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Abstract — Relationships in non-linear systems are
unstable. Considering that, chaos theory aims to
understand and to explain the unpredictable aspects of
nature, social life, uncertainties, nonlinearities,
disorders and confusion. Small differences in initial
conditions - such as those due to rounding errors in
numerical computation — may perform diverging
outcomes tracking to systems’ chaotic behaviour. In
these circumstances, long-term predictions become
impossible in general. A brilliant metaphor on this is the
so-called butterfly effect, about the way how the
“flapping of the wings of a butterfly” may cause huge
phenomena either they are physical, atmospheric or
social. In this work, the drop of honey effect metaphor
is proposed for representing this kind of butterfly effect
for chaos in social phenomena, in particular in

economics and politics.

Keywords - Chaos, Drop of Honey Effect, Economics,
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1. Introduction

Small differences in initial conditions may cause
diverging outcomes in systems and, sometimes, cause
a chaotic behaviour. In these circumstances, long-
term predictions become impossible. This happens
even though these systems are deterministic, meaning
that their future behaviour is mainly determined by
their initial conditions, with no random elements
involved. The deterministic nature of these systems
does not make them predictable.

The chaos theory results from natural scientists’
discoveries in the area of non-linear dynamics. The
importance of related models has increased in the last
decades, by studying the temporal evolution of non-
linear systems. Considering that relationships in non-
linear systems are unstable, chaos theory aims to
understand and to explain this kind of unpredictable
aspects. This represents a disarray connection, but

basically it involves much more than that.

The relevance of this kind of theories has been
well recognized to explain social phenomena and has
permitted new advances in their study. Chaos theory
has been applied, particularly in the context of
economics or politics, for example. This paper aims
to make a short reflection on chaos theory in terms of
the interpretation of social aspects, considering a new
concept that characterizes this kind of effects: the
“drop of honey effect” from the marvellous tale
written by the Armenian poet Hovanés Tumanian
(1869-1923).

2. Chaos and Social Systems

The understanding of inherently nonlinear
phenomena present in social systems (in particular in
the political or in economic systems, studied in this
paper) shows that it is possible to use mathematical
models in the analysis of the social environment and
socio-economic and political issues. Moreover, when
this does not happen, some kind of qualitative
analysis is yet possible to perform by following the
ideas of chaos theory.

In the study of social phenomena, the scientific
object is by definition far different from the one in
natural sciences. As | Font and Régis (2006) say,
citing Prigogine and Nicolis (1989), social and
political scientists find out that “a high degree of
unpredictability of the future is the essence of the
human adventure”. Some studies and research
projects have assumed, in the two last decennia, that
chaos theory concepts and tools are inherently part of
the properties of the political science. Many studies
deal with this subject by analysing situations of
sensitivity to initial conditions, considering
bifurcations, or entropy, for example, and use the
chaos’ vocabulary to describe political behaviours
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and phenomena, for instance (see | Font and Régis,
2006).

3. The Tale

In order to introduce the concept “The Drop of
Honey Effect”, it is interesting to present a free
version of Tumanian’s tale that supports the concept
and its use as a metaphor for the chaotic behaviour in
social systems.

On a warm afternoon, on the second floor of a
splendid palace that overlooked the market place of
the city, sat a king and his minister. While the king
was eating some puffed rice on honey, he looked over
his land with satisfaction. What a prosperous city he
ruled. What a magnificent city.

As he was daydreaming, a little drop of honey
dripped from his puffed rice onto the window ledge.

The minister was about to call a servant to wipe
up the honey, when the king waved a hand to stop
him. “Don’t bother, it’s only a little drop of honey,
it’s not our problem.”

The minister watched the drop of honey slowly
trickle down the window ledge and land on the street
below.

Soon, a buzzing fly landed on the sweet drop of
honey.

A nearby lizard shot out its long tongue and
caught the fly.

The lizard was taken by surprise when a cat
leapt on it.

The cat was pounced on by its worst enemy the
dog that had broken free from its chain.

Meeowing and barking erupted from the street
below the King and his minister. The minister was
about to call a servant to go and deal with the
brawling cat and dog when the king said, ’Relax, the
cat and dog belong to the market people. We
shouldn’t interfere. It’s not our problem.”

The cat’s owner was horrified to see her cat
being attacked by the big bully of a dog and started
whacking the dog with her broom. The dog’s owner
was horrified to see her dog being attacked by the big
bully of a cat and started whacking the cat with her
broom.

Soon, people started coming out from their stalls
and houses to see what all the screaming and
shouting was about. Seeing their friend’s cat being
attacked, they joined in berating the dog and its
owner. Others, seeing their friend’s dog being

attacked by the cat, also joined in. Very quickly, the
shouting became violent and a fight broke out in the
street.

The worried minister turned to the King but his
only comment was, “Not our problem. Here, have
some more puffed rice and honey.” The king and his
adviser ate as they watched the fray below.

Soon the police were called in to break up the
fight, but the people were so angry, each side
convinced that they were right, (right about what,
they couldn’t remember). They started attacking the
policemen. The fight rapidly broke out into a full-
scale riot.

The king eyed the minister and said, “I know
what you are thinking, but the army will handle it.
Besides, this is not our problem.”

The riot swiftly escalated into a civil war with
looting and destruction all over the city. Buildings
were set alight and by nightfall, the magnificent city
was reduced to a pile of smoking ashes. The king and
his minister stood spellbound rooted to the spot
where they had been watching all day. Their mouths
were hanging open in horror.

“Oh...” said the king quietly, “maybe the little
drop of honey WAS our problem.” (freely adapted).

4. Occurrence of Chaos in the
Economy

In economics (and in politics), chaos may be
found in many situations.

Simple facts, since immemorial times, with no
visible significant consequences at first sight, would
register considerable impacts.

Such kind of situations goes on occurring in our
time for a lot of socio-political contexts around the
world. The recent “Arabian Spring” is an example of
how the “butterfly effect” can be found when causing
a wide spread regional political reform in the political
regimes of some countries in that geographical area.
The “flapping of the butterfly wings” may be
represented by the immolation by fire of a Tunisian
salesman that was the starting point for the regime
change in Tunisia first and then the contagion to
Egypt and Libya. The consequences would be seen as
well in Syria where a civil war is yet in course. The
“butterfly effect” could also be named as the “drop of
honey effect”, which is very suggestive for socio-
political events. Instability in this region traditionally
has huge consequences in economic area at world
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level, once their raw materials are strongly demanded
worldwide.

Presenting another example and considering the
political situation in Greece in May 2012, a new stage
came to be studied for Greek, European and World
economy. The political status quo was broken in
Greece: a new party took an advantage that it had
never had. In fact an emergent crisis in Greece was
severely felt after the Greece-Troika agreement.
Throughout this Program, Greece has to respect an
austerity program in order to put national budgeting
at acceptable levels and is complied to obey the
agreement that is conducting Greek people to severe
self well being sacrificing. This situation led Greeks
to vote in favour of a new situation in the first round
elections. Although the second round kept the status
quo in the political situation, the truth is that this
could become an entire new situation that could
impose a new socio-economic condition to European
Union and to the World that could threat the world
economic stability. The possible bankruptcy in
Greece was tormenting world leaders; a new status
quo was being prepared for Europe with considerable
implications for the whole world. This scenario was
adjusted after the second round elections, but the alert
was there.

Anyway, the direct economic impact of Greek
situation is felt in international financial markets and
had immediate strong economic implications, first
felt in the Euro zone economy and then spread
worldwide.

5. Conclusions

Historically, there are a lot of simple facts,
considered insignificant in the moment but that
would have big consequences. In fact in a completely
unexpected way, they would have huge impacts that
could not be guessed at the very initial moment. They
are good illustrations of situations for which the
output is not directly proportional to the input.

The case of the Tunisian salesman working as
the starting point for the regime change in Tunisia
first and then the contagion to Egypt and Libya, and
then to Syria, is shown in the paper.

The “Arabian Spring” was presented in this
work as an example of the way how the “butterfly
effect” can be found when causing a wide spread
regional political reform in the political regimes of
some countries in that geographical area. Consequent
and significant economic changes in the system of
these countries got inevitable.

The “drop of honey effect” may be represented
by the immolation by fire of a Tunisian salesman.
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