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s one individual acts or proposes ac-
tion with an oth er, her action alters 
 opportunities for con trol ling percep-

tions—both the other’s and her own.  Further, that 
act alters the possibilities for still oth ers to make 
use of these two individuals.  The re sult is that the 
readiness of ev ery one of the in ter act ing individuals 
to make use of others will ad just and shift.  A sort 
of con tin u ous hunting or track ing process goes on as 
every individual as sess es the changing opportunities 
for controlling per cep tions, takes actions to control 
them, and in doing so fur ther alters the dis tri bu tion 
of op por tu ni ties for herself and everyone else.  
The availability of the human re sourc es in a group 
and the actual use of them are dynamic, in constant 
fl ux, protean.

Many others have seen this unceasing mutation.  
 Arrow,  McGrath, and  Berdahl (2000, pp. 56–57) 
say this:

Local group process creates, activates, replicates, 
and adjusts dynamic links in a coordination net-
 work. . . . From local action, global-level pat terns 
emerge—behavioral and cognitive patterns such 
as group norms, cohesion, division of labor, a role 
system and infl uence structure, and temporal 
pat terns such as cycles of confl ict and consensus, 
reg u lar i ties in changing group performance, and 
the ebb and fl ow of communication. . . .

This is not the kind of relationship tra di -
tion al ly modeled by in de pen dent and dependent 
vari ables.  Rather, we are talking about contextual 
fac tors that constrain the operation of local-level 
rules without de ter min ing the outcome.  The 
whole pattern of global dynamics that emerges 
from this local action may shift when a contextual 
pa ram e ter shifts to a different value.  Or it may 
remain unchanged. . . .

Chapter 35

Coordination

Complex systems whose behavior depends 
large ly on interactions among local elements—
the weather, for example—are predictable only in 
the short run, and these predictions are for global 
variables . . ., not local variables. . . . Patterns of 
key global variables, however, do show sub stan tial 
regularities over time.

The vocabulary of those authors differs a good deal 
from mine.  Where I would speak of a demand or 
proposal an individual makes to others, they speak 
of local dynamics.  Where I would speak of en vi -
ron men tal op por tu ni ties, they speak of contextual 
fac tors.  Nevertheless, it is easy to see in those pas-
 sag es a pic ture of patterns arising from the actions of 
in di vid u als, patterns that change their actors or their 
shapes or both as the social opportunities change.  It is 
easy to see, too, that the authors do not aspire to pre-
dict par tic u lar acts when they write of en vi ron men tal 
con di tions that “constrain . . . without de ter min ing 
the outcome.”  They see the regularities of outcome 
not in individual acts, but in the statistical outcomes 
(“glo bal variables”) con strained by a pre pon der ance of 
sim i lar individual goals and by the use of opportuni-
ties from a common environment.

ORGANIZING OURSELVES

Maybe you remember how it was when you were a 
child and you walked onto a playground in a neigh-
 bor hood new to you.  Or you can think of how it 
is when you go to a party where there is no one you 
know.  Or think of the fi rst hour of the fi rst day on a 
new job.  You don’t know whether to bet that some one 
will have an eye out for newcomers and will come 
over to greet you or whether everyone will ignore you 
until you say something.  You don’t know whether 
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people will expect you to state your credentials or to 
say something nice about the weather.  You feel many 
uncertainties, but you don’t expect utter chaos.

You expect to fi nd, before long, some patterns of 
action.  If some one comes forward to greet you, you do 
not take that as a random action.  Rather, you think, 
“People in this group expect to make at least a little 
effort to be welcoming.  They probably won’t ignore 
me if I invite a little attention to myself.”  Imag ine how 
un cer tain and dis con cert ing social life would be if we 
did not fi nd some repeated patterns pretty quick ly.  
Imag ine how much time would be wasted, without 
quick ly discernible pat terns, customs, or rou tines, in 
dealing with other peo ple—in get ting work done, 
playing a game, making a pur chase, carrying on a 
courtship.

To reduce the evils of strife and reap the benefi ts 
of cooperative work, we must replace what would 
otherwise be wild uncertainty with some degree 
of reliable expectation about the actions of other 
peo ple—and about our own actions, too.  That, at 
least, is what we all seem to believe.  We all act on the 
social environment to restrict and order per cep tions 
of the possible actions of ourselves and others.  We 
tell chil dren to stay in their seats until the bell rings.  
We tell employees to show up at nine o’clock in the 
morning.  We tell the customers to stand in line at 
that window.  We tell the subjects of a king to kneel 
in his presence, and similarly the members of the 
fl ock of the Pope.  When the judge walks into the 
court room, the bailiff shouts, “All rise!”

Thus arises culture: customs, rituals of mem ber -
ship and passage, laws, agreements, rules, norms, traf-
 fi c signs, administrative manuals, and in struc tions for 
opening a box of breakfast cereal.  Thus arise group-
 ings of fam i lies into clans and communities in which 
customs and rules can be well enough understood by 
all individuals and to which work groups can bring 
the ben e fi ts of cooperation.

If we see a cluster of men walking down the cen ter 
of the street, all dressed pretty much alike, all wear ing 
ten-gallon hats, with two or three at the front carrying 
banners, and all keeping close together as they walk—
at least until they go out of sight around a corner—it 
is easy to perceive a repeatable, rec og niz able, namable 
pattern there and think of that pattern moving down 
the street as a “thing”—maybe a “bunch,” maybe a 
“pa rade”—just as we can think of the little pattern 
we perceive moving along behind the men as a “dog.”  
Then it is easy to look for the properties or charac-

teristics of that “thing” or “group.”  And it is easy to 
ask how in di vid u als affect a group—that is, how this 
thing (an individual) affects that thing (a group).

We remain, however, individual entities.  If we 
perceive the clus ter ing as an activity of in di vid u als, we 
are more likely to ask how this pattern of groupiness 
can come about—what are the ca pa bil i ties of humans 
that can enable them to march in a cluster down a 
street, wear ing ten-gallon hats on their heads?  How 
are they helped and hin dered when they con trol their 
perceptions by using ten-gallon hats, other march ers, 
and other features of their environments?

It is true that human individuals acting as groups 
can do things they cannot do as separate individuals—
carry a large canoe to the wa ter or build a skyscraper, 
for example—thereby ex pand ing their pow ers.  But 
those cooperative patterns of action do not make a 
group into a system or or gan ism or entity that is some-
how a “thing” big ger than the individual.  Behavioral 
functions con nect individuals in the un cer tain and 
shifting man ner shown in Figure 28–5.  We can be 
mistaken when we see people behaving as if they were 
all phys i cal ly connected in think ing that some thing 
more is going on other than individual control of 
per cep tion.  You saw that misapprehension il lus trat ed 
in Chapter 9 un der “The Crowd.”

Groups cannot have per cep tions separate from 
those of their in di vid u al members, and they do not 
have reference sig nals (internal stan dards) separate 
from those of their individual members, and there fore 
they can not maintain purposes sep a rate from those 
of their individual members.  In a group, when in di -
vid u al purposes come into con fl ict, individuals can 
leave the group to pursue their separate pur pos es.  In 
an individual, when pur suits of pur pos es come into 
confl ict, no purpose can leave the in di vid u al and go 
off by itself.

The idea of living entities of larger and larger scope 
is an old idea.  (See under “Reifi cation” in Chapter 5 
and “Group Mind” in Chapter 8.)  I am reminded of 
a story by  Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930) about 
a sci en tist (whom he named Pro fes sor Challenger) 
who drilled a deep hole through the earth’s crust and 
dropped an immense steel spike into it—and the 
earth screamed.  A book is currently in print called 
Gaia; it con ceives the whole earth with all its inhabit-
ants as a unitary living or gan ism.  Maybe before long 
someone will write a book explaining how the galaxy 
or the uni verse is a living creature.


