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For the intellectuals who faced the collapse of the authority of tradition and of the pervasiveness 

of liberal ideology, there were two basic options in their search to retrieve the ethical individual 

from the morass of bourgeois culture: either the pathos of absolute rebellion and irrationalism, or 

the attempt to maintain the ethical tension of the will, while honestly confronting the complexity 

and ambiguity of the actual world. (Luft, 17) 

 

In early 20th century Europe, change turned out to be hard. Or rather, since change was constant 

and ubiquitous, the kind of change that happened by design, under control, according to plan, straight 

from means to ends turned out to be hard. Then as now, there wasn’t much change by design happening, 

and it was not immediately clear how to get more of it. What was becoming clearer, to European social 

theorists running up against the limitations of intelligent design, was that change is not just complicated 

but complex. How to understand and strategize complexity is therefore one of the critical themes of early 

20th century European intellectual history. 

The disappointments of the 19th century’s progressive projects, in the confounding context of 

Europe’s enduring dominance in the world and persistently frustrated conviction that engineered change 

at all scales was necessary and achievable, stirred up intense engagements with complexity. Europeans 

captured by the idea that the world was theirs to make and remake as they saw fit were challenged by 

routine features of complexity like uncertainty, emergence, non-linearity, metastability, and sensitivity to 

initial conditions (Rickles et al.). The range of responses to this challenge track a Copernican evolution of 

social theory, decentering intentional agency as an account of historical structures and dynamics (Latour; 

Deacon).  

This essay updates and recasts the dissertation I wrote with David Luft, in light of twenty-five 

years of learning and reflection inspired by his example, and always mindful of honestly confronting the 

complexity and ambiguity of the actual world. As in the dissertation I focus mainly on Marxists, famous 

for promiscuous diversification around minute variations on doctrinal themes, because their aspirations 

for change were the most ambitious, systematic, and frustrated (PFJ/JPF). In critical states on the edge of 

chaos, experiments proliferate and propagate unpredictably (Accard). Karl Kautsky, Eduard Bernstein, 

George Sorel, V. I. Lenin, and Georg Lukács experimented with a variety of strategies to compress and 



manage complexity in the service of change with linearizing concepts like capitalism, consciousness, 

class struggle, masses, party, and totality.    

With his theory of hegemony and “molecular” investigative practice Antonio Gramsci engaged 

more directly with the complex interactive dynamics of historical systems. In this he was joined by 

‘bourgeois’ theorists Emile Durkheim and Max Weber. They did not offer much comfort to intelligent 

design. Without yet having the conceptual vocabulary to say any of this, they treated societies as complex 

adaptive systems (CAS). Structures emerge, self-organize, and achieve robust metastability in interactive 

multidimensional dynamical fields. Changes are sensitive to initial conditions, path dependent, nonlinear, 

and unpredictable. The future is uncertain and action is a gamble. There is no one in charge, and no end in 

sight. 

In early 20th century Europe these theoretical developments were emergent. The materials were 

available in the environment, ‘in the air’ as it is sometimes said, constantly being churned into various 

selective assemblies and configurations that then repeat over time (Holling and Gundersen; Meister; 

Sanbonmatsu). “It is unusual for CAS agents to converge, even momentarily, to a single ‘optimal’ 

strategy, or to an equilibrium. As the agents adapt to each other, new agents with new strategies usually 

emerge. Then each new agent offers opportunities for still further interactions, increasing the overall 

complexity” (Holland 9). Taken together these theorists and many others read as adaptations in an 

evolutionary dynamic, explorations of the solution space when the question of change is urgent and 

blocked by the problem of complexity.  

In the deterministic “automatic Marxism” of the later 19th century, the logic of history itself is 

intelligently designed for an inevitable march to revolution (Jacoby). Already by the end of the century 

cracks were appearing in this master plan. There were lots of conferences, but not much progress. In his 

1892 commentary on the German Social Democratic Party’s (SPD) Erfurt Programme, Karl Kautsky 

introduced uncertainty and a failure scenario.   

When we declare the abolition of private property in the means of production to be unavoidable, 

we do not mean that some fine morning the exploited classes will find that, without their help, 

some good fairy has brought about the revolution. We consider the breakdown of the present 

social system to be unavoidable, because we know that the economic evolution inevitably brings 

on conditions that will compel the exploited classes to rise against this system of private 

ownership. We know that this system multiplies the number and the strength of the exploited, and 

diminishes the number and strength of the exploiting, classes, and that it will finally lead to such 



unbearable conditions for the mass of the population that they will have no choice but to go down 

into degradation or to overthrow the system of private property. (90) 

Here the inevitable linearity of system collapse is split by a choice to be made by the masses: will they go 

down into degradation or overthrow the system of private property? History is not immanently designed 

and the plan depends on a tipping point between socialism and barbarism, a theme adapted to more 

actively revolutionary conclusions by Rosa Luxemburg in her famous Junius Pamphlet. Yet the decisive 

factor is still a designing will, as history is in the hands of the woken masses acting according to their 

essence and the logic of history. 

This is really thin as theories of change go, but for Kautsky and the SPD, it did not matter 

because political organization in itself became the principle strategy of complexity management, and 

revolution slid onto the rhetorical back burner. The SPD was successful in becoming the largest political 

party in Germany (and its analogues elsewhere also flourished) by giving up on any particular program of 

change and pulling in big electoral numbers with the kind of flexible agenda and pragmatic achievements 

that loosely attract a broad coalition of disparate constituents. As Bernstein put it in Evolutionary 

Socialism: 

with its exclusion from the representative bodies the German working class movement would, to 

a great extent, lose the cohesion which today links its various sections; it would assume a chaotic 

character, and instead of the steady, uninterrupted forward march with firm steps, jerky forward 

motions would appear with inevitable back-slidings and exhaustions. (196) 

Bernstein was unwilling to ‘impute’ a unity of consciousness and purpose to the masses by theoretical 

fiat. “We cannot demand from a class, the great majority of whose members live under crowded 

conditions, are badly educated, and have an uncertain and insufficient income, the high intellectual and 

moral standard which the organization and existence of a socialist community presupposes. We will, 

therefore, not ascribe it to them by way of fiction” (221). He also doubted that a revolutionary cataclysm 

would somehow issue in a more just world, judging that “a greater security for lasting success lies in a 

steady advance than in the possibilities offered by a catastrophic crash” (xxvii).  

Several themes of complex systems analysis can be seen here. Bernstein describes the underlying 

situation as chaotic, by which he does not mean merely random, but loosely connected and unpredictably 

diversified around no single organizing principle. ‘The working class’ in the wild is a fractal category 

with self-similarity but no essential coherence. As conditions shift for such chaotic masses any number of 

relatively organized and disorganized processes can emerge, from turbulence to flow, formation to 



collapse, stability to volatility, socialism to barbarism. The story of automatic Marxism was a story of 

self-organization in which the original and ongoing states of the system lockstep ‘naturally’ toward class 

formation. In contrast, chaotic systems are highly sensitive to initial conditions, with each state of the 

system dynamically emergent from the exact composition, configuration, trajectory, energetics, and so on 

of the elements as they interact, feed back, overlap, develop, and collapse. Sensitivity to initial conditions 

means ‘the working class’ may be just as likely to turn left, turn right, or fragment, depending not on any 

essence of the category working class, but on the complex of conditions and possibilities in play from 

time to time (Katznelson and Zolberg). 

Getting this mess to settle down is obviously necessary, if you want to get anything in particular 

done. The engineering solution is to close the system. In closed systems, dynamics can be managed by 

rigorously specifying component parts and their respective values and functions. The most manageable 

systems are machines. Machines can be very, very complicated as parts and functions multiply, but 

because the interactions are locked in algorithmically they are not complex (Poli). The basic strategy of 

intelligent design is therefore to enforce machine complication on adaptive complexity. Engineered 

systems in which all variables are accounted for and rigorously managed are perhaps most famously 

symbolized by the watch, and Paley’s Watchmaker God; were Weber’s focus in his analysis of formal 

organization (bureaucracy) and “disenchantment;” and revealed their classic brittle vulnerability with the 

Maginot Line and the wreck of the Titanic.  

From a design standpoint closing the system by organizing the disorganized masses into the class 

they are supposed to be, but somehow are not, looks like job one. But in his study of Political Parties 

(1915) Robert Michels detailed the self-defeating costs of political organization in hierarchy and rigidity, 

“the iron law of oligarchy.” The more specified and mandatory the mission statement, the more design 

thinking takes over and the more the organization has to define and regulate every part and function. 

Order has to be imposed and enforced, as the anarchists too kept pointing out. “The Renegade Kautsky,” 

Bernstein, and the SPD came under withering fire from the partisans of revolution, on the (correct) 

grounds that there was no way to specify a transformative outcome from open, evolutionary democratic 

politics.   

Leading the revolutionary charge for party discipline of thought, word, and deed, Lenin zealously 

policed complexity by pulling every effective factor of the political situation together under the tightly 

structured rubric of class struggle, and then putting all effective action in the hands of the tightly 

structured party vanguard. Movement opponents did not just disagree, they were shills, dupes, and traitors 



who had to be corrected or purged. “Hence, to belittle the socialist ideology in any way, to turn aside from 

it in the slightest degree means to strengthen bourgeois ideology” (What Is To Be Done? 41).  

Working class consciousness cannot be genuine political consciousness unless the workers are 

trained to respond to all cases of tyranny, oppression, violence, and abuse, no matter what class is 

affected — unless they are trained, moreover, to respond from a Social-Democratic point of view 

and no other. The consciousness of the working masses cannot be genuine class-consciousness, 

unless the workers learn, from concrete, and above all from topical, political facts and events to 

observe every other social class in all the manifestations of its intellectual, ethical, and political 

life; unless they learn to apply in practice the materialist analysis and the materialist estimate of 

all aspects of the life and activity of all classes, strata, and groups of the population. (69) 

No grit in the gears, no shimmy in the bearings. To make a revolution, all of the confounding complexity 

has to be engineered out. 

There were plenty of Marxists who took this kind of crude reductionism literally and pursued it 

single-mindedly. It is complexity management by brute force, characteristic of extremists and 

fundamentalists of all sorts. “A simplified, linear vision has every chance to be mutilating” (Morin 55). 

Lenin himself was (or became) well aware that the situation was not in fact so clear cut. “History 

generally, and the history of revolutions in particular, is always richer in content, more varied, more 

many-sided, more lively and ‘subtle’ than even the best parties and the most class-conscious vanguards of 

the most advanced classes imagine,” he wrote in 1920 (“Left-Wing” Communism, an Infantile Disorder 

76). “We can (and must) begin to build Socialism not with imaginary human material, not with human 

material invented by us, but with the human material bequeathed to us by capitalism. That is very 

‘difficult,’ it goes without saying, but no other approach to this task is serious enough to warrant 

discussion” (34). 

Knowing that Russia was a gritty mess for the wobbly gears of history, Lenin’s reductionism was 

tactical. He took a gambler’s approach to complexity, judging it a bad bet. It may well be that there is too 

much going on to control and engineer, that systems are robust, multidimensional, interdependent 

metastabilities with long historical tails, that agency is emergent within systems rather than outside and in 

charge of them (Juarrero), and that transformative change is much more likely to go awry than aright. But 

there is no return on this observation, which of course changes nothing and therefore might as well be a 

statement of allegiance to the status quo.  



If historical dynamics are complex and nonlinear and there is no way to predict the future in any 

kind of long term, revolution remains within the possibility fan. Like Pascal, faced with high stakes and 

radical uncertainty, Lenin discarded zero-return options and wagered everything on the highest payoff. 

“In this notion of wager, there is an awareness of risk and of uncertainty. Every strategy in any possible 

domain has this consciousness of the wager and modern thought has understood that our most 

fundamental beliefs are the object of a wager” (Morin 54). Having no way to know for sure what would 

work and what would not, Lenin described the world in the way he thought was most likely to change it, 

took the train to the Finland Station, and rolled the dice. His revolution was not an orderly march through 

a planned process to an inevitable conclusion, but a series of all-in risk-reward gambits trending toward a 

transformative break, shooting turbulent and unfamiliar rapids. This pragmatic combination of radical 

reductionism and radical opportunism yielded both socialism and barbarism, as it turned out. Complexity 

makes that outcome likely, but not inevitable (Trotsky, “Dialectic Interdependence of Means and Ends”). 

On the far side of the distribution, Georges Sorel rejected every hint of theoretical and 

organizational closure and embraced the pathos of absolute rebellion. He also addressed complexity with 

revolutionary disruption, in the form of class violence and the general strike, but without any concern for 

outcomes at all. As a career civil engineer, he seems to have understood that planning only works under 

limited conditions, does not scale to larger systems, and does not hold up in the fog of war. Revolution is 

a process of virtuous struggle in the present, not an outcome in the future. “For Kautsky and his partisans, 

every action is judged in relation to what they call the ‘final end.’ But how can we evaluate the value of a 

current action or a social reform as a means toward a regime placed in an indeterminate future?” (From 

George Sorel 157).  

Rejecting plans and outcomes, it might seem that managing complexity was not a problem for 

Sorel; it was simply the fact of a life of constant creative spontaneity. Since we cannot know or design the 

future, what matters is passionate moral commitment in the present. “This striving towards perfection 

which manifests itself, in spite of the absence of any personal, immediate, and proportional reward, 

constitutes the secret virtue which assures the continued progress of the world” (Reflections on Violence 

292).  

Morals have been stomping a straight and narrow path through complexity since Moses 

overthrew the golden calf. The challenge is that complex adaptive systems are not characterized by 

permanent excitation. Most importantly for change and disruption agents, although systems do sometimes 

(and sometimes routinely, see Holling and Gunderson) overcorrelate into criticality, where even a very 

small nudge can cause them to tip and transform, they normally settle into dynamically robust 



arrangements that may do a lot of churning and oscillating, iterating and feeding back and adapting and 

evolving, but that are far from the kind of bipolar antagonism Sorel was looking for (Accard). Complex 

systems normally organize metastable business as usual, not serial conflicts of highly energized agents 

(Jen). 

Sometimes nature is red in tooth and claw, but more often there is a lot of grazing and pooping 

and hanging out. In Sorel’s world this meant it was hard to rouse people to fight and keep fighting. 

Instead, they kept sticking in or collapsing back into low energy, morally indefinite system states. They 

had lives, and lived them.  

Consider an eddy in a stream. It can be disrupted by stirring the water in opposition to the rotation 

of the vortex, or in any sufficiently different pattern, but stirring in the same direction is 

minimally disruptive. With sufficiently vigorous disruption, the rotational symmetry can be 

broken and a chaotic flow can be created—at least briefly. But so long as the stream keeps 

flowing, when the irregular stirring ceases, the rotational regularity will re-form. This is because 

the vortex flow is itself a consequence of constant perturbation as water flows past a partial 

barrier. (Deacon 245) 

In such lives of moderate but familiar difficulty what might they fight about? Class struggle looked 

promising, but rather than rousing the masses the leadership kept taking the path of least resistance in 

party organization and parliamentary politics, captured and corrupted by the bourgeoisie’s craven 

compromises. The class war is defused, “an arbitrary and irrational element is introduced, and the future 

of the world becomes completely indeterminate” (RoV 87).  

Complexity was a fundamental problem for Sorel, and for all the strategists of intense moral 

engagement. His theory of permanent revolution could not have anything to do with how things normally 

work. He tried to rig the game with the myth of the general strike, a remote and cataclysmic goal that was 

to unite the workers in firm class solidarity and force the bourgeoisie also to re-commit itself as a class. 

The value of proletarian violence was to disrupt the impulse toward moderation and concession, and to 

confine the employers to their role as antagonists. “The idea of the general strike has such power behind it 

that it drags into the revolutionary track everything it touches” (RoV 145). 

Lots of Marxists strategically mythologized class struggle, starting with Marx and Engels 

themselves in the “Manifesto.” Sorel noted that people “sometimes forget that men of action would lose 

all power of initiative if they reasoned with the rigidity of a critical historian” (qtd. in Horowitz 248). Can 



initiative and action be based on rigorous, critical understanding of the world in all its complexity? 

Durkheim thought probably not.  

Science is fragmentary and incomplete; it advances but slowly and is never finished; but life — 

that cannot wait. Theories whose calling is to make people live and make them act, must therefore 

rush ahead of science and complete it prematurely. They are possible only if the demands of 

practicality and vital necessities, such as we feel without distinctly conceiving them, push thought 

beyond what science permits us to affirm. (Elementary Forms 432-3) 

And for Weber too, who agreed with Sorel about the critical importance of moral commitment, “nothing 

is worthy of man as man unless he can pursue it with passionate devotion. Yet it is a fact that no amount 

of such enthusiasm, however sincere and profound it may be, can compel a problem to yield scientific 

results” (“Science as a Vocation”). “Self-organizing, nonlinear, feedback systems are inherently 

unpredictable. They are not controllable. They are understandable only in the most general way. The goal 

of foreseeing the future exactly and preparing for it perfectly is unrealizable. The idea of making a 

complex system do just what you want it to do can be achieved only temporarily, at best…. We can’t 

control systems or figure them out” (Meadows ch. 7). But it is possible, Weber said, to clarify the 

conditions under which we choose and act, and to come to grips with “inconvenient facts.” 

For people who want to change the world, possibly the single most inconvenient fact is 

interdependence. Marxism gets a lot of its critical leverage from seeing oppression as the essence of how 

class systems work rather than one dynamic among others. Capitalism depends on exploitation to 

generate profits, inequality, and all the rest. Asserting this theoretically without doing much to specify 

how it all actually works, perhaps assigning confounds like the lumpenproletariat and race to residual 

categories and the dustbin of history, strategizes complexity by moving the action into tactical adjustment. 

This is what Lenin was doing by reducing everything to class struggle. And it is what in a more 

philosophizing way Lukács was doing with the category of “totality.” Everything is interdependently 

correlated, and it all boils down to exploitation and class struggle. “The whole system of Marxism stands 

and falls with the principle that revolution is the product of a point of view in which the category of 

totality is dominant” (History and Class Consciousness 29). 

Systems are robust and resilient to the extent that they do not boil down to anything. A complex 

adaptive system is neither a pile of accumulated stuff nor that pile of stuff orbiting some weighty core. In 

Durkheim’s contrasting complex totality, the division of labor, the system properties are emergent from 

diversified interconnection. The whole is more than the sum of the parts. It all works (functions) together 

and none of it works without all of it working, which looks like a vulnerability. But it is also adaptable, 



and a moment in a history of adaptation, resilient to damage and change. “Resilience arises from a rich 

structure of many feedback loops that can work in different ways to restore a system even after a large 

perturbation. A single balancing loop brings a system stock back to its desired state. Resilience is 

provided by several such loops, operating through different mechanisms, at different time scales, and with 

redundancy—one kicking in if another one fails” (Meadows ch. 3, “Why Systems Work So Well”).  

The totality claim is that the system is so highly correlated that it has gone critical and is ready to 

tip into a new phase. If that is not true, then totality is just a simplifying myth about a fragile system 

characterized by brittle dependence on one key actor and relationship, the proletariat and its exploitation 

(Kilminster 94; Jay 115). The party again fills the gap between theory and practice as the default 

intelligent designer, or mad scientist.  

Gramsci was working with the same materials as everyone else on the European left, so his party, 

“the modern Prince,” also constructively fills the gap of mythed totality as the default intelligent designer 

(Sanbonmatsu 131, 179).  

It always happens that single persons belong to more than one society and often to societies that 

are in contrast. A totalizing politics tends therefore: 1.) to obtain that the members of a particular 

party should find in this party alone all of the satisfactions that previously they found in a 

multiplicity of organizations, that is, to break all of the strings that tie these members to 

extraneous cultural organisms; 2.) to destroy all of the other organizations or incorporate them 

into a system of which the party is the sole regulator. (Quaderni 6, §136, 800) 

So far, so Lenin. Gramsci’s party does this however by actively engaging with the massively 

interdependent, robustly resilient adaptive complex of “hegemony” and recoordinating it to revolutionary 

purpose.   

It would be possible to study concretely the formation of a collective historical movement, 

analysing it in all its molecular phases — a thing which is rarely done, since it would weigh every 

treatment down. Instead, currents of opinion are normally taken as already constituted around a 

group or a dominant personality. This is the problem which in modern times is expressed in terms 

of the party, or coalition of related parties: how a party is first set up, how its organisational 

strength and social influence are developed, etc. It requires an extremely minute, molecular 

process of extreme, capillary analysis, the documentation for which is made up of an immense 

quantity of books, pamphlets, review and newspaper articles, conversations and oral debates 

repeated countless times, and which in their gigantic aggregation represent this long labour which 



gives birth to a collective will with a certain degree of homogeneity — with the degree necessary 

and sufficient to achieve an action which is coordinated and simultaneous in the time and the 

geographical space in which the historical event takes place. (Q 8 195) 

That is a whole bunch of everything to be pulled together just right, although some of it is already mostly 

there. Systems form when disparate elements coordinate into chaotic patterns, or ‘structures’, which are 

otherwise uncoordinated. Chaos can be quite busy but isn’t going anywhere in particular. Chaotic systems 

form, churn, and collapse all over the place. Take the water off the heat and it soon stops bubbling. 

Systems become complex when chaotic patterns further coordinate into networked structures 

characterized by the recursive, developmental interactivity of their parts. They change by evolving, by 

collapsing back into chaos, or by coordinating into criticality and tipping over into a new normal 

dynamical regime, or “attractor” (Paperin et al.). 

Because the coordination of historical complex systems is not designed and engineered but 

emergent and self-organizing, in a complex systems analysis ‘the bourgeoisie’ did not devise and create 

‘capitalism’ or ‘bourgeois culture’ or this and that pamphlet. Like ‘the working class,’ these are fractal 

categories of self-similarity without inherent coherence; their coordination or not has to be understood in 

terms of adaptive system dynamics. “Hegemony” is Gramsci’s attempt to come to grips with a system 

that has hierarchies and incumbents but no design or designer, no center or vital essence or guiding hand, 

no palace to storm or crowned head to chop off, send to the gulag or toss into an unmarked grave, in 

which the offending system properties are emergent from the interactions of the parts in general rather 

than imposed from anywhere in particular. A standard complexity managing move here is to recoil from 

an analysis that finds no fault, assigns no blame, offers no righteous victims and deserving targets, no 

machine to rage against. Gramsci had plenty of anger and contempt for the functionaries and beneficiaries 

and apologists of oppression, but he didn’t think any of them were personally making oppression happen 

or that attacking them was effective revolutionary practice as such.  

The party’s role is to sort out and coordinate the revolutionary response to the disparate, 

dispersed, and decentered manifold of domination, not as an abstract ‘totality’ but in every dimension of 

complexity. So for example like Bernstein, rather than impute a coherent class consciousness to the 

proletariat and ’ideology’ to the class enemies, Gramsci looked into “common sense” and found it to be a 

chaotic mess. Class consciousness cannot simply be awakened or discovered, forced or called forth 

mythologically. Centuries of accumulated local knowledges embedded in common sense have to be 

intricately disassembled, and a new comprehensive conception of the world intricately reassembled.   



The unitary national elaboration of a homogeneous collective consciousness demands a wide 

range of conditions and initiatives. Diffusion from a homogeneous centre of a homogeneous way 

of thinking and acting is the principle condition, but it must not and cannot be the only one. A 

very common error is that of thinking that every social stratum elaborates its consciousness and 

its culture in the same way, with the same methods, namely the methods of the professional 

intellectuals.… It is childish to think that a ‘clear concept’, suitably circulated, is inserted in 

various consciousnesses with the same ‘organizing’ effects of diffused clarity: this is an 

‘enlightenment’ error.… When a ray of light passes through different prisms it is refracted 

differently: if you want the same refraction, you need to make a whole series of rectifications of 

each prism. (Selections from Cultural Writings 416-7) 

There is not just one common sense but an enormous variety of situated common senses, reinforcing 

loops at every scale. “In fact, for Gramsci ideology represents a ‘complex form of the social world’, not 

only in the sense of ‘complicated’, but more precisely – and etymologically speaking – in the sense of a 

non-linear object, composed of different parts and several elements, that depends on various 

determinations” (Filippini 9). “The press is the most dynamic part of this ideological structure, but not the 

only one. Everything which influences or is able to influence public opinion, directly or indirectly, 

belongs to it: libraries, schools, associations and clubs of various kinds, even architecture and the layout 

and names of streets” (SCW 389). The topic headings of the Prison Notebooks track hegemony as a 

complex adaptive system through the formation of intellectuals, the organization of education and culture, 

the history of Italy, the political party, the state and civil society, the workplace, literary criticism, 

language, linguistics, and folklore, national culture, intellectual mediocrities (‘Father Bresciani’s 

progeny’), popular literature, journalism, religion, economics, science, and logic. The wicked problem is 

none of these in particular, but how they coordinate and self-organize into a system that can’t be pinned 

down anywhere, recreates itself in ordinary interactions, and adapts resiliently to challenge.  

Flux is everywhere and easy, but designed change is a rough go. Accepting things as they are and 

going with the flow is a much more peaceful way to think and live, as Stoics and Daoists knew thousands 

of years ago. It is generally easier to get things to act the way they usually act than to get them to act ways 

they do not usually act. “Control is when others’ locked-in interactions generate a flow of collective 

behavior that just happens to serve one’s interests” (Padgett and Ansell 1260). Order takes work, and a 

new order takes more. Adaptive conservative metastability is summed up by Lampedusa’s observation in 

The Leopard that “if we want things to stay as they are, things will have to change.” 



Gradualist engineering and revolutionary adventure bracket complexity with poorly specified 

parameters and unpredictable outcomes. Sorel and the more explosive sorts of anarchist, with their 

disruptive spontaneity against any kind of settled order, manage complexity by attempting to collapse it 

back into chaos. As a change agenda disruption is much easier and more likely to work than construction, 

which makes it the default strategy of fringe actors and the well hedged. Gramsci’s revolution takes 

complexity so seriously that it is intelligent design on a universal scale, in every dimension, with total 

discipline and no shortcuts. “Pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the will.” 

 

Works Cited 

Accard, Philippe. “Criticality: How Changes Preserve Stability in Self-Organizing Systems.” 

Organization Studies, vol. 40, no. 11, Nov. 2019, pp. 1613–1629, doi:10.1177/0170840618783342. 

Bernstein, Eduard. Evolutionary Socialism. Translated by Edith C. Harvey, Schocken, 1961. 

Deacon, Terrence. Incomplete Nature: How Mind Emerged from Matter. W.W. Norton, 2011. 

Durkheim, Emile. The Division of Labor in Society. Translated by W.D. Halls, Free Press, 1984. 

---. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Translated by Karen E. Fields, Free Press, 1995. 

Dyke, Carl. Indeterminacy, Irrationality, and Collective Will. Gramsci’s Marxism, Bourgeois Sociology, 

and the Problem of Revolution. 1995. University of California, San Diego, PhD dissertation. 

Filippini, Michele. Using Gramsci: A New Approach. Translated by Patrick J. Barr, Pluto, 2016. 

Gramsci, Antonio. Selections from Cultural Writings. Edited by David Forgacs and Geoffrey Nowell-

Smith, translated by William Boelhower, Harvard UP, 1985. 

---. Quaderni del carcere. Edited by Valentino Gerratana, Einaudi, 1977. 

Holland, John H. Complexity: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford UP, 2014. 

Holling, C.S. and Lance H. Gunderson, “Resilience and Adaptive Cycles,” in Gunderson and Holling, 

eds. Panarchy: Understanding Transformations in Human and Natural Systems. Island, 2002. 

Accessed at http://www.loisellelab.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Holling-Gundersen-2002-

Resilience-and-Adaptive-Cycles.pdf. 



Horowitz, Irving Louis. Radicalism and the Revolt Against Reason: The Social Theories of Georges 

Sorel. Southern Illinois UP, 1961. 

Jacoby, Russell. “Towards a Critique of Automatic Marxism: The Politics of Philosophy from Lukács to 

the Frankfurt School,” Telos 10 (Winter 1971). 

Jay, Martin. Marxism and Totality: The Adventures of a Concept from Lukacs to Habermas. U of 

California P, 1984. 

Jen, Erica. “Stable or Robust? What’s the Difference?” Santa Fe Institute, December 17, 2002. 

http://tuvalu.santafe.edu/~erica/stable.pdf 

Juarrero, Alicia. Dynamics in Action: Intentional Behavior as a Complex System. MIT / Bradford, 2002. 

Katznelson, Ira and Aristide R. Zolberg, eds. Working Class Formation: Nineteenth-Century Patterns in 

Western Europe and the United States. Princeton UP, 1986. 

Kautsky, Karl. The Class Struggle (Erfurt Program). Translated by William E. Bohn, Norton, 1971. 

Kilminster, Richard. Praxis and Method: A Sociological Dialogue with Lukács, Gramsci, and the Early 

Frankfurt School. Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979. 

Latour, Bruno. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network Theory. Oxford UP, 2007. 

Lenin, V. I. “Left-Wing” Communism, an Infantile Disorder. International Publishers, 1940. 

---. What Is To Be Done? Burning Questions of Our Movement. International Publishers, 1969. 

Luft, David. Robert Musil and the Crisis of European Culture 1880-1942. U of California P, 1980. 

Lukács, Georg. History and Class Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectics. Translated by Rodney 

Livingstone, MIT Press, 1971 [1923]. 

Luxemburg, Rosa. The Junius Pamphlet: The Crisis of German Social Democracy [1915]. Translated by 

Dave Hollis. https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1915/junius/ch01.htm 

Meadows, Donella H. Thinking in Systems. Chelsea Green, 2008. 

Meister, Robert. Political Identity: Thinking Through Marx. Basil Blackwell, 1990. 

Michels, Robert. Political Parties: A Sociological Study of the Oligarchical Tendencies of Modern 

Democracy. Translated by Eden and Cedar Paul. Dover, 1915. 

http://tuvalu.santafe.edu/~erica/stable.pdf
https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1915/junius/ch01.htm


Morin, Edgar. On Complexity. Translated by Robin Postel, Hampton, 2008. 

Padgett, John F., and Christopher K. Ansell. “Robust Action and the Rise of the Medici, 1400-1434.” 

American Journal of Sociology, vol. 98, no. 6, 1993, pp. 1259–1319. JSTOR, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2781822. 

Paperin, Greg et al. “Dual-phase evolution in complex adaptive systems.” Journal of the Royal Society, 

Interface vol. 8, 58 (2010): 609-29. doi:10.1098/rsif.2010.0719 

Poli, Roberto. “A Note on the Difference Between Complicated and Complex Social Systems.” Cadmus, 

vol. 2 - iss. 1, October 2013. https://www.cadmusjournal.org/files/pdfreprints/vol2issue1/reprint-cj-

v2-i1-complex-vs-complicated-systems-rpoli.pdf 

Ribeiro, Leonardo Costa, et al. “Changing levels of self-organization: how a capitalist economy differs 

from other complex systems.” Textos para Discussão Cedeplar-UFMG 581, Cedeplar, Universidade 

Federal de Minas Gerais, 2018. http://www.cedeplar.ufmg.br/pesquisas/td/TD%20581.pdf 

Rickles, Dean et al. “A simple guide to chaos and complexity.” Journal of Epidemiology and Community 

Health 2007, 61, 933–937. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2465602/ 

Sanbonmatsu, John. The Postmodern Prince: Critical Theory, Left Strategy, and the Making of a New 

Political Subject. Monthly Review, 2004. 

Sorel, Georges. From Georges Sorel: Essays in Socialism and Philosophy. Edited by John L. Stanley, 

translated by John and Charlotte Stanley, Oxford UP, 1976. 

---.  Reflections on Violence. Translated by T.E. Hulme, Peter Smith, 1941 [1908]. 

Trotsky, Leon. Their Morals and Ours, 1938. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/trotsky/1938/morals/morals.htm 

Weber, Max. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Edited by Guenther Roth and 

Claus Wittich, U of California P, 1978. 

---. “Science as a Vocation.” Edited and translated by H.H. Gerth and C. 

Wright Mills, From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, Oxford UP, 1946. 

http://anthropos-lab.net/wp/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/Weber-Science-as-a- 

Vocation.pdf 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2465602/

