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Abstract

The re-creaion of society involves the bot-
tom-up-emergence of socia information and
the top-down-emergence of individual infor-
mation. Social self-organisation in a broad
sense refers to the re-credion of society, in a
narrower sense it takes aspects of participa
tion in the processes of constituting social in-
formation into acount.

1 Introduction

Traditionally, information has been conceved as a
thing that is transmitted from a sender to areceiver. It
has been fetishized and reduced to technologicd as-
pects [Fuchs and Hofkirchner, 1999]. By combining
the nations of information and self-organisation and
establishing a Unified Theory of Information [Fuchs
and Hofkirchner, 2001], such shortcomings could be
avoided. Such a theory makes use of a dialedic of
generality and speciality, i.e. general aspeds of infor-
mation are defined that can be found in all types of
systems and emergent aspeds of information that are
specific for each specia type of system. Such an ap-
proach sees information as a cdegory that can be
found in various types of systems- in physical, chemi-
cd, biologicd, social, ewmlogicd, technologicd etc.
ones. Each time asystem organises itself, information
is produced; hence dl self-organising systems are
information-generating systems.

Some work has been done in reseaching the relation-
ship of information and self-organisation [Ebeling and
Feistel, 1992; Ebeling, 1993; Ebeling, Freund,
Schweitzer 1998, Goonatilake, 1991; Haken, 1988;
Kippers, 1986; Mainzer, 1998], but although some of
these gproaches consider information as an emergent
and evolutionary quality of complex, evolutionary
systems, neither one has described the transformations
information undergoes as well as the new qualities
information shows when evolutionary steps from or-
ganisational levels to higher levels are mnsidered. The
existing approaches are very scatered and only cover
aspects that refer to single types of systems. A unified
concept does not yet exist. In this paper | want to pant
out some aspeds of information and self-organisation
in socia systems which constitute the upper level of
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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 itself, 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 gored in
al sorts of forms, but rituals, roles, customs, and
myths are, perhaps, the most obvious. [...] Rituals,
roles, customs, and myths reduce ®llective uncertain-
ity abou the external environment by storing informa-
tion about solutions to past environmental situations’
[Artigiani, 1999: 484]. Artigiani says that information
is dored in VEMs (values, ethics, morals) that code
information qualitatively in the sense of “good” and
“bad”. Shannon’s measure of information is a techno-
logicd category. If such a cdegory is smply trans-
ferred to the social sciences, false inferences, short-
comings and a medhanistic view of society must be the
outcome. Artigiani argues that society is becming
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 limited aspeds can be
predicted. Artigiani does not critically assess existing
types of social information and their repressve and
exclusive charader [Fuchs, 2001], in an idealistic
manner he does not cover aspects of material produc-
tion. Nonetheless Artigiani’s work is important be-
cause he points out cultural aspeds of socia informa-
tion.

2 Individual and Social | nformation

In social systems individua values, norms, conclu-
sions, rules, opinions, ideas and believes can be seen
as individual information. Individual information does
not have a static charader, it changes dynamicdly.
E.g. individual opinions and values change perma-
nently because of new experiences. This does not
mean that individual information is necessarily always
unstable and that e.g. the refledion o ideologies in
individual information does not exist. Instead, new
experiences enhance and consolidate dready existing
opinions, but can also radically change them. Hence it



can be said that individual information as alower level
of information in social systems has an unstable char-
ader. When we come to higher levels (as we will see
with socia information that is constituted in socia
relationships) the complexity as well as the stability of
information incresses. The mnstitution and differen-
tiation of individual information has been described
somewhere dse [Fuchs and Hofkirchner, 1999, 2001,
Fuchs, 2001; Fuchs et al., 2001].

Wolfgang 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 pdnt for gaining knowledge (interpreting)
which is necessary for acquiring wisdom (evaluation).
In asocial system, socia self-organisation (1) in avery
broad sense refers to the re-credion of such a system.
Re-credion 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-creae itself per-
manently due to the individual adions that are related
and co-ordinated socially. A sign can be seen as the
product of an information process An information
processoccurs whenever a system organises itsdf, that
is, whenever a novel system emerges or quaitative
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
cdled sign.

Re-credive, i.e. social systems, reproduce themselves
by creaing socia information: The word "social" in
the term social information denotes that such aform of
information is constituted in the acurse of socia rela-
tionships of several individuals. A socia relationship
is established if an interrelated reference exists be-
tween (at least) two actors. Social acting is orientated
on meaningful adions of other adors. Social adions
are anecessary condition for a social relationship, but
not a sufficient one because social ading does not
necessrily require an interrelated reference of adors:
One acor can refer to the adions of ancther one with-
out the latter referring to the first.

We mnsider the scientific-technologicd infrastructure
(part of the techno-sphere), the system of life-support
elements (part of the eco-sphere) in the natural envi-
ronment and all that in addition makes snsein a soci-
ety, that is, economic resources, politicad dedsions and
the body of cultura norms and values, laws and rules
(part of the socio-sphere) as scial information [see
aso Fuchs, 2001; Fuchs et a., 2001; Fuchs and
Hofkirchner, 2000, 2001; Fuchs 2002). We have no
space to cover information production in the techno-
and ecoo-sphere here [for further details se Fuchs et
al., 2001], so we will concentrate on the socio-sphere
where emnomical, politicd and cultural information
(which are all subtypes of socia information, we do
not cover technological and ecologicd information
here) are constituted in the course of social adions.
Such a mncept of information covers aspeds of men-
tal as well as of material production. The involved
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individuals must have a @mmon view of redity which
is the basis for their social interadions and socia ac-
tions. They are dements of a social system. As aresult
of their interadions in socia systems, social informa-
tion emerges as a maaoscopic structure. The interac-
tions are mediated by ads of communication, the indi-
viduals act in such away that asciations and adions
of other individuals are triggered. The individuals co-
ordinate their adions in such a manner that they can
commonly produce asocial information structure.

In his theory of structuration, Anthony Giddens [1997]
terms rules and resources as gructures that are me-
dium and result of social actions [Giddens, 1997: 77).
He says that social structures are an expresson of
domination and power and that rules always relate to
the mnstitution d sense and the sanctioning d social
adions (p. 70). Giddens further distinguishes between
alocaive and authoritative resources. The former
relate to abilities that make the domination over ob-
jeds, goods and material phenomena possble. The
latter concern the generation of domination over indi-
viduals and adors (p. 86). Concerning the institutions
of society, Giddens says that symbolic orders, forms of
discourse and legal institutions are concerned with the
constitution o rules, politicd institutions ded with
authoritative resources and economicd institutions are
concerned with all océtive resources.

Giddens sys that domination and power are phenom-
ena that are characteristic for all types of society. He
streses that domination cannot be overcome as is
often imagined by socialist theories (p. 84f). Giddens
does not give an explicit definition d domination and
power and he naturalises relationships of domination
and exploitation. His theory affirms capitalist and class
society. He does not even consider societies without
classes and domination as posshiliti es of social evolu-
tion.

Power can be seen as the disposition d means in order
to influence processes and decisions in ores own
sense. Domination refers to the disposition of means of
coercion in order to influence others, processs or
decisions. Domination always includes sanctions, re-
presson and threds of violence So power redly is
constitutive of all types of societies and the question is
not whether one ca abolish power, it is how power
shall be distributed. Today, power in the aeas of eco-
nomics, politics and culture is distributed asymmetri-
cdly, but a wise society that would be socially and
eologicdly 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 capitalist societies and that tries
to avoid a naturalisation of relationships of domina-
tion/expl oitation/class Hence we do not spesk of rules
because they — as Giddens says — always include sanc-
tions and domination, but we have the more general
concept of decisions. Dedsions are made in ead type
of society during the murse of social relati onships and
by communicaive ations, whereas rules that involve
sanctions which are executed if they are not foll owed



are only charaderistic for societies that are constituted
by rdationships of domination. In our modern socie-
ties, dedsions take on the form of formal laws and
informal habits.

Giddens also does nat speak of culture & a subsystem
of society where social values and norms are being
constituted. For Giddens, culture does not seam to be
an important category of society. In his main work
[The Constitution o Society; Giddens, 1997] which
covers more than 450 pages, he only once writes about
culture asit is ®ea by Freud, Marcuse and Elias [Gid-
dens, 1997: 296f].

All of this hows that models of society should have a
dialedicd character: On one level they must be gen-
eral enough in order to explain all possble types of
societies, on the other there must be specific levels
that help to explain spedfic formations of society
(such as capitalism) and dfferent phases of these for-
mations. The model outlined hereis a general one. It is
possble to go one step further in order to describe our
modern society as a caitalist one. On a third level,
concrete modes of development can be distinguished
which describe the different phases of capitalism that
we have been experiencing. Currently we live in a
postfordist, neoliberal and information-societal mode
of development of capitalism [see Fuchs, 2001]. Gid-
dens clealy fails to consider this dialedic of genera-
ity and specidity. He takes societies that are imprinted
by relationships of domination, exploitation and class
as a general standard of society. Thisis atypical west-
ern and imperialistic view that naturalises modern
capitalistic society and generalises it as the esence of
society. Giddens' theory hence can be charaderised as
esentialistic and sociologicd imperiaism. In order to
avoid such shortcomings a dialedicd methodology
should be followed in constructing sociologicd theo-
ries and models.
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Figure 1: The oonstitution of social information [see &so
Fuchs, 2002; Fuchs et al., 2001]

In al socia systems and formations of society there
are three manifestations of information: resources,
decisions and norms/values. They store information
about past social adions and simplify future social
situations because by referring to social information
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the basics of ading socially do nd have to be formed
in ead such situation. Social information can be seen
as a durable foundation of social actions which none-
thelesschanges dynamicdly.

It can be found in al subsystems of society + the
eoonomy, poalitics and culture. Economic processes
have to do with the production, distribution and all oca-
tion of use values and resources. The foundation o
ead emnomic process is formed by the productive
forces. The latter can be seen as a system of living
labou force and fadors that influence labour. Living
labour and its fadors form a relationship that changes
historicdly and is dependent on a concrete formation
of society (such as capitalism).

The influencing factors can be + as auggested by Marx
+ summed up as wbjedive ones (physicd ahility,
qualificaion, knowledge, abilities, experience), objec-
tive ones (technology, science, amount and efficacy 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 ther relationship to living labour. The
system of productive forces can never be reduced to
these forces, the system is only possble in combina-
tion with human labour. This s/stem is more than the
sum of its parts, it is an integrated whole that lies at
the foundation of economic processes.

Resources can be seen as cia information an the
eonomic level. The emnomy includes a double proc-
essof 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 dso applied in order to reproduce the
system of productive forces. Reproduction encloses
e.g. the reproduction of living labour force (consump-
tion, spare time €c.) and scientific progress
Production and reproduction can be seen as the mate-
rial basics of each type of society. Such a Materialistic
view is not a reductive and vulgar one, if one @nsid-
ers that the politicd and economica superstructures
depend on ecnomic processes, but nevertheless work
in relative aitonomous ways and also influence eo-
nomics in processes of downward causation. They are
related in a dialedicd way because emnomic influ-
ences on culture and palitics can cause the anergence
of new cultural and politicd phenomena and politicd
and cultural influences on economics can cause the
emergence of new economical phenomena.

Politics deds with dedsions which refer to the way
resources are being used and how they are distributed.
Palitics refers to decisions which influence the ways of
life and the habits of the members of society. The
latter aways relate to material resources because ail-
ture and habitus as scial phenomena dways ded with
the usage and distribution of material resources.
The dedsions which are being reached in a socia and
communicative way in the area of pdlitics, are aso a
type of social information. Palitics encloses a double
processof dedding and exeauting: In relation to avail-
able resources, dedsions are being readed in order to
organise the functioning o society. These decisions



either take on coded or non-coded forms. Once they
are reached, the next step is executing them. And
executing dedsions always means that resources of
society are gplied in a specific form.

Culture @n be seen as the subsystem of society in
which ideas, views, social horms and social values are
being formed within the framework of habits, ways of
life, traditions and social practices. The emerging so-
cial norms and values are atype of social information
that comes into existence in the aeaof culture. Cul-
ture encloses a double process of formation and per-
ticipation. On the one hand, social horms and val ues
are onstituted and dfferentiated in relation to alrealy
readied dedsions. On the other hand, social norms and
values are afoundation for further decisions and the
differentiation of alrealy existing ores. The type of
participation determines if, how and to which degree
individual acors and social groups can influence ded-
sions which effed them.

Neither culture, nor politics are determined by eco-
nomic processes. Each subsystem has a relative aiton-
omy, nonetheless in modern capitalist societies eco-
nomic processes have dominating effects. For the aea
of culture we follow views that stand in the traditi on of
the Cultural Materialism of Raymond Wil liams [1961]
that has had tremendous influence on the whole aeaof
Cultural Studies. Williams argues that culture includes
the awhole way of life? [Williams, 1961: 122], inclu d-
ing colledive ideas, institutions, descriptions by which
society refleds experiences and makes ense of them,
ways and traditions of ading and thinking and inten-
tions that result from it. Williams further stresses that
culture involves the formation of values as cial cae-
gories. Edward P. Thompson [1961] took up Williams
theory of culture and added the idea that the whole
way of life and experience is influenced by class
struggl es and social conflicts.

All of this shows that culture is neither independent
from politicd and ecnaomic processes, nor can it be
reduced to these aess, nor is it determined by them.
Already Antonio Gramsci stressed that superstructures
cannot be reduced to the eonamic base and that cul-
ture involves the acredion of (new) world-outlooks®
and morals of life [Gramsci, 1980]. Materiaistic the-
ory that deals with culture has always dressed cultural
information, its relative aitonomy and its relationship
to socio-economic processes, only wvulgar forms of
Materialism reduce ailture or politics to economics.
Culture & the top level in our hierarchy depends upon
eoonomics and pditics, it forms an integral whole of
socia life that includes the aeas and ways of life we
findin the aeas of idedistic and material reproduction
[Marcuse, 1937: 62]. Politicd and economic institu-
tions and rel ationships have their own form of culture,
and culture can only be thought in relationship with
political and economic processes, athough it has a
certain degree of autonomy. The cmplex interplay of
culture and padlitics is the aea where hegemony + as a
specific phenomenon of societies that are mnstituted
by relationships of domination + is formed.

Figure 1 shows the processes of constitution and dif-
ferentiation of social information. These processes
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form an integrated whole which encompasses the three
subsystems of society (economy, politics and culture)
and the manifestations of social information in these
aress. Resources can  aso be termed economic infor-
mation, dedsions can be seen as poaliticd information
and social norms/values as cultural information. To-
gether we refer to them as <ocial information. The
productive forces form the base for the emergence of
eoonomic information which itself forms the base for
the emergence of politicd and cultural information.
The whole social system encompasses three cycles of
self-organisation which result in the emergence of
socia information on an economic, a politica as well
as a alltura level. On the one hand, economicd in-
formation influences the emergence of politicd and
cultural information and politicd information influ-
ences the emergence of cultural information in proc-
eses of bottom-up-emergence. On the other hand,
cultural information influences the anergence of po-
liticd and econamicd information and politicd infor-
mation influences the emergence of economicd infor-
mation in processes of top-down-emergence. Nonethe-
less econamics and economical information form the
base of each type of society. They dominate, but never
determine the various ocia processes and the forma-
tion and dfferentiation of social information.
Economics, politics and culture ae interrelated and
influence each other. The caisality that applies to
these relationships is not a mechanistic and determi-
nistic one. An effed can not be reduced to a single
cause. In society, we find a multidimensional and
complex type of causality: One caise can have many
effeds, and one effed an ensemble of many causes.
Society is a system with a high degree of complexity,
hence causes and effeds cannot be related to eech
other bijectively. One sub-system of the society does
not determine the adions, structures and processs in
other sub-systems. Society can not be reduced to sim-
ple mechanistic models of base and superstructures.
But, at least in capitalist society, the economy domi-
nates the other sub-systems; i.e.,, econamics do not
determine social adions and development of poalitics
and culture, but it influences these sub-systemsin such
a manner that the latter are coined by the emnomicd
logic of capitalism that depends on the acaimulation
of capital and the production of commodities. But such
influences can never be totally, as suggested by some
types of Structuralist Marxism or the definition of
Historical Materialism given by Frederick Engels
[1884]. Such arguments overestimate social structures
and do not leave enouch spacefor alternative types of
adions and thinking. This results in mechanistic and
static models of society. But society is a ammplex sys-
tem, it evolves dynamicdly and does not depend upon
medhanistic causality. Politics and culture influence
ewmnomics in various types of feedback processes.

3 Social Self-Organisation

Social co-operation can be seen as a socia relationship
in which the mutual references of the involved indi-
viduals (these ae social interadions) enable dl of



them to benefit from the situation. By co-operating,
individuals can reach goas they would not be able to
readr alone. New quadlities of a social system can
emerge by social co-operation. The dements, i.e. indi-
viduals of this s/stem are conscious of these structures
which can not be ascribed to single elements, but to
the social whole which relates the individua's. Such
qualities are mnstituted in a mlledive process by all
individuals that are dfeded and they are emergent
qualities of social systems.

Social competition can bee seen as a social relation-
ship in which the socia interactions as well as the
existing relationships of power and damination enable
some individuals or social sub-systems to take alvan-
tage of others. The first benefit at the expense of the
latter who have to deal with disadvantages that arise
from the situation. New qualiti es of a social system
can emerge by social competition. The de-
ments/individuals of this s/stem are conscious of these
structures which can not be ascribed to single de-
ments, but to the social whole which relates the indi-
viduals. But these qualities 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 positions in
existing social hierarchies. These qualities refled rela-
tions of domination in social systems.

Social information can have a co-operative or a com-
petitive charader. This depends on the way of its con-
stitution and the structure of society. If social informa-
tion is established by interrelated references of all
individuals who are effected by its applicaion and if
ead involved individual has the same posshilities and
means of influencing the resulting information struc-
tures in his/her own sense and purpose, the resulting
maaoscopic structure is a form of co-operative social
information. This type of information is colledively
established by co-operation of the involved adors as
an emergent quality of a socia system in a process of
social self-organisation (I1). We cdl this form of so-
cial information inclusive social information. Here
social self-organisation (1) denctes that the individu-
als effeded by the emerging structures determine and
design the occurrence, form, course and result of this
process all by themselves. They establish macroscopic
structures by microscopic interrelations.

If social information is not constituted in processes of
co-operation by all individuals that are effeded, but by
a hierarchic subsystem that has more power than ather
subsystems, dominates others or can make use of ad-
vantages that derive from higher positions in existing
socia hierarchies, the resulting structures are types of
qualities that result from social competition £ in this
case we spedak of exclusive social information. Exclu-
sive social information is a new, emergent quality of a
social system. It is constituted by socia competition
and reflects relationships of domination and the
asymmetric distribution of power in the relevant social
system. We can not say that exclusive socid informa-
tion is established in a process of socia self-
organisation because not all concerned individuals can
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participate in this process and can influence it in the
same way using equally distributed resources and

=)

Figure 2: The dialedical relationship of individual and social
information

social
information

individual
information

Considering the self-organisation (I) (=re-credion) of
social systems, it can be said that by relating adions
and hence individual consciousness of subjects -
cialy, socia information emerges. Social information
can be seen as a type of socia 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 ocia information. As shown in figure 2
this is a diadecticd process Social information
emerges from individual information. The subjeds of
society creade and change social systems by relating
their adions and hence their consciousness New pat-
terns emerge from this process On the other hand we
have aprocessof 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 dialecticd 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 socia system, new socia information can emerge
during the permanent self-organisation/re-creaion 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 socia informa-
tion, i.e. the permanent emergence of new information
in the system, is a two-fold dialecticd process of so-
cia self-organisation (I) that makes it possble for a
social system to maintain and reproduceitself.

The world system we live in depends on exclusive
social information in the aeas of emnamy, poalitics
and culture. So it can be said that it has a very low
degree of socia self-organisation (II). The eclusive
character of social information is related to general
antagonisms of society. An alternative would be a
social systems-design [see Banathy, 1996] that relies
on co-operation instead of competition in al social
areas. This would include participative structures that
guarantee ahigh degree of autonomy for the individu-
als and enable them to fully participate in reading
decisions that effect them. So such a socia system
relies on social self-organisation (ll) of all areas of
society: the emnomy, politics, culture, the workplace
friendships, personal rel ationships, education etc. Such



an integrative democracy as a self-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
acaomplished getting rid of the diverse manipulations
in society that trigger the domination o social compe-
tition and exclusive socia information in order to
become self-determining, autonomous and altruistic
individuals that can choose and differentiate their in-
dividual and social information all by themselves.
4 We are fadng] the threa of extinction of our spe-
cies. Perception of this tendency [...] suggests an im-
perative of (literal) survival of our spedes, namely
unification of whole humanity, that is, replacing com-
petition by cooperation on all levels of organization.
[...] I conceive of acivil society as one in which every
dother® is en a potential cooperator, not a cmpet i-
tor, nor an exploiter, nor a boss nor an urderling, nor
a astomer® [Rapoport, 2001: 10+12]. 2[All of thig]
means that the role of competition should be progres-
sively minimized and replaced by cooperation. [...]
Frankly, this view goes against the present triumphal-
ist current of market economy orthodoxy® [Rapoport,
1998: 15].
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