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Welcome to our Open Source lectures. In these lectures we’d 
like to give you in keys towards a professional life that 
brings synergy between who you are and what the world 
needs right now. Our lectures are all about ideas for action. 
 
All our lectures are free to read, distribute and share non 
commercially, as long as you identify us as the original 
creators.  If you want to know more about the school, wish 
to support us or our students then visit www.knowmads.nl 
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Knowmads Educator 
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Knowmads  Lectures 
Discover the world and yourself. Connect to what 
is. Play with what is possible. Try the impossible.  
 

http://www.knowmads.nl/


Introduction 
“If in more than 1500 cities people gather under the banner of 
“Occupy”, than one can speak of a successful movement. It gives the 
feeling of  a lot of general agreement. And all that without formal 
leaders, without old fashioned top-down organisation, without hard 
ICT and communication infrastructure. In no time there were 
websites who give structured information on what is going on 
where.” 
Sanne Roemen
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How come Swarm Leadership is the hot thing for the future? 
What can we learn from bees and ants? What does our 
human intelligence add to it? What has Internet to do with it? 
What are its key principles? Can you make a difference with it 
or in it? 
 
With the Arabic Spring and Occupy a new wind has become 
visible. It has been there all along, but now we know it’s there, 
we have started to make consciously use of it and trust it.  
This is a radical and wild time. We are discovering how to  
organise ourselves as swarms. And this may change the face 
of politics, organisations and communities forever. 
 
In this action lecture you’ll find out the principles behind 
Swarming and what this could mean for you and the world 
you live in. And how you can become part of positive swarms 
and contribute effectively to them. 
 
Floris Koot 2011 
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 Translated from Dutch, Sanne Roemen is a social media and 

community building expert in the Netherlands 



 

Why the Swarm 
“If the King is Sick, the Land is Sick, and when the Land is Sick, the 
King is Sick.”  

 
For ages we thought that leaders were a different kind of 
people. People standing above us. Indeed we can place them 
there, and if we then adore them or say yes to every whim, 
we help them to go crazy. Power corrupts. We have lived for 
ages on the Ape Rocks, where Alpha males seemed to be the 
dominant species. And we act like times, conditions and 
reality even still works like that. No longer so. 
An Ape Rock works with say perhaps even up to 50 apes. I 
don’t know, but I do know that when many Ape rocks 
intermingle emergence as a deciding pattern is much 
stronger. When we have a choice and influence each other 
the South African understanding of self become more true: I 
am because we are. Ubuntu they call this. We are together 



and we are interconnected. Each of my actions have been 
influenced by others, and is influencing people around me. 
Together we weave the pattern of reality. Leadership is no 
longer a man above deciding. It has become up to all of us. 
And we can act on this too. The tools, insights and wisdom to 
do so is emerging throughout the world. We are the world ;-) 
That means we a co-responsible for everything around us too. 
Let’s discover how to deal with that and work with it. We all 
are King and the Land is as Sick as we are. 

Into the Swarm 
“What is not good for the Swarm is not good for the Bee.”  
Marcus Aurelius 
 
And suddenly the word Swarm turned hot.  About time.  
I’ve been working with swarm leadership for a while. I’ve 
experienced the principles at work around me and I’ve 
applied them. I worked with swarm leadership in theatre, 
dance, networks, organisations and gaming. I became 
interested in the phenomenon when I trained improvisation 
groups. I wondered: Would it be possible to have 30 or more 
people walk on stage at the same time and have them 
improvising a show from scratch? What kind of dynamics, 
tools and personal attention would they need to make it 
possible.  
Walk with me, as we discover the principles and how they 
apply to theatre, internet, management and global politics. 
 

What is a Swarm? 

A Swarm can be a spontaneous movement, an informal 
network, an organisation with unclear boundaries or a 
cultural change adopted by many. It can be a tribe, a (protest) 
movement and perhaps even all supporters of one idea. All of 



the members work together in very diverse ways to attain 
their shared ideal(s).  The success of the whole is seen as the 
result of the combined passion, commitment and willingness 
of its members.  

Swarm Leadership 

Whenever there is a Swarm and someone influences it, I call 
this Swarm Leadership. You don’t have to be aware you lead. 
The Swarm does not have to be aware. But you have an 
influence and because of it, the Swarm changes course  or 
colour, new ideas are integrated and old ones pushed out.  
The key is that you consciously play a contributing role within 
the Swarm. Pick a role it needs, whether anyone else notices 
or not.  Some people may play bigger roles, have more 
influence than others. They may be nodes in the system of 
have more ideas or are just more truthful or pleasant to 
follow. You can develop yourself and your participation, but 
not enforce Swarm Leadership. Swarm leadership is therefore 
both a personal attitude of responsibility and a leadership role 
within a movement, tribe or network that you happen to 
have. 

The Swarm Leadership Paradox 

Now leading a swarm is a paradox. There is no leader. There 
are many leaders. Leadership rotates very fast. The leader can 
be the one with the idea, the one who knows or just anyone 
who happens to be in front. You can become leader, against 
your will, appointed by all others. You may not even have a 
choice or even be aware you’re a leader. Even trying to hide 
from responsibility, you may set everyone in motion looking 
for a place to hide as well. Swarm Leadership happens more 
than that we can control or choose it. At best perhaps we can 
be aware of it. We can be aware how we are influenced by it, 
through it and how we can send out signals that might nudge 
the direction a little. And yes, it can happen that we lead, for 



a day, a minute or one viral video wave around the world 
long. And thus we are part of what happens, connected to the 
world and play our role. How it works and to play that role 
more effective, is what this lecture is about. Want to join the 
dance? 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Soccer fans 
swarming to 
screens when 
their team plays.  
 

Picture by Seeding Chaos CC on Flickr 

The Human Swarm Has Been There All Along 

Is this Swarm Leadership really new? Of course not, it has 
been there forever. In nature and in human culture. It is how 
ideas spread, like pollen brought from one flower to another2. 
It is how culture spreads and changes. It is how wars start and 
end. Together we spread and adopt ideas like Fire, the Wheel, 
that the Earth is Round, Democracy and together we decide 
Apple is cool. Together we developed consumentism and 
together we have started criticizing it.  
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 Read Margeret Wheatley’s ‘Leadership and the new Science’ on 

the viral aspects of information. 



Together we choose which ideas, systems and products we let 
grow. Leaders and big organisations don’t decide how much 
power they have. That is up to us. We give them power and 
we can take it away. If we stay silent or accept how things 
are, this is a Swarm choice too. And when we want change, it 
is up to them to move with us, or fossilize themselves.  
Rome has fallen. The Third Reich, Communism, Saddam and 
Kaddafi have fallen. So might Shell, the US, Capitalism or any 
big idea. We should not worry. Because together we are 
finding out what works better, faster and more efficient. That 
is what the Human Swarm is about. Together we develop as 
an organic system that helps and embraces human culture 
and life on this planet. We have no other choice. In the end 
we are all part of it.  

 
Everyone Is a Leader 
“Earth is a Space Ship and We are all Crew.” 

Self Organising Networks are Changing the World. 

The world is changing. It is changing faster and faster. Since 
2001 the political face of the earth has changed a lot. 
Economical distrust, oil reserves, Arabic revolutions, changing 
weather patterns, rise of power in China and India, the rise of 
internet are all influencing us or soon will be. New gadgets 
have transformed youth culture. Everywhere people are 
online, all the time.  Every year new professions are invented 
to tackle new possibilities or gaps. An increasing number of 
self employed people is discovering how they can operate 
together without leaders or organisation, while organising 
themselves.  

Internet Is Essentially a Co-Creative Experience. 

Internet plays a huge role in these informal networks, as does 
it in all of Swarm leadership. On the internet we learned how 



to gather information together (Wikipedia). We learned how 
to find and organize our friends on it (Facebook, Hyves, etc). 
We learned how to build informal networks (Ning, Grou.ps). 
And we learned how to protest together and even organize it 
(Arabic Spring, Occupy)3. 
And soon we will be able to through the use of the net, to co-
create big transformations, without leaders, without knowing 
each other well and without official organisation. We will be a 
living & thinking Swarm. And in the Swarm We are all Leader. 
This is I think this might be the most prevalent emergent 
pattern in the world right now. It might be the big 
transformation New Age has been talking about for so long in 
a very practical and realistic way.  

Swarming is Everywhere 
“So many hours must I tend my flock, So many hours must I take my 
rest.” Did William Shakespeare know 24/7 online was coming? 

Hierarchy Is Uncool 

The signs are everywhere. The time of hierarchical systems is 
over. And this is changing because of the internet. It is like 
how the car gave us the mobility to live in a different city than 
where our work is. The internet offers us a walk away or click 
away culture. Like. Not like. Follow this. Unfollow that. In a 
much more intuitive way we decide what we will empower 
and what we will ignore. Sometimes a big choice is just one 
click. To lead in a 20th century style does not apply in this 
culture.  To direct and control is counterproductive, especially 
with young people. Young people see swarming as normal. It 
is in how they deal with information, activities and social 
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http://occupywallst.org/ 



circles. They don’t get it when the boss wants it done in his 
way. Because it doesn’t work like that anymore. 

Control Doesn’t Work If People (Can) Walk Away 

Recently in a big organisation the board hit the panic button 
when expectations were ‘a few percent below expected profit 
margins’. The stress this created within the organization, had 
direct effect. The best people immediate left the organization 
and started for themselves, taking some of the best 
customers with them. One can say, the board made their own  
fears come true4. In the Netherlands the numbers of self 
employed people are unprecedented and growing. 

                                                           
4 This too is the cost of stakeholders value. In the end such a panic 

message about lower profits means: you don’t work for yourself, 
the organization or even the customers. Whatever they tell you in 



Stimulate Use of Social Media 

Organisations that forbid their employees to make use of 
social media lose power and presence. Stimulate employees 
to be present in name of the organisation on the internet and 
in networks. Let them take part in dialogues. Let them not 
protect the view of the organisation, but learn from criticism. 
And most of all trust them. Let them be free to play. Better 
than a commercial ever could, will they show your 
organisation is taking part. It will strengthen the learning 
capabilities for your organisation, motivates employees and 
gives them a feeling of making a difference. And they might 
build up the most integrated customer support network you 
could wish for. 

Note of Warning 

Forget Politics and Spin doctoring. If you try to use the 
content of this lecture as a trick to advance your commercial 
interests you really haven’t understood the content. People 
follow in freedom because they feel connected to a cause or 
value. They don’t follow marketing tricks that with nice 
images or words support only commercial interests. That’s 
called buying. That’s why real green organizations are often 
so successful nowadays: they really want to make a 
difference. And we; bombarded as we are with information 
are becoming smarter and smarter in reading the intention 
behind the texts and images. 

                                                                                                                
your organization; it means fundamentally you work to the 
satisfaction of the stakeholders and the ones who receive the 
bonuses.  This makes the current distrust towards banks and 
multinationals, like life insurances, understandable. To be coerced 
to get bigger margins, get your targets and sell questionable 
products, means helping to cheat customers. This is where 
capitalism fails to deliver. The growing resistance to be part of this 
game makes a movement like Occupy grow. 



Every Individual Is Responsible For His Actions..  

It always has been like this, but now we understand. WW II 
and the fall of the Nazi system has ended the excuse “Befehl 
ist Befehl”. We are all responsible for all our choices and 
everything we are part of. Of course not everyone feels they 
have a choice, others have avoided the responsibility or, 
frankly, they don’t give a damn5.  
There are numerous powers that (try to) influence the swarm, 
whether by design or not, like the media, pressure groups, 
politics, corporations. At the same time, because everyone is 
connected, contacts between players on different sides are 
now numerous. Soldiers, policemen, journalists who are 
aware friends and family are in the crowd, are way less 
inclined to do harm. Communication between sides therefore 
favours the Swarm. 
 
In my dance experiments I discovered that Ego hinders the 
Swarm to unfold. Ego is in the way, whether it is there out of 
fear to make a mistake, willingness to help with the 
agreements or the lust to be noticed as being very creative or 
just being a leader.  It is up to us, to be aware how we play to 
the tune of the whole. Do we play along or play with or 
struggle against? 
The Swarm takes no notice of political sides. It doesn’t have 
to. If everyone is sick of a war, it will stop. If we all want 
safety the answer is not left or right. It’s what we do together 
that works.  And we better not in the way of our collective 
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 This last is best understood by watching the documentary ”the 

corporation”: http://www.thecorporation.com/ on how 
corporations evade legal responsibility and the previous is (fear of) 
poverty, which forces people to play along in the money games of 
big corporations. But these considerations only mean many more 
long for a different approach. 
 

http://www.thecorporation.com/


seeking. Not because we shouldn’t make our point, we just 
should be very present to whatever comes back. 

You’re Part of It, Like It or Not. 

The fact is that we are connected. The possibilities of global 
changes touching our lives, like viral diseases, climate change 
or economical disasters, are becoming more present every 
day. 
So we have no choice than to be involved. Hiding in the herd, 
looking the other way or playing the system for yourself 
makes no difference. We are part of the system. Therefore the 
more healthy the whole is, the better for each of us as well. 
This idea, what looks like common sense to me, seems to 
evade most people protecting their own interests too much. 
They don’t see how their self protection is part of chaos being 
fed into the system and will be served the consequences of 
this sooner or later. The UN can’t solve many issues, just 
because we all harm its effectiveness by too much self 
protection. 
 

We are the self developing Swarm 

How it does work and how we can give this shape is what we 
are finding out together as a swarm.  You and me are part of 
a dialogue, even if we don’t know each other and we never 
meet. We all influence each other and we all become aware 
we have some choice in what influences us and what we want 
to contribute. 
In this lecture I hope to offer you insights into some of the 
possible dimensions of this.  
 

 



We are smart Bees.  
“You are my honey, honeysuckle, I am the bee.” Albert H. Fitz 

“Human Bee Dances” 

What do bees do that humans do too? When a bee discovers 
a field of flowers, with a lot of honey, it flies back to the nest. 
There it does a dance for the other bees. In the dance it tells 
the others where the flowers are and how to get there. It also 
tells how much there is to be found in the way it is 
enthusiastic in its dance. Several bees can dance a good 
finding places. But as on the internet, the more interesting the 
field, the more happy the dance, the more followers the bee 
will get. In a beautiful way this even s the number of 
followers out that will visit places. Less flowers, will mean less 
enthusiastic dances, will mean less followers, and thus less 
other visiting bees. 
 
On the internet we see the same. Like bees we fly out and surf 
through our virtual and real life. And like bees we return to 
our community on and off line, to report what we think is 
most interesting, to see, follow up upon. The more interesting 
our story, the more exited our dance, the more people, who 
trust us, the more followers we’ll see following our trail, often 
the trail of people who have gone before. 
An example is the famous Ted speech by Sir Ken Robinson on 
“Why school kill creativity.”6  In it is a question.  “How can we 
prepare our children best for a future we do not know yet?” 
Surely our old ways are not proficient enough. Schools 
educating from 20 year old books, thinking their text 
messaging kids in class care and understand have missed the  
signs. Almost every educator in the Netherlands has seen this 
movie. Many of them worry about this. School is mostly 
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preparing people for the industrial age which ended even 
before the 20th century ended.  
So we heard Sir Ken’s message, that resonated by many 
people as a new truth that challenged the old way of thinking.  
And his dance made many of us looking for where his fields of 
flowers are. More and more educators are part of a dialogue 
looking how answer sir Ken’s question. Knowmads is but one 
of them. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Students of 
knowmads.nl 
create tribal 
network 

 
 

A Viral Image of Swarm Leadership 

How everyone plays a role in Swarm leadership is easy to 
understand in this viral movie on YouTube: “First Follower: 
Leadership Lessons from Dancing Guy7.” 

 1st someone has an idea or inspiration. He shows it to 
the world. All he has to do make it visible, attractive 
and easy to follow. If need be, he might instruct 
others how it works. This person, movie or other act 
of creativity is the seed. 
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 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fW8amMCVAJQ 



 2nd someone decides to follow. This is the 1st follower. 
He likes. The 1st follower imitates the seed and starts 
to spread it too. 

 3d more and more followers. Some followers may 
only follow8, others may also be connectors and hook 
up other like minded people. 

 Then there is a movement. But then there is this 
version of the movie, which before hadn’t an 
explanation. So the next role might be the giver of 
meaning. The one who tells us how and why it works. 

 Finally like with Swarm leadership there are the 
entrepreneurs. When they understand how it works, 
they want to make use of the principles in order to 
come with innovative products or new ways to 
organise stuff. 

Initiatives like http://playingforchange.com/ show us, how 
global cooperation results in harmonizing Music. What once 
was a miracle now becomes possible, through active 
connectors. 
 
Everyone Is a Leader 
Essential in the process is that everyone is free to follow or 
not.  In the freedom we see certain ideas prevail and others 
die9.  On the internet we click away from what we don’t like. 
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 I also don’t forward everything I like. I choose what has sense and 

meaning to forward and may select who to include or choose a 
fitting channel that might reach certain people. Like twitter or 
facebook. 
9
 Off course a sneezing baby Panda’s falling over, may beat any 

important, but boring or pressing message. We don’t want to know 
everything, not hear everything and not consider everything. 
Laughter seems to have its own merit, to have so many people 
flocking to a few seconds of silly fun on Youtube: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FzRH3iTQPrk 

http://playingforchange.com/


In the real world we have done the same for centuries. We 
slow down processes, conveniently forget or outright 
sabotage unwanted stuff.  
It is I who decides to follow. It is I who decides to follow and 
wink, poke or forward. It is I who gives meaning. It is I who 
decides to respond to a blog, retweet or retweet and edit. I 
help to build on some ideas and ignore or shoot at others. 
You in your turn are free to decide about my contributions. 
How, when, where and what you want. 
 

 
Kew Beach 1934, beach swarmed by individuals and families, Public Domain 

Swarming in Global Politics 
“It is a free flow that holds the biggest fish.” 

 
The Origins of Waves 
How do Swarms get into being? Why should we help them 
rather than resist? Swarms may threaten any status quo or 
power, but guarding the dams will only let the waters rise. 
Often governments fear the free exchange of ideas. But 
suppression will let resistance rise. And like water, resistance 

http://www.free-photos.biz/images/people/people_at_the_beach/kew_beach_toronto_1934.jpg


will always find a way through in the end, by force if it sees no 
alternative10..  
 All control, force or attempts at dominating the process only 
disturbs the forward movement of new ideas and 
developments. What wants to happen, often will happen 
anyway. There are some dark stories too. The Western 
Invasion of the Americas was, at the least at first, more 
swarming than a well developed strategy to take the new 
discovered lands from the Native Americans. The decades of 
suppression by Kaddafi only made the outburst towards 
liberation stronger, and more violent, in the end.  
Sadly, the USA, once the saviour of Europe, has become a 
great example of frustrating natural processes. By supporting 
a lot of doubtful leaders to protect their interests, they often 
helped emerging alternatives to become more violent 
counter forces. Whether they acted from Fear of Communism 
or Fundamentalism or plain Business Investments, doesn’t 
matter.  The support of the USA for the Shah of Persia, only 
strengthened the fundamentalist revolt. Likewise in Vietnam, 
Iraq and much of South America.  So when the uprisings 
against these leaders finally happened they were more heavy, 
harsh and ugly, and often cost the USA more than they 
bargained for11.  
And now Occupy rises. While governments and bankers 
protect their interests, we want to see their integrity. We 
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 Of course some dictators, like Franco or Stalin, died in bed, still in 
power. Control can win, as long there enough compliant and willing 
servants, who have everything to gain from the status quo. 
11

 Some interventions succeeded, like the coup against Salvador 
Allende, supported by CIA and big Companies, others backfired and 
lead to the needlessly strained relation with Cuba or the Anti 
Americanism of Chavez. And whatever they tell you: Iraq and 
Afghanistan have become costly bloody stains to its reputation too 
like for many the successes like the one Chili are too. 



want them to see that the income differences have crossed a 
boundary of decency. Not sharing what is there in abundance, 
makes the tides rise. And this time it’s not the poor in faraway 
lands, this time the water rises in well educated people who 
are growing up with new possibilities; that of the swarm. And 
the longer the big status quo organisations wait with dealing 
with this in an accepted way, the higher and stronger the 
storm will be. 
 

New Orleans after Katrina, 2005, Photo: Jocelyn Augustino/FEMA 

Organising Without Meetings 

The Arabic Spring of 2011 shows how fast, powerful big 
changes can happen through the means of the new media. 
Undercurrents build up towards a ‘tipping point’12. And past 
that tipping point we have often an unstoppable force. That 
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 Yes, read Malcolm Gladwell’s book with this title too. Together 
with books like Á Simpler Way”, “Wisdom of Crowds”, “Here comes 
Everybody”, “Connected”, “Linked”, “Wikinomics” “Tribes” and the 
principles of Ubuntu, Open Source, Social Media, Chaos & 
Complexity we have build up the fundaments of understanding the 
principles of Swarming 

http://www.free-photos.biz/images/society/civil_defense/fema_-_17428_-_photograph_by_jocelyn_augustino_taken_on_09-09-2005_in_louisiana.jpg


power gets its focus often through a small incident or when  
someone who finds a way to frame undercurrents in words or 
images that everyone can agree upon. And as soon as many 
of us feel the same resentment and we know we are not 
alone, the wave starts to rise. Then we also may feel that 
together we can make a difference. A wave that rises may 
start out unorganised, but the new media are starting to help 
us more and more to organise fast and focussed. 
We have started to learn that often plans, committees and 
insight in the network and provisions are not needed to take 
off. Each time a question or need arises, that the swarm 
recognises as important,  the swarm will find a way to take 
care of it. 
 
“A willing and flexible mass organises itself, it arranges day care, 
stages for media, hospitals, etc. The self organisation all takes place 
in a cybernetic space that creates the connections. Through Instant 
Urbanism she organises a whole city. 3 million people on the Tahrir 
Square!” Lieven de Cauter 

 
Leaders, Managers, Governments are you paying attention? 
Waves made by Swarms don’t need to be planned. They build 
the plane while flying, faster, more efficiently (even when it 
looks messier) than you can with planning according to great 
models and careful strategy and then running into unforeseen 
events like real life ;-). 
 

The Growing Power of Networks 

So help your organisation, government, community by 
embracing the alternatives that are needed. I see that 
Swarming will alter every organisation. It is becoming a 
normal way of communication and decision making. The tools 
are there. So if organisations resist and don’t follow the flow, 
swarming may take them hard time. If they move with the 



flow and self reorganise to allow meaning, professionalism 
and trust, back, into their way of working they can even help 
make a difference13 in a constructive way. To me this is what 
they should be doing all along. You know: people, planet, 
profit, that stuff.  
 
On top of that the informal networks already have started 
competing with bigger organisations.  Even organisations and 
governments ask more for independents.  Self employed 
people are often more motivated, more flexible, more up to 
date and can, because of their network find faster a bigger 
diversity of specialists no ordinary company can offer, as most 
only know ‘more of the same’ branch related specialists. I can 
bring movie makers, dancers, bookkeepers and new media 
specialists to any meeting where they might be needed. 
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 Companies will tell you this is bulls#*t, but that’s marketing. 
Many individuals within organisations are worried about their real 
contribution, helping to pollute the environment their own kids live 
in, selling crap and seeing their kids at home buying similar 
overpriced stuff from others. They haven’t found the platform and 
safety to speak out. Yet. At the same time dear businesses, you can 
make a lot of money by innovating the virtual infrastructure. 



 Example of ‘Intelligent Ant design’ 
“A leader is like a shepherd. He stays behind the flock, letting the 
most nimble go out ahead, whereupon the others follow, not 
realizing that all along they are being directed from behind.” Nelson 
Mandela 

 
The attitude that makes a difference on the internet and with 
peoples uprisings, also works with real organisations. We can 
organise a lot in a more intuitive way with seducing and 
following. 

Swarming to Clear Up a Festival 

After the festival14 with about 350 people we had to clear up 
a lot. We are with about 60 people left and many may leave 
tomorrow morning. Big tents have to be broken down, 
personal and community stuff separated, sorted and some of 
it has to be thrown away, other stuff had to get back to the 
rightful, and supportive of the festival, owners. Other stuff 
has to be packed in or cleaned and packed in. Etc. 
We could have separated everyone in groups with leaders 
and assigned tasks. Often you see, people resting and 
claiming they have done their bit, while others are still at 
work. Coordination often loses control on which group is 
doing what and this sorting also takes time, while people who 
could have been doing stuff are hanging around. 
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 Open Up festival, Dutch weeklong festival on personal 
development and community building. Case describes festival of 
2008 when we started exploring this method. 



Basic instructions for Swarm Cooperation. 

So we decided to try it differently: with Swarm leadership, 
although then I called it ‘Intelligent  Ant design’. How does it 
work?  
First we told how we wanted the field to look after we were 
ready. One could call this our idea dance. We danced our 
vision and hoped they would follow. Then we shared the 
following principles: 

 Everyone is told very clear, what needs to go where. 
What is most important now and what is less so.  

 Everyone is asked to act like a smart ant. ‘If you see a 
job, its yours.’ Fill up the neglects of all others.  

 Help everyone who can’t do something alone first. 

 Accept and ask help when needed on an equal level. 
There is no ownership of any job, unless specified by 
us. But do know that some people may have more 
experience than you in certain things15. Trust those. 

 You are ready when we all are ready. 
Then there were some ‘smart’ roles. Some people handled 
incoming goods in a big tent, they separated all the little stuff 
in easy to find ways. There was someone where you could 
bring or get jobs if you couldn’t see or handle them yourself 
anymore. And I was walking the field to nudge people a bit in 
the right direction or because I know an awful lot would 
whisper things like: “That shovel was on loan from the 
neighbour, could you bring it there, please?” 
 
Working Together Like Ants 
Then we got going. Without leaders, without teams, full of 
trust that we all strived for the same end result, to have most 
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 Think big tents, electric cables, costly theatre lights and chemical 
toilets  



of the work done by dinner, so we could all have a relaxed 
last evening together. 
I knew it was working very well, when I put down a pile of 
blankets to answer a question. When I turned back to lift 
them up again, someone had done that already and brought 
them to where they had to be. 
People jumped to help others taking down big tents and 
carrying tables only to pick up where they started. Even 
though some people took quite extended breaks, were tired 
or got caught in deep conversation with new loved ones, we 
achieved more than anticipated. Some people had started 
picking up the little papers on the field before we even had 
organised a line to do the whole field with everyone.  

Smart Swarms 
“I am because We are.” Fundamental Ubuntu philosphy 
 

How Do Smart Swarms Operate? 

In his book “Smart Swarm” Peter Miller names three 
important aspects of Intelligent Swarming: 

1. Self organisation. This demands a lot of open 
communication between all members. A few well 
informed can help to steer. At the festival this was 
easy. We all walked in the same field and could easily 
shout and point things out to others.  Self 
organisation works through decentralised control, 
distributed problem-solving and multiple interactions. 

2. Indirect Cooperation. Within herds and flocks of 
birds this is enforced by adaptive mimicking: if others 
turn and flee, you better do it too. It requires and 
open attitude to support to the general purpose. In 
Occupy and at the festival clean up, this is about 



filling up the gaps, trusting others do the same for 
gaps you don’t see, or have no experience with. 

3. Diversity of knowledge.  This is where the ‘wisdom 
of crowds’ comes into play. We all together must 
have a feeling of what’s at play, this means including 
‘weak signals’, the voices of those less heard; those 
who see what the rest doesn’t see yet. It also 
demands smart decision making tools and open 
dialogues. We should not so much fight different 
opinions, but listen together for what feels most true. 
Therefore be as truthful as possible and do not fear to 
stand alone for a bit. Swarms have no interest in 
which opinion is right or wins, the swarm wants to 
flourish.  

4. Peter Miller forgets one essential part, perhaps 
because it’s so obvious: A Clear Collective Purpose 
or Longing.  Bees dances work if it’s clear what’s at 
stake, whether it’s looking for honey or a new nesting 
place. We need to feel direction. That’s what makes 
Sir Ken Robinsons movie so powerful: it phrases a 
shared worry about current education and offers an 
alternative of where to look. One could say our bee 
dance of how we wanted to clean up the festival 
terrain was embraced by our hive. 

What is Not Swarm Leadership? 

Now how is conscious swarming different from lynching 
mobs, plundering masses, drunk hooligans loose in the street 
or fundamentalists or Nazis driven by hatred? 
Firstly masses driven by anxiety, anger or fear hardly self 
organise, do not cooperate and dialogue with the whole. They 
can be very powerful but are not smart. And they for sure 
don’t accept diversity of knowledge. Neither do Nazis or 
fundamentalists. Such movements may start as a Swarm, but 
when they start suppressing alternative ideas, dialogue, and 



use force to make their own members and that of outsiders 
to comply they are not swarms anymore. They have turned 
into movements. And the Nazis went from there become a 
dictatorial organisation, that in no way spoke for the masses. 
As shown before those that suppress or resist the wishes of 
the whole create counter forces, that mirror the amount of 
force used. And while Occupy has started as a Swarm of 
willing Bees, they may turn into a plague of Locust too, if they 
grow too big and feel they have no other options left. 

My adventures as Wave Rider 
“We are free in everything we can play with.” 

 
So we’ve seen how Smart Swarms work, what is necessary to 
make them effective, how and why we need them and how 
they are changing the world as it is. Now let’s look what role 
we might take upon us and how we can play it consciously to 
participate most constructively in the Swarm. 
 
I’ve seen en been through the wave of an emergent 
undercurrent exploding into visible existence a lot of times in 
role-playing games about power politics. I’ve been the game 
facilitator for more than 15 years in the role of King, 
Godfather or South American Dictator in sessions with up to 
over 200 people.  And though I thought them often to be 
unstructured and chaotic, I learned they were more true than 
I ever could have imagined.  
While watching the documentary “The Revolution Will Not Be 
Televised.”16 about a coup against Chavez, I recognised a lot 
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http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=583239054568980514

4# and a bit background story: 
http://www.documentaryfilms.net/index.php/revolution-will-not-
be-televised-the-chavez-inside-the-coup/ 

http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=5832390545689805144
http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=5832390545689805144


of the process from my game facilitations. It was the same. 
The disorganisation within the palace as it gets surrounded by 
opposing forces, the running around, messy decision making 
and everyone trying  to help in their own way. Some people 
looking for leadership, others taking it, whether or not in a 
helpful way. This mess is part of the process of a system under 
pressure, finding its way out. 

Listening with the body. 

What actors, dances and facilitators often know better than 
others is that the mind cannot find its way out. It cannot 
solve, let alone comprehend,  the chaos. And ordering others 
around without having a clue often makes things worse. But 
we can learn to listen to what happens with our body. As in a 
soccer match, were I often feel the spirit of both teams, and 
through that  I can make quite good guesses which team will 
win. Our body can sense and know where and how to act, 
help, seek clarification.  
While we mentally discuss, plan and think our bodies are 
communicating too. They tell us, where hope is, they tell us, 
who has an enthusiastic plan and who just wants to be heard. 
They are listening to the bee dances people make and they 
can here which dances are worth following. This listening with 
the body is trainable. It just takes a different way of listening 
than we are used to.  

 

Focussing energy through a war dance, photo Karin Weeda 



The Role of Facilitator 

As a facilitator in the role-playing games, participants fighting 
in factions, families and secret societies for the power, I had 
no interest in who won. I cared about the outcome though; 
whoever won had to be the most supported one. The 
participants had to feel the winners deserved it. Most often 
the winners were the ones who took the most risk and best 
phrased the general feel of where we all wanted to go.  
It’s like in the movies, you want the hero to win, if you see 
he’s committed to a cause you can identify with. My role as 
facilitator was thus to seek what felt like a good ending for all 
of us, or one we could live with. It really sucked when a 
traitor won, or someone won and then betrayed his fellows 
to keep the prize alone. 
While movies often have bad people in them, the real world 
mostly has people who try to make a difference according to 
their view. They may see your and my tribe or swarm as 
different. But they also know, even if it’s very deep hidden 
within, that we are all part of the same life on the same 
planet. We just have to make do with each other. Anyone 
who thinks God favours one country over another has not 
understood the concept of religion. 

The Journey Itself Is the Purpose 

As leaders we should not be so much focussed on outcomes 
and results, but on what wants to be heard17. As managers we 
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USA would be, if they would have led like this. Rather than protect 
their own interests they could have focussed on supporting the 
voice of the many. Short term losses might have become long term 
profits, with many real friends, stable politics in way more countries 
and integrity as a value in global politics. One can only hope, 
someone will learn.  Now the US spoiled this recognition in the eyes 
of many of their own people too, for selling out to corporate 



should be less focused on mental models and understanding.  
I’ve learned to follow the energy in the room. I’ve learned to 
feel when someone who speaks, is he or she speaking for all? 
Rather than my own plan, I make room for such people. They 
are the leaders that everyone wants to follow. 
Swarm leadership is about taking a role in this process of 
listening to and creating a platform for what wants and needs 
to happen. Facilitators without an agenda, are easy to trust 
for any party. They are helping to voice what is present, help 
to listen to what should be listened to and oversee that any 
voice within that process are respected. 
Learning to listen to that energy, learning to be present in the 
chaos and knowing when your own or someone else ego or 
interests scramble the clarity of what’s going on, should be 
key education for any leader. Sadly this kind of training is not 
offered at any university or even leadership training18. 

A more present and contributing attitude 

Everywhere people in the world are already practicing an 
attitude that helps to Swarm even better. In Improvisation 
Theatre or Theatre Sports. Attitudes that gain new powers 
and possibilities when applied within Swarms.  

                                                                                                                
interests, or better the top dogs in those firms. This is part of why 
Occupy started and the USA ran out of money on wars against 
Saddam and Osama, both at one time funded friends of the USA. 
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 They may know about it, they may have words for it, but mostly 
they fail at teaching future leaders how to help everything grow by 
listening with all senses. While universities claim to be centres of 
learning they are as often voices of corporate life. They often teach 
the same models, such as currently empowerment, competencies 
and target thinking, as the most successful businesses use. I call this 
‘When Rome is great, Rome must be right ‘ logics. 
 



 
Impro big group performance training on Ibiza at Flow Festival 2010 

 
Use them to grow what you want to support:  

 Say Yes! Have an open attitude: forward, participate 
and contribute with and to what is already there. Ants 
get more results when they carry a dead beetle 
together, than when each of them would like to bring 
in their own prize. 

 Dare to Take a Risk. In a mass contribute what 
feels true. Be less inclined to bend to peer pressure. 
Dare to say or do what feels true, even if you don’t 
know how it will be received. Profile yourself on the 
net. 

 Let Others Shine. Is about integrity in use of 
sources, supporting idea carriers, not needing to be 
original or be the leader. They say if everyone works 
for himself on stage, you have but one supporter. If 
everyone works for the others, everyone else is out to 
let you shine.  

Apart from this, for movements and swarms to work we need 
integrity. Networks grow with mutual trust.  Misuse can lead 
to a viral downfall, very fast. 



 Improvised Opera with 30 people.  foto by Erik van Vliet 

Impro for big Theatre and Dance groups 

To work with swarming in theatre or dance with big groups is 
a bit different. Ego is really an obstacle. The players main 
focus must be on: what’s going on and what’s needed now? 
He or she must be fully willing to follow the inner impulse to 
contribute what is needed. Even if it leads to the death or 
downfall of your character or, for many players even worse, 
being a boring part of the choir.  
Here is the Adaptive Mimicking again. The players are not 
only cooperating with their fellow players on the dramatic 
story level.  They must also be able to sense the 
undercurrents and strengthen this signal within the context of 
their role, the situation and the theme.  

Leadership Roles Within the Swarm 

There are different roles to play if you take this style of 
theatre as fundament for swarm leadership. There is the 
choir, that voices the undercurrents or comments upon the 
action. In a swarm like Occupy this is the body of protesters. 
There are leading roles, that happen to play out the human 
drama, like love, hate and family. In the Swarm these are the 
faces who stand out, perhaps just because they are 



interviewed or have a popular blog and we can all identify 
with. There may be coaching or facilitating roles who nudge 
the drama towards unfolding and open confrontation. While 
in theatre we want open confrontation in reality this means 
guidance towards situations that may turn events or make 
the power of the new paradigm clearly visible or even 
experiential. There may be fools, who intervene when things 
get boring, clarify what happens to players and audience alike 
or play sudden extra’s that help the drama forward. Or they 
may just mirror everyone how things are stuck. These are the 
artists that give colour to the movement, the jokers who 
make fun of what has not been learned yet and the sudden 
helpers who appear in times of need.   

Tuning in to the Collective 

The Swarm can learn a lot from musicians playing together. 
Who takes what role must not be a selfish decision. It is about 
what is needed. Trust that your inner wisdom will come up 
with a role, that fits who you are. To me it feels like being part 
of a symphony orchestra19 or a pop band.  Too much self 
centred play and the music falls apart. Too much contributing, 
hiding in the mass and the music becomes repetitive without 
progress. So sometimes it’s about being less present and at 
other times to act more on impulse and be very present and 
contrasting. 
 
Whatever you do, it may not, consciously,  be seen or be 
heard by the Swarm. And whatever you do is part of the 
Swarm and it is immediately integrated. Whatever you bring 
in may be transformed or discarded. Resistance is a sign you 
have been heard. That is Swarming too. If you take rejection 
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 How I would love to Work for a few days with an big orchestra, to 
see if we can improvise a symphony from scratch. Call me if you can 
make it happen! 



or being ignored personal you are not Swarming. Stay 
focussed on the whole, while doing your bit. Take up what 
works for you, discard what doesn’t. 
 

 
Photoshopped (de)motivational poster for Wikipedia Contributors. 
 
And when it all works, miracles can happen. It’s like Peter 
Miller says, one ant may not be intelligent, but the whole 
swarm can be.  I’ve seen some plays that had wonderful 
creative drama and choreography emerging just through the 
willingness of the players to help unfold what was present. 
I’ve seen groups make very sudden changes that emerged 
from the undercurrents, which both felt as a surprise and as 
the most logical continuation. When this happens I am very 
happy, for then I know the players are very much in tune with 
each other. 

http://www.free-photos.biz/images/society/humor/wikipedia_motivator.jpg


Practical Principles to Help the Swarm 
‘Every tribe leader I’ve ever met shares one thing: the decision to 
lead.” Seth Godin 

A Strong Community 

So what gives live to groups and movements? Often the same 
what makes a strong community20: 
1. A mix of people that trust and acknowledge each other. 
2. Shared purpose21 and access22 to active participation in 
getting there. 
3. Members feel at the same time builder of it all and of 
service to it all. 
 

Not everyone has to contribute an equal amount, the same 
way or the same thing. Preferably not. One has to follow 
one’s own energy and urgency to make a difference and by 
looking what is needed right now. You make the biggest 
difference if you contribute your personal gifts and talents. 
And the term Community of practice is an important one. 
Even without regulation rules; principles and ways of doing 
things will arise. Thus help the community to consciously 
create principles that offer a fundament. 

Tribing 

How to contribute to create such a community within the 
swarm? Here are some thing you can do to help the 
community around you to grow and learn:  
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 List from Tribing Workshop, hosted with Daan van Geijlswijk 
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 As with Occupy, the purpose may be very broad and how it is 
achieved unclear. A general feeling ‘something must be done, now’ 
can be enough. Compare how crowds self organise help 
immediately after an earthquake. 
22

 If you want to grow, be inclusive towards new participants.  



• Tell stories that show the community what works and 
how it works.  

• Tell stories where you want to go with it. Be honest. 
• If you got something from the community show that it 

worked or how it helped you.  
• Ask what you need. Offer what you can. Expect 

nothing in return.  
• Build relationships for their own sake, not to get 

anywhere.  
• Good relationships are more important than being in 

control.  
• Get everyone to share in the action, results and 

celebrations.  
NB: list created together with Charles Davies de Mornay.  
 

To Start a Tribe or Not Start a Tribe 

In a movement or tribe that begins, one that might turn into a 
swarm, there a few things to consider. Here you still have 
choices, about the fundamental vibe of it all. The Hippie Vibe 
that Swarmed the world, had a very different sound and 
colour than the Socialistic Vibe in the beginning of the 20th 
century. It did have a different purpose and operated in a 
different climate with different problems to tackle.  
 
I once heard a woman sell the idea of a yearly and global 
“Happy-day”, where everyone should be happy the whole day 
long. She was only interested in getting help to do it all her 
way. She totally wondered why she didn’t get that help.  Well. 
If it all fails or doesn’t work, you are either doing too much on 
your own, your idea is not as great as you think (it may even 
suck) or you want to keep too much control and not let go. 
Many movements die because of these three things, before 
even having started. Many people crown themselves as 
leaders before there is even a crown of glory to be offered.  



If you are in it for the fame, you still haven’t understood! 
 
If you get stuck because there is no money, you’re not a 
swarm or a movement. You are an organisation, with a plan. 
A Swarm somehow is offered, gets, or has the support to 
grow. If there is no growing support, the Swarm is dying. 
Therefore don’t beg, act to make a difference for everyone 
and only then ask. Because if you make a difference for me, 
for sure I’ll be willing to help. 
 
Don’t start planning, don’t start selling, don’t expect help 
because your idea is genius. Start telling stories. Start sharing 
the dream. Concrete form will organise itself out of the 
interaction between contributing people. Investing in a good 
chemistry and ‘community of practice’23 amongst participants 
is worth a lot. Be among the first to invest in people with 
time, attention and help. Your acting upon what you believe 
in is what can start things moving.  

What I Learned From Swarm leaders24 in My Country 

Here are some effective methods and principles  that help 
Swarms to grow: 

 Ask a lot of People for very little. Make it easy, safe 
and fun to contribute anything. Here I know the use 
of Social Surplus works the fastest. Social Surplus is 
anything that is available in time, money, materials, 
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 “Communities of Practice are formed by people who engage in a 
process of collective learning in a shared domain of human 
endeavour” Etienne Wenger 
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 In this part I owe a huge debt to the wisdom and practices of Nils 
Roemen, Fanny Koertz, Martijn Aslander, Herman Dummer and 
many others. They started formulating many these insights based 
on their experiences for several purposes. I just combined some 
here. 



talents, that can be committed within the crowd for 
free. The trick is to have smart ways to connect 
demands with questions. One such a tool is the 
#Durftevragen (Dare To Ask) community in the 
Netherlands25 

 Use Social Media, Apps, anything that helps to 
improve everyone to communicate with the right 
people as much and as easy as possible. When you 
involve the crowd work with their contributions, even 
if it deranges the core a bit according to yourself. 

 Invite and invest in Sustainable People. People that 
contribute more than that they cost. Get them 
involved first. Make it interesting and great to 
contribute. “Yes, I was part of Occupy and helped it 
grow!” 

 Use smart facilitation tools like World Café, Open 
Space Technology or Unconference26 to develop the 
core with a bigger group of people. Innovations that 
come out of these sessions are carried by the whole. 

 Frame principles for the community like: “Offer what 
you can, Ask for what you need”, ‘Whoever Comes 
Are The Right people.” Use checkable sentences. 

 Embrace Diversity. A Big Swarm needs all kinds of 
talents, knowledge, people. If you become a 
subculture too soon, others will point you out as 
‘them’. “Them’ are always heroes to some and crazy 
to many. Still standing out and being seen is of equal 
importance and if the paradigm is new, a lot of 
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 Durftevragen.com, (daretoask) is both an ingenious method and 
philosophy to bring ideas and stuff from people who have to people 
that need. The site has yet to be translated in English. 
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 These three methods are all Open Source with everything you 
need to host them online. But beware, using experienced 
facilitators may make all the difference. 



people won’t get it at first. That’s why you need very 
diverse people too. To help you find the words that 
bridge the gap to everyone. 

 Building on this, keep good relations with everyone 
connected to it, from the media to local police and  
the bakery on the corner. The Swarm is not a horde 
of barbarians out to destroy, it is there to make a 
constructive difference for everyone! 

 It is important that every individual in the crowd is 
also an independent free thinking soul that takes 
responsibility for his or her own actions. Don’t give 
your responsibility away or let it be misused by 
others. To stay Smart, the Swarm needs intelligent 
people who keep their wits about. 

 It’s okay if things fail or get messy. We are finding 
things out. Together. Celebrating some failures is 
often the best way to stimulate innovation, 
contribution and heroics in contributors. 

 Allow for ‘the right of initiative’. If there are 2 
different ideas, why not try both and see which one 
works. You may be against something, but if this 
moves things forward with his energy towards his 
plan, it contributes to the whole swarm. Therefore 
give space for personal initiative. This both creates 
space for the energy to flow forward as it turns the 
ones who carry the idea more into leaders. 

 Make sure the Essentials are taken care of. In 
Benghazi  (where the Libyan uprising started) there 
were immediately committees taking care of patrol, 
hospitals, keeping the water and electricity running. 
They said, if we fail this, people may think we are not 
capable of taking the responsibility. People who are 
cold, have no food and water very soon lose 
motivation. 



Final Words on Swarm Leadership 
“Take a stand-not because it will lead to anything, but because it’s 
the right thing to do. We never know what can or can’t be done; 
only what must be done.” Andrew Boyd 

The Attitude of the Swarm Leader 
Firstly let go of the idea that you are boss. Do not work from 
control, but from facilitating the energy. Be an example. Be as 
present as possible and support every bit of energy that 
contributes to the general purpose. Dare to change your role. 
Dare to play different roles. Be idea carrier and see if you are 
followed. Adjust your ideas with your first followers until it 
becomes more popular. See all criticism as building material, 
never as attack. Make your message as attractive, easy and as 
fun as possible to follow. 
If you don’t have an idea, than follow and support what needs 
help. It doesn’t have to be your idea. Invite and connect as 
many people as possible within the dialogue. Create a 
community out of your environment, where people regard 
each others as members of the same movement, with the 
same purpose. 

Serve a Higher Purpose 

When you have or are part of a bee dance or great story, help 
it to develop. If you are a manager adapt your whole 
organisation towards it, if need be. Swarm leadership is no 
game or business model that becomes successful if you just 
follow the instructions. It really means to serve a higher 
purpose, to follow the voice of us all, for us all. 
Because we, the masses,  will only contribute if it makes sense 
and has meaning for us. And of course, if it’s fun and easy to 
do so.  
Click. 
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Swarming as a way to organise big changes is here. 
Swarm leadership means we are all involved and all have 
a role in processes of change to play. Together with New 
Media we don’t need organisations, planning and bosses 
any more to organise big events. They just happen, if we 
want it. Learn about it. Understand it. Play your part in it.   
 
 
 
 
 

WE EDUCATE CHANGE MAKERS 
  
FREE LECTURES: At Knowmads we have a open source 
attitude. We love to create a world where people learn to 
become what they could be, rather than comply to 
criteria that do not fit them and their talents. Our free 
lectures help anyone with a can do, want to and love to 
attitude to develop themselves in ways that we hope will 
one day be standard at schools around the world. 

 


