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Complexity, complicatedness and complexity:
A new science behind organizational intervention?
If Price

This paper explores the origin of costly complex-
ity/complicatedness from a stance in evolution-
ary complexity.  It argues that the tendency to 
the former is a property of the evolution in the 
latter. The creation of space, physical and virtual 
for adaptation may be a managerial solution - one 
amenable to various interventions which draw 
upon complexity as a metaphor.

Introduction: Three senses of complexity

O Dawkins (1988)

“[Life is] ... a property of improbable complexity 
possessed by an entity that works to keep itself out of 
equilibrium with its environment.”

its component parts working together to maintain 

course other senses in which the word has entered the 
discourse of social and managerial researchers and prac-

and perhaps for practitioners the common sense under-
standing of the word, is as a description of the shear cost 

c

growth of outsourcing. In 1988, judging at least from 

was restricted to manufacturing industries procur-
ing rather than making components. A decade later 

Egan, 1999).

ning theoretical stance that can perhaps aid an apprecia-

Academic
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c
-

more common description, among those who make the 

of c

understood as such.

Fad or fashion? ‘Complexity’ as self-repli-
cating discourse.

P
of interest in its own right. Tracking use of a particular 

-
sure of its penetration in the general arena of mana-

-
et al. -

in each case. As a particular discourse spreads it gen-

(FM)[5] sustain institutes, journals, research centres 
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Figure 1 Complexity titles by year of publication 
(source Amazon.com)

propagate a particular management fashion, show 
-

would not exist without a particular discourse, in this 
emergent. The coalition 

-

-

meanings.

-
land, 1995). Gell-Mann (1994) takes the proposition 
one stage further arguing the need for rules encoded 

the unwritten rules (Scott-Morgan, 1994) of academic 
research and consulting. Disseminating a particular 

-

a particular fashion, or exploring a particular domain of 

disseminates the discourse. To the degree that, that 
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-

-

-

-
sistance to the introduction of newer ideologies. I will 

more paradigm than metaphor, can help those who use 

-

of meaning that adds a measure of complicatedness to 

Cui bono: Why the diversity of meaning?

In making the case Dennett is of course draw-

-

of -

-
-

sense through imitation. It is to Dennett (1995) that 

-

coexisting memes, as encoding a schemata for cultural 

Foucauldian discourse. 

The examples of managerial fads and fashions 
-

a discourse. C

-

someone joins a discussion as to its meaning and gains 

explanation for the emergence of complicatedness.

Organizations as complex adaptive (?)
systems

C -
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offer two isomorphic meta-groups of CAS. The term 
adaptive

1994) rather than adaptation. In simple terms a literal 

1999) is as follows:

-

-

the geological record, departs from a power law 

-

-

-

-

-
-

found for Darwin’s Dangerous Idea (see Dennett, 

-

-

a literal explanation from which to understand 
-

ent tradition, a rich new metaphor from which 
C

1.

2.

-

makes the same point with his plea for “a proper 

strategic rather than the stratigraphic timescale.

allocation of paradigms to the same role and concepts of 

-

memes in this context is that it adds nothing to these 

Homo 
Sapiens -

-
-

-

cultural c

4.
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Complicatedness

Can the memetic stance on that c
an explanation for the emergence of compli-

and the complex of interacting selfish genes. The 

com-

particular meme. Dawkins (1988) has used the example 

-

institutions (sensu

of a legal framework within which trade can take place 

-

its own replication. The complicatedness of the legal 

offered as no more than a simple example of inter-or-
-

-

and departments of strategic planners are for example 
still a common feature of corporate management. The 

-

-

creation. The tendering process referred to earlier justi-
-

als engaged in the construction and interpretation of 
contracts and the resolution of the resulting disputes. 

-

-

of such complicatedness[14] and the memes of those 
particular professions.

new market offerings, new space is created for new 
-

ment of complicatedness and sometimes reactions in 

-
ten go extinct. Their successors emerge with the same 

Complexity

I -

is an offshoot of c
turn, generates much of the need for the third sense of 

the industrial to the post-industrial age represents a 

-

and approaches to change rooted in mechanistic and 
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et al., 1998).

-

for those for whom the engineering metaphor signals 

created.

-

particular genes from one species into another the 

genes from scratch. The same is not true of memes. 

-

c

Science or not?

Ithe neo-Darwinism from which memetics springs, 

in which he has made clear his admiration of Darwin 

-

to three:

-
1.

2.

Selection has no place in theories of cultural or 

pattern of geological extinction with time shows a 
-

easier in peripheral isolates than in large populations 

-
-

replication is accomplished.

-

an excuse for eugenics and ethnic cleansing to name 

self-replicating meme as a unit of cultural selection 

to genetic determinism which nonetheless remains 

-
places Darwinism. Species are the result of some form 

seeing information, encoded in auto-replicating struc-
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genes.

it meets the Popperian criterion of a science, remains an 

-

marriage of reductionism, replicators and complex 
wholes is one of hope more than despair.
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NOTES
-

world: social phenomena included.

in a general and undifferentiated sense.

usage.

attention is drawn.

-
et al., 2002).

[6] A metaphor which Dawkins is at pains to recog-

cata-
lytic indexical
argument proposed here, is also an example of the 

com-

-

-
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and I could not disagree. For a more general introduc-
-

-
sComplex.htm.

Cost Reduction I New Era.

-

et al., 1998).
-

manufacturing operations.
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-
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