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Social self-organisation. Critical Social Systems Theory (CSST)

• Definition



Definition

Social self-organisation =def. 
(1) re-creative self-organisation;
(2) dialectics of structure and agency;
(3) reproductive and/or transformative social process;
(4) reconciliation of the feasible and the wishful;
(5) frictionless unity-through-diversity in humans.



Re-creative self-organisation

• Social systems are but another kind of self-organising systems.

• Social systems = human systems.

• Human systems are living systems, living systems are material systems.

• The differentia specifica of self-organisation on the social/human level is, after 
Erich Jantsch, "re-creation": humans adapt to the natural environment by 
adapting the natural environment to themselves by which they create themselves 
again and again. 
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Dialectic of agency and structure

• Social self-organisation works via an interplay of individuals and society. 

• How to theorise the relation of individuals and society is the big question in social 
theory.
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Reproductive and/or transformative social process

• Less-than-strict determinism that holds, in self-organising systems, for both 
upward and downward causation allows social systems ample scope for social 
change. 

• Agents need not only to reproduce the structure anew, but are also capable of 
producing a new structure by transformation processes. 
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Reconciling the feasible and the wishful

• Humans can take responsibility not only for identifying what is feasible but also 
for sorting out what is wishful.

• For the transformation that improves the social system, it needs both 
– an ascendence from the potential to the actual and
– an ascendence from the less good to the better. 

• After Ernst Bloch, the not-yet foreshadows a possible better future.
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Frictionless unity-through-diversity in humans

• "Self-organisation", applied to social systems, is not only a descriptive term but 
also a normative one:
– Real social self-organisation corresponds to the ideal meaning of the term only 
to a certain extent. You can measure the extent to which the meaning is realised. 
– The ideal meaning of the term gives direction to possible realisations by 
transformations. 

• Frictions characterise the suboptimal production/consumption of synergy.
– Frictions appear, iff agents develop themselves at the cost of other agents.
– Social relationships that condition the development of agents at the cost of 
other agents are called relationships of domination.
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A specification hierarchy of social self-organisation

• Social systems, differentiated

• The architecture of the sociosphere (society in the broader sense)

• The architecture of the social sphere (society in the narrower sense)



Social systems, differentiated

• Social systems are located in the so-called sociosphere (=def. space spanned by 
interactions of humans and nonhuman entities). 

• The sociosphere (society in the broader sense) is made up of:
– the social sphere (society in the narrower sense)
– the ecosphere
– the technosphere

• The social sphere (society in the narrower sense) is made up of:
– the cultural sphere
– the political sphere
– the economic sphere
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The architecture of the social sphere (society in the narrower sense)
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Techno-social self-organisation

•Definition

•Being a subsystem

•Being social



Definition

Techno-social self-organisation =def. social self-organisation that 
includes/is mediated by technology.

Technology =def. instrument to reach a goal: 
– ideational method,
– realised procedure,
– reified tools. 



Being a subsystem

•A techno-social system is a subsystem of another social system.

•There is a dialectic of mutual shaping between the system and the subsystem.
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Being social 

•A techno-social system is but another social system by its nature.

•It includes besides technology as structure – as ideational, realised or reified 
social relationship – humans as agents – as producers and users of technology. 
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Readings

• About social self-organisation:
(2009) Autopoiesis and Critical Social Systems Theory. In: Magalhães, R., Sanchez, R. (eds.), 
Autopoiesis in Organization Theory and Practice, Emerald, Bingley, 111–129 [co-author Fuchs, C.] 
link: http://books.google.com 

• About the specification hierarchy of social self-organisation:
(2005) The Dialectic of Bottom-up and Top-down Emergence in Social Systems. In: tripleC 3/2, 28-50 
[co-author Fuchs, C.]
link: www.icts.sbg.ac.at

• About techno-social self-organisation:
(2007) A Critical Social Systems View of the Internet. In: Philosophy of the Social Sciences, Vol. 37, 
No. 4, Dec., 471-500
link: www.icts.sbg.ac.at
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