Module Guide
Sociotechnical

Systems#

Six Silberman

How the ‘technical’ and the ‘nontechnical’ shape each other

‘Technical’ things like train cars, computer systems, power plants, and standards are shaped
by ‘nontechnical’ things like laws, politics, business models, organisational culture, and the
psychology of user groups and influential individuals. ‘Nontechnical’ things can in turn be
(re-)shaped by new possibilities — or constraints — afforded by technical systems.

This module has no fixed curriculum. It aims to support Fellows’ projects and other ongoing
work by serving as a place to discuss the interplay between the apparently ‘technical’ and
the apparently ‘nontechnical.” We will work out concrete ways in which to do this as we go
along. This could include going to external events, formal presentations, informal
discussions, reading, empirical research, system building, or other (joint or individual)
activities, as best support Fellows’ ongoing work.

Silberman has previously worked as a programmer in nonprofits and social enterprises and
as a trade union official, and now works in a law school studying technology policy.
Silberman’s practical experiences and some familiarity with literatures in human-computer
interaction, sociology of technology, and technology policy will support our discussions. It is
expected that Fellows also have diverse experiences and backgrounds. Fellows will be
expected to bring these experiences into our discussions to reflect on, understand, and
support one another’s ongoing work.

How to Participate

All activities are optional. You can show up to any of the sessions. There are no
prerequisites or ongoing obligations. The goal of this module is to help you clarify and
pursue your project(s) successfully, especially by talking, thinking, and reading about how
the apparently ‘nontechnical’ and the apparently ‘technical’ interact with one another, and



especially how ‘nontechnical’ factors can influence the success or failure of technical
projects.

Registration for the sessions will be possible through the Newspeak House events page.

Overview of Module Sessions

e Introductory event during orientation weekend

e Group discussions: Second Monday of every month, 4pm—6pm, Newspeak House (to
be confirmed), start date TBD

e Possible external speaker events at Newspeak House, once every ~2 months

e Office hours: First and third Monday of every month, 4pm-6pm, Newspeak House (to
be confirmed), start date TBD

e Silberman will be available for informal discussions at most Ration Club events

Sociotechnical observations &
advices

e Sociotechnical observations and advices in 1 A5 page

Readings (Entirely Optional)

e adrienne maree brown, Emergent Strateqy

e Patricia Shaw: Changing Conversations in Organizations: A Complexity Approach to
Change
o Publisher info
o Full text PDF

e Andrew Russell and Lee Vinsel, ‘Innovation is overvalued; maintenance often
matters more’ (2016)



https://newspeak.house/events
https://lu.ma/RationClub
http://wtf.tw/st.pdf
https://www.akpress.org/emergentstrategy.html
https://www.routledge.com/Changing-Conversations-in-Organizations-A-Complexity-Approach-to-Change/Shaw/p/book/9780415249140
http://wtf.tw/ref/shaw.pdf
https://aeon.co/essays/innovation-is-overvalued-maintenance-often-matters-more
https://aeon.co/essays/innovation-is-overvalued-maintenance-often-matters-more

Sara B. Pritchard, ‘An Envirotechnical Disaster: Nature, Technology. and Politics at
Fukushima’ (2012)

Izabella Kaminska, ‘Blockchain’s governance paradox’ (Financial Times, 2017
[originall)
o See also:
m Vili Lehdonvirta, ‘The blockchain paradox’

m Caitlin Lustig, ‘Algorithmic authority: the case of Bitcoin’ (2015)

Ted Chiang, ‘Will Al become the new McKinsey?’ (New Yorker, 2023)

Donella Meadows:
o ‘Leverage points: places to intervene in a system’ (1999)

o Thinking In Systems: A Primer (2008)

Elinor Ostrom and colleagues:

o Beyond markets and states: polycentric governance of complex economic
systems (2010)
The strugagle to govern the commons (PDF) (2003)
Und ing Instituti D ity (2005)
Governing the Commons (1990)

John Gall, Systemantics: How Systems Work and Especially How They Fail
(1975/77, later editions published as ‘The Systems Bible’)

o Well-structured collection of the main points
o Wikipedia entry with historical info and main points

o PDF full text (1975 edition)



http://wtf.tw/ref/pritchard.pdf
http://wtf.tw/ref/pritchard.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OPQMkQEC1C5iKf_rAlOPyrk2gjmW5q-V/view?usp=sharing
https://www.ft.com/content/d65ddd3e-ff34-3d57-b91c-578ee84db333
https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/news-events/news/the-blockchain-paradox-why-distributed-ledger-technologies-may-do-little-to-transform-the-economy/#:~:text=It%20is%20celebrated%20as%20a,the%20governance%20of%20the%20technology.
https://artifex.org/~bonnie/lustig_nardi_HICSS_2015.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1tkfX97dCbiunHxGGj5wd6h02TN2EeDhg/view?usp=share_link
https://donellameadows.org/wp-content/userfiles/Leverage_Points.pdf
https://research.fit.edu/media/site-specific/researchfitedu/coast-climate-adaptation-library/climate-communications/psychology-amp-behavior/Meadows-2008.-Thinking-in-Systems.pdf
http://wtf.tw/ref/ostrom_2010.pdf
http://wtf.tw/ref/ostrom_2010.pdf
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.1091015
https://my.vanderbilt.edu/greencities/files/2014/08/Ostrom-StruggleGovernCommons.pdf
http://wtf.tw/ref/ostrom_2005.pdf
http://wtf.tw/ref/ostrom_1990.pdf
https://novelinvestor.com/notes/systemantics-how-systems-work-and-especially-how-they-fail-by-john-gall/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Systemantics
https://docdrop.org/download_annotation_doc/John-Gall---Systemantics_-How-Systems-Work-and-Especially-Ho-8qhgx.pdf
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