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ABSTRACT

In the light of various socio-environmental issues faced today, there is an urgent need for a holistic 
form of sustainable development that focuses not just on economic growth, but also on social and 
environmental aspects. This paper advocates for self-organization within communities through the 
notion of place to successfully transition towards sustainability. The concept of self-organization 
offers an insightful understanding of ways by which innovation can be fostered to support such 
transition. Social self-organization is analyzed through Fuchs’ theory on agency in societies. The 
concept is also explored through its relationship with the idea of place. The Landhuis, a social 
center located in Maastricht, is used as a working example. The case highlights the opportunities 
and limits of social self-organization in the broader context of sustainable development. The 
analysis of the Landhuis leads to the idea of what the authors refer to as a ‘commons place’—a 
shared spatial configuration managed by those who created it. 

Keywords:  Social Self-organization; Sustainable Development; Place; Commons Place; Social 
Change; Top-down; Bottom-up; Social Movements; Social Center.
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INTRODUCTION

There is a growing need for qualitative change in our present form of development which is at the 
cost of future generations and fundamentally unsustainable (Hopkins, 2008; Schor, 2005; Singer, 
2004). While today’s society is largely consumerist, competitive, and individualistic, the present 
socio-political system tends to curtail bottom-up initiatives and encourage top-down dominance 
(Besley & Coate, 1998; Bauman, 1997; Bauman, 2005; Ritzer, 1997; Salecl, 2003; Leydesdorff, 2012; 
Agnew, 2014). Civil society often lacks incentives or support from the government for community-
led sustainability initiatives (Martinez, 2008). Citizens are usually excluded from key decision-
making, and community initiatives often lack institutional support (Kemp & Loorbach, 2003; 
Kemp, Loorbach, & Rotmans, 2007). This critical lack of public participation has aggravated several 
economic crises and socio-environmental injustices (Gargarella, 2002; Lombard, 2014). Therefore, 
it is necessary to strategize on transitioning to a participatory and sustainable society (Raskin et al., 
2002; Kemp & Loorbach, 2003; Kemp et al., 2007). The paper argues that self-organizing systems 
present opportunities in the achievement of this transition, by the way local interactions trigger 
initiatives that can lead to a change in social structures. This rationale is based on the recognition 
that self-organization, through spontaneous grassroots co-action, enables the emergence of stable 
coordination and order (Fuchs, 2003).

During the 1990s, a turning point was expected following the adoption of the Brundtland 
Commission’s definition of sustainable development in 1987 and the increased global awareness that 
accompanied it. This initiative called for a synergistic relationship between the social, ecological and 
economic dimensions, thereby advocating for change in societies’ models of development. Among 
others, Baker (2006, p. 47) revisits this definition and argues that “sustainable development is about 
the long-term transformation of basic aspects of the present industrial economic system. Promoting 
sustainable development is about the construction of a new development paradigm, framed within 
the ecological limits of the planet”. There is a growing consensus that neither the conventional top-
down forms of governance nor the liberal free market approaches are effective governance models 
for sustainable development, yet, both are integral for societal change (Jessop, 1997; Meadowcroft, 
2005; Pierre, 2000; Scharpf, 1999). Therefore, new ways of participatory governance are sought 
where there is bottom-up participation supported by top-down administration to reduce the 
lack of direction and coordination associated with a one-sided approach and increase long-term 
change towards sustainable development (Loorbach, 2010). To achieve this synergistic relationship, 
transition strategies need to be sensitive to the three dimensions of sustainable development, and 
could be distinctly constructive if they involve the grassroots in the process of shaping a new 
societal paradigm to address direct needs. According to Biel, “in general, the point is for the raw 
material of future socio-economic development to continue to emerge from the base” (2000, p. 
324). He further adds that, “the source of new ideas and new practises must be mass initiatives, 
the real social movement, and this must continue under a new social order” (Biel, 2000, p. 324). 
The concept of self-organization is central to this paper in the context of top-down and bottom-up 
approaches working in tandem towards sustainable development.

The Dutch model of transition management, developed by Rotmans et al. (2000) is useful in 
bridging the gap between top-down planning and bottom-up incrementalism. This model attempts 
to strategically utilize innovative bottom-up developments by coordinating various levels of 
governance and fostering self-organization with new kinds of interaction, learning cycles and 
action for radical innovations that can be sustainable (Kemp et al., 2007). The novelty of transition 
management is that it aims to deal with socio-environmental problems by incorporating ongoing 
forces which are relevant for sustainability transitions (ibid.). It offers a prescriptive approach 
of governance, where self-organized projects are recognized as part of the operational phase 
of a broader strategy, through the mobilization of actors and the execution of experiments. In               
the context of the paper, operational activities are conducted in-line with short-term objectives of 
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triggering innovative transition management, with the longer-term purpose of achieving sustainable 
development (Loorbach, 2010). 

The transition management model is worth exploring and testing as the search for novelty is 
crucial for dealing with critical situations (Westley, Carpenter, Brock, Holling, & Gunderson, 
2002). Transition management encourages innovation that meticulously focuses on learning by 
doing and doing by learning (Sondeijker, Geurts, Rotmans, & Tukker, 2006). It also suggests 
supporting micro-level initiatives, where the valuable ones are scaled-up to bring about structural 
change (ibid.). Innovation is key for a transition towards sustainable development. Moreover, self-
organization not only deserves to be examined as catalyst of innovation networks and actions, but 
also as a valuable process that addresses socio-environmental problems that top-down governance 
often fails to approach or takes too long to tackle. Self-organization does not merely entail novel 
emergence in social structures, but also engages with principles which the authors recognize as 
intrinsic to sustainable societies. This includes participation, an integrated notion which itself 
builds on co-operation, self-determination, and inclusion in multiple dimensions (Fuchs, 2008, p. 
1). Therefore, it is important to understand the meaning of self-organization and the conditions 
necessary for it to develop in a positive manner, and thereby contribute to the process of social 
change. The key research question emerging out of this is as follows:  how can social self-
organization be developed to successfully foster the transition towards a more sustainable society?

We begin with an overview of self-organization by distinguishing two different types of social 
self-organization conceptualized by Fuchs (2003). In a third part, we analyze the mechanisms 
that enable self-organization by exploring its relationship with place. The Landhuis case study 
from the Netherlands helps explore the relationship between self-organization and place, as well 
as to introduce the idea of ‘commons place’. This paper also argues that for self-organization 
to be successful in relation to place, there needs to be a synergy between grassroots initiatives 
and governing authorities. Biel explains the role of people’s empowerment in the new capitalist 
political economy by stating that “capitalism cannot be fully successful unless it can build the 
grassroots into a systemic, self-reproducing system of capital accumulation within which actors 
will spontaneously find their own niches” (Biel, 2000, p. 289). We conclude that self-organizing 
systems and commons places present a promising strategy for a long-term transition towards 
sustainable development.  

Self-organization

Used differently across disciplines, the concept of self-organization describes a natural phenomenon 
pertaining to all living things. In chemistry and physics, self-organization is a spontaneous 
emergence of order out of conditions of chaos in thermodynamic systems (Prigogine, 1980). In 
the 1980s, complexity theorists and researchers from the Santa Fe Institute in New Mexico studied 
systems with diverse interacting components, and coined a new domain called ‘complex adaptive 
systems’ (Heylighen, 2001). An ecosystem is one such example where diverse organisms compete 
or cooperate with each other in a shared physical environment (ibid.). Although the behavior 
of such complex systems tends to be unpredictable, they adapt and self-organize (ibid.). Self-
organizing systems are complex adaptive systems with many interacting components that undergo 
constant change within themselves as well as while interacting with their environment (ibid.).   

Capra (1996) summarizes self-organization with three main underlying characteristics. Firstly, 
self-organization refers to the spontaneous self-structuring of forms and behavior which emerge 
in open systems, far from equilibrium (ibid.). Secondly, it results in feedback loops, where                     
the outcome amplifies the original cause (ibid.). Thirdly, self-organizing systems have a non-linear 
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causality, where one cause can lead to several effects and one effect may have emerged                        
from several different causes (ibid.).  Biological concepts demonstrate there is a ‘self-making’ 
feature ingrained in all living systems. This makes them self-structuring and self-maintaining, 
with the relationship among the constituting physical components giving rise to the structure 
(Maturana, 1980).  

Flocks of birds, shoals of fish, swarms of bees or herds of sheep tend to move together in a 
synchronized pattern when avoiding danger, or changing course (Heylighen, 2001). Interestingly, 
just as biological, chemical or physical phenomena self-organize exhibiting a spontaneous 
collective behavior, so does society. In sociology, social systems also present self-structuring and 
self-maintaining characteristics. Each system’s components interact with each other, resulting in 
qualitative characteristics to emerge from these relationships, and then maintain and reproduce 
themselves (Bausch, 2001). Nevertheless, an important distinction between general living 
systems and social systems is that the latter has the ability to be consciously self-creative (Fuchs, 
2002). This implies that individuals have the freedom of conscious creation of different and new 
structures, which may change established norms, values and behavior. Social self-organization 
may also entail intention or purpose, where a group of individuals deliberately engage in self-help, 
self-empowerment or self-determination in order to change their own social condition (Kemp et 
al., 2007).

According to Fuchs (2002), there are different ways in which social self-organization is 
conceptualized, and can be classified into two types:  self-organization I and self-organization 
II. Self-organization I corresponds to the general functioning of society. It is applicable across 
various social systems and its meaning most closely resembles the concept derived from biology 
and physics (Capra, 1996). Conversely, self-organization II has a subjective political meaning, 
where there is cooperation, participation, and specific socio-political goals to transform social 
existence (Fuchs, 2002; Kemp et al., 2007). Self-organization I is useful in understanding how 
society functions. However, it limits the analysis of society and how it ought to function, which is 
more evident in self-organization II.  For the sake of conceptual clarity, this paper introduces the 
concept of social self-organization in part I, and goes on to focus on social self-organization II for 
a more comprehensive understanding of the ways transition can be conceived I.

Social Self-organization I—The Self-reproduction of Society

Social self-organization I is a broad conceptualization of self-organization and concerns a general 
process which is applicable to all societies and social systems (Fuchs, 2002). This process is 
the basic re-creation or self-reproduction of society, where through a dialectical continuum 
between agency and structuring, society maintains and reproduces itself (Westley et al., 2002). 
To substantiate this process, we examine it through the lens of Giddens’ structuration theory 
(1979). Society is seen as dialectic of social structures and actions, and of systems and individuals. 
Actions and interactions carried through by individuals create and reproduce particular social 
structures, including political, economic or cultural sets of norms, values and behavior. This is a 
bottom-up process commonly called ‘agency’ in sociology. Conversely, social structures become 
established and in turn, shape, or pre-condition agency itself. This top-down process where norms, 
values and actions of individuals are a result of the milieu is called ‘structure’. In this manner, 
the theory of structuration describes a synchronous phenomenon where individuals have agency 
in constructing social structures, while these structures simultaneously constrain or enable the 
actions of individuals. Furthermore, Fuchs argues that society is a self-organizing system. The 
author refers to the permanent and continuous interplay between structure and agency which 
enables society to maintain and recreate itself. Put simply, people are the product of society and 
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people reproduce society. Actions are enabled and constrained by established structures which 
reproduce similar patterns of action. For example, this is seen in societies where the same practices 
particular to a social class are repeatedly reproduced. 

However, this assumption presents the risk of falling into over-determinism. Individuals’ actions are 
not always a direct outcome of their social condition. While order is maintained when individuals 
re-create themselves in these structures simultaneously, there is room for agency to shape these 
structures. As mentioned above, individuals are self-conscious beings and can reflexively monitor 
their actions, change them and ultimately change social structures. People have the ability to 
change their social condition through social interactions and struggles. From these, new qualities 
may emerge, leading to new structures, which in turn will adapt, maintain and again reproduce 
themselves, thereby creating a cycle.

Although these theories explain how society functions and how it is re-created, it can be 
problematic to state, in certain cases, that this is in fact associated with self-organization. For 
example, it may be implied that class stratification is an aspect that spontaneously emerges. The 
theories leave some space for agency, yet they run the risk of ‘naturalizing coercive practices, 
where, if we understand society as a self-organizing system, antagonisms might be justified. Thus, 
stating that society is self-organizing may be misleading. It may generate the assumption that the 
way in which the status quo is maintained and reproduced is congenial. To address this, Fuchs 
describes a second concept of self-organization, which implies a subjective and agency-based 
meaning (i.e. bottom-up self-determination). This second concept is often used to counter the top-
down structural reproduction associated with the first concept. To overcome this confusion, Fuchs 
consigns self-reproduction for self-organization I and self-organization for self-organization II.
 
Social Self-organization II—Self-governance and Cooperation

In this context, self-organization II is explored focusing on the agency aspect. It concerns social 
self-organization as self-determining, participatory and democratic forms of social organization 
(Fuchs, 2002). The term self-organization is commonly associated with notions of self-management 
and autonomy. In this sense, it is a collective enterprise, for these conceptualizations require 
shared self-governance instead of centralized hierarchical rule. Relationships become the central 
point of attention, as self-organization invites for a qualitative change to how people relate with 
each other.
  
In civil society, social self-organization II is often the means for people to express their values and 
beliefs. It is, in point of fact, closely related to social movements (Bryant, 1993; Fuchs, 2006). 
Since self-organization II stresses the importance of self-determination, social movements become 
a corresponding concept. Therefore, regardless of their cause, the idea that all social movements 
are self-determinant implies that their objective comes from within the assembling of individuals 
who organize themselves under a particular directive (Fuchs, 2006). Although typically social 
movements manifest as protests and demonstrations, it is important to note that co-operatives, 
interest groups, particular associations and NGOs, self-help groups and grassroots movements are 
also forms of self-organization. 

A common characteristic of self-organization movements is that they form a dynamic which 
is often directed at highlighting the flaws of social structures and finding solutions for social 
problems to bring about change. Surely not all social movements aim at achieving goals which 
are considered commonly desirable by the rest of the society. Nevertheless, what they most often 
manage to achieve is addressing problems that the government fails to address (Fuchs, 2006). In
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this manner, self-organization II plays an important role in transitioning to a better society, as it 
communicates alternative and often innovative opinions, values and beliefs. 

In the context of complexity thinking, there is no linear causality in events (Holling, 2001). One 
cause may lead to different effects and one effect may be the outcome of different causes together 
(ibid.). In addition, a small cause can lead to huge effects and large causes to rather small effects 
(ibid.). If we apply this logic to self-organization II, we can say that it may rise from several 
different initial conditions combined (ibid.). Social antagonisms would therefore be a plausible 
condition, but not a sufficient one (ibid.). In this sense, it is a complex outcome which may not 
even need an external determinant for it to emerge, but its emergence may be its own cause (Fuchs, 
2006). Like social movements, self-organization II is a combination of chance and necessity and 
the result of its emergence is indeterminable. Zeyer (1997) argues that there is hope in examples of 
self-organization such as grassroots movements, NGOs and civil disobedience, for their practices 
may intensify and sprawl, eventually leading to structural changes. Most importantly, Fuchs 
points out that “the way out of this crisis can only be conceived in terms of gaining competence in 
subjective self-organization and releasing the powers of this principle” (2002, p. 64).

While the concept of self-organization II has been outlined in light of the existing literature, it 
needs deeper and more specific explanation from its broad meaning, and thus to make the term 
more concrete (Fuchs, 2002). Therefore, a case study that highlights the specificities of the working 
of self-organization becomes significant. As mentioned above, we have particularly delved into 
forms of self-organization II that are cooperation-based in organizational character. Top-down 
internal arrangements in self-organization II may be efficient, but it does not necessarily provide a 
new insight on how self-organization II can take place in a novel way, with greater participation, 
democracy and efficiency, while continuing to serve a specific social cause. If self-organization II 
is a bottom-up emergence in relation to a society which runs through the agency or structuration 
dialectic, and if through its emergence societal flaws can be acknowledged and corrected, it is 
important to analyze what enables self-organization II to emerge in the first place. In this regard, it 
becomes useful to examine real life examples on what may stimulate and nurture such a principle. 
Henceforth, we will use the term self-organization to refer to what so far has been described as 
self-organization II. 

We now refer to self-organization as to agency or self-determining groups of people who 
deliberately and pragmatically address needs and aspirations in a cooperative, participatory and 
democratic manner in order to fulfil socio-political aims. However, when needs are addressed 
deliberately and pragmatically in a participatory and democratic manner, there is an element of 
control in the form of self-governance and it is no longer explicitly self-organization. While in 
both self-organization and self-governance, information about the whole affects the behavior of 
the parts, there is a subtle difference between the two (Ismael, 2010). In Ismael’s words, “in self-
organization the joint activity of parts generates a field that guides the behavior of components 
in a manner that is not mediated by centralized processing. On the other hand, in the case of self-
governance, information distributed across the components is collected and re-represented in a 
way that separates objective and self-locating information, allowing the system to make use of 
information stored in a context-independent format and exercise flexibility in choice of means. 
It is really the extra layer of processing that distinguishes self-governing from self-organizing 
systems.” Complex systems that self-organize with elements of self-governance produce a 
powerful integration of top-down and bottom-up control (ibid.). The following part explores the 
idea of place, in specific social centers, as a potential catalyzing force in terms of inducing and 
sustaining self-organization.
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Place

Place matters. People influence places but places too influence people (Gustafson, 2001). From a 
sociology perspective, three elements make a space into a place:  physical setting, activities and 
meanings (Relph, 1976). ‘Meanings’ are particularly important as they create a sense of place. 
Besides, meaningful places are a product of the social context and social relations in which they 
take place. Relph describes place as, “the focusing of experiences and intentions onto particular 
settings … full with meanings, with real objects, and with ongoing activities” (1976, p. 141). 
Place is the real life embodiment of social meanings and constructions (Gieryn, 2000; Gustafson, 
2001). Considering the ‘outside world’ or general external social context of places is of crucial 
importance to understand the meaning of places (Massey, 1994). Places are directly bound by time 
and space, i.e. a place is seen with respect to the social momentum it is immersed in. As a result, 
places are not static because meanings change when society changes. According to Massey, places 
are always an ongoing process, and not a final product (1994).

Since places take form through the meaning people attach to them, and in turn, this embodied 
meaning influences how people perceive a place, people influence places as much as places 
people (Relph, 1976; Gustafson, 2001; Pred, 1983). A place is made when qualities are attributed 
to the built-in environment that may be partially abstracted through the observation of people 
who frequent it and how they use the place (Gieryn, 2000). Although stigmatizations such as 
good/bad dichotomies are individual subjective interpretations, some perceived qualities may 
become ‘fixed’ representations (Gustafson, 2001). The dynamic also works in the reverse, where 
places make people. Places are the embodiment of often intangible norms, values, practices and 
identities. These may or may not be materially manifested (Relph, 1976). Nonetheless, places 
have the ability to secure and stabilize meanings and practices (Gieryn, 2000).  

The qualities of places affecting peoples’ behavior is not new (for example, see Canter, 1977). Many 
neighborhood interventions are based on place-based approaches (Nowell, Berkowitz, Deacon, & 
Foster-Fishman, 2006; Smock, 1997; Chavis & Wandersman, 1990; Driscoll, 2001). Although 
these initiatives differ in constitution, ambition and targets, they all recognize that altering places 
is an efficient way to change specific behaviors (Nowell et al., 2006). Studies on the perception 
of place in neighborhoods show that place aspects provide indications suggesting the profile of its 
residents and other users, including their level of wealth. Physical characteristics may also define 
norms and behavior. For example, socio-psychological behavior dynamics attributed to physical 
aspects of places were identified, such as “evidence of caring inspired further caring” and “evidence 
of neglect invites further neglect” (Nowell et al., 2006, p. 44). A place is also considered positive 
when it is accessible and when there is a sense of belonging associated with it (Proshansky, Fabian 
& Kaminoff, 1983). When people feel enabled to interact with a place and if they tie their personal 
memories, stories and experiences to it, a sense of belonging is created and the place becomes 
significant to the individual (Proshansky et al., 1983; Canter, 1977). A place may also be crucial 
in reviving citizenship by shared use of community places and practices “which rely on old-
fashioned civic virtues of trust, honesty, justice, toleration, cooperation, hope and remembrance 
that get nurtured” (Kemmis, 1992, p. 119). While places designated for communities facilitate a 
bonding amongst like-minded people, places designated for political activity instigate political 
engagement (Kemmis, 1992). Considering that social self-organization is closely related to civil 
activities, which in turn exist where place offers opportunities for them to occur, the link between 
self-organization and place becomes evident. The following section explores ways in which such 
dynamics exist. 
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Self-organization and Place—Autonomous Geographies and Social Centers

As mentioned earlier, places have the potential to inspire specific types of behavior. Not only 
because of the physical attributes attached to them, but also the context in which they exist, the 
meanings they are associated with, and the type of previous practices that are reproduced through 
them. When self-organization is associated with this approach to place, it becomes worthwhile 
to analyze the extent to which place reinforces self-organization and vice-versa. With this logic, 
we can explore the concept of ‘autonomous geographies’, coined by Pickerill & Chatterton, 
where autonomous geographies are “those spaces where people desire to constitute a non-
capitalist, egalitarian and solidaristic form of political, social and economic organization through 
a combination of resistance and creation” (2006, p. 1). 

A well-known example of this conceptualization is the Zapatistas movement in Mexico, a self-
managing and self-determining social movement where Zapatistas activists used pragmatic 
autonomy to claim their right over a particular geographical area. For the Zapatistas, striving for 
autonomy was a means of moving away from the capitalist social model. Examples of practices 
and organizational processes that belong to the category of autonomy building would include 
“social centers, ecovillages, alternative currencies, food production, housing co-operatives and 
self-education” (Pickerill & Chatterton, 2006, p. 2). Autonomy is the foregrounding principle that 
is attributed to reluctance to heteronomy, as well as experimentation with alternative organizational 
practices. Such practices include direct democracy, non-hierarchy and consensus, which make 
autonomy a normative politically-loaded term (Pickerill & Chatterton, 2006). 

Autonomy and the concept of social self-organization are closely related as both focus on the 
importance of self-sufficiency, determining one’s own path and style of self-rule, freedom 
and independence, and reject heteronomy. Autonomous geographies could have an ephemeral 
character, like convergence spaces created via campaigns or events, or a more established aspect 
such as in the case of social centers. Social centers are interstitial places which strive for building 
autonomy through resistance, creation, and experimentation with non-capitalist forms of living 
(ibid.). Social centers are most commonly related to ‘squatters’ which refers to the occupation and 
renovation of abandoned buildings. These re-established places become a social center through 
a variety of voluntarily organized activities such as not-for-profit oriented food cooperatives, 
sustainable and eco-friendly shops, documentary screenings, art exhibitions, workshops and gigs 
(Pickerill & Chatterton, 2006).

Self-managed social centers (SSCs) in the 1980s in Italy are an excellent example of a powerful 
relationship between self-organization and place. SSCs were formed as a reaction to increasing 
rents, lack of exclusive places for political discussions and activity, and a growing dissatisfaction 
with the neoliberal system (Mudu, 2004; Virno & Hardt, 2006). These were often initiated by 
radical leftists groups for political expression and were organized voluntarily. Although the 
SSCs were most commonly seen as marginal, they were frequented by diverse segments of the 
population (Mudu, 2004). The Italian SSCs are a good example of self-organization, as they were 
created by groups who organized themselves in a way they could address their own needs, thereby 
using decentralized and non-hierarchical forms of self-coordination. 

However, autonomous geographies and social centers are often suggestive of a confrontational 
disposition. The concern here is that resistance is emphasized over creation (Holloway, 2002). 
This approach is common among radical social activists and creates resistance over resistance. 
According to Chatterton & Hodkinson, “by challenging the very logic of capital, and the assumed 
right of the capitalist class to monopolize space, autonomous spaces will inevitably face efforts to
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repress, shut down and reclaim them” (2007, p. 210). Therefore, autonomous spaces face challenges 
such as ensuing legal manoeuvres, stringent checks, and unreliability such as last minute event 
cancellations. Nevertheless, it is important to notice that feeding a confrontational rhetoric against 
the ‘capitalist classes’ will not necessarily lead to legitimization of these places. Perhaps it is more 
constructive to reverse the focus from the problems to the solutions that have succeeded. The 
case study of the Landhuis in the next section aims to investigate how self-organization and place 
relate to each other and this, beyond their confrontational character as a social center.

CASE STUDY

The Landhuis

To elucidate the idea of social self-organization, we examine the case of the Landhuis by critically 
assessing the aspects that constitute the concept and more importantly, those which are believed 
to enable it. The Landhuis is a social center located in Maastricht, The Netherlands, formerly an 
empty building and a makeshift social center commonly described as a squat. It was renovated in 
2010 and transformed into a two-storeyed structure as an open place for different activities, such 
as workshops and festive events. It has been successfully self-governed and used by different 
organizations like student associations and youth groups, for knowledge sharing sustainability 
workshops on permaculture, herbalism, wood carving, and bread making, among others. The 
choice of the Landhuis case study is related to the interesting characteristic of self-organizing 
initiative it represents:  it has been built and created as a shared space, principally by volunteers 
and with the help of donations. Its organizational structure has no hierarchy, and it is based 
on self-help and self-determination. This initiative has in turn helped implementing several 
sustainable initiatives including urban agriculture, a local currency initiative, and a Do-It-Yourself 
(DIY) culture. Interestingly, it has also cooperated and collaborated with external institutions                      
and organizations.

METHODOLOGY

The research methodology that has been used is qualitative primary research. This is descriptive 
to help in grasping the dynamic and subjective character of the elements in the case study 
(Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010). Two in-depth and semi-structured interviews were conducted for 
substantial collection of information in the way the Landhuis is perceived and on its relevance as 
a place. The research sample consists of three individuals who initiated the project. The interviews 
consisted in the collection of in-depth information on the project, and particularly on the way it is 
considered by the interviewees as a self-organizing initiative, and as a place to sustain activities. 
One interview was conducted simultaneously with two individuals to induce a discussion 
between them. Interviews were recorded and transcribed with notes to record the participant’s 
observations. A ‘meaning collection’, was also carried out during which 32 people involved in 
the Landhuis’ activities were asked to choose five words to describe the initiative. This approach 
aimed at assessing the different meanings attributed to the Landhuis to understand the subjective 
perception of the place.

With two semi-structured interviews, participant reflexive observation, informal conversations and 
meaning collection, our research strategy is considered as a ‘bricolage’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2007). 
Analyzed together, the findings form a comprehensive panorama of answers to the following  
main questions:

JBU #1&2/14  15



 1)  What makes the Landhuis an example of self-organization?
 2)  How is the relation between self-organization and place reflected?
 3)  What clues does it give for the in-the-making concept of a commons place?

RESULTS

Questioning the interviewees about the context in which the Landhuis project emerged led us 
to different stories. An unplanned emergence came about when its founders conceived that the 
unused space ought to be productively used. This initiative came from the perception that the 
city lacks places that are open to the public, and which can enable dynamic and meaningful 
interactions, and from this emerged the idea of creating a meeting place for people to engage 
and participate in different activities. Throughout the building’s renovation, the objectives and 
execution of the project were decided based on brainstorming sessions attended by the project’s 
volunteers, most of them being individuals from the same social circle, interested in supporting 
such an initiative. These factors led to the conception of the Landhuis in its present form, which 
spontaneously emerged from a collective action. 

The research findings highlight characteristics of the interconnected relationship between place and 
self-organization in the Landhuis. This is a project in which founders and volunteers have worked 
without governmental financial support, and achieved a high degree of autonomy. It is a low-cost 
and creative initiative intended to integrate ecological objectives, for example by the way it uses 
recycled material. The initiators of the project received funding from two associate organizations, 
namely, the Landbouwbelang and the Student Workforce for Development & Sustainability. 
The Landbouwbelang has been instrumental in influencing the not-for-profit philosophy of the 
Landhuis, and is an example of self-organization with no profit-making, self-governance without 
hierarchy, and democratic participation in decision-making through a consensus.

Despite Landbouwbelang hosting varied activities, it was initially considered a relatively closed 
group that was not open to the general public. Therefore, it became important to have a more 
accessible and inclusive place that could be used in diverse ways. The Landhuis’ participants 
wanted people to directly engage and realize their own project. This inclusive and empowering 
discourse of the Landhuis has shown to be true in practice. Participants have been encouraged to 
take responsibility themselves for organizing small events or minor maintenance-related tasks. 
At early stage, one of the co-founders became overburdened with the administrative tasks he 
was solely handling, and thus asked help from other volunteers to share them. This has directly 
illustrated a quick integration of feedback loops. Noticing that there was a tendency to centralizing 
tasks, a solution was sought in order to keep the initiative a collective effort, and not an individual 
one. Throughout the development of the project, when a problem was raised, it was discussed 
and a solution was found through open discussions in the participating group. A significant aspect 
here is that a particular self-organizing initiative aims at nurturing further self-organization and 
serves as a platform for different organizations—including NGOs and associations—to conduct, 
host, and participate in workshops, trainings and various team-building activities. Their primary 
objective has been to remain open and encourage people to manifest and act upon their needs    
and aspirations. 

When asked about the culture associated with the Landhuis, one of the interviewees explained that 
the most important characteristic of the project is that people keep awareness to the possibilities of 
an open culture, and are eager to exchange knowledge that is generally not present in mainstream 
society’s culture. Thus, the self-organizational character of the Landhuis has quickly become
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evident. The openness that the Landhuis promotes is significant, as clearly noticeable in one of the 
co-founder’s discourse on the associated vision, and in which the word ‘open place’ is emphasized. 
‘Openness’ can be interpreted in different ways, but in this particular case, it specifically implies 
an open and inclusive attitude amongst people. For example, ‘Landhuis Sundays’ events are 
open to the public, and demonstrate a will to invite newcomers to take part in activities. The co-
founders envision the need for places that are free from stereotyping, and for people who are not 
seen as consumers or simply not associated with reductive clichés. Although the concept of self-
organization suggests a non-hierarchical and decentralized form of organization, it is nonetheless 
necessary for a few individuals to be committed towards sustaining a particular vision. In the case 
of the Landhuis, one of the founders took up the role of vision bearer. They affirm this by stating 
that the initiative runs the risk of falling into chaos without a ‘project leader’. However, this does 
not imply that all the decisions are only taken by the project leader who is essentially a facilitator 
ensuring the smooth functioning of any initiative.

The inclusive and participatory character of the Landhuis is a remarkable feature.  Organizationally, 
the open meetings and transparent budget management give the participants an opportunity 
to express their opinion and provide suggestions on the functioning of the Landhuis, thereby 
emphasizing their sense of belongingness. In addition, when analyzing what created a bond 
between the people besides similar interests, it is evident that food played a key role. As simplistic 
as it may appear, the cooking activities and communal meals were moments when special social 
bonding happened. 

The relationship between self-organization and place in this has become evident in different ways. 
This is not only because the Landhuis emerged out of the Landbouwbelang self-organization 
context where individuals took the initiative themselves to renovate a building and redirect its 
purpose, but also because it serves as a space for more self-organization to emerge. During the 
renovation period, those who volunteered were already oriented to the DIY principle. They 
were living or had lived before at the Landbouwbelang, and were accustomed to building using 
recycled materials with a bricolage architecture style. This creates a positive representation which 
one of them summarizes as, “you can very clearly see the amount of energy and love put in it, 
which means you have a good example of the people, you can understand they put their energy 
and a phase of their lifetime into it, only for giving back something to the world” (Interview,              
April 25, 2013).

The fact that many people participated in the renovation process has not only created a unique 
relation between the people and the place, but has also resulted, through physical aspects, in 
people’s perception of the building as meaningful to them, and associated with an interesting 
history. Specific elements of the building also suggest certain norms and values to be followed 
such as payment for food and beverage being done on a trust-based system, where individuals 
serve and pay on their own initiative. A small corner serves as an open library, where individuals 
are invited to donate books. The books’ subjects tend to relate to alternative lifestyles and critical 
thinking, therefore reflecting the cultural inclination of those who visit.  

Although the Landhuis claims to be open, there is still a preponderant cultural trend shaping the 
place. In the attempt to describe what exactly this culture was during interviews, the founders 
argued that, despite the fact they made the choice of not following mainstream mechanisms, they 
do not have a counterculture that could be interpreted as confrontational. To better understand 
people’s perception of the Landhuis, we asked 32 individuals who had visited the Landhuis to 
write down five words they associated with the place. We collected the meanings and clustered 
them according to topic similarities, thereby forming ‘meaning clouds’ or ‘word clouds’. The 
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number of times a word was cited determined its font size. For example, words cited only once 
appeared in font size 12 and each time they were cited again, the font size increased by a number. 
‘Community’ was the most cited word (13 times) and was attributed a size of 25 (i.e. 12, initial 
size + 13 times = font size 25). Results are shown below in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Word cloud generated from interviews with 32 individuals asked to select five words 
describing the Landhuis (Source:  Authors).

The analysis of the word clouds reflects some coherence among the concepts. It shows that despite 
the fact that the Landhuis discourse involves being open for different themes as much as possible, 
it is still guided by the trend of an alternative lifestyle. ‘Community’ was the most cited word 
followed by ‘creativity’ which was cited nine times. This reflects the spirit of the place where a 
community was formed through creative activities. The bottom-right cloud reflects the importance 
of community-related concepts that express cooperative relations within the initiative. The upper-
right cloud reflects the types of practices associated with the Landhuis, including the DIY rhetoric, 
evident in words such as ‘hands-on’, ‘craftsmanship’ and ‘handmade’. Words like ‘self-reliance’, 
‘sustainable culture’, ‘self-sustaining’, and ‘self-organization’ suggest that it represents a place 
where the transition towards a sustainable society could happen. Finally, it must be noted that the 
upper right and upper left cloud show praxis:  the combination of theory and practice.

ANALYSIS OF KEY FINDINGS

As explained earlier, social self-organization refers to self-determining groups of people who 
deliberately and pragmatically address their needs and aspirations in a cooperative, participatory 
and democratic manner to fulfil socio-political objectives (Ismael, 2010). While inspecting 
whether the Landhuis fits into this social typology, several aspects were identified to affirm it. The 
spontaneous self-organized process emerged—and the concept of the Landhuis with it—when
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voluntary social actors realized the building could be transformed into a valuable place for non-
commercial purposes. More fundamentally, the group identified a lack of socially inclusive places 
for valuable trends to take shape in the city, and where the general public could be invited to take 
part in creative activities. They preferred fixed locations in the way they can provide continuity 
to initiatives, and for people to have a place to go back to and hold meetings on a regular basis.

Networking becomes easier when people can exchange ideas and learn from each other, and 
jointly experiment innovative social projects. As a result, the emergence of Landhuis was not only 
due to spontaneous emergence, but also due to the powerful outcome of a collective grassroots 
desire to trigger change.

It is interesting to note that in this case, while a majority of the activities is related to sustainability, 
the concept of sustainability is not part of the main discourse, but instead focuses on community-
building. This leads us to the question of whether sustainability is a process or an outcome, and 
what is needed to work towards it. The founders argue that the first step towards sustainable 
development lies precisely in community-building. Sustainable development and community-
building are closely related because in a situation where a sense of community is created, 
community members become more aware of their environment and more responsible towards 
its protection. Conversely, when all solutions are top-down, it merely becomes an order to be 
followed. Perceiving the lack of community and shortcomings of top-down solutions, pro-active 
measures were taken that involved different actors in the enterprise. This self-determining, 
agency-driven and inclusive character makes the Landhuis an example of self-organization, as 
it is a group that determines its purpose in a bottom-up fashion and builds community through 
its activities and openness. It promotes self-reliance through the praxis of the DIY principle that 
empowers individuals and groups. The structuration dialectic becomes obvious here along with 
the potential of self-organization to fill perceived structural gaps with immediacy.  

The vision bearers and its inclusive character are key attributes for the positive functioning of 
the Landhuis. It is fundamental for self-organizing initiatives that there is awareness of roles that 
individuals take up, as well as the value and purpose of the social unit. Additionally, since it is a 
place which embodies meaning and specific messages, it also stimulates innovation. For example, 
as the building shows that the principle of self-organization is followed, it inspires individuals 
to engage themselves in the concept. In other words, the place sustains the vision. As already 
noted, most activities at the Landhuis are aligned with the goal of achieving sustainability. For 
instance, the idea of creating a local currency in Maastricht emerged out of unpremeditated social 
encounters, but in a context stimulating sustainability ideas. While this highlights innovative social 
dynamics at the Landhuis, the place was created by people with specific cultural orientations. This 
is reflected in the way the building was renovated and where a sense of place was created, which 
in turn, now guides the behavior of people thereby creating opportunities to trigger transitions.

Interestingly, the founders acknowledged during the interviews that focusing only on sustainability 
tends to exclude other options and prefer to emphasize openness for diverse themes, so that it can 
grow with the needs of the people and as a place that creates possibilities to bring people together.
This creates a favorable position for the Landhuis due to several reasons. On the one hand, authors 
like Pickerill and Chatterton (2006) argue that there is an ever-growing necessity for places 
outside the patterns of capitalist relations to emerge, so that everyday practices can be altered 
and challenged. On the other hand, although it is important to be critical towards the status-quo, 
antagonistic attitudes and representations of social centers may trigger resistance and denial from 
the government.
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The Landhuis is a positive example in the sense that it is open and engaged with different cultural 
possibilities. The not-for-profit norm remains a broad guideline to conserve the uncommercial 
aspect it wants to safeguard, and yet in case a proposal for fundraising comes up to support a cause 
that is convincing enough, its possibility will be considered. The structure is dynamic and the 
rules change according to the circumstances. This flexibility may suggest inconsistency at first, 
but at the same time it is a source of strength and continuousness, as many other possibilities and 
experiences would remain unexplored. In this manner, it shows that the creative, experimental and 
innovative character of social centers can be rendered without struggle as an initiatory condition.
The Landhuis demonstrates a top-down and bottom-up synergy, as in the case of the Proeftuin 
sub-project. For this project, the wasteland area allocated to the Landhuis for urban agriculture 
was provided by the ‘top’, which in turn enabled bottom-up emergence. This case made it evident 
that if institutions support self-organization, they are in fact supporting communities to meet 
their own needs. Furthermore, this gives creative agents a chance to manifest their potential for 
innovation. It also illustrates the prospects of the transition management theory, with multi-level 
coordination where top-down decision-making stimulates bottom-up initiatives, favoring the 
emergence of novelty (Kemp & Loorbach, 2003).

Such synergy may also be a solution to the problem of marginalization of social self-organization. 
Often, social centers and self-managing initiatives are represented as a marginal ghetto of 
alternative lifestyle. This is not only a narrow and limited view of these social processes, but it 
may also curb the potential of the concept of self-organization. This leads us to the question of how 
people from different cultural orientations can organize themselves and attend to these in a way 
that is determined by them. According to the founders, in order to disseminate the concept of self-
organization, people’s will is needed along with cooperation from the government, particularly in 
relation to re-used buildings.

In line with  transition management, the Landhuis and its sub-initiative Proeftuin, both represent 
valuable social innovation projects happening at the transition management operational level that 
bring new practices and lessons that contribute to sustainability goals. According to the transition 
management theory previously mentioned, there is a need for interactions to exist at all levels. 
Synergy between bottom-up agency and top-down is enabling and is inspiring many other similar 
initiatives to emerge. Without the land allocation from the governmental authorities, it would not 
be possible for the initiative to exist, and without the agency of the ‘bottom’, it is doubtful whether 
the initiative would have been as creative and noteworthy as it is. In this context, we introduce the 
concept of the commons place, referring to open places that enable self-organization.

MAKING THE CASE FOR A ‘COMMONS PLACE’

There is a lack of open places in cities that facilitate civil participation, and expression of local 
needs and desires, alongside community-building. The Landhuis project is a good example of how 
such places can take form, without having the confrontational attitude with which social centers 
are normally stigmatized to have. Inspired by this case, the idea of ‘commons places’ refers to 
open, dynamic and self-managed places, where people can address their needs and aspirations. In 
other words, a commons place serves as hub for self-organization. We introduce here the concept 
of ‘commons place’ to refer to this particular situation where a place is commonly built in order 
to serve a common purpose. The term ‘commons’ used here, is based on existing sustainability 
debates (see Hardin, 1968). However, ‘commons place’ as used here differs:  instead of emphasizing 
on the fact that individual and rationalistic behavior leads to a situation of tragedy (i.e. resource 
depletion), a cooperative, inclusive and creative attitude that is supported by a community place, 
can lead to innovation and community building.

JBU #1&2/14  20



A commons place is open and at the same time self-determinant and is not directed towards 
any one single concept such as sustainability. It embraces the diversity within its reach, where 
dialogue can happen between people to ideate on ways of meeting their needs and wants. In the 
case of the Landhuis, its vision encourages the DIY principle and empowers people to act. While 
at the Landhuis the focus is on community and sustainability related activities, it is unclear and 
improbable that all commons places will result in creating sustainable solutions. Nevertheless, 
they serve as a hub for people to share their interests and skills, which in turn fosters the creation 
of community.

As we learned from the Landhuis case, the ‘building of community’ appeared as essential 
for transitioning towards a more sustainable society. Not only is this beneficial in face of the 
individualistic character of today’s society, but it also encourages innovation. This case shows 
the importance of the involvement of people in the building of the commons place versus a top-
down approach. The potential of a commons places is that it induces self-organization and as 
a free and open space, it allows individuals to manifest their needs and take action. Continuity 
can be guaranteed as regular, and convenient meetings are made possible. A fixed space ensures 
continuity, facilitates the inclusion of newcomers and networking. New ideas and projects emerge 
through this process, leading to further self-organization. The concept of ‘commons place’ is 
surely under development. It may be acknowledged that the success of the Landhuis is context-
specific and that similar initiatives might lead to different outcomes elsewhere. The extent to 
which place embeds practices and influences behavior, and this to the point of sustaining and 
triggering further self-organization needs further study. Moreover, it is important to question the 
plausibility of inclusive places. The Landhuis case made evident that despite the existence of 
a discourse on openness, a preponderant cultural trend might limit the openness of the place. 
Nevertheless, inspired by the Landhuis case, we recognize the potential to further explore the idea 
of a ‘commons place’, as it nurtures self-reliance, bottom-up and top-down synergies which are 
highly relevant in the context of today’s economic crises and socio-environmental injustices. 

CONCLUSION

In times of growing needs to identify strategies that facilitate transition towards a more sustainable 
society, self-organization plays a significant role. There are several reasons that support this 
proposition. Firstly, self-organization allows people to self-address their needs and aspirations and 
act on it. The analysis of the drivers and enabling mechanisms of self-organization highlight the 
need for a fixed place to allow continuity and stability. Most importantly, it emphasizes the crucial 
need for direct public participation in the building of such places. When places are specifically 
directed at self-organization, positive outcomes such as community-building, creativity and 
innovation emerge. The combination of the concepts of self-organization and place is translated 
into the commons place. The commons place provides a niche for self-organizing initiatives and 
is conducive for people to manifest and act upon their ideas.

The transition management model proposes a synergy between top-down and bottom-up which is 
the best way to respond to economic, social and environmental issues. If bottom-up initiatives are 
elements of innovative agency, local authorities may support them. The outcomes which emerge 
out of places having a strong sense of community are often related to sustainable initiatives and 
solutions. Therefore, it becomes important to recognize commons places as a space that fosters 
creativity and innovation. Such places should be legitimized along with exploring possibilities 
on how to disseminate such a concept. This requires further research to assess the feasibility               
of implementing a commons place in diverse neighborhoods. This paper is limited to a grassroots
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perspective and for in-depth elaboration on a commons place, other perspectives would be 
useful. Kemmis (1992) reminds us that politics should be the ‘art of the possible’ which implies 
comprehending the possibilities of reality, while at the same time also bringing to reality what 
otherwise remains in the realm of dreams. The field research shows that there is a perceived lack 
of places where transition is factually embodied. Hopefully, social centers like the Landhuis will 
inspire authorities to acknowledge that there are existing examples of transition, and that these are 
models for many more similar initiatives to develop.
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