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This is the extended companion to our short introductory piece, “The Computer That Tried to Run a Socialist
Economy in Real Time.” If you haven’t read the short version, you may want to start there — this document
assumes the basic shape of the argument and goes further into each part of it.

These are our own reading notes, not a translation or authorized summary. We’ve tried to represent the
argument accurately, but any distortion is ours, not the author’s. Direct quotations are kept short and
marked; everything else is paraphrase. This reading covers the Introduction, Chapter 1, part of Chapter 5,
and the Epilogue closely; Chapters 2-4, 6, and 7 weren’t part of this pass beyond what’s visible from those
sections and the table of contents.

What kind of book this is

Cybernetic Revolutionaries is a work of careful historical scholarship, not a manifesto or a technical
handbook — a detailed historical reconstruction of Project Cybersyn (1971-1973) built on archival research
and interviews Medina conducted directly with Stafford Beer and other project participants. Unlike most of
the material we’ve drawn on for this reading series, it doesn’t belong to the collapse-and-transition literature
at all; it belongs to the history of science and technology, and brings a genuinely different register to
questions this series otherwise approaches mostly through political theory and ecological analysis.

The central argument: two utopias, intertwined

The book examines the intersection of two ambitious, contemporaneous projects: the political utopia of
Salvador Allende’s “Chilean road to socialism” — explicitly democratic, constitutional, and peaceful,
deliberately distinguished at the time from both the Cuban and Soviet models — and the technological utopia
of Cybersyn, a real-time computer system meant to help steer the national economy, built under severe
resource constraints.

Medina’s key analytical contribution is the concept of sociotechnical engineering: designing technology
deliberately to sustain a particular configuration of political power aligned with specific goals. Her crucial
qualification, developed throughout the book, is that this isn’t a single achievement accomplished once and
then stable — a system has to continuously sustain the social relations it was built to support, because
identical technical tools can just as readily generate the opposite configuration of power (including outright
totalitarian control) as the one they were originally designed to produce. The technology itself doesn’t
determine the political outcome; ongoing, deliberate maintenance of the intended relationship between the
system and its political context does.

Chapter 1: Stafford Beer’s cybernetics and the Viable System
Model

Fernando Flores — a 28-year-old engineer holding a senior position in Chile’s nationalization agency — wrote
in 1971 to Stafford Beer, a British cybernetician, requesting help applying cybernetic management theory at
national scale. Medina frames the convergence as not accidental: both Beer, in his theory of the firm, and the
Allende government, in its actual political practice, were confronting the same underlying structural problem
— how to maintain coherence and stability across a whole system without sacrificing the genuine autonomy



of its constituent parts.

The core of the theory: the Viable System Model (VSM). A system capable of persisting — “viable,” in
Beer’s specific technical sense — is one that maintains homeostatic balance both internally and in relation to
its external environment, while preserving genuine autonomy at the level of its component parts. The model
is explicitly recursive: the parts of a viable system are themselves viable systems, describable using the
identical model at a smaller scale — Beer’s own analogy is a complete genome present in every individual
cell of a larger organism, the whole pattern recurring at every level of the whole.

The model identifies five interlocking levels, conventionally labeled System 1 through System 5: System 1 —
autonomous operational units carrying out the actual work; System 2 — coordination mechanisms
preventing those units from working at cross-purposes; System 3 — day-to-day operational management and
current coordination; System 4 — longer-term planning and active scanning of the external environment;
System 5 — the identity, values, and highest-level decisions that hold the whole system’s overall purpose
together. One mechanism deserves specific attention on its own: the algedonic signal — literally, a “pain
signal” — a dedicated emergency channel that allows an operational unit to bypass ordinary, slower
information filtering entirely and alert the highest level of management immediately during a genuine crisis.

Medina’s framing makes clear this is a genuinely useful formal tool, not just a piece of historical color, for
anyone trying to think rigorously about how to connect local autonomy with whole-system coordination
without collapsing into either pure centralism or an uncoordinated absence of structure entirely.

Chapter 5 (partial): the October Strike as a real-world stress test

A strike by truckers and transport operators in October 1972 — financed in part by the CIA as one strand of a
broader campaign to destabilize the Allende government — became Cybersyn’s first genuine test under real
crisis conditions. The telex network originally built to carry production data was rapidly repurposed to
coordinate distribution of essential goods across the entire country, a network spanning more than 5,000
kilometers from Arica to Punta Arenas, and Medina credits it with helping the government weather the
immediate crisis.

An internal tension worth taking seriously for anyone designing accountability structures. The
crisis measurably changed Beer’s own views. Before the strike, he had proposed three possible strategies for
rolling out the system to individual factories: prudence (full factory-level autonomy, slow voluntary adoption
at each site’s own pace), selling (persuading individual factory managers of the system’s value, the approach
typical of capitalist contexts), and decision (a straightforward top-down mandate). After the strike, Beer —
despite a deep, longstanding personal and theoretical commitment to decentralization — began shifting
toward favoring greater centralization, on the judgment that the government simply didn’t have the luxury of
time for a slow, voluntary, factory-by-factory adoption process during active crisis conditions.

This is a specific, well-documented historical instance of a broader and genuinely important pattern: crisis
pressure pushes even a designer deeply and sincerely committed to decentralization toward centralization in
actual practice, regardless of stated values. It’s directly relevant to anyone assuming that anti-centralist
commitments will simply hold on their own under real pressure without deliberately built-in structural
resistance — this case suggests, concretely, that they don’t reliably do so.

A smaller structural detail worth noting: during this period, Cybersyn team members Flores, Schwember, and
Farné effectively took on the functional roles of System 5, 4, and 3 within their own project team — the VSM
model wasn’t functioning purely as an external description of Cybersyn, it was actively structuring the team
that designed and built the system, in real time.

Epilogue: three afterlives following the 1973 coup

After Pinochet’s coup, the Cybersyn project ended physically, but its ideas and its people persisted along
three distinct and instructive trajectories.

Stafford Beer underwent a striking personal transformation after 1973 — moving, in biologist Humberto
Maturana’s characterization, from businessman toward something closer to “hippie” — and deepened his
commitment to applying cybernetics toward broader social good. His 1993 essay “World in Torment” links



hunger, war, and the exploitation of Indigenous peoples to what he identifies as excessive centralization of
control over complex global systems — applying this critique symmetrically to Soviet-style central economic
planning and to the growing concentrated power of Western capitalist oligarchy. This is a meaningful
counterpoint worth weighing against a tension that shows up elsewhere in collapse and decentralization
literature (some of it skeptical that alternatives to representative structures avoid simply masking a new form
of elitism): Beer, writing from direct, hands-on practitioner experience actually building large-scale
coordination systems, locates the core danger not in the search for alternatives to centralized control, but in
excessive centralization itself, regardless of whether it originates from state planning or concentrated market
power. This doesn’t resolve that broader disagreement, but it does demonstrate the disagreement has more
than one seriously defensible side, argued from within genuine hands-on experience rather than pure theory.

Fernando Flores — the most dramatic single biographical arc in the book — moved from committed socialist
technocrat, through imprisonment under Pinochet, to a doctorate at Berkeley, to founding a multimillion-
dollar consulting business (Business Design Associates), and eventually into Chilean electoral politics, where
in the 2010 presidential election he openly endorsed a right-wing candidate. Cybersyn remained, by his own
account, a formative experience — but his later autobiographical writing about that period notably
emphasizes his identity as an entrepreneur and downplays his earlier role as a committed socialist civil
servant. Medina presents this less as an argument against any specific structural design than as a
documented, cautionary illustration of how real ideological drift can occur gradually, over the course of an
individual career, even for someone whose original commitment was deep and sincere — a different
mechanism of erosion than Beer’s crisis-driven shift, operating instead through years of accumulated career
pressure.

Raul Espejo continued consulting on VSM applications through his firm Syncho Ltd., including documented
organizational audits conducted for the Colombian government — evidence that VSM retains genuine,
ongoing operational value well beyond its original Chilean context, functioning as a live consulting practice
rather than a piece of historical curiosity.

What this reading pass didn’t cover

Chapter 2 (Cybernetics in the Battle for Production), Chapter 3 (Designing a Network), and Chapter 4
(Constructing the Liberty Machine) cover the technical details of building the telex network, the Cyberstride
software, and the physical operations room — engineering history not covered in this pass. Chapter 6
(Cybersyn Goes Public) covers the project’s domestic and international public reception. Chapter 7
(Conclusion) likely contains Medina’s own synthesized theoretical argument about the relationship between
technology and politics more broadly, and would probably be the single most directly useful chapter for our
purposes if this reading is ever deepened further. The book’s appendices cover the structure of the Chilean
state economy and a timeline of Chilean computerization from 1927-1964, largely factual reference material.

Why this history is worth knowing beyond its own moment

The book offers a genuinely rare combination: a formal, historically tested framework (VSM) for thinking
rigorously about connecting local autonomy with whole-system coordination, rather than treating that
tension as something to be permanently resolved by simply picking one side of it — plus two distinct, well-
documented cautionary patterns for anyone designing structures meant to resist unaccountable
concentrations of power. Crisis pressure can push even deeply committed decentralists toward centralization
in actual practice. Years of accumulated career pressure can erode someone’s original political commitments
gradually, without any single dramatic moment of betrayal. On the evidence of this specific, carefully
documented history, neither pattern is reliably defeated by good intentions or sincere values alone — both
appear to require structures deliberately built in advance to resist them.

A note on dates and evidence

This is a 2011 work of academic history built on archival research and direct interviews the author conducted
with surviving Cybersyn participants — it is not a work of theory or advocacy, and its historical claims rest on
documented primary-source research rather than secondhand summary. The VSM framework it describes is



Beer’s own theoretical apparatus, developed across his career from the 1950s onward and predating the
Chilean project; readers interested in applying VSM elsewhere should treat Medina’s book as a historical
account of one specific, dramatic application, not as a general introduction to the theory on its own terms.

This document is a companion to a short introductory piece on the same book. Comments, corrections, and
suggestions for what to read next belong there: introductory piece.
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