

        

            

                

            

        




	Alain de Vulpian 
Irène Dupoux-Couturier


	Preface by Peter Senge


	Translation by Richard Maxwell


	 


	HOMO SAPIENS


	Collapse or Fulfillment


	 


	The humanist metamorphosis


	 


	 


	[image: Image]


	 




Happymorphose


	9 rue Portalis


	75008 Paris


	www.happymorphose.com


	 


	[image: Image]


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	© Happymorphose, 2022


	All Rights Reserved


	ISBN: 978-2-9568559-5-8


	 




	          Our history today is of man's growing awareness...


	Everywhere we see interactions at work


	 making our universe so coherent, so beautiful, so mysterious.


	Ilya Prigogine, Interview Libre Belgique, 
21 november 2002.


	 


	The biological-technical-digital metamorphosis needs above all to be accompanied, regulated, controlled, guided by an ethical-cultural-social metamorphosis.


	Edgar Morin, Knowledge, Ignorance, Mystery.


	 


	At the pinnacle of life, fulfillment


	Antonio Damasio, The Strange Order of Things: 


	Life, Feeling, and the Making of Cultures.


	 


	In living systems everything is in motion;


	 even stable situations result from movements which by combining maintain an equilibrium


	Alain de Vulpian, Éloge de la métamorphose,


	en marche vers une nouvelle humanité.
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	Preface


	 


	All species survive in a niche. Indeed, one view of evolution is that the niche and the species co-evolve - each allowing the other to be both viable and resilient. In this era of anxiety about the future, it is useful to know that there are many examples of human societies flourishing for tens of thousands of years. But, these exemplars of social-ecological harmony are all local (Indians in America or aboriginal people in Australia). Today, we are living a different question, “Can such harmony be realized by humans living in the ‘niche’ of planet Earth?” What would this require in terms of beliefs, assumptions, behaviors and sensibilities?


	The French anthropo-sociologist Alain de Vulpian has been studying the transformations of Western society for 60 years. Inspired by Carl Rogers, he has been using an in-depth investigation method in the field to collect “weak signals”. I first discovered Alain’s work at the SoL1 Global Forum in Vienna in 2005 where he shared with us his view of learning organization taking part in the ‘process of civilization’.2 Following Francisco Varela and Humberto Maturana, de Vulpian looks at the world through the prism of Living and sees humans today at a bifurcation point with very different possible futures ahead of us. “We are not living through a crisis but rather a metamorphosis of society”, he says preferring this Greek biological term to the more mechanical Latin word, transformation, feeling that it illuminates subtle ways open to influencing what might unfold.


	As an anthropologist, he sees Homo Sapiens as a socio-cultural animal capable of adapting to various environments. This is our great strength and our liability, for adaptation can be mal-adaptation and does not assure enhancement of well-being. He points out that the socio-cultural evolution of Homo Sapiens seems to be much faster than in most other species, in part because of the extreme plasticity of the human brain. He describes the various rapid metamorphoses from the hunter harvesters to the age of modern civilization over the past 40,000 years and argues that today’s digital revolution needs to be seen in the context of Homo Sapiens' place on the planet and our capacity to enhance or erode the well-being of many species as well as our own. 


	In particular, de Vulpian’s analysis of the process of civilization since the beginning of the 20th century has led him to the hypothesis that we are on the cusp of “a new era for humanity”, the impact of which could be as significant as the transition from the feudal era to the Renaissance. This new humanism would supplant the myths of progress, competition, maximization and success with the pursuit of individual well-being through cooperation and optimization of larger systems. “Hunter gatherers made more use of the emotional-relational and spiritual dimensions of their brain” because their living was so intertwined with those of other species and their living systems, upon whom they depended. “But by the 17th century, Europeans began to accentuate the rational dimension”, which has driven both Western science and more recently the Western economic model, based on growth in production and consumption. “Perhaps for the first time on a large scale, humans in the 21st century could now simultaneously engage the four dimensions of the brain: spiritual, emotional-relational, sensorial and rational.”


	This hypothesis builds from de Vulpian’s view that the past centuries, first in the West and now spreading, have witnessed an arc of increasing individualism – “ordinary people” drawn into a society of consumers have felt themselves become individual persons but individuals embedded within a larger materialistic economic reality rather than a living reality. The result has been separation from one another and from other life, which many people are starting to see as a by-product of our material progress. 


	People are beginning to become aware that our immense scientific and technical progress, the fruit of human rationality pushed to the extreme, could give rise to ecological and geopolitical catastrophes threatening the very survival of the human species.


	De Vulpian believes this growth in awareness is giving rise to the beginnings of an “ecological consciousness,” a key axis of our current metamorphosis. “The sociocultural and neurobiological revolution of the human brain at the end of the 20th century is fostering a new “globally connected, enmeshed and entangled world, a world which leaves an important place for local projects and initiatives but which enables their results to be shared around the planet”. De Vulpian calls this new world “a brain-like-society - it is heterarchical with its members being on an equal footing. It is a society of individual persons, of startups, of social businesses, of young interconnected entrepreneurs, of smart networks that bring together regional state authorities, non-profit organizations, local businesses and smart cities”. De Vulpian calls these “collective hybrids”, “new living creatures” who are restructuring the world. Evoking Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, he describes this collective consciousness as a global thin film of thought, a “we-sphere”. 


	While his focus on weak signals has led De Vulpian to see a new, self-organizing ecologically attuned society as an evolutionary possibility, the bifurcation of metamorphosis can easily tip in a very different direction. “The entrenched powers (nation states, politicians, large traditional businesses and institutions) are blocking the metamorphosis”.


	We do not need to look hard for evidence of this, as around the world we see the rise of populism and violence and a surge of strong autocratic leaders. In a previous book in 2015, de Vulpian wrote, “Our people are suffering and are demoralized. They accuse the governmental elites of being responsible for their misfortune and are contesting them brutally in the polls and in the street. Serious political crises could disrupt the metamorphosis”. Driven by anger at the failures of “representative democracy” and through fear of continuing economic dislocation, many ordinary people are voting for strong leaders even if these leaders actually violate their own espoused values and embody a much more totalitarian and controlling world view. In desperation, we are reverting to the old-time style of leadership. As often is the case, deep change rarely proceeds in a linear fashion. The very disruptions signaling new possibilities also create threat, and when the threat and fear dominate, other parts of our brain take over, we become ‘emotionally high-jacked’ and, as neuroscientists say, “the brain downshifts to its more primitive fight-flight-freeze options”. 


	Contemporary media, both mass media and the newer social media, continually reinforce the focus on these immediate surface changes. But “the political and economic dynamics are but a small part of the problem. The deep core issues are neither social nor economic. They are cultural. Humans are not in control.” We are part of the web of life. But most of us live with very little connection to this larger web. We act as if we are separate from nature. As de Vulpian shows, this problem is not only linked to the Industrial era, but has its roots in the Neolithic era, when many societies shaped by organized agriculture, private land ownership and the accumulation of personal wealth started to live by this erroneous notion of separation.


	The myth of separation leaves us blind to seeing the most challenging issues of the day, from climate change to massive South-North human migrations (many of which are ‘climate refugees’), are actually products of our own making. Seeing them as disconnected from our ways of living, we react as if we had nothing to do with their origins. Ironically, this is an old story. Human beings have a long history of altering their natural environment and denying the social and ecological consequences. Many local cultures, even quite sophisticated ones, over-expanded, exceeding their water supply or destroying their topsoil or habitat. Today’s situation is no different. It is just unfolding on a new scale. 


	De Vulpian’s book offers more than just an alert. It aims to help ordinary people be more or less clairvoyant, to strengthen their intuitions and to innovate. At the bifurcation point, by paying attention to the weak signals we can “take care of metamorphosis”. From this perspective, for example, “Climate change is a great gift if we accept it”. We have to change our way of living to be in harmony with the larger natural systems.


	The problem, of course, is that such cultural evolution takes time, while the accumulating environmental and social disruptions playing out around us are creating a great sense of urgency. Alternatively, de Vulpian believes learning to pay attention to the weak signals leads to seeing the cultural evolution that is already unfolding all around us.


	Consider the global movement toward basic new ways of thinking about education. Few institutions more embody the norms of a culture than the way we educate our children. While radical change may be most visible in higher education (e.g., MOOCs, massively open online courses, and other means of distributing education beyond the control of universities), what MIT’s president Rafael Raif calls the “democratization of education” is just as evident, and even more important, in the “upstream” institutions of primary and secondary education.


	Children do not need schools in order to learn. Before they ever enter school, young children are learning continually, understanding the complex physical, social and emotional systems of growing and living. Facing issues, children accept paradox and ambiguity. They know how to learn from nature to survive. Noticing these simple facts can alert us to another cornerstone of humans living in great harmony with nature. There is a saying in ancient Chinese culture that “the mark of every Golden age is that children are the most important members of society and teaching the most revered profession”. The beneficiaries are not just the children but us all. Our connection with children connects us to the essence of learning - curiosity, openness and play – which are also vital for innovation in any work setting. They fill our lives with joy and mystery. And, we forge an emotional connection with the future. Through the eyes of the child, the future is no longer an abstraction, a loose bundle of concepts and projections, but a living reality. When we lose this connection, it becomes much easier to “discount the future”, as economists say. The result is one of our deepest cultural problems, our short-sightedness and inability to balance the short- and long term.


	Understanding this, even if dimly, it is no surprise that in this age of stress and discontinuity, all around the world new educational models are emerging that shift the dominant Industrial age paradigm of linear schooling to include social emotional learning, collaborative learning, project-based learning, systems thinking and design thinking, and what in China are called ‘flipped classrooms’ where students and teachers learn together rather than in the traditional one-way model. 21st century skills and capacities are gradually receiving their due from government departments as well, more and more of which are realizing they can either stand on by the sideline regulating educational programs and watching schools educate students for jobs that no longer exist, or they can become part of shaping the future. Connected in many ways to this renaissance, at MIT there is a saying that schools today need to focus on developing capacities “to do what machines cannot do” – cultivating capacities like imagination, empathy, collaboration, creativity, and caring.


	Other key weak signals de Vulpian points to include subtle shifts in language and the rise of women in leadership roles. Examples of the former include shift from “planification” to “search for meaning”, from “win-lose competition” to “cooperation and shared vision”, from “excellence” to “vitality and resilience”, and, using another word from nature, from “maximization” to “blossoming” or “opening up”. Regarding leadership, the consequences of the gradual rise of the feminine to counterbalance the hyper-masculinity of our present leadership models, like so many facets of deep change, can be confusing. Ironically, the first generations of women in leadership positions are often more masculine than the men they succeed because they are forced to prove themselves in the terms of masculine models. Still, we have been watching the practical consequences of this shift unfold for many years: almost twenty years ago within the SoL Sustainability Consortium. Many of our best examples of corporations making genuine progress in integrating social and ecological well-being into their strategy had women in key leadership roles. Why? Because they were masterful at building the larger networks of collaboration needed to realize such changes. Focusing on relationships, building networks, and creating space for change to develop rather than “driving change”. These are the new skills for leading systemic change and they are classic feminine ways of leading.


	As we learn how to pay attention to such weak signals amidst confusion and emotional cross-currents, we cultivate what de Vulpian calls “socio-perception”, a mixture of intuition and empathy to better understand subtle changes in our environment, whereby we “collect weak signals to create scenarios for the future, the roots for shared visions as images of the future at work today”. 


	De Vulpian believes that “because of the process of metamorphosis that has been going on for a century, more and more ordinary people are becoming socio-perceptive, able to feel the interactions between people, networks and society, developing the potential to be more far-seeing”. Yet two great counterforces are also at work, both linked to the growing influence of media over this same time period. The first has to do with emotions, the second with information. 


	Paradoxically, one key to developing socio-perception, especially in today’s world, lies in cultivating a level of emotional maturity. “Metamorphosis is characterized by the ability of an organization, a family, a society to self-regulate and to find balance”. Perceiving the new requires imaginative as well as sensory awareness. But, fear cramps imagination. Anger polarizes vision. Numbness comes from over-saturation with fear and anger - all of which are epidemic in today’s media-driven societies immersed in “news” as entertainment, designed to be emotionally manipulative.


	De Vulpian points out that our competing media, while different in their structures and technologies, have become ever more invasive in controlling information. In traditional vertical communication, the mass media, newspapers, editors, and political parties shaped public opinion. In today’s more horizontal mode, social media initial appear to be turning things upside down. But such perceptions can be deceptive. The “direct democracy” expressed through freely outspoken public opinion is in fact controlled by a small number of powerful social media corporations, and is not at all the sort of collective intelligence needed.


	Today’s social media-enabled online “communities” represent a new social engineering dynamic driving socio-perception. But shaped by invisible programmers who create the rules designed to give us what we want to see, and driven by business models aimed at only maximizing attention, they are not self-organized at all, because there is no free or balanced access to information. They are the opposite of real communities which only arise when, in the words of Margaret Wheatley, “you are stuck with each other” - when you have to deal with the fact that someone might actually think and like something that you don't. By contrast, the social media communities of today are extensions of the teenage clique structures, people amassing friends to buffer them against the threats of difference. 


	We may be waking up to the dangers of manipulated social media, but will we wake up fast enough? A recent article in the New York Times3 tells how a great many Silicon Valley executives put their children in schools where they have no gadgets because they know how addictive technology can be, particularly for young children, and how unethical it is. Living in the middle of this, they know the way the business world can feed off of fostering addictive behaviors, like junk food businesses who for years have targeted young children with foods heavy with salt and sugar to cultivate these addictions. The retired head of the NSA and CIA, Michael Hayden, with whom SoL worked for several years on fostering greater collaboration within NSA, published a recent book entitled “The Assault on Intelligence: American National Security in an Age of Lies.” In it he wonders if such a thing as collective pursuit of the truth isn’t impossible in a society where more and more people get their news feeds from social media. Clicks are more important than the truth, wrote the Swedish media expert Ian Scherman.


	Taken together, it is a confusing picture. Much is getting better and much is getting worse – which is exactly what de Vulpian means by a bifurcation point. “Homo Sapiens is an extremely inventive, creative animal but he doesn’t see the reality, the future, and its dynamics”, says de Vulpian. He points out that in this age of profound crosscurrents, none of us can see very far ahead.


	So, while the human being has this immense capacity to learn and adapt, the key is to continue to cultivate a sort of neutral awareness. While it is easy to be emotionally hijacked by all that makes us fearful or otherwise attracts our attention, it takes real commitment to the future to try as best we can to simply hold it all, something Alain de Vulpian has been practicing for sixty years.


	In the end, de Vulpian thinks much will depend on a growing understanding of human spiritual nature, what he calls “a metamorphosis based on the role of emotional and spiritual aspects deeply linked to a new open type of rationality.” 


	While much of his analysis focuses on the West, in my opinion some of the key pivots may be in the East. The Indians and Chinese are latecomers to this delirious party of materialistic economic growth at any cost, watching Western materialism overrun their traditional cultures in the last few decades. This rapid cultural change may prove a paradoxical advantage – subtle, deep losses may prove more discernible when the process unfolds quickly. Time will tell. Much of the growing political assertiveness of the Chinese today, for example, may be rooted in a determination to slow or entirely turn the cultural hegemony of the West. Not many years ago I was in conversation in Beijing with a member of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party, when he observed, “Our pursuit of (material) well-being today may have its roots in a confusion. The ultimate meaning of living is the harmony between human being and nature. To me, there is but one destiny for human being, either to be in harmony with nature, or to be destroyed with the earth”.


	As these cross-cultural dynamics play out in the coming decades, we will all be well served by keeping Alain de Vulpian’s question in mind: “at the crossroads, awareness is essential to search for new directions”.


	 


	Peter M. Senge 


	                         January 3, 2019


	 


	 


	 




Foreword


	 




 


	In high school after the Second World War, I wondered what could have been done to break the harmful chain of events that led to Stalinist communism, Nazism and tens of millions of deaths. As students at Sciences Po at the end of the 1940s, we wondered about the potential ways of modernity. Democracy and peace were restored, our old exhausted country was going to modernize, but we still had to find the right ways to do it. Some looked to America, others to Russia. Some of my fellow students felt we needed fieldwork to explore how people and society were changing, and what development opportunities these changes were opening or closing.


	For more than 60 years, with teams of sociologists and anthropologists from Cofremca, Sociovision and their allies in Europe and North America, I have been observing people, their socio-systems and their organizations in the process of living and changing, trying to understand the dynamics pulling them along; by relying on these areas of research, we have been able to help numerous businesses, administrations and certain political leaders to anticipate the future and to choose paths for development and promising innovations. 


	It turns out that during the twentieth century, Euro-American socio-culture began a radical transformation, a spontaneous metamorphosis that is continuing into the twenty-first century. I use the word metamorphosis because it evokes an extremely complex biological process4.


	Animals undergo metamorphosis. The caterpillar becomes a butterfly, the tadpole becomes a frog. In the same way civilizations can, like ours, undergo metamorphosis. 


	Homo Sapiens is a socio-cultural animal. The remarkable plasticity of our central nervous system has enabled us to take advantage of a very wide variety of environments and to populate all regions of the planet by creating and developing various socio-cultures. 


	Socio-cultures are alive. Socio-cultural change emerges as an extremely complex systemic process that emerges from links between a wide variety of variables. As the loops are numerous and tangled, we can speak of a “chain of chains”. Such a process is self-constructed; nobody plans or orders it. We can try to anticipate its evolution but cannot predict it with certainty. 


	Some socio-cultures are ephemeral. Others last for centuries, not moving far from their equilibrium state until eventually one day they collapse. Others survive by metamorphosing. And humans who participate in the transformations of a socio-culture are usually not aware of it.


	Today, with the benefit of hindsight, three hypotheses that contrast with the prevailing pessimism seem to me to stand out. 


	1. Humanity is being dragged into a process of radical metamorphosis that could lead to a more mature and harmonious phase of its development. 


	2. Europe is at the forefront of this development and could, if it steers itself intelligently, hasten its emergence, enabling the planet to meet the ecological and geopolitical challenges it faces without undue hardship. 


	3. This optimism is partly due to the fact that more and more of us are making better use of our brain potentials. 


	However, a sense of urgency pushed me to write this book. In Europe, in these first decades of the twenty-first century, the crises we are experiencing are avatars of the process of metamorphosis, which is now powerful and well established but does not affect all sectors of our societies equally. The society of ordinary people has already been deeply transformed: its networks and socio-systems are self-organizing, hybrid bodies are emerging within it, beginning to provide regulatory and governance functions. But democracy and bureaucracy as we practice them are transformed laboriously. This persistent time-lag produces poor governance and turbulence. If we do not accelerate the metamorphosis of governance, we risk being unable to wisely manage the geopolitical and ecological crises that threaten us in the relatively short term. Humanity might not recover, or not for a few centuries. 


	It is the people in all their diversity, ordinary people or leaders, young or old, manual workers and intellectuals, learned and ignorant, women and men, who, through their actions and inactions, fuel the metamorphosis and build the new society of people and its governance. They do it most often without being aware of it, even if they have the intuition that their action is part of a great meaningful movement. Experience has shown me that, when they become aware of an ongoing metamorphosis, when they have some hopeful scenarios in mind, they become more active and more skillful agents of change. 


	This book, which is methodologically optimistic, and the practice of “happy morphosis”, will help develop networks of change agents who will awaken ordinary people and their leaders. I hope that it will promote awareness among the very different people who are contributing to our humanistic metamorphosis, possibly without knowing it. 


	This book is an abridged and updated version of one written in 2015, which included all the scientific data from research conducted over 60 years, a perspective of the long history of humanity, together with a preface by Alain Berthoz, neurophysicist and honorary professor at the Collège de France. 


	We start from life and living, which is a complexification of what is physical. Living is not programmed, we cannot rationally predict evolution, which rebounds, which is resilient, which regenerates, in a permanent state of emergent creation. 


	This is the subject of this deeply humanist book. 


	 


	Alain de Vulpian 


	 


	 




Introduction


	“To my grandchildren, co-creators of the future”,


	
 who teach me so much



	 


	Travelling over the world for more than fifty years to help businesses and governments better understand their environments, I have always listened to the weak signals that announce change in societies. Day by day they are there around us. But we do not see them. Harvesting them is an exciting exercise. For Cefri (Centre de formation aux réalités internationales / Training Center for International Realities), for which I was responsible, and for SoL (Society for Organizational Learning, issued from MIT), this research was essential. Contacts with the research teams of Cofremca and particularly with Alain de Vulpian helped me a lot. This shared book is the result of respective research that has been able to merge. Anything living creates complexity. Our goal is to make use of this complexity to develop ourselves. The Tower of Babel was “a gift from heaven”, and the planet was enriched by diversity; on almost every continent, man has created socio-cultures.


	As a historian and a businesswoman seeking to understand in depth human identity and the way it expresses itself through cultures, I was fortunate enough to meet a sociologist who devoted his life to the observation of societies undergoing transformation. Two life experiences thus came together, both looking for keys to interpret human behavior.


	Today, through my work with Alain de Vulpian, I have become aware of the gap between the rational education received from our great-grandparents and our parents, and the lives of our own children and grandchildren, wide open to the world. Life today appeals to other aspects of our personalities: the importance of sensory, emotional-relational and spiritual perceptions. We are at a junction point of civilization. 
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