
8. “People need to believe that order can be glimpsed in the chaos of events" (adapted from John Gray, 
Heresies, 2004). In what ways and to what extent would you say this claim is relevant in at least two areas of 
knowledge? 

Humans have had order from Paleolithic tribes led by chieftains to societies led by theists, 
militarists, first-born-sons and publically elected officials. Is it simply a preference for humans to 
create a stratified, hierarchal rule?  Does John Gray by ‘need’ mean that we are biologically 
programmed to require ‘order,’ just as we ‘need’ food, water and shelter? Order is essential to 
survival. A pack of wolves that hunts systematically is more likely to find food; a flock of birds in a 
V-formation is more likely to find shelter. Perhaps species that are not biologically programmed to 
seek ‘order’ fail to survive, as explained by natural selection.  

Order is to chaos, as peace is to conflict, or as rule is to anarchy. War, rebellion, thunderstorms and 
a disorganized desk are all examples of chaos, whereas a peaceful landscape of birds, streams and 
trees is not. From these examples, it would seem rational to define order to have beauty, clarity or 
simplicity. However, the most “beautiful number in the world” is irrational; there is no known order 
to the digits of 1.6180339887. And who can say with certainty that a reductionist look reveals truth 
with any more clarity than observing an event in its full ‘chaotic’ glory. Finally, people who live the 
most chaotic lives – those that have no 5 year plan, no retirement account and no daily schedule – 
arguably live the simplest lives, only worrying about the immediate present.  

The sine qua non of order is neither beauty, nor clarity, nor simplicity. It is “predictability”. It is much 
easier to predict a peaceful country’s borders than those of a belligerent country, or the decimal 
digits of a rational number than those of an irrational number. It is more difficult to predict the 
death toll after a hurricane than that after a clear day, or the routine of a drunkard than that of a ‘9 
to 5’ white collar. 

In mathematical terms, chaos (in chaos theory) is defined by a system where very small changes in 
initial conditions create very significant changes in the final outcome. This definition is reconcilable 
with the previous definition. If very small and seemingly insignificant things can change an entire 
system, it would be difficult to predict. Mathematicians are focused on finding patterns that offer 
predictability. Prime numbers are chaotic because one can never predict whether a number (x) is 
prime until one checks it against all integers between [1, √x]. However this did not stop Stanisław 
Ulam from creating a diagram that front-covered the Scientific American magazine in March 1964. 
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When arranged in a spiral, primes have a tendency to fall in certain diagonal lines, an example of 
humans trying to glimpse order in chaos.  

However, mathematicians, with their eternal ‘reason’, might disagree with the word “believe” in the 
title statement. They believe that their search for order is not so much as a belief, but rather 
substantiated by rigorous proof. Mathematicians have created dozens of expressions, formulas and 
conjectures concerning the distribution of prime numbers so that there is no need to ‘believe’ 
anymore.  There is indeed order within all the chaos. However, interestingly enough, Stanisław 
Ulam’s spiral was serendipitously discovered while he was doodling on a scrap piece of paper. 
Evidently, intuition and belief do play their own role in mathematics. 

It is also questionable whether ‘chaos’ and ‘order’ are simply human constructs. Both the Fibonacci 
sequence and the golden ratio are considered chaotic, yet these two concepts are the building blocks 
of this seemingly innocuous sunflower. 

 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/lucapost/694780262/ 
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If you were to count the petals in this exact picture, you would notice that there are exactly 34 petals. 
This is the 9th Fibonacci number. However before the 1800s, it would have been impossible to 
predict whether ‘34’ was a Fibonacci number without writing out the sequence. Binet’s formula 
created relative order by using the golden ratio to create a closed formula capable of calculating 
Fibonacci numbers up to infinity. This ability to create order implies that order might be a human 
construct. To take this example further, the golden ratio in itself is chaotic. Even though computers 
can calculate phi to a trillion digits, there is no way to predict the (trillion plus 1)th digit. Yet this 
sunflower is built on the very basis of ϕ. While irrational numbers are by definition chaotic, it is only 
chaotic in our numeric system (base-10). In nature, there is very little or any indication that this 
sunflower has any chaos – it is nature to perfection. 

In economic theory, inflation is not a problem – rather it is the unpredictability of inflation that 
proves to be the problem. If we know that prices will increase by 2%, then companies can increase 
wages by 2% and supermarkets can raise their prices by 2%. A predictable economy will never have 
any booms, nor will it have any busts, and with it, governments would not need to undertake any 
expansionary or any deflationary policies. The problem is the chaos that is associated with the 
economy. Stock markets for example are said to move randomly in what is referred to as a “random 
walk” just as atom molecules move randomly in what is known as ‘Brownian Motion.’ The economy 
is likewise unstable. A company might predict 5% inflation while actual inflation is only 3%. Costs 
(wages) increase faster than revenue (sales) and the result is massive unemployment. It is very 
important to predict the relationship between inflation and unemployment. Looking at historical 
data, the scatter plot looks chaotic. There seems to be no apparent pattern. 

 

http://ingrimayne.com/econ/Labor/Figure13.8.gif 
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Economists have somehow created models like the Phillips Curve, a single function that represents 
all the points on the scatterplot. Phillips argued that unemployment and inflation are inversely 
related. Admittedly, the model did work quite well for the 1960s. However, In the 1970s, the world 
experienced stagflation, when both the consumer price index and unemployment increased. The 
Phillips Curve could not predict that the Middle East would send supply shocks throughout the 
world.  In a field of human science, such as economics, we combine the human need for order with 
the human predisposition for unpredictability. The two are evidently difficult to reconcile. 

Similar to mathematics, economists use reason to create models that make sense of chaotic data. 
They are similarly obsessed with predictability (though for different reasons). However, in the 
human sciences where the right answer cannot be found at the back of a textbook, belief in order is 
much more important. Governments bet entire economies on the belief of the Phillips curve. 

Throughout the essay, we used a very broad definition of “event,” – anything humans have decided 
to be interesting enough to observe, whether it be a naturally occurring number or whether it be 
economic statistics. In history, this term is self-explanatory. Like mathematicians, historians are 
constantly generalizing. In the chaos and unpredictability of events, people often look to history for 
explanations.  

After signing a peace pact with Hitler, Stalin’s diplomatic magic was taken in high regard. On the 
terms of his new ally, he attacked Poland, Finland and regained most of the territory Russia had lost 
in the First World War. Stalin was not so much of a historian (he erased Trotsky from the history 
books), but was sure that Hitler would not invade Russia because of historical reasons. Surely, 
Germany would learn from their WWI mistake of “war on two fronts”. Stalin’s practice of 
‘confirmation bias’ is an attempt to produce order in chaos – to predict the unpredictable. Germany 
broke the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact in 1941, destroying half of Russia’s air force before it took off 
from the ground. Reducing the complexities of German belligerence to one single precedent proved 
fatal. 

Like Stalin, historians try to systematically map out complex events like WWI causation using a 
linear chain of events starting from as early to Napoleon’s conquests to the infamous assassination 
crisis. Contrarian in many things, A.J.P. Taylor argues that “we learn nothing from history except the 
infinite variety of men’s behaviour.”1 Taylor sees the study of history as a string of chaotic events 
linked to the unpredictability of humans. Tongue in cheek, he argues that the major cause of the 
WWI was the wrong turn taken by the chauffeur of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, which parked 
the car a few meters away from Gavrilo Princip. There is truth behind this ‘Taylorism’. Using the 
mathematical definition of chaos, very small changes in seemingly trivial events create very 
significant changes in the final outcome. What would have happened had Hitler committed suicide 
after the Beer Hall Putsch, 1923? What would have happened had he been accepted at the Viennese 
art school?  
                                                           

1 Taylor, A.J.P. 23. 
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Our efforts at simplification, streamlining and categorizing all support the title statement. Even the 
most chaotic undertakings like WWI causal analysis, are dealt with using a line being drawn between 
short term, long term and immediate causes. We must beware of such reductionist thinking. The 
Phillips Curve reduces the entire welfare of an economy to two factors: unemployment and 
inflation, completely disregarding other vital factors. Chaos is beneficial in some cases. Stalin would 
have had more success had he not believed that order could be glimpsed in the chaos. 

Interestingly enough, even the most disorderly human constructs have order within. Rebels and 
revolutions of the penultimate regime return as the governors of their states. Those that were so 
intent on arousing “disorder” are quick to capitulate to a new order that may have been as repressive 
as the last one. From the fall of the roman republic to the period of civil unrest in China (1911-
1949), periods of war are followed periods of peace: Pax Romana and totalitarian CCP rule. Perhaps 
the reason that humans are so motivated to create order is because of our own inherent randomness. 
As mathematics has shown, no computer can create randomness and unpredictability as well as a 
human. In an attempt to reconcile our own inert unpredictability, we try to organize our knowledge, 
events and experiences into clearly labeled boxes. 
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