
 

International Society for the Systems 
Sciences  

  

 
Social Systems 
Theory Course 

 

Version 2, Date 30/05/2026.        © John A Challoner, 2026.                                                     Page 1. 

 

SST-16 Regulation of Cultural Constraints: Symbolic Communication 
and Reflexive Agency 

 
  

 
 
 
A group gathers around a fire at night. 
One person points toward the horizon and makes a gesture; a warning. Others look, listen, and 
respond. The meaning is understood, even though nothing is immediately visible. 
Later, the same group begins to use marks, sounds, and shared signs to represent things not present: 

• a place where food can be found  
• a danger encountered earlier  
• a plan for the next day  

These are no longer immediate reactions to the environment. They are representations. 
Over time, these shared symbols become more structured. Expectations form about how individuals 
should behave. Some actions are encouraged, others discouraged. 
Eventually, individuals begin to reflect on these expectations. They do not simply follow them; they 
consider them, question them, and sometimes change them. 
At this point, something new has emerged. 
Behaviour is no longer shaped only by what is physically possible or immediately perceived. It is also 
shaped by shared meanings and deliberate reflection. 
 
 
Formal Description 
Cultural constraints arise from shared symbolic systems (including norms, values, beliefs, 
knowledge, and symbols) that affect what agents should or should not do. 
Symbolic communication enables the transmission and preservation of these systems across 
individuals and over time, thereby altering constraint configurations. 
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Reflexive agency is the capacity of a system to recognise and deliberately regulate external, 
structural, and cultural constraints affecting its own viability. 
Reflexive agency emerges when systems acquire the capacity to recognise and regulate cultural 
constraints, and thereby modify the conditions affecting their behaviour. 
Cultural morphogenesis enables the cumulative modification of cultural constraints affecting system 
viability. 
 
 
Plain English Explanation 
In earlier stages, systems could: 

• maintain themselves physically  
• respond to their environment  
• learn from experience  

But they were still limited to direct interaction with their surroundings. Symbolic communication 
changes this. It allows systems to: 

• represent things that are not immediately present  
• share information with others  
• preserve knowledge over time  

This creates a new kind of constraint. Instead of behaviour being shaped only by what is possible, it is 
now also shaped by what is considered appropriate. These are cultural constraints. They influence: 

• what people think they should do  
• how they interpret situations  
• how they respond to others  

Reflexive agency builds on this. Agents are no longer simply responding or learning; they are 
reflecting. They can: 

• recognise the constraints acting on them  
• evaluate them  
• and deliberately change their behaviour in relation to them  

This allows systems not only to adapt, but to actively reshape the conditions that affect them. 
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Example 1 (Language) 
A group uses language to share knowledge about resources. This allows coordination beyond 
immediate perception. 
Example 2 (Norms) 
A society develops rules about acceptable behaviour. These shape how individuals act, even in the 
absence of direct enforcement. 
Example 3 (Reflexivity) 
An individual questions a social norm and chooses to act differently, contributing to cultural change. 
 
 
Provenance and Links 
This module draws on: 

• The evolution of human cognition and communication, including Michael Tomasello, who 
emphasised the role of shared intentionality and symbolic communication.  

• Sociological theory, particularly Margaret Archer, whose work distinguishes between 
structure, culture, and agency and introduces the concept of reflexivity.  

• Theories of cultural evolution, including Robert Boyd and Peter Richerson, which explain how 
cultural systems develop and change over time.  

• Niche construction and gene–culture coevolution, including John Odling-Smee, which 
highlights how organisms modify their environments and thereby influence their own 
evolution.  

This module integrates these perspectives by understanding cultural systems as a form of constraint 
regulation mediated through symbolic communication and reflexive agency. 
 
 
Practical Exercise 
Choose a social situation (e.g. school, workplace, family, or society). 
Explain: 

1. What cultural constraints are present?  
2. How do they influence behaviour?  
3. How might individuals reflect on and change these constraints?  

     Write a short paragraph (6–8 sentences). 
 

 


