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Social imaginaries, structuration, learning, and ‘collibration’: 
Th eir role and limitations in governing complexity

Th e natural and social worlds (and their in-
terconnections) are far too complex to be under-
stood in all their complexity in real time and to 
be governed in all their complexity in real time. 
Th is pair of statements is too simple: complex-
ity is complex. Th is is refl ected in the tenden-
cy for complexity to become a chaotic concept 
– especially in the social sciences, where mathe-
matical formalization is diffi  cult and metaphor-
ical expression is common. Th us I must fi rst re-
duce the complexity of complexity in order to 
connect it to problems of governance and me-
ta-governance. Indeed, faced with complexity, 
simplifi cation is essential for any operating sys-
tem or agent to be able to ‘go on’ in the world. 
Ontological complexity enforces selection on 
natural and social systems alike. One way to 
study such systems is in terms of how they select 
selections. In the social world, complexity is re-
duced in two main ways. Th e fi rst is simplifi ca-
tion through semiosis (meaning- or sense-mak-
ing), which is associated with specifi c systems of 
meaning and forms of representation, and tied 
to personal and collective identities. Th e sec-
ond is simplifi cation through various modes of 
structuration, which set limits to action reper-
toires and compossible sets of social relations 
in time-space, and through attempts to articu-
late (‘collibrate’) diff erent forms of structuration. 
Governance is relevant in both respects: its suc-
cess depends on the adequacy of social imagi-
naries to the complexities of the real world; and 
on the relevance of the modes of governance to 
the objects that are to be governed.

Given these remarks, my contribution to this 
special issue of Zarządzanie Publiczne will un-
dertake fi ve tasks: (1) present the key concepts 

for an analysis of complexity and its reduction 
through semiosis and structuration; (2) elaborate 
the notions of lived experience (tied to personal 
identity or consciousness), social imaginary, and 
ideology (which involves more than social imag-
inaries); (3) introduce the key concepts for the 
study of structuration, including spatio-tempo-
ral fi x, structural coupling, and ecological dom-
inance; (4) introduce the notion of learning as 
a crucial intermediary between lived experience 
and social structuration; and (5) show how dif-
ferent forms of coordination of complex inter-
dependence have developed to address these 
problems, how they fail, and how individual and 
social agents seek to address governance failure 
through new forms of imaginary and new eff orts 
at ‘collibration’. My contribution ends with some 
remarks on a research agenda based on these ar-
guments and a practical agenda oriented to bet-
ter governance based on ‘romantic public irony’ 
as a way of ‘going on’ in a deeply complex world.

1. Complexity and its reduction

John Urry (2002) suggests that sociologi-
cal hypotheses about the real world are gen-
erated through metaphor and that, as the re-
al world changes, sociologists should adopt new 
metaphors. Ignoring the seeming contradiction 
in this account and the risk that metaphors are 
used to tell ‘good stories’ rather than provide ‘sol-
id arguments’, we can certainly agree that recent 
interest in complexity refl ects a Zeitdiagnostik – 
right or wrong – that the social world has be-
come more complex. Th is, in turn, has led social 
agents to search for new ways of reducing com-
plexity and addressing its problems. Among the 
many reasons recently advanced for a dramatic 
intensifi cation of societal complexity are:Lancaster University.
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• increased functional differentiation combined 
with increased interdependence among func-
tional systems;

• increased fuzziness, contestability, and de-dif-
ferentiation of institutional boundaries;

• increased complexity of spatial and scalar re-
lations and horizons of action, as national 
economies, national states, and national soci-
eties cease to be the main axes and reference 
points in societal organization;

• increased complexity and interconnectedness 
of temporalities and temporal horizons, rang-
ing from split-second timing (e.g., computer-
driven trading) to an acceleration of the gla-
cial time of social and environmental change;

• multiplication of identities and the imagined 
communities to which different social forc-
es orient their actions and seek to coordinate 
them;

• increased importance of knowledge and or-
ganized learning; and, because of the above,

• the self-potentiating nature of complexity, 
whereby complex systems generally operate in 
ways that create opportunities for additional 
complexity.
But recognition of growing social complexity 

− even assuming that this could be measured ac-
curately and compared with earlier periods and/
or across diff erent kinds of societies in today’s 
asynchronous, unevenly developing world socie-
ty − does not, per se, justify the appropriation of 
models of complexity from mathematics and the 
natural sciences without regard to the diff erenc-
es between the natural and social worlds. In par-
ticular, it ignores the meaningfulness of the so-
cial world and the scope for agents to respond 
refl exively to complexity (for the counter-view 
that perception, boundary-drawing, and mean-
ing-making occur in all systems, see Barbieri 
2008).

Th is suggests that we should distinguish com-
plexity in general from specifi c modes of com-
plexity. All complex systems share some features 
– or, at least for the sake of reducing the com-
plexity of complexity, it makes sense to identi-
fy these features. Th ese include non-linearity, 
scale dependence, recursiveness, sensitivity to in-
itial conditions, and feedback. Even at this level 
of analysis, however, complexity can be studied 
in many ways, e.g., algorithmic, deterministic, 

and aggregative analyses (Rescher 1998). While 
some complex systems can be modelled more 
or less adequately for given purposes, others are 
characterized by ‘deep complexity’, i.e., are hard 
to reduce in a  ‘satisfi cing’ way, and therefore 
pose problems concerning the way of reducing 
this complexity (Delorme 2010). Social scien-
tists must move on from ‘complexity in gener-
al’ to study specifi c modes of complexity (and 
deep complexity) in the social world and their 
interaction with the natural world. Such study 
includes the governance of complexity and the 
complexity of governance (cf. Jessop 1997).

One way to approach this task is through the 
tools of cultural political economy ( Jessop 2004, 
2009; Jessop and Sum 2001; Sum and Jessop 
2013) which studies semiosis and structuration 
as essential mechanisms of complexity reduction 
in the fi eld of political economy but, as I dem-
onstrate below, its approach can be generalized 
to all social relations. Th ese mechanisms are po-
tentially complementary but possibly contrary 
or disconnected. For social agents to be able to 
‘go on’ in the world, they must reduce complexi-
ty by selectively attributing meaning to some of 
its features rather than others, and also set lim-
its to compossible sets of social relations through 
processes of structuration. Th us, actors (and ob-
servers) must focus selectively on some aspects 
of the world as the basis for becoming active 
participants therein and/or for describing and 
interpreting it as disinterested observers. Th ese 
‘aspects’ are not objectively pre-given in the re-
al world, nor are they subjectively pre-scripted 
by hard-wired cognitive capacities. Instead they 
depend for their selective apperception (recog-
nition and misrecognition) in large part on the 
currently prevailing meaning systems of relevant 
actors and observers, as these have been modi-
fi ed over time. In turn, meaning-making helps to 
shape the overall constitution of the natural and 
social world insofar as it guides a critical mass of 
self-confi rming, path-shaping actions that more 
or less correctly diagnose the scope for the world 
to be diff erent, and therefore contribute to real-
izing what was previously there only in potentia.

A recent illustration of the importance of com-
plexity reduction (and its limitations) is the well-
known confession by Alan Greenspan, Chair of 
the US Federal Reserve (1987−2006). Asked 
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by Representative Henry Waxman whether he 
thought that his ideology had pushed him into 
making decisions that he had since come to re-
gret in the light of the continuing fi nancial cri-
sis, he replied: ‘remember what an ideology is: 
a conceptual framework for people to deal with 
reality. Everyone has one. You have to – to ex-
ist, you need an ideology. Th e question is wheth-
er it is accurate or not… I’ve found a fl aw. I don’t 
know how signifi cant or permanent it is. But I’ve 
been very distressed by that fact… A fl aw in the 
model that I perceived as the critical functioning 
structure that defi nes how the world works, so to 
speak.’ (Congressional Hearing, 23.10.08)

Th is ideology was the effi  cient market hy-
pothesis, a  key element in neo-classical eco-
nomics, and the basis of his conviction that mar-
kets could and, indeed, should be left to manage 
themselves. If necessary, the state would step in 
later to clear up any problems. Of course, there 
are many other economic ‘ideologies’ or, as I pre-
fer to call them, ‘imaginaries’, which simplify 
economic relations in diff erent ways. And there 
are countless other ways of reducing complexi-
ty through sense-making that attribute meaning 
to other aspects of the natural and social world, 
construing them in one or another way in a this-
worldly and/or other-worldly fashion. Th e lat-
ter would include, for example, spiritual and re-
ligious imaginaries.

But, while all social construals are equal (in-
sofar as all social agents must engage in mean-
ing-making in order to be able to ‘go on’ in the 
world), some interpretations are more equal than 
others in their impact on the social construc-
tion of the social world. Th e role of intellectu-
als is clearly important here, but we should not 
fall prey to the intellectuals’ temptation to think 
that theirs are the only imaginaries that become 
hegemonic or dominant. Th e role of semiosis in 
this respect cannot be understood or explained 
without identifying and exploring the extra-se-
miotic conditions that both enable meaning-
making and make it more or less eff ective not 
only in terms of comprehension but also of prac-
tical action. Th is highlights the role of variation, 
selection, and retention in the development and 
consolidation of some construals rather than 
others, and in their embodiment and embedding 
in practices that transform the natural and social 

world. As one moves from variation through se-
lection to retention, extra-semiotic factors linked 
to specifi c communication channels and broad-
er social confi gurations play an increasing role in 
determining which discourses or imaginaries are 
translated into durable social constructions and 
become part of actors’ bodily and mental condi-
tion (hexis), shape their personal and social iden-
tities, promote certain social dispositions and 
routines (habitus), get enacted in organizational 
routines, or become institutionalized in various 
ways. Inquiring into such processes is especial-
ly important where meaning systems have be-
come so sedimented (taken-for-granted or natu-
ralized) that their socially contingent nature goes 
unremarked. Another intriguing question con-
cerns the relation between micro-social diversity 
and stable macro-social confi gurations, and this 
is where structuration enters the investigation.

Structuration establishes possible connec-
tions and sequences of social interaction (in-
cluding interaction with natural worlds) that 
facilitate routine actions and set limits to path-
shaping strategic actions. While structuration re-
fers to a complex, contingent, tendential process 
that is mediated through action but produces re-
sults that no actors can be said to have willed, 
structure refers to the contingently necessary 
outcome of diverse structuration eff orts (for an 
infl uential sociological account of structura-
tion, see Giddens 1984; for a more complicat-
ed interpretation, with a more nuanced analysis 
of structure-agency dialectics, see Jessop 2009). 
With its mix of constrained opportunities, re-
cursiveness, redundancy, and fl exibility, structur-
ation facilitates social reproduction somewhere 
between an impossible stasis and the edge of 
chaos. Reproduction is not automatic but me-
diated through situated social action that occurs 
in more or less structured contexts. It involves 
complex assemblages of asymmetrical opportu-
nities for social action, privileging some actors 
over others, some identities over others, some 
ideal and material interests over others, some 
spatio-temporal horizons of action over others, 
some coalition possibilities over others, some 
strategies over others and so on ( Jessop 2009). 
In this sense, structural constraints always oper-
ate selectively: they are not absolute and uncon-
ditional but always temporally, spatially, agency-, 
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and strategy-specifi c. Conversely, to the extent 
that agents are refl exive, capable of reformulat-
ing within limits their own identities and inter-
ests, and able to engage in strategic calculation 
about their current situation, they may be able to 
alter these selectivities.

Where these two forms of complexity re-
duction complement each other, they transform 
meaningless and unstructured complexity into 
meaningful and structured complexity. In terms 
of societal confi gurations, this involves hegem-
onic imaginaries and institutional and spatio-
temporal fi xes that together produce zones of 
relative stability based on active or, more like-
ly, passive consent and structured coherence 
(Section 3). Th e social and natural world be-
comes relatively meaningful and orderly for ac-
tors (and observers) in so far as not all possi-
ble social interactions are compossible in a given 
time-space envelope. Th is excludes many other 
meanings and many other possible social worlds. 
Th is does not prevent competing imaginaries 
concerning diff erent fi elds of social action or, 
indeed, rival principles of societal organization 
more generally. For, in a social world character-
ized by exploitation, oppression, and exclusion, 
there are many possible standpoints for constru-
ing the world and many sources of social disrup-
tion. How relatively stable social orders emerge 
in particular time-space envelopes in the face of 
such complexity is one of the enduring challeng-
es in the social sciences.

2. Lived experience, social imaginaries, 
and ideologies

Semiosis is an umbrella concept for all forms 
of the production of meaning that is oriented to 
communication among social agents, individu-
al or collective. An imaginary is a semiotic en-
semble (without tightly defi ned boundaries) that 
frames individual subjects’ lived experience of an 
inordinately complex world and/or guides col-
lective calculation about that world. Th ere are 
many such imaginaries and they are involved in 
complex and tangled relations at diff erent sites 
and scales of action (see Althusser 1971; Taylor 
2001). As noted above, without them, individu-
als cannot ‘go on’ in the world, and collective ac-

tors (such as organizations) cannot relate to their 
environments, make decisions, or pursue more or 
less coherent and successful strategies in a com-
plex, often deeply complex, environment.

While some social imaginaries are organized 
around (oriented to, help to construct) specifi c 
systems of action (e.g., economy, law, science, ed-
ucation, politics, health, religion, art), others are 
more concerned with diff erent spheres of life, 
the ‘lifeworld’ (broadly interpreted) or ‘civil so-
ciety’. Th e latter kind of imaginaries may none-
theless acquire system-relevance through their 
articulation into the operation of system logics 
(e.g., the use of gender to segment the labour 
force, the mobilization of ‘racial’ identities to jus-
tify educational exclusion). System-relevant and 
lifeworld imaginaries provide the basis for iden-
tities and interests, whether individual, group, 
movement, or organizational. Agents normally 
have multiple identities, privileging some over 
others in diff erent contexts. Th is has prompted 
the recent interest in ‘intersectionalism’, i.e., the 
study of the eff ects of diff erent mixes of system-
relevant and ‘lifeworld’ identities.

Given this multiplicity of identities, their dif-
ferential intersection, and the problems that this 
poses for social mobilization, eff ective social 
agency often depends on strategic essentialism 
(Spivak 1987). Th is involves the discursive and 
practical privileging of one identity over others 
for the purposes of collective action in partic-
ular conjunctures even though this temporar-
ily ignores or suppresses real diff erences with-
in a movement. Examples include the appeal to 
nationalism in inter-imperialist wars, successive 
waves of feminism, or the mobilization of re-
gional identities to create the social as well as 
economic bases of regional competitiveness.

Because meaning-making is the basis of lived 
experience, everyone is involved in social con-
strual. But not everyone makes an equal contri-
bution to the social construction of social rela-
tions. Each system and the diff erent spheres of 
the ‘lifeworld’ have their own semiotic divisions 
of labour that overlay, diff erentially draw on, 
and feed into lived experience. Some individu-
als and/or collective intellectuals (such as polit-
ical parties, and old and new social movements) 
are particularly active in bridging these diff erent 
systems and spheres of life, attempting to cre-
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ate hegemonic meaning systems or to develop 
sub- or counter-hegemonic imaginaries. And, of 
course, increasingly, semiosis is heavily ‘media-
tized’, i.e., infl uenced by mass media and social 
media. Given the diversity of systems and the 
plurality of identities in the ‘lifeworld’, it would 
be mistaken to assume that one type of social ac-
tor will be the leading force in semiosis in gener-
al or hegemony-making in particular. Likewise, 
given competing societalization principles, there 
can be no guarantee that one principle of struc-
turation will dominate the others.

What is the relation between lived experience, 
social imaginaries, and ideology? We should not 
short-circuit the analysis and move from semio-
sis to ideology too hastily. At stake in a serious 
ideological critique are the sources and mecha-
nisms that ‘bias’ lived experience and imaginaries 
towards specifi c identities, and their changing 
ideal and/or material interests in specifi c con-
junctures. Th e ‘raw material’ of ideology is mean-
ing systems, social imaginaries, and lived experi-
ence. However, these are all essential aspects of 
actors’ ability to ‘go on’ in the world in the face of 
complexity. Th ey involve, wittingly or not, spe-
cifi c entry-points and standpoints to make the 
world calculable through selective observation 
of the real world, reliance on specifi c codes and 
programmes to interpret it, the deployment of 
particular categories and forms of calculation, 
sensitivity to specifi c structures of feeling, ref-
erence to particular identities, justifi cation in 
terms of particular vocabularies of motives, ef-
forts to calculate short- to long-term interests, 
and so forth. Th ese simplifi cations are designat-

ed by the term ‘social imaginary’ and they are the 
basis for lived experience.

When analyzing meaning systems, then, the 
three main analytical steps, required to avoid 
simplistic critiques of semiosis as always-already 
ideological, are: (1) recognize the role of semio-
sis as a meaning (or meme) pool in complexity 
reduction, i.e., regard signs and symbols as ele-
ments from which ideation and communication 
draw; (2) identify social imaginaries, i.e., specif-
ic clusters of meaning (or semiotic) systems, and 
describe their form and content – recognizing 
that they are never fully closed and are frequent-
ly re-articulated; and (3) analyze their contin-
gent articulation and contribution to processes 
of structuration which secure specifi c patterns 
of exploitation, oppression, and domination that 
serve the particular ideal or material interests of 
specifi c individual agents or social forces.

3. Spatio-temporal fix, structural 
coupling, ecological dominance

Structuration sets limits to compossible com-
binations of social relations and thereby ren-
ders them more predictable and manageable as 
objects of social action. Just as semiosis as such 
is not ideological in form, content, and eff ects, 
structuration does not necessarily entail ex-
ploitation, oppression, and domination. Th is 
is something that must be established through 
rigorous theoretical and empirical investigation 
and/or through learning based on attempts to 
transform specifi c sets of social relations. It is al-
so important to note that there are always inter-

Table 1. Imaginary versus Ideology

Imaginary Ideology

Imaginary is not ‘true’ or ‘false’ but may be more or less 
adequate for ‘going on’ in the world

Ideology is linked to ‘truth regimes’ that privilege ideal 
and/or material interests

Imaginary can lead to learning based on reflexive 
interpretation of successive experiences 
(Erlebnis → Erfahrung)

Ideology frames and limits Erlebnis (lived experience) 
and the scope for Erfahrung (learning appropriate lessons)

Plurality of imaginaries is based on different entry-points 
and standpoints

Competing ideologies privilege some entry-points 
and standpoints over others

Reflexive agents can adopt different perspectives to open 
space for varying degrees of self-reflexion

Ideologies may be formed and promoted intentionally and, 
even when they are emergent, tend to block (self-)reflexion
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stitial, residual, marginal, irrelevant, recalcitrant 
and plain contradictory semiotic and extra-se-
miotic elements that escape any attempt to iden-
tify, govern, and stabilize a given set of social ar-
rangements or broader social order. While such 
elements can disrupt the smooth performance 
of instituted social orders and provide bases of 
resistance to the established order, they also of-
fer a reservoir of semiotic and material resources 
that can be mobilized in the face of unexpected 
events or crisis (Grabher 1994).

Th ree useful concepts for investigating struc-
turation are spatio-temporal fi x, structural cou-
pling, and ecological dominance. A spatio-tem-
poral fi x (which is also social and institutional) 
emerges when the conditions for relative social 
order are secured within a  given time-space en-
velope thanks to the displacement and/or de-
ferral of sources of instability elsewhere and/
or into the future. In other words, zones of rel-
ative stability are typically tied to zones of rela-
tive instability: these may develop by chance or, 
more often, through more or less deliberate ef-
forts to secure stability at the expense of other 
places and/or future problems. Such fi xes delimit 
the main spatial and temporal boundaries with-
in which structural coherence is secured, and ex-
ternalize certain costs of securing this coherence 
beyond these boundaries. In this sense, however, 
zones of relative instability form the ‘constitutive 
outside’ of zones of relative stability. Th e risk of 
‘blowback’ is therefore always present to a great-
er or lesser degree and, as we will see below, cri-
ses in governance are often related to the neglect 
of the ‘constitutive outside’ and its contribu-
tion to an always temporary, partial, and fragile 
governance regime. Even within these bounda-
ries, some classes, class fractions, social catego-
ries or other social forces located inside the rel-
evant zone of relative stability are marginalized, 
excluded, or oppressed.

Structural coupling refers to the ‘blind co-
evolution’ of diff erent sets of social relations re-
sulting from their co-existence or interpene-
tration in the same time-space envelope and/
or its ‘constitutive outside’. Th e construal of dif-
ferent institutional orders as more or less clear-
ly demarcated from each other (e.g., markets 
and states) does not mean that they are sepa-
rate in the real social world. On the contrary, 

they can be related in many complex and un-
predictable ways that may in turn become fac-
tors in the failure of eff orts to govern an ‘im-
agined’ economy (i.e., the subset of economic 
activities and their extra-economic conditions of 
existence that is identifi ed as the basis for eco-
nomic calculation, steering, management, etc.), 
because the eff ects of structural coupling go un-
recognized and, for some actors, are even unim-
aginable (as shown by Alan Greenspan’s above-
cited confession). Other examples of failure to 
govern ‘imagined’ sets of social relations (e.g., 
the family, youth culture, migration, health, an-
thropogenic climate change, industrial relations, 
fi scal crisis, sovereign debt, etc.) may be explica-
ble in similar terms. Structural coupling should 
not be confused with attempts to engage in the 
strategic coordination of diff erent sets of social 
relations (see Section 5), although such attempts 
may seek to rely on structural coupling to pro-
duce their eff ects and, as noted, in failing fully to 
anticipate them, fail.

Finally, ecological dominance refers to the 
relative importance of diff erent instituted social 
orders (economic, legal, military, political, reli-
gious, educational, scientifi c, etc.) as problem-
makers and problem-takers in the social ecol-
ogy formed by the co-existence and structural 
coupling of diff erent self-organizing social or-
ders. Whereas orthodox Marxism suggests that 
the economy (more precisely, the dominant so-
cial relations of production) are determinant in 
the last instance, the concept of ecological dom-
inance allows for diff erent sets of social relations 
to be primary in diff erent periods or specifi c 
conjunctures. In this respect, the principal ob-
stacles to eff ective governance will derive from 
the structural contradictions and strategic di-
lemmas that are associated with the ecological-
ly dominant set of social relations. Th ese could 
be the contradictions of the capital relation and 
the dilemmas that they generate for social forc-
es in particular contexts. But they could also be 
the contradictions involved in civil-military re-
lations when armed confl ict is the chief prob-
lem-maker, and the dilemmas this poses for the 
elected government’s accountability to citizens, 
and the centralization involved in military com-
mand structures. No doubt readers can think of 
other examples. Th is has important implications 
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for the adequacy of diff erent social imaginaries 
as bases for governance, as well as for the ade-
quacy of diff erent approaches to governance in 
particular periods and conjunctures.

4. How Learning mediates lived 
experience and structuration

Learning has the same selectivities (semiotic, 
structural, technological, and agential) as semio-
sis in general, and also undergoes variation, se-
lection, and retention. Learning depends on 
a  dialectics of Erlebnis (immediate experience) 
and Erfahrung (lessons learnt) that has its own 
temporalities. I  suggest that learning is an im-
portant bridge between semiosis and structura-
tion in so far as it results from the interaction of 
more or less refl exive, sense-making social agents 
with a complex natural and social world that is 
not fully, let alone immediately, accessible to ob-
servation and comprehension. It is in this sense 
that one can talk of a ‘unity of theory and prac-
tice’ or, better, of expectations based on institut-
ed or emerging social imaginaries and personal 
or collective experience based on attempts to ‘go 
on’ in the natural and social world through prac-
tical action. I will explore the relevance of this 
dialectic to governance in the next section. But 
fi rst, I want to show how learning operates in the 
face of shocks to social imaginaries (Greenspan’s 
‘ideologies’) that result from the profoundly dis-
orienting impact of crises that are unexpected, 
even unimaginable, and that render established 
crisis-management routines ineff ective or inop-
erable. In adopting this line of investigation in-
to learning, I do not suggest that learning occurs 
only in crisis or that crisis always produces learn-
ing. But crises do provide interesting insights in-
to the more general mechanisms of learning as 
a  potential bridge between sense-making and 
structuration.

When crises call established modes of learn-
ing into question, learning can pass through 
three stages: learning in crisis, learning about 
crisis, and learning from crisis ( Ji 1996; Jessop 
2013). Each stage is likely to involve diff erent 
balances of semiosis and structuration as well 
as diff erent degrees of refl exivity, i.e., learning 
about learning. Th e latter occurs when actors be-

lieve that new imaginaries are needed because 
inherited approaches have not worked well, and 
therefore reorganize information collection, cal-
culation, and embodied and/or collective mem-
ory. Shifts in strategic learning and knowledge 
production often require a shift in the balance of 
forces in wider social relations.

Crises of crisis-management are especial-
ly likely to disrupt learnt strategic behaviour 
and lead to an initial trial-and-error ‘muddling-
through’ approach. Learning in crisis occurs in 
the immediacy of experiencing crisis, consid-
ered as a  moment of profound disorientation, 
and is directed to the phenomenal forms of cri-
sis. It involves attempts to make sense of an ini-
tial disorientation (at some level of everyday life, 
organizational and/or institutional and/or poli-
cy paradigms, disciplinary or theoretical fram-
ing, and meta-narrative) in order to ‘go on’ in the 
face of the crisis as it is experienced (Erlebnis). 
Th ree points merit attention here. First, social 
actors have diff erent social, spatial, and temporal 
positions as well as refl exive capacities and past, 
and will live the crisis in diff erent ways. In this 
sense, actors’ strategic learning does not come 
directly from the crisis as a whole, but from their 
own circumstances and crisis experiences. Th is 
can lead to diff erent strategic responses (strate-
gic variation); and their results vary in terms of 
success or survival under certain structural and 
conjunctural conditions (strategic selection). 
Second, actors vary in their capacities to ‘read’ 
the crisis and to respond to it in the short term. 
At one extreme, we fi nd wilful blindness or re-
peated bouts of ‘crying wolf ’ that lead to the dis-
missal of real crises; at the other extreme, crises 
may be manufactured (or crisis-construals may 
be deliberately biased) to force decisions favour-
able to one’s own interests. Lastly, in critical re-
alist terms, learning in crisis is more likely to ad-
dress the empirical and actual dimensions of the 
crisis than to deal with its real causes (especial-
ly in terms of their spatio-temporal breadth and 
depth).

Learning about crisis occurs as a crisis unfolds, 
often in unexpected ways, with lags in real time 
as actors begin to interpret the crisis in terms of 
underlying mechanisms and dynamics. It goes 
beyond the ‘phenomenal’ features of a  crisis to 
its ‘essential’ characteristics in order to develop 
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more eff ective initial responses and a more eff ec-
tive mid-term strategy. It is most likely where the 
routine crisis-management procedures adopted 
by actors prove, or seem to be, inadequate or in-
appropriate, with the result that policy-making 
and implementation must engage in experimen-
tation. Th is stage diff ers from learning in crisis 
because it takes more time to dig beneath phe-
nomenal features (if it did not, then this would 
not be a ‘crisis’ that is disorienting at the level of 
theoretical or policy paradigm, and it would be 
possible to engage in usual crisis-management 
routines) and/or to scan the environment for 
analogous events in past or present. Social actors 
learn through trial-and-error in specifi c condi-
tions and, in this sense, through learning about 
crisis, they also embark on learning from crisis.

Learning from crisis occurs after a  crisis is 
(temporarily) resolved (or changes its form, e.g., 
from liquidity crisis to sovereign debt crisis or 
fi scal crisis) and includes preventive or pruden-
tial actions to forestall repetition, to improve cri-
sis-management routines, and so on. It may lead 
to revisions in imaginaries, whether these take 
the form of meta-narratives, theoretical frame-
works, policy paradigms, or everyday expecta-
tions and routines. In this phase, strategic les-
sons are retained after the surviving social actors 
have had time to refl ect on the new, post-cri-
sis realities. Only then is overall strategic reori-
entation and path-breaking likely to be accom-
plished.

Lessons from the past are often invoked in the 
course of all three learning types. Th is involves 
the use of history to make history or, put diff er-
ently, the eff ort to defi ne appropriate historical 
parallels as a basis for responding eff ectively to 
the crisis in real time. Such lessons often interact 
with ‘spatial’ dimensions, such as policy transfer 
across diff erent fi elds, sites, levels, and scales of 
policy-making.

5. (Meta-)governance of complexity 
and complexity of (meta-)governance

Interest in governance, theoretically and nor-
matively, is linked (correctly or not) to increasing 
recognition of the growing complexity of social 
life (Section 1). ‘Governance’ sometimes covers 

all possible modes of coordination of complex 
and reciprocally interdependent activities or op-
erations. Th e most commonly identifi ed modes 
of coordination are the anarchy of the market, 
imperative coordination, refl exive self-organiza-
tion, and solidarity. In each case, successful co-
ordination depends on the performance of com-
plementary activities and operations by other 
actors – whose pursuit of their activities and op-
erations depends in turn on such activities and 
operations being performed elsewhere in the rel-
evant social ensemble. Sometimes the term re-
fers mainly to refl exive self-organization.

Interest in the latter mode of governance de-
veloped because it is alleged to integrate the 
phenomenon of complexity more explicitly, re-
fl exively, and, it is hoped, eff ectively than reli-
ance on markets or command. Indeed, far from 
just responding to demands from social forces 
dissatisfi ed with both state and market failure, 
state managers themselves have actively promot-
ed these new forms of governance as adjuncts 
to and/or substitutes for more traditional forms 
of top-down government. Th ey have done so in 
the hope and/or expectation that policy-making 
and implementation will thereby be improved in 
terms of effi  ciency, eff ectiveness, and transparen-
cy, and also made more accountable to relevant 
stakeholders and/or moral standards, leading 
overall to ‘good governance’. Th is is refl ected in 
growing concern with the role of various forms 
of political coordination which not only span the 
conventional public-private divide but also in-
volve ‘tangled hierarchies’, parallel power net-
works, or other forms of complex interdepend-
ence across diff erent tiers of government and/
or diff erent functional domains. More general-
ly, new forms of partnership, negotiation, and 
networking have been introduced or extended 
by state managers as they seek to cope with the 
declining legitimacy and/or eff ectiveness of oth-
er approaches to policy-making and implemen-
tation. Such innovations also redraw the inher-
ited public-private divide, engender new forms 
of interpenetration between the political system 
and other functional systems, and modify rela-
tions between these systems and the lifeworld as 
the latter impacts upon the nature and exercise 
of state power.
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Nonetheless, self-refl exive organization al-
so fails. Among the reasons for this are the in-
adequacy of the defi nition of the object(s) of 
governance, the general turbulence of environ-
ment, the time required for continuing dialogue, 
the existence of governance projects compet-
ing for the same object of governance, and the 
specifi c dilemmas in particular forms of gov-
ernance arrangement. Recognition of this fail-
ure in the 1990s (following disillusion with the 
turn to ‘more market, less state’ in the preceding 
decade) was followed from the mid-1990s on-
wards by growing theoretical and practical in-
terest in meta-governance (for a comprehensive 
review of the theoretical and policy literature 
on meta-governance, see Meuleman 2008). Th e 
latter has been defi ned as the organization of 
self-organization, the regulation of self-regula-
tion, the steering of self-steering, the structur-
ing of the game-like interaction within govern-
ance networks, and interaction among actors to 
infl uence parameter changes to the overall sys-
tem. In its most basic and general sense, used 
below, it denotes the governance of governance. 
Th is is refl ected in attempts to redesign govern-
ance mechanisms and in the recurrent switch-
ing among diff erent modes of governance 
(cf. Dunsire 1996). In all cases, despite signifi -
cant diff erences between their respective modes 
of complexity reduction (which always and in-
evitably marginalizes some features essential to 
eff ective governance), the continuing excess or 
surplus of complexity – especially deep complex-
ity − is a major cause for failure.

How is governance articulated to broader pat-
terns of social domination? Foucault and his fol-
lowers in the fi eld of governmentality studies 
have considered questions of problem-defi ni-
tion, power asymmetries, and domination, and 
explored the eff ects of specifi c modes of calcula-
tion, institutional assemblages, and social prac-
tices. Th is approach does not focus on the state, 
understood as a centralized locus of rule, but ex-
amines instead how programmes and practices 
of rule are applied in micro-settings, including 
at the level of individual subjects. Such work has 
been a productive approach in a period marked 
by a shift from government to governance. But 
it neglects the parallel shift from governance to 
meta-governance or, phrased diff erently, the role 

of statecraft understood as a complex art of gov-
ernment that encompasses the ‘governance of 
governance’ within and beyond the (changing) 
formal boundaries of the state (cf. Lemke 1997).

A more satisfying answer to the question of 
how governance is articulated to broader patterns 
of social domination can be developed by draw-
ing on Antonio Gramsci. He famously remarked 
that ‘the general notion of the State includes ele-
ments which need to be referred back to the no-
tion of civil society (in the sense that one might 
say that the State = ‘political society + civil so-
ciety’, in other words, hegemony armoured with 
coercion)’ (Gramsci Q 6, § 88: 763−4). His ap-
proach to the state (at least in the ‘West’) went 
beyond the traditional state-theoretical tri-
plet of territory, apparatus, population, beyond 
a  Weberian concern with imperative coordi-
nation, and beyond a Leninist reduction of the 
state to a repressive apparatus. Gramsci regarded 
the state as a complex social relation that articu-
lates state and non-state institutions and practices 
around specifi c economic, political, and societal 
projects and strategies. ‘Civil society’, understood 
as a domain of associations that are normally re-
garded as private, was critical to this analysis, 
and much of his theoretical and political anal-
ysis was devoted to the place of private institu-
tions, organizations, and movements in the exer-
cise of state power. However, in marked contrast 
to mainstream governance research, he linked 
these analyses directly to class analysis and the 
critique of domination. Th us he proposed that 
‘the State is the entire complex of practical and 
theoretical activities with which the ruling class 
not only justifi es and maintains its domination 
but manages to win the active consent of those 
over whom it rules’ (Gramsci Q 15, § 10: 1765). 
Th is account merits further development.

Of particular interest here is how new forms 
of governance fi t into the overall confi gura-
tion of class power and, more generally, politi-
cal domination. By analogy with Gramsci’s own 
defi nitions, I  argue that ‘the state in its inclu-
sive sense’ could also be defi ned as ‘government + 
governance in the shadow of hierarchy’. In these 
terms, state power involves not only the exercise 
of state capacities that belong specifi cally to the 
state (e.g., legal sovereignty, a constitutionalized 
monopoly of organized coercion, taxation pow-
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ers); but also resort to practices of ‘collibration’, 
i.e., the rebalancing of diff erent forms of govern-
ance within and beyond the state in the shadow 
of hierarchy. ‘Collibration’ is more than a techni-
cal, problem-solving fi x: it always involves spe-
cifi c objects, techniques, and subjects of govern-
ance, and it is tied to the management of a wider 
‘unstable equilibrium of compromise’. Indeed, it 
is typically conducted in the light of the ‘glob-
al’ (or most general) function of the state, i.e., 
maintaining social cohesion in a  class-divided 
(or, better, socially divided) social formation. In 
other words, governance and meta-governance 
cannot be reduced to questions of how to solve 
issues of a  specifi c techno-economic, narrowly 
juridico-political, tightly focused social-admin-
istrative, or otherwise neatly framed problem. 
Th is is not only because of the material inter-
connections among diff erent problem fi elds in 
a complex world but also because every govern-
ance (and, a fortiori, meta-governance) practice 
has implications for the balance of forces.

Generalizing his arguments, refl exive self-or-
ganization based on stakeholding or public-pri-
vate partnerships can be seen as a form of ‘pas-
sive revolution’: as an attempt to absorb the 
energies and expertise of leading fi gures in sub-
altern groups and, indeed, of whole ‘stakeholder 
groups’; to defuse a loss of political legitimacy; to 
recuperate problems of government overload; to 
turn potential sources of resistance or obstruc-
tion into self-responsibilized agents of their own 
subordination; and to enhance the effi  ciencies 
of economic, political, and social domination 
through forms of micro-management that pen-
etrate into the pores of an increasingly complex 
social formation that is non-transparent to any 
single point of observation, command, and con-
trol and that cannot be left to the invisible but 
benign hand of market forces.

Given that all forms of governance fail, it is 
hardly surprising that meta-governance is also 
failure-prone. Th is could lead to a fatalistic, pas-
sive resignation; a  stoical, ritualistic approach; 
self-deluding denial and/or the spinning of fail-
ure as success; or cynical opportunism as some 
actors exit well ahead, leaving others to carry the 
costs. To avoid such outcomes, and building on 
the preceding sections of this contribution, four 
interrelated strategies can be recommended:

1) Establishing a common worldview (social 
imaginary) for individual action and stabiliz-
ing key players’ orientations, expectations, and 
rules of conduct. This permits a more system-
atic review and assessment of problems and 
potentials, resource availability and require-
ments, and the demands of negative and pos-
itive coordination.

2) Simplifying models and practices that re-
duce the perceived complexity of the world, 
but have sufficient variety to be congruent 
with real world processes and to remain rel-
evant to governance objectives. These models 
should simplify the world without neglecting 
significant side effects, interdependencies, and 
emerging problems.

3) Developing the capacity for dynamic inter-
active learning about various causal process-
es and forms of interdependence, attributions 
of responsibility and capacity for actions, 
and possibilities of coordination in a com-
plex, turbulent environment. This is enhanced 
when actors can switch among modes of gov-
ernance to facilitate more effective responses 
to internal and/or external turbulence.

4) Building methods for coordinating actions 
among social forces with different identities, 
interests, and meaning systems, over different 
spatio-temporal horizons, and over different 
domains of action. This depends on self-re-
flexive self-organization to sustain exchange, 
hierarchy, negotiation, or solidarity as well as 
on the nature of the coordination problems 
engendered by operating over different scales 
and time horizons.
Enough has already been said here and else-

where on the fi rst condition. Regarding the sec-
ond, the need for fl exible ‘requisite variety’ (with 
its informational, structural, and functional re-
dundancies) is based on recognition that com-
plexity excludes simple governance solutions. 
Instead, eff ective governance requires a  combi-
nation of mechanisms and strategies oriented 
to the complexities of the object to be governed. 
Combining strategies and tactics reduces the 
likelihood of failure, enabling their re-balancing 
in the face of governance failure and turbulence in 
the governance environment (Meuleman 2008). 
Eff orts to maintain requisite variety may seem 
ineffi  cient in economizing terms because this in-
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troduces slack or waste. But, as noted above, it al-
so provides major sources of fl exibility in the face 
of failure. For, if every mode of economic and 
political coordination is failure-prone, if not fail-
ure-laden, longer-term success in coordination 
depends on the capacity to switch modes as the 
limits of any one mode become evident.

Th ird, complexity requires that refl exive ob-
servers recognize their inability to understand 
fully what they are observing and their need to 
make contingency plans for the unexpected. Th is 
involves inquiring in the fi rst instance into the 
material, social, and discursive construction of 
possible objects of governance and refl ecting on 
why this rather than another object of govern-
ance is dominant, hegemonic, or naturalized. It 
requires thinking critically about the strategical-
ly selective implications of adopting one or an-
other defi nition of a  specifi c object of govern-
ance and its properties, and, a  fortiori, of the 
choice of modes of governance, participants in 
the governance process, and so forth. Th us, re-
fl exivity involves the ability and commitment to 
uncover and make explicit one’s intentions, pro-
jects, and actions, their conditions of possibili-
ty, and what would be an acceptable outcome in 
the case of incomplete success. It involves culti-
vating the ability to learn about them, critique 
them, and act on any lessons. Applied to me-
ta-governance, this means comparing the eff ects 
of failure/inadequacies in markets, government, 
self-organization, and solidarity; and regular-
ly re-assessing how far current actions are pro-
ducing desired outcomes. Th is requires monitor-
ing mechanisms, modulating mechanisms, and 
a  willingness to re-evaluate objectives. And it 
requires learning about how to learn refl exive-
ly. Th ere is a  general danger of infi nite regress 
here, of course; but this can be limited, provided 
that refl exivity is combined with the other two 
principles.

Fourth, given ‘the centrality of failure and 
the inevitability of incompleteness’ (Malpas 
and Wickham 1995: 39), how should actors ap-
proach the likelihood of failure? Th e intellectual 
and practical stance recommended here is that of 
‘romantic public irony’. To defend this, I distin-
guish irony from four other responses to govern-
ance failure: fatalism, stoicism, denial, and cyn-
icism (see above). In contrast to fatalists, stoics, 

those in denial, and cynics, ironists are scepti-
cal and romantic. Recognizing the inevitable in-
completeness of attempts at governance (wheth-
er through the market, imperative coordination, 
or refl exive self-organization), they adopt a ‘sat-
isfi cing’ approach. Ironists accept incompleteness 
and failure as essential features of social life, but 
continue to act as if completeness and success 
were possible. Th e ironist must simplify a com-
plex, contradictory, and changing reality in or-
der to be able to act – knowing full well that any 
such simplifi cation distorts reality and, worse, 
that such simplifying distortions can sometimes 
generate failure as well as enhance the chances 
of success. In short, even as they expect failure, 
they act as if they intend to succeed. Moreover, 
following the law of requisite variety, they must 
be prepared to change the modes of governance 
as appropriate.

Complicating matters further, a  ‘double iro-
ny’ is present in romantic public irony. Th e ro-
mantic public ironist recognizes the likelihood 
of failure but chooses to act on the assumption 
that success is still possible – thereby ‘thinking 
one thing and doing another’. And, faced with 
the likelihood of failure, she chooses her mode 
of failure. One cannot choose to succeed com-
pletely and permanently in a complex world; but 
one can choose how to fail. Th is makes it im-
perative to choose wisely! Given the main alter-
natives (markets, imperative coordination, self-
organization, and solidarity) and what we know 
about how and why they fail, the best chance of 
reducing the likelihood of failure is to draw on 
the collective intelligence of stakeholders and 
other relevant partners in a  form of participa-
tory democracy. Th is does not exclude resort to 
other forms of coordination but it does require 
that the scope granted to the market mecha-
nism, the exercise of formal authority or soli-
darity is subject, as far as possible, to decision 
through forms of participatory governance that 
aim to balance effi  ciency, eff ectiveness, and dem-
ocratic accountability. Key substantive outcomes 
to be added here include sustainable develop-
ment, the prioritization of social justice, and re-
spect for diff erence. In this sense, public roman-
tic irony is the best mechanism for working out 
which modes of governance to resort to in par-
ticular situations, and when ‘collibration’ is re-
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quired. It is not the only method to be adopted 
in all and every situation.

6. Closing Remarks in Guise of a Conclusion
Th e preceding section indicates the impor-

tance of exploring the dialectic between the 
complexity of the real world, the manner in 
which the real world comes to be interpreted as 
complex, and the forms of complexity reduction 
based on semiosis, structuration, and on their in-
teraction. In terms of a research agenda on (me-
ta-) governance, the preceding remarks invite 
the following questions. First, given the inher-
ent complexity of the real world, what role does 
semiosis (i.e., meaning-making) play in reduc-
ing complexity and, a fortiori, defi ning collective 
problems? Th is is a fi eld where critical discourse 
analysis has much to off er not only in under-
standing the discursive framing or construc-
tion of social problems but also in Ideologiekritik. 
Second, given the inherent complexity of the 
real world, what role does structuration play in 
limiting compossible social relations? Th is set 
of issues is one where a strategic-relational ap-
proach to structurally inscribed strategic selec-
tivities and, a fortiori, to patterns of domination, 
has much to off er. Th ird, given the importance of 
disciplinary, normalizing, and regulatory practic-
es in both regards, what specifi c modes of calcu-
lation and technologies of power/knowledge are 
involved in governance? Th ere are some inter-
esting and productive links here to Foucauldian 
analyses of governmentality and questions of 
power/knowledge relations. And, fourth, be-
cause of the lack of social closure in a  hyper-
complex, discursively contested, structurally un-
derdetermined, and technically malleable world, 
what scope is there for social agency to make 
a diff erence? Th is is where questions of conjunc-
tural analysis, strategic calculation, and social 
mobilization come into play.

Finally, in terms of practical recommen-
dations on governance and meta-governance, 
I have advocated a principled and pragmatic re-
liance on romantic public irony combined with 
participatory governance. Th is is the best means 
to optimize the governance of complexity, be-
cause it recognizes the complexity of govern-
ance. It also subordinates the roles of market 
forces, top-down command (especially through 
the state), and solidarity (with its risk of localism 

and/or tribalism) to the overall logic of partic-
ipatory governance. Th us, while some theorists 
of governance rightly emphasize that govern-
ance takes place in the shadow of hierarchy, this 
should be understood in terms of a democrati-
cally accountable, socially inclusive hierarchy or-
ganized around the problematic of responsible 
meta-governance rather than unilateral and top-
down command. Th is places issues of constitu-
tional design at the heart of debates on the fu-
ture of governance and meta-governance.
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