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Network Lockin

Small world networks have been shown to arise in a surprisingly wide variety of organized systems, from power grids to brain cells to scientific collaboration. The high incidence with which they occur has led to the speculation that there is something fundamental and generalizable about how they organize and govern success in biological, physical, and social systems alike.
  


Despite my efforts to accept and appreciate Uzzi and Spiro's research on its own terms, I could not get past the grandiose assumptions and categorical errors their study reveals.  To me, it raises many more questions about the mechanisms and causes of organizational innovation than it answers, and Latour's admonishments reverberated during the entire reading:

Network is a concept, not a thing out there. It is a tool to help describe something, not what is being described... What you are really telling me is that the actors in your description make no difference whatsoever. They have simply realized a potential—apart from minor deviations—which means they are not actors at all: they simply carry the force that comes through them. So, my dear Student, you have been wasting your time describing people, objects, sites that are nothing in effect, but passive intermediaries since they do nothing on their own.
 


The explanations offered by Uzzi and Spiro beg for richer detail, even if we accept their simple measure of creative output. What was going on beyond the tight small world network of the collaborators?  What social, cultural, and political trends might have shaped the individual actor's creative output? What other networks were these creatives enmeshed in? What other creative inputs were they consuming and transforming? Did the kind of relationship (casual, adversarial, collegial, romantic, etc), play a significant role in the output?    


Their finding that creative output initially increases and then drops off as groups become too incestuous is interesting, but the flattened analysis of the interpersonal dynamics is shallow, and potentially misleading.  Like the brain scans which they compare this method to, it is not entirely clear what their data actually represents. Their waving of the “invisible hand” is frustrating since there is clearly a thicker description of these actors that would reveal more detail about mechanics and contours of any emergent properties. Even a proof by mathematical induction is incomplete without the demonstration of an application to at least one specific instance. While the questions I posed earlier would be impossible to trace for every play produced in the period studied, a few detailed narratives would have greatly strengthened their speculative conclusions. 


Network analysis can lead to incredible insights, but it should be used to generate sharper questions, not as a substitute for an explanation. The first word of the Hebrew bible, B'reishit, traditionally translated as “In the beginning”, also contains the root ReSHeT, “a [woven] net or network.”, suggesting the universe is composed of networks.
 Many diverse phenomena can productively studied using the metaphor of networks, and the characteristics of different families of networks, such as small world networks, or power law networks, suggest important avenues of inquiry. Furthermore, we need to be ever diligent not to omit consideration of the paranodal—the space between nodes, not represented on the graph—elements which really becoming invisible as network metaphors dominate our thinking.


Perhaps we can better exercise this theory by beginning to imagine the sorts of organizational and architectural designs might be generated from a finding like this. As with many complex systems we don't fully understand, there may be hidden dangers in over-engineering social networks within organizations.  I would be wary of reorganizing any organization—even one producing a Broadway play, never mind another unrelated creative production—according to the principles suggested by Uzz and Spiro.
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