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La comprensione ecologica deve essere ecologica:
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Ecological understanding must be ecological

Structure of the presentation:

* A presentation

* A man, a three and a axe

* A kind of game of croquet

* The extinction of bread-and-butterflies

* The double bind and sustainable welfare

* Ecological understanding must be ecological

* Conclusions
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0. A presentation

From factory to social work to social research ...

Why welfare and ecology?

* For more than 200 years welfare and wellbeing
have apparently become less dependent on weather

* However, increasingly affluent lifestyles affect the climate and the weather

* In a warming world individual welfare (e.g. access to food, energy) and collective wellbeing
(nations wealth, social cohesion, ...) become more dependent on climate & weather again!

* Welfare and sustainability: welfare systems are an important driver of a model of development that
is proving incompatible with the ecological limits/properties of our world.

But connections still difficult:

* Gough (2016: X): “astonishingly [...] the vast bulk of writings on welfare and contemporary social
policy ignore the pressing constraints and closing boundaries of the planetary system”
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A presentation

Current research topic: understanding/supporting role of welfare systems, social policies
and social workers to address the sustainability challenge.

Current research / literature:

* A growing research field but in need of greater, deeper and faster efforts

* Dealing with ideas “evolved in a previous age” (sector-specific, simplifying-anthropocentric
assumptions)

* Difficult connections between grand narratives and paradigms and methods, practices and patterns
for research and innovation

* A complex plot of scientific and political perspectives, concepts and narratives
Need: “improved efforts in the search for a more holistic, dynamic and integrated visions between
social policy research and sustainability issues” (Gough 2016: X)

Question: How do we get to a field of inquiry that integrates what has been divided for decades or
centuries?
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1. Aman a three and a axe " 889 - DI PISA
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A man a three and a axe:

What connects, distinguishes, or separates
biological, psychic, social systems and inanimate
objects?

* Pleroma and creatura

* Differences, distinctions, gaps, not separations

* Mental processes as cybernetic circuits

What is the difference between the physical world of pleroma, where
forces and impacts provide sufficient basis of explanation, and the
creatura, where nothing can be understood until differences and
distinctions are invoked? (Bateson 1979: 7)
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Pensiero intenzionale # Pensiero sistemico

Intenzione = Azione - Risultato

T f ti
Input 1= ran;rg:_.r::s'on =) Output
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Pensiero intenzionale # Pensiero sistemico

Intenzione = Azione - Risultato

T f ti
Input == ran;rg:_.?saslon =P Output

Powered by GNU/Linux @%\ -y


https://people.unipi.it/matteo_villa/#F-title
https://people.unipi.it/matteo_villa/opss-lab/

DCe
A man a three and a axe: Ak

azione, feedback, circolarita Uhibrmerek DERLeA
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Intenzione = Azione - Risultato
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Input == ran;rg:_.r::s'on =P Output
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Pensiero intenzionale # Pensiero sistemico

Intenzione = Azione - Risultato

T f ti
Input == ra“Srgi_.Z‘fS"’” =P Output

Feedback _M

Feedback
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Feedback

Cosa succede quando introduciamo il feedback ?

Qual e il punto di partenza di tale processo ????
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2. A kind of game of croquet

Pathologies of communication and learning (G. Bateson)

D) Affetto simulato, o
comportamento
accattivante, stimolato
quando il bambino reagisce
al suo comportamento ostile
¢ di ripicgamento, e che ¢

* Schizophrenia " e
ncapacita di

intervenire per

sostenere il figlio di

* Learning and

lea rning levels un .mmlu di negare tale franta-alle
ripegamento ntraddizioni
. Double blnd B) Comportamento ol L o
ostile e di ripiegamento,
stimolato ogni volta che &% 1
il bambino le si avvicina \\\ i s
b
™
\
A
b “
\‘\ '\\
b \ E) 77?
'\.\\ \ )

. ' C) Il bambino si
“« ritrae dalla madre
A) Il bambino si

avvicina alla madre . . =
La dinamica familiare

nella schizofrenia
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A kind of game of croquet

Body, brain, environment: The embodied mind
(e.g.: Damasio, Varela, Thompson)
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A kind of game of croquet

Embodiment, inherence (M. Ponty), Immanence (G. Bateson):
An ecology of mind

* No skull-bounded or external mind:
Mental processes as complex interconnected feedback loops
that occur between systems that "observe" and "communicate"
with each other and within contexts

* There are no independent causal structures,
but processes of self-organization between systems
and environment (autopiesis / autonomy)

* Learning as a social and organizational processes

* Evolution as co-evolution
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Life histories, context, learning

Encouraging re-integration in education and work for dropout and

unemployed adolescents in a peripheral neighborhood

e Category-based definition of problems

« Context biases: relational structure and cultural values and goals I How to avoid
these risks?

e Policy failure in dealing with felt issues

e Creaming-out effects



Life histories, context, learning: interdependence and autonomy
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A kind of game of croquet DI PISA

Two different kinds of game
* As alineal-predictable action

* as an interaction between observing/living systems and non-linear unpredictable process
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3. The extinction of bread-and-butterflies

Lewis Carroll's 'bread-and-butterfly’

The fanciful dilemma of Carroll's bread-and-butterfly in the story of Alice in Wonderland was that it
had wings made of thin slices of bread and butter and a head made of a lump of sugar. When Alice asks
what the creature lives on, the reply comes back: 'weak tea with cream in it/ Obviously if the creature
ate its food, it would die; so an optimistic Alice asks what would happen if it cannot find any food. She

receives the same answer: 'it dies/

The point of Lewis Carroll's fable, Bateson repeated, was that bread-and-butterflies became extinct,
not for any material reason - because their heads were made of sugar, or because they could not find
food - but because of the impossibility of contradictory adaptation.

'The answer is that they became extinct because they were caught
in a dilemma, and the world is made up that way, and it is not
made the linear single-purpose way [of materialist causality]. And
so on ad infinitum' (Gregory Bateson, 1978c: 54; Sacred 1991: 211).

(In P. Harries-Jones, 1995)
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The extinction of bread-and-butterflies

Economy of Flexibility ...

Monotone variable patterns (e.g. growth)

* Adaptation and co-evolution

* Systemic wisdom, circularity, coexistence Anthropocentrism, Externality and Domination

* Substantive economy and Pragmatism Formal economy and Self-reference

Simplification: Occam’s Razor

* Complexity: cybernetic understanding

Understanding economy of habits, learning and co-evolution:
Unpredictability = probability + stability

> How did we know about climate change in the 1960s?

> How did we know about the coronavirus before it happened?

> How obsolete are our ideas?

Powered by GNU/Linux @%@ ®
9.

(Free and Open Source Software)


https://people.unipi.it/matteo_villa/#F-title
https://people.unipi.it/matteo_villa/opss-lab/
https://people.unipi.it/matteo_villa/#F-title
https://people.unipi.it/matteo_villa/opss-lab/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bqhve2PBPvU

4. The double bind and sustainable welfare

Trapped in a double bind? Trapped in a system of ideas turning out to be a bag of tricks?

Complexity and non-linearity: every change in one sphere create non-linear unpredictable effects and

feedback loops in the overall system (Bateson 1972; Byrne 1998; Room 2011)

Combination of size, speed, uncertainty, contradiction and urgency

Risks of deepening double bind conditions DAMNED
IF 'p'n}i

* Any choice may have counteractive and e
counterintuitive effects up to make it o
look wrong anyway (Bateson 1972; Eriksen 2016).

* No strategy seems really effective in preventing us JarpN
from falling into deep contradiction

* Simplification risks further boosting vicious circles Eo
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The double bind and sustainable welfare

Tony Fitzpatrick (2011: 3):

Sustainability “is the sine qua non of everything else”: we need a politics based around this

principle [...] “If we don’t get this right, we don’t get the chance to make anything else right
either”.

“Wait and see, should not be an option” ... it would end up costing much more, from every
point of view: environmental, economic and social (Hodgson and Philips 2011).

Then ten Years After....
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The double bind and sustainable welfare

Ten Years After....
No one would say that? Maybe ...

Photo: The Guardian


https://opensource.com/resources/linux
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/mar/15/young-climate-activists-striking-today-campaigners
https://www.italiachecambia.org/

The double bind and sustainable welfare

But... Tinkering should not be an option either:

“no amount of political tinkering can save the old system,
only a fundamental change in ideas” (Gregory Bateson)

Same view of the German high court?

The Court ruled the 2019 law on climate because it violates young people's "fundamental rights to a
human future" by failing to set adequate emissions-reduction targets.

Politics of the possible? No, of the necessary _

ONE DAY,

Lo, THIS

e WiLL BE :
| AlLYouRs |

* However political tinkering seems the very way in
which major environmental issues are addressed

* Why? Habits, interests, path dependency, unsolvable
trade-offs and conflicts, complexity, capabilities, ideas.... ?
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The double bind and sustainable welfare

There are strategies to combat climate change:
o Adaptation

Conservation

Mitigation

Geo-engineering and

technological innovation

Greenwashing ...

"
\ Which strategies between environmental
and socioeconomic policies?

Which role of welfare systems?

Green deal,
Just Transition,
Circular economy,

o o Urban Regeneration, Regenerative
1. ¢ - i 1T & ImPH farming ...

Puerto Rico 2017, Hurricane Maria. One year after

9.
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The double bind and sustainable welfare

Sustainable welfare: “towards the satisfaction of human needs within ecological limits,
from the intergenerational and global perspective”

Ecological social policy: address social issues and risks while acknowledging “the ecological
embeddedness of societies and the implications this has for the use of natural resources”

What about:
* Growth / Post-growth lifestyle? Wants vs. universal basic needs?
* |nvestment, recalibration or retrenchment?

* Nation state vs. more sub- and supranational design?
* Current and future generations?

In brief:
> Which paradigms/models?

*> How to approach them?

2> Which role of a sustainable welfare in the transition?
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The double bind and sustainable welfare

Discussing the role of social work in relation to possible transition frames:

Some issues:
> Climate crisis, risks and policies

Time and speed of crisis and strategies > Social risks and policies

> spatial organization and integration of policies

Varying geographies and space dynamics , L
> multi-level governance and participation

> Universalism
Welfare organizing principle: > Category-based

> Context-based

> Top-down, bureaucratic, managerialist

Welfare Activation/Mobilisation:
> Bottom-up, pragmatic, self-organized

. . > Social investment, Eco-social investment,
Sustainable Welfare Paradigms: Retrenchment, Recalibration, Degrowth, Post-
growth, Circularity, Sufficientarism, Global and
intergenerational ....
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The double bind and sustainable welfare

Few insigths from current case studies:
* Situations of considerable complexity

* Environmental, economic and social aspects intertwined in many ways.
* Several trade-offs and conflicts

* Multiple actors who do not often recognize each other

Strategy? Which strategy?:

Apparently limited capacity for strategic innovation (tinkering)
at both local and regional level

No clear (multi-level) governance, apart from industrial relations

No evidence of eco-social policies... welfare who?

Local social workers and services: significant but implicit role in dealing with social effects

— Complicated and hardly predictable transition processes
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The double bind and sustainable welfare

Experiences we can learn from (villa 2016)

1. USC- promoting social cohesion within a suburban neighborhood;

2. MDW - promoting socio-economic actions to relaunch development and
welfare in mountain communities at risk of depopulation

e Passive adaptation — context-based potentials for change (economics of flexibility)
e Individual users = Social actors
 Individual- and category-based principles = More context-based ones
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5. Ecological understanding must be ecological

Understanding from an ecological perpective the possible changing role of
social welfare in the ecological crisis and transition:

Some points:

Overcoming a steady anthropocentric perspective
and ideas “which evolved in a previous age” (Espinosa and Walker 2011)

Integrating social and Environmental research, practice, perspectives
More attention to trans-contextual and organizational dynamics

Overcoming dualisms, dichotomies and category-based separations: human/nature,
social/environment, social policy/social work, welfare and social work categories

Developing methods for integrating knowledge and action and different types of knowing
and for supporting transition paths as sort of changing patterns through time, e.g.:

Abductive approaches - Action-research methods
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Ecological understanding must be ecological

‘Systemic wisdom’: just a catchphrase? Or a key viewpoint for an ecological science?

It is first and foremost addressed to science itself, to its own assumptions, methods and
structures of observation. That is mapping, or its ways of:

1) conceiving itself as a system of ideas, metaphors, theories, etc.,
2) thinking the objects of observation, and

3) devising the relationship between the twos (observing).

An ecological science should

* Not separate these three elements

* Recognizing them as interdependent parts of a recursive relationship - or cybernetic system

Through which it constitutes itself as part of the system observed,

Capable of self-reflexivity, self-subversion and self-correction.

“Ecological understanding must be ecological” (Bateson, in Harries-Jones 1995: 7).
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Ecological understanding must be ecological

Some points:

* Map is not the territory

* Mid way of knowledge

* Maps and Gaps and logical levels

* Mapping as a logical typing through incompleteness

* Mapping as a pragmatic-reflective processing of distinctions
* Value of perception

* Paradox and indeterminacy in the ecological understanding
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Ecological understanding must be ecological

Sl Induction
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| |
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...... |I E; S |I | ] i e — - lf Cs : ___I_ | 1 Amparison
" ,\\btl]d}’l __' [ T Sy Sp—_ \ g l
Querymg S “\{ e AN | '
previous T = A I I
kmowledge, rx\ ; l i 7 \,\ | |
failure, lack \ ;01 s : [ C8 | ; '
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of hvpatheses. ;Q' — S, Judgment
i : e B 01, 02,03,
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""" _,;’“‘I:I depending on
: i 4| Effectiveness
...................................................................................... e of tautologies
: application in
J:03 5, and 8,
Fig. | — Investigation process of Abduction, Deduction, Induction
Caption:

J: 01: Positive Outcomes (effectiveness) — Q: 01 (Query 01): Further testing the hypothesis
J: 02: Uncertain outcomes (limited effectiveness) — Q: 02 (Query 02): Fixing/adjusting the hypothesis
J: 03: Contradictory outcomes (ineffectiveness) — Q: 03 (Query 03): Forming/selecting new hypotheses

The entire cycle ordinarily needs a certain number of research activities to test hypotheses for
purpose of comparing welfare systems of different contexts and countries (Source: Villa 2018)
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Ecological understanding must be ecological

Action-research

Action-research works well for the purpose of
* including unrecognized resources
* engaging social actors as active subjects

* acknowledging / enhancing practical knowledge

The inquiry
* alearning process for those who partake

* facilitating out-of-the-box modes of comprehension

Case studies: to identify hypotheses and contribute to the formation of concepts, typologies,
metaphors and patterns...

* Not for merely classifying objects, but capturing characteristics of the processes that generate the

differences we can then summarize and compare
* Producing both context-related and comparable outcomes
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Conclusions

If you want to truly understand something, try to change it

Kurt Lewin
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Con tale arte fu costruita la citta che ogni sua via corre
seguendo l'orbita d'un pianeta e gli edifici e i luoghi della vita
in comune ripetono I'ordine delle costellazioni e la posizione
degli astri piu luminosi. Cosi perfetta € la corrispondenza tra la
nostra citta e il cielo - dicono gli abitanti - che ogni
cambiamento d'Andria comporta qualche novita tra le stelle: la
citta e il cielo non restano mai uguali. Del carattere degli
abitanti meritano di essere ricordate due virtu: la sicurezza in
se stessi e la prudenza. Convinti che ogni innovazione nella
citta influisca sul disegno del cielo, prima d'ogni decisione
calcolano i rischi e i vantaggi per loro e per l'insieme della citta
e dei mondi.

(Italo Calvino, Le citta invisibili)
(Disegno: Mariella Bertolio)

Thank you for your attention!

Matteo Villa, matteo.villa@unipi.it - https://people.unipi.it/matteo_villa/
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