
The Psychology of Complexity
and Its Role in Global Civil Society



Presentation Overview

• Psychology and complexity – a brief history.
• Provide two examples

• Human cognition and consciousness – a systems view.
• Collective psychology and global civil society.



Psychology and Complexity – A Brief History



Historical Outline





Gestalt Psychology

• EARLY YEARS – EARLY 1900S
• Max Wertheimer (1880–1943)
• Kurt Koffka (1886–1941)
• Wolfgang Köhler (1887-1967 )

• The focus is on the psychology of complexity



Gestalt Psychology



Field Theory

• EARLY YEARS – EARLY 1900S
• Kurt Lewin – deeply original scholar.
• Field Theory – Alternatively, 

topological and vector psychology
• Pioneered a variety of ideas still 

widely used today.

• Social psychology
• Group dynamics
• Action research
• Organisational development



Macy Conference – Cybernetics

• The Real Start of Systems Thinking (1946-1953)
Participants: (as members or guests) in at least one of the Cybernetics conferences:
William Ross Ashby, Gregory Bateson, Lawrence K. Frank, Ralph Waldo Gerard, 
Paul Lazarsfeld, Kurt Lewin, J. C. R. Licklider, Howard S. Liddell, Donald B. Lindsley, 
Donald M. MacKay, Warren S. McCulloch, Margaret Mead, Walter Pitts, Arturo Rosenblueth, 
Claude Shannon, Heinz von Foerster, John von Neumann, Norbert Wiener,.
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_von_Neumann
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Norbert_Wiener


Macy Conference – Cybernetics

• The Real Start of Systems Thinking (1946-1953)

Ecology of mind
Gregory Bateson

Cybernetics of mind and AI
Ross Ashby, Warren McColloch



Cognitive science



Self-organisation, synergetics and clinical psychology

• Wolfgang Tschacher 
• Günter Schiepek 

• Here we see a switch to the 
complexity of psychology 



Complex systems and 
change in psychotherapy

• Adele Hayes and Leigh Andrews
• James Paul Gustafson – brief 

psychotherapy



Network theories of 
personality and mental health
• Angélique O.J. Cramer 
• Han van der Maas
• Claudia van Borkulo
• D. (Denny) Borsboom



Computational social psychology

• Robin R. Vallacher 
• Andrzej Nowak



Chaos and complexity in psychology

• Stephen Guastello
• David Pincus
• Matthijs Koopmans



Human cognition – a complexity perspective 



The Atlas of Social 
Complexity

Brian Castellani 
Lasse Gerrits



Freud, Jung and the 
unconscious



Social behaviours of bacteria
Autopoiesis and Cellular Cognition

Brain–Gut–Microbe Communication
Immune System Cognition

Brain-Based Embodied Cognition
Reflexive Self – I and Me, Identity, etc
Consciousness
Pre-Conscious
Un-conscious

Personal Unconscious/Collective Unconscious
Emotions and Affective Consciousness (multiple levels) –

Paleomammalian Emotions, Drives, etc
Non-Conscious Brain Systems

Attention, Memory, Hearing, Vision, etc

Collective Intelligence/Swarm Intelligence
Societal Cognition – information systems, governance
Social Group/Network Cognition

Machine Intelligence/Cognition
Non-Conscious Cyberinfrastructure Cognition
Smart Machines, Internet

Ecosystems Cognition

MIND





















Collective Intelligence/Cognition



Collective 
Intelligence/ 
Cognition

Group dynamics

Crowd 
behaviour

Collective 
psychologies

Complex 
networks

Communities

Cities

Societies

Global network 
society



Machine Cognition



Ecological Cognition



Collective psychology and Global Civil Society



• RESEARCH FOCUS

• Cataloguing collective psychologies 
and their conflicted relationships they 
have with each other.

• Exploring the role globalisation and 
global civil society have on these 
collective psychologies.

• Understanding how these conflicted 
negotiations impact how we address 
current global social problems.

• Developing a psychology of complexity



APA DICTIONARY OF PSYCHOLOGY

Collective Psychology 
The mental and emotional states and processes characteristic of individuals when 
aggregated in such groups as audiences, crowds, mobs, and social movements. The term is 
mainly associated with early theorists in this area, such as Gustave Le Bon. 

Our Definition 

Collective Psychology 
• A shared psychology (involving similar thoughts, emotions, opinions, concerns, 

grievances, and beliefs) that exists within and across a group of people. 
• The aetiology is both internal to the psychology of individuals and external to the 

psychology of the wider social systems of which those individuals are a part.
• It is therefore both a top-down and bottom-up phenomenon. 
• The key here is the notion of shared experience, that emerges through the network of 

communications, relationships and linkages amongst people.



Collective psychologies are 
fundamentally relational
both within group and 
between groups



Collective psychologies 
need to be decentered onto:

-relations of power
-inequalities
-their evolving histories
-geopolitical setting
-current social problems
-politics
-economy
-culture
-geography
-ecology





Other examples

• The collective psychologies around:
• Brexit
• Global warming
• Refugees and immigrants
• The Alt-right movement
• Women’s right and domestic violence
• Advancing the rights of LGBTQ+ communities
• Global capitalism



Thank you


