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Abstract  

The re-creation of society involves the bot-
tom-up-emergence of social information and 
the top-down-emergence of individual i nfor-
mation. Social sel f-organisation in a broad 
sense refers to the re-creation of society, in a 
narrower sense i t takes aspects of participa-
tion in the processes of constituting social in-
formation into account.  

1 I nt r oduct i on 

Traditionall y, information has been conceived as a 
thing that is transmitted from a sender to a receiver. It 
has been fetishized and reduced to technological as-
pects [Fuchs and Hofkirchner, 1999]. By combining 
the notions of information and sel f-organisation and 
establi shing a Unified Theory of Information [Fuchs 
and Hofkirchner, 2001], such shortcomings could be 
avoided. Such a theory makes use of a dialectic of 
generali ty and special ity, i .e. general aspects of infor-
mation are defined that can be found in al l types of 
systems and emergent aspects of information that are 
speci fic for each special type of system. Such an ap-
proach sees information as a category that can be 
found in various types of systems- in physical, chemi-
cal, biological, social, ecological, technological etc. 
ones. Each time a system organises itself, information 
is produced; hence all self-organising systems are 
information-generating systems. 
Some work has been done in researching the relation-
ship of information and self-organisation [Ebel ing and 
Feistel, 1992; Ebeling, 1993; Ebeli ng, Freund, 
Schweitzer 1998; Goonatil ake, 1991; Haken, 1988; 
Küppers, 1986; Mainzer, 1998], but although some of 
these approaches consider information as an emergent 
and evolutionary qualit y of complex, evolutionary 
systems, neither one has described the transformations 
information undergoes as well as the new qual iti es 
information shows when evolutionary steps from or-
ganisational levels to higher levels are considered. The 
existing approaches are very scattered and only cover 
aspects that refer to single types of systems. A unified 
concept does not yet exist. In this paper I want to point 
out some aspects of information and sel f-organisation 
in social systems which consti tute the upper level of 

an evolutionary hierarchy of self-organising systems 
and are the most complex systems we know today. 
Robert Artigiani [1999] argues that society stores in-
formation about itsel f, the world and the individuals. 
He sees information in analogy to Shannon as a meas-
ure of the reduction of uncertainty in the world. “ So-
cial information measures the degree to which uncer-
tainty about the environment in which a society is 
embedded is reduced. Social information is stored in 
all sorts of forms, but rituals, roles, customs, and 
myths are, perhaps, the most obvious. […] Rituals, 
roles, customs, and myths reduce col lective uncertain-
ity about the external environment by storing informa-
tion about solutions to past environmental si tuations” 
[Artigiani , 1999: 484]. Artigiani says that information 
is stored in VEMs (values, ethics, morals) that code 
information qualit atively in the sense of “ good” and 
“ bad” . Shannon’ s measure of information is a techno-
logical category. If such a category is simply trans-
ferred to the social sciences, false inferences, short-
comings and a mechanistic view of society must be the 
outcome. Artigiani argues that society is becoming 
more and more predictable and stabile during the 
course of evolution. But the theories of complexity 
show us, that society is a complex and antagonistic 
system and that only some very l imited aspects can be 
predicted. Artigiani does not crit ical ly assess existing 
types of social information and their repressive and 
exclusive character [Fuchs, 2001], in an ideal istic 
manner he does not cover aspects of material produc-
tion. Nonetheless Artigiani’ s work is important be-
cause he points out cultural aspects of social informa-
tion. 

2 I ndi vi dual and Social I nfor mat i on 

In social systems individual values, norms, conclu-
sions, rules, opinions, ideas and beli eves can be seen 
as individual information. Individual information does 
not have a static character, it changes dynamicall y. 
E.g. individual opinions and values change perma-
nently because of new experiences. This does not 
mean that individual information is necessaril y always 
unstable and that e.g. the reflection of ideologies in 
individual information does not exist. Instead, new 
experiences enhance and consolidate already existing 
opinions, but can also radical ly change them. Hence it 
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can be said that individual information as a lower level 
of information in social systems has an unstable char-
acter. When we come to higher levels (as we will see 
with social information that is constituted in social 
relationships) the complexity as well as the stabil ity of 
information increases. The constitution and differen-
tiation of individual information has been described 
somewhere else [Fuchs and Hofkirchner, 1999, 2001; 
Fuchs, 2001; Fuchs et al., 2001] .  
Wol fgang Hofkirchner [2000] has pointed out that in 
the process of constitution and differentiation of indi-
vidual information the signs data, knowledge and indi-
vidual wisdom can be identified. On the basis of sig-
nals, data is gathered (perceiving). This data is the 
starting point for gaining knowledge (interpreting) 
which is necessary for acquiring wisdom (evaluation). 
In a social system, social self-organisation (I) in a very 
broad sense refers to the re-creation of such a system. 
Re-creation denotes that individuals that are parts of a 
social system permanently change their environment. 
This enables the social system to change, maintain, 
adapt and reproduce itself. It can re-create itself per-
manently due to the individual actions that are related 
and co-ordinated sociall y. A sign can be seen as the 
product of an information process. An information 
process occurs whenever a system organises itsel f, that 
is, whenever a novel system emerges or qual itative 
novelty emerges in the structure, state or behaviour of 
a given system. In such a case information is pro-
duced. It is embodied in the system and may then be 
call ed sign. 
Re-creative, i .e. social systems, reproduce themselves 
by creating social i nformation: The word "social" in 
the term social information denotes that such a form of 
information is constituted in the course of social rela-
tionships of several individuals. A social relationship 
is establ ished if an interrelated reference exists be-
tween (at least) two actors. Social acting is orientated 
on meaningful actions of other actors. Social actions 
are a necessary condit ion for a social relationship, but 
not a suff icient one because social acting does not 
necessari ly require an interrelated reference of actors: 
One actor can refer to the actions of another one with-
out the latter referring to the first. 
We consider the scientific-technological infrastructure 
(part of the techno-sphere), the system of li fe-support 
elements (part of the eco-sphere) in the natural envi-
ronment and all that in addition makes sense in a soci-
ety, that is, economic resources, poli tical decisions and 
the body of cul tural norms and values, laws and rules 
(part of the socio-sphere) as social information [see 
also Fuchs, 2001; Fuchs et al., 2001; Fuchs and 
Hofkirchner, 2000, 2001; Fuchs 2002). We have no 
space to cover information production in the techno- 
and eco-sphere here [ for further detail s see Fuchs et 
al., 2001] , so we wil l concentrate on the socio-sphere 
where economical , poli tical and cultural i nformation 
(which are al l subtypes of social information, we do 
not cover technological and ecological information 
here) are constituted in the course of social actions.  
Such a concept of information covers aspects of men-
tal as wel l as of material production. The involved 

individuals must have a common view of realit y which 
is the basis for their social interactions and social ac-
tions. They are elements of a social system. As a resul t 
of their interactions in social systems, social informa-
tion emerges as a macroscopic structure. The interac-
tions are mediated by acts of communication, the indi-
viduals act in such a way that associations and actions 
of other individuals are triggered. The individuals co-
ordinate their actions in such a manner that they can 
commonly produce a social information structure. 
In his theory of structuration, Anthony Giddens [1997] 
terms rules and resources as structures that are me-
dium and result of social actions [Giddens, 1997: 77). 
He says that social structures are an expression of 
domination and power and that rules always relate to 
the consti tution of sense and the sanctioning of social 
actions (p. 70). Giddens further distinguishes between 
all ocative and authoritative resources. The former 
relate to abi lit ies that make the domination over ob-
jects, goods and material phenomena possible. The 
latter concern the generation of domination over indi-
viduals and actors (p. 86). Concerning the institutions 
of society, Giddens says that symbolic orders, forms of 
discourse and legal institutions are concerned with the 
consti tution of rules, poli tical institutions deal with 
authori tative resources and economical institutions are 
concerned wi th all ocative resources. 
Giddens says that domination and power are phenom-
ena that are characteristic for all types of society. He 
stresses that domination cannot be overcome as is 
often imagined by social ist theories (p. 84f). Giddens 
does not give an expli cit definition of domination and 
power and he naturali ses relationships of domination 
and exploitation. His theory aff irms capi tali st and class 
society. He does not even consider societies wi thout 
classes and domination as possibi l iti es of social evolu-
tion.  
Power can be seen as the disposition of means in order 
to influence processes and decisions in ones own 
sense. Domination refers to the dispositi on of means of 
coercion in order to influence others, processes or 
decisions. Domination always includes sanctions, re-
pression and threats of violence. So power reall y is 
consti tutive of all types of societies and the question is 
not whether one can aboli sh power, it i s how power 
shall be distributed. Today, power in the areas of eco-
nomics, pol iti cs and culture is distributed asymmetri-
call y, but a wise society that would be sociall y and 
ecologically sustainable would have to progress to-
wards a symmetrical distribution of power. Domina-
tion in contrast to power can not be distributed, but it 
can be overcome.  
Our own model of society is a general one that does 
not only cover modern capitali st societies and that tries 
to avoid a naturali sation of relationships of domina-
tion/exploi tation/class. Hence we do not speak of rules 
because they – as Giddens says – always include sanc-
tions and domination, but we have the more general 
concept of decisions. Decisions are made in each type 
of society during the course of social relationships and 
by communicative actions, whereas rules that involve 
sanctions which are executed if they are not foll owed 
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are only characteristic for societies that are constituted 
by relationships of domination. In our modern socie-
ties, decisions take on the form of formal laws and 
informal habits.  
Giddens also does not speak of cul ture as a subsystem 
of society where social values and norms are being 
consti tuted. For Giddens, culture does not seem to be 
an important category of society. In his main work 
[The Constitution of Society; Giddens, 1997] which 
covers more than 450 pages, he only once writes about 
culture as it i s seen by Freud, Marcuse and Elias [Gid-
dens, 1997: 296f].  
Al l of this shows that models of society should have a 
dialectical character: On one level they must be gen-
eral enough in order to explain all possible types of 
societies, on the other there must be specific levels 
that help to explain specific formations of society 
(such as capitali sm) and different phases of these for-
mations. The model outl ined here is a general one. It is 
possible to go one step further in order to describe our 
modern society as a capi tali st one. On a third level, 
concrete modes of development can be distinguished 
which describe the di fferent phases of capitali sm that 
we have been experiencing. Currently we li ve in a 
postfordist, neoliberal and information-societal mode 
of development of capital ism [see Fuchs, 2001]. Gid-
dens clearly fai ls to consider this dialectic of general-
ity and special ity. He takes societies that are imprinted 
by relationships of domination, exploitation and class 
as a general standard of society. This is a typical west-
ern and imperiali stic view that naturalises modern 
capi tali stic society and generali ses i t as the essence of 
society. Giddens' theory hence can be characterised as 
essentiali stic and sociological imperial ism. In order to 
avoid such shortcomings a dialectical methodology 
should be fol lowed in constructing sociological theo-
ries and models. 

 
Figure 1: The constitution of social information [see also 
Fuchs, 2002; Fuchs et al., 2001] 
 
In all social systems and formations of society there 
are three manifestations of information: resources, 
decisions and norms/values. They store information 
about past social actions and simpli fy future social 
situations because by referring to social information 

the basics of acting sociall y do not have to be formed 
in each such situation. Social information can be seen 
as a durable foundation of social actions which none-
theless changes dynamically.  
It can be found in al l subsystems of society ± the 
economy, poli tics and culture. Economic processes 
have to do with the production, distribution and all oca-
tion of use values and resources. The foundation of 
each economic process is formed by the productive 
forces. The latter can be seen as a system of li ving 
labour force and factors that influence labour. Living 
labour and its factors form a relationship that changes 
historicall y and is dependent on a concrete formation 
of society (such as capi tali sm). 
The influencing factors can be ± as suggested by Marx 
± summed up as subjective ones (physical abi lit y, 
quali fication, knowledge, abili ties, experience), objec-
tive ones (technology, science, amount and eff icacy of 
the means of production, co-operation, means of pro-
duction, forms of the division of labour, methods of 
organisation) and natural ones. These forces can only 
be viewed in thei r relationship to li ving labour. The 
system of productive forces can never be reduced to 
these forces, the system is only possible in combina-
tion with human labour. This system is more than the 
sum of its parts, i t is an integrated whole that li es at 
the foundation of economic processes. 
Resources can be seen as social information on the 
economic level. The economy includes a double proc-
ess of production and reproduction: Material resources 
that are necessary for society to exist (e.g. different 
products) are produced by making use of the system of 
productive forces on the one side. On the other hand, 
resources are also appl ied in order to reproduce the 
system of productive forces. Reproduction encloses 
e.g. the reproduction of li ving labour force (consump-
tion, spare time etc.) and scientific progress. 
Production and reproduction can be seen as the mate-
rial basics of each type of society. Such a Material istic 
view is not a reductive and vulgar one, i f one consid-
ers that the pol iti cal and economical superstructures 
depend on economic processes, but nevertheless work 
in relative autonomous ways and also influence eco-
nomics in processes of downward causation. They are 
related in a dialectical way because economic influ-
ences on cul ture and pol iti cs can cause the emergence 
of new cultural and pol iti cal phenomena and poli tical 
and cul tural influences on economics can cause the 
emergence of new economical phenomena. 
Poli tics deals wi th decisions which refer to the way 
resources are being used and how they are distributed. 
Poli tics refers to decisions which influence the ways of 
li fe and the habits of the members of society. The 
latter always relate to material resources because cul-
ture and habitus as social phenomena always deal wi th 
the usage and distribution of material resources.  
The decisions which are being reached in a social and 
communicative way in the area of politi cs, are also a 
type of social information. Pol iti cs encloses a double 
process of deciding and executing: In relation to avai l-
able resources, decisions are being reached in order to 
organise the functioning of society. These decisions 
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either take on coded or non-coded forms. Once they 
are reached,  the next step is executing them. And 
executing decisions always means that resources of 
society are appl ied in a speci fic form.  
Culture can be seen as the subsystem of society in 
which ideas, views, social norms and social values are 
being formed within the framework of habi ts, ways of 
li fe, traditi ons and social practices. The emerging so-
cial norms and values are a type of social information 
that comes into existence in the area of cul ture. Cul-
ture encloses a double process of formation and par-
ticipation. On the one hand, social norms and values 
are constituted and differentiated in relation to already 
reached decisions. On the other hand, social norms and 
values are a foundation for further decisions and the 
differentiation of already existing ones. The type of 
participation determines if, how and to which degree 
individual actors and social groups can influence deci-
sions which effect them.  
Neither cul ture, nor poli tics are determined by eco-
nomic processes. Each subsystem has a relative auton-
omy, nonetheless in modern capitali st societies eco-
nomic processes have dominating effects. For the area 
of culture we fol low views that stand in the traditi on of 
the Cultural Material ism of Raymond Wil l iams [1961] 
that has had tremendous influence on the whole area of 
Cultural Studies. Wil li ams argues that culture includes 
the ªwhole way of li feº [Wil li ams, 1961: 122], inclu d-
ing coll ective ideas, insti tutions, descriptions by which 
society reflects experiences and makes sense of them, 
ways and traditi ons of acting and thinking and inten-
tions that result from it. Wil l iams further stresses that 
culture involves the formation of values as social cate-
gories. Edward P. Thompson [1961] took up Wil li ams' 
theory of cul ture and added the idea that the whole 
way of l i fe and experience is influenced by class 
struggles and social confli cts.  
All of this shows that culture is neither independent 
from pol iti cal and economic processes, nor can it be 
reduced to these areas, nor is it determined by them. 
Already Antonio Gramsci stressed that superstructures 
cannot be reduced to the economic base and that cul-
ture involves the ªcreation of (new) world -outlooksº 
and morals of l i fe [Gramsci, 1980]. Material istic the-
ory that deals with culture has always stressed cultural 
information, its relative autonomy and its relationship 
to socio-economic processes, only vulgar forms of 
Materiali sm reduce cul ture or pol iti cs to economics. 
Culture as the top level in our hierarchy depends upon 
economics and polit ics, it forms an integral whole of 
social li fe that includes the areas and ways of li fe we 
find in the areas of ideali stic and material reproduction 
[Marcuse, 1937: 62] . Poli tical and economic institu-
tions and relationships have thei r own form of culture, 
and culture can only be thought in relationship with 
pol iti cal and economic processes, although it has a 
certain degree of autonomy. The complex interplay of 
culture and polit ics is the area where hegemony ± as a 
speci fic phenomenon of societies that are constituted 
by relationships of domination ± is formed.  
Figure 1 shows the processes of consti tution and dif-
ferentiation of social information. These processes 

form an integrated whole which encompasses the three 
subsystems of society (economy, pol iti cs and culture) 
and the mani festations of social information in these 
areas. Resources can  also be termed economic infor-
mation, decisions can be seen as pol iti cal information 
and social norms/values as cultural information. To-
gether we refer to them as social information. The 
productive forces form the base for the emergence of 
economic information which itsel f forms the base for 
the emergence of poli tical and cultural information. 
The whole social system encompasses three cycles of 
self-organisation which result in the emergence of 
social information on an economic, a pol iti cal as wel l 
as a cultural level. On the one hand, economical in-
formation influences the emergence of pol iti cal and 
cultural information and poli tical information influ-
ences the emergence of cultural information in proc-
esses of bottom-up-emergence. On the other hand, 
cultural information influences the emergence of po-
li tical and economical information and poli tical infor-
mation influences the emergence of economical infor-
mation in processes of top-down-emergence. Nonethe-
less, economics and economical information form the 
base of each type of society. They dominate, but never 
determine the various social processes and the forma-
tion and di fferentiation of social information. 
Economics, poli tics and culture are interrelated and 
influence each other. The causali ty that appli es to 
these relationships is not a mechanistic and determi-
nistic one. An effect can not be reduced to a single 
cause. In society, we find a mul tidimensional and 
complex type of causalit y: One cause can have many 
effects, and one effect an ensemble of many causes. 
Society is a system wi th a high degree of complexity, 
hence causes and effects cannot be related to each 
other bi jectively. One sub-system of the society does 
not determine the actions, structures and processes in 
other sub-systems. Society can not be reduced to sim-
ple mechanistic models of base and superstructures. 
But, at least in capital ist society, the economy domi-
nates the other sub-systems; i.e., economics do not 
determine social actions and development of pol iti cs 
and culture, but i t influences these sub-systems in such 
a manner that the latter are coined by the economical 
logic of capital ism that depends on the accumulation 
of capital and the production of commodi ties. But such 
influences can never be totall y, as suggested by some 
types of Structurali st Marxism or the definiti on of 
Historical Materiali sm given by Frederick Engels 
[1884]. Such arguments overestimate social structures 
and do not leave enough space for alternative types of 
actions and thinking. This results in mechanistic and 
static models of society. But society is a complex sys-
tem, it evolves dynamicall y and does not depend upon 
mechanistic causal ity. Poli tics and culture influence 
economics in various types of feedback processes. 

3 Social Sel f -Or gani sat i on 

Social co-operation can be seen as a social relationship 
in which the mutual references of the involved indi-
viduals (these are social interactions) enable al l of 
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them to benefit from the situation. By co-operating, 
individuals can reach goals they would not be able to 
reach alone. New quali ties of a social system can 
emerge by social co-operation. The elements, i .e. indi-
viduals of this system are conscious of these structures 
which can not be ascribed to single elements, but to 
the social whole which relates the individuals. Such 
quali ties are constituted in a coll ective process by all 
individuals that are effected and they are emergent 
quali ties of social systems. 
Social competiti on can bee seen as a social relation-
ship in which the social i nteractions as wel l as the 
existing relationships of power and domination enable 
some individuals or social sub-systems to take advan-
tage of others. The first benefi t at the expense of the 
latter who have to deal with disadvantages that arise 
from the si tuation. New qualiti es of a social system 
can emerge by social competi tion. The ele-
ments/individuals of this system are conscious of these 
structures which can not be ascribed to single ele-
ments, but to the social whole which relates the indi-
viduals. But these quali ties are not constituted coll ec-
tively by all concerned individuals, they are consti-
tuted by subsystems of the relevant system that have 
more power than others, dominate others or can make 
use of advantages that derive from higher posit ions in 
existing social hierarchies. These quali ties reflect rela-
tions of domination in social systems. 
Social information can have a co-operative or a com-
petiti ve character. This depends on the way of its con-
stitution and the structure of society. If social informa-
tion is establi shed by interrelated references of al l 
individuals who are effected by its appl ication and if 
each involved individual has the same possibilit ies and 
means of influencing the resul ting information struc-
tures in his/her own sense and purpose, the result ing 
macroscopic structure is a form of co-operative social 
information. This type of information is coll ectively 
establi shed by co-operation of the involved actors as 
an emergent qual ity of a social system in a process of 
social self -organisation (II) . We call this form of so-
cial information inclusive social information. Here 
social self -organisation (II) denotes that the individu-
als effected by the emerging structures determine and 
design the occurrence, form, course and resul t of this 
process al l by themselves. They establ ish macroscopic 
structures by microscopic interrelations.  
If social information is not constituted in processes of 
co-operation by all i ndividuals that are effected, but by 
a hierarchic subsystem that has more power than other 
subsystems, dominates others or can make use of ad-
vantages that derive from higher posi tions in existing 
social hierarchies, the resul ting structures are types of 
quali ties that result from social competi tion ± in this 
case we speak of exclusive social information. Exclu-
sive social information is a new, emergent qual ity of a 
social system. It is constituted by social competit ion 
and reflects relationships of domination and the 
asymmetric distribution of power in the relevant social 
system. We can not say that exclusive social informa-
tion is establi shed in a process of social self-
organisation because not all concerned individuals can 

participate in this process and can influence it in the 
same way using equall y distributed resources and 
means. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: The dialectical relationship of individual and social 
information 
 
Considering the self-organisation (I) (=re-creation) of 
social systems, it can be said that by relating actions 
and hence individual consciousness of subjects so-
ciall y, social information emerges. Social information 
can be seen as a type of social consciousness that 
emerges from the social relation of the individual con-
sciousness of participating subjects in a social situa-
tion. A social system organises itself permanently in 
order to maintain itself and it permanently produces 
and changes social information. As shown in figure 2 
this is a dialectical process: Social information 
emerges from individual information. The subjects of 
society create and change social systems by relating 
their actions and hence their consciousness. New pat-
terns emerge from this process. On the other hand we 
have a process of dominance: Individual consciousness 
can only exist on the foundation of social processes 
and social information. Social information restricts 
and enables individual consciousness and action. In 
this dialectical relationship of individual and social 
information, we have the bottom-up-emergence of 
social information and the top-down-emergence of 
individual information. On the macroscopic level of 
the social system, new social information can emerge 
during the permanent self-organisation/re-creation of 
the system. On the microscopic level, social informa-
tion takes its effects in a process of domination and 
new individual information can emerge. So domination 
can be seen as a type of top-down-emergence. The 
endless movement of individual and social informa-
tion, i .e. the permanent emergence of new information 
in the system, is a two-fold dialectical process of so-
cial self-organisation (I) that makes i t possible for a 
social system to maintain and reproduce itsel f. 
The world system we li ve in depends on exclusive 
social information in the areas of economy, pol iti cs 
and culture. So it can be said that it has a very low 
degree of social self-organisation (II). The exclusive 
character of social information is related to general 
antagonisms of society. An alternative would be a 
social systems-design [see Banathy, 1996] that reli es 
on co-operation instead of competit ion in al l social 
areas. This would include participative structures that 
guarantee a high degree of autonomy for the individu-
als and enable them to full y participate in reaching 
decisions that effect them. So such a social system 
reli es on social sel f-organisation (II) of all areas of 
society: the economy, pol iti cs, culture, the workplace, 
friendships, personal relationships, education etc. Such 

  
soc ia l 

   information 
 

ind ividua l 
information 
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an integrative democracy as a sel f-organising, self-
institutioning and inclusive society could maybe over-
come some of the shortcomings and problems that are 
produced by modern society. Thus far we have not 
accomplished getting rid of the diverse manipulations 
in society that trigger the domination of social compe-
tition and exclusive social information in order to 
become sel f-determining, autonomous and al truistic 
individuals that can choose and di fferentiate their in-
dividual and social information all by themselves. 
ª[We are facing] the threat of extinction of our spe-
cies. Perception of this tendency […] suggests an im-
perative of (lit eral) survival of our species, namely 
uni fication of whole humani ty, that is, replacing com-
petit ion by cooperation on al l l evels of organization. 
[…] I conceive of a civil society as one in which every 
ªotherº is seen a potential cooperator, not a compet i-
tor, nor an exploiter, nor a boss, nor an underl ing, nor 
a customerº [Rapoport, 2001: 10+12]. ª [All of this] 
means that the role of competiti on should be progres-
sively minimized and replaced by cooperation. […] 
Frankly, this view goes against the present triumphal-
ist current of market economy orthodoxyº [Rapoport, 
1998: 15]. 
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