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SYSTEM PERSPECTIVE OF PUBLIC GOVERNANCE"

Steering social processes becomes more and more problematic, which implies the necessity to seek new,
more sophisticated methods of public policy and forms of social coordination. The condition for their development
and then their effective implementation is to learn nature and logic of action of complex social systems, the
objective that can largely be met by using system approach.

The paper concerns possibilities to use virtues of thinking in system categories for conceptualization and
projection of actions in public sphere. Reflection on the social complexity phenomenon and determinants of
system approach application as a method to reduce such complexity, in order to capture the logics of social
systems, represents a starting point. Key research issue is represented by deliberations on public governance
expressed as steering complex social systems. A lot of effort has been devoted to self-organization phenomenon
while making use of the scientific outputs of cybernetics and macrosociology. The conclusion is that in the
conditions of complexity and high dynamics of processes, the efficacy of public governance depends on the
abilities to use endogenic potentials of social systems.

Redefinition of government role in public authority area should be aimed at, through giving up top-down and
narrowly defined interventions for exercising general supervision and active leadership. Thus soft forms of
coordination should be opted for, such as soft law, with the possibility of further, ex post, specification of public
policy goals, modelled after standards of contractual relationships. Public actions should have inclusive character,
and the goals defined should be an outcome of public debate.

Key words: public policies, public governance, social complexity, complex adaptive systems, self-
organization.
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CUCTEMHA MNEPCMNEKTUBA OEP>XABHOI'O YINPABIJIHHA

KepyBaHHs1 couianbHMMK npouecamu ctae Bce binbl npobnemaTnyHuM, WO nepenbavae HeoOXiaHiCTb
LyKaTh HOBIi, Oinbl cknagHi MeToon AepkaBHOI MONITUKM Ta (POPMM COLianbHOI KoopAuHaLii. YMOBOK iX
pPO3BUTKY, a MOTIM i X edpeKTUBHOI pearnisauii € BUBYEHHS NMPUPOAM i NOrikK Aji CKnagHuUxX couianbHUX CUCTEM,
e(PeKTVBHUM IHCTPYMEHTOM Y4Oro € CUCTEMHUIA Nniaxia. BiH Moxe OyTn ycnillHO 3aCTOCOBaHWM SK KOHUENTyanbHa
OCHOBa NS iHTEPaKTVBHOIO [AEPXaBHOrO YMNpaBIiHHSA, O OXOMMIOE couianbHy peanbHICTb y KaTeropisix
3auikaBneHUX ocib, siki CTBOPIOOTE MepeXi ropn3oHTanbHoI criBnpaLi.

Y cTaTtTi po3rnsapalTbCa MepeBarM MUCIIEHHS B CUCTEMHMX KaTeropisx B XOA4i KOHuenTyanisauii i
nnaHyBaHHA A B Ny6nivHin cdpepi. BignpaBHOWO TOYKOK € MipKyBaHHS MpO heHOMEH couianbHOi CKNagHOCTI i
BUpiWanbHi akTopu, MoB'A3aHi i3 3acCTOCyBaHHAM CUCTEMHOro Nigxody $K MeTody 3HWKEHHS AWHaMiYHOi
CKITAQHOCTI | 3acoby «CXONMIOBaHHAY FOrikM couianbHux cuctem. baraTo yBarm npuceaveHo aHanisy geHomeHa
camoopraHisauii 3 BAKOPUCTaHHAM NMOHATL Ta pe3ynbTaTiB AOCHiAXeHb KibepHeTVKY i Makpocouionorii. 3pobneHo
BMCHOBOK, LLO B YMOBax CKMagHOCTI i BWCOKOI AWHAMIKM couianbHUX mpoueciB edeKkTUBHICTb AepXaBHOro
yNpaBniHHA 3anexuTb Bifl YMiHHS BUKOPUCTOBYBaTW €HAOMEHHWI MOTEHLian couianbHUX CUCTEM.

MepeBun3HayeHHs poni ypsay B cdpepi AepxaBHoi Bnagy mae 6yTu cnpssMoBaHO Ha BiAMOBY Bif, HU3XIOHWX i
BY3bKO BM3HAYEHUX YTPy4YaHb Npu 34IACHEHHI 3aranbHOro Harns4y Ta akTMBHOIO KepiBHULTBA. Takum YMHOM, chif,

© Bialynicki-Birula P., 2019
* The paper has been prepared as a part of research grant funded by the National Science Center ,The use of interactive methods of
governance in shaping social policy” nr UMO-2011/03/B/HS5/00899.

6


mailto:bialynip@uek.krakow.pl
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1736-2003
mailto:bialynip@uek.krakow.pl
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1736-2003

Cepisa «EkoHOMiIYHay, Bunyck 96, 2019

BMOMpaTn M'ski (hOpMK KOOPAMHALi, Taki siK THy4Yke MpaBo, 3 MOXIMBICTIO eXpost YTOUHEHHS Linen aepaBHOi
MONITUKY, LLIO KOHCTPYIOIOTLCS 3a CTaHAapTaMu AOroBipHUX BigHOCUH. [y6niyHi 4ii NOBMHHI HOCUTU iHKIO3UBHMIA
XapakTep, a NocTaBreHi Lini NOBUHHI OyTn pe3ynbTaToM rpoMaicbkmx 06roBopeHb.

KniovyoBi cnoBa: fepxaBHa mMoniTvka, AepXaBHe YMNpaBfiHHA, couianbHa CKMNagHIiCTb, KOMMMEKCHI
afanTUBHI CMCTEMU, camoopraHisadisi.
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CUCTEMHASA NEPCNEKTUBA TOCYOAPCTBEHHOIO YINPABJIEHUA

YnpaeneHue couuarnbHbIMKM NpoLEeccammn CTaHOBUTCSt Bce Gonee npobnemaTuyHbiM, YTO npegnonaraeT
HeobxoaMMOCTb McKaTb HOBble, Goree CrnoXHble MeTOAbl FOCYAaPCTBEHHOW MONMUTUKU U DOPMbI COLMarbHOW
KoopauHauun. YCrnoBrMeM 1x pa3BuUTUsi, a 3atem u nx appeKkTBHOM peanusaunm SBNAETCs U3ydeHvne NpyMpoabl 1
NOrVKA OENCTBUA CMOXHBIX COLManbHbIX CUCTEM, 3(PEKTUBHLIM MHCTPYMEHTOM YEero SIBMSIETCS CUCTEMHbIN
nogxod. OH MOXeT OblTb YCNELWHO MPUMEHEH KakK KOHLUEeNTyarbHasi OCHOBa ANl WHTEPaKTUBHOIO
rocyfapCTBEHHOIO yrnpaBrieHWsl, OXBaTbiBaeT COUManbHyl0 peanbHOCTb B KaTeropusix 3aMHTEPEeCOBaHHbIX N,
KOTOpble CO3[al0T CETU FOPU3OHTarNbHON COTPYAHNYECTBA.

B cratbe paccmartpuBaloTCA MpPEMMyLLECTBA MbIWMEHUS B CUCTEMHbIX KaTeropusix B  Xo4e
KOHLeNTyanu3aumm 1 NnaHMpoBaHnsa AencTBuin B Ny6nuyHon cepe. OTnpaBHOM TOUKON SIBNSETCSH pacCyXaeHuUst
0 heHOMEHE coLmanbHOM CROXHOCTY U peluatoLmne hakTopbl, CBSA3aHHbIE C MPUMEHEHNEM CUCTEMHOrO noaxoaa
KaK MeToda CHWXEHMSI OUHAMUYECKON CMOXHOCTM U CPeACTBa «CXBATbIBAHWSA» JIOMMKM COLMArbHbIX CUCTEM.
MHoOro BHWMaHWS noOCBsiLlEHa aHanuady QeHoMeHa caMoopraHuM3auMm C WCMOMb30BaHMEM MOHATUA U
pe3ynbTaToB UCCreaoBaHui knbepHeTUKM 1 Makpocoumonorui. CaenaH BbIBOA, YTO B YCIOBUSIX CIIOXHOCTU U
BbICOKON AVMHAMMVKM COUManbHbIX MPOLEeCcCOB 3(dEKTUBHOCTb FOCYAAPCTBEHHOMO YMpaBfeHus 3aBUCUT OT
YMEHUS UCMOoNb30BaTh 3HAOMEHHbIN NOTEHUMan counanbHbIX CUCTEM.

MepeonpenenexHne ponu npaeBuTenbCTBa B chepe rocyaapCTBEHHON BRacTu OOMKHbI ObiTb HanpaBneHb!
Ha OTKa3 OT HUCXOOALWMX W Y3KO OnpedenieHHbiX BMellaTenbCTB MNpu OCYLLEeCTBNEHUM obliero Haasopa u
aKTUBHOrO ynpasrneHusi. Takum obpasom, criegyeT BblGupaTb MsArkue opmbl KOOPAUHALMK, TakMe Kak rubkoe
npaBo, C BO3MOXHOCTbIO eXpost yTOUHEHMS Lener rocygapcTBEHHON MOMNUTUKW, KOHCTPYMPYIOTCS NO cTaHaapTam
[OrOBOPHbIX OTHOLLEHMI. [y6nuyHble AENCTBUSA AOMKHbI HOCUTb MHKITFO3MBHBIN XapakTep, a NOCTaBMeHHble Lenuv
OOMKHbI ObITb Pe3yrnbTaToM 06LLECTBEHHBIX 0OCYXOEHUN.

KnioueBble cnoBa: rocygapCTBeHHas NonuTrka, rocyaapcTBEHHOe ynpaBreHue, coumarnbHasi CIOXHOCTb,
CNOXHble aAanTMBHbIE CUCTEMbI, CAMOOPraHn3auusl.
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System approach as a method of cognition of social complexity. Processes occurring in
social world are essentially characterized by the following regularities: growth of diversity, deepening
complexity and high dynamics of changes (Kooiman, 2008). The concept of diversity is associated
with progressive functional specialization and division of labour. It shows the nature and scope of
differences existing between social entities, which also represent significant source of innovation and
change factor. Complexity, on the other hand, refers to social relations. Concerning the entirety of
interactions, it reflects interdependence existing between actors. It also implies specified way of
social organization, which structures the interactions taking place within its frames. Social dynamics,
on the other hand, is associated with the flow of different types of streams (e.g. energy, information),
in connection with structural tensions. The aforementioned phenomena are the source of uncertainty
and change, while representing crucial difficulty on the way to govern (steer) social systems. They
also stay in close relationship with each other, whereas their growing intensity reflects the impact of
such factors as: knowledge development, technical progress or improvements in communication.

Particularly significant research challenge is posed by social complexity that escapes typical
cognitive methods based on reductive thinking, which nowadays forms a basis of scientific view of
the world. Reductive thinking is based on the assumption that all the phenomena occurring in
biosphere can be described by the characteristics of the elements that constitute them. As a
consequence, it employs analysis, used for deduction of properties of specified entireties from the
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features of their components, as a basic cognition method”. Yet, the complexity that exhibits synergic
qualities eludes the analytical approach. While characterizing the entirety, it creates its new quality,
putting aside the constitutive elements in this respect. Thus the behaviour of complex aggregates
that exhibit emergent properties cannot be explained by simple extrapolation of their components.

Therefore, reductionism fails as a method of studying the nature of complexity. Due to the
specific character of complexity, alternative approaches are needed. Methods employing holistic
thinking — in “holistic” categories — where cognition targets higher abstraction levels provide such an
opportunity. Thus, the reduction of complexity or, in other words, its simplification, occurs not so
much through “scooping” of details than through their removal from the observation field thanks to
adopting wider perspective. Only putting aside numerous details, insignificant when viewed from the
perspective of the whole, gives the opportunity to capture key characteristics, functions or tendencies
of changes of such organized entirety. Thus, with respect to complexity, synthesis appears to be a
useful method, marked by opposite to analysis direction of reasoning (from the entirety towards
detail). Synthesis serves studying the properties or behaviours of the specified whole and only on
such basis it allows reasoning as to the function and meaning of the components.

Social reality is an example of complexity based on diverse social interactions forming a ground
for numerous streams of mutually infiltrating and determining processes. It is marked by high
dynamics with significant degree of unpredictability. Relative stability of social system may be easily
disturbed by unexpected events, which, on the other hand, may be substantially reinforced by
feedbacks. Basically, two types of them are differentiated: positive that have self-reinforcing
character and drive the change and negative (balancing) ones, which sustain stability. Due to
feedbacks, relatively slight stimuli may in some circumstances lead to fundamental transformations,
whereas in other ones, it seems, rationally planned and strongly oriented actions may bring barely
noticeable effects or otherwise cause highly undesired outcomes. Social processes may eventually
lead to the aforementioned emergence, that is, emerging of higher levels of organization e.g. through
spontane30us order (self-organization). They may also prove discontinuous (non-linear) character of
changes”.

As seen from the above, social life is governed by specific rules and cannot be reduced to
individual interactions (not excluding physical or biological phenomena)®. To recapitulate, the
following reasons for failure of analytical thinking in studying social systems may be indicated
(Wadhawan, 2010): 1) difficulty of tracking interaction sequences, 2) overlapping and interaction of
numerous processes (iteration), 3) emergence, through coming up of new properties or higher forms
of organization of social systems, 4) existence of phenomena of an open nature, non-determined,
which cannot be treated as closed or isolated; 5) unstable, and changeable in time, organization
forms, in the shape of processes and not static objects; 6) rooting or ensconcing of processes in
another ones of higher level, determining behaviour of lower levels. Furthermore, reductionism might
be objected for it completely disregards the issues of social life’'s axiology, which frequently
represents crucial factor of human motivation and activity (Kauffman, 2008)5.

Solution to the social complexity dilemma should rather be sought on the ground of holistic
reasoning. Though already known in antiquity, holistic thinking in science was institutionalized only in
the 1950s together with the introduction of, located in its scope, concept of systemse. In the simplest
perspective, a system represents certain set of elements (e.g. things, parts, individuals) arranged to
form specific entirety together with a totality of relations concerning them. Roughly, it may be

2 In its radical form, reductionism holds that entire reality is nothing else than particles in motion. The essential objection against
reductionism is that boiling the world down to action and interaction of particles does not leave any space for meaning, sense or values.
Thus, social reality does not reflect assumptions of reductionism.

? Linearity of phenomena is specific of Newton’s mechanics and, in accordance with its deterministic nature, means that specified change of
a given factor inevitably leads to a result that can be precisely predicted.

* In mathematical terms, analytical approach may be applied only upon joint fulfilment of the following conditions: 1) lack or negligibility of
interactions between the parts and 2) linear character of relationships describing behaviour of the parts. Therefore, the condition of
summability must be met, i.e. the equation, which describes the entirety, has to be of the same formula as equations describing its parts.
Then, overlapping of partial processes to receive holistic processes is possible. Systems composed of parts, which are interacting, do not
meet the aforementioned conditions, and the systems that describe them, including linear differential equations, are unsolvable (Bertalanffy,
1969).

® The above objections imply the stance, which favours emergence. Phenomena occurring in biosphere, evolution in particular, are
epistemologically and ontologically emergent with respect to physics. It does not mean that biology or social sciences breach the rules of
physics and cannot be described by means of its notional apparatus (Kauffman, 2008).

© Started at the time by, inter alia, Bertalanffy, general theory of systems aimed at far-reaching universal status, with the ambition to cover
different scientific fields with its principles, which faced strong opposition from their representatives. Despite rejection of its universalism,
system approach after a wave of popularity decrease in the 1970s, now once again enjoys growing interest.
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associated with specific structure that reveals: order, organization and purpose of the action
(Skyttner, 2010). System approach serves to display properties that characterize entirety without the
necessity to scrupulously go into the interactions of respective elements. It provides knowledge in the
scope of logic of action (function), disregarding non-significant structural aspects. Therefore, on one
hand it serves reduction (simplification) of complexity, and on the other — its complex (holistic)
presentation. It allows, for instance, to explain properties of a system, determinants of its behaviour,
as well as functions of respective elements’. It is particularly useful in the case of complex beings
exhibiting emergent properties leading to higher forms of organization. It allows going beyond
cybernetic concept of a black box, which acts based on stimulus-reaction principle, and performance
of deepened deliberations concerning functions, actions or reactions of complex levels of social
systems organization (Checkland, 2000).

System approach has universal character, which means that it finds application in different
fields of knowledge. Essentially, in the theory of systems their three main types are distinguished
(Chapman, 2004): 1) natural — specific of biology and chemistry; 2) engineering — in the area of
technique; 3) social — related to human populations. Respective type of systems is associated with
specified foundations, both ontological and cognitive. And hence, in technical sciences the systems
are generally treated as real beings characterized by objective features. In biology and social
sciences, on the other hand, the idea of subjective character of systems is dominant. Their construct
or representation is considered to be only a rational and theoretical category, which, in the process of
cognition, is “imposed” on specific, independently existing reality. The system concept may therefore
have highly subjective and selective character. It is a researcher who, by adopting specific
perspective, which does not exclude concurrent different capture of reality, constructs a system, e.g.
through a prism of different objectives, functions or organization levels®. Regardless of the
differences of ontological nature, it must be added that fragmentation of cognition is, by definition, so
to say, inscribed in the system approach, which summa summarum is to represent simplification of
reality. And as such, it is always determined by adopted research perspective. Bearing in mind the
existence of many levels of organization, as well as functions they fulfil, one must realize that
specified system usually represents only arbitrarily chosen piece of larger, hierarchically or
functionally organized/composed entirety.

Our findings so far imply that the concept of social system should be referred to specified
community of actors bound by relations, as part of which nhumerous interactions occur. Interactions
are structured by commonly shared norms and rules of an institutional character, which constitute
and form specified patterns of social organization while setting the tone for social dynamics. Since
mutual conditionality of the elements, based on communication happening between them, forms the
foundation for organization, the complexity remains in close relationship with the concept of system
organization (Ashby, 2004). Organization thus represents emergent property of a complex system,
coming to light as a result of interactions of its elements, being a consequence of their
interdependence, essentially mediated in the process of communication”. Its existence and durability
is determined by presence of specified structure, which ensures possibility of constant, repeatable
and stable, to an extent, interactions. Thus, with a bit of approximation, social system complexity
might be identified as its architecture, where specified institutional structure provides order and
durability. It needs to be added that due to its dynamic character, a system is actually not so much of

7 Synthesis that forms methodological grounds for system approach may be identified with explanation and understanding, while analysis,
opposite to synthesis, serves mainly to describe and gather knowledge (in the scope of construction/structure). System approach expands
researcher’s perspective by new functions or properties, while analysis reduces them. Analytical thinking focuses on static and structural
properties, whereas systemic thinking targets functions and behaviour of the entirety. The analysis allows modelling of the phenomena
through reduction of studied phenomena to their specified aspect (or limited number of objects), on the assumption that each of them
exhibits specified fixed features that harmonize with predefined laws (Skyttner, 2010).

8 According to the position of phenomenological tradition, reality cannot be perceived independently from meanings assigned to it by people.
Furthermore, the representations should be referred differently to social world than to natural world. The first represents a world of inter-
subjective culture and as such it is already structured, i.e. equipped with reasonability structure, which binds people living in it. As concerns
the world described by natural sciences, here the existence of objects or phenomena is determined by respective theory (structure of
concepts) applied by researcher. Objects exist only in his/her “observational field”, and this in itself is indifferent to observed physical
particles. It is a researcher, who “creates” objects, imposing specified form of observed reality. Therefore, the accepted or assumed
perspective determines the description and shape of the world. As a consequence no “bare facts” exist, since all that we observe represent
a thought-construct created by the activity of our brain. It is always abstracted from wider context of the universe, within the framework of
specified interpretation horizon. (Schitz, 1953).

° Since in social systems interactions between individuals represent the source of complexity, their intensification results in higher
complexity. New information technologies substantially facilitate information circulation thus contributing to intensification of interactions.
Information is a mediator of interaction, or it may represent a source of complexity and unpredictability itself.
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a static structure than evolving or co-evolving modality, in which countless interactions occur
(Hausner, 2013).

System perspective of governance is based on the idea that to exercise control over complex
beings, usually the knowledge of key aspects of their functioning should suffice. Knowledge
concerning all possible details is not only useless but also counter-productive. Hence the imperative
is to focus exclusively on essential aspects of studied (social) phenomena, while disregarding details.
Furthermore, due to the fact that variability and dynamics of social life quickly make the proposed
solutions obsolete, the issues considered should be approached in individualized way (Skyttner,
2010). This, in turn, leads to the statement that specified decisional context always has significant
meaning, and in the long run determines effectiveness of steering/governance of the system.

Determinants of social systems governance. Governance of social systems poses a specific
challenge due to variability and modality of human interactions, structuration of which by institutional
orders and systems of values has only a framework character. Due to their complex character
systems represent a subject of numerous, impossible to be precisely captured, processes, the
course and outcome of which is difficult to predict. As a consequence, there is no possibility to isolate
single cause and effect streams from the whole of events taking place within a system. This
represents major obstacle on the steering path, as it rules out an opportunity to predict, as well as
assess, the effectiveness of the actions taken. Furthermore, it must be taken into account that
systems in different contexts may react differently to applied stimuli and interventions made. The fact
that a series of phenomena in social systems have self-activating/spontaneous character, occurring
independently from the forms of coordination attempted, also has a significant meaning.

Due to the outlined determinants, it seems that understanding the essence of complex social
arrangements, as well as the search for effective methods of governance, should be particularly
associated with system approach. By reducing complexity it creates convenient opportunity to
capture the logic of a given system, and, as a consequence, a chance to effectively implement
steering instruments. Thus, it may be successfully used to overcome outlined cognitive barriers and
problems.

Due to the size of the paper, the focus here will be on two groups of issues, particularly
significant from the governance perspective: conceptualization of steering mechanisms and setting
goals of systems, as well as prioritizing them.

In the scope of governing (steering) social systems, treated as complex adaptive systems™,
two kinds of opposite approaches are in use today (Esmark, 2011): 1) classical — referring to the
output of general theory of systems and cybernetics and 2) macro-sociological — drawing inspirations
from autopoiesis, a phenomenon known in biology. In the first approach a system is assumed to act
mechanically, and its steering is based on induction of automatic reactions according to predefined
scenarios. System is steered based on servomechanism using feedback phenomenon.
Automatically, and in a predictable fashion, it makes proper corrections to its functioning. So, it
represents the logic of an automatic machine, and speaking precisely — homeostat capable of
maintaining specified variables in certain defined boundaries. On the other hand, in the case of
autopoetic system, there exist no direct reactions to external stimuli. Such system functions guided
by its own logic and values, acting within boundaries it rigidly maintains. It thus has autonomous
character in relation to its environment, reacting to stimuli coming from there only indirectly and “on
its own terms”. In a nutshell, it acts in self-referential way, i.e. in a way specific to itself, while
determining the boundary (distinction) between itself and external environment (Luhmann, 1996).

As far as governance is concerned, the difference between two types of steering is
fundamental. Namely, a system reacting in a classical way is steerable, i.e. directly and reliably
reacts to provided stimuli based on input-output principle. It has an open character and smoothly
adapts to signals from external environment. The autopoietic system, on the other hand, is self-
steering in a sense that it remains under control of values or predispositions exclusively encoded in

1t must be indicated that besides already discussed, complex character, social systems represent a special case of open and adaptive
systems. For each open system two issues in particular are vital:

1) keeping/retention of system’s substance, and 2) ensuring undisturbed performance of key functions. Generally speaking, it is about
maintaining system’s integrity and identity in the conditions of its on-going transformation in changing environment. Taking into account the
dependence on variable environment and the entropy that characterizes animate world, three types of endogenous processes have
significant meaning: reproduction, self-regulation and adaptation. Processes of the first type serve to maintain a system through its constant
recreation, whereas the latter is about keeping a system in proper condition by absorption and transformation of stimuli coming from the
outside. Processes of this type concern the ability of systems to adapt to new conditions, while maintaining integrity and identity. The final
outcome of their impact is fluid evolution of systems, occurring in the conditions of dynamically perceived equilibrium.
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itself't (Esmark, 2011, 94). Thus, it stands out for its closed character and, as such, is not steerable
from outside. Influencing it is possible only indirectly, so to say, at a distance, through specific
modification of its environment (Jessop, 2011). The outcome of such actions, however, cannot be
fully predicted. From autopoietic perspective, systems are viewed as permanently closed, though
constantly going into interactions with their environment. Their action is determined by internal,
organizationally closed system that generates relationships.

It is noteworthy that complete closure of autopoietic systems is currently under question. It is
assumed that despite not reacting on stimuli in a conventional way based on input-output principle
systems nevertheless create, in a specific way, for it happens only in the process of reproduction, the
answers to applied stimuli. Therefore, we can speak about dual nature of autopoietic systems that
are operationally closed, while being cognitively opened. Systems adapt to the environment but with
the characteristics known only to them, created and maintained by systems (Klijn, 2008). Therefore,
in the case of autopoietic system the idea of steering from the outside cannot be completely ruled
out, but it concerns not so much the entire system itself but its steering subsystem.

From the governance perspective, the idea of autopoiesis corresponds to self-organization
(self-governance) concept. Self-organization represents an emergent order that has arisen through
spontaneous fluctuations, which is then maintained by the system based on self-re%)ulation and
protected through evolution until with time a new form of organization has emerged 2. From the
public governance standpoint, the ability of social system to self-govern is perceived as its natural
property, which represents a specific challenge to external (public) coordination. For it means that
any state or event within a system is caused by a system®®.

As concerns the importance of self-organization phenomenon for public governance, two
opposite stances are possible. According to the first one, prevailing at the beginning, self-
organization is perceived as a key obstacle in exercising authority (Kickert, Klijn, Koppenjan, 1997).
In this approach, it is assumed that autopoietic system cannot be governed from the outside, or it can
but only in a very imperfect way at best. It so happens, because any conventional influences on the
behaviour of actors meet autonomic counteraction from endogenous self-steering mechanisms.
Thus, any external interventions contradictory to values or preferences of a system are either
effectively rejected or neutralized by a system. In extreme situations they may lead to its
destabilization or even destruction. On the other hand, the opponents take a stance that natural
potential of self-governance can and should be taken advantage of through competent “steering from
a distance’, i.e. influencing the environment of the system and making use of network governance
tools (Esmark, 2011).

It seems that both perspectives: classical (mechanistic) and macro-sociological
(autopoietic/biological) should, in the context of social systems, be treated in the categories, which
are admittedly fruitful and inspiring, though used only as analogies. By means of them complex
processes conceptualizing might be attempted, but we need to bear in mind that they are going to
serve only as reality approximation. Assumption of any of the two not only represents specific way of
world perception, but also certain ideological attitude. For the classical approach is associated with
justification of effectiveness and reasonability of directive governance (direct public interventions), as
well as acceptance of hierarchic forms of coordination (centralization). Autopoietic perspective, on
the other hand, is closer to neoliberal trends based on respecting subjectivity of social actors,
negatively perceived freedom and subsidiary role of state towards self-organizing reality. It justifies
definition of only the framework for the action of empowered units by public authority, and
decentralization and interactive forms of governance based on soft forms of coordination (e.g.

* |n principle, the concept of autopoiesis assumes that a system represents its own output. Autopoietic systems are then self-steered, self-
controlled and autonomous. Besides, they are recursive, i.e. they reproduce themselves in their own framework — events and operations
occurring within a system are determined by endogenous factors, occurring as a part of recursive reproduction of a system.

2 The essence of self-organization phenomenon is based on the fact that it represents the outcome of the process, as a result of which
seemingly incoherent and chaotic arrangement transforms into ordered and coherent whole. Transformation of non-balanced nature occurs,
which results in transition of a system from micro- to macroscopic scale. What is more, the emergence of self-organized entirety is
impossible to be anticipated from the properties of individual elements. The condition for the occurrence of self-organization processes is
system’s situating itself in a point that is far from equilibrium (Batten, 2001).

% Biological perspective substantially contributed to development of concepts associated with self-organization (self-reference, self-
steering). It implies significant reorientation as to the objectives of self-governance logic from now on understood as meta-steering or
second-order governance. Perspective of autopoiesis indicates that social entities establish internal processes that serve reproduction and
adaptation, where internal organization, key values and culture determine their identity (Chapman, 2004).
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network approach). Due to deepening social complexity and dynamics as well as activity in public
sphere of various empowered stakeholders, autopoietic analogy seems to be particularly valid today.

Moving to the issues of specification of objectives in the context of systems, it must be
emphasized that these are problems inherently related to the governance issue. The questions then
appear, what the issue of identification and prioritization of goals looks like in case of social systems,
and how the processes, which are supposed to contribute to implementation of the goals, run.

It seems that in order to obtain answers to the above questions reference to the findings
concerning the complexity should be made in the first place. As we remember, complexity is
associated with uncertainty and impossibility to predict either future events or their consequences. In
the context of complexity, two types of problematic situations are identified (Chapman, 2004): the
ones in which reaching consensus as to the nature of the problem and possible ways to solve it
(difficulties) is possible, and the cases, when there is no consensus as to placement of the problem,
let alone agreement as to possible actions (messes). In the first case, although the objectives
themselves can be identified, prioritization may pose a problem in the situation of competition
between them. In the second case that takes place in the situations of deep uncertainty, it is difficult
to say anything at all about precise identification of goals. Thus, it should be assumed that in the
situations of complex social reality, possibility to set a straightforward objective is usually ruled out.
Hence, the question of general nature comes up, whether we can, at all, in this case say about
governance of social systems that may be associated with uncertainty that excludes the possibility to
define a problem, let alone set objectives that contribute to its solution. It seems that two types of
action methods may prove helpful, both within the frameworks of system thinking.

The first refers to so-called soft systems developed by Checkland and postulates to give up
search for one, “obvious” to solve, problem for the concept of its definition as “problematic situation”,
which certain people, for different reasons, perceive as difficult (Checkland, 2000). Possibility of
many interpretations of the problem is thus allowed, accompanied by the assumption that in complex
situations numerous models of its understanding should be constructed, together with different ways
of actions. Then, out of many possible interpretations, the final choice of objectives, which are
cognitively most significant, should be made. The assumption is that their “working out” will happen
through emergence in the course of debate between different actors. Proposed method is referred to
as modelling of human activity systems.

Chapman proposed competitive approach, assuming the perspective characteristic of stability
(homeostasis). Specification of objectives and their prioritization in this approach should depend on
the distance of considered aspects of the system from their acceptable norms. Therefore, such
actions should be taken until system parameters end up within boundaries considered appropriate.
This is to imply that prioritization is determined by the context, and thus goals, as well as
governance, to a large extent should consider circumstances of changes to such context (driven by
events). At the same time, a tendency to focus on carrying out one, clearly specified and quantifiable
objective should be eliminated. Such action is very likely to deform system functioning, the
consequence of which will be its suboptimal operation. Thus, eventually, in complex adaptive
systems the necessity to take on bundles of objectives should be assumed, with weighs referred to
the extent of deviations. Only end users (beneficiaries) of the system will be able to effectively
assess reasonability and achievement of such objectives.

It appears that application of specific approach in public policy practice with respect to goals
prioritization is determined by circumstances, and time pressure in particular. The first of the
presented perspectives, which assumes a kind of deliberation, will be appropriate in the situation of
some decision-making freedom, whereas the second one, will apply when decisions must be taken
quickly. However, contemporary political thought indicates that in problematic situations, while acting
under time pressure, decisions are usually made intuitively ad hoc, and only afterwards ex post
justification for them is sought (Sabatier, 2007). Implicit, both approaches independently point to the
significance of context in the scope of decision-making. It brings about a series of important
consequences. First of all, changeability of the context results in the necessity of constant and fluid
modifications in the scope of actions (decisions) taken. Therefore, the issue of learning comes to the
fore. Constant adaptation to new circumstances requires adequate knowledge and reflective
capability of internalization and application of such knowledge. Adaptive system must therefore be
equipped by mechanisms that ensure learning. Secondly, situational variability rules out static
conceptualization of decision-making processes that would assume a sequence of clearly separated
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phases following one after another (Zaharadis, 2007)14. The processual character of decision-
making, assuming intertwining of phases, streams and sequences of actions should then be opted
for. This is definitely a dynamic vision, where there is no place for logically separated stages of
decision-making process.

Conclusion. To recapitulate the observations presented herein, it must be said that system
perspective provides valuable indications, which could form a basis both for theoretical
conceptualization and practical actions in the scope of public governance. It seems that solving
social problems in the conditions of complexity, viewed from system perspective, should first of all
jointly respect the following issues: internal logic of specific systems and contexts of problematic
situations. Certain degree of operating autonomy (closure) of complex systems, which may
significantly limit or even disable effectiveness of direct interventions, must be taken into account.
Thus the opportunity of hierarchic (mechanical) steering is strongly limited by factors related to
autonomic character of social entities and high dynamics of social phenomena. Systems, as we
established, may act, so to say, on “their own terms”, guided by specific logic, which, depending on a
context, may result in different behaviour of the whole. Therefore, recognizing and respecting this
logic, while allowing for various outcomes of the actions taken in different situations, becomes key.

The above implies that in the conditions of complexity and high dynamics of processes the
effectiveness of public governance should first of all be based on using endogenous potential of
social systems. It must be assumed that the goals, which essentially respect priorities of social
entities and were developed in cooperation with them, will have higher chance of being achieved.
Hence, if possible, public actions should have inclusive character, and defined goals should
represent an outcome of public debate. At the same time, wide, to an extent possible, specification of
frames of actions should be aimed at, through indicating boundary conditions, while leaving social
entities specific range of autonomy and freedom as to the choice of ways of achieving generally set
goals. Therefore, soft forms of coordination, soft law, should be opted for, as well as an opportunity
should be left to further specify goals of public policy, ex post, patterned after relationship standards
in contractual relations.

Taking into account determinants of public intervention, the situational context may not be
disregarded in yet another aspect, namely the urgency of intervention. In urgent situations, top-down
interventions should be allowed without question, though the possibility of either their limited
effectiveness or/and occurrence of unexpected consequences must be reckoned with. On the other
hand, in stable conditions long-term influence targeted at activation of “cognitive” properties of the
social system, through acting not so much on the system itself but rather on its institutional
environment (conditions of action), should be sought. It is associated with the necessity to change
the perspective and give up the reasoning based only on simple definition of goals for stimulation of
learning processes that may result in adequate modification of internal mechanisms of the system.
Therefore, it is about application of process approach in the context of a given problematic situation.
In this sense prioritization should primarily refer to possible directions of impact and envisaged
effects.

It appears that system approach may be successfully applied as conceptual basis for interactive
public governance that grasps social reality in the categories of empowered stakeholders who create
networks of horizontal cooperation. Due to interdependence that characterizes them, they have a
nature of sui generis complex, social subsystems. Networks on one hand are immunized to external
interference and control, while on the other they are characterized by peculiar forms of self-
governance. In their actions they are guided primarily by specific priorities, values and preferences.
Communication amenities result in processes of network consolidation through reinforcement of
interactions, and, as a consequence, lead to social complexity deepening. Hence, steering social
processes becomes more and more problematic, which implies the necessity to seek new, by
definition more sophisticated, methods of public policy and forms of social coordination. The
condition for their development and then their effective implementation is to learn nature and logic of
action of complex social systems, the objective that can largely be met by using system approach.
Thanks to complexity reduction, it proposes valuable look on the essence and nature of social
phenomena, while acting as an inspiration for politicians and public policies run by them. It should

* political process is usually illustrated as a sequence of clearly separated and subsequent phases, covering at least: initiation, formulation,
implementation and assessment of politics.
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also invite to redefinition of government role in the sphere of public authority, by giving up top-down
and narrowly defined interventions for the general supervision and active leadership.
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