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Bernard Stritih, Miran Možina 

 

AUTOPOIESIS: 

SELF-ORGANIZATION AND SELF-HELP PROCESSES1 

 
 

Introduction 

 

We are presenting the experiences and results of community, social and voluntary work we 

have done since 1975 when the so called Therapeutic colony for children and adolescents with 

psychosocial problems was organized. This work was designed as an antiauthoritarian 

educational action-research project but step by step the social relationship network with the 

quality of postmodern social movement began to grow. In this movement a new paradigm 

appeared in social contacts between volunteers and children and often there were big changes in 

their personal development. 

 

Our basic activity are so called Sociotherapeutic Summer Camps. Every year since 1975 

around 20 volunteers or more (psychologists, medicine doctors, psychiatrists, teachers, social 

workers, nurses, students of psychology, medicine, social work and other professions - for 

example electroingenieurs, physicists) go for 14 days to 1 month with children and adolescents 

who have psychosocial problems to the Camp with tents. These children (around one third of all 

of the children who come to the Camp) were mostly psychologicaly treated in pedopsychiatric 

services (clinic or counceling centers). On the Camp also "normal" children were included who 

never went to the psychiatrist or psychologist for help and the children of the staff members. The 

Camp takes place during summer holydays in nature (in the forest or near lakes or rivers). 

Around 50 kids come every year and their age is from 7 to 18 years. Around 15 new kids come 

every year, big part of children come 4 times (4 years repeteadly). The principal methodology is 

group work connected with action research. The goal is to establish a therapeutic milieu for 

all the participants of the Camp (the staff members included). 

 

The time schedule is: waking up (mostly with music), morning gymnastic, breakfast, cleaning 

and scoring of tents, meeting of the whole camp group, basic groups (two or three staff members 

with 5 to 8 children work together to develop some project; the accent is on personal, emotional 

relations and group interactions), lunch, meeting of the staff members (at the same time rest for 

the children), groups for learning different skills (orientation in nature, dance, theater, drawing, 

sport, swimming, alpinism and so on), supper, singing by the fire, group games, sleeping. We 

organize also excursions, "free" living and sleeping in nature, "day of love", "indian day" (for the 

whole camp in the sense of the revival of indian spiritual tradition), indian sauna, big fires with 

cultural programme for the whole group. The experiences are mostly very intensive both for the 

children and the volunteer staff members which bring to everyone much new learning. 

                                                           
1 This text is unpublished and represents English translation of the part of the article with the same title Stritih, B. 

and Možina, M. (1992). Avtopoeza: procesi samoorganiziranja in samopomoči. Socialno delo, 31, 1-2, 18-73.  
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Children and adolescents learn scoutic skills, develop their ability for living in nature, expand 

their social skills and communication abilities, become more indenpendent and self-confident, 

their self-image improves, patterns of destructive aggresive behavior become less destructive, 

learn how to improve their social status, relations between sexes, friendship relations, learn to 

tolerate "strange" or "pathological" behavior more and develop greater flexibility in human 

contacts, spread their friendship network, accept (become more motivated for) professional help 

more easily, learn to think in ecological terms, accept the individual responsibility more, find 

new, creative possibilities in work, improve their concetration and awareness. Simultaneously we 

are working also with the family members and change rigid, disfunctional family patterns.  

Big changes can be seen also by the staff volunteers: they develop bigger self-initiative and 

capacity for self-organization, better insight to their own personal difficulties and learn to cope 

better with them in the frame of self-help, better professional cooperation in the frame of peer-

intervision (less supervision), more motivation to improve established institutional systems 

where they are regularly working, improve the ability of self-description of the individual and 

group level of the process, bigger flexibility in the use of group working methods, begin to 

change the traditional distinction between work and free time and between public and private 

life, develop their understanding of the Camp as a complex system (departure from linear cause-

effect thinking). 

 

Beside our Camps we developed many other activities so it is better to talk about network of 

activities (Camp being one of them) or social movement which has developed certain autonomy 

and has characteristics of postmodernistic movement. That means that we are not so much goal-

oriented. In the center of our attention is more our quality of being and becoming. We are 

overcoming the painful split between professional and personal dimensions which was very 

characteristic for modernism. 

 

The constant integral part of our voluntary work was also research. The basic challenge of our 

present research work, of which this article represents only a part, is how to respond to 

complexity, and how to describe and reflect on it. In this article we give first we give some 

elementary information on  the concept of autopoiesis, as a special type of self-organization, and 

on the theory of complex systems, or the science of complexity, which encompasses the concept 

of autopoiesis, to enable those who are not yet familiar with the concept and the theory, to enter 

into these new fields. Following this general and informative chapter, are chapters which 

describe our practical experiences and theoretical development regarding the process of 

psychosocial help to children and juveniles. First, we show the correlation and differences 

between new social movements after the 1968 turning point, in Slovenia and elsewhere in 

Europe. We then go on to show the connection between the resistance to institutions (breakouts 

from institutions) and the launching of our (action) research projects. A description of self-help 

groups and camps as autopoietic systems follows. The main theme of the last chapter is the 

recognition of the fact that our work surpasses the so-called sociotherapeutic framework, and that 

it corresponds to the characteristics of post-modern social movements. Our style of writing is 

such that there is an impression of the whole in every section. This was our wish, though we 

realize that the levels of description are often interwoven, less orderly and repetitious. 

 

We want to give a contribution to the new language (or languaging as Maturana and Varela 

would say) or new descriptions which would enable us to see and describe the problems of the 
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future in such a way that we would not need to renounce to the growing complexity but we 

would find new and more creative answers. Let us look to the example of a small piece of 

novelty that originated quite unexpectedly in unusual circumstances.  

 

It happened "by the way" and was not recognized as important and of value for a long time. It is 

a caricature drawn by the first author. He started to draw during a meeting on the Institute for 

sociology and phylosophy in 1976 while there was a big discussion about the essence of the 

experiences from the first therapeutic colony at Rakitna in 1975. The discussion was suddendly 

in a dead end, the dialogue stopped, there was no cooperation between the speakers any more. 

The two subgroups - volunteers and research group from the Institute - couldn't find the common 

language any more. With some malice the first author first drew the volunteer who in his 

democratic enthusiasm knocks dawn a restless child and tells him at the same time that he is not 

hating him. The first author found the image amusing and he drew some more fragments - 

thoughts that were told during that meeting - on the paper before him. While he was more and 

more amused by the drawing the relationships among the people at the meeting became more 

and more knotted. Suddendly he recognized in the drawing the classical Olympic scene with 

gods. Above the Olympus there is a vision of the supreme God that already dissapeared for a 

long time and will never show himself again unless the people be worthy of it; this supreme 

divinity has left his sign on the sky, the year 1968. Under the Olympus there is everyday life 

going on, full of contradictions and paradoxes which could be seen as something amusing if we 

take into consideration that gods nevertheless are keeping a vigilant eye on everything. The first 

author drew himself to the space that was left, as a courier who is running from Rakitna to the 

Institute and back. Also for his role he found a mythic parable - Prometeus was also a kind of 

courier. The first author asked himself what could he steal to the gods and take to the volunteers 

to Rakitna.  

 

Just at that moment of absorbtion in his imagery he heard the voices who were asking him that 

he should also say his point of view about the concept of the next colony. At that moment he 

realized that the participants at Rakitna 1975 successfuly solved the threatening chaos also 

because he was constantly repeating the questions: "What is your decision, how are you planning 

to realize that..." and because he was constantly coming back to the conclusion: "It is truth that 

we couldn't imagine what would happen at Rakitna but it is even more truth that we decided for 

all by ourselves, that we did all that with our decision and that the boundary of our work is 

exactly there where we would find out that we could not endure, that we are loosing control and 

that there is a growing possibility of catastrophic events.  

 

These were also the words he told to the others and he was surprised when he realized that for 

some seconds there was a consensus among the participants of the meeting. Then he looked back 

to the paper. He wanted to mash it but suddendly there came a flash what could have been the 

fire that Prometeus was carying. He wrote the sentence: "Every one has made his own decision 

(Every one has decided by himself)." The possibility of making decisions is not the privilege 

that only gods can have but every one has. Looking at the caricature again it seemed to him that 

he can see a whirlwind in it. All were caught in it. Every one, including "Gods", was caught in 

his or her unique and only possible way. The "Gods" have lost their imaginative meaning and 

have gained symbolic meaning. Then he drew the girl in the right down angle; she was 

expressing the most paradoxical statements that one could hear again and again among 

volunteers. On the one hand they were constantly repeating that they want to go out of the 
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institutions, and on the other hand they were comparing the conditions in which the free 

activities in action-research project Rakitna were taking place with the life of slaves and farmers 

in South America. At that moment the first author realized that the confusion of paradoxes at the 

paper correlates with the complexity of the actual situation. At the same time he experienced that 

at that particular moment he wasn't a courier but somebody who is sitting and drawing at the 

edge of the happening. In this way also his hand became an object of his observation. Actually, 

the drawing hand was the only thing what he really saw in front of himself, everything else was 

his imagery. 

 

Now, after seventeen years we can see in this caricature a piece of autopoietic process which 

enabled that in our relationships constantly new ideas were developing and that at the same time 

all the activities were coming back to the group. The participants came with very different 

wishes and expectations about the goal and purpose. But surely they could realize only one: 

every one was deciding for himself whether he would participate and search for the adequate 

way to survive in the general chaos of relationships. We can understand the statement that 

"nobody hasn't any time for anything" as Dušan Pirjevec would maybe understand it. There 

wasn't any time for Nothing, the volunteers were working diligently and fulfilling their roles. 

There wasn't any (or not much) empty time, the sense wasn't outside the group or in the future 

but in the coexistence that was very tiresome because we allowed each other to see and 

experience the difficulties (of more variety than it is usually allowed). So we were surprised with 

actual happening because the reality of our coexistence had nothing in common with the "visions 

of good (sane) society" which were constantly mentioned by politicians. We didn't believe them 

but we also couldn't believe that in spite of big efforts we were satisfied with our colony and 

camp experiences. This is even more surprisingly because on the caricature there in no general 

leader nor can one find secure group boundaries.  

 

At the same time we remember how different guests, local people or journalists who visited us 

were astonished and surprised with our group and how they couldn't understand us. This was an 

important sign that the difference between outside and inside of the group (our system) was very 

obvious. Only today, after so many years, we can see that many interpersonal tensions and 

conflicts were not senseless but they were part of complexity or constitutive components of the 

process in which particular conversation rules, unique patterns of interpersonal relations and 

common decisions generated. These were threads of relationship network which was constantly 

regenerating (autopoiesis) and developing (evolution). The concept of autopoiesis enables the 

thinking about being and becoming that was also passing away but left an indelible trace in the 

life (becoming) of many (from 1975 around 1500 children and adolescents and around 500 

volunteers were included in our different activities) volunteers and children. Discovering new 

responses to complexity of our time and space brought us also life sense, the feeling of living a 

meaningful life. 

 

 

Autopoiesis - how this concept was developed as a part of the science of complexity 

and its significance for our work 

 

Humberto Maturana writes in his introduction to the two essays Biology of cognition and 

Autopoiesis: the organization of the living (in Maturana H, Varela F. Autopoiesis and Cognition 

- The Realization of the Living, 1980, p. XI-XXX) about how the concept of autopoiesis was 
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developed. He says that already since his childhood he was interested in animals and plants, and 

he freqeuently asked himself what made them living. While studying medicine (1948-53) he was 

asking himself: "What kind of systems are living systems that they may die, and how come that 

they cognize?" In 1954 he went to study biology in England and the U.S.A., and when he 

returned to Chile in 1960, after six years of study and research abroad, he began to work at the 

Medical School of the University of Chile in Santiago as a research associate in the Department 

of Biology. There he was involved in two kinds of activities; he collaborated in teaching a course 

in general biology for the medical students, and he did research in the fields of neurophysiology 

and neuroanatomy.  

 

In his teaching his responsability was to convey to the medical students some understanding of 

the organization of living systems as autonomous entities, as well as some understanding of their 

possible origin on earth. In his research he wanted to apply to the study of form and color vision 

in birds the same approach that J. Y. Lettvin and himself had used in the study of form vision in 

the frog. He soon discovered through his teaching that the central question that the students 

would always ask was: "What is proper to living systems that had its origin when they 

originated, and has remained invariant since then in the succession of their generations?" At the 

same time he soon realized in his research that his central purpose in the study of color vision 

could not be the study of a mapping of a colourful world on the nervous system, but rather that it 

had to be the understanding of the participation of the retina (or nervous system) in the 

generation of the color space of the observer.  

 

The difficulties in the search for correct answers were both epistemological and linguistic. He 

realized that one can only say with a given language what the language permits. He had to stop 

looking at living systems as open systems defined in an environment, and he needed a language 

that would permit him to describe an autonomous system in a manner that retained autonomy as 

a feature of the system or entity specified by the description. In other words, any attempt to 

characterize living systems with notions of purpose or function was doomed to fail because these 

notions are intrinsically referential and cannot be operationally used to characterize any system 

as an autonomous entity. Therefore, notions of purpose, goal use or function, had to be rejected. 

 

Early in May of 1968 the University of Chile entered a state of revolution. The students took 

over the University in an attempt to reformulate the philosophy that had inspired its organization. 

Maturana had joined them. All standard academic activities stopped and students and some 

members of the faculty tried to say something new. It was not easy. Language was a trap, but the 

whole experience was a wonderful school in which one could discover how mute, deaf and blind 

one was. It was easy to be caught in one's own ego, but if one succeeded in attaining at least 

some degree of freedom from it, one began to listen and one's language began to change; and 

then, but only then, new things could be said. This lasted for several months. In 1969 Maturana 

first started to talk about living systems as units, which have in common basic circularity in the 

production of their own constituent parts. 

 

In 1972 Maturana together with Varela have started to write a new essay as an expansion  of the 

section on 'Living Systems' in the 'Biology of Cognition'. There were unhappy with the 

expression 'circular organization', and they wanted a word that would by itself convey the central 

feature of the organization of the living, which is autonomy. It was in these circumstances that 

one day, while talking with a friend (Jose Bulnes) about an essay of his on Don Quixote de la 
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Mancha, in which he analyzed Don Quixote's dilemma of whether to follow the path of arms 

(praxis, action) or the path of letters (poiesis, creation, production), and his eventual choice of 

the path of praxis deferring any attempt at poiesis, Maturana understood for the first time the 

power of the word 'poiesis' and invented the word that they needed: autopoiesis. This was a word 

without history, a word that could directly mean what takes place in the dynamics of the 

autonomy proper to living systems. Curiously but not surprisingly, the invention of this word 

proved of great value. It simplified enormously the task of talking about the organization of the 

living without falling into the always gaping trap of not saying anything new because the 

language does not permit it. They could not escape being immersed in a tradition, but with an 

adequate language they could orient themselves differently and from the new perspective 

generate a new tradition. 

 

When in 1980 the english translation of two essays was published there wasn't any doubt 

anymore about the fundamental importance of Maturana's and Varela's work. This was also 

acknowledged in the brilliant introduction written by Stafford Beer who pointed out that essay 

Autopoiesis is opening new horizons in biology, cybernetics, epistemology, psychology and in 

many other scientific fields. Beer also suggested that the theoretical frame of Maturana and 

Varela is not interdisciplinary but transdisciplinary or metasystemic, viz. they are offering a 

higher synthesis of scientific disciplines. Maturana's and Varela's Autopoiesis is not classifiable 

under the old scientific categories. To study Autopoiesis means redefining and rethinking old 

scientific premises. Autopoiesis belongs to the new library. 

 

Let us now look closer to the definition of autopoiesis: 

 

"Autopoietic systems are homeostatic systems. Their peculiarity, however, does not lie in 

this but in the fundamental variable which they maintain constant. An autopoietic system 

is a system organized (defined as a unity) as a network of processes of production 

(transformation and destruction) of components that produces the components which: (i) 

through their interactions and transformations continuously regenerate and realize the 

network of processes (relations) that produced them; and (ii) constitute it (the system) as 

a concrete unity in the space in which they (the components) exist by specifying the 

topological domain of its realization as such a network.  It follows that an autopoietic 

system continuously generates and specifies its own organization through its operation as 

a system of production of its own components, and does this in an endless turnover of 

components under conditions of continuous perturbations and compensation of 

perturbations. Therefore, an autopoietic system is an homeostatic (or rather relations-

static) system which has its own organization (defining network of relations) as the 

fundamental variable which it maintains constant... The outcome of productive 

interactions of components of the system are the components themselves. This is the 

organization of life and, at the same time, the organization of autonomy." (Maturana H., 

Varela F., 1980, pp. 78-79) 

 

The consequences of this autopoietic organization are paramount: 

 

"(i) Autopoietic systems are autonomous; that is, they subordinate all changes to the 

maintenance of their own organization, independently of how profoundly they may 

otherwise be transformed in the process.  
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(ii) Autopoietic systems have individuality; that is, by keeping their organization as an 

invariant through its continuous production they actively maintain an identity which is 

independent of their interactions with an observer. 

(iii) Autopoietic systems are unities because, and only because, of their specific 

autopoietic organization: their operations specify their own boundaries in the processes of 

self-production. 

(iv) Autopoietic systems do not have inputs or outputs. They can be perturbated by 

independent events and undergo internal structural changes which compensate these 

perturbations. If the perturbations are repeated, the system may undergo repeated series 

of internal changes which may or may not be identical. Whichever series of internal 

changes takes place, however, they are always subordinated to the maintenance of the 

system organization, condition which is definitory of the autopoietic systems. Thus any 

relation between these changes and the course of perturbations to which we may point to, 

pertains to the domain in which the system is observed, but not to its organization." 

(Maturana H., Varela F., 1980, p. 80-81) 

  

In the essay Autopoiesis an open question remained whether human societies are or are not 

themselves biological systems. The authors did not fully agree between themselves on this 

question. Beer is on the contrary quite sure about the answer: yes, human societies are biological 

systems. Similarly Niklas Luhmann speaks about three autopoietic systems - biological (living), 

psychological and social systems. Maturana is still insisting on using the concept of autopoiesis 

as a characteristic of living systems and not for social systems and proposes that "collection of 

autopoietic systems that, through the realization of their autopoiesis, interact with each other 

constituting and integrating a system that operates as the (or as a) medium in which they realize 

their autopoiesis, is indistinguishable from natural social system... An autopoietic system 

participates in the constitution of a social system only to the extent that it participates in it, that 

is, only as it realizes the relations proper to a component of the social system. Accordingly, in 

principle, an autopoietic system may enter or leave a social system at any moment by just 

satisfying or not satysfying the proper relations, and may participate simultaneously or in 

succession in many different ones."  (H. Maturana, 1980, pp. XXIV-XXV)  

 

For our work it proved to be stimulating to find such differences and to search for our own 

answers. First we found Beer's and Luhmann's point of view closer, only in the last period we 

recognized some dangerous points where one can easily slide to the old epistemology. We tried 

all these years to find a niche in a totalitarian, communistic social system which proved to be 

devastating for the autopoiesis of living systems (for example Chernobil accident and how the 

soviet social system deals with the consequences of this accident represents totalitarianism in 

reductio ad absurdum). The being and becoming is ruined. Chernobil is a picture and metaphor 

of the opposite side of autopoiesis, it is a production of death.  

 

As scientists we are interested in the study of complexity. Thus we are joining an important trend 

in modern science. For this trend the tendency to overcome different kinds of reductionisms is 

one of the main characteristics. As Heinz von Foerster suggests, "we have seen, for instance, in 

family therapy, that the so called 'identified patient' is very often the only sane kid on the block, 

and we begin to see that very often the discarded shavings were the essentials, and the cut 

connections between parts are the essence that constituted the very object of our inquiry. Since 

this permeates all sciences, the sciences of complexity are transdisciplinary. Transdisciplinary in 
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the sense that a discipline requires an understanding of a particular subject matter, 

interdisciplinary that of some others as well; transdisciplinary, however, suggests an 

understanding of understanding per se." (in B. A. Snow, 1990, p. iii) 

 

There isn't any author in the world who would argue that he or she can give an exact overview of 

the whole field of the so called systems science (B. A. Snow, 1990, p. 8) or, as more and more 

authors are using the synonims, of theory of complex systems (Kratky and Wallner, 1990, p. 8) 

or science of complexity (B. A. Snow, 1990, p. 8), because it is still growing and expanding. But 

we can already see some of the milestones of this new science which brings a fundamental 

reorganization of the whole human knowledge. We think that it is important and necessary to 

give an outline of this new scientific field before we would describe some aspects of our action 

and research work where we participated. The outline is based on the guide about Education in 

the Systems Sciences given by B. A. Snow. His book is a result of research project supported by 

Fritjof Capra and Heinz von Foerster. 

 

From the late 1940's (and before) emerged the earliest sciences dealing with complex system 

behavior, they are: 

 

1. Cybernetics and its related disciplines: the science of effective organization, irrespective 

of material realization; investigates variety, information and control, circularity and 

recursion, process, adaptation and evolution, observation and decision making in a) 

observed systems (first-order cybernetics), and in b) observing systems (second-order 

cybernetics). Has affected many fields of study including the cognitive and behavioral 

sciences, family therapy and psychiatry, communications and electrical engineering, 

management science, computer science, education, ecology, economics, and political 

science. 

 

2. General Systems Research and its related disciplines; encourages development of 

theoretical systems which are applicable to more than one of the traditional departments of 

knowledge, investigates the isomorphy of concepts, laws, and models in various fields and 

helps in useful transfers from one field to another, encourages development of adequate 

theoretical models in fields which lack them, minimizes duplication of theoretical effort in 

different fields, promotes the unity of science through improving communication among 

scientists. Related are Bogdanov's "tektology" and the holism of J. C. Smuts. GSR has 

affected many fields of study including management science, family therapy and psychiatry, 

education and educational technology, theoretical biology, ecology, economics, urban and 

environmental design, and policy studies. .lm0 

 

Studies of self-organization in nonequilibrium systems represents another important area of 

complex systems science coming much from research in areas such as physical chemistry, 

fluid dynamics, and biophysics and closely relates to the most recently developed sciences 

of complex dynamical systems and chaos research, thus: 

 

3. Nonequilibrium Self-Organization Research: includes studies of self-organization and 

complexity in nonequilibrium systems; the science of synergetics (Haken), dynamical 

systems theory, non-equilibrium thermodynamics, dissipative structures, nonlinear and 

irreversible phenomena, fluid flows and turbulence, autowaves, macrostructures, evolution 
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and adaptation, etc. in the Mathematical, Physical, Natural and Social Sciences. 

 

4. Chaos and Complex Dynamical Systems Research: includes studies in chaos theory, 

nonlinear phenomena, dynamical systems, strange attractors, topology, catastrophe theory, 

fractal geometry and iteration theory, Verhulst dynamics, self-referential systems, etc. in the 

Mathematical, Physical, Natural and Social Sciences. 

 

These first four traditions of research have formed much of the theoretical framework within 

which the following traditional fields have drawn from and built upon thus becoming systems 

sciences themselves in many respects. 

 

Several of these post-World War II fields have contributed much to the development of the study 

of complexity. Among the more important of the closely-related products of Information Age 

complexity are computer systems, information and communication systems, and business and 

management systems. Engineering and management science have played important roles in the 

development of complexity studies and thus one can speak of systems engineering and systems 

management as sciences of complexity in their own right. Although computer science is not 

strictly a systems science, the computer is integral to studies of complexity in all fields, thus: 

 

5. Systems Engineering and Systems Design: studies in the design and control of large-

scale complex technological systems in various engineering fields, esp. electrical 

engineering: communications, bioelectronics, power systems, control systems; includes 

studies of networks, control theory, information theory, communication theory, finite-state 

systems, mathematical programming, system theory, and large-scale systems; other areas of 

systems design and architecture include studies of urban, technological, and environmental 

systems. 

 

6. Systems Management: studies in the management of large-scale complex organizations 

in business, industry, and government-organizations that include people, machines, 

materials, and information and the interaction of such systems with their environment; 

includes self-organization, systems analysis, operations research, queuing theory, network 

analysis, decision theory, optimization analysis, organizational behavior studies, autopoiesis, 

etc. 

 

7. Computer and Information Sciences: within computer science are a wide array of 

complex systems studies involving  computational simulation, modelling and imaging; 

studies of cellular automata, artificial intelligence, artificial life simulation; systems analysis, 

optimization modelling, numerical analysis, statistics, complexity, theory of computation, 

computer architecture and machine organization, computer graphics, data base management 

systems, formal languages and automata theory, information theory, etc. 

 

Another field, cognitive science, has developed side by side with systems science in many ways 

during the last few decades, and has been especially close to cybernetics and computer science. 

Gaining a better understanding of cognition has been a central concern among many systems 

researchers. Many who have contributed most to the sciences of complexity are those who have 

sought to understand cognitive systems, thus: 
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8. Cognitive Science: within the immense field of cognitive science are a wide array of 

complex systems studies in neuroscience, artificial intelligence, and behavioral science; also 

in anthropology, psychology, linguistics, and philosophy; including the connectionist point 

of view in artificial intelligence, studies of learning and pattern recognition systems, 

research in parallel distributive processing, self-organization in neural networks, cellular 

automata, autopoietic systems theory, etc. 

 

Drawing from theories of cognitive systems is yet another important field of study that has 

contributed to our understanding of systems dynamics and organization: systems therapy. The 

family therapists in particular, through extensive clinical research, have made important 

contributions to our understanding of how human systems function and how disorders such as 

schizophrenic and addictive behaviors arise in the context of human relationships. 

 

9. Systems Therapy: studies in human relationships; esp. family and marital therapy 

drawing from cybernetics models of human relationships, including Bateson's philosophy of 

mind, Maturana's theory of cognition, clinical methods of  Michael White, and a systems 

approach that sees each afflicted individual as an integral part of a inseparable whole. 

 

Finally, the science of ecology by its very nature is a systems science although it is not normally 

so considered. Systems ecology in the broader sense has become the general study of functional 

interrelations between natural systems, and between the natural environment and human systems. 

Ecology has also contributed much to our understanding of systems behavior: 

 

10. Systems Ecology: studies of relations and patterns between organisms and their 

environments; the study of the structure, function, and evolution of ecosystems; includes 

population dynamics, biogeochemical cycling, energy system dynamics and complexity 

theory, self-organization, etc. 

 

One can see that subjects of study united by complex systems research stretch far and wide; they 

include global politics, the economy, forest and marine ecosystem dynamics, the weather, the 

immune system, brain structure and function, neural networks, urban development, the family, 

corporate management, prebiotic evolution, protein chemistry, turbulence, artificial intelligence, 

and the learning process to name a few. Most of the people involved in complex systems 

research are working from within one or more traditional fields; there are mathematicians, 

physicists, chemists, biologists, ecologists, cognitive scientists, sociologists, anthropologists, 

therapists, psychologists, managers, economists, computer scientists, architects, engineers, 

philosophers, and so on, each who are contributing their expertise towards understanding 

complex dynamical systems and their behavior. 

 

As a whole these multidisciplinary sciences represent a new synthesis in modern science, the 

dimensions of which we are only beginning to understand. A brochure of the Santa Fe Institute, a 

recently formed education and research institute whose purpose is to further our knowledge of 

complex systems, describes this activity as a scientific revolution: "Science is on the treshold of 

a high stakes effort to extend the frontiers of knowledge. Vast and energizing changes are in 

prospect that are likely to have a profound effect throughout society. These will have an impact 

not only on the conceptual base of science, but also on our industries and financial institutions, 

on our universities and research centers." (The Future of Science and Society. A publication of 
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the Santa Fe Institute, 1120 Canyon Road, Santa Fe, NM 87501) The sciences of complexity 

represent a major movement afoot that is prompting many to take a new look at the worldview of 

modern science and how our knowledge is ordered and divided. As well they are adding exciting 

new findings to our knowledge of nature, culture, and mind. 

 

It is beyond the scope of this article to go into the details of the structure and significance of the 

sciences of complexity. Such an exposition would require one or more volumes on the history 

and current state of contemporary science and philosophy in light of these sciences. However, for 

the purposes of this article we can identify some of their recurrent themes. The sciences of 

complexity or systems sciences are characterized, among other things, by the following: 

 

- multi- or interdisciplinary interaction; 

many fields working together across traditional departmental boundaries; includes 

cooperation among the mathematical, physical, and biological sciences, social sciences 

and humanities, and the behavioral and cognitive sciences in  solving problems common 

to complex systems. In many instances, as von Foerster mentions, they are 

transdisciplinary, that is, going beyond the mere understanding of a subject to investigate 

the nature of understanding itself. 

 

- complexity and systemicity; multiplicity, variety; 

the study of systems; the study of complexity in or of systems; usually dealing with large 

numbers of variables that are often defined on a large number of objects, parts, elements 

in interaction with each other and their external environment. 

 

- nonlinearity and chaos; indeterminacy, unpredictability; 

most complex systems display a high degree of nonlinearity; i.e. most phenomena in the 

natural world require the use of nonlinear equations for their description. The nonlinear 

elements of a system make its future states highly unpredictable, and the discovery of 

chaos in nonlinear systems has more or less shaterred the ideal of classical determinism. 

 

- temporality and evolution; process and function, irreversibility, dynamics; 

the effects of time, change, process, and evolution are a central theme; most complex 

systems appear as a dynamic set of coherent, evolving, interactive processes which 

temporarily manifest in globally stable structures; they are unlikely to have clearly 

defined states of stability but rather multiple possible states of equilibrium. Time and 

irreversibility appear to be fundamental to our understanding of the world in every arena, 

a fact that has brought process philosophy to the forefront of discussion. In fact, it is now 

possible to advance a general theory of evolution for systems of all kinds based on recent 

developments in the empirical sciences and sciences of complexity. 

 

- far from equilibrium conditions; open systems; 

most of the phenomena under study are open systems, that is, they exibit a partial 

openness by means of a constant exchange of matter and energy with the environment, a 

state that, under the right conditions, can preserve order within the system, and a state 

that can only be maintained when the system is far from equilibrium. 

 

- network or parallel interaction and structure; interconnection; 
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complex systems are often characterized by a parallel network structure; with a high 

degree of connections between units; the brain perhaps being the most perfect example of 

a highly interconnected parallel network. 

 

- circularity; feedback, recursion, iteration, self-similarity, self-reference; 

a recurrent theme in many of these sciences is some form of cyclic, recursive, or self-

referential process; these include feedback loops and circular causal processes of all 

kinds, reiterative processes such as in the generation of fractal boundaries, the self-

renewing and self-referential process of living things known as autopoiesis, and the 

circularity that appears in theories of self-reference in cognitive organization. 

 

- wholeness and self-organization; emergence, connection, synthesis; 

wholeness, the attribute of a system to display behaviors or properties that are not 

derivable from the properties or structures of its constituent parts, is another characteristic 

of multivariable systems; self-organizing systems display holistic behaviors, sometimes 

called the emergent properties of the system. The presence of nonlinearity in a system 

makes it virtually impossible to understand the system by analysis of its parts; 

consideration of the whole is therefore practically a requirement in the study of nonlinear 

phenomena. Currently there exists a move away from a complete reductionist approach 

toward a more balanced whole/part description of complex system interaction. 

 

- non-materialistic; focus on information, communication, and organization; 

generally, the principles of complex systems behavior apply regardless of the system's 

material realization; as we said before, a system is seen as a list of variables, not as object 

or thing. With the attention on "systems," there is a corresponding focus on the non-

material domain of information and entropy, control and communication, order, 

organization, pattern, and relations, information flow and exchange, coding, 

epistemology, etc. and the laws derived from them, sometimes collectively referred to as 

the physics of information. 

 

- observation and epistemology; thought and decision making processes; 

the role of the observer who knows, thinks, and decides, often plays an important part in 

the study of complexity. Cybernetics in particular pays close attention to the critical 

process of conscious observation; "Observation including decision making is the process 

underlying cybernetic theories of information processing and computing. By extending 

theories of self-reference to processes of observation including cognition and other 

manifestations of intelligence, cybernetics has been applied to itself and is developing an 

epistemology of systems involving their observers (second-order cybernetics) 

qualitatively unlike the earlier interest in the ontology of systems which are observed 

from the outside (first-order cybernetics)." 

 

- the computer and the comptutational viewpoint; 

with its powerful ability to simulate and model complex systems, the  computer is the 

primary research tool of the sciences of complexity. Following from the almost universal 

employment of the computer in contemporary science comes a corresponding 

computational simulation, including research the mathematical, physical, and biological 

sciences. 
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Most of these themes are closely related and mutually supportive, and collectively they represent 

an altogether new orientation in scientific research. These and other themes are present to some 

degree in most of these sciences. Some systems sciences will exibit one of these features more 

than another, or will just naturally be oriented toward one of them; they aren't all necessarily 

present in any given case. 

 

To the list of B. A. Snow we would like to add some contributions to the science of complexity 

that were developed in the field of so-called group dynamics or group work. Group dynamics 

definitely represent one of the most important turning points in science and social practice in the 

first half of 20th century. New views of the human group phenomenon and new practical 

approaches developed in parallel, with mutual enrichment and in an intensive search for 

possibilities of synthesis. Within the framework of the socio-anthropological approach the 

image of a group as a structure of status and roles developed, which enabled internal and external 

differentiation, and at the same time, indicated the possibility of bridging the gap between the 

individual (biological and psychological) and social nature of man. The sociological approach 

failed on the question of group autonomy and identity. Thus psychology tried to answer 

questions on group autonomy and communication by introducing concepts from individual 

psychology and psychoanalysis: unconscious projections, transfer phenomena within groups, 

group assumptions, intragroup conflicts and double bind communication patterns. The 

psychological approach, at explaining group phenomena and their use in achieving therapeutic 

and socio-pedagogic effects,  proved to be unsatisfactory. It has not solved the questions about 

the influence of social context on inner group phenomena and on the questions about synergy 

phenomena on the interface between groups and their environment. The third parallel in the 

development of group dynamics is the intuitive-cultural approach, developed by Jakob Moreno. 

He used some notions adopted from philosophy and culture to create a space for experimentation 

with the phenomena of spontaneity of individuals and of interpersonal interactions.  

 

The group dynamics theory sprang up in an effort to organize entirely different findings in a 

model, which would then meet the demands of the traditional scientific paradigm in the sense of 

creating causal schemata. The numerousness of schools of group dynamics which developed 

around the internally divided theory construct and around phenomena, which could not possibly 

be described and integrated, doesn't represent the bloom of group dynamics, but rather its ending. 

Some schools of group dynamics drained themselves into commercialization. Other schools of 

group dynamics gradually outgrew themselves into social movements, that produced more 

complex social phenomena than the theory could have described. At this point, group dynamics 

presents a positive challenge to the development of the theory of complex systems.  

 

At the same time it brings a number of unresolved questions, together with a number of failures 

and aberrations, for example the reification of group-dynamics concepts and efforts towards 

fundamentalism. Maturana demonstrated that a nonreflected acceptance of spontaneity on a 

social level brings about a direct danger of totalitarianism. The theory of complex systems opens 

up the possibility of taking the significance of an observer into account. In a group self-

description, the observer brings about ethical dilemmas and opens up the possibilities to 

comprehend love as an indispensable dimension for achieving new developmental possibilities 

of society or of social systems (H. Maturana, 1980, pp. XXIV - XXX). 
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New social movements after the 1968 in Slovenia and Europe - simmilarities and 

differences 

 

We think that an important historic shift took place in 1968. It is probably too early to give a 

final assessment of the consequences of this shift, since the historical period which commenced 

in 1968, is certainly still not finished. Because there was a connection between the birth of our 

(action) research projects and the events in Slovenia and abroad at that time, we quote Felix 

Guattari, who in 1972 wrote: 

 

"While May 1968 might have unleashed more militant ways of behavior, it did not free the 

brains, which remain blocked and require a lot of time to open up to new questions on insanity, 

homosexuality, drugs, delinquency, prostitution and women emancipation". (Felix Guattari, 

1983, p. 29) 

 

What was blocking the brains and mental mechanisms of our people? All sorts of old-fashioned 

ideas which on the other side enabled individuals to survive in a system not complex enough to 

successfully utilize the achievements of modern science and technology and the fruits of cultural 

development and spiritual growth in the world. Ides of this nature were reflected by  withdrawal 

into some form of privacy (weekend cottages, some forms of consumerism ... ) and withdrawal 

into the ideology of individual genius (work behind closed doors, in isolation or in a closed circle 

of like-minded people). These "survival techniques" can be all the more dangerous when 

individuals experience them as the only feasible and relatively successful mode of (social) 

action. 

 

In the seventies the circumstances were just right for the implementation of the  group work 

ideas. They neither represented a militant expression of differences, nor withdrawal from public  

life. At that time the first author understood group work above all as a possibility for dialogue 

about all the critical life issues - from family problems to relationships problems in institutions 

and from educational to mental health problems and problems that were expressing the 

existential crisis of our people. The following logical conclusion was reached - if people were to 

get an opportunity to discuss their problems, an interval would be built up between the moment, 

when an individual became aware of a problem and the moment when he pressed the button 

anticipated as a programmed way of "apparatus reaction". The time interval in the mechanical 

fulfillment of organizational scenario would be larger, if people had an opportunity to, in group 

dialogue, discover some charm in the (re)thinking about problems; the programmed mechanisms 

for problem extermination would start to "be late". This could actually threaten the rigidity of 

institutions and trigger the need for real development-oriented change in an autopoietic process. 

 

We therefore see our first action-research project at Rakitna in 1975 as a fragment of the unrest 

which, in 1968, has also spread to Slovenia. On the other hand, we also view this same process 

as a unique network of events i.e. as an interactive, self-recursive, autopoietic process. 

 

In respect to the work report from the Therapeutic colony in Rakitna in 1975, we were frequently 

asked how we succeded to motivate our volunteer co-workers. Such  questions seemed rather 

ridiculous to all members of the group. It is only now, that we have started to comprehend the 

complex background of such questions. While supporting all sorts of seemingly voluntary 
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activities, the factors of political control, for decades, strived to make any form of spontaneous, 

autonomout, autopoietic group activity impossible. They also supported the opinion that our 

people were indifferent to any activity for which they would not be paid. At this point, we again 

meet the social movements which sprang up in 1968. This was the time when the established 

political-cultural model cracked. The left-wing political opposition, in Slovenia and abroad, 

intended to surpass their, till then, normal way of doing things through endless discussions and 

slashing criticism (which frequently turned out badly in a fruitless vicious circle) of all that was, 

and move on into genuine autopoietic activity. What then followed was to almost no one's 

expectation. The phenomenon labelled by some authors as "new talk", which for long years 

saved the socialistic, totalitarian system from exposing its own weaknesses, compelled some 

groups to abandon all efforts on triggering constructive communicative functioning of the system 

and to demand "action". Instead of endless nonproductive discussions more emphasis was now 

put on pragmatic problems. We presume that the motivation of our co-workers could, to a great 

extent, be explained in similar way. All the experts who participated in our project were well 

acquainted with the dilemmas which the student movements in 1968 unveiled. The first author 

was introduced to the experiment on nonauthoritative upbringing of children in 1968, at the 

summer camp of the Swiss university of Freiburg. The initiative for our socio-therapeutic colony 

project in Rakitna in 1975, came directly from a group of students, who were, in accordance with 

the 1968 ideals, in search of  opportunities to go beyond their ordinary status and role of 

preparing for life in university lecture rooms and laboratories. They wanted to encounter real life 

problems. 

 

Let us mention here three important innovations, brought about by the new social movements of 

that time: 

 

(1) Different relations between theoretical and practical work. Processes which could be 

defined as a recursive relation between the world of ideas and practical activities, sprang 

up in many fields. 

 

(2) An experience of relative autonomy of individual subsystems, which became aware of 

their independence from central or hierarchically superior structures. Far-reaching 

reorganizations were triggered, which are still in progress, inducing an unprecedented 

expansion and surge of fresh organizational ideas. Only now can we see this in the light of the 

systems theory. According to Frane Adam: 

   

"The acentricity of society. The absence of a subsystem or part of society representing 

society as a whole, is characteristic of modern society. There is no (cybernetic) 

subsystem hierarchy, all functionally differentiated (sub)systems are somewhat  

equivalent ... Even decision-making political subsystems are not in a privileged position. 

Even though we can quite often hear the thesis about how the political system is 

'overburdened', it is at the very best, 'primus inter paris' ... We cannot consider socialist 

societies as modern  (or even post-modern) societies, because they are based on 

centralised political systems i.e., on the prevalence of politics over economics and over 

other social fields (subsystems)... The latest trends in these societies indicate that only 

through political disentanglement and reestablishment of functional differentiation as the 

main principle of organizing society, is modernization possible." (Frane Adam, Nova 

revija, 1990, p. 748). 
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(3) The self-help orientation, the shift in  different groups towards personal problem 

discussions and the taking advantage of all the resources within reach to solve problems. They 

became aware of personal responsibilities for correct human behavior in difficult situations. 

As a result of this process, people are then expected to maintain or regain their ability to make 

decisions on their destiny. The roles of all professional institutions in connection to this 

change a lot. The self-help orientation is quite different from the so called "socialist self-

management" orientation, which dominated our political and social life for over forty years 

after the second world war. Its disastruous impact Mirjana Ule describes as follows: 

 

"Socialist self-management did not, at least in the type we are familiar with, offer a 

solution to the contradictions of modernization. It seems as if we ('in the rear' of the 

humanistic self-management ideology) picked up 'bad' sides of both systems of modern 

societies. These include reification of all relations, the invasion of instrumental logic into 

the living world, and the pseudo-politicalization of everyday life, an image of 

humanization, behind which bureaucratic self-will revolves." (M. Ule, 1988, p. 136) 

 

Let us conclude our reflections on social context by putting together some thoughts, which throw 

light upon the autopoietical process in our movement in the last seventeen years: 

 

-  Dušan Pirjevec (1986) has argued that, in our endeavors for political, economical and social 

development we tried to avoid something, but in the seventies we ended up in a prodigal and 

inefficient totalitarian  system. From this perspective, it is easier to see how it is possible that we 

engaged so many different people in our common activities. We could describe the common 

denominator of our intentions as follows: "Let's get out of here, things will be different there! 

Let's evade the influence of institutions which are, in any case, an embodiment of that evil!" 

Dušan Pirjevec did not share our optimism when we conferred with him about our goals after the 

first 1976 Rakitna colony. Later on many occasions we, on reading Paul Watzlawick's work, 

encountered warnings of a similar fashion - if we try to evade something or if we try to change 

something completely, we most probably end up with even more of it ("more of the same").  

 

- Our coworker Janez Dokler, on several occasions at the very beginning of our work, called our 

attention to the fact that, while our economy, relative to other economies, produces too little, it 

disproportionately demands  more human sacrifice. The way out is not to be found in 

Rousseauistic spontaneity, but only through different organization. 

 

- In a certain sense radical criticism of institutions was also fashionable. However, this criticism 

should have been taken seriously. Besides arousing great potentials for action, criticism of 

institutions aroused fallacious hopes that some revolutionary changes could be enforced just by a 

determined talk about the urgency to abandon and abolish the institutions.  

 

- It soon became evident that there was no place in today's world where life could go on without 

subtle organization of people. It took us a lot of effort and endurance to develop some different 

forms of collective life and work. It is only when we tried to evade institutions that we 

discovered that the institutions were a civilized accomplishment of European culture. It seems to 

us as if we have started noticing new entities - systems which like all that is human, cannot exist 

without cultural and spiritual dimensions - at places where we, hitherto, saw only heartless 
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organizational machines. 

 

- In our opinion, we persisted in a Don Quixotic struggle with visual hallucinations of institutions 

because of confusion of terms and concepts. Political concepts of self-management and the old - 

outdated - concepts of interpersonal relationships, got mixed up with new technical concepts of 

the new social movements. The minds were particularly contaminated by those terms which 

politics had long used as a device for disguising the consistent thwarting of all people with 

different points of views and all forms of association or social coupling which could have 

escaped repressive control. 

 

- A problem, most likely unique to our culture and character, which Bojan Štih (1988) pointed 

out in his last booklet "Short and imaginary stories", is the distinction between the dream world 

and the world of "interpersonal wakeful reality". This characteristic may be one of the 

cornerstones on which the socialist dream was bolstered. We are still to find a poet to write 

something like "The Midsummer Night's Dream". Otherwise we will continue to live in fear of 

our dreams and of awakening. Due to this fear, we are incapable of drawing a demarcation line 

between dreaminess and wakefulness. To best describe the essence of our experience with social-

therapeutic colonies, let's use two metaphors: one is certainly "The Midsummer Night's Dream", 

the other is Ronald Laing's - "the road to autonomy leads through arctic vastness of solitude."    

 

 

Self-help groups and camps as autopoietic social systems 

 

A description of events and processes which took place in our action group during the 1985 to 

1987 crisis reveals that we were swinging from patterns of symmetrical escalation of 

communication and action on one side, to escalation of a complementary relationship pattern, on 

the other side. The escalation of a symmetrical relationship pattern was in the form of an  

outright competition between each and every member of the group and it turned to a "wild 

dance" when such high group consensus on the labelling of actual events was reached that the 

rules of interpersonal relationships which were up to then regulating this competition were 

actually eliminated. These were group situations which could be described using commonplace 

expressions like "boiling", "pressure cooker", etc. They could also be described using Bion's 

notion "group of the elementary run and fight presumption." (Bion W. R., 1983)  

 

After an analysis of past events it is now clearer to us that the aforementioned situation cannot be 

attributed only to intragroup rivalry. Even the group-dynamics explanation which ascribes the 

intensification of internal conflicts to the lack of an external enemy, is inadequate. Even at that 

time, we already assumed that events were at least partially connected to the issue of group 

autonomy. We repudiated efforts of any external institutions to label us in accordance with their 

own standards. We dismissed as ridiculous, claims that we were "unorganized masses", or "an 

imitation of subcultural association to the likes of punks", etc. At the same time, there were some 

subgroups within our group, which we gave nicknames. They usually they did not agree with 

these nicknames, and in any case, these fell short of portraying our group in its totality. 

 

Systems theory essentially expanded the possibilities to  depict and comprehend the development 

of relations and autonomy in groups as relationship systems. Niklas Luhmann explains the 

problem of autonomy with the various levels of self-reference attained by the social system (N. 
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Luhmann, 1986, pp. 600 - 604). 

 

1. Basic self-reference denotes distinction between elementariness of events and a relation, in 

which it constitutes. We can say of our action group that basal self-reference presented itself in 

the form of conversation about our independence. Fritz Simon chose the following thoughts from 

G. Ch. Lichtenberg for the epigraph of his book: 

 

"Instead of saying "I think", we should be saying "it thinks" (Es denkt), whereby "it" is 

used in exactly the same way as in "it lightens" (Es blitzt)." (F. B. Simon, 1990, p. 2) 

 

To comprehend self-reference of a system, it is important that "it thinks". That which is thought 

or talked about should not only be a realization of freedom of thought and speech but an essential 

self-dependence, viz. it is a necessary condition for self-thinking, if man is to be responsible for 

events in the social system. It always turned out that we experience independence as self-

dependence (self = component, dependence = relation). This was evident in our relations to 

various institutions, where we easily and unanimously agreed that "we must take the 

standpoint..." The idea of independence was therefore, not just wishful thinking, but a reality in 

our everyday interpersonal communication. 

 

2.   Reflexiveness as processual self-reference means that the self-reference of a system is based 

on distinguishing between preceding and sequential or successive elementary events. Some years 

ago the nickname "the socials" was attached to all professional and volunteer co-workers by the 

last leadership of the scout organization where these volunteers collaborated. However, some 

members of this subgroup referred to as "the socials", used this same nickname for those 

professional and volunteer co-workers who identified themselves with the leadership and with 

the ideas of therapeutical work. When we tried to clarify how a subgroup of "the socials" became 

a constitutive part of the historical process of the development of our work, we met with frequent 

intolerance, which signified fear to consider our self-reference as a real process with its own 

history. 

 

3.   The highest level of self-reference is reflexion, based on distinguishing between a group and 

the environment. "It is only in the case of reflexion that self-reference suits the requirements of 

systemic reference." (Luhmann, 1988, pp. 601). This implies that self-dependence acquires a  

systemic self-preservation form. Systemic self-reference particularly comes to light when the 

environment is not prepared to accept self-description ie. self-labelling of the relationship 

system. In self-referential systems which have attained the above mentioned high level of 

autonomy certain activities develop which enable members of other social systems in the 

environment to acknowledge the rights of autonomous system to its own self-labelling. The 

search for orientation within a group is a process akin to individual identity development. Group 

events could, in the systems theory language, be described as interwoven self-referential 

processes, which gradually lead to the design of group identity as a social subsystem, and hence 

create a space which represents an autonomous frame for spontaneous human interactions. A 

system which enables the development of self-confidence and creates its own constructions 

about the purpose of its own existence, develops between the two layers (the layer of the social 

system and the layer of spontaneous interactions). In this developmental process, the social 

systems can close themselves in the sense that they require neither external stimulation nor 

acknowledgements for their functioning. Social systems can as autopoietic systems, produce 



19 

components for developing their own identity or selfhood. This means that they are autonomous 

in evaluating the sense of their own activities. According to Niklas Luhmann, the social system 

can attain autonomy in the sense of functional self-reflexiveness, only when satisfactory 

cooperation is established between  the Alter (Other) and the Ego aspect. Luhmann derives this 

from Talcott Parsons' concepts: 

 

"Parsons's starting point is that there can be no activity, if Alter is dependent upon the 

actions of Ego and if Ego wishes to rely on Alter for its actions." (T. Parsons, 1976, p. 

507) 

 

Luhmann explains the solution of this problem in accordance to the laws of double contingency. 

That is to say that in a field which is on one hand limited by "it must" and on the other hand by 

"not possible", a group may freely give autonomous answers of its own choosing, depending on 

the internal play between the two subsystems. We think that the self-referential closure of the 

social system enables a clear perception of the external environment and internal processes in the 

system itself. The first step in the development of the social system as an autopoietic entity 

probably sets in when people making up the system realize the possibility of Alter-native 

functioning i.e. when they give up the idea of a machine with a specialized production function,  

maintained and defined outside the system itself. Self-reference then develops as the ability that 

people open up, within the self-referential framework of the system, dilemmas which are 

structured as the double bind communication pattern. We believe that this is possible only when 

a group as a social system develops enough autonomy for members of the group in inner 

interactions to resist (at least temporarily) the social power myth. 

 

We think that the attained degree of "basic self-reference" in the action group enabled us that we 

as individuals experienced the group as an opportunity for human competition. A closer look at 

the life of youth and children who attended our camp, reveals us that they had only little 

possibilities in life to spontaneously compete among themselves and to develop their aggressive 

and assertive potentials. Both in families and at schools, mutual symmetrical competition 

frequently occurrs under the cover of moralistic ideology (rivalry between family members is 

considered to be accidental or a result of weakness of character; rivalry at school is considered to 

be an effort for better success, while aggressive assertion of the not so good pupils is simply 

prohibited, etc.)  

 

Owing to the effects of our democratic way of leadership, we were able, in a few years, to form 

internal group regulations which enabled a much freer attitude towards competition, than was 

possible in other environments. However, we became confused when the escalation of internal 

conflict took place. Under such circumstances, it was not always possible to turn around the 

communication process in such a way that all the participants could feel that the action group 

was our common house, where we could afford to do things elsewhere not possible. Thus, it was 

necessary to keep a tight rein on things to avoid extremities which could threaten the integrity of 

the group. We could reach such kind of experience by recalling common history, changes in the 

past and expected future changes. Our organizational consciousness, in relation to the 

environment, could also be of assistance. Only when symmetrical tension intensified to such a 

level that the integrity of the group was under a real threat, was all this then attainable. The 

aftermath of such events was often a "bad taste in the mouth" and frequently also a number of 

"wounds inflicted on individual self-respect". 
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We think that in the professional literature all too little attention has been given to situations 

where communication dwindled to "below zero level", i.e. situations where the effects of 

communication actually become paradoxical. Under such circumstances, every group or 

community has an opportunity to negate the uncertainty arising due to the vague developmental 

chances and to transform it into destruction, which neither leads to group psychosis nor to 

developmental creativity, but rather to ruin. One of these possibilities is to proclaim someone to 

be mentally ill or to be somewhat guilty and then expel him, which leads to the break down of the 

group. Other forms of group or collective self-destruction include the development of a 

dependency on something to which final purpose is ascribed (money, alcohol, psychotropic 

drugs, an exaggerated concern about personal security, etc.), the intensification of rigidity of 

internal relationships, controls, etc. We think that the process of self-destruction or 

decomposition of autopoiesis commences when a great enough level of consensus has been 

established for a group to start to perceive itself as a production machine and to belittle the 

significance of its being a living phenomenon which is thus mortal and awaits an uncertain and 

mysterious future. With one-sided orientation, the group or community sets up on an apparently 

more secure road. It seems as if economic laws or sociological legality or psychiatric diagnosis 

represent  "absolutely natural" legality, which dictates to people, a strict linear organization. 

Exactly this is what certainly destroys the fabric of spontaneous relations which facilitate 

creativity and are to the group life-giving. 

 

Luckily things didn't get that bad in our movement. The solution and the road ahead showed 

itself up on two levels. On the level of practical activities, we established  a self-help group in 

spring 1986.  This meant that the elderly participants with their own personal problems had 

created  their own possibilities of mutual help. On the second level new theoretical concepts 

were developed, particularly after the inclusion of Marijka Rutten-Saris into our camp, and 

with the aid of our experiences from  transaction analysis training in Zagreb (under the 

leadership of Dr. Tijana Kosanović and Dr. Zoran Milivojević) and a series of seminars on 

Psychotherapy cybernetics (under the leadership of Prof. Graham Barnes). 

 

The self-help group started weekly meetings at the Counseling center for children, adolescents 

and parents in Ljubljana, in April 1986. This was the time and place to encounter problems of 

those who worked with children on the summer camps. We agreed beforehand, that no one 

would offer therapy to anyone else in the group, and that we can expect constructive personal 

support from all the other participants, in our efforts to resolve our own personal problems. 

Before commencement of the group the first author talked about this with the directress Dr. 

Anica Kos and tried to get her permission to use the premises. Her answer reflected an unusually 

high level of impatience. Warnings were expressed in connection with possible complications of 

psychological experiences and of course in connection with the clearly declared competence of 

psychiatric services. It seems to us as if even in this relationship, there was evidence of the 

contradiction: if weird paradoxes occur, then it is not good to try to talk about them. This is 

probably the reason why professional employees at the Counseling center were never really 

acquainted with the work of our self-help group.  A lot of distrust built up, and some people who 

would needed the group, didn't join.  

 

The self-help group, however, revived. At first, a structure similar to that in our other activities 

and in global organization which represented the frame of all our activities, appeared in this 
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group. In accordance with the basic agreement between participants, it appeared as if in such a 

group, there could be no escalation of the symmetrical communication pattern (competition, who 

is stronger, who suffers from a more severe disease, who stands for a better ideology, etc.). 

According to our experiences from various forms of group work, we knew that there could be 

neither "vacant time" nor  indeterminacy of social structures  -  when there is that danger it 

happens as a rule that group members so to say, "fall" into some "elementary presumption" (Bion 

W. R., 1983). This means that, irrespective of the original agreement, the situation may lead to 

symmetrical escalation (the elementary  fight-run assumption) or complementary escalation (the 

elementary  assumption of dependency).  

 

That 's why it came as no surprise that these processes started occurring in the self-help group in 

a very similar fashion to the way they had occurred in the camp team, but we also encountered 

something new on several occasions. Though it was only for short moments, it was enough for us 

to perceive it. Even these moments did not just occur on their own or from good wishes. These 

were qualitatively new experiences of the complementary relationship pattern. It was, for 

example, clear to all of us when we first gathered at the self-help group, that we all came neck-

deep in problems. When we slid into conversation which was becoming more and more 

unbearable (as was often the case), it seemed to us as if someone had to show us the way out of 

this situation. Since we felt that we as leaders and professionals were most competent, the two of 

us tried to play this role, but with no success.  

 

On the other hand, it happened to us right from the beginning, that there always arose a feeling of 

solidarity and of general relief in the group, whenever we were confronted with life problems or 

with such suffering of group members that we felt completely helpless. At this point, 

unproductive communication and communication in the direction of psychotic experience and 

intensification of auto-destructiveness, seemed to have stopped. We allowed ourselves to start 

talking about our suffering but also about our attempts to avoid it. As a rule, these experiments 

produced results contrary to the expected and desired. Difficulties would then intensify, and 

problems would run out of control. Then suddenly, we found ourselves in front of the exit, as 

unexpectedly as when we  had been lost in desperation. Some "lifting tendency" would start to 

operate, getting us more into the mood. All of a sudden, we were clear on what we could  agree 

on and on what there was no consensus, on what we could change and what we should leave 

untouched. In this framework, we successfully reached an agreement on what each of us were to 

do.  

 

Under such circumstances, we both remembered experiences from groups with most demanding 

and difficult mental patients at the Ammon's Menterschweige Clinic in Munich, and also 

experience from Graham Barnes's seminars. Due to these experiences, we were composed and 

attentive and we could follow not only verbal contents, but also breathing, spontaneous 

movements, etc.. We often experienced that this is what kept us together and enabled us to 

endure in times of confusion and uncertainty, and helped us to get out of the constraints of haste 

or "detective attitude" (Balint, 1977) and at the same time to avoid apathetic passiveness. An air 

of expectation was built up. We experienced how, in utmost uncertainty, it is possible to simply 

wait for the moment of "flash" (Balint, 1977) thereby, possibly experiencing a new, somewhat 

altered outline of something which had seemed to us as if it could only appear in the same, 

repeating or even intensified form. We witnessed an atmosphere which Bion would have 

described as the elementary presupposition for creating pairs.  
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This atmosphere in the self-help group, instead of deserting us, helped us gain new experiences. 

New ambitions and desires also sprang up. We started to comprehend that the "cooling down" 

and then "warming up" of the atmosphere follows the laws of group process which is beyond our 

conscious control, and that individual members contribute to this a various extent. It is not worth 

looking for the reasons behind this, since they are probably as many and as complex as plants in 

forest ecosystem. This explains why we had an "ecological" association.  

 

From today's perspective, it seems to us as if these moments in the self-help group, i.e. moments 

of conceding our own suffering and helplessness followed by "relief", are of crucial significance. 

These were moments of random and of "enlightenment", moments of coming up to terms with 

our lives and the environment, moments when the autopoietic view of living systems opened up 

to us, moments of "void", when we didn't know anymore if we were of any use (the two of us, 

for instance, in situations like this, kept asking ourselves if we were still therapists, and what our 

functions were). These were moments of "letting be" (Pirjevec, 1986), "void" moments (in 

respect to our culture's dominant emphasis on function; we qualify as worthwhile and sensible 

only those moments when we serve something; we experience ourselves in a positive way only 

when we perform some function), which were all of a sudden positively characterized. In these 

moments we became aware of our autopoietic reality, that is that we live (also) just for the sake 

of living. These were moments similar to those Coleridge described in his poem "Rime of the 

Ancient Mariner", moments of loosening the double bonds and fetters of guilt.  

 

Along this always arose new questions like how we, as individuals, participated in the play of 

power which increased the complexity of problems and which could also lead to a situation 

where problems could get out of control and grow wild. At the same time, we created an 

atmosphere full of hope that a better solution was possible - or at least that the uneffective 

solutions could be abandoned. There also was a lot of understanding (without pity) for blunders. 

Various plays of power which had occurred in the whole organizational structure, were easier to 

see from the self-help group, where we met some individuals with whom we had cooperated in 

the camp group. In the self-help group, however, it was  beyond our imagination to see how 

within the camp group a different form of cooperation could be established. 

 

Only during the last period of activity of the self-help group (1990/91), did we arrive at new 

important experiences regarding  possibilities to develop the autonomy of individual members 

and of the group. It always seemed as if, while the quality of experience was in itself important, 

the naming of the experiences was more or less insignificant, in the same sense as the name of 

some dish is not important, as long as it tastes good and is of good quality. Though this might be 

true for food, it certainly doesn't hold water for the delicate and changeful experiences that create 

the self-help group process or alternative social movement. Here, the description of events itself, 

represents the element which enables the functioning of cybernetic laws.  

 

First of all, the internal description of the first degree (F. Simon, 1990, p.190), which is in 

behavior, mimics, rhythm of breathing, physical characteristics - in short, in all that is at the 

same time part of the experience and also a source of information for other participants in the 

process - is important. Of importance is then, the internal description of the second degree, i.e., 

how an individual describes his own experience and the experience of being associated with 

others. In parallel with internal description, people also build up external descriptions of their 
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experiences. This is in the form of current description of experiential qualities from someone 

else's point of view. The other person can be either determined (e.g. what would my mother say 

if she were to see me now) or hypothetical, as a representative of the general norm.  

 

The applicability of Jakob Moreno's (F. Buer, 1989, pp. 111-159) discoveries becomes obvious 

here. In a psychodrama, he created various social contexts, enabling the participants to enjoy 

moments of fresh, creative experience. For a moment, the usual strictness of the external 

description relaxed or broke down. There were then moments when people could even 

experience the comical  sides of their otherwise distressful reality. A bitter experience can 

terminate and become part of the past, which is then available for the individual, only at the 

moment it gets an external outline. This means that the individual succeeds in creating such an 

external outline and such a name which, on one side, embraces all participants and is on the other 

side, acceptable to all important relational people. Our new experiences reveal themselves in that 

it is necessary and possible to develop external descriptions of group experiences, in such a way 

that, with the assistance of this description, people can establish whole patterns of their own 

relationship networks. With the creation of an acceptable description of their own behavior in the 

group, members develop the possibility of describing their own natural relational networks, even 

though they have, up to now, perceived the functioning of these networks only fragmentally.  

 

During the last five years of the self-help group's functioning, we encountered a whole lot of 

situations. Only after some time, when the events had acquired names and descriptions 

acceptable to all, could we as participants in the events, place them in our past. For as long as we 

had not accomplished all that was necessary in naming and finding an acceptable verbal 

description, some of these events repeatedly (as a rule, unexpectedly, on their own logic or 

through some associations which we were not familiar with) occurred among us "here and now" 

- as disturbances. These disturbances were at times painful, frequently they aroused intolerance 

and desire to evade the situation. When we afterwards talked about these disturbances, we found 

ourselves at the bottom of some semantic stairs, where it seemed to us as if we were again in a 

world or a group, where people were divided between persecutors and victims. When, after 

tormenting and detailed conversations, we came to the conclusion that the supposed persecutor 

actually did not persecute anyone, a view of double reality opened up. On the one hand there 

were the experiences of a "supposed victim", who frequently clarified his or her experiences by 

saying that, in any case, this always happened to him or her in the past (transfer experience). On 

the other hand there were problems of speech or language. Thus, both the supposed persecutor 

and the supposed victim could not describe the event differently, even after it had become clear 

that the supposed persecutor neither had the interest nor the need to attack or victimize someone 

else. Let us look to a few pieces of conversation of the self-help group (14. September 1987): 

 

John has told about the experiences in his family after he came back from the therapeutic 

summer camp. 

John: Mother is repeating her reproaches and brother helps her. Yesterday I almost fought with 

him. Whenever I must do something that I can not cope with I become clumsy and I am scolding 

everyone that I can. Susan, how are you looking at me, I do not know, what are you thinking 

about? 

Susan: Well, if I am not allowed to say... you (the members of the group) have told me before 

that I must learn how to listen, but I hope that I am at least allowed to have some expression on 

my face, am I? If you will reproach me even this then I will go to sit down behind the curtain 
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next time (there were curtains on the big window in the room). 

Mary: Your talking is boring! And you also, John, you are always at the same place. 

The conversation focuses then around John for around half an hour. 

Mary: Well, Susan, we have heard before that you decided not to talk. Now we have seen this. 

Can you change your joke? 

Jack gets very angry, scolds Susan reproaches her, that she is inventing all kinds of forms, how 

the members of the group are attacking her. He says that he does not know what others are 

feeling and thinking but that he knows for himself that he has no need to attack her but that he is 

intolerably restless. 

Susan: I really do not know what makes you angry. 

Jack: I do not know what to say to you. What should my answer be? 

The conversation goes on among Jack, John, Miran and Michelle. 

Bernard: I expected that somebody will say something about what has happened last time around 

Susan. 

Susan: This is not important. Yesterday suddenly something terrible came to me, like guillotine 

has fallen before me. This was the thought that I do not want to live anymore, just like that! 

Many black thoughts followed and then Susan finished her story: I do not know how I came out 

of it. I have started to think about other things... As I suddenly fell to the full horror, I found 

myself also suddenly out of it. 

Then some members of the group comment how they stand the black moments. 

Susan: Perhaps I had those black moments because I was very hurt on the last group meeting. I 

experienced that meeting as you all were telling me that I am a hopeless case. Then it was really 

awfull and I decided not to come anymore to the group. But then it came to me that for spite I 

will come again. 

Bernard: This "for spite" sounds very vigorous to me. I am sure there is something malicious in it 

and it is dangerous, but I also heard spontaneity in it, and that means always calling for life. 

Jack: You are really very strong in your stubbornness. 

Susan: I rarely feel that I could be close to someone who is speaking reasonable... Now I feel that 

you are close to me although you are boring into me. As you were getting involved in my 

destiny. I am like that - if I feel intensive closeness with someone, everything explodes. Then I 

must put much effort to stand it. Sometimes I feel pity for this man or woman and that is why I 

can not kick him or her away. Here I do not feel pity for you. I hate myself. Well, it is not so bad, 

but I am always scared that it will carry me away. 

 

At the end of the session we stopped by the sentence: "I experienced as you all were telling me 

that I am a hopeless case."  The members agreed about their feelings that in this group they are 

not "patients" neither "cases". Susan has told then about some events in her childhood when she 

was unbearable child for her parents. Then she went to school where she was always something 

special, always in the middle between the best and the worst pupils. The last event was her visit 

by the kind and appreciated psychologist who warned her: "You are such a case that it is not 

helpfull if you are boring to yourself and asking questions about your mental health." Then she 

added what her mother was always telling her: "Your father suffered, I have suffered and you 

will suffer. You will not avoid suffering!" Then we were talking in a more offensive way about 

the "cases" who run away so long that they become conscious of the fact that they are not cases. 

In that moment they find themselves in a complete void because if there is no place for such 

hopeless cases in the group then Susan does not exist in the group or even worse: she is in the 

group and other members do not know her yet but when they will get to know her the opinion of 
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the psychologist will come true. We finished laughing coming to the conclusion that we are the 

group of special cases who can not follow the beaten track. 

 

In the pieces of conversation presented above where we were discussing about Susan's 

participation in the group communication it is shown that even though we had thought that the  

escalation of symmetrical relations was not possible in the self-help group, we were all the time 

on the verge of symmetrical trial of strength. Susan clarified her understanding of the message of 

the last meeting only after she had described her crisis. This was received by group members 

with direct human understanding. There were no "hopeless cases" neither in our vocabulary, nor 

in the imagination of the group. However, only after this opinion had been advanced and after 

members of the group had started showing some preparedness to accept the explanation which 

pointed out to a symmetrical pattern in the interactions, did we in the description of events, move 

towards clarification. At the same time with the clarification of this awkward situation, we got a 

chance to design a new semantic frame to label some behavioral patterns of our member Susan. 

In addition to this, the group showed her what opportunities of help and, of course, self-help, 

were available to her. The phrases "unbearable child" and "hopeless case" meant to Susan 

something which threatened her self-image and image of her actual position in the group. We 

think that the experience of finding a different group where they themselves can be different, is 

of crucial importance to people in troubles. This is a possible launching of new learning. 

However, even in the process of new learning, we are condemned  to return back; thus it is 

important for people to acquire experience also about the differences in the describing of 

experiences and of relationship patterns. This opens up new opportunities for the individual, to 

discover his ability to have a new look at his own reality. 

 

"Psychotherapy", "subsequent development of the central functions of the ego" (Ammon 1979) 

and "personal growth" -  all these can be names of processes concerned with the functions of an 

individual in a group to which he belongs. We think that it is of great importance how we look at 

functionality and connections of changes in the behavior of individuals and in the functioning of 

a group. The perspective developed by Humberto Maturana enables us to perceive the changes as 

an increase in complexity of occurrences in the group. In this way it is possible to surpass those 

methods which in the appearance of changes, that see mainly a linear series of causes and 

effects:  

 

"Evolutionary change in living systems is the result of that aspect of their circular 

organization which secures the maintenance of their basic circularity, allowing in each 

reproductive step for changes in the way this circularity is maintained. Reproduction and 

evolution are not essential for the living organization, but they have been essential for the 

historical transformation of the cognitive domains of the living systems on earth... We 

become self-conscious through self-observation; by making descriptions of ourselves 

(representations) and by interacting with our descriptions we can describe ourselves 

describing ourselves in an endless recursive process." (H. R. Maturana, 1980, pp. 11, 14) 

 

We have to distinguish between self-description and the development of self-awareness, which is 

realized by interacting with our own personal descriptions in the sense of a self-recursive 

process. We can refer to the constructive development of ego potential as contextual learning 

(Bateson's "learning 2"). This means that it is of utmost importance that every individual 

constantly experiments with various definitions of situations in the social context of his everyday 
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activities and that he repeatedly receives clear and acceptable feedback on how others perceive 

and experience him in everyday interaction.  

 

In the self-help group, we both developed concepts which filled us with hope that we could find, 

in the whole organizational structure, such a manner of cooperation where socio-therapeutic 

objectives won't be like a foreign body, but like a natural component of the whole 

community.We, as a matter of fact,  succeeded in doing this, in 1988 and 1989. The functioning 

of the whole organization changed.  We developed a more differentiated and more precisely 

functioning system for enabling and creating vital auto-corrective experiences (socio-therapeutic  

and psycho-therapeutic aspects). We were aware of the fact that our whole organization also 

represented an autopoietic system, which cannot possibly be exploited in the sense of 

maximizing some determined conscious intentions. It is as impossible to maximize the 

production of mental health function, as it is to maximize the production of vacations and 

entertainment. The elementary characteristic of this system, which we identified only recently, is 

the maintenance of life in all its variety and creating such relational and communication patterns 

as to increase the quality of life. In the framework of new views, we became aware of the 

meaning of improvement of mental health and social welfare as the accomplishment of short, 

realizable steps (whose size extends from at least the shortest possible to realize in every time 

unit, to the biggest). We realized that a short step policy could also be a cure for institutions. 

 

The camp, during the 1988 - 1989 period, with gradual integration of the patterns of the self-help 

group, was more and more becoming an autopoietic system. The basic characteristic of such a 

system is that, instead of life processes being utilized for some aim, goal or function (e.g.  for a 

function which would be most entertaining, pleasant or beautiful to us), they are, in such a 

system, used only for maintaining life processes. The only purpose of such a system is life. Life 

for life's sake, not for some career, not for attaining some "higher aims". In Dušan Pirjevec's 

words, an autopoietic system is such a type of description of life or living systems, which enables 

"recognition of the being in all life forms". On the other hand, Maturana and Varela also defined 

the so-called "allopoietic system": 

 

"Allopoietic systems have as the product of their functioning something different from 

themselves (as in the car example). Since the changes that allopoietic systems may suffer 

without losing their definitory organization are necessarily subordinated to the production 

of something different from themselves, they are not autonomous. Allopoietic systems 

have an identity that depends on the observer, and is not determined through their 

operation, because its product is different from themselves; allopoietic systems do not 

have individuality... Boundaries of the allopoietic systems are defined by the observer, 

who by specifying its input and output surfaces, specifies what pertains to it in its 

operations." (Maturana H., Varela F., 1980, pp. 80, 81) 

 

Neither the self-help group nor the camp did not "outgrow" into an (modernistic, bureaurocratic) 

institution. The central preoccupation of the self-help group or the camp, did not become the 

production of something other than the group or camp itself.  We could say for the whole fifteen 

year process that these processes never became dominantly allopoietic. The center of gravity of 

our (the authors') process (including the writing of this article), which we can , as observers, 

outline as a special unit of the organizational network we call "camp", remained on "the 

organization of life and autonomy". Otherwise we, with a lot of difficulties, created (won by 
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fighting) space and time for an autopoietic process also in the writing of this article. The aim of 

writing this article was neither to  obtain a name or career, nor a contribution to science; it wasn't 

any other such aim (though all these are possible purposes). The sense is mainly in the series of 

moments in life, which we experienced in this work, moments when the question of "sense" 

wasn't present. We feel most liable to these moments. The "conclusion" (which was probably 

some new beginning) of camping after the very successful camp in 1989 is also very interesting 

from the point of view of autopoiesis.  The atmosphere and experiences labelled "secret" and 

"unaware", which became and remained, for all the present members self-worthy, prevailed on 

one-day analysis of the whole team after the camp in 1989. The desire to sell (e.g. in seminar 

packages at scout or camping organizations or schools) the high level of "technology" we had 

developed (in spite of moments of ignorance before reason evading vastness of life), did not 

prevail. Our most valuable "award" was the experience itself, the experience of life which gives 

value to life and its autonomy. This was a very quiet moment in the world of booming 

advertisements and struggles for all sorts of aims and privileges. In the resulting silence when, 

before our departure, we sat down in a circle, we heard, saw and felt relations and reflections of a 

huge flow of life within us and among us. The circle had been closed. A new one, which extends 

right up to the moment when we, on the self-description level organizationally close it, opened 

up.  

 

 

(Action) research projects as post-modern social movements and as social constitutive 

action 

 

Dušan Pirjevec in his lecture to students at the Faculty of Humanities in 1972 said the following 

thoughts about new types of association and social action which we, in (action) research project 

teams actually looked for and also many times found: 

 

"For a person to associate with others, they must have the ability to associate, both 

involved people must mean something to each other. For association purposes, it doesn't 

suffice to see and realize that I need someone. I must see him as another, i.e. as someone 

different from me, and actually so different that I have to let him be, and not try to own 

him, control him or subjugate him. Only this way, will the other also let me be myself, 

and not only an adaptation or subordination to him. We refer to this as: to let be and be, 

or to be with, co-exist. A person thus opens up to someone as that person to him ... This 

then is not a social changing action, but a social constitutive action". (D.Pirjevec, Nova 

revija 65, 66, p. 1481) 

 

In this quotation the thoughts are expressed which label the newly explored land which we found 

and experienced, and still couldn't label. We were both not familiar with these thoughts until they 

were published in the monthly magazine Nova revija in 1987. Some of our co-workers at the 

colony in Rakitna had, however, many times quoted these thoughts. From 1975 all through to 

1989, there were in relations in teams of co-workers many moments of concession of letting exist 

or co-exist, there also were endeavors to subjugate and control others. In developmental crises, 

there were intensified efforts to iron out personal differences, though we paradoxically achieved 

exactly the opposite. In the moments of complementary relationship in the sense of Pirjevec's 

"letting be" and "active love" we made new strides in the direction of social constitutive 

action. We understand that our search meant social constitutive, aesthetic action in the sense 
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that, in our time, we started to create the social forms, in which the relations described by 

Pirjevec would be the foundation on which a whole would be put together. Heading in this 

direction, we can see how a solution may be found to some of the fundamental contradictions of 

our culture. If, for instance, a woman and a man were to, for a moment reach a point where they 

could see their personal differences as is shown in the above quotation, then we could imagine 

that they would, at that moment, discover other possibilities of making sense out of their 

interpersonal relationship and qualitatively new possibilities of developing a new culture of 

interpersonal relationships. In the same manner, we can imagine the relationship between a 

farmhand and landlord, between the great and the small nations, between sober and addicted 

people etc.  

 

Günther Ammon (1979) is speaking about similar problems in respect to the experiences of 

social energy in the group. Pirjevec's ideas of "letting be" and "active love" are overlapping with 

Ammon's term "constructive social energy". In these ideas confrontation (Auseinandersetzung) 

between the group members is not excluded. Constructive group support does not mean faint 

tolerancy. Such support can be given only in a group which is stable enough, where the members 

do not negate their problems, where the borders of the group are clear and flexible. Fuchtmann in 

this connection writes: 

 

"I must put only such demands which throw the clients back so that everyone comes back 

to himself and I must take care not to do what they are constantly offering me - to take 

their responsibility in my hands... It is not enough to put hard demands because on the 

other side we must give the clients the feeling that they are accepted. Only stable and 

secure relationship can offer the basis for our clients to hold out the painful steps to the 

necessary changes." (1990, p.22) 

 

At this point we can not avoid the question - how can we assure stable and secure relationships in 

a world full of lies so that the steps into uncertainty will be safe enough and successful. It is 

characteristic for voluntary work that at the beginning there is lot of commitment, motivation to 

help and fascination with the problems and needs the clients have. But slowly, with growing 

experiences and also dissapointments the initial naivety begins to fade. Step by step the volunteer 

can discover the shadowy part of the phenomena that initialy were so fascinating and attracting. 

Everyone who is trying to help suffering people knows about such dissapointments. These 

moments can be dangerous because they can threaten the stability and security of relationships.  

 

For example, so called "border-line" personalities often have sympathetic facade which covers 

cold core destructiveness. This coldness can be fascinating for the volunteer at the beginning. 

But it inevitably leads to dissapointment. And just these moments of dissapointment can be the 

crucial steps in learning. Volunteer can discover his own idealizations which could be also 

dangerous for him and his important others. For the relationship network of naif volunteers such 

dissapointments can represent a heavy test (double bind relationship pattern) and the network can 

be irreparably damaged. In such moments it is important to be conscious about honesty which 

should represent personal and group ideal. Only coming back to ones own naivety makes 

possible the self-recursive process. This process means activation of psychosocial immune 

mechanisms. Dissapointments make people (volunteers) feel powerless and it is easy in such 

moments to form coalitions against further participation in communication with "certain people" 

e.g. aggressive or anti-social adolescents. Immune reaction means a better recognition of 
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destructive elements in the behavior of aggressive clients and clear awareness of big danger (of 

destructive aggresion) which does not make any selection among possible victims. Because of 

the better recognition of the pattern and because of awareness that in reflection together it is 

possible to develop new perspectives, the flexibility in communication with aggressive clients 

increases, devotion to the work remains the same or even increases. 

 

We want to quote here philosophical thought of Tine Hribar which can enable us to find new 

ways of searching orientation in the world where we are meeting with new and new paradoxes. 

Hribar points to two archaic symbols - tree of knowledge and tree of life: 

 

"The active truth and the standstill or peaceful truth. The first is distinguishing 

between good and evil, the second is nothing else than good itself, it does not know 

neither for good neither for evil. The first truth is actually given, about the other we have 

a premonition. This is the sad part of the view. The cheerful is that the first truth belongs 

to the moment, the second to the eternity. That is why the first truth is put out in the light 

of the other." (1990, p. 217) 

 

We can not say that the second truth is deeper or the right one. About this truth don Mario Picchi 

has spoken when he described the begginings of the La solidarieta movement which today 

outgrows the borders of Italy. The beginginning in the sixties was very modest and risky.  First 

they, he and his coworkers, wanted to help vagabonds in Rome. So they met the whole misery of 

Roman streets and they recognized the disastrous effects of drug addiction. At the same time 

they become conscious of the value of the naked life itself and that only with the orientation to 

the basic existential values it is possible to develop consistent and honest way of community life. 

Don Picchi says: "The only solution is to work with heart so that the suffering man feels you 

became involved in his life and that you are helping him to find responses to many banal 

questions which are an inevitable part of everyday life." The experiences at Roman streets were 

not pleasant and were not part of the repertoire of any institution or political movement which 

served to particular collective or individual interests.  

 

We think that the evolution to the postmodern social movement (as in the case of La 

solidarieta) is very risky. Clear demarcation is necessary on the one side to political movements 

and on the other side to institutions which offer professional help for particular kinds of 

problems. When the people gather to do community work it is not easy to break the usual pattern 

"to fight for progress against the barbarism" and to avoid the feeling of power which causes fear 

by the clients (recipients of help) and magical expectations by the volunteers (coworkers in the 

project). In our relationship network which exists more than fifteen years we many times kept 

out of this danger within a hair's breadth. A relic of industrial, modernistic society are mental 

models of the homo-faber type. This kind of man is above all producing goods and social 

relations but also changes and revolutions. This is  where Bateson's (1985) warning about the 

pathology of conscious purpose is pointing to. 

 

Psychotherapy, which has as its goal, the disposal of the various effects of being handicapped 

which remain on the child as a result of the Oedipus complex, should surpass the so far existing 

orientation towards curing the negative effects (sore points, the perceptual distortions, magical 

thinking) and seriously put forward the question about how the Oedipus complex constitutes our 

culture. For as long as we will, with social work, political actions, education and psychotherapy, 



30 

above all endeavor to remove and soothe the various negative effects of personal differences, we 

will not find a possibility to surpass these problems. 

 

Internal dynamics of a group is such a complex and sensitive occurrence that even the way a 

group is perceived by some institution can influence the development of the  self-image of the 

group. We frequently heard from our colleagues, similar views to those aired by Edvard Kocbek 

when they presented him with the Prešeren Award: 

 

"This is the essence of the conflict: the civilization of society plans, calculates causes 

mediocrity, on the other hand, the culture of creators risks, challenges, differentiates, 

surprises, protests, scandalizes ... Thus, a lot of people have already been turned into 

civilized idlers (by society), who are rapidly losing the sense for practice as a self-

creative activity, who are becoming a passive product of developmental laws, who fill up 

the uniqueness of their life only with ideal discipline and smatter, who all the more direct 

their efforts towards entertainment and standard goods, who are becoming more and 

more guided beings, an object among objects, for economists and for technocrats even 

less than things ... Social action must be extended to transformation, which changes 

more than just external reality, which shapes even man, which interpersonally draws 

us closer and enriches the world of values. An artist must destroy idols, chase away 

evil, expose lies, defeat nihilism, cure general schizophrenia ...". (E. Kocbek, Naši 

razgledi, 1964, pp. 4) 

 

Tine Hribar in the comment to his article "Suicide and the sacred" (1987), added a 

comprehensive citation from an article by Alberto Melucci. The quotation represents a big step 

in the reflective search for new symbols, which would better suit new social movements, which 

on their own usually don't have clearly defined programs, since they are born out of spontaneous 

and, at the origin, very heterogenous tendencies of people: 

 

"Modern societies removed from the field of human experience all that was not 

measurable and that could not possibly be put under control, all that in the traditional 

world, belonged to the dimension of the sacred. The ultimate point of (living) residing,  

the demand for what escapes human experience, supply a new "religious" search or 

simply satisfy the need to connect external changes with internal growth. A 

heterogenous field in search of new consciousness is born! It looks very distant from the 

traditional forms of conflict movements. But, if we do not oppose multinational 

corporations which sell security, we may realize a way to resist operational codes, a 

summon to refuge, searching for internal unity as opposed to imperative efficiency. 

All these forms of collective action on a symbolic basis oppose dominant logic. They 

discuss the definition of codes, the nomination of reality. They don't demand, but offer. 

With their very existence, they offer different forms of defining the meaning of individual 

and collective action. They don't distinguish between individual changes and collective 

action, they translate the general appeal into now and here individual actions. They 

operate like new media: they illuminate all that a system would never disclose about 

itself, all that amount of silence, violence and irrationality which is always hidden in 

dominant codes." (A. Melucci, Problemi 1/87, pp. 56 - 57) 

 

With the quotations in mind, we are closer to finding answers to some of the aforementioned 
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contradictions. If we were to stay loyal to some of the ideas which we had entertained at the 

commencement of our (action) research projects in the seventies, then we were not to belittle the 

social dimensions of our activities. We could not avoid the mental health issue in a world which 

was not only spun by cracks of differences between males and females, between "landlords" and 

"farm-hands" and between the strong and the weak, but which continually witnessed the birth of 

new cracks. Each and every big social conflict promised to solve dilemmas, but created new 

cracks in politics, society, and new sores in the consciousness of communities, families and 

individuals. 

 

The answer of our (action) research projects, which in fifteen years of development outgrew 

themselves into an alternative social movement, to the burning and alarming social problems 

(and drug addiction surely is one of them) wasn't a symmetrical "revolutionary", "social 

changing action", but more a complementary discovery of the world, as is  again affirmed by 

Tine Hribar: 

 

"The discovery of the world is before changing it. The world exposes itself to man 

only when man is honest to himself and is prepared to expose and reveal himself to 

others. In Pirjevec's words, putting oneself before others. And before society. This is the 

essence of post-modern movements, which discover the meaning of action in action 

itself, and not so much in the goals set up: movements are not qualified by what they do, 

but by what they are. They are encountered by the question "of being": what does it 

mean to be young, to be a woman etc.. The questions are of a particular nature, but the 

answers are addressed to the whole society. The language of dissimilarity, which on its 

own proclaims the right to originality, that is, to truth. ... these autonomous movements ... 

don't have great leaders, and are hence frequently seemingly inefficient and mostly 

indifferent to institutional effects ... the movement is not ... the direct aim of the 

initiative." (T. Hribar, Nova revija, 65/66, pp. 1489) 

 

In the framework of the Hribar's distinctions, we can actually denote our (action) research 

projects as a post-modern movement with all the described characteristics. Thus, our group or 

movement wasn't important only as a socio-therapeutic project, but also as a socio-cultural 

project in search of new paradigms for coexistence of our generation and coming generations in  

post-industrial societies. Of significance now and in the future, will be the nurturing of 

complementary relational patterns in large groups and communities, which will be composed of 

mixed generations and in which people will try to live in such a way that they will nurture 

creative potential of spontaneity and personal desires of the individual. The issue at stake will 

therefore be complementary relationships, which are not based on the authority of individuals 

and institutions, but develops on the basis of the experience of existential exposure of people. 

 

We developed a new understanding of professionality of our work. We think that this 

understanding could also be a new starting point for the work with drug addicts. We discovered 

that the therapist must be open as a human being. This means that he can not renounce to his 

doubts and illusions. So he must constantly search his path, constantly take care of his balance 

and leave those kind of securities that belong to the world of economics and state administration. 

We want to stress that the expert who wants to help people is also subject to doubts what is the 

"real life". The expert also needs that fine weaving which is brought forth only in the moments of 

human closeness, contact, love, devotion, trust - this does not exclude confrontations - all these 
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in his "heart" help to keep the fire of elementary hope. 

 

While in 1975 we were convinced that we had been organized for some determined aim, today 

we see these events in quite a different light. We both know now that we got involved in some 

cooperation or (whirlwind) (social) movement which was internally contradictory. The 

movement, however, enabled  expression of various personal orientations, a responsive enough 

expression of numerous identity problems of all participants and an expression of different views 

and future plans. Maybe the most important conclusion to our research work is in 

comprehending that in a group which sets up a sensible task, an inner autopoietic organization  

(Maturana, Varela, 1980; Luhmann 1988) can develop. This organization then presents itself as a 

collection of principles or as a fundamental principle which, while sustaining (self-production of) 

the organization, enables the gradual development (transformation) of structures. In our view, the 

cultural and human value of our cooperation lies (lied) in this. This was also expressed in various 

individvidual actions, events, ideas, initiatives for solving psychological and interaction 

problems and incentives for the individual creativity of participants.  

 

The technical value of our work is mainly in that we developed, tested and expertly described a 

method of work, which at the same time takes into consideration the individual, group and 

collective-organizational level. Such an approach is in accordance with ideas of social ecology, 

systems theory, cybernetics of the second order, the complex systems theory or science of 

complexity. However, we both think that the most significant message of our work is in that the 

value and reasonableness of maintaining conversation between very different people became 

evident. These people may each have taken a different stand towards the realization of some 

idea, but they, taking into consideration personal differences, used discussion to create 

something essentially different from the products of modern institutions and in this way 

contributed to a fuller and more meaningful life. 
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