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Ludwig von Bertalanffy, father of open systems theory, observed that open 

systems, like societies and political systems, behave as organisms, in other words 

they have life cycles that eventually come to an end. Bertalanffy observed that 

the end of open systems is often catastrophic as it is sudden; the cases, for 

example, of the USSR or of the many, seemingly invulnerable, colossi 

corporations, now being swept by the wayside by the world economic implosion, 

come to mind. 

 

We doubt that any of our current Greek politicians is aware of Bertalanffy and 

his theories, which, in any case, hardly make it as recreational reading. Their 

message though – organisms come to an implosive end – is extremely pertinent to 

our present condition. 

 

Last December, as unprecedented violence swept through our cities, we were 

treated to the picture of a numbed political class with very little to say about 

what was to be done beyond salted-pork cliches and the fatigued polemics that 

have replaced meaningful political language in this country. The riots eventually 

fizzled out with the purportedly organized State having done very little, if anything, 

to defend the overwhelming majority of the rest of us, protect our property, provide 

us with a reasonable feeling of security from the threat of bodily harm, and bring 

some, at least, of those responsible for the burning of Athens and other cities to 

justice. 

 

In Bertalanffy's organismic analogy, the riots constituted a serious, even life-

threatening, attack affecting the Greek political system. Even more ominously, 



the riots demonstrated the clear inability of the system to energize defensive 

mechanisms and right itself in a manner offering a credible hope for its continued  

longevity. While this country's affliction of self-appointed “experts” remained 

busy on the evening news highlighting the need for “armoring” our “democracy” 

in ways that, primarily, would continue to protect the “right” of the hooded thug 

to burn, loot, and unhinge without any fear of retribution, the Greek political 

system's immune mechanism was shown to be fatally defective. 

 

Ailing systems, just before the ultimate end of their life cycle, enter a phase 

characterized by frantic attempts at maintenance. Unable to regenerate healthy 

patterns, and without any means of resolving key conflicts in their operating 

code, these ailing systems linger under the increasing pressure of hostile agents 

that they cannot combat. The clock thus begins ticking as the “ruling class” tries 

to masquerade this last-before-last maintenance phase as a “new beginning.” 

 

Those who care to look at our current political, social, and economic 

predicament with a more careful and educated eye won't miss any of the above 

telltale signs. Unheard by the politicians (or, perhaps, loud enough to be heard 

but deliberately ignored) an undercurrent of genuine concern as to what happens 

to us next is growing. The Greek political process has demonstrated through the 

years an uncanny ability to take the wrong turns and cut the legs from under 

even the most rudimentary attempts at rational change and improvement. But 

processes inside political systems, as Bertalanffy, the biologist, repeatedly 

underlined, depend on human intervention, first and foremost. 

 

Right now, we need to decide if, ultimately, “the enemy is us.” We have to decide 

to stop before it is too late. But the correct signs are lacking. The hollow charges 

at windmills continue. The maintenance phase is on. Is Greek society prepared to 

do what it takes to ward off the established pathogens? 


