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GST 60 – Configuration 
 
Formal Description 
A configuration is the particular arrangement of entities relative to one another in space, time or 
another relevant dimension. A configuration describes how entities are positioned or related without, 
in itself, implying causal interaction or organisation. Configurations may be static or dynamic and 
often influence, but do not by themselves determine, the behaviour of processes and systems. 
 
 
Plain English Explanation 
When we look at a group of objects, we often notice not only what is present but also how those 
objects are arranged. This arrangement is called a configuration. 
Imagine several cars parked in a car park. They occupy particular positions relative to one another. 
The cars therefore have a configuration. If some of the cars move to different parking spaces, the 
configuration changes even though the collection of cars remains the same. 
A configuration does not necessarily imply that the entities interact. The parked cars may simply 
happen to be arranged in a particular pattern without influencing one another. The configuration is a 
description of their arrangement rather than their behaviour. 
Configurations occur throughout nature and society. The planets in the Solar System occupy 
particular positions relative to one another. The furniture in a room has a particular arrangement. The 
layout of buildings within a town forms an urban configuration. In each case, the arrangement can be 
described independently of whether the entities are interacting. 
Some configurations do influence subsequent interactions. The arrangement of pieces on a 
chessboard affects the moves that are possible. The arrangement of components within an electrical 
circuit influences how electricity flows. Nevertheless, it is the causal interactions, rather than the 
configuration alone, that produce behaviour. Configuration may create opportunities or constraints 
for interaction, but it is not itself the interaction. 
Understanding configuration helps us distinguish between the arrangement of entities and the causal 
interactions that may develop between them. In the next module we shall examine assemblies, in 
which entities are brought together into configurations capable of supporting increasing causal 
organisation. 
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Examples 
A classroom may contain the same desks and chairs every day, yet their arrangement can be altered 
for different activities. The configuration changes while the collection of furniture remains the same. 
A group of satellites orbiting the Earth continually changes its spatial configuration as each satellite 
moves along its orbit. Although the configuration evolves through time, it remains a description of 
relative positions rather than of the underlying causal processes governing the motion. 
 
 
Provenance and Links 
The concept of configuration appears across many disciplines, including geometry, physics, 
chemistry, engineering and systems science. Configurations describe patterns of arrangement and 
relative position and are widely used in fields such as network analysis, architecture and design. 
Within General Systems Theory, configuration provides an important distinction between the 
arrangement of entities and the causal organisation that characterises systems. 
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Practical Exercise 
Choose a familiar environment, such as your living room, a classroom, a workshop or a public park. 
Describe the configuration of the principal entities within that environment. Then imagine changing 
their arrangement while leaving the entities themselves unchanged. 
Explain how the new configuration might influence future interactions without itself constituting a 
system or a causal organisation. 
 

 


