
6
LoSAM Working Papers

The Hidden Side of Local 
Self-Organisation and Self-Regulation
Elements for the Comparative Analysis of the Constitution of 
Self-Organised Groups

Dieter Neubert



LoSAM Working Papers 
Im Rahmen der LoSAM Working Papers werden theoretische und empirische Forschungsbeiträge der 
Wissenschaftler*innen der DFG-Forschungsgruppe 2757 publiziert. Sie dienen dazu, Ergebnisse der 
Forschungsgruppe zu publizieren und so rasch neue Impulse in die wissenschaftliche Debatte einzu-
bringen. Die Beiträge spiegeln hierbei die gesamte Bandbreite und Vielfalt der Forschungsgruppe wider, 
indem sie sowohl disziplinäre als auch interdisziplinäre Forschungsergebnisse präsentieren. Des Weite-
ren werden auch Beiträge von assoziierten Mitgliedern der Forschungsgruppe bzw. von Kooperations-
partner*innen veröffentlicht.

Herausgegeben von der DFG-Forschungsgruppe 2757 (LoSAM)
Prof. Dr. Rene Pfeilschifter (Sprecher), Universität Würzburg 
Prof. Dr. Doris Fischer, Universität Würzburg
Prof. Dr. Hans-Joachim Lauth (stellv. Sprecher), Universität Würzburg
Dr. Christoph Mohamad-Klotzbach, Universität Würzburg
Prof. Dr. Eberhard Rothfuß, Universität Bayreuth
Prof. Dr. Andreas Schachner, Deutsches Archäologisches Institut
Prof. Dr. Barbara Schmitz, Universität Würzburg
Prof. Dr. Katja Werthmann, Universität Leipzig

Redaktion:
Dr. Christoph Mohamad-Klotzbach
Dominique Krüger, M.A.

© DFG Forschungsgruppe 2757 / Lokale Selbst-
regelungen im Kontext schwacher Staatlichkeit 
in Antike und Moderne (LoSAM)
Julius-Maximilians-Universität Würzburg
Campus Hubland Nord
Oswald-Külpe-Weg 84
97074 Würzburg
Tel.: +49 931 - 31-84446
losam@uni-wuerzburg.de
https://www.uni-wuerzburg.de/for2757

Alle Rechte vorbehalten.
Würzburg 2021.

Dieses Dokument wird bereitgestellt durch 
OPUS Würzburg, ein Publikationsservice der 
Universitätsbibliothek Würzburg.

Universitätsbibliothek Würzburg
Am Hubland
97074 Würzburg
Tel.: +49 931 - 31-85906
opus@bibliothek.uni-wuerzburg.de
https://opus.bibliothek.uni-wuerzburg.de

ISSN: 2698-2684

Zitiervorschlag:

Dieter Neubert: The Hidden Side of Local Self-Organisation and Self-Regulation: Elements for the Comparative 
Analysis of the Constitution of Self-Organised Groups, LoSAM Working Papers, Nr. 6 (2021).  
DOI 10.25972/OPUS-25149

This document is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0):  
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0 This CC license does not apply to third party material (attributed to another source) in this publication. 



LoSAM Working Paper Nr. 6 (2021): S. 1-42 | 1 

The Hidden Side of Local Self-Organisation and Self-Reg-

ulation. Elements for the Comparative Analysis of the 

Constitution of Self-Organised Groups 

Dieter Neubert 

Abstract 

The notions self-organisation and self-regulation are at least implicitly loaded with a 
positive democratic connotation. The main corresponding debates on social move-
ments, governance and civil society mostly refer to the Global North with a well-func-
tioning state and democratic political systems. One consequence is that the less dem-
ocratic and less liberal hidden side of self-organisation, seen by some critics, does not 
gain much attention.  

After a short discussion of the main theoretical approaches, the paper presents a se-
lection of self-organised groups depicting their different values, norms, and structural 
features. These examples reach from democratic groups marked by solidarity to racist 
violent groups that are a threat to differently minded people. The analysis of these 
examples leads to a set of criteria for the comparative analysis of the internal structure 
of self-organised groups including potential membership, in- and outward orienta-
tion, underlying basic principles of social order and types of trust with related types 
of decision-making. These basic elements help to understand the constitution and 
functioning of self-organisation, which are open to a wide range of value orientation. 
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Die verborgene Seite von Selbstorganisation und Selbst-

regulierung. Elemente für die vergleichende Analyse der 

Konstituierung von selbstorganisierten Gruppen 

Zusammenfassung 

Die Begriffe Selbstorganisation und Selbstregulierung sind zumindest implizit positiv 
konnotiert. Die entsprechenden Debatten zu sozialen Bewegungen, Governance und 
Zivilgesellschaft beziehen sich zumeist auf den Globalen Norden mit einem gut funk-
tionierenden Staat und demokratischen politischen Systemen. Eine Folge davon ist, 
dass die weniger demokratische und weniger liberale verborgene Seite von Selbstor-
ganisation, die durchaus von einigen kritischen Stimmen gesehen wird, auf recht we-
nig Interesse stößt.  

Nach einer kurzen Diskussion wichtiger theoretischer Ansätze, präsentiert der Beitrag 
eine Auswahl selbstorganisierter Gruppen und stellt ihre Werte, Normen und struktu-
rellen Eigenheiten dar. Diese Beispiele reichen von demokratischen von Solidarität 
geprägten Gruppen bis hin zu gewalttätigen Gruppen, die eine Bedrohung für Anders-
denkende sind. Die Analyse dieser Beispiele führt zu Kriterien für die vergleichende 
Analyse der internen Strukturen von selbstorganisierten Gruppen einschließlich ihrer 
potenziellen Mitgliedschaft, Innen- und Außenorientierung, grundlegenden Prinzi-
pien der sozialen Ordnung und Typen von Vertrauen und damit verbundenen Typen 
der Entscheidungsfindung. Die grundlegenden Elemente helfen die Konstitution und 
Funktionsweise von Selbstorganisation zu verstehen, die ein breites Spektrum von 
Werteorientierungen umfassen können. 
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1 Introduction1 

Since the 1980s self-organisation and self-regulation have been an ongoing topic of 
social science. Originally built on earlier debates on self-help and with some interest 
in social movements, it reached a wider audience with the Nobel Prize winner Elinor 
Ostrom’s book “Governing the Commons” (Ostrom 1990) that focuses on the use of 
natural resources. Elinor Ostrom showed that aside from a centrist state-controlled 
solution and private property rights arrangements, (local) self-regulation or self-gov-
ernance is a successful option for a sustainable use of natural resources. Even when 
Elinor Ostrom referred to pre-modern or pre-state situations to understand self-or-
ganisation and self-regulation, the current debate points to the question of how self-
organisation is part of political arrangements of modern states and how state and non-
statal institutions interact. Most of the literature on self-organisation and self-regu-
lation refers to political governance in modern states, modern multi-level political 
systems or to corporations in modern capitalistic economies. In this context the no-
tion of self-regulation and self-organisation focuses on democratic governance and 
thus implies legitimate and relatively open institutions, and a certain effectiveness 
and rationality of political action (Greven 2008, 27). There are also some relations to 
the civil society debate that refers to the existence of democratic systems and the ne-
cessity of civil rights. Despite early sceptical voices that point to the existence of a 
“dark civil society” (Lauth 2003) or a “bad civil society” (Chambers/Kopstein 2001) the 
notions of self-organisation and self-regulation are at least implicitly loaded with a 
positive democratic connotation. Most of the studies focus on the governance in the 
Global North where these positive assumptions mostly seem to apply. This regional 
or more radically phrased, “provincial” bias does not only have far-reaching conse-
quences for the transfer of the debate into the other and, all in all, bigger part of our 
world, but the bias risks limiting the theory itself. For a deeper understanding of self-
organisation and self-regulation, we need to overcome this limitation and question 
this positive connotation. We need to look at the hidden side of self-organisation and 
self-regulation. This unbiased view facilitates the understanding of t the basic fea-
tures of self-organisation and self-regulation. Self-organisation with the correspond-
ing debates on self-help, social movements, governance, civil society and self-regula-
tion applies to different levels and types of organisation reaching from the local level, 
to economic corporations – with regard to governance - to the state and international 
level. In this paper we will not address the general questions of the state, international 
governance, or national or local institutional multi-actor arrangements, the general 
democracy theory or economic corporations. The focus is on the constitution and the 
internal structure of self-organisation and self-regulation at the local level with a fo-
cus on the self-organised groups themselves. 

1 I am grateful to Rene Pfeilschifter, Hans-Joachim Lauth and Christoph Mohamad-Klotzbach for their critical 
comments and important arguments with regard to the critique of civil society, its history or the governance 
debate. 
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For this purpose, we will first shortly re-evaluate the general theoretical discussions, 
then look at some examples of self-organised and self- regulated groups that comply 
with the positive connotation and others that contradict this connotation. This will 
then lead us to pursue further research questions for an in-depth analysis of existing 
internal structures and the constitution of self-organisation und self-regulation in- 
und outside the Global North. As a result, the paper will introduce a simple typology 
that focuses the main basic elements needed to distinguish between different types of 
self-organised and self-regulated groups. 

2 Theoretical debates behind self-organisation and self-regulation in 

implicit normative orientations 

As previously mentioned, the analysis of self-organisation refers to a set of different 
debates. Most obvious is the notion of self-help. Since the 1980s self-help has been a 
popular issue in the debates on co-operatives, or on the so-called “third sector” and 
garnered much interest in development policy as an alternative to big state-managed 
development programmes (Anheier/Seibel 1990; Anheier/Kendall 2001; Ardener/Bur-
man 1995; Francesconi/Wouterse 2021; Seibel 1992; Ton et al. 2014). The studies 
mostly describe the practice, the motivation of the members and challenges to keep 
self-help going without putting self-help into a wider analytical framework. Self-or-
ganisation is also obviously linked to studies on social movements. Social movements 
are defined as a “social entity of interlinked persons, groups and organisations […], 
who express protests via collective actions with the aim to change social or political 
conditions or to counteract ongoing processes of change.” (Neidhardt/Rucht 2001, 
540). Social movements obviously follow a political interest and they are seen as col-
lective actors, who are in conflict with clearly identified opponents, are based on 
dense informal networks and have a distinctive collective identity (Della Porta/Diani 
2006, 20ff.). The conceptual debate relates the emergence of social movements to four 
main concepts: Political opportunity structures with a focus on the political context, 
resource mobilization analysing financial, human or symbolic resources, collective 
identity with development of belonging, and framing with a focus on how to express 
and narrate discontent and protest (Della Porta/Diani 2006; in a nutshell: Daniel/Neu-
bert 2019, 7-9). Social movements mostly integrate different strands of protest, and 
they are centred around political action. They are fluid and often instable without a 
clear structure. Therefore, self-regulation is not really possible and does not play an 
important role in the analysis of social movements. However, social movements can 
be transformed into more stable structures of self-organisation. In this case their 
analysis points first to questions of their position in governance structures in context 
with the state or as part of civil society, and second to questions of the internal organ-
isation of the stable self-organised group. 
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For our analysis of (local) self-organisation and local self-regulation, the general gov-
ernance debate and the debate on civil society are especially important. The govern-
ance debate intensified in the 1980s. Whereas in the anglophone debate questions of 
corporate governance were quite important, in Germany the debate focused more on 
state governance in combination with non-state actors and self-regulation of non-
economic and non-statal actors. For our purpose this strand is of particular interest. 
At the beginning, the term used in Germany was “Steuerung” with two different Eng-
lish translations. The German debate developed from the perspective of sociology 
which translated Steuerung as “guidance”.2 This sociological perspective identified 
three basic types of guidance marked as basic principles of social order: hierarchy with 
a subordination regulated by power, market regulated by a market-price mechanism 
and solidarity as co-operation based on common interest (Gretschmann 1986; Hegner 
1985; Kaufmann 1984).3 This understanding of guidance has been transferred to policy 
research. In policy research Steuerung has later been translated as “governance”. Gov-
ernance points at the question of how different actors in the political field are co-
ordinated (Mayntz/Scharpf 1995). The basic types of governance are hierarchy and 
market, which were soon supplemented by networks or negotiation referring to fed-
erations/associations, clans, firms, NGOs (Börzel/Risse 2010, 114; Mayntz 2009, 45; 
Wald/Jansen 2007, 94). The main point was that regulation could not be accomplished 
by a well-meaning state alone but needed to include collective actors in a sector that 
bargains under the wise direction of the government. This understanding led to the 
concept of “actor-centred institutionalism” (Streeck 2015, 72). Under the influence of 
the anglophone governance debate, the perspective widened and included further in-
ternational and multilateral levels of governance (Mayntz 2009, 44) and the term 
“governance” also entered publications in German. Both the sociological notion of 
guidance and the policy research notion of governance share the topic of solving so-
cietal tasks and problems but with a different twist. The sociological understanding 
focuses on basic principles of social order in general while the now dominate policy 
research’s notion of governance focuses on different types of political processes in 
multi-actor settings. (Mayntz 2009, 43-46; for an overview: Benz et al. 2007). As we 
will see later in the analytical section on Implications for the analysis of the constitution 
of self-organisation and self-regulation this is more than just a change of wording. Es-
pecially for the analysis of the constitution of self-organised groups and defined social 
entities, the sociological debate is more suitable. It helps to identify differences re-
garding the internal constitution of groups and entities. To avoid confusion with the 
political science understanding I prefer the more neutral term “self-regulation” over 
self-governance.4  

 
2 For an early link between the German and the anglophone debate see: Kaufmann et al. (1986b). 
3 Streeck/Schmitter (1985) proposed “association” as a fourth basic principle of social order. I will discuss this later 

in the section “Implications for the analysis…”  
4 We are confronted here, as in other cases, with the question of appropriate translation of terms. The German 

term “Steuerung” can be found as “Selbst-Steuerung” in sociological publications with regard to different institu-
tions and actors. The English translation “guidance” used by protagonists of the German sociological debate 
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The sociological debate on regulation (in the sense of Steuerung) discusses a wide 
range of social empirical contexts. For example, Kaufmann also refers to what he calls 
“traditional solidarity” as opposed to solidarity in “modern” societies (Kaufmann 
1984, 166f.). Thus, he is in principle open to include pre-modern social features in his 
analysis. In contrast, the theory of self-governance refers, at least implicitly, to the 
existence of democratic institutions and the rule of law including legitimate institu-
tions with a certain degree of openness expressed by an orientation towards public 
interest (Mayntz 2009, 43, 49). At the beginning of this debate, the dominating posi-
tivist approaches implied that societal goals could be rationally defined, which was 
not the case (Streeck 2015, 69). What still dominates is the assumption that self-reg-
ulation and governance follow public interest or aim to benefit the common good. 
Streeck points out that the theory of self-governance follows the normative intention 
to solve societal problems with the goal of fair and just solutions that contradict rad-
ical ‘neo-liberal’ understanding with a consistent orientation towards efficiency 
(Streeck 2015, 75). Thus, the governance debate mostly refers directly or indirectly to 
generally accepted norms and values, in the case of the societies under study: liberal 
democratic values. Critical voices are, however, still in the minority (Greven 2008, 27; 
Lauth/Thiery 2020, 295). 

The concept of civil society is another important source of the notion of self-organi-
sation and self-regulation. It presents a general concept of the relation between the 
state and society and its self-organisation. The concept has its roots in the 18th century 
with Hegel’s “bürgerlicher Gesellschaft” (to be translated either as bourgeois or civil 
society) (Baumgarten et al. 2011; Neubert 2015, 132-134). The current understanding 
of civil society was mainly influenced by Alexis de Tocqueville who was impressed by 
the democratic USA and described this system in his book “De la démocratie en Amé-
rique” in 1835 (Tocqueville 1954). For him civil society represents the idea that people 
regulate the issues themselves at the community level. This points at self-regulation 
and at the notions of self-determination and of freedom as the core element of Amer-
ican citizenship. The local self-regulation offers space for initiative and action against 
the background of communitarian values. Without using the expression itself, 
Tocqueville’s understanding of civil society includes the concept of subsidiarity, in 
which the state offers a legal framework for self-regulation and only takes care of is-
sues that could not be regulated at the level of the communities.  

In the recent ‘International Encyclopaedia of Civil Society,’ civil society is defined as: 
“the arena of unconstrained collective action, arranged around shared interests, tasks 

(Kaufmann et al. 1986a) cannot be further developed to “self-guidance” because “self-guidance” is coined by 
psychology as a term referring to individual persons. This is another reason to prefer the term “self-regulation”.

Knowing that the terms self-regulation and self-organisation overlap, I follow the terminology used in the LoSAM 
research unit (using self-regulation instead of self-governance): “While self-governance focuses on the results, 
self-organization refers to the process.” (Pfeilschifter et al. 2020, 10). 
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and values’ (‘International Encyclopaedia of Civil Society’: Irish 2010, 166).5 Social 
movements may be part of civil society.6 But civil society includes a wide range of more 
or less organised associations, for example charities, non-governmental organiza-
tions, community-based groups, women’s groups, faith-based groups and organisa-
tions, professional and business associations or trade unions who also practice a kind 
of “self-regulation”. This makes civil society an important conceptual reference for 
our analysis. Even when it is not directly expressed, civil society is usually linked to 
democratic values as already expressed by Tocqueville. Even in the Marxist under-
standing of civil society as a place of political struggle where bourgeois hegemony 
should be challenged, the aim is a real democracy among the majority of the workers, 
according to Antonio Gramsci (Gramsci 1971, 106-114; Forgacs 2000; Kebir 1991; 
Merkens 2004). 

This short review of the theoretical background of self-organisation shows certain im-
plications that come with the concepts of self-regulation and self-organisation. From 
the debates on regulation and governance in sociology and political science we can 
see the assumption of the existence of legitimate institutions with a certain openness, 
a basic understanding of the importance of “common good” and just solutions. The 
reference to civil society especially in the Tocquevillian communitarian understand-
ing sees the community as the centre of self-organisation and self-regulation with 
collaborative, solidary decision making for the solving of collective problems based on 
the needs of the community or group. Whether intended or not, the concepts of “local 
self-regulation” and “local self-organisation” are often linked with democratic ideals. 
This leads to an, at least, implicit value orientation of these concepts. 

3 Examples of self-organisation and self-regulation 

There are a great number of examples of self-organisation and self-regulation that 
represent the democratic values of these concepts. With the reference to Tocqueville, 
the local administrative communities (counties, municipalities) in the USA that have 
a wide-ranging level of autonomy are the first example. Even today in the USA com-
munities elect not only their political representatives but also the head of police (sher-
iff), the judges and other leading positions. The national and state level provide the 
main laws that may be supplemented by local by-laws. The communities also organise 
schools and have a far-reaching level of autonomy that goes far beyond the local self-
regulation in other decentralised countries of the Global North. 

5 The encyclopaedia follows in its outline and the choice of keywords the Tocquevillian understanding of “civil 
society”. I thank Rene Pfeilschifter who called my attention to this point. 

6 However, some social movements support uncivil and undemocratic values, such as fascist or racist movements. 
They are still social movements, but they divert from the basic understanding of civil society (for the relation 
between civil society and social movements see: Daniel/Neubert 2019).  
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The existence of a community of self-organisation and self-regulation cannot be 
taken for granted. I would like to begin with examples from the time of industrialisa-
tion. With the industrial revolution in the 19th century, a growing part of the popula-
tion, mainly former agricultural workers, small farmers, outworkers and farmhands 
from agricultural areas moved to new industrial cities. Especially at the beginning of 
the 19th century before trade unions and workers’ associations and new political par-
ties were formed, these people faced a loss of former community relations as a conse-
quence of capitalistic development. As Karl Polanyi put it, capitalism triggered a pro-
cess of disembedding or the separation of economic structure from social structure 
(Polanyi 1995).7 The consequence of an uncontrolled economic development was the 
dissolution of the social fabric. Even after the formation of workers’ associations and 
trade unions, a considerable part of the unqualified workers had no permanent em-
ployment nor secure housing and moved frequently to search for new employment.8 
Already at the beginning of the 19th century, the British entrepreneur Robert Owen 
reacted with a (utopian) philanthropic experiment that counteracted the pauperisa-
tion and uprooting of industrial workers (for the following see: Brie 2015; for Owen’s 
ideas see: Owen 1991 [at first 1813]).9 The core idea was to create a humane working 
relationship in a new community of workers in a production plant. His model included 
fair payment, proper working and housing conditions, free schooling for children and 
leisure opportunities. He was socially and economically quite successful and his “New 
Lanark factory” in U.K. created a new community as a kind of counter world to capi-
talist production and exploitation. However, it was still under his personal paternal-
istic rule. This first successful step led to early socialist thinking and the new model 
of a self-organised and self-governed community that works and consumes together. 
He started the project “New Harmony” in the USA with a group of like-minded phil-
anthropes, but with less success than his British New Lanark factory. The ideal plan 
never materialised either economically or socially. The legal constitution and status 
of the workers who ideally should participate in the profit and the decision making 
remained unclear and the mix of poor workers and idealist middle-class members did 
not form a new community. However, alone in the USA 130 similar experiments with 
socialist and/or religious protestant background started (Brie 2015, 32). Despite the 
widespread failure of these production and consumption communities, they are the 
predecessors of many current projects. 

One established and quite old example are the Amish in the USA (for the following 
see: Hostetler 1993). This protestant group from Germany and Switzerland first 
formed a typical Christian migrant community with their own theological interpreta-
tion of the Bible that settled in the U.S. and Canadian countryside. The contemporary 

 
7 The nascent civil society in the early 19th century was mostly formed from members of more privileged parts of 

the society as the examples from Trentmann (2000) show. 
8 A very detailed documentation of this fundamental process of change from a Marxian perspective is given by 

Kuczynski (1953ff.). 
9 Polanyi mentions Owen as one of the important reactions to the process of disembedding (Polanyi 1995, 178ff.) 
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Amish communities began to form in the 1860s as groups that distanced themselves 
from the developments of modernity with regard to technology, new forms of social 
norms and public life. They decided to keep their way of life and did not take part in 
the ongoing societal, economic and political developments in the USA and Canada. 
This rejection of modernity especially draws attention to the Amish today. They are 
farmers and produce traditional handicrafts and mainly adhere to a 19th century life-
style with regard to clothing and technological equipment. They rarely own any mod-
ern machinery or electronics or cars. There are only a few exceptions such having a 
landline telephone or the use of other people’s cars in exceptional cases. Their com-
munities are still separate from other communities, and they organize and govern 
themselves. They have a democratic decision-making process with male leaders cho-
sen by a combination of random selection and election who run the everyday business. 
Two times a year they have a bigger meeting to discuss crucial questions. New rules 
need a consensus of all male members. Minorities that do not succeed with their ideas 
might accept the decisions hoping that the majority ratio might change. Those who 
are not content with decisions might leave and found a new small community. In the 
end, important decisions are made according to the grass-roots democracy principle. 
Members might leave the Amish community but there are still around 300,000 Amish 
living in different communities (www.amish-people.de). This underlines the fact that 
these self-organised communities are sustainable.  

Another striking example of self-organised and self-governed communities are Israeli 
kibbutzim (see: Spiro 2004; for a detailed ethnography see: Spiro 1956). The first kib-
butz started in the early 20th century founded by Jewish Russian migrants after the 
failed 1905 revolution (Spiro 2004, 557). They combined Zionist ideas with socialist 
principles. The main kibbutzim movement developed after the founding of the Israeli 
state in 1948. The basic principles of the classic kibbutzim were:  

“(1) members live on, and make their living from, the land; (2) property is collectively owned; (3) 
goods and services are distributed according to ‘need’; (4) luxurious living is eschewed; and (5) 
equality is the dominant mode of social relations.” (Spiro 2004, 557) 

This radical notion of equality – including males and females – goes together with 
similar living and working conditions for all members, similar equipment with re-
stricted personal consumption including similar clothing. Every member is supposed 
to have the same value regarding access to leadings positions. These positions rotate 
every three years and do not carry any privileges. The group is more important than 
the individual and the members have a mutual responsibility to each other. Togeth-
erness is a crucial value, and the members see themselves as a large family. Even when 
couples have their own small premises the children live in children houses where 
members of the kibbutz formally rear and train them. Work is jointly organized and 
manual work is held in high esteem. At the beginning, consumption followed the prin-
ciple of “ascetism” or limited to one’s basic needs (Spiro 2004, 558f). These kibbutzim 
played an important role in the development of Israel and in the middle of the 1960s, 
a total of 85,000 people lived in 229 kibbutzim. With just three percent of the Israeli 

http://(www.amish-people.de)/
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population, they contributed 33 % percent of the gross national farm product (Spiro 
2004, 559). This rigid social order was part of the common conviction of the members. 
However, for the second generation who did not decide themselves to be part of a 
kibbutz this could also be seen as a forced community. This observation leads Gold-
enberg and Wekerle (Goldenberg/Wekerle 1972) to draw parallels to Goffman’s notion 
of a total institution such as orphanages, army barracks, prisons, monasteries 
(Goffman 1961). One reaction was that this classical kibbutz-model changed step by 
step. The strict rules were loosened. Members gained more room for individuality and 
privacy, the standards of life improved with more possibilities of consumption beyond 
the strict limitation to basic needs. This included the ability to keep more personal 
belongings aside the basic principle of joint production and consumption. These 
changes came from younger members born and educated in the kibbutzim who did not 
freely decide to join a kibbutz. Some even leave the kibbutz especially when they dis-
agree with the idea of collectively shared property. The classic type of kibbutz is an 
especially striking example of the ideal romantic notion of self-organisation and self-
regulation and even the contemporary kibbutzim realise these basic values oriented 
at the common good of the kibbutz community. However, the more distanced attitude 
of the younger generations born and raised in the kibbutzim shows that the value ori-
entation does not automatically transfer via education. 

Again, in the USA we find a more recent development that has influenced communal 
notions. In 1966 a new counterculture movement started in San Francisco and gained 
world importance: the “hippies”. They moved to the San Francisco Haight Ashbury 
district “in search of love, peace, community and self” (Ashbolt 2007). ”Hippies con-
stituted a community in that they possessed a collective style (revolving around drugs, 
music, fashion generally), which brought them together no matter where they were.” 
(Ashbolt 2007, 40). Together with the wider protest against the Vietnam war and a 
notion of free sexuality, the label of “love and peace” directly corresponds with that 
movement. It also closely interacted with rock music and influenced the general youth 
culture of the time. This movement was not a closed commune of people living and 
working together but it was much more “[…] an insubstantial or amorphous sense of 
community" (Ashbolt 2007, 40). Whereas the San Francisco movement slowed down, 
and Haight Ashbury transformed into an alternative yet settled district, the utopian 
ideas were still around (Ashbolt 2007, 45) and influenced later movements not only in 
the USA but in many parts of the Global North.10 This movement expressed utopian 
dreams that became a point of reference even when they were not achieved (Ashbolt 
2007, 45). 

A similar movement took place in rural areas of North America where so-called “hip-
pie communes” were founded and attracted quite some media interest. Clothing and 
habits were reminiscent of the San Francisco movement and there were certain links. 

 
10 A number of hippies moved for different reasons to places in the Global South where they formed hippie com-

munities. One of the largest concentrations of (former) hippies can be found in Goa/India. 



The Hidden Side of Local Self-Organisation and Self-Regulation  | 12 

But Timothy Miller underlines they were not a simple outcome of the San Francisco 
hippie movement but started even a little bit earlier and some of them even outlived 
the short-lasted San Francisco boom (Miller 1992). These communes developed more 
or less in the older tradition of closed local communities with their own set of values 
and practices, like the U.S. Owenist and other socialist communities and religious 
groups like the Amish and others. The hippie communes followed an alternative life-
style with a communal understanding and often with common ownership of goods 
produced in a rural setting. Beside these communalities they had particular features 
such as open membership, the use of drugs (at the time often LSD), and as Timothy 
Miller puts it a “[…] flamboyant outrageousness that thumbed its nose at the rest of 
society" (Miller 1992, 79). In addition, they rejected restrictions of sexual behaviour 
(Miller 1992, 80) and offered their members the space to perform all kinds of fine arts 
(Miller 1992, 87). The pacifism of the hippie movement lives on in these communities 
who also refuse any kind of hierarchy resulting in a more or less anarchic structure 
(Miller 1992, 87). Together with open membership and membership fluctuation, this 
lifestyle attracts freeloaders and misfits living at the expense of the community. 
Against all odds some of these communes continue to survive even today. They also 
might have influenced more recent utopian communities that combine the strict com-
munalist idea and the critical position on consumption in search of a sustainable way 
of living (Daniel/Klapeer 2019, 19f.).  

When the San Francisco youth movement reached Europe via the media and as part of 
the youth culture linked with rock music this led to the foundation of many small 
communes both in urban and rural areas. One project became especially important, 
“Freetown Christiana”. In 1971 a group of people occupied an unused military com-
plex in the middle of Copenhagen and started a project of alternative urban living. 
They tried to achieve legal status with mixed success. Freetown Christiana still exists 
today even though its legal status remains contested. The basic notion of freedom al-
lows individuals to pursue their understanding of urban living. As in the hippie cul-
ture, drugs play a role in the lifestyle and drug dealing is accepted. This contradicts 
Danish law and is a recurrent issue with the Danish authorities. It can be seen as social 
experiment that had about 900 inhabitants in 2001 (Thörn et al. 2011, 8) which might 
still hold true today. The introduction of the edited book “Space for urban alterna-
tives. Christiania 1971-2011” presents a comprehensive overview of the research on 
Freetown Christiana (Thörn et al. 2011). Researchers, the media and the Christiana 
population have used a variety of different labels expressing different notions of this 
project. One important understanding was coined quite at the beginning which pre-
sented Christiana as a countermodel to materialism with an idea of practical socialism 
(without common assets) offering participation and self-determination with anarchic 
elements (Thörn et al. 2011, 12f.). Already in the 1970s Christiana also referred to 
ecological ideas of a sustainable community (Thörn et al. 2011, 13). It was and is a 
space for alternative culture. Despite some socialist references, the population is 
marked by a certain inequality described by slightly different categories: Aside from 
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the core group of activists that express common values, there is a group of passive 
followers and another group of people who join Christiana mainly for the access to 
cheap housing (Thörn et al. 2011, 20, 23). This underlines the fact that besides the 
self-organisation Christiana is not a closed community and not at all a commune, but 
rather an alternative organisation of urban living. This is the reason why there are 
recurrent conflicts resulting from the tension between individuality and community 
(Thörn et al. 2011, 26). However, Christiana is still a dynamic creative urban milieu 
that became a model or an inspiration for many alternative projects of urban living 
world-wide (Thörn et al. 2011, 29). 

These examples prove that self-organisation and self-regulation according to the 
ideal concept is possible and it can be sustainable. They follow democratic or even 
anarchistic principles either by decision of the whole community or by elected leaders, 
and they support the notion of equality. However, in the case of the Amish participa-
tion, leadership is limited to male members only. At the same time, it is obvious that 
the Amish, Israeli kibbutzim and other projects of alternative living usually cover a 
limited group of people who mostly share a strong normative orientation and a strong 
sense of community with a clearly defined common way of living and producing. 
Changes to their way of life or to group regulations are possible if there is a wide-
reaching consensus, for example the space for more individuality in kibbutzim or a 
moderate acceptance of some modern technological developments in Amish commu-
nities. However, the strong common normative orientation is rarely at stake. Members 
who disagree will leave and either form a new subgroup, as in the case of the Amish 
(or in projects of alternative living), or they leave the community behind as individual 
members. These “radical” examples of local self-organisation and self-regulation un-
derline the importance of a very binding and strong set of values and norms for the 
sustainability of these groups. There are certainly many more cases as described here 
but referring to the society as a whole, they are still an exception. Freetown Christina 
is less a strict example in which activists with a strong common understanding of com-
munity live together with less committed inhabitants accompanied by ongoing ten-
sions. Despite its prominence, it might stand for other less consistent but also suc-
cessful and striking examples of (local) self-organisation and self-regulation. 

This describes a gradual transition to the variety of associations at the core of civil 
society that can be found in most countries of the world and that are less closely inte-
grated than the presented examples. They reach from self-help groups either of 
women working together, rotating saving groups to farmers’ associations, self-help 
groups of people that share a common challenge such as Alcoholics Anonymous, or 
business associations, trade unions, sports clubs and associations, human rights and 
environmental NGOs, charities with local, national and worldwide activities and many 
more. This is what civil society is all about today. As we have known for some time, 
their activities and internal organisation do not always fully match the high expecta-
tion put on them (Edwards/Hulme 1996; Neubert 1997a, b). Nevertheless, they are a 
dynamic part of many societies. Compared to the more radical democratic examples, 
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they usually fulfil special functions and cover only a limited part of the life of their 
members. The shared interests, tasks and values that are the basis for their existence 
refer only to special topics, functions and tasks and leave the members of these asso-
ciations and groups space for individual action and do not demand full compliance 
with a comprehensive life plan based on a common philosophy. It is the openness that 
makes them attractive combined with the option to join and to leave these associa-
tions and groups without serious consequences for one’s life. This shows that for the 
analysis of self-organisation and self-regulation the coverage of activities of the mem-
bers that are regulated and the compliance to norms and values expected from the 
members is an important point, and it is a point we will come back to in the analytic 
section of this paper. The reality of self-organisation and self-regulation often only 
partially follows the basic ideas and might not fulfil the romantic notion that comes 
with these concepts. 

The examples presented thus far represent more or less the connotation of self-or-
ganisation as democratic and as oriented towards the common good. Especially the 
post-Owen communities, other socialist groups, the hippies, and the kibbutzim rep-
resent a romantic notion of self-organisation and self-regulation. However, when we 
only look at the core idea of self-organisation and self-regulation as the creation of a 
community that will organise and govern itself, we find communities that hardly rep-
resent democratic values and who understand the common good in a very different 
way. One example of a closely integrated community that opposes the romantic pic-
ture is the “Peoples Temple” founded by Jim Jones. After working for social justice in 
San Francisco and Los Angeles and criticising American capitalism, Jim Jones and a 
group of followers moved to Guyana and founded the “Peoples Temple”. Their uncon-
tested spiritual leader was Jim Jones. This group attracted worldwide attention in 
1978. After accusations that the community was preparing a collective mass-suicide, 
an American congressman visited the community in Jonestown, Guyana. On his way 
back, he and his companions were assassinated. Shortly after, the Peoples Temple 
community with over 900 members including children committed mass suicide with a 
poisoned drink to pre-empt, as they were convinced, a deadly attack on their com-
pound (Moore 2000, 2013; Robbins 2003). The event triggered official investigations 
by U.S. government institutions, research by journalists and scholars that analysed 
and wrote about this extreme event (Barker 1986). The Peoples Temple is described as 
a socialist experiment, religious cult or doomsday cult or as mixture of all the above 
(Moore 2013, 313). The case attracted not only scholars from different disciplines but 
also conspiracy theories of various kinds (Moore 2000, 18-21). Against this back-
ground, a further analysis would require sound empirical data and an in-depth study. 
Despite the different interpretations of this event as a mass-suicide or murder, at least 
against the children, the poisoning itself is well documented. In the context of self-
organisation and self-regulation, it shows that community norms and values and the 
understanding of a “common good” can vary extremely. Besides this extreme case, we 
also find other closed communities that are far away from liberal democratic values 
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and that follow nationalist right-wing authoritarian concepts, for example, small na-
tionalist communities in Germany who try to detach from the German state (Schmidt 
2014)11 or the now defunct notorious fascist Colonia Dignidad run by German migrants 
in Chile that closely co-operated with the Pinochet regime (Falconer 2008). 

The USA with its wide range of local autonomy and individual freedom also provides 
other well-known cases for self-organised communities that challenge the romantic 
notion that comes with the term of self-organisation. One prominent example is the 
Ku Klux Klan. Founded in 1866 in the southern state of Tennessee after the Civil War, 
it started as a fraternity with a limited political agenda, but driven by racist motives. 
It soon developed into a racist social movement of white Protestant Americans 
fighting for white supremacy, intimidating black community leaders and Northerners 
who supported the black community. For the Klan the enemies of Americanism were 
also Catholics, Jews and communists (Chalmers 1987, 5; Cunningham 2013, 26). De-
spite their violent actions they saw themselves as representing morality and law and 
order. From the beginning, the Klan used the typical iconography with long white 
sheets and hoods and secret rituals. It soon developed into a political organisation 
with relatively autonomous local groups (“klaverns”), with leaders called officers, and 
the “Grand Wizard” as the overall leader. Alone in North Carolina the Klan had up to 
40,000 members. Locally they acted as vigilante groups which gained wide political 
support and managed to influence local and even state elections in the South by sup-
porting racist candidates, When the Klan became more radical and violent including 
killings, the police began to go after them and Klan members were prosecuted. Only a 
few years after its foundation it lost popular support (Cunningham 2013, 17-22).12 
There were various attempts to revive the movement, but with limited success. This 
changed in 1915 when, a salesman (William Simmons) “refounded” the organisation 
by starting a small Ku Klux Klan group. A couple of years after the slow start the Klan 
grew rapidly in the 1920s. It created a hope for white middle class Americans, who 
“felt their status devalued by looming changes” (Cunningham 2013, 24), to stabilise 
their social position threatened by an agricultural crisis and changing patterns of in-
dustrial production (McVeighn 1999). The new leaders employed professional recruit-
ing agents. 

 “For the payment of ten dollars, the Klansman could become a member of the mysterious Invis-
ible Empire, the masked protector of the virtue of white womanhood, and of one-hundred-per-
cent Americanism.” (Chalmers 1987, 115) 

In only a few years membership grew to 5 million with a women’s and a youth Klan 
(Cunningham 2013, 24).13 The Klan was still violently fighting its enemies the African 
Americans, but it also attacked Jewish capitalism and Catholics (Chalmers 1987, 425). 
For a few years the Klan became a political force. At the top of the formal hierarchical 

 
11 I thank Christoph Mohamed-Klotzbach for this reference.  
12 For the most detailed description of the history of the Ku Klux Klan see Chalmers (1987). 
13 Alternative suggestion: 3 to 6 million see McVeighn (1999, 1463). 
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organisation was the “Imperial Wizard” followed by the “Grand Dragons” and the 
“Grand Titans” at the provincial level and with the Klansmen as ordinary members 
(Chalmers 1987, 116). At the same time, the local groups often acted on their own. 
Escalating violence and internal fights of the leadership about financial control weak-
ened the organisation. As the Klan supported politicians who did not deliver on what 
they promised, the Klan’s influence and structure deteriorated quickly (Cunningham 
2013, 24-26). The main values of the Klan survived, and local groups often linked to 
local churches still met. The attempts to revive the Klan as a movement only had 
mixed success. Nevertheless, in the 1950s and 1960s during the Civil Rights Move-
ment, Klansmen attacked civil rights activists and bombed churches (Chalmers 1987, 
431) and more recently they were involved in the violence during rallies supporting 
Donald Trump. The Klan was and is a revitalisation of a social movement with locally 
organised groups driven by a xenophobic ideology supporting white supremacy. Com-
plaints that the enemies, African Americans, the Jews and others, take their jobs and 
business point to the fear of losing their status they claim belongs to real white Amer-
icans. Thus, socio-economic claims are justified by cultural and moral supremacy. Like 
the Amish and other Protestant groups in America, they believe in the superiority of 
their particular morals, values and norms. But whereas the Christian and alternative 
communities that represent the ideal of local self-organisation life in their own “cos-
mos”, the Klan has a political agenda to change the society back to a glorious past and 
they are willing to use violence including terror attacks to pursue their goal. However, 
like other groups, they have the feeling of a shared identity and belonging nurtured 
by the conviction of standing up for morals and the right values. The Ku Klux Klan is 
not an exceptional case. There are numerous right-wing and racist local organisations 
that organise themselves as militias and that played a prominent role especially at the 
end of Trump’s presidency in protests against “the stolen election” and in the storm-
ing of the Capitol in January 2021 (Cooter 2013; Kutner 2020). 

Vigilante groups who claim to be defending law and order and protecting the good or 
right-minded people from enemies can be found in many settings world-wide. 
Whereas the Ku Klux Klan often opposed the government who ‘protected the real en-
emies’, other vigilante groups gain legitimacy because they fill a gap left open by weak 
states or assumed weak state agents who do not fulfil the task of guaranteeing protec-
tion from crime. A vigilante group founded in the Nigerian city of Aba attracted some 
scholarly interest, the “Bakassi Boys”.14 In the city and especially at the markets peo-
ple felt a strong increase in crime and rising number of incidents of witchcraft. From 
the view of the people the police constantly failed to provide security. As a reaction a 
group of traders took the initiative. They hired a group of over five hundred young 
men to act as informal police called the “Bakassi Boys”. They paid full-time wages out 
of contributions from the market traders. The Bakassi Boys organised their activities 
themselves and their leaders even negotiated with the police (Harnischfeger 2001, 

 
14 Here I draw from Neubert (2011, 55). 
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2003). They were supposed provide the missing security and fight witchcraft. The Ba-
kassi Boys pursued criminals and organised public executions of criminals and witches 
as a demonstration of their power, torture was an accepted practice of interrogation. 
They acted as police and judges at the same time. With this understanding they vio-
lated basic civil rights. In the beginning the weak state police tried to block the actions 
of the Bakassi Boys, but step by step the Bakassi Boys were accepted as a powerful 
reality and the police stopped interfering. The Bakassi Boys were successful and 
gained a wide amount support from the people. They were seen as different from the 
regular police, not as corrupt and with their fight against witchcraft shared the popu-
lar notion of crime and security and of wrong and right. It was the overlapping of their 
norms and values with the local norms and values that supported their legitimacy. 
Thus, they stood for the local understanding of order that diverted from the juridical 
understanding of law and security as provided by Nigerian laws. This also included the 
elicit compliance by simple force (Human Rights Watch 2002; Meagher 2007). Due to 
their success they spread over the wider region (Igbo state) and they were even for-
mally registered (Meagher 2012, 1091). However, their strong position and missing 
effective control led to a certain derailment. They more and more abandoned the com-
mon sense of right and wrong and became a local power in their own right and acted 
for their own benefit while collaborating with local elites and ultimately transformed 
into a kind of shady security agency seen as threat to ordinary people (Meagher 2007).  

Vigilante groups of this kind can be found in different parts of Africa filling the open 
space left by weak states and unreliable police forces. Kate Meagher also mentions 
Eastern Congo (Meagher 2012) as well as reports from Port Elizabeth in South Africa 
where the police are still trying to stop the vigilantes (Buur 2006). There are also rural 
areas groups that refer to a similar tradition as so-called hunter societies (Dozo) in the 
northern Ivory Coast that are used to close the security gaps, and in this case under 
the control of neo-traditional chiefs (Förster 2009). In Burkina Faso we find newly or-
ganised vigilante groups like the Bakassi Boys, the so-called “Koglwéogo” and also 
“Dozo” hunter societies like in Northern Ivory Coast (see LOSAM sub-project F: “Local 
Self-Governance for the Provision of Security”, Pfeilschifter et al. 2020, 123; Tiegna 
2021; Tiegna/Zanté 2021). 

A final and very extreme example are the local militias and vigilantes that perpetrated 
a large part of the Rwandan genocide in 1994 with 800,000 or more victims and 2.5 
million refugees. The mass killing was a genocide in the true sense of the word, 
planned by extremist Hutu in the Rwandan government at the time. The victims were 
mainly ethnic Tutsi and a few democratic Hutu politicians were killed or forced to seek 
refuge outside of Rwanda. When the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), a rebel movement 
led by the Tutsi, took control the Hutu extremists and parts of the Hutu population 
also escaped into neighbouring countries. The NGO Human Rights Watch’s analysis 
of government documents confirmed that the genocide was planned and cold blood-
edly implemented by Hutu extremists in the administration (DesForges 1999). The 
genocide itself and the prior conflict is well researched. It started during the process 
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of externally forced democratisation and the subsequent civil war between the gov-
ernment and the RPF a group of former political refugees (mostly but not solely Tutsi). 
The multifaceted conflict was turned into a racial confrontation between Hutu ex-
tremists in the Rwandan government on the one hand and Tutsi rebels on the other 
hand. This simplification ignored democratic forces inside the Hutu political elite and 
Hutu opposition members in the Tutsi dominated rebel army. An interim peace agree-
ment between RPF and the Hutu dominated Rwandan government failed after the 
shooting down of an airplane with the Rwandan and Burundi presidents on board.15 
This was the trigger for the final genocide organised by the Hutu extremists.16 While 
there is no doubt that the Rwandan government and its administration were respon-
sible for the genocide, this official responsibility is not sufficient enough to explain 
what happened. Most of the victims were killed by local militias and loosely organised 
local groups using archaic means like clubs and machetes. Local organisation and tar-
geted activities of the government administration joined together and made the mass 
killing in the short time of roughly 100 days possible. This local element of the geno-
cide requires some attention. 

It started well before the genocide. Parallel to the ongoing escalation of the conflict 
and the more and more ethnic and racist reading of the conflict, radical Hutu leaders 
organised local militias (the best known are the Interahamwe). They received military 
training and were equipped with clubs and machetes. Together with less organised, 
often loosely organised local groups they were responsible for local violent attacks 
and pogroms against Tutsi with at least 2,000 victims (DesForges 1999, 87f.). The 
mostly young men acted as a mob driven by the mixture of hate, thrill and excitement 
about their own power. None of these atrocities were prosecuted. This created a cul-
ture of impunity (Wagner 1999). Violence became a legitimised ordinary means of po-
litical conflict (Neubert 2004). The radio station “Radio Mille Collines” and the radical 
newspaper “Kagura” spread racist propaganda against Tutsi and their “collaborators” 
and dehumanized them as “cockroaches” (African Rights 1995a; Chrétien 1991). 
When the genocide started, not only did security forces, the army and the administra-
tion become active, but the local Hutu militias, the newly founded “committees for 
civil defence” and other loosely organised local groups also became active. They fol-
lowed the ongoing appeal on the radio “to do their work”, rightly understood as the 
killing of Tutsi and of Hutu who tried to protect them and oppositional Hutu (African 
Rights I995a, XXII). 

Once it became clear that killing was not only accepted but a politically supported 
option, the militias, the loosely organised groups, and new local committees for civil 
defence took more and more control over their local territory (their village or their 
neighbourhood in cities), set up check points that controlled mobility and blocked the 

 
15 It is widely assumed but not fully proved that Hutu extremists were responsible for the shooting. 
16 African Rights (1995a), Chrétien (1991), DesForges (1999), Guichaoua (1995), Marx (1997), Prunier (1995), Wag-

ner (1998, 1999). 
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chances for Tutsi to escape. They tracked all Tutsi and people who dared to help or 
hide Tutsis. The genocide became a decentralised action carried out by locally self-
organised groups who decided over life and death based on their own judgement. The 
testimonies of survivors documented in the African Rights Watch publication show 
this in frightening detail (African Rights 1995a). Not only did the organised or spon-
taneously formed vigilant groups take part, but people from the neighbourhood also 
joined in. They helped to track down Tutsi and their supporters and cheered when the 
killings took place or they actively took part in them. As we now know, women were 
also involved as killers (African Rights 1995b).17  

The Rwandan genocide was possible through the combined action of a government 
administration that ensured that no government institution supported or offered the 
Tutsi protection, the army that supported the militias and local groups, and the mili-
tias and local groups themselves who conducted the mass killings at the local level. 
This extreme case dramatically shows how local self-organisation can be responsible 
for mass killing. Secondly, in this case local self-organisation acted in line with the 
extremists that took power in the government and set up the framework for mass kill-
ing using the administration and the army. Local self-organisation became the main 
instrument for the implementation of the planned genocide.18 

These extreme cases from the Peoples Temple, to the Ku Klux Klan, the Bakassi Boys 
and to Interahamwe and loosely organised local groups in the Rwandan genocide show 
the normative openness of local self-organisation and self-regulation. There are no 
inherent barriers against extreme actions including the killing of “the others” defined 
via ethnicity, race and/or morality. This goes together with an extreme interpretation 
of the common good. The own group stands above all others, and this legitimises any 
form of violence against the dehumanised non-group members or dissenters (Ku Klux 
Klan, Rwandan genocide). Or the so-called “common good” justifies violence and sup-
pression up to the point of torturing and killing deviants (Bakassi Boys and other vig-
ilantes acting as security forces). Even a collective suicide can be committed for the 
sake of one’s own faith like the Peoples Temple and their Jonestown massacre. In con-
trast to these violent cases, the first set of examples presented here is more or less 
oriented around liberal concepts of freedom, self-determination and a humanitarian 
understanding of the common good. They represent, at least roughly, the expecta-
tions raised implicitly in the theoretical debate.  

The organisational features of self-organisation are as diverse as their value orienta-
tions. Some follow the ideal concept of self-organisation and self-regulation; they are 
democratic in the sense that all members may participate in decision making, often 
even via direct vote; and if there are elected leaders, they are directly accountable to 

 
17 Others were also coerced to kill (African Rights 1995b, 41-52). 
18 One might interpret this “delegation” of mass murder to the local level as a perverted form of subsidiary govern-

ment. 
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the members. The Jonestown massacre is an example of hierarchy and complete sub-
mission as part of self-organisation and self-regulation. We can also find the combi-
nation of leadership cult like in the Ku Klux Klan with the overall “Grand or Imperial 
Wizard” and relatively autonomous local cells (klaverns). Another kind of organisa-
tion is the far-reaching local autonomy as in the case of the Bakassi Boys and other 
vigilante groups or the loosely organised local groups in the Rwandan genocide. The 
local processes of decision making are open with regard to rule, forms and content. 

This diversity can also be observed in the relation to the state. Some groups like the 
Amish, hippie communes or the Peoples Temple claim a notion of self-determination 
and freedom away from the state. In a way this also applies to the kibbutzim, even 
though they see themselves as a perfect implementation of the overall reason for the 
State of Israel. Violent groups such as the Ku Klux Klan or the Bakassi Boys claim to 
solve collective problems based on the needs of the local or even national population 
in the name of a common good via their self-organisation and often also self-regula-
tion. The main perpetrators of the Rwandan genocide, the Interahamwe, other local 
militias, loosely organised groups and the committees for civil defence have a very 
different standpoint. They in principle accept the regulating and governing role of the 
state. An extreme case not discussed here is the Jihadist movement in Syria and Iraq 
that formed itself into the “Islamic State” (Al-Tamimi 2015; Schweitzer/Einav 2016).  

These examples between a “real” sometimes even utopian democratic and liberal un-
derstanding and extreme violent, racist und authoritarian notions of self-organisation 
present the wide scope of self-organisation and self-regulation. Their values, their re-
cruitment of membership and their patterns of self-regulations vary extremely. The 
majority of cases of self-organisation and self-regulation are positioned between 
these poles. As some of our examples show, they refer to so-called “traditional” values 
(Bakassi Boys), position themselves critically toward the modern economy (Amish) or 
at least oppose capitalism (hippie movement). This reminds us of Elinor Ostrom’s 
analysis that showed that self-organisation and self-regulation are not solely linked 
to modernity but also possible in pre-modern and modern settings.  

There are also examples in ancient times of self-organisation and self-regulation. The 
research unit “Local Self-Governance in the Context of Weak Statehood in Antiquity 
and the Modern Era (LoSAM)” has already presented in its first phase a wide range of 
historical and contemporary cases of “Local Self-Governance in Central Anatolia from 
the Iron Age to the end of the Roman era (ca. 1100 BC to 400 AD)”, “Local Self-gov-
ernance in Judea in the Second Century BCE”, “Local Self-Organizing, Urban Civil So-
ciety and Church Norms: Alexandria and Antiocheia in the Roman Empire”, “The Or-
ganization of University Education and Credit Lending in immigrant communities of 
South Brazil”, “Local Self-Governance for the Provision of Security: Vigilantes in 
Burkina Faso”,” Urban Shadow Spaces in the Postcolonial State: Self-organization of 
Land and Water Resources in the Periphery of Maputo (Mozambique)”, “Renewable 
Energy and Local Governance in China” (Pfeilschifter et al. 2020, 19-25). 
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This short discussion shows that once we detach our assessment of self-organisation 
and self-regulation from the values of the particular groups, there are striking simi-
larities. The obvious differences between the groups are their values including their 
definition of the common good and their definition of the group. The implicit demo-
cratic, liberal notion with links to the concept of civil society of self-organisation is a 
product of the shared values of those who contribute to this debate and their focus on 
liberal democracies. When we really focus on the basic understanding of self-organi-
sation and self-regulation in strict terms, the examples of violent, racist or extreme 
religious faith are part and parcel of self-organisation and self-regulation. They rep-
resent the hidden side of this phenomenon, which is often overlooked because they 
do not follow or even contradict our values of a “good society”. In a way this misun-
derstanding compares to the previously mentioned and often overlooked difference 
between civil society based on liberal democratic notions and social movements that 
are not linked to particular values (Daniel/Neubert 2019). 

4 Implications for the analysis of the constitution of self-organisation 

and self-regulation 

The analytical debate on self-organisation and self-regulation focuses mainly on Eu-
rope and North America. Thus, it refers to settings within the framework of a strong 
modern state. This is in historical terms, and also with regard to the current situation, 
a special case. A large part of our political systems cannot be described as a strong 
state. This needs to be considered for a more nuanced analysis of self-organisation 
and self-regulation. Firstly, a descriptive approach to capture forms of self-organisa-
tion and self-regulation is a set of six simple questions, which are used in the “LoSAM” 
research unit: What is regulated? Who regulates? How are things regulated? Where 
does regulation happen? Why does it happen? How are local groups’ relations with 
the state regulated? (Pfeilschifter et al. 2020, 13-16). This offers a systematic way to 
describe and compare cases with regard to their task, the setting in which they are 
active and in which way they act. This also includes cases of local self-governance in 
multi-actor settings. We might dig a bit deeper regarding the constitution of self-or-
ganised groups. Our examples show that there are several linked additional elements 
of self-organisation and self-regulation that need to be considered.  

As we have seen, the values and norms of self-organised groups can vary extremely. 
However, the values do not automatically define the way the self-organised group is 
organised or how it works or how it is regulated. We need to look at the self-organised 
group with regard to membership, target group, internal constitution and legitimacy. 
This may also help us to understand at least some factors that might influence their 
stability.  

As mentioned at the beginning, some publications criticise the implicit liberal demo-
cratic connotation of self-organisation and self-regulation that is found in theoretical 
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debates. The notions of “dark civil society” (Lauth 2003) and “bad civil society” 
(Chambers/Kopstein 2001) point at self-organisation as being distant from civil values 
and remind us of the normative openness of the concept of self-organisation. The def-
inition of social movements, mentioned at the beginning, refers to the role of collec-
tive identity linked with common norms and values without specifying the values 
(Della Porta/Diani 2006, 20 ff.). Even if the majority of social movement studies prefer 
to deal with democratic and liberal social movements, we also find anti-democratic, 
racist and other movements that oppose liberal values (e.g. Loimeier 2012, 2015; Vir-
chow 2017). Jeffrey Alexander who developed the notion of the “civil sphere” as a so-
cial theory linked with the concept of civil society (Alexander 2006) reminds us that 
the concepts of democracy and justice do not offer general rational solutions and an-
swers for societal challenges. They are the result of values that are even contested 
between protagonists of civil values (Alexander 2015, 184-186). Streeck goes one step 
further. He states that even Etzioni – who provided, according to Streeck, the theo-
retically most advanced version of governance theory (Etzioni 1968) – could not an-
swer the question in which direction governance should lead active society for its ad-
vancement (Streeck 2015, 70). The critical hints are often overlooked because we are 
much too often caught by our liberal and democratic values and norms when we deal 
with self-organisation and self-regulation. The examples discussed earlier obviously 
present a wide range of value orientations between “love and peace” in hippie com-
munes and the participation in the Rwandan genocide in the case of Rwandan militias 
and the local loosely organised groups and committees for civil defence. Therefore, 
the definition of self-organisation provided by the LoSAM research unit, based on a 
discussion of different approaches, is very helpful: 

“Self-organization is understood here as an open collectivization process, through which com-
mon interests and positions are stabilized in social relationships, networks and often in a shared 
real-life ‘locality’, while groups are institutionalized through the mechanisms of solidarity 
and/or hierarchy.” (Pfeilschifter et al. 2020, 10)  

It refers to common interests and positions and a shared life-world. This shared life 
world may refer to a wide range of different norms and values. We will come back to 
the influence of norms and values later. We will first look at the constitution of self-
organised groups or as the definition argues the institutionalisation through the 
mechanisms of solidarity or hierarchy. This starts with the simple question of who 
belongs to the group. When we look at local self-organisation, this might be all people 
of the spatial or political unit that describes the locality. However, the notion of a self-
organised group refers to joint norms and values. The group may be open to (all) peo-
ple who share specific interests, values and norms (inclusive membership). This ap-
plies for example to hippie communes or kibbutzim. Other groups recruit their mem-
bers from particular social positions, from a particular ethnic background, particular 
religion or a particular race (exclusive membership), e.g. the Hutu based groups in the 
Rwandan genocide or the Ku Klux Klan whose self-image was and is based on white 
supremacy thus only white people – usually Protestants – could join. Also, inclusive 
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group membership may be restricted according to age – often only adult members are 
accepted – or it may be restricted according to gender (either exclusively men or 
women). The Bakassi Boys and many other vigilante groups would not accept women. 
The Interahamwe and the other groups who took part in the Rwandan genocide usually 
had male members even when some women were involved in the killings (African 
Rights 1995b). In the Ku Klux Klan historically all members were men. During the re-
naissance of the Klan in the 1920s, a women’s Klan was organised, but the organisa-
tion in general was still dominated by men, especially after the Second World War. 
Other groups like Owenist, Amish, kibbutzim, hippies, the Peoples Temple included 
whole families who settled together in a chosen locality. Some groups have special 
procedures for new membership like initiation ceremonies or baptism in many reli-
gious groups. This is often linked with a formal decision on the part of new members. 
Others are much more informal and open like the hippie communes. In any case, com-
mon values and norms as an important foundation of the self-organised group also 
imply a certain pressure to conform to this common foundation. This may also result 
in the exclusion of members that do not follow the internal rules or contest the com-
mon values and norms.  

For the analysis of the constitution of self-organised groups the mechanism of insti-
tutionalisation is crucial. The reference to hierarchy and solidarity refers to the de-
bates on governance and the sociological debate on regulation (Steuerung). Here the 
difference between the political science governance debate and the German sociolog-
ical debate on regulation (Steuerung) is relevant. Whereas the governance debate has 
been developed with an interest in multi-actor settings, the sociological debate points 
to principles of social order in general that can and are also applied to social groups 
and any other social entity. The term social order refers to the basic principles of social 
organisation with regard to the distribution of goods and influences and the internal 
structure of the social entity under study. Therefore, we again need to remind our-
selves of the basic principles that were previously mentioned in the conceptual sec-
tion (Gretschmann 1986; Hegner 1985; Kaufmann 1984) for a short summary see 
(Neubert 1997b, 63f.).19 Markets are based on exchange and regulated by a market-
price mechanism that co-ordinates the selfish motives of the individual or corporate 
actors. Hierarchy refers to institutionalised rule including the norm of subordination 
regulated by power. Goods are centrally acquired and redistributed. Hierarchy is 
linked to institutionalised rule and subordination. Solidarity refers to assumed com-
mon interests, norms and values of those who feel solidarity with each other. In the 
case of solidarity, common interest is more important than individual interest and the 
group co-operates even when this might contradict individual interests (Kaufmann 

 
19 For a similar typology see e.g. Brown/Korten (1991, 49-53) or Hyden (1990). This refers to basics of sociology and 

social anthropology. Talcott Parsons refers to types of structuration (market, bureaucracies and associations) 
(Parsons 1971, 22-26) and Karl Polanyi refers to different patterns of the transfer (exchange, redistribution and 
reciprocity) (Polanyi 1957, 250). Also, more recent publications follow this basic pattern see Lauth et al. (2019, 
12). 
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1984, 160, 162). Solidarity expresses the ideas of reciprocity and the ‘one for all’ prin-
ciple (Hegner 1986, 412). These three basic principles of social order describe the un-
derlying reasoning and logic of social order and refer to decision-making but are not 
restricted to it. 

Streeck/Schmitter (1985) proposed “association” as the fourth basic principle of social 
order. The main reason for this is to capture social entities that are neither based on 
market nor are they organised like the state and they also do not follow the principle 
of a family or clan-like community. At first sight, this is helpful because it captures 
the wide range of associations such as unions, professional associations, and other 
interest associations, one might also add NGOs. However, Streeck and Schmitter 
change the terminology from market, hierarchy, and solidarity to market, state and 
community. Thus, they use the terms state and community to focus on particular so-
cial entities and less on principles of social order. This applies even more for the fourth 
type, the association, with the basic principle of “inter- and intra-organizational con-
certation” (Streeck/Schmitter 1985, 125). The strength of the original sociological 
concept with three basic principles is the abstraction from particular social entities 
and the possibility of analysing every social entity according to the underlying princi-
ples of social order or as a particular mixture of the principles. The three-type concept 
also follows other basic sociological and anthropological typologies (see footnote 20).  

Streeck and Schmitter’s proposition represents an important move from the sociolog-
ical debate to the governance debate. The governance debate uses somewhat different 
concepts referring to market, hierarchy and networks and/or negotiation (Wald/Jan-
sen 2007, 94). Whereas the definition of market is similar to the sociological concept, 
there are differences with regard to the definition of hierarchy and especially to the 
third type network/negotiation. At the beginning hierarchy was seen in line with a 
state-like bureaucracy. In a more sophisticated understanding hierarchy is seen as 
stable relations between partners of transactions in a formal order with centralised 
allocation of information and interdependence of tasks. This understanding includes 
an acceptance of hierarchy based on a contract (e.g. between employer and employ-
ees) to include the thinking in particular social entities also enterprises. Networks 
and/or negotiation are less clearly defined. They are not restricted to transactions, and 
they are based on trust and may include friendship. At the same time, networks are 
seen as a hybrid of the continuum between market and hierarchy (Wald/Jansen 2007, 
94-96). This deviates from the sociological understanding of the three basic and dif-
ferent principles of social order.  

This difference especially between network/negotiation, on the one hand, and soli-
darity as an expression of the priority of group interest over individual interests on 
the other hand reflects the different analytical perspectives of the political science 
governance debate and the sociological debate. Governance theory focuses on multi-
actor systems usually in the context of a state. The sociological analysis tries to cap-
ture all forms of social order. This includes the state, any other hierarchical order and 
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different social entities also with regard to their internal organisation. The most im-
portant difference lies in the description of the third element aside of market hierar-
chy/state. It can be seen as solidarity, negotiation and/or network or it is even split 
between two other types community and association. Therefore, we need to choose 
between the different terminologies. For the governance debate, a typology with a fo-
cus on particular social entities might be appropriate. But the definition of the third 
type still varies as network and/or negotiation and the proposition to see the third 
type either as a combination of market and hierarchy or the contradicting proposition 
to add a fourth type. For a general analytical tool, a more abstract and clearly defined 
concept that is open and not bounded to particular social entities seems to be more 
appropriate. Especially when we accept that these categories are ideal types and real 
social entities are a mixture of these types. 

For the purpose of analysing self-organised groups, market with its focus on the co-
ordination of different actors does not apply. Solidarity and hierarchy are the most 
relevant because they also apply to the internal regulation of self-organised social 
groups. They refer to the question of the internal structure or the basic principles of 
regulation. The hierarchical mode of social order points to decision making being a 
centre following the interpretation of the common values and the common good by 
the ruling power. Decisions are taken by a person or a small ruling group based on 
their own authoritative power without being delegated or elected while, at the same, 
time, excluding all other members from the right to decide. This comes close to an 
authoritarian structure or restrictive participation as described by Mohamad-Klotz-
bach (2021). It also includes the notion of “command and obey” and goes together 
with an unequal distribution of power. An extreme case is the Peoples Temple, where 
the understanding of common good led to a joint mass suicide. Other examples for 
hierarchical groups are the Bakassi Boys and the Rwandan Interahamwe. The concen-
tration of power also allows for following goals diverting from the group interest un-
der the garb of the common good. 

The principle of solidarity builds on a shared understanding of the common good. 
When we focus on the internal structure of groups it does not exactly point out how 
decisions are made; but solidarity describes the reasoning behind the internal order 
including decision-making. The solidarity mode of social order works perfectly with 
decisions that are taken jointly by all group members (e.g. hippie communes). This 
comes close to an egalitarian structure with comprehensive participation as described 
by Mohamad-Klotzbach (2021). It is also possible to delegate decision-making to lead-
ing figures, appointed via formal elections, informally or just accepted as leaders. In 
principle, all members could be leaders and decisions are not simply commands to be 
obeyed but need to be generally accepted even when some members do not agree. This 
applies for instance to the Amish or the kibbutzim. Leaders are bound by the solidarity 
principle and the principle of equality of all members, and they are accountable to the 
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members.20 More precisely, we can say “full group members”. Groups that include e.g. 
families usually restrict the right to participate in decision-making to adults, and 
some groups, depending on their values, restrict decision making to gender (usually 
men) or social position. Based on the values of the group, members without the right 
to participate in decision-making are represented by the “full members”, e.g. via the 
representatives of their family. All these regulations are legitimized by the common 
values and norms of the self-governed group.21  

Hierarchy and solidarity as basic principles of social order are ideal types. In the real 
world we find different kinds of mixtures. Leaders of a solidarity-type self-organised 
group may accumulate a certain amount of power that is not easy to oppose, which 
gives their decisions a character of a command. On the other side, in hierarchical 
groups the ruling power may consider ordinary members’ viewpoints in their decisions 
to find widely accepted solutions either voluntarily or because of pressure from the 
ordinary members. The ideal types of hierarchy and solidarity describe the poles of a 
continuum. In practice, the social order of a group is positioned on this continuum at 
the extremes or somewhere in between.  

Another important element especially for self-regulation are the types of decision 
making and the implementation and the underlying principles of legitimisation. El-
wert sees rule-based decision-making as one side and arbitrary decision-making on 
the other (Elwert 2001, 422). Rule-based decision-making follows a set of principles 
and fixed rules or laws and acts irrespective of person. Neither those who decide nor 
those who are affected by a decision or action matter. This includes routines and often 
activities can be carried out without requiring a discussion on the particular case. The 
ideal type of rule-based decision-making is a Weberian bureaucracy. Even though this 
concept was developed for states and big organisations, it may be applied to self-or-
ganised groups that follow fixed rules that are either written or generally known and 
accepted. A good example are the kibbutzim. The opposite is an arbitrary mode of 
decision-making. Decisions are taken not according to fixed rules or laws but rather 
due to a particular situation, a particular case or the people involved. Who will be af-
fected by a decision or activity is always taken into consideration. What counts with 
regard to people involved is power is personal influence, and personal relationships, 
and not the case as such. Arbitrary decision-making is possible when one leader or a 
small group of leaders makes a decision and when all members take part in the deci-
sion process. The hippie communes are good example of the latter case. This type of 

 
20 Of course, it is possible to differentiate between self-organised groups who take decisions jointly by all members 

and those who appoint leaders as “authorized representatives” which results in a “more differentiated hierarchy” 
(Pfeilschifter et al. 2020, 14). We will come back to this point later.  

21 Exclusion from group rights were and still are common in democracies that see themselves as egalitarian. In the 
early stages of democracy voting rights were often linked to income, and in the USA African Americans in the 
southern states were de facto excluded from voting until the 1950s and 1960s due to bureaucratic restrictions. 
We need to remind ourselves that in Western democracies women were excluded even in the 20th century. Even 
today children are excluded from voting. We also find these exclusions in families, where the parents decide for 
their children who are below the legal age. 
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decision-making is possible even when there are fixed rules. They are either very 
loosely interpreted or simply ignored. For political systems this is referred to as neo-
patrimonialism (Erdmann/Engel 2006). In neo-patrimonialism decisions may be ex-
plained with regard to rules, but they are interpreted according to the people involved 
in a case and the preferences of the people in power. This also applies, as Sara Berry 
has shown, for most of the neo-traditional authorities in Africa even when they claim 
to follow their “traditional rules” (Berry 1993).  

These two types of decision-making refer to different types of trust. In a nutshell, trust 
is intimately linked to predictability in social action, or like Georg Elwert (Elwert 1997, 
284) puts it, trust creates “spaces of predictability”. This goes in line with Luhmann 
who assumed that individuals are anxious about other people’s reactions to their ac-
tion. By placing trust in other people, individuals reduce the complexity of social ac-
tion. Once we have trust we assume that we have a good chance of knowing what type 
of reaction will follow our social action (Luhmann 2000).22 We usually link trust and 
social reactions to the relation with other people. We trust this or that person. How-
ever, trust can go beyond particular individuals. For Giddens, modernity includes, 
among other features, not only trust in people but also trust in “expert systems”. Ex-
amples of this are the construction of houses or the production and operation and 
rules of surveillance of airplanes or of atomic power plants. Appropriate knowledge is 
only held by experts. The remaining members of society can only assume the effects 
of this knowledge as they trust the underlying expert knowledge and the expert sys-
tems based on that knowledge (Giddens 1993, 292). Whether expert systems can only 
be found in modernity might be debatable.23 More important than the question of how 
long expert systems have existed is the conclusion that we can also put trust in anon-
ymous institutions like “expert systems”. This describes a fundamental difference to 
the trust in people. State or local administrations are not only structures of surveil-
lance, but when they are organized according to a Weberian bureaucracy, they also 
deliver services such as technical or social infrastructure or courts that are available 
to interpret the law, all in principle, irrespective of the person concerned. The same 
holds true for smaller formal institutions like private service providers or associations 
and for decision-making in self-organised groups. This predictable way of acting cre-
ates trust and is the main source of the legitimacy of legal authority. 

Usually (modern) expert systems or fixed rules of decision-making are based on writ-
ten information or are formally codified. However, as long as the rules or the expert 

 
22 For Luhmann trust is only one way of solving the contingency of social actions linked to the calculation of risk. 

Another way is confidence that refrains from making a calculation of risk (Luhmann 2000, 99f.). For our purposes 
we can ignore the difference between trust and confidence because both refer to the management of insecurity 
with regard to the reaction to social actions.  

23 Experts existed before modernity (Rene Pfeilschifter, oral communication). Experts were individuals like master 
builders. The figure of a “universal scholar” shows that expertise in different fields was still accessible for one 
person. Giddens’ expert systems refer to complex institutional networks that organise the knowledge of different 
experts to a system in which even the experts have to rely on the special knowledge of other experts. Trust is put 
in the system and no longer in a particular expert. In Giddens’ understanding of modernity, wide parts of our 
everyday life rely on such expert systems e.g. with regard to transport, communication, production of goods etc. 
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knowledge exists as both practice and standardised knowledge that is independent 
from particular individuals, the rules may generate trust in institutions. Rule-based 
decision-making gains legitimacy via the trust in rules and the linked institution. 
Thus, the people involved in decision-making do not matter and may change without 
influencing the decisions that had been made.  

The analysis of trust in institutions highlights the difference from trust in persons and 
its link to arbitrary decision-making. The ideal type of trust in persons does not need 
fixed rules. It is the trustworthiness of the person or the group that decides what peo-
ple rely on. In this case the leader(s) or the group decide(s) arbitrarily while guided by 
moral, values, and power of judgment and responsibility. Trust in persons and their 
arbitrary decision-making and trust in institutions with decision-making bounded by 
fixed rules are also ideal types positioned at the opposite ends of the continuum. Self-
regulated groups with rigid and inflexible rules might be an exception. However, rule-
based decision-making can mostly be found for example in the kibbutzim and, with 
some limits, also in the Ku Klux Klan organisation (less in the local klaverns) between 
World War One and Two. The flexible arbitrary decision-making that adapts to a par-
ticular situation seems to be more frequent in self-organised groups. Again, the hippie 
communes are a good example but also the loosely organised locally acting groups in 
the Rwandan genocide.  

The difference between trust in institutions and trust in persons should not be con-
fused with the common difference between formal and informal institutions that 
point to the existence of written rules and codes versus informal rules and practices 
that constitute an institution. Informal institutions can also be rule-based (Bröch-
ler/Lauth 2014). Trustful institutions may have a formal or an informal character. 
However, formal institutions, based on written rules, might gain legitimacy not be-
cause of the existence of formal written rules but because of the individual who rep-
resents the institution even when this person does not stick to the rules. Or represent-
atives of formal institutions may act arbitrarily as in the case of nepotism or corrup-
tion. Whether they are seen as legitimate depends on the relation to the individual. 

With regard to the internal structure of self-organised groups there are two crucial 
features, the basic principle of social order related to the constitution of the self-or-
ganisation and the fundament of trust and the corresponding type of decision-making 
related to self-regulation. This leads us to a two-dimensional typology with the di-
mension of social order between hierarchy and solidarity and the dimension of trust 
in institutions with rule-based decision-making and trust in persons with arbitrary 
decisions-making power. Thus, we end up with four ideal types. (For some of the ideal 
types we find easily examples in real life; other ideal types are less common in real 
life). 
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• hierarchical – rule-based decision-making with trust in institutions: e.g. the 
Ku Klux Klan between World War 1 und 2.24 

• hierarchical – arbitrary decision-making with trust in persons: e.g. Peoples 
Temples, Interahamwe; less pronounced: Bakassi Boys, Owens New Larnak fac-
tory, 

• solidarity – rule-based decision-making with trust in institutions: kibbutzim 

• solidarity – arbitrary decision-making with trust in persons: e.g. hippie com-
munes and Freetown Christiana activists; less pronounced: Amish, local vigi-
lante groups and loosely organised local groups in the Rwandan genocide. 

We again see that even with the restricted number of cases discussed in this paper, we 
have two types (hierarchical/trust in persons and solidarity/trust in persons) of groups 
with radically different value orientations. 

These ideal types are confronted with a blurred reality. Real cases of self-organised 
and self-regulated groups usually do not fit completely in one of the types, but are 
rather situated between different types. They are not simply based on hierarchy or 
solidarity nor strictly marked by rule-based decision-making with trust in institutions 
or arbitrary decision-making with trust in persons. These criteria describe a contin-
uum. The ideal types should simply help to navigate the blurred reality.25 

Thus far we have looked at the constitution of the groups, their membership and in-
ternal organisation. We also need to be aware of the difference between self-organised 
groups regarding the target group of the activities whether it is only members or (also) 
non-members.26 First, there are self-organised groups that direct their activities for 
the well-being of their members. We might coin this as inward versus outward orien-
tation. This describes the range (Reichweite) of their activities. One ideal type is rep-
resented by self-organised groups that settle on their own usually far away from other 
settlements and/or those with a certain level of autonomy and independence from 
their surroundings, which is often accompanied by elements of subsistence. This ap-
plies to Owenist groups, Amish, rural hippie communes, kibbutzim or the Peoples 
Temple. They might sell products and buy things they don’t produce. Most of their 
outside relations are simply a limited market exchange. With regard to their way of 
living, including their internal self-regulation all these groups try to distance them-
selves from the local administration and the state. We may address them as groups 

 
24 This type also describes bureaucratic authoritarian states e.g. Soviet or Chinese type socialism. It seems to be 

relatively uncommon in self-organised groups but not impossible.  
25 This typology obviously diverts from the governance types. Whereas Wald and Jansen position networks that are 

based on trust (they obviously refer to trust in persons) between market and hierarchy, in this typology networks 
would be positioned between solidarity and hierarchy. The concept of negotiation partly used in the governance 
debate together with network seems to be more open and might be positioned not only between hierarchy and 
solidarity but might also include elements of market. The systematic comparison of these typologies might need 
more conceptual work. 

26 This distinction was developed for NGOs and applies in a similar way to self-organised groups, in general 
(Neubert 1997a, 54f.; 2003, 259). 
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with “complete integration”.27 This puts a considerable amount of emphasis on con-
formity from the members with elements of Goffman’s “total institution” (Goffman 
1961) as already mentioned in regard to kibbutzim. However, these groups might be 
hierarchical, like the Peoples Temple, but there is no division between inmates and 
staff as in Goffman’s examples of prisons, mental health clinics or concentration 
camps. The completely hierarchically integrated groups might refer in some respect 
to the other examples mentioned by Goffman like armies and monasteries. It is not 
surprising that we find some of the groups with complete integration in the USA. Laws 
in the USA leave considerable space for local communities to organise themselves in-
cluding their particular local order, security and the education of children. Other self-
organised groups have to fight for a comparable amount of autonomy like Freetown 
Christiana who negotiate in an ongoing process to secure their independence from the 
Danish government and the Copenhagen administration. The kibbutzim fit perfectly 
well in this category. They are part and parcel of the national identity of Israel and 
have an accepted role in society. Less separated are self-organised groups whose ac-
tivities are directed towards the group members but refer only to particular activities 
or parts of their life. Examples are self-help groups, co-operatives and other associa-
tions with a clear and limited task. The members have a family life and also a profes-
sion to earn their living. Examples of this not discussed here in detail are Alcoholics 
Anonymous, or production co-operatives. 

Secondly, there are also outward oriented self-organised groups whose activities 
clearly aim at non-members or at people outside the group. The Bakassi Boys and the 
shortly mentioned Koglwéogo or the Dozo hunters and other vigilante groups see 
themselves as providers of local security and claim to control the actions of the local 
people in general. The Ku Klux Klan follows this line and claims to protect morals, yet 
they have wider ambitions. They want to secure white supremacy against African 
American emancipation. The Interahamwe were even more radical and supported 
loosely and locally organised groups and committees for civil defence who saw them-
selves as conducting a necessary ethnic cleansing that ultimately resulted in the 
Rwandan genocide. These groups follow a programme to change society as whole in 
the name of a superior ideology. These examples refer to groups that act violently 
against others. But outward orientation is not restricted to violent groups. A typical 
example of this are Christian charitable orders like the prominent “Missionaries of 
Charity” founded by Mother Theresa in Kolkata, welfare organisations such as the Sal-
vation Army or civil rights and ecological organisations such as Amnesty International 
and Green Peace. Many, but not all, NGOs are self-organised groups in the strict sense 
of the term.28  

 
27 I thank Rene Pfeilschifter for this term. 
28 NGOs may, despite being a non-profit organisation, act internally and externally as an enterprise or a “non-

profit consulting company” (Neubert 1997a, 65). In Germany, large NGOs have been entitled as welfare corpora-
tions (Wohlfahrtskonzerne) (Lühr 1984).  
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Inward and outward orientation are also relevant for the stability of a self-organised 
group. If inward-oriented groups are not in conflict with their wider environment, 
their stability depends on the satisfaction and the unity of the members. As long as 
they share common interests, positions, norms and values and their material liveli-
hood is stable they have a good chance of surviving. Some members might leave the 
group (like in the case of kibbutzim) others might join. Some of the Amish communi-
ties have existed for more than 150 years, meaning over many generations. There have 
been some adaptions to the changing world, but most of their daily life has not 
changed substantially. A few of the hippie communities also managed to survive for 
fifty years or more and often with many more adaptions to the changing environment. 
In these communes, we have some members who joined the community in its early 
days. The question whether they will survive after more generations to come is still 
open. The challenge is to transfer the norm and values to the children as next gener-
ation who did not decide for themselves to join the community. Another example of 
stable inward oriented groups are some orders who organise their life in seclusion 
within the confines of a monastery. Here all members join voluntarily. 

Outward-oriented self-organised groups need not only generate internal support, but 
they also need external acceptance. The Bakassi Boys were most welcome as providers 
of security and of “law and order” at the beginning. The more they gained self-confi-
dence and developed into a power in their own right while abandoning the common 
sense of right and wrong, the less legitimate they were seen from the people’s per-
spective. They transformed themselves from a self-organised group into a kind of 
shady commercial security agency. The Ku Klux Klan was strong in a political envi-
ronment marked by hate and racism. With the decrease in open race conflicts the Klan 
lost its wider support and membership but still managed to survive. Internal power 
conflicts were also a reason for its loss of support and significance. However, when-
ever the race conflict resurges in the USA, the Ku Klux Klan and its symbols gain some 
importance again. The Interahamwe and the supporting local groups are a striking ex-
ample of the significance of the societal context of self-organised groups. The Inte-
rahamwe were founded in a situation of massive ethnic tensions and conflict. They 
and the supporting local groups became main perpetrators of the genocide. But with 
the advances and the ultimate military victory of the RPF they became the main tar-
gets of the conquering army and were either killed, jailed and prosecuted or they man-
aged to flee to neighbouring countries. Some of the leaders re-organised themselves 
and founded militias terrorising the people in Eastern D.R. Congo.  

Many outward oriented self-organised groups do survive. The best examples are the 
aforementioned Christian orders, welfare organisations and NGOs in general. Against 
this background we might depict the typology of self-organised groups in the two-
dimensional typology and mark their in- or outward-orientation (see annex 1).  
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5 Conclusion 

The examples presented in this paper show the wide variety of self-organisation. 
These were groups that represent the liberal democratic ideals of local self-organisa-
tion and self-regulation and there are many more groups like the numerous associa-
tions of civil society including co-operatives, self-help groups, NGOs and others. Once 
we widen our perspective, cases that challenge the liberal democratic ideal of self-
organisation are easy to identify. The Bakassi Boys and other local vigilantes who 
claim to fill the need for security at the local level that the weak state does not provide 
do not fulfil liberal democratic expectations but they might fulfil local needs. The In-
terahamwe and the loosely organised local groups that committed large parts of Rwan-
dan genocide contradict our positive image of self-organisation and self-regulation 
even more. However, seen from an analytic standpoint, they are self-organised and 
self-regulated. The case of the Ku Klux Klan shows that violent and racist self-organ-
isation is not a phenomenon of the Global South but is also a reality in the Global 
North. Even though the Ku Klux Klan has lost the majority of its power and wider at-
traction since the 1960s, the armed right-wing militias in the USA may be seen as a 
kind of reiteration of the group just in a new garb.  

Self-organisation and self-regulation describe a certain form or type of organisation 
centred around common values and norms. The different values and norms define the 
basic principle of social order either hierarchy or solidarity (or anywhere in between) 
that constitutes their institutionalisation, the aims of the group, the in- and outward 
orientation and the potential membership, including the definition of “full member-
ship” and the “self” of the self-organised group. This again directly corresponds to the 
identity of the group. Identity might be defined via locality, language, ethnicity, social 
position and always via the shared values and norms. The main structural features 
resulting from the basic values are described by the two-dimensional typology within 
the dimension of social order between hierarchy and solidarity and the dimension of 
trust in institutions with rule-based decision-making and trust in persons with arbi-
trary decisions-making abilities. In addition to potential membership, we need to con-
sider in- and outward orientation. 

Even when it is easier to find hierarchical elements in racist and anti-liberal groups 
and patterns of solidarity in groups that follow liberal values and ideas of equality, it 
would be far too simple to assume that groups with racist values are always hierar-
chical and authoritarian. The local chapters (klaverns) of the Ku Klux Klan and the 
loosely organised local groups participating in the Rwandan genocide show that this 
ideology can be combined with elements of a social order marked by solidarity. The 
original New Larnak factory founded by Owen was marked by ideas of equality and of 
a more just society, but, at the same time, it was marked by its patriarchal structure 
and clear elements of hierarchy. 
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The clear-cut picture of four basic ideal types of self-organisation might also cover 
internal ambiguities and contradictions. Self-organisation marked by solidarity and 
arbitrary decision-making with trust in persons can and often does change into a more 
authoritarian type with a charismatic leader whose arguments and positions are 
widely accepted. This has been noted in the analysis of anti-authoritarian education 
and coined as “Neil authority”.29 A hierarchical self-organised group with arbitrary 
decision-making and trust in persons easily implies an incalculable reign of terror. 
However, the person(s) at the top are decisive. They might also be well-meaning and 
successfully support the common good of the group, e.g. Owen’s New Larnak factory 
or some charismatic religious communities. A self-organised group that formally ad-
heres to fixed rules with trust in institutions implies reliability and effective function-
ality. However, “bureaucracy” has, not including Max Weber’s ideal type, a mixed im-
age at best and is often seen as ineffective and inefficient. Efficiency of decision mak-
ing is independent from the basic principle of social order and the criteria of efficiency 
might also vary according to the value orientation of the self-organised group. 

For a clear picture of the phenomenon of self-organised and self-governed groups we 
need an analytical approach that starts with the definition of self-organised groups 
being “[…] understood as an open process of collectivisation […] with often shared 
life-worldly ‘locality’ common interests and positions.” (Lauth et al. 2019, 12). This 
gives us access to the phenomenon as a whole without any bias. For the analysis of 
the self-organised groups themselves we need to refer to the simple questions asking 
for what, whom, how, where and why the self-organised groups regulate (Pfeilschifter 
et al. 2020, 13-16). This is a first but crucial step. The more we want to assess a self-
organised group beyond the analytical description of their internal organisation and 
tasks, the more the assessment refers to norms and values. They define the preferred 
principle of social order, and it depends on the values and norms of the group and 
what they define as the common good. The group suicide of the Peoples Temple was 
from the perspective of the followers seen as a means to save the group from evil and 
thus as way to fulfil the common good. Questions of participation, justice and even 
efficiency and effectiveness or of reliability are also essentially influenced by the val-
ues and norms of the group. This creates a huge challenge for the analysis of self-
organisation. The hidden side of self-organisation reminds us that only when the val-
ues and norms of a self-organised group are included in the analysis will we get the 
full picture. 

One final remark: The analysis of the constitution of self-organised groups focuses on 
the internal structure. However, self-organised groups are mostly part of a wider in-
stitutional arrangement. Even fully integrated groups need at least the acceptance of 
the wider context. All other self-organised groups are in touch with other institutions 

 
29 Neill was one of the founders of the concept of antiauthoritarian education. Critiques showed that in his envi-

ronment he was a charismatic leader that rarely saw any opposition. 
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and the state. Especially those with an outward orientation need to define their rela-
tionship to other institutions and at least indirectly e.g. to the legal regulations of the 
state. For the analysis of these relations, we must move to the level of a multi-actor 
system which is the topic of the governance debate. For the discussion on self-organ-
ised groups, these two levels, the internal constitution and their outward relations as 
part of a multi-actor institutional arrangement, need to be clearly differentiated.  
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Annex 1 Typology of self-organised groups (inward-oriented: red, outward-oriented: blue) 
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