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The idea of “self-organization” at once offers a provocative framework for thinking about complex, adaptive, and lively systems in the natural world—and, as many activists and organizers have grasped, a rich resource for coming to terms with the dynamics of social movements, especially the “leaderless” or “spontaneous” movements that confound traditional notions of how political organizing should work.  Is this a case simply of metaphorical borrowing, in which political thinkers are appropriating a properly scientific concept and putting it to figurative use?  Did scientists of complex systems borrow from some broader notion already extant in social and political thought to name the object of their investigations?  Or are, in some rigorous sense, the dynamics of natural self-organization identical to those of social movements?  And what is “self-organization” anyway?





An exploration of the origins of the term itself reveals surprising answers to all of these questions. If "self-organization" seems to show up in political discourse more than occasionally, and scientific conversations around self-organization veer towards the social and political just as frequently, this is no accident. Rather than finding that one side borrowed from the other, I argue that discussion of self-organization has always been tied to questions around politics, beginning with the very first use of the concept. Particularly relevant is the way the concept is developed by thinkers associated with “second-order cybernetics,” especially W. Ross Ashby and Heinz von Foerster, and the way in which this development parallels and intertwines with discussions taking place within the anarchist edges of the New Left.





By examining this history, we can understand and critique a pervasive tendency which abjures a real understanding of self-organizing systems in favor of a more emotionally resonant idea of self-organization as some kind of spirit or force connected in some deep way to a set of political values. Although no system can correctly be said to be self-organizing, a careful examination of the concept in the sciences opens up different political possibilities than those disclosed by a naive faith in "self-organization" as such.  Such an understanding can help us come to terms both with the tremendous power and equally tremendous limitations of so-called "leaderless" or "horizontal" social movements in recent years.





John Duda is the Director of Communications at The Democracy Collaborative, a national research institute developing pathways for a transition to a democratized economic system. His work on self-organization led to a PhD in Intellectual History from Johns Hopkins University.  He also holds a Master of Logic degree from the Universiteit van Amsterdam. He lives in Baltimore, where he is also a co-owner of Red Emma’s, a worker cooperative bookstore and restaurant dedicated to providing a platform for social movement organizing.
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