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Abstract 

This paper argues that today’s global crises are manifestations of a deeper civilizational 

transformation rather than isolated disruptions. Drawing on the insights of Jaspers, Kuhn, 

Wallerstein, Polanyi, and Schacker—alongside classical theorists such as Toynbee, Spengler, and 

Eisenstadt—the analysis highlights the exhaustion of existing epistemological, political, and 

economic frameworks. These scholars converge on the view that history advances through 

transformative ruptures, when prevailing paradigms of meaning and organization collapse and 

demand reconfiguration. 

The reduction of crises to national frameworks and disciplinary silos has produced an epistemic 

provincialism that reinforces fragmentation, irresponsibility, and the erosion of democratic 

legitimacy. Within this dynamic, universities play a crucial role: while they often reproduce 

disciplinary divisions and nation-centered assumptions, they also represent one of the few 

institutions capable of advancing integrative knowledge, interdisciplinary dialogue, and planetary 

consciousness. Their transformation is indispensable if humanity is to navigate this civilizational 

threshold toward a sustainable and democratic future. 

 

Keywords: Civilizational crisis; Paradigm shift; Global interdependence; Epistemic 

provincialism; Democracy; Universities; Planetary consciousness 
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The Weaver and the Loom of Storms 

Once, in a village by the edge of a restless sea, there lived a weaver named Erin. She was known 

for making tapestries so fine that even the elders said her threads carried stories. One day, the sky 

darkened, and a storm unlike any before came roaring from the horizon. 

The waves crashed not only against the shore but into the village itself, carrying driftwood, 

shattered boats, and treasures from distant lands. The people panicked, shouting: “The old ways 

are broken! The sea has turned against us!” 

But Erin did not flee. Instead, she walked into the chaos, gathering the flotsam—splintered masts, 

seaweed, ropes, and strange fibers the storm had unearthed. The villagers mocked her. “Why do 

you cling to wreckage when the storm has destroyed everything?” 

Erin replied, “The storm is not only a destroyer. It is a weaver greater than I. It tears, but it also 

delivers.” 

She returned to her loom and began weaving with the new materials. The old threads of cotton and 

wool no longer fit alone; the fibers from the storm were coarse, unruly, unpredictable. The cloth 

buckled, knotted, and tore. Erin nearly despaired, for the patterns she once knew no longer worked. 

But then she loosened her grip, letting the fibers twist in their own way. Slowly, a new tapestry 

emerged—stronger than any she had woven before, shimmering with colors and textures unseen 

in the village. 

When the storm finally passed, the people gathered. Erin showed them her tapestry. It was not like 

the old ones, neat and predictable. It was wild, resilient, alive—as if the storm itself had been 

caught and calmed in its threads. 

The elders whispered, “Perhaps the storm was not an ending, but an invitation.” 

And from that day, the villagers learned not only to fear the chaos, nor to cling to the old patterns, 

but to weave with what the storms of life brought—trusting that out of upheaval, a new design 

could emerge. 

Moral: In chaordic times, when old paradigms unravel and new ones are unformed, the path is not 

to resist the storm nor to cling to broken patterns, but to weave with what chaos delivers—allowing 

a new order, unseen before, to be born. 
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The Chaordic Age Context 

A chaordic system is one that blends chaos (creativity, unpredictability) with order (structure, 

stability). Today’s global reality—climate crisis, rapid tech change, economic instability, political 

polarization—is chaordic: systems are destabilizing while new patterns are emerging. 

There are many models for the rise and fall of civilizations, societies and economic models. 

I want to briefly introduce five approaches that may help us to understand the transition our world 

is experiencing and the impact it may have on our lives moving forward. These approaches include 

recognition of Karl Jasper’s description of Axial Ages1 as "an interregnum between two ages of 

great empire” where old certainties have their validity and new ones are not yet ready.2 But the 

main approaches discussed are the development of World Systems theory articulated by Immanuel 

Wallerstein;3 Thomas Kuhn and his development of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions,4 Karl 

Polanyi’s formulation of The Great Transformation5; and Michael Schacker’s Global Awakening. 

Jaspers, Wallerstein, and Polanyi worked in different intellectual traditions, but they all wrestled 

with the relationship between history, society, and meaning — just from very different angles.  

Kuhn and Schacker take a broad view of systemic change dependent on the transformation of 

systems under stress. 

The term ’Axial Age’ (Karl Jaspers) has reappeared in attempts to denote that people all 

over the world are struggling to find new meaning in the very new conditions of existence as a 

result of industrial, technical and communications revolutions. Existential needs for meaning and 

comfort now require, some believe, a new spiritual revolution (Karen Armstrong), or a global 

awakening (Michael Shacker) which envisions a paradigm shift from a mechanistic world view to 

a holistic world view. 

 
1 Jaspers, Karl (1953), The Origin and Goal of History, Bullock, Michael (Tr.) (1st English ed.), 

London: Routledge & Keegan Paul, p. 2. 
2 Armstrong, Karen (2006), The Great Transformation: The Beginning of our Religious 

Traditions (1st ed.), New York: Knopf, p. 367. 
3 Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World System: Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of the 

European World Economy in the Sixteenth Century. New York: Academic Press, 1974. 
4 Thomas Kunh, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 

1962. 
5 Karl Polányi in The Great Transformation. New York: Farrar & Rinehart, 1944. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Empire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karl_Jaspers
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karen_Armstrong
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Farrar_%26_Rinehart
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In another vocabulary, we live in the time of structural crisis, systemic bifurcation and 

transition from one world system to another (Immanuel Wallerstein). Although we do not know 

what the new world system or structure will look like, as individuals and collectives we can have 

more impact at this time, because we are not under the constraints of the old or emerging new 

world system. Therefore, the age we live in is more open to human intervention and creativity.  

Karl Polányi presented a set of interrelated and intertwined phenomena. With extraordinary 

prescience, he warned that crisis would come. He rejected the idea that the market is "self-

regulating" and can correct itself and argued that there is nothing inevitable or "natural" about the 

way markets work. He emphasized that markets are always shaped by political decisions.  

Michael Schacker6 proposes that we are undergoing a major paradigm shift from the old 

mechanistic worldview to a new organic worldview, drawing on lessons from historical shifts like 

the Enlightenment and the American Revolution. He outlines recurring stages in such transitions, 

including the conservative backlash phase, an intensive phase, and a “flip point”—the moment the 

new paradigm fully emerges and overcomes the old paradigm. Schacker emphasizes that the 

mechanistic paradigm is now unraveling due to global crises like environmental degradation and 

social inequality. He offers a “blueprint” for constructive action—regeneration, systemic 

transformation, and individual engagement in creating an organic future. 

 

Karl Jaspers in A Chaordic Age 

Karl Jaspers is surprisingly relevant to a chaordic age, even though he was writing decades before 

the term existed. His work offers a deep-time, philosophical lens for understanding why turbulence 

often coincides with leaps in human consciousness. 

Axial Age as a Precedent for Chaordic Transformation 

Jaspers’ wrote that around 800–200 BCE, multiple civilizations (China, India, the Middle East, 

Greece) experienced an Axial Age—a period of crisis, questioning, and spiritual creativity that 

birthed enduring moral and philosophical systems. In other words, an Axial Age is essentially a 

chaordic moment—the breakdown of old orders and the simultaneous creation of new meaning 

 
6 Michael Shacker, Global Awakening, New Science and the 21st Century Enlightenment. 

Rochester, VT: Park Street Press, 2013. 
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structures. Jaspers shows that this pattern has happened before and can be fruitful, not just 

destructive. 

Meaning in the Midst of Disorder 

Jaspers saw times of upheaval as existential openings—moments when humanity becomes more 

self-aware and reflective. In a chaordic age, where technological and ecological disruptions can 

overwhelm, his focus on philosophical faith and dialogue across cultures offers tools for 

maintaining purpose and dignity amid uncertainty. 

Communication as a Bridge Between Chaos and Order 

Jaspers emphasized communication and encounters between worldviews that expand mutual 

understanding without erasing difference. Chaordic systems thrive when diversity is not 

suppressed into rigid order, nor allowed to fragment into pure chaos. Jaspers’ intercultural and 

interfaith dialogue is a model for managing complexity without forcing uniformity. 

Moral Compass for Systemic Change 

Where Polányi gives an economic compass and Schacker offers a paradigm roadmap, Jaspers 

provides an existential and ethical compass—reminding us that no matter how turbulent the 

system, the ultimate question is: what does it mean to be human in this moment? In a chaordic era, 

where old moral anchors dissolve, Jaspers’ insistence on shared humanity and transcendent values 

keeps the transformation from becoming purely technical or power-driven. 

This matters today because it shows that chaos-to-order transitions are not new—they can yield 

cultural revolutions that last millennia. It provides a perspective on cultural humility that 

encourages cross-cultural learning as a stabilizing force in global turbulence. It provides the core 

for existential resilience by offering ways to face uncertainty without succumbing to fear or 

nihilism.  In short, Jaspers tells us: The chaos is not the end; it may be the doorway to a new 

civilizational consciousness—if we meet it with dialogue, reflection, and moral courage. While 

Jaspers studies humanity’s civilizational turning points; Kuhn studies disciplinary turning points. 

Jaspers discusses meaning and morality in history, while Kuhn outlines the mechanics of 

conceptual change in science. 
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Thomas Kuhn and The Structure Of Scientific Revolutions in the Contemporary Context 

In The Structure of Scientific Revolutions Thomas Kuhn revolutionized how we understand science 

itself. Rather than viewing scientific progress as a steady, cumulative acquisition of knowledge, 

Kuhn introduced the concept of paradigm shifts—fundamental, disruptive changes in scientific 

frameworks. This theory reframed science not as purely objective but as shaped by historical, 

psychological, and sociological forces. In today’s context—an era defined by rapid technological 

change, complex global crises, and increasing skepticism toward science—Kuhn’s ideas remain 

profoundly relevant. They help us understand not only how science changes but also how those 

changes are perceived, resisted, and institutionalized. 

Paradigm Shifts and Contemporary Scientific Revolutions 

Kuhn writes that science proceeds through alternating phases of "normal science" and 

revolutionary change. In normal science, research operates within a dominant paradigm—a 

framework of theories, methods, and standards accepted by a scientific community. However, 

when persistent anomalies arise that cannot be explained or resolved within this paradigm, a crisis 

emerges, often followed by a paradigm shift. 

This model resonates strongly with recent scientific transformations. For example: 

• Climate science has undergone a shift from isolated environmental studies to an integrated 

understanding of Earth systems and human influence—marking a transition toward the 

Anthropocene Paradigm. 

• Economic uncertainty and increasing crises, including the 2008 global financial crisis, the 

COVID-19 pandemic shock, the post-2020 inflation and debt crises, and Trump’s new tariff 

plans, have revealed deep flaws in prevailing economic models. 

• COVID-19 exposed the limits of existing public health paradigms and highlighted the 

dynamic nature of scientific consensus during crisis, where recommendations shifted in 

real time as new data emerged. 

• Artificial intelligence challenges traditional understandings of cognition, creativity, and 

even ethics, raising questions not only within science but across philosophy, law, and 

society. 
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These shifts illustrate how science in the contemporary world often operates at the edge of 

paradigmatic boundaries, with multiple competing frameworks (e.g., different models of AI 

learning, or competing theories of pandemic response, or social movements that target growing 

inequalities) coexisting or clashing. 

The Sociology of Science and Institutional Resistance 

Kuhn argued that paradigm shifts are often resisted by the scientific establishment because they 

require abandoning deeply held assumptions. This insight is increasingly relevant in today’s 

polarized scientific and political environment. 

Contemporary examples include: 

• Gene editing technologies like CRISPR have generated fierce debate—not only within 

biology but also among ethicists, policymakers, and the public. 

• Quantum computing challenges classical notions of computation and information, 

requiring a reframing of foundational principles in physics and computer science. 

Kuhn’s insight that science is a human activity—embedded in institutions, traditions, and power 

structures—helps explain why revolutionary ideas often face resistance. In the age of digital 

communication and open-access knowledge, new paradigms may emerge more rapidly, but they 

also encounter new forms of skepticism, misinformation, and political interference. 

Post-Kuhnian Challenges: Fragmentation and Interdisciplinarity 

Kuhn’s model was based primarily on the physical sciences, which tend to have more unified 

paradigms. Today, however, science is increasingly interdisciplinary, with blurred boundaries 

between fields. This fragmentation complicates the idea of a single dominant paradigm within any 

given domain. 

For example: 

• Neuroscience combines biology, psychology, computer science, and philosophy. 

• Climate science merges geology, atmospheric science, economics, and policy. 
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In such hybrid fields, the idea of a clearly defined "normal science" is more difficult to apply. 

Instead, multiple paradigms may coexist in productive tension, with progress driven by negotiation 

rather than revolution. 

 

Immanuel Wallerstein’s Relevance in a Chaordic Age 

Wallerstein’s theory views global change not as random or linear, but as shaped by deep economic 

and political structures. While the world-system is highly resistant to change, periods of crisis can 

create opportunities for transformation.  

Systemic Thinking for a Chaordic World 

Wallerstein’s approach to analyzing the world as a single, complex, interdependent system mirrors 

the chaordic structure of today’s global dynamics. In a world where traditional hierarchies are 

breaking down and uncertainty reigns, his framework helps explain how core powers maintain 

influence through adaptive control, not rigid dominance. 

Instability as a Feature 

Wallerstein predicted that the capitalist world-economy was entering a period of systemic crisis 

that has become a structural condition. He argued that we are in a "bifurcation" moment, that is a 

point at which the current system could evolve in radically different directions. 

Critique of Capitalist Logic 

The logic of endless capital accumulation, he describes, is increasingly in conflict with ecological 

limits, social movements for equality and justice, and digital transformations. The chaordic age 

demands new paradigms beyond capitalism and nation-states. 

Wallerstein’s ideas offer a powerful toolkit for navigating our times marked by complexity, 

instability, and transformation. His world-systems approach provides a lens to understand how we 

got here, why the current global order is fracturing, and what might emerge next. In a world where 

old paradigms no longer hold. 
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Polányi’s Core Ideas and Their Relevance 

Embeddedness of the Economy 

Polányi claims that in most of history, the economy was embedded in social relations; the “self-

regulating market” of the 19th century was the anomaly. Today, as global crises force systemic 

rethinking (e.g., regenerative economics, circular economies), Polányi reminds us that markets 

must be re-embedded in social and ecological systems for resilience with commons-based 

governance. 

The Double Movement 

According to his analysis, market liberalization provokes a countermovement—society pushes 

back to protect itself from dislocation. In a chaordic age, this “double movement” accelerates—

market disruption (automation, deregulation, globalization) and sparks powerful pushbacks 

(localism, social justice movements, environmental activism). Recognizing and understanding this 

double movement as an inevitable pattern, not an anomaly, i.e., anticipating and integrating 

pushback into reform, helps to navigate the turbulence.  

Moral and Historical Perspectives and Institutional Anchoring 

Purely market-driven societies erode social cohesion and ultimately destabilize themselves. The 

tension between chaos (innovation, disruption) and order (stability, trust, shared norms) demands 

institutional frameworks that balance dynamism with protection—exactly the balance Polányi 

argued for. The use of historical analogies to avoid repeating the path from market fundamentalism 

to systemic breakdown, Polányi’s historical framing helps us see warning signs (rapid market 

expansion, social dislocation, rise of authoritarian politics) and potential corrective pathways.  

Polányi provides us with a map of systemic pendulum swings and a reminder that order without 

adaptability is brittle, and adaptability without protection is destructive. That is the central 

challenge of surviving and thriving in a chaordic age. 

If Karl Polányi helps us understand the structural pendulum between market forces and social 

protections, Schacker helps us understand the narrative and cultural arc of how we cross the bridge 

from breakdown to breakthrough. 
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Michael Schackers Paradigm Shift as Chaordic Transition 

Michael Schacker’s ideas in Global Awakening are almost tailor-made for a chaordic age, because 

he focuses on how societies navigate moments when chaos and order are colliding to produce a 

new paradigm. Schacker’s core thesis is that we are living through the collapse of an old 

mechanistic worldview and the emergence of an organic, systems-oriented worldview. A chaordic 

age is precisely the in-between phase—too unstable to be the old order, too unfinished to be the 

new. Schacker treats this liminal zone as the crucible where transformation happens. 

Schacker’s “Four Phase” Framework 

Schacker identifies recurring stages in major historical shifts (like the Enlightenment): Early 

awakening—a new way of thinking emerges at the margins. Conservative backlash—defenders of 

the old order intensify resistance. Intensive phase—crisis escalates and change accelerates. Flip 

point—the new paradigm becomes dominant. 

This maps almost perfectly onto a chaos–order cycle—chaos peaks in the “intensive phase,” order 

reasserts itself in the “flip point,” but as a different order than before. 

Tools for Navigating the Transition 

Schacker argues that regenerative systems, ecological literacy, and distributed innovation are key 

to stabilizing after chaos without reverting to rigid old structures. He offers a blueprint for 

constructive action—citizen engagement, systemic reforms, and cultural shifts—which is essential 

in a chaordic age where directionless change can tip into collapse. 

Schacker’s contribution provides a narrative arc that explains how societies move from chaos to 

a new order, plus practical interventions to make the new order more humane and sustainable. He 

emphasizes conscious participation to co-shape the next system. The chaordic age is dangerous 

because old systems are failing faster than new ones can replace them. Today Schacker offers: A 

diagnosis (mechanistic worldview collapse); A prognosis (organic systems worldview ahead); A 

treatment plan (regenerative economy, empowered citizens, adaptive institutions). 
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Comparisons, Contrasts and Convergences 

Thomas Kuhn’s idea of paradigm shifts in science aligns with Karl Jaspers, Immanuel Wallerstein, 

and Michael Schacker in seeing transformation as a patterned process, but they differ in scope and 

focus: Jaspers maps civilizational and spiritual breakthroughs across millennia, Kuhn explains 

conceptual revolutions within scientific communities, Wallerstein analyzes structural changes in 

the global capitalist system, and Schacker outlines whole-society worldview shifts from 

mechanistic to organic. All four describe phases of stability, crisis, and reordering, yet Kuhn stays 

within the epistemic domain of science, while the others extend the cycle to encompass culture, 

economy, and the future of humanity itself. 

 

In terms of scope of their studies and methodological orientation, Kuhn’s scope is the narrowest 

(disciplinary science), while Jaspers and Schacker cover the widest arcs (civilizational and 

worldview shifts). Wallerstein works at a global-socioeconomic scale, Polányi at a national-to-

global socio-economic-historical scale, and Schacker bridges macro history with future-oriented 

systemic change. Methodologically, Kuhn and Jaspers are more interpretive and historical-

philosophical, Wallerstein and Polányi are socio-historical with structural analysis, and Schacker 

blends historical pattern analysis with normative action plans. Jaspers spans ancient spiritual 

transformation. He is existential and philosophical. Kuhn is rather rigidly confined by 

disciplinarity that the others transcend in different ways. Wallerstein focuses on systemic 

capitalism at the macro-structural and economic-historical level. Polanyi zooms into societal-

moral reactions to markets from the perspectives of socio-economic history combined with moral 

philosophy. Schacker maps the shift from scientific worldview to systemic regenerative thinking, 

combining paradigm theory, regenerative science, and cultural evolution. 

 

Agency and Normative Outlook 

Jaspers places strong emphasis on individual and collective existential agency. He believes that in 

moments of crisis and upheaval—like those during the Axial Age—humans have the capacity to 

engage in philosophical reflection, ethical choice, and dialogue that can transform consciousness 

and society. Agency is deeply tied to freedom, responsibility, and self-awareness, enabling 

individuals and cultures to co-create new meaning and moral frameworks amid uncertainty. 
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Jaspers holds a normative and existentially grounded outlook. He advocates for authenticity, 

intercultural understanding, and ethical dialogue as essential to navigating crises. His work 

suggests that humanity must embrace its freedom responsibly and cultivate shared values to 

transcend chaos and avoid nihilism. He sees moral and spiritual awakening as necessary for 

meaningful progress. 

 

Kuhn’s model largely limits individual agency within scientific revolutions. Scientists operate 

mostly within established paradigms—shared frameworks of theories, methods, and standards—

that guide “normal science.” Agency comes into play primarily during periods of crisis, when 

anomalies accumulate and the old paradigm can no longer solve problems. At this point, collective 

shifts occur as new paradigms emerge, but these shifts are often non-rational and shaped by 

sociological and psychological factors rather than purely logical choices. So, Kuhn views agency 

as constrained and often unconscious, exercised more by communities than by individuals. 

 

Kuhn adopts a descriptive, rather than prescriptive, stance. He explains how scientific change 

happens rather than how it should happen. His work is normatively neutral—he does not argue 

that paradigm shifts are inherently better or worse, only that they are inevitable and necessary for 

scientific progress. Kuhn challenges the idea of steady, cumulative progress, suggesting instead 

that science advances through discontinuous revolutions, which complicates straightforward 

notions of rationality and objectivity. In short: Kuhn portrays agency as collective and constrained 

within paradigms, and he maintains a neutral, descriptive outlook without prescribing normative 

judgments about scientific change. 

 

Wallerstein’s world-systems theory emphasizes structural constraints on individual and collective 

agency. The global capitalist system, with its entrenched core-periphery dynamics, shapes 

possibilities and limits for action. While actors—states, elites, social movements—can influence 

and sometimes alter the system, their agency is largely conditioned by systemic forces that operate 

over centuries. Change tends to be slow and uneven, emerging from contradictions and crises 

within the world-economy rather than from intentional, large-scale planning. 
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Wallerstein is critical and somewhat pessimistic about the sustainability of the current capitalist 

world-system, highlighting its exploitative and unequal nature. Though he does not prescribe 

detailed solutions, he advocates for transformative change and supports movements toward social 

justice and systemic reform. His stance is normatively oriented toward greater equity and systemic 

transformation, even if the path forward is complex and uncertain. 

Wallerstein sees agency as structurally constrained but recognizes long-term systemic change 

driven by crises; he holds a critical but somewhat open normative stance favoring justice. 

 

Polányi stresses the importance of social agency in resisting and reshaping economic forces. While 

markets can exert strong pressures, societies possess the capacity to push back (the “double 

movement”) through social movements, institutions, and political action that re-embed markets in 

social norms and protections. Agency is thus collective and proactive, as communities and states 

act to protect social welfare and cultural values. 

 

Polányi adopts a normative and critical stance against market fundamentalism, arguing that 

unregulated markets are socially destructive. He champions social protection, moral 

embeddedness, and democratic control over economic life. His outlook is explicitly normative, 

emphasizing the need to balance economic efficiency with social justice and human dignity. 

Polányi emphasizes collective social agency actively resisting market excesses, with a strongly 

normative commitment to social protection and re-embedding economics within society. 

 

Schacker emphasizes collective agency and conscious participation in large-scale societal 

transformations. He argues that societies are not just passively carried by structural forces but can 

actively shape paradigm shifts through systemic innovation, cultural change, and regenerative 

practices. Agency is distributed across actors—individuals, communities, institutions—who co-

create new worldviews and adaptive systems. 

 

Schacker adopts a strongly normative and activist stance, focused on regenerative, ecological, and 

socially just futures. He calls for deliberate efforts to transition from a mechanistic to an organic 

worldview, urging engaged citizens to take responsibility for systemic renewal. His outlook is 
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optimistic but demanding, encouraging proactive transformation grounded in sustainability and 

human empowerment. 

 

In summary, Jaspers and Schacker both chart transformation through shifts in consciousness—but 

while Jaspers looks backward to foundational spiritual eras, Schacker seeks forward to a new 

organic worldview. In terms of agency and normative outlook, Kuhn portrays agency as collective 

and constrained within paradigms, and he maintains a neutral, descriptive outlook without 

prescribing normative judgments about scientific change. Wallerstein maps long-term systemic 

patterns; Schacker adds an anticipatory dimension—projecting a conscious paradigm shift toward 

sustainable systems. Polanyi’s concept of the “double movement” (market advance and societal 

pushback) finds resonance in Schacker’s framing of the backlash and paradigm shift phases that 

can be related to Kuhn’s structure of scientific change. Kuhn, Wallerstein and Polanyi often trace 

patterns; Jaspers reflects on consciousness, while Schacker focuses on actionable change, 

explicitly urging activism and presenting a roadmap for engagement. 

 

All of the five scholars recognize transformative historical periods—whether spiritual, scientific, 

economic, or ideological—that define human development. They view the current era as a crucial 

junction, whether it’s in consciousness (Jaspers), scientific advances and structures (Kuhn), 

capitalist structures (Wallerstein), social resistance (Polanyi), or worldview paradigms (Schacker). 

They also share the conviction that meaningful change requires rethinking foundational 

assumptions—about existence, science, economy, society, or worldview. 

 

These observations and propositions have not been sufficiently recognized and some rather 

neglected during the past decades and by the explicit or tacit consensus of both social scientists 

and political analysts. In most cases analysts deal with each crisis as separate, isolated phenomena. 

This negligence and restricted perception (based upon the paradigm of the sovereign nation state 

and doctrine of independent academic disciplines) is greatly responsible for the present global 

turmoil which is at its heart a civilizational crisis.  

 

One of the major negative results is the lack of responsibility taking for global or transnational 

disasters by the dominant players and stakeholders—from national and regional political leaders 
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and institutions via institutions of knowledge creation and distribution including eminent social 

scientists. This institutionalized irresponsibility and indifference surrounded by a tacit consensus 

about dividedness as an unchangeable given is, to a significant degree, responsible for undermining 

and emptying out democracies as well as for endangering the future of human existence on the 

planet. The recent return of the nation state and accompanying nationalistic cliches and prejudices 

within Europe, and around its borders, has resulted in the rise of rightwing and religious extremism, 

populism and an increasing rejection of multiculturalism. Xenophobia, racism and intolerance 

have been growing not only in the peripheries but also in the core countries of established 

democracies of affluent societies. 

Conclusion 

The works of Jaspers, Kuhn, Wallerstein, Polanyi, and Schacker collectively suggest that humanity 

is not simply enduring a series of contingent crises but undergoing a deep civilizational 

transformation. Each scholar identifies historical thresholds in which dominant modes of thought 

and organization lose coherence and demand radical reconfiguration: Jaspers through the notion 

of axial consciousness, Kuhn through scientific revolutions, Wallerstein through systemic 

transitions of the capitalist world-economy, Polanyi through the double movement of markets and 

society, and Schacker through the emergence of planetary worldviews. Taken together, their 

perspectives illuminate the present as a paradigmatic rupture, a moment in which inherited 

epistemological, economic, and political forms are increasingly inadequate to the complexities of 

global interdependence. 

This insight aligns with a broader civilizational discourse. Toynbee argued that civilizations 

decline not from external pressures alone but from internal failures of response, when elites resort 

to “archaic” or “futile” solutions to novel challenges (Toynbee, 1934–1961). Spengler, though 

more deterministic, conceived of civilizations as organic forms that, upon reaching a stage of 

exhaustion, ossify into rigid structures and cultural decadence (Spengler, 1926). Eisenstadt, by 

contrast, emphasized the plurality and variability of “axial civilizations,” highlighting the 

transformative role of cultural and ideological breakthroughs in reconfiguring social orders 

(Eisenstadt, 2000, 2001). The convergence between these theories and the insights of the five 

modern scholars is striking: all point toward the idea that civilizational crises are less about isolated 
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dysfunctions than about the exhaustion of prevailing paradigms of meaning, legitimacy, and 

organization. 

From this vantage point, the reduction of today’s crises to discrete national or disciplinary 

categories reflects not analytical precision but structural blindness. The reliance on the nation-state 

as the primary locus of legitimacy, coupled with the fragmentation of knowledge into autonomous 

disciplines, has generated what might be termed an epistemic provincialism—an incapacity to 

grasp systemic interconnections. This myopia not only hinders adequate responses but actively 

reproduces irresponsibility, allowing political, economic, and intellectual elites to evade 

accountability for transnational and planetary consequences. As Polanyi anticipated, the 

unrestrained expansion of markets has not been matched by adequate protective 

countermovements; as Wallerstein suggested, the capitalist world-system exhibits features of 

systemic chaos; as Kuhn described, paradigms strain under anomalies they can no longer resolve. 

The institutionalized irresponsibility that results from this fragmentation undermines both the 

effectiveness and legitimacy of democracy. The resurgence of nationalism, populism, and 

xenophobia can thus be read as symptomatic of civilizational disorientation: attempts to reclaim 

identity and sovereignty within frameworks that are increasingly incongruent with planetary 

realities. As Schacker emphasizes, what is required is not merely structural adjustment but a new 

cosmological orientation—an awareness of humanity as embedded within, rather than separate 

from, the planetary and ecological order. Here Jaspers’ notion of the “axial age” becomes 

particularly salient: just as earlier civilizations underwent radical reorientations of consciousness, 

our current juncture demands a comparable shift toward planetary responsibility and solidarity. 

Theoretically, this implies that incremental reforms within existing structures are insufficient. 

Instead, what is required is a paradigmatic reorientation at multiple levels: epistemological, 

institutional, and civilizational. Such a transformation would involve, in Toynbee’s sense, a 

“creative response” rather than a repetition of obsolete forms; in Eisenstadt’s sense, a re-

articulation of civilizational premises; and in Kuhnian terms, the construction of new paradigms 

adequate to global complexity. It would also entail a Polanyian reintegration of economy into 

society and ecology, a Wallersteinian transcendence of the capitalist world-system, and a 

Schackerian cosmology of planetary embeddedness. 
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Thus, the current moment must be interpreted as an epochal threshold, a point at which the 

exhaustion of old paradigms collides with the need for new forms of legitimacy, knowledge, and 

responsibility. Whether this threshold leads to decline, fragmentation, and authoritarian 

regression—as Spengler feared—or to renewal and creative transformation—as Toynbee and 

Eisenstadt envisioned—depends upon humanity’s capacity to reimagine its foundational 

assumptions. The civilizational crisis of our time is, therefore, not merely a challenge of 

governance or economics but an ontological and epistemological turning point: the opportunity, or 

the failure, to inaugurate a new stage of human development. 
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