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Political shifts in a world that is shifting 
Kate Smith 

 

The universe is a giant network composed of shifts. Small shifts create multiple chain reactions, 

igniting a world that is constantly moving towards change. Situated in the natural world, shifts 

move across landscapes, orchestrating the change of seasons and stimulating the growth and 

decay of terrain. Shifts emerge with the rise and fall of temperature, as population rates of 

insects fluctuate, and species of birds migrate across the globe. The result is an evolving and 

ever-transforming ecosystem. 

 

Immersed within the natural world lies the social world, and like the natural world, it is deeply 

affected by and built upon shifts. As society evolves and develops, it causes shifts in societal 

values and beliefs. As paradigms are constantly reestablished, this causes shifts within social 

norms and individual behaviours. Therefore, small tweaks within a system can lead to deeper 

changes within its structure. Similarly, how shifts within the wind lead to waves in the sea, we 

must examine how shifts within our social world can lead to a tidal wave of change. 

 

As the natural and social worlds are deeply intertwined, shifts occurring in social realms 

ricochet into the natural. Capitalist development has caused anthropocentric climate change, 

which in turn has caused social inequality, as those most affected by climate change are ethnic 

minorities, whilst those driving it are the elite. Instead of uniting the class divide by striving 

towards climate mitigation through implementing changes to the ways society operates, the 

ruling class is determined to perpetuate a system that has caused the crisis. The recent rise of 

Reform UK, with growing popularity amongst young voters, shows that in times of crisis, the 

far right often clings to fascism and reshapes toxic political structures disguised as progressive 

shifts. Paradoxically, while the environmental world is constantly shifting, our political 

systems have become stuck; therefore, this paper examines the tension between a shifting 

natural world and a stagnant political system. 

 

To resist the urge to reform and sustain old political systems, there are growing movements 

emerging within Bristol that seek to shift the systems and to conduct deep political changes. 
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The Bristol Commons seeks to offer a new way of governing, based on collectivism, which is 

in direct opposition to and resistance against the current governing in our society.  For this 

proposed shift in governance to create systemic change, it is crucial to examine why the current 

frame has been so strong over the years. 

 

Confronting political stagnation 
The dominant UK political parties, to their detriment, strive to sustain political systems that 

prevent progressive shifts.  Even the opportunity and the promise to create systemic change are 

done by bolstering political systems that are structurally determined to remain the same. The 

entire premise of reform is about making small changes within a system while preventing or 

limiting disruption to its order. This means preventing and minimising shifts, which disarms 

the potential for shifts to cascade into deeper structural changes. 

 

‘Stranded Assets Syndrome: a Systems Account of the Undermining of Transitions in Resource 

Governance’ shows how political stuckness has become cemented as a syndrome in our 

society. They elaborate that symptoms of this syndrome are patterns of instances where shifts 

have been emerging, such as the shift towards renewable energy, but have been blocked by 

powerful actors. These are named ‘blockades to change’, and when placed persistently, become 

‘locked-in’. Over time, these blockades become more rigid and difficult to break down, 

meaning transitions towards renewable energies, in this instance, become more obscure. It is 

crucial to be careful of this. The notion of reform is about preventing radical change and 

adhering to the existing order. Therefore, dominant political systems are being established to 

sustain this syndrome of political stuckness. 

 

Reform UK seeks to undo the shift towards renewable energy by framing it as a response to 

the cost-of-living crisis. They promise to raise the income tax threshold to £20,000 per year, 

claiming this is possible by scrapping Net Zero, to instead continue oil drilling in the North 

Sea. Meanwhile, climate advisers warn governments to prepare for a rise in global warming, 

emphasizing that Net Zero targets are essential. Farage argues that Net Zero poses a threat to 

economic security due to its perceived excessive cost and unattainability. The focus on 

economic security is used to justify continued reliance on fossil fuels. This approach 

demonstrates that Reform UK prioritizes ideological attachment to fossil fuels over efforts to 
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address the climate crisis, ignoring the environmental and social consequences associated with 

continued oil extraction. 

 

‘Stranded Assets Syndrome’ emphasizes the need to study the political structures that empower 

influential actors to block change. Fritjof Capra and Luigi Luisi, in "The Systems View of 

Life," claim that the pursuit of power, as a political structure, goes hand in hand with the pursuit 

of ‘the self’. They argue this is the foundation of individualism and is the core structure that 

enables power in society. Consequently, Reform UK’s opposition to renewable energy policies 

can be seen as an effort to defend individualism, which might be threatened by the community-

oriented nature of renewables and the social changes they could bring. 

 

The deep structure of individualism is a shining example of how the dominant structure of the 

UK system is far removed, and often in direct opposition to, the way nature operates. Nature 

does not emerge, evolve, or shift within an individualistic frame. The biologist Lynn Margulis 

proposed that the environmental world is a process of co-creation, that the development of 

species is part of a multispecies collaboration. Symbiosis, coined by Margulis, shows that the 

whole world is created through interactions in networks, rather than being pioneered or 

controlled by single individuals. Individualism is not within nature. To think more like nature 

would mean to emulate symbiosis in our political systems. Therefore, to embark on a shift 

towards deep social transformation, we must step away from individualism in search of 

collectivism. 

 

The collective shift 
There is a wave in Bristol, a promising shift, towards collective thinking. The Bristol 

Commons, a movement that established itself in 2023, is an emerging network of organisations 

and community groups striving to ignite a collective revolution. The commons entails 

collective stewardship of land, resources, and realms of knowledge; however, historically, the 

collective governing of social spaces has failed due to individualism. The commons were often 

usurped through the privatization of spaces and resources, under the rhetoric that communal 

land, for example, would not be shared equally if left to communal governance, or that 

resources would not be cared for, or sufficiently protected, if not owned by a particular 
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individual. This is what is known as the ‘tragedy of the commons’, which has since been used 

to renounce visions to reintroduce the commons. 

 

The Bristol Commons aims to ignite a movement for radical and long-lasting political change 

by reimagining Bristol as a commons. They sow seeds for shifts, imagining a new way that 

Bristol could operate, as a city that strives to empower and strengthen community resources. 

Under collective governance, they suggest that Bristol’s food systems could be run as a 

permaculture system, and that Bristol’s economic system could be run alternatively and 

regeneratively, which could have the potential to address the different crises that the UK faces. 

The movement has firm principles of being ‘defined by the people within it’, so that at its core, 

and with every intent, it strives towards communal living. 

 

However, the Bristol Commons, despite being a proposal for a city under collective ownership 

and governance, must be aware of ways in which collective structures can be intercepted and 

dismantled by individualism. Since individualism is the core structure of our society in which 

The Bristol Commons is emerging, despite being in resistance to it, it must still be aware of the 

potential for individualism to contaminate the movement. 

 

Beyond Bristol, wider political shifts have been materialising. This year, Zarah Sultana 

announced that, along with Jeremy Corbyn, they were to co-lead a new left party, ‘Your Party’. 

This initially gained huge momentum, collecting twenty-five thousand sign-ups within the first 

day, foreshadowing promising potential to become the largest political party in the UK. 

However, uncertainty arose within the movement due to its ambitions for a co-led party being 

undermined. What was once a movement founded on collectivism was under fire during the 

membership launch when Corbyn named himself as leader, which provoked infuriated social 

media posts from Sultana, claiming this had gone against what she had envisioned for the party. 

This insight into disagreements over who leads a movement discloses an area of vulnerability 

in collective governance. 

 

While it has already been established that the Bristol Commons isn’t single led, there is still an 

opportunity for the movement to be dictated by which can become vulnerable to individualism. 

A decision-making process within a system is particularly powerful, as it determines the actions 
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of the movement, especially whether they pertain to the movement's core values. The Bristol 

Commons adopts a ‘sociocratic’ approach to decision-making, and as a non-hierarchical 

system, it is self-governing. To maintain a non-hierarchical structure, the movement relies on 

a collective board of members to make decisions. Despite this not being an individualistic 

frame, it is still important to consider ways to ensure a group does not act under the influence 

or assertion of a powerful individual, as this would dismantle a collective non-hierarchical 

structure. 

 

To ensure that Bristol Commons' decision board remains effective and not weakened by 

individualism, I recommend implementing a system of rotating facilitation and orchestration 

roles among board members, as well as rotating board members themselves. This structured 

rotation would involve members taking turns to guide decision-making processes for set 

periods. While similar to electoral models and potentially perceived as disruptive, such a 

system introduces needed change and can invigorate the board’s function. When order persists 

too long, a system becomes resistant to change because it does not encounter enough chaos or 

disruption to force adaptation. Our political electoral system, although it replaces members 

through elections, tends to achieve only modest reform rather than radical change. 

 

Since the core beliefs and values of the commons operate on the understanding that the 

movement is a living system, the Bristol Commons holds greater potential for understanding 

the importance of shifts within a system to lead towards social change. Since those within the 

network are at the core of the system, giving people from across the movement an opportunity 

to step onto the board could help with more diversity and variety within the movement. This 

could be a vital way the movement explores how small shifts within a system can lead to larger 

systemic changes. 

 

This design of a decision board is in stark contrast to how our government system currently 

functions, since it enables a self-governing system, opposed to one in which only distinguished 

individuals are entrusted. For these reasons, many may be hesitant. In fact, a change to a system 

is often met with uncertainty and doubt. We live in a political system where security and 

stability are favoured over ambiguity or unpredictability. Change, however, is a result of some 

degree of uncertainty and instability in a system. In fact, chaotic events occurring in a system, 
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intentionally or unintentionally manufactured, can present an opportunity for an order to 

change. Arguably, when a system’s order persists too long, it becomes stagnant, and from this, 

we have seen syndromes arise. For a system to develop and progress, it must have an awareness 

of the importance of chaos (change) in a system. 

 

The relationship between chaos and order in a system must be explored to learn ways to 

generate social change during times of political crisis. In a world where we honour notions of 

stability and order, we disregard the necessity for chaos to emerge. However, to break current 

orders in exchange for shifts is vital. Therefore, despite the uncertainty with Your Party, I invite 

curiosity in what will appear after chaos has settled.  
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