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The Bubbles or the Boiling Pot?
Dealing with the Real Problems

The real problems are 
not the in bubbles of 
the surface (object of 
mass-media headlines, 
market-place interests, 
or academic formats), 
but lie deep inside the 
boiling pot, generated 
by the entanglement of 
environmental, political, 
economic, societal and 
cultural connections.
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The World System as a “Boiling Pot”

 Conflicting forces tension 
and tear the world apart, 
remolding it according to 
the game of power.

 Structures vary from 
strong to weak in terms of 
established interests.

 Characteristics change or 
remain stable in different 
respects over the time. 

 It has boundaries, 
structures, rules of 
legitimation and coherence. Wallerstein, I. The Modern 

World-System.
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Living in “Asymmetrical Societies"

Large differences in power between individuals 
and corporations (natural persons versus legal 
persons), allow substantial influence of business 
enterprises in public policies and State affairs; 
responsibility is diffused, in a limited way, along 
corporate hierarchical structures, safeguarding 
shareholders as unaccountable investors in the 
financial markets.

Coleman, J. The Asymmetric Society
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Business and Institutions Connubiality

Because of the strong  
connubiality between 
political institutions and 
business corporations, 
green practices and eco-
innovations suffer fierce 
resistance and are 
blocked in the very heart 
of the system.

Sustainability Transitions, The Research Network 
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Green Practices
and Innovations Barriers

“Green practices and eco-innovations struggle 
against established corporations (transport,  
energy, agro-food vested interests) and their 
allies in public agencies and institutions (lock-in 
mechanisms, sunk investments, low costs). It is an 
uphill battle against path dependence and 
entrapment, played out on the economic, 
technical, political, scientific, and cultural 
domains”.

Sustainability Transitions Research Network
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Technological Cultural Effects

“Techno-economic paradigms and behaviours 
approaches obscure the role of unsustainable 
economic institutions and ways of life”;
“Man’s freedom of choice is defined, limited and 
prescribed by self-perpetuating technologies”;
“Technologies are used mainly to entertain rather 
than to educate and empower“ (Ellul;  Alibrandi).
“Ontological knowledge, internal development, is 
devalued by over-exposure to the media”
(Shove et al, The Dynamics of Social Practice) .
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Effects of Media and Educational 
Programmes on Quality of Life

 “Education and the media have only 
succeeded in fostering a culture 
characterized by narrow vested interests, 
intolerance and violence”.

 “To build a sustainable society we need to 
redesign technologies and social institutions 
to bridge the gap between human design and 
the sustainable systems of nature”.

 UNESCO-EOLSS Joint Committee Warning
 Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems
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Education as a Great
Hope and a Great Danger

 As a Great Hope: “develop questioning, 
innovation and creativity, enable people to 
recognize the powerful forces that drive 
unsustainable living and develop self-
confidence and organizational skills”;

 As a Great Danger:  “deadening curiosity 
and innovation; encouraging acceptance of 
unsustainable living as being normal and to 
passively wait for others to take action.”
 UNECE Committee on Education for Sustainable 

Development
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Conditions to Avoid “Green Sins”
 Instead of retrieving the mediaeval custom of 
selling ’indulgences’, by paying money for ’climate 
compensation’ to make up for ’green sins’, eliminating 
social malpractice from production and supply chains 
should be the priority.
To move away from human behaviour approaches 
and techno-economic paradigms that obscure 
government’s role in sustaining unsustainable 
economic institutions and ways of life (Shove et al, 
The Dynamics of Social Practice).
 It would take only three to five percent of elites 
at the top of influence (military, economic, political, 
educational and cultural: media, arts, entertainment) 
to shift the mindset of the larger population.
(Collins and Makowsky, The Discovery of Society).
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Today’s “Inconvenient” Truths
 Political, economical and technological forces are shaping 

culture, environment, life styles and the very forms of 
being-in-the-world.

 Violence and corruption have an enormous impact on the 
quality of life, on mutual trust, ethics, physical, social 
and mental well-being.

 Definition of problems is hazardous, fragmented, and
reduced by academic formats, mass-media headlines and 
market-place interests.

 International environmental governance lacks co-
ordination and is in conflict with other areas of global, 
economic and development governance.

 Public policies usually deal with the emergent “bubbles” 
in the surface (segmented issues), ignoring the real 
problems in the "boiling pot”.
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Cultural, Political, Economic and 
Environmental Threats

¨ Political-economic power assimetries
¨ Corporations-oriented public policies
¨ False ”development/growth” paradigms
¨ Inhospitable and violent urban centers
¨ Lack of natural and cultural public spaces
¨ Degraded areas, noise, stress, crime
¨ Deforestation, pesticides, mining
¨ Pollutants, additives, plastics 
¨ Meat, sugar, alcohol, fats consumption
¨ Electromagnetic fields, pathogenic germs
¨ Environmental change distress: ”solastalgia”
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Effects of the Agribusiness
"With its economic and political influence, 
agribusiness secures the adherence of 
governments and international organizations 
with the speech on "global scarcity of food”, 
which would be resolved by “technological 
advances and a productivist model, export-
oriented, socially exclusive and ecologically 
destructive."
Emprise et Empreinte de l‘Agrobusiness: Points de Vue du Sud, 
Alternatives Sud, Éd. Syllepse, Centre tricontinental, 3 (XIX) 2012.
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The Impact of “Progress” on
Man-Environment Relationships

“Primitive” Versus “Civilised” Environmental Impacts
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The Essence of Reality: 
Things or Connections?

“Reality is not given as 
different kinds of 
objects, but as textures 
of different kinds of 
connections (regions   of   
reality), which overlap, 
alternate, adjust,  cross, 
imbricate, combine and 
determine the texture 
of the totality.”

Heisenberg,W., Physics and Philosophy
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A Multivariate Causality


Causality is a process, 
with effect feeding 
back to influence the  
causes  and  the  causes 
affecting each other.

Instead of straight-
line thinking, we need 
“loop thinking”.

Rodhain, F. Transforming Knowledge Through Cognitive Mapping
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Confluence of the Four Dimensions of 
the World in the Emergence of Events

INTIMATE
(individuals)

INTERACTIVE
(groups)

SOCIAL
(society)

BIOPHYSICAL
(environment)
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All Events Depend on the 
Overlapping of the Four Dimensions

To build a pyramid, a cathedral, or a spaceship, to 
promote a scientific event or a soccer game, all 
dimensions of being-in-the-world should be united:
Intimate: personal motivations and values
Interactive: group cohesion and team-work
Social: society organisation; know-how 
Biophysical: tools, space, matter and energy

INTIMATE
(individuals)

INTERACTIVE
(groups)

SOCIAL
(society)

BIOPHYSICAL
(environment)
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The Four Dimensions’ InterplayThe Four Dimensions’ Interplay
in the Fabric of the Eventsin the Fabric of the Events

INTIMATE
PERSONAL

+
INTERACTIVE

RELATIONAL
+

SOCIAL
POLITICAL
ECONOMIC

+
BIOPHYSICAL
ENVIRONMENTAL Fig. credit link: www.lumaxart.com/
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Dimensions’ InterplayDimensions’ Interplay
in Poor Livelihoods Conditionsin Poor Livelihoods Conditions

INTIMATE
Lack of

Resilience
+

INTERACTIVE
Group

Marginalization
+

SOCIAL
Cultural 

Vulnerabilities
+

-BIOPHYSICAL
Unhealthy 

Environments



23

Nested Hierarchy Model of Vulnerability
(Smit, B. and Wandel, J.)
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Intimate Dimension

PROJECT OF LIFE
COGNITION/AFFECTION
AWARENESS, RESILIENCE

SELF-ESTEEM, CORE BELIEFS
EXISTENTIAL CONTROL
CULTURE, EDUCATION

COPING ABILITIES
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Interactive Dimension

 
AFFILIATIONS

BINDINGS AND GRIDS
GROUPS, PEERS, NETWORKS
SHARED VALUES, BELIEFS
FAMILY, FRIENDSHIPS

ASSOCIATIONS
COMMUNITIES
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Social Dimension

LAW
INSTITUTIONS
PUBLIC POLICIES

CULTURAL PRODUCTS
PUBLIC PLACES, HEALTH, 
EDUCATION, SECURITY,

WORK, LEISURE
MASS-MEDIA
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Biophysical Dimension

LAND,
WATER, AIR

LIVING ORGANISMS
MATTER AND ENERGY

BIOLOGICAL ENDOWMENT
LANDSCAPES, ARTEFACTS,

NATURAL AND BUILT
ENVIRONMENTS
TERRITORIES
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Characteristics of the
Ecosystemic Approach

 The four dimensions 
of being-in-the-world 
combine in different 
patterns responsible for 
different events.
Events are understood 
and dealt with in view of 
the interdependence 
and interaction with 
cultural, environmental, 
economic, social and 
political factors.
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Dealing with Problems
in the Ecosystemic Approach

 Problems are defined inside the “boiling pot”, 
not reduced to fragmented representations of 
reality (the “bubbles”).
 Problems are assessed considering the dynamic 
configurations intertwining the four dimensions 
of being-in-the-world.
 Dimensions are analysed as mutual donors and 
recipients, subject to connections or ruptures 
along places and time.
 The singularity (identity) of each dimension and 
the their mutual support are concurrent and 
complementary aspects.
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A Four-Dimensional Ecosystemic
Framework for Planning and Evaluation



31

Role of the Four Dimensions
in Health-Related Problems

Health
Problems

Intimate
Subjective
Well-Being

Interactive
Group

Dynamics

Social
Collective
Well-Fare

Biophysica
Milieu and 

Beings

Exogenous
Depression

Broken
Project of 

Life)

Lack of 
Social 
Bonds 

Cultural 
Economic
Difficulties

Built and 
Natural
Hazards

Sexually
Transmitted
Diseases

Education
Existential 

Control

Fidelity or 
Defiance

(Boasting)

Public 
Policies

Mass-Media

Physical 
Protection
(Condons)

Adolescent
Pregnancy

Self-
Esteem
Maturity

Family 
Cohesion
Companio

n

Education
Schooling
Exclusion

Spaces
Settlement
Facilities

Drug-
Addiction
Violence

Emotional 
Balance

Resiliency

Group 
Values

and Pacts

Inclusion
Cultural 
Models

Dwellings 
and

Settlement
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Equilibrium Versus Disruption
in two Models of Culture

NON-
ECOSYSTEMIC

Dimensions
Drift Apart
INTIMATE                SOCIAL

DISRUPTION
BIOPHYSICAL        INTERACTIVE 

ECOSYSTEMIC
Dimensions are

Intertwined

INTIMATE BIO 
PHYSICAL

SOCIAL

INTER  
ACTIVE
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Dimensions’ Reciprocity in the
Ecosystemic Model of Culture

Dimensions as Donors
Recipient
Dimension INTIMATE INTER-

ACTIVE SOCIAL BIO-
PHYSICAL

INTIMATE
Creativeness

creativity
Support

support
Services:

services
Vitality

vitality

INTER-
ACTIVE

TERACTIVE

altruism team-
work alliances

Niches

niches

SOCIAL
OCIAL

citizen-
ship

partner-
ships

Organisation

equity
Spaces

spaces

BIO-
PHYSICAL

Care:

care
Preservation

defence sustain-
ability

Equilibrium

balance
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Dimensions’ Disruptions in the
Non-Ecosystemic Model of Culture

Dimensions as Inflictors

Suffering
Dimension INTIMATE INTER-

ACTIVE SOCIAL BIO-
PHYSICAL

INTIMATE
Creativeness

solipsism
Support

subjection
Services:

neglect 
Vitality

harm

INTER-
ACTIVE

TERACTIVE

egotism fanaticism
Diversity:

co-opting
Niches

dispersal

SOCIAL
OCIAL

abuse
Organisation Spaces

extinction

BIO-
PHYSICAL

Care: Preservation

damage spoliation un-
balance

corporatism tyranny

injury
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Violence and Peace
in two Models of Culture.

PEACE

Caring 
Enabling

healthy 
differences

morbid 
differencesSpoiling

Blocking

VIOLENCE

ECOSYSTEMIC

Differences
contribute to 
conviviality

Hope,
justice, 

creativity, 
biodiversity,
social trust

NON-
ECOSYSTEMIC

Differences 
foster 

conflicts

Corruption,
inequities,

environmental 
decay, 

illnesses, 
crime, despair



36

Working with the Socio-Cultural 
Learning Niches

 Niches are “new structures”, protective spaces 
for “path breaking innovations”, having three 
functions in the transition processes: “shielding, 
nurturing and empowering” (Smith and Raven, 
2012); a small core of agents emerges within 
the system as the incumbent for innovation, 
emergent structures form around niches for 
their development and the emergence of niche-
regimes” (Frantzeskaki and Loorbach, 2009).
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Being-in-the-World in the
Socio-Cultural Learning Niches

 By participatory, heuristic-hermeneutic 
processes in the socio-cultural learning 
niches, alternative configurations for being-
in-the-world are elicited as people reflect 
about their own reality (internal/external) 
and develop new capabilities to understand 
and influence the course of the events. 
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Enabling New Ways for Being-in-the-
World in the Socio-Cultural Niches

The ways of being in the 
world are unveiled by 
intermediary objects, 
which catch the eyes 
(curious things, images 
of everyday life),  
subject-object relations 
are disclosed, narratives 
and life stories are 
elicited and commented.
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Intimate Dimension
Unveiling Subject-Object 

Relationships
 Current paradigms, forms of being-in-the-

world, epistemic positions, are unveiled by 
asking the participants to write down (in a 
non-identified piece of paper), whatever 
comes to their minds when intermediary 
objects are passed along in the group: 
images to catch the eyes, illustrations, 
curious things (bottle caps linked by a 
string, etc.)
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Interactive Dimension 
Sharing Perceptions in the Group

 The written statements are subsequently 
distributed out of sort to all the 
participants, who share their form and 
content by reading them aloud; the 
experience goes beyond individual initial 
perceptions and is enriched by the 
contributions of all the participants.
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Social Dimension
Creating New Ways for

Being-in-the-World

 Ecosystemic and non-ecosystemic forms of 
being-in-the-world are examined, economical, 
political, cultural, social and environmental 
consequences are analysed, present values,
current and potential new paradigms of 
work, power, wealth, growth and freedom 
are confronted in view of their meaning for 
overall quality of life.
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Biophysical Dimension
Reassessment of Concepts and 

Actions

The environment is understood as a concept, a 
domain of scientific enquiry, an object of 
knowledge, encompassing the relationships 
between beings and things, man’s activities 
upon the built and natural milieu, co-existing 
with the vital processes and integrating our 
perceptions and everyday life experiences.
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Epistemic, Thematic and Pragmatic 
Analysis of the Participants’ Outputs
Outputs are analyzed from an epistemic (kind of 
subject-object relationships). athematic (explicit 
content) and a pragmatic (strategies) standpoint. 
The epistemic analysis (“how”) refers to the 
structure of thought; the thematic analysis 
(“what”) to the emphasis and inclusiveness of the 
dimensions of being in the world; the pragmatic
analysis (actions) to the embedded policies 
present in the outputs. 
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Epistemic Analysis
Subject-Object Relationships

 Common-sense: Adherence to established, 
stereotyped preconceptions. 

 Academic: reduction to logical categories, 
describing to achieve closure. 

 Dependency: Trust on exterior authority to 
qualify own experience.

 Resistance: Refusal to being involved, failure 
to see meaning in the experience.

 Dogmatism: Compliance to fixed  paradigms for 
being-in-the-world.

 Appropriation: alteration of cognitive, 
affective and conative processes.
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Thematic Analysis
Contents in the Four Dimensions 

 Intimate Description of the experience         
in view of own expectations and desires.

 Interactive Description of the experience in 
view of the relationships with other people.

 Social Description of the experience in 
view of political-economical-social aspects.

 Biophysical Description of the experience in 
view of the natural and built environments.
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Selected Statements in a
Socio-Cultural Learning Niche

1) “Three black seeds, three elastically connected bottle caps, 
three white river stones and a heart shaped, dried, open seed 
pot lay in a white rectangular open top plastic container; 
remains of living plants, time worn rocks and man-made metal 
objects represent earth materials”
2) “Box  having within: 3 bottle caps tied up by an elastic string 
(it may suggest interaction, integration, inter-personal 
communication, horizontality);  a seashell, 3 pink stones (it may 
suggest compartment, non integration between parts); a ribbon 
of paper with the inscription: how many parts have a grain? (it 
may suggest the type of information discussed, interaction).”
3) “I wonder what type of music these items make; was/is the 
heart-shaped thing good to eat?; what are the little "black 
beans”?, how were the holes drilled in the pop tops?; what kind 
of soda are the 2 unfamiliar?”
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The Ecosystemic Approach:
Conclusions and Policy Lessons

 Development of public policies, community 
projects, research and teaching programmes must 
combine all the dimensions of the world.
 Individuals, groups, society, natural and built 
environments should be considered in view of their 
singularity and reciprocity.
 Quality of life, physical, social and mental well-
being, natural and built environments, are by-
products of ecosystemic models of culture.
 Current concepts of power, growth, wealth, work 
and freedom must be changed to face the problems 
of difficult settlement in the world.
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Role of the World Dimensions
in the Generation of this Event

 Intimate Dimension: interests, motivations, 
beliefs, values, personal engagement.

 Interactive Dimension: group climate, 
participation, audience’s collective support.

 Social Dimension: host institutions, roles 
and responsibilities for organizing this event.

 Biophysical Dimension: environmental and 
bodily conditions (spaces, comfort, duration)
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“Trying to solve specific problems, 
without addressing the general 
phenomenon is a conceptual error of  
prevalent segmented public policies, 
mass media headlines and reduced 
academic formats.”
PILON,A.F.,The Bubbles or the Boiling Pot? 
An Ecosystemic Approach to Culture, 
Environment and Quality of Life. 
Environmental Geology, 2, (57) 2009: 337-
345 [online]: 
http://www.springerlink.com/content/w6l306
m214813077

Instead of the “anthropocene”, the 
next era in human history should be 
named “symbiocene”, from the Greek 
sumbiosis, or companionship.
Albrecht, G.A., Exiting the Anthropocene
and Entering the Symbiocene, Minding 
Nature, 2 (9): 2016. [on line]:  
http://www.humansandnature.org/exiting-
the-anthropocene-and-entering-the-
symbiocene
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