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SUMMARY 
 
     A non-traditional theoretical approach to explaining change in political, social 
and economic systems may focus on the idea that predictable trends common to 
a whole system may not be so predictable after all. Complexity theory and its 
counterpart chaos theory are often a research application along this vein while 
design theory is similarly transplantable from the hard sciences and engineering. 

     Complexity theory is a way to see the world differently because it adjusts for 
fluxuations and instability, thus improving upon more traditional social science 
models of the past.1 Looking at complex systems, one sees a whole system 
rather than just separate components, and studying whole systems permits a 
more nuanced view. Systems are more sensitive to initial conditions, making any 
early measurements more critical to compensate for the impact of seemingly 
insignificant factors will produce later on future behaviour (the ‘butterfly effect). 
Finally, complexity theory is typically interdisciplinary in application making 
possible use in social sciences2 and even development work. 

     International development  practitioners have integrated ideas from complexity 
theory is such programs as conflict resolution and climate change, making a case 
for a new paradigm that could help improve understanding of the nature of 
change processes and modify expectations with regard to development policies 
and projects.3 Amartya Sen has particularly emphasized a need for a more 
enhanced understanding of poverty by addressing other factors like income 
consumption, deprivation of capabilities linked to health, education, mortality, 
under-nourishment, illiteracy and participation.4 All are variables that might be 
minor at first but later might interact and have profound effects on the whole 
system of a country. 

     Chaos theory is perhaps more recognizable than complex theory, having 
been introduced in the natural sciences.  Chaos theory has application in studies 
of international relations and state behaviour, in political party organization and in 
elections where reoccurring cycles provide fractals or scales of change in events. 
5 Conflict scholars might apply the hypothesis that more diverse possibilities exist 
in a given situation, in terms of both actors’ roles and their interactions and that 
the greater the likelihood of peace and peace occurs, because of the existence of 
high entropy (increasing disorder and randomness actually causes more peace 
than order and predictability).6 

                                                           
1 Cairney, Paul. Complexity Theory in Public Policy. Political Studies Associations Conference 
University of Edinburgh April 1. P. 3. 
2 Ibid. P. 3 of PDF. 
3 Hendrick, Diane. 2009.  Complexity Theory and Conflict Transformation: An Exploration of 
Potential and Implications.  Centre for Conflict Resolution Working Paper 17. P. 16 of PDF. 
4 Sen, A. 1999. Development as Freedom. New York : Knopf, 1999. 
5 Pere Plaza i and Font, Joan. 2006. Chaos Theory and its Application in Political Science. IPSA  
AISP Congress Fukuoka, 9 – 13 July. P. 18. 
6 Ibid. P. 16 
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Broadly speaking, chaos theory is a tool and method that permits a graphic 
analysis of events common to dynamic political systems. 

     Finally, design theory has established application in building sciences, 
technology and products manufacturing. Product development or engineering 
works well with design theory in that a larger goal or objective is set early with 
subsequent planning stages implemented to reach the goal. The entire process 
is evolutionary in that each stage represents a new modification or adaptation. 7 
In other words, rather than an automobile or computer operating system, a 
design model/theory might also be applicable to development projects if those 
projects are carefully evaluated for progress and any changes precisely 
attributed. One example is the decades-old governance and institution-building 
project of European political development, more specifically the European Union. 
The goal was to build a whole system with components represented by various 
states using  transgovernmental relations over the traditional interstate 
approach.8 
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7 Vajna, Sándor, Clement, Steffen, Jordan, André and Bercsey, Tibor. 2005. The Autogenetic 
Design Theory: An evolutionary view of the design process.  Journal of Engineering Design 
16(4):423-440.  
8 Whytock, Christopher. 2005. A rational design theory of transgovernmentalism: The case of 
E.U.-U.S. Merger Review Cooperation. Boston University Law Journal 23. 



 3

Spencer, Dale and Niki Carlan. 2008. The complexities of the automotive 
industry: Positive and negative feedbacks in production systems. Canadian 
Journal of Sociology 33(2):265-290.  

1402#.pdf

 
The politics of chaos theory.  
http://indolentdandy.net/phd/politic.pdf 
 
(This is a book chapter) 
 
Klijn, E. 2008. Complexity Theory and Public Administration: What's New? 
Public Management Review 10(3):299-317. 
 
Mason, Mark. 2008. What Is Complexity Theory and What Are Its 
Implications for Educational Change? Educational Philosophy & Theory 
40(1):35-49.  

ContentServer.asp.p
df  

Carline, Anna and Zoe Pearson. 2007. Complexity and Queer Theory 
Approaches to International Law and Feminist Politics: Perspectives on 
Trafficking. Canadian Journal of Women and the Law 19(1):73-118. 
 
(Available from KSC) 
 
Bauer, Johannes. and Schneider, Volker. 2007. "Governance: Prospects of 
Complexity Theory in Revisiting System Theory" Paper presented at the 
annual meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association, Palmer House 
Hotel, Chicago, IL, April 12. 
http://www.allacademic.com//meta/p_mla_apa_research_citation/1/9/8/2/9/pages
198298/p198298-1.php 
 
Whytock, Christopher. 2005. A rational design theory of 
transgovernmentalism: The case of E.U.-U.S. Merger Review Cooperation. 
Boston University Law Journal 23: 
http://www.bu.edu/law//central/jd/organizations/journals/international/volume23n1
/documents/1-54.pdf 
 
(See page 12) 
 
Morrison, Keith. 2005. Structuration theory, habitus and complexity theory: 
elective affinities or old wine in new bottles? British Journal of Sociology 
of Education 26(3): 311-326. 
 



 4

(Available from KSC) 
 
Pere Plaza i Font, Joan. 2006. Chaos Theory and its Application in Political 
Science. IPSA – AISP Congress Fukuoka, 9 – 13 July. 
http://www.sciencespo.site.ulb.ac.be/dossiers_membres/dandoy-
regis/fichiers/dandoy-regis-publication18.pdf 
 
Vajna, Sándor, Clement, Steffen, Jordan, André and Bercsey, Tibor. 2005. 
The Autogenetic Design Theory: An evolutionary view of the design 
process.  Journal of Engineering Design 16(4):423-440.  

ContentServer.asp.p
df  

Andrews, Glenda,  Halford, Graeme S.,  Bunch, Katie M.,  Bowden, Darryl 
and Jones, Toni. 2003. Theory of Mind and Relational Complexity. Child 
Development 74(5):1476-1499. 

ContentServer.asp.p
df  

Cederman, Lars-Erik. 2003. Complexity Theory and World Politics. Previous 
versions of this paper were presented at Duke University, February 20-22, 
2003, and at Columbia University, March 24. 
http://www.casos.cs.cmu.edu/events/conferences/2003/proceedings/NAACSOS_
PAPERS_DAY1/Cederman_Lars-Erick_s2_d1.pdf 
 
Blackman, T. 2001. Complexity theory and the new public management. 
Social Issues 1(2). 
 
Best, Steven and Douglas Kellner.1999. Kevin Kelly’s Complexity Theory: 
The Politics and Ideology of Self-Organizing Systems. Organization 
Environment 12(2):141-162. 
 
Available from KSC 
 
MacLean, Donald and MacIntosh, Robert. 1998. Health and Disease in 
Organizations. Journal of Alternative & Complementary Medicine 4(2):185-
188. 
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=2&hid=107&sid=25768
23f-4930-41b0-871c-a8d554eb1d0f%40sessionmgr110 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 5

Brack, Catherine J. and Brack, Greg. 1995. How chaos and complexity 
theory can help counselors to be more effective. Counseling & Values  
39(3):200. 
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail?vid=5&hid=107&sid=2576823f-4930-
41b0-871c-
a8d554eb1d0f%40sessionmgr110&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3
d#db=afh&AN=9509234176 
 
Shermer, Michael.  1995. Exorcising Laplace's demon: Chaos and 
antichaos, history and metahistory. History & Theory 34(1):59. 
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=9&hid=107&sid=25768
23f-4930-41b0-871c-a8d554eb1d0f%40sessionmgr110 
 
Book, Ronald. 1994. Relativizations of the P = ? NP and Other Problems: 
Developments in Structural Complexity Theory. SIAM Review 36(2):157-175. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2132459 
 . 
Guess, Doug and Wayne Sailor. 1993. Chaos theory and the study of 
human behavior: Implications for special education and developmental 
disabilities. Journal of Special Education 27(1):16-34. 
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=7&hid=107&sid=25768
23f-4930-41b0-871c-a8d554eb1d0f%40sessionmgr110 
 

BOOKS 
 

Mitchell, M. 2009. Complexity, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Thrift, NJ. 2007. Non-representational theory: space, politics, affect. 
Routledge. 
http://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=TS0904r36ZMC&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&
dq=chaos+theory+and+politics&ots=7w1488PVWI&sig=TLWjm-
oHgHUlzoe8NI8WAZyUtwY#v=onepage&q=chaos%20theory%20and%20politics
&f=false 
 
Mitleton-Kelly, E. (2003) ‘Ten Principles of Complexity and Enabling 
Infrastructures’ in E. Mitleton-Kelly (ed.) Complex Systems and 
Evolutionary Perspectives of Organisations (Amsterdam: Elsevier). 
 
Chaos Theory in the Social Sciences: Foundations and Applications. 1997.   
Edited by L. Douglas Kiel and Euel W. Elliott. Anne Arbor, MI: University of 
Michigan Press. 
 
Available from KSC 



 6

Lucas, Chris. “Quantifying Complexity Theory”.  
http://www.calresco.org/lucas/quantify.htm 
 
(This is a nice explanation of various offshoots of complexity theory) 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 

U.S. Agency for  
International Development 

1300 Pennsylvania Avenue NW 
Washington, DC 20523 

Tel: 202-712-0000 
Fax: 202-216-3524 

www.usaid.gov 
 
 


