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Abstract: Does society self-organize (herself)? Or, to be more concrete, can the notions of
self-organization from complexity theory mediate both the understanding of and the
interactive participation into social realities? In this paper, we intend to critically examine the
sense and the presuppositions to answer such questions. Besides being attentive to the fallacies
of reductionist naturalism and normative scientism, our reluctance towards the notion of

societal self-organization stems from the fact that this is a notion of an epistemological

particularism, which is unscrupulously claimed to be globalized without any serious
questioning of whether it possesses such a global applicability. Thus, in the current
globalization context, societal self-organization appears as a theoretica “globalized
globalizer,” when it pretends to expand theoretical mediation holistically by arbitrarily
translating a scientific paradigm shift into the domain of human actions and social practices.
Since such an intrusion may wield the transformation of science policy into a social policy
fitting the standards of globalization (as well as of the public understanding of modern science
into the scientific understanding of a globalized public), it is quite imperative to argue about
itsreal viability.

Postmoder nism, Self-Organization and Society

Tdking about wha he cdls “amchar posmodernism,” Richard Coyne refers to a
catan “uncommitted philosophical  reflection ... indiscriminatdly  dumpfing] @l
mgor contemporary phenomena together, as some heterogeneous aray of
unconnected voicess computer networking, genetic  engineering, decondructive
achitecture, artificid intdligence, postsructurdist literary criticism, chaos theory, the
demise of communism, the stock market crash of 1987, virtud redity, quantum
physics, and Martin Heidegger.™*

In fact, more than chaos, such theories as those of sdlf-organization or complexity are
often preached as modding the perplexities of the so-cdled New Economy: “Some
experts azrgue that in many ways complexity is the science of the Information
Society.”



On dl thee Steve Fuller answers: “An important consideration in my thinking is thet
| believe that most of the ‘complexity’ cdlamed for the postmodern condition has been
manufactured by academics themseves, often unwittingly and in response to
crcumgtances not entirdy under their direct control. When | say complexity is
‘manufactured’, | mean that it does not refer to something deep about the nature of
redity that is in principle, independent of the collective activity of human beings
Thus, while we may have been caught off guard by the redization thet we now live in
an especidly complex world, nevertheless the processes of ‘intermediation’ involved
in constructing this complexity can, and should, be reversed.”®

In what follows, we intend to discuss the problems with the intermediation of the
theory of sdf-organization within the present day society, the so-cdled Information
Society. These are problems of the efficiency of the notions and the methodologies of
sdf-organization to grasp the societa dynamics. This is why a discusson on issues of
science policy based on the results of the societd sdf-organization needs to take into
account such a problematization of whether these theories redly possess any
interpretive or  explanatory vaue in human and society afars® More then this,
understanding the mdfunction of the theoretical intermediation purported by societa
sdf-organization might be a necessary step towards the politics of ‘disntermediation’
of the ingtitutions of science®

What doesit remain after theintermediation of everything?

Sdf-organization theories provide us with a holisic gpproach to understand the
dynamics of societies by conceiving them as totdities comprisng interacting parts
and subject to environmenta determinations. Of course, the bigger such a system is
the more trivid becomes its sdf-sustainability, as the outsde determinations tend to
debilitate. This rases the question whether the sdf-organization of a huge sysem as,
let's say, the European Information Society is either too trivid or too redrictive. If the
discrete identity of the European information society is taken granted to have aready
emerged, then sdf-organizetion is a mere redundancy and the problem is to
underdand just how organization in Europe is achieved under the prevaling
informationd relations. On the other dde if our andyss intends to follow the
mechanisms of the emergence of the European Information Society, then this can only
be done in a globd context through an incluson of the extra-European interactions
(between, say, Europe and the USA or Japan). In this case, ingsing on the sdf-
organization of Europe might be a redtrictive and rather provincia approach.

These condderations lead to some very important policy consequences on the
intermediation suggested by the theory of societd sdf-organization. In a globdized
international economy, the policies, which are based on a European sdf-organized
view, tend to support a reinforcement of the European component in the globa
system. However, such European sdf-organized policies are only meaningful as far as
they are backed by a dominant role that Europe can play in the globd internationa
scene. Otherwise, they sgnify a bias towards a European insulationism.

| sthere anything outside a self-organized medium?

Since «Hf-organized systems ae usudly supposed to be impregnated by some
organizationa ability (otherwise, smply they would be disorganized), when they are



redtricted to proper subsystems of the general socia system (for reasons discussed
above), an interesting question is what happens to the exterior of their boundaries of
their medium. This concerns the possble attractivity or repulsion that actors outsde a
sdf-organized sysem fed and experience for it. In fact, most of the exiding systemic
literature is concentrated on the interior dynamics into a sdf-organized sysem (the
maintenance of its identity and its operational closure) and seems to neglect questions
about the “boundary-work.” However, this is an important issue, because sometimes it
might include some agpparent contradictions. It might be the case that the internd
mode 2 sdf-organization may be abandoned for a more stirred mode 1 strategy when
the system comes to ded with its “neighbors’ and even to expand its “territory.”

These isses® should be of interest to policy makers who adopt models of societd
sdf-organizetion. Sabilizing a cetan sf-organized system  might  creste
destabilizing effects to another one. This is why an ecology of sdf-organized systems
IS necesstated in order to keep track of the globa arrangement and to avoid a regress
towards those more traditiond managerid (and sometimes Machiavellian) gpproaches
that sdlf-organization pretends to overrule.

How normative the intermediation of self-organization can be?

Beyond the regime of physicd or biologicd phenomena, where sdf-organization
theories were fird developed, their application to the dynamics of humans and
societies confronts certain conceptud  and  methodologica  difficulties. Such is the
guestion of naurdism, determinism, predictability or normaivity concerning socid
theories inspired from the so-cdled hard sciences. An extreme outcome to the
adoption of the evolutionary perspective in societd sdf-organization might be a
naturdigtic reduction (as, for example, the sociobiologica epigenetic determinations
do’). Moreover, socid dynamics is highly contingent, duding determinism and
predictability at least in the way these are understood in hard sciences. Furthermore,
systemic theories possessing normative or precriptive vaues (as it happens with the
Parsonian theory) are in general consdered soaked in a certain degree of practica
inflexibility. On the other s9de, concealving the theories of societd sdf-organization in
a descriptive or interpretive way contradicts their very idea as systemic theoretica
formations. Otherwise sad, this is a dtuation of an organizationd refication, in
practice favoring a reductionis way to see societies, despite the origind holigtic
pretensions of sef-organization theories.

These ambiguities penetrate the science policy ground too. For example, some
theories of sdf-organization in societies depend on circularity between causes and
effects, which may result to confuson about the role of human agency. If the sysem
is sdf-produced, then how can human agents or socid inditutions change themselves
and intervene to ther environment? In this sense, even the very idea of a socid policy
is shattered by the most sdlf-consgent and reflexive sdf-organization theories: If any
action is conditioned by the sysem intermediaion (inter-rdations and inter-
dependencies), then how meaningful is it to discuss about the posshility of certan
policy recommendations, which are going to influence things in one way rather than
another? Of course, socia policy condderations need to take into account the
empiricd emergence of possble socid interlockings determined by some critica
configuration of the relevant rules and the participating actors. However, this does not
necessaily imply an underganding of such a dynamic equilibrium as a determination



of actions by rules. Rather one could accept Giddens structuration theory? (or other
morphogenetic® or critica-redist!® approaches) according to which rules are better
Seen as resources for action.

How ahistorical the intermediation of self-or ganization might be?'

Although in principle sdf-organization theories are not just dynamic but even
evolutionary, they ae based on a condruction of time according to ther own
unfolding, which might be opposng the higoricd timing of the underlying actors and
processes. For example, the sdf-organization of the European Information Society
might depend on the rae of innovations in information and communication
technologies in Europe. However, the European societies and thelr socid condituents
possess a different sense of hidoricd time according to ther development,
transformations, traditions, cultura heritage, etc. What happens in physcd <df-
organized sysems (where actudly time “stops’ when an equilibrium or an atractor is
ataned) is far from the timing of socid sysems where dStudions of unequa
devdopment are mostly the case. But this doesn't mean tha in al systemic
goproaches there is such a misunderdanding of the ggnificance of higory:
Wallerstein's* world system theory is an example of an aternative consideration.

Agan, policy recommendaions based on the internd timing of a sdf-organized
process might run the risk to be opposing the timing of some of the actors in the
process. This can be seen in the case of the affirmative action policies, which are
catanly sdf-organizing as far as they am towards a more democraic Society.
However, gender issues a work and in society have their own history of movements
agang subordination, which was driven by the politicad druggles sirred by the
determination towards emancipation of a certain feminist avant-garde.

On the positive value of the intermediation of self-or ganization

Most scenarios of the sdf-organizationd intermediation inoculate it with a certain
postive character as far as it is beieved that an organized date is “better” than a non+
organized (say, eraic or chaotic) one, something which is augmented by the
gpontaneous sdf-creativity of “sdf”-organization. Of course, this is just an ideologica
goproprition of the meaning of sdf-organization, because there are systems which
might be organized in a negdive sense (an example is traffic or even Internet™®
congestion). However, the essentid thrust of societd sdf-organization is towards the
development of consensus, integration and unity, which are conddered to be the
functiond characteristics of the sysem. On the contrast, in the sysemic <df-
organization maindream, dissensus, disntegration and disunity ae assumed to
correspond to some sort of pathologicad or dysfunctional exceptions or deviancies.
Moreover, the consensud dignment of the intermediation of sdf-organization within
society is related to its technocratic orientation and its denid of the role of conflicts
and materid interests in the socid congtruction of redlity.

In any case, the fact that sdlf-organization is favoring consensus vs conflict should
make policy makers very cautious when they are following sdf-organization, because
of a wdl known peculiarity of socid things and processes. A typica socid Stuation is
the one of the emergence of unintended (or unanticipated) consequences, when, for
example, an intended sdf-organized socid arangement turns out to implode into a



disorganized pettern. Such a surprise is one of the things making socid entities and
the dynamics of societies to be not only interesting and exciting to be studied but dso
quite different from the regularities of the physica world. A related anomaly to the
homogeneous way tha the intermediation of sdf-organization tends to confront
redity is the case of the emergence of various socid heterogeneuities as those of
socid  differentiation, fragmentation or segregetion, which are congtantly developing
on the Information Society.’* In this sense, the gestdt of a “fractd” intermediation
gppears to be a genuine disintermediation.
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