest. 
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2 Our Mission
It has been said that the future is not to be predicted; it is to be created. � is is 
true, and it is fortunate. If the future were predictable it would be a sad thing, 
because it would mean that we already know what it is and cannot do much 
about it. � e way it is today will be the way it will be tomorrow, with just 
some linear changes: some things grow while others vanish. As the French 
say, “plus ca change, plus c’est la meme chose.” � at would be most unfortu-
nate. � ere is nothing more depressing than a future predicted as the linear 
continuation of the present.

Continuing along the current evolutionary trajectory would be catastrophic. 
Yet the future can still be created, and it can be something di� erent from 
what it is now. Future-creation can innovate, and the innovation can be pro-
found and embracing. � at is our hope, our chance and the mission to which 
we are dedicated.

� e alternatives before us are clear. We face either a future of breakdown 
or a future of breakthrough. � ese are diametrically opposed alternatives. 
We are at a point where we can still decide which of them will be realized 
because we are in the midst of a system-level bifurcation.

3 The Challenge of a Bifurcation
What is a bifurcation? A bifurcation indicates a change, a radical change, in 
the evolutionary trajectory of a system. A system will evolve along certain 
lines, which can o� en be measured in terms of energy, size, complexity, or 
some other parameter. It can evolve along its historic trajectory with minor 
� uctuations. But a time can come when such a linear evolution is no longer 
possible. � e system faces a stark alternative: transform or collapse. � is is 
the point of bifurcation. � e concept comes from the theory of complex sys-
tems, and it applies to human societies as well as to humanity as a whole. 
� ere are laws of complexity, including laws of the evolution of complexity, 
that apply to all systems. A nonlinear system-level transformation called a 
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bifurcation is one such law. It occurs in the evolutionary trajectory of nearly 
all complex systems, and it spells the end of some systems and the transfor-
mation of others. � e challenge before us as conscious systems is to take the 
path of transformation rather than that of extinction.

4 Basic Conditions of Life in the World
Systems can only persist in the physical world when they manage to coun-
ter the universal tendency to “run down.” Complex systems maintain them-
selves through a constant regulation of the � ows they require for existence. 
� ey balance the loss of free energy (the increase of entropy) entailed by 
their functioning in a physical environment. Complex systems in a state far 
from (thermal and chemical) equilibrium are self-regulative, and they are 
not massively stable. � ey constantly tune themselves to the requirements of 
their persistence, which is to regulate the � ows to which they owe their exist-
ence. � e values of these � ows are never entirely stable (which would indicate 
equilibrium)—they are at best dynamically stable. � ey are quasi-stationary 
system, patterns imposed on a � ow of energy, matter, and information.

Let’s take the human organism as an example. If we measure the tempera-
ture of an organism, its sugar concentration, rate of heartbeat, and dozens of 
other parameters, we � nd that the measured values � uctuate around certain 
norms. In a healthy (that is, viable) organism the � uctuations are brought 
back to a condition that represents health for the system. In regard to body 
temperature, the healthy norm in humans is 36.6 degrees Celsius. If body 
temperature descends below this value, autonomous processes (such as shiv-
ering) begin, and also conscious measures are initiated (such as dressing 
oneself more warmly). 

Disease in a complex system is a deviation from homeostatic norms, and 
healing is the recovery of the norms, allowing the actual values to again � uc-
tuate around them. Chronic disease is a condition that does not allow the 
recovery of the organic norms. A terminal disease is the condition where the 
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deviation in regard to some values interferes with the processes that main-
tain � uctuations around other values, and the system can no longer main-
tain itself in the far-from-equilibrium living state. 

Processes of health and healing operate by negative feedback. � e deviations 
catalyze processes that counteract those that create the deviation and pull 
the system back to the viable condition. Life-threatening diseases operate by 
positive rather than negative feedback. A process that leads to a deviation is 
not corrected by a countervailing process, but rather it is reinforced, so that 
the deviation grows. � en it becomes greater and greater, until a point is 
reached where the system collapses. A bifurcation in the evolutionary trajec-
tory of the system either replaces the system-threatening processes, or the 
system succumbs to the deviation. 

5 Sustaining the Existence of Multiorganic Systems
Living systems are mortal, and sooner or later they encounter an incorrigi-
ble deviation. But systems constituted of living systems are not necessarily 
mortal. � e norms that govern their functioning are changeable and renew-
able; they are not like the � xed set of genes that ensure viability for biological 
systems. 

In biological systems homeostatic norms of sustainable functioning govern 
the processes that maintain life. Systems constituted of biological systems—
that is, social or sociocultural systems—are likewise governed by norms of 
viable functioning; however, these norms are not biological but cultural: 
they are values, beliefs, and the consensually shared or individually devel-
oped and adopted preferences, laws, and directives that de� ne the permis-
sible functioning of the systems. � ese norms make up the operative culture 
of sociocultural systems. � ey are changeable, which means that they can 
be evolved along pathways of viability. Sociocultural systems are potentially 
immortal. � e organisms that constitute them die, but they can be replaced. 
� e system as a whole can persist inde� nitely. 
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6 Flaws in the Current Humanity-system
� e system made up of all the sociocultural systems on this planet is the 
humanity-system. � e dominant culture of the humanity-system is � awed: it 
renders the functioning of the system unsustainable. If the humanity-system 
is to persist, it must change, which means that it must shi�  its dominant 
culture. � is is feasible, given that the operative norms of the system are 
changeable. � ey can be handed down and adopted by generation a� er gen-
eration of humans. Functional norms would render the humanity-system 
inde� nitely existent, and o� er the chance of sustained existence for the peo-
ple born into the system. 

We can be more speci� c. In most parts of the world the dominant culture is 
the culture of modernity. It originated in Europe at the dawn of the Modern 
Age and then spread to America and the rest of the world. � is culture is 
not aligned with sustainable norms of life in the biosphere. In the course of 
the last one hundred or one hundred and � � y years the humanity-system 
divorced itself from the rest of the living world. It now operates in view of 
only maximizing its own good, and not even of maximizing its overall good, 
but only the good of some of its groups and factions. It maximizes their good 
on the basis of narrow and short-term assessments, disregarding the good of 
the rest of the humanity-system. Take, for example, economics. For contem-
porary economists the actual whole system, which is the network of life on 
the planet, is only “nature” or “the environment”—a subsystem. � e whole 
system for modern economics is the system of the production and exchange 
of real and virtual goods. � is turns the real world upside down. People and 
groups and communities of people no longer belong to the system of life on 
the planet; they are only rational interest-maximizing actors in the system of 
production and exchange. 

� is � awed perception of reality threatens the whole web of life on the plan-
et. We know that every biological system must maintain itself in harmony 
with every other system, and ultimately with the whole system of which it 
is a part. Now, in the language of science, harmony means coherence. Every 
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system needs to be internally coherent, so that every part of it is actively con-
nected with every other part, and all the parts together are tuned to main-
taining the system in its environment. � is requires that the biological sys-
tem is also extrinsically coherent: in tune with its environment, which in the 
� nal count is the web of life on the planet. � e same requirement applies to 
systems made up of biological systems, that is, social and sociocultural sys-
tems. All systems in the biosphere need to be intrinsically as well as extrin-
sically coherent. In one word, they must be supercoherent. � is is the basic 
condition of their sustained existence and persistence. Supercoherence is a 
precondition of sustained functioning for every complex system, whether it 
is an amoeba, a mouse, a human being, or an integral grouping of amoebae, 
mice, and humans. It is the basic condition of the sustainability also of the 
humanity-system. � at system must be a system of coherently related hu-
man beings. It must be coherently related to what is generally called “nature” 
and is in fact the web constituted of all living things on the planet. 

7 A Concise Diagnosis
� e humanity-system has lost its supercoherence. Human societies are co-
herent only in the short term, only in regard to some of their parts and only 
with some elements of the web of life. � e integrity of the humanity-system 
has broken apart. � ere is the economy, there is business, there is culture 
and education, and there is science and technology. � ese are equally many 
subsystems, and they are neither working together, nor are they working in 
harmony with the wider environment. � is is a problem. When the subsys-
tems of a system are coherent only within themselves, they may endanger 
the whole system. Ultimately, they may catalyze the collapse of that system. 
� is is the syndrome of cancer. Cancerous subsystems are coherent within 
themselves and replicate themselves. But in so doing they destroy the coher-
ence of the system of which they are a part. 
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� e cancerous functioning of human subsystems is a relatively new phenom-
enon. Until the dawn of the modern age most societies were signi� cantly co-
herent not only within themselves, but also with their environment. � ey of-
ten fought each other, but they were not parasites or cancers that threatened 
the systems that framed their collective existence. Today there are powerful 
subsystems that endanger the entire humanity-system. � ey are concentrat-
ing wealth and power in and for themselves, impoverishing and marginal-
izing the rest. 

� e subsystem that garners ever more power for itself is the system of so-
called sovereign nation-states. A sovereign nation-state does not recog-
nize responsibility for any population and any part of nature beyond its 
boundaries. 

� e subsystem that analogously garners wealth for itself is the so-called pri-
vate sector. Yet in an interdependent, interacting, and highly interconnected 
and intercommunicating system no sector can be “private” in the sense of 
privatus, which in Latin means “withdrawn from public life.” In the con-
temporary humanity-system all individuals and groups are “public”: they 
are connected with, and belong to, the publicus, “the people.” � e opposite 
of a sector that is private is not one that is public in the conventional sense 
of being governed by a nation-state. It is a sector of civil society that joins its 
own perceived interest with that of the humanity-system that it perceives as 
its home. 

In the humanity-system itself no individual, no company, and no state is or 
can be sovereign. Sovereignty pertains only to the whole system, which is the 
global Gaia-system. 

8 A Perspective on the Cure
If we are to create a more sustainable and � ourishing future, we have to en-
sure the internal coherence of all human beings on the planet, and ensure 
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likewise the coherence with the larger system of individuals and groups of 
individuals. � is is a large but not an impossibly large order. It is possible for 
us to recover our internal as well as external coherence—our supercoherence. 

Recovering our supercoherence means rediscovering the cultural norms of 
our existence on the planet. Actively seeking and adopting these norms is 
the practical task of globally thinking individuals, and groups of individu-
als such as the Club of Budapest. Fortunately these norms can be recovered: 
they have been suppressed and ignored, but not lost. � ey are present in the 
consciousness of all healthy people. We are all intrinsic parts of the humani-
ty-system, which is an intrinsic part of the global Gaia-system. Our cultural 
norms are the norms of sustainable existence in the ambit of these systems. 
We can recover these norms from the realm of instincts and intuitions, be-
hold and articulate them, and adopt them as basic guides and inspirations 
for thinking and acting. 

� e bottom line is this. We either learn to live in harmony with all creation 
on this planet, or we risk leaving the stage of history. � at would surely be a 
pity, for systems of the level of evolution of human beings must be rare in the 
universe, even if not necessarily unique. Safeguarding the humanity-system 
and contributing to its evolution on this planet could be of cosmic interest. 
Be that as it may, it is clearly in the most immediate and enlightened human 
interest. It is a goal that merits pursuing with unconditional love and dedica-
tion, and all the means and resources that are at our disposal. 
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• Ordering single articles from the COS Journal: 
www.cos-collective.com

• Becoming a member of our LinkedIn group: go to www.linkedin.com 
and type in “Challenging Organisations and Society.re� ective hybrids” 
or contact Tonnie van der Zouwen: o�  ce@cos-collective.com



COS Conference 2017
Making a life for one and for all-in an uncertain world

We are living in rapidly and radically changing times, in many places for 
the word.

Times that are hard to make sense of, to � gure out what to do? 

What do we do when we do not know what to do?

How do we feel? Think?

Each one of us has some valid experience and we, as humans, created 
some relevant knowledge.

We invite you to join a 4 – 5 day learning expedition to explore, create and 
share guidelines, repertoire and directions to unmapped territories of the 
uncertain and emergent futures.

If you are:

• Curious and passionate about the topic and want to meet other wonder-
ful people 

• If you are worried about your future, your childrens’ and grandchildren’s 
future…

• If you are preoccupied with your employability, the global warming or 
our ability to stay democratic in the Western world

• If your heart is aching for the refugees and confused people who are 
looking for ways to partake in this radically and rapidly changing times

• This gathering is for you!

• Where? In Noordwijk on Sea, Netherlands



• When? In October 18 – 21 October, 2017 (22 is optional for producing 
 a shared product)

• With whom? People from di� erent countries, professions, cultures, life 
experience 

• What? First two days: Ted talk, sharing lived experience and exploratory 
workshops

Next two days: exploring our shared realty and co creating guidelines for 
making life and meaningful living for one and all.

Optional extra day: sharing with the world the knowledge we created 
through writing, video, messages etc.

For more information and registration: 
www.cos-collective.com



Subscription of the 
COS Journal
The journal is published semi-annually 
(May and October). The price of an annual 
subscription is € 50.– plus shipping costs 
(two issues each year).

The subscription can be terminated until 
31.12. for the next year.

Order the COS Journal
at www.cos-collective.com

Download single articles 
of the COS Journal
at www.cos-collective.com 

Mental Leaps into Challenging Organisations 
and Society
Volume 1, Issue 1, October 2012
Editor: Maria Spindler (A)

Re� ective Hybrids in Management and 
Consulting 
Volume 2, Issue 1, May 2013
Editors: Maria Spindler (A), 
Gary Wagenheim (CA)

Involving Stakeholders to Develop Change 
Capacity for More E� ective Collaboration 
and Continuous Change
Volume 2, Issue 2, October 2013
Editor: Tonnie van der Zouwen (NL)

Di� erent Culture, Di� erent Rhythms 
Volume 3, Issue 1, May 2014
Editor: Karin Lackner (DE)

On the Move: Patterns, Power, Politics
Volume 3, Issue 2, October 2014
Editors: Maria Spindler (A) and 
Tonnie van der Zouwen (NL)

Positive Deviance Dynamics in Social 
Systems
Volume 4, Issue 1, May 2015
Editors: Maria Spindler (A) and 
Gary Wagenheim (CA) 

Elaborating the Theory – Practice Space: 
Professional Competence in Science, 
Therapy, Consulting and Education
Volume 4, Issue 2, October 2015
Editors: Ilse Schrittesser (A) and 
Maria Spindler (A)

Change in Flow: How Critical Incidents 
Transform Organisations
Volume 5, Issue 1, May 2016
Editors: Nancy Wallis (US) & Maria Spindler (A)

Leadership That Counts
Volume 5, Issue 2, October 2016
Editors: Tom Brown (CA), Gary Wagenheim (CA)

Inner Outer Spaces 
Volume 6, Issue 1, May 2017
Editors: Maria Spindler and Christian Stary

each € 28,– plus shipping costs

Order COS Journals and COS Articles
Challenging Organisations and Society . re� ective hybrids®
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and inspiration, focusing of the 
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of human life.
contemplative photography

Journal “Challenging Organisations and Society . reflective hybrids® (COS)”

COS is the first journal to be dedicated to the rapidly growing require-
ments of reflective hybrids in our complex 21st-century organisations 
and society. Its international and multidisciplinary approaches balance 
theory and practice and show a wide range of perspectives in and 
between organisations and society. Being global and diverse in thinking 
and acting outside the box are the targets for its authors and readers in 
management, consulting and science.

Editor-in-Chief: Maria Spindler (AT) 
 email: m.spindler@cos-journal.com

Deputy Editors-in-Chief: Gary Wagenheim (CA), Tonnie van der Zouwen (NL)

Editorial Board: Ann Feyerherm (US), Ilse Schrittesser (AT), Maria Spindler (AT), 
Chris Stary (AT), Gary Wagenheim (CA), Nancy Wallis (US), Tonnie van der 
Zouwen (NL)

Guest Editor: Tom Brown

Reviewers: François Breuer, Tom Brown, Silvia Ettl Huber, Jeff Haldeman, Ann 
Feyerherm, Russell Kerkhoven, Larissa Krainer, Marlies Lenglachner, 
Ruth Lerchster, Barbara Lesjak, Annette Ostendorf, Richard Pircher, 
Ilse Schrittesser, Claudia Schuchard, Andrea Schüller, Maria Spindler, 
Christian Stary, Martin Steger, Thomas Stephenson, Martina Ukowitz, 
Gary Wagenheim, Nancy Wallis, Tonnie van der Zouwen

Proofreading: Deborah Starkey

Layout: www.kronsteiner-lohmer.at

Terms of Publication: Before publication authors are requested to assign copy-
right to “Challenging Organisations and Society . reflective hybrids®”.  
Beginning one year after initial publication in “Challenging Organisations 
and Society . reflective hybrids®” authors have the right to reuse their 
papers in other publications. Authors are responsible for obtaining per-
mission from copyright holders for reproducing any illustrations, figures, 
tables, etc. previously published elsewhere. Authors will receive an 
e-mailed proof of their articles and a copy of the final version.

Disclaimer: The authors, editors, and publisher take no legal responsibility for 
errors or omissions that may be made in this issue. The publisher makes 
no warranty, expressed or implied, regarding the material contained 
herein.

Copyright: COS . reflective hybrids®, Vienna 2017

A N N O U N C E M E N T  –  O C T O B E R  2 0 1 7

Challenging Organisations and Society . reflective hybrids®

Volume 6, Issue 2

Title: Flow beyond Systems: Development through Somatic 
Intelligence

Editors: Tonnie van der Zouwen (NL) and Maria Spindler (A)



Maria Spindler and Christian Stary
Editorial
Inner Outer Spaces
page 1009

Maria Spindler and Christian Stary
SoS: Anarchy
Active Inner Spacing for Co-creating 
Future Outer Space
page 1013

Steef Peters and Edda Heijting
Successful Reintegration by 
Co-operation and Guidance
page 1065

Inner Outer Spaces
Editors: Maria Spindler and Christian Stary

 Ervin Laszlo
The Challenge Before Us: 
Mastering the Bifurcation of the 
Humanity-System
page 1079

Stephen Gilligan in Dialogue with 
Andrea Schueller
Integrating Somatic Intelligence in 
High Performance Teams
page 1087

Maria Spindler with the Cosmonaut 
Franz Viehböck
On an Inner Journey into 
Outer Space
page 1103

2017 Volume 6, Issue 1

20
17

 V
ol

um
e 

6,
 Is

su
e 

1
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The Journal “Challenging Organisations 
and Society . reflective hybrids® (COS)” 
is the first journal to be dedicated to the 
rapidly growing  requirements of reflective  
hybrids in our complex 21st-century 
organisations  and society. Its international  
and multidisciplinary  approaches  balance 
theory  and practice and show a wide 
range of perspectives  in and between 
organisations  and society.
Being global and diverse in thinking and 
acting outside the box are the targets for 
its authors and readers in management, 
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