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How Design and Cybernetics Reflect Each Other 

  

Ranulph Glanville 

 

 

Keynote address delivered by Ranulph Glanville at the RSD3 2014 Symposium Relating Systems 

Thinking & Design 3 on October 15, 2014 at the Oslo School of Architecture and Design. Transcript by 

Thomas Fischer, Timothy Jachna and Albert Mueller, with an introduction by Aartje Hulstein.  

 

Ranulph started off this talk mentioning that his dropping-in on, and participating in some of the 

pre edi g day’s workshops prompted him to re-think the talk. This involved revisiting his argument 

and writing new cards with notes, first in the evening and then again until we left our hotel in the 

morning. Ranulph was very pleased and surprised to find Thomas Fischer and Timothy Jachna in the 

lecture hall, setting up so the talk would be video-recorded (it is available on the YouTube channel of 

the American Society for Cybernetics
1
), with kind support from Birger Sevaldson. I remember the 

wonderful feeling we all had when Ranulph finished. It was one of the most concise arguments linking 

cybernetics and design he had ever given. Ranulph died on the 20
th

 of December, 2014. When Tom, 

Tim, Albert and I collaborated on this transcript in February, the memories came back to me. I 

realized that something was missing: Ranulph telling me he had to rework it. He used to say that 

words spoken in the presence of others are not the same as text written down in a transcript. It would 

have to be carefully transformed and revised, as he had done in the past with other talks. This time he 

did not have the time to do this. It might be an interesting experiment to imagine how Ranulph would 

have changed this transcript. Not being in a position to re-work this text as Ranulph would have done, 

we have made no such attempt. Nonetheless, we wish to make it clear this is what would have 

happened, had Ranulph had the time. We ha e erely added refere es to so e of Ra ulph’s o  
writings and to texts of authors he mentions in the talk, hoping that this will facilitate others who 

study Ra ulph’s ork o  the i terse tio  of desig  a d y er eti s. 

 

Aartje Hulstein 

February 2015 

 

 

                                                            
1
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tTN_9mJIWNw 
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I enjoyed yesterday afternoon, dropping in on a couple of the workshops, and I enjoyed it for a 

number of reasons. But one was that it helped me understand who was here, and so it caused me to 

go away and re-think everything that I was going to say today. 

 

I ll still p o a l  offe d e e o e e ause ith th ee sepa ate g oups of i te est a d le els of 
unde sta di g a d a eas of u de sta di g a d so o  ou e goi g to get so ethi g o g fo  
everyone at some point. And I may also offend you because I believe that things should be said as 

simply as you possibly can. In the Design Museum in London – in the old building, not the new one – 

the  pai ted o  the all a uote f o  B u o Mu a i the Italia  desig e  ho said, Desig  is 
si plif i g, ot o pli ati g . A d I thi k, ou k o , he  e a e fa ed ith the o ple it  of the 
world there are essentially two sorts of approaches. My wonderful professor Gordon Pask had one 

approach, which was to grab everything and keep shoveling it in and to collect everything, and then 

sa  he d got e e thi g. A d o e of the easo s that Go do  a d I got o  so ell is that e had such 

diffe e t st les e did t eall  u de sta d ea h othe . A d so  app oa h is to t  to st ip it do , 
a d I ll eall  e happ  he  the e is othi g to sa  a out othi g, [laughte  f o  the audie e] a d 
that s a a  of doi g e e thi g. “o I a  appear to oversimplify. This is intentional and possibly 

offensive. 

 

Good. I oti ed that the e see  to e o e people he e ho use the o d s ste s  tha  
e eti s , although este da  the e e e a lot of people usi g the o d e eti s – it was 

really nice. I felt cozy and at home. But I thought that one of the things I should do is try to make a 

little difference between cybernetics and systems, or see if there is one. And then I should say a few 

words about cybernetics and systems, as the word that is used in the title here and used I think by 

the majority of people here. And then I would say a few words about design because I am sure that 

each of us means something different by it. So before I try to say that design and cybernetics are 

really the same thing – hi h is hat I ll e d up doi g i  a so t of li ited a  – efo e I sa  that I d 
eall  ette  e plai  to ou hat I u de sta d desig  to e i  as fa  as I a , e ause it o t e the 

same as many of you think. 

 

So, and it was always my intention to do this without slides. Carl Bass, who is the CEO of Autodesk, 

as asked h  he e e  used slides a d he said, Be ause if I use slides ou look at the e e a d  
a d ou do t liste  to hat I a  sa i g.  “o I thi k slides, Po e Poi ts a d so o  a e actually mostly 

very destructive and very distracting and they stop you from improvising, they absolutely pre-

program everything. It is very difficult to escape from their plodding continuity. And I rather like an 

Australian speechwriter called Don Watson who wrote a book called Weasel Words (Watson, 2004). 

This is a wonderful book of clichés from management jargon and such like. And in it he has both 

ullet poi t  a d Po e Poi t . H . A d he sa s a out Po e Poi t, Po e Poi t is a ediu  
for presenti g holida  s aps a d fo  p ese ti g asse tio s as if the  e e a gu e ts , oth of hi h 
see  to e to e t ue. That s ot to sa  e e o e does this. I a  su e that ea h o e of ou is 
amongst the wonderful team of exceptional people [laughter] and I know that some of you make 



RSD3            Relating Systems Thinking and Design 2014 working paper.        www.systemic-design.net 

3 

 

slides that a e so stu i gl  eautiful that it s o th ha i g the e e a d  ega dless of thei  
excellence. 

 

OK, so that s e ough p eli i a . The e a e these t o o ds, a e t the e, e eti s a d s ste s. 
And if you belong, if you go to the world of meetings of systems groups and cybernetics groups, 

ou ll fi d the e e  a tago isti  e  ofte . I e spe t the last si  ea s ith the A e i a  “o iet  
for Cybernetics buddying up to the International Society for the Systems Sciences. We used to feel 

enormously threatened by each other. We used to think that each was trying to take over the other, 

a d it s ot e essa  to eha e like that. It s a so t of ju e ile eha io . “o I ould like to look at 
these two words just briefly and try to find out whether it matters that there are two words or not. 

 

Cybernetics in its modern usage came about in 1948. A man called Norbert Wiener published a book 

called Cybernetics or Communication and Control in the Animal and the Machine (Wiener, 1948). 

About seven years later he published the second edition of a book called The Human Use of Human 

Beings (Wiener, 1954), which is actually the book he should have published first. And an enormous 

amount of the misunderstanding about cybernetics and systems would not have happened if Wiener 

had published that book first. Cybernetics is a mathematical, technical book, which makes 

cybernetics look like an engineering subject. The Human Use of Human Beings sho s that it s a a  
of thinking and a way of being in the world, which is a quite different sort of proposition. So, Wiener 

was sort of at fault there (Glanville, 2012a, p. 32). Nevertheless, he published this book and then a 

year later Ludwig von Bertalanffy published a book called General System Theory (von Bertalanffy, 

. I do t thi k the e is a thi g e  pa ti ula  i  these dates ut a lot of the a gu e t a out 
e eti s o  s ste s depe ds o  people sa i g: We e e fi st! We e e fi st! You e e t! Go 

a a ! Ho i le, ou e steali g  stuff!  Well, a tuall  oth of the  ha e ee  a ou d fo  a e  
lo g ti e. C e eti s goes a k to A istotle ho used the o d, so that s t o a d a half thousa d 
years or so. And Aristotle, being Greek, used the Greek word in the Greek way, meaning helmsman 

or steersman: that is the person who sits at the back of the boat and gets it to the right place 

(Glanville, 1997, p. 7). And a system is, I mean if I talk about cybernetics I end up talking about 

cybernetic systems. So the two go together in that sort of sense. 

 

I think there is a difference between them. I think cybernetics tends to be more abstract and systems 

te ds to e o e p ag ati . But that does t see  to e to e a easo  fo  s ua li g. A d i deed 
a lot of the people at least in cyberneti s said it eall  does t atte  hi h o d ou use. “o I  
goi g to use the o d e eti s he e ou use the o d s ste s, a d ou e goi g to use the 
word systems he e I use the o d e eti s. A d e e goi g to ea  o e o  less the sa e 
thing. If there is a difference, I think the difference is – there is the one of abstract versus pragmatic 

or something like that – and there is I think a second useful difference, which is a differentiation 

made by a man called Charles François, a Belgian who lives in Argentina, who composed an 

extraordinary International Encyclopedia of Systems and Cybernetics (François, . You k o , it s 
o e of those fi e hu d ed dolla  ooks that ou  li a  a t affo d ut it s a e  e t ao di a  
book. And his position – and he is in a good position to have a position – is that cybernetics is the 
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dynamic complement of systems. Yesterday there were a number of diagrams around, very typical 

sort of systems diagrams with boxes here and here and here and here and arrows connecting them. 

You know, a typical systems thing. And François ould sa , “ ste s people a e i te ested i  the 
o es a d e eti s people a e i te ested i  the a o s.  A d that s uite possi l  it. 

 

Good. That s got that out of the a , I thi k [laughte ]. E elle t. I e also got  a ds [ ith otes] 
out of order. I imagine that all of you ride a bicycle, drive a car, or steer a sailing boat. Would that be 

fair? All of you do something like that? Yeah. A d I i agi e that ou e do e so ethi g like this: 
You e looked st aight ahead a d said: I do t ha e to adjust the ha dle a s. I  just go a go 
st aight ahead!  O  the stee i g heel, o  the tille . You e just go a go st aight ahead, a d ou e 

go a go st aight do  that oad, a d if ou do t o e a thi g, ithi  a out a hu d ed o  t o 
hu d ed ete s ou e off the oad. Yeah? If ou do t adjust the tille  ou e o lo ge  poi ti g to 
that lighthouse, ut ou e poi ti g to so e fishi g hut over there (Glanville, 1997). You all know this 

e pe ie e. “tee i g is a diffi ult thi g to do. You a t just poi t so ethi g e ause the o ld is full 
of su p ises a d e o s a d thi gs that do t uite o k as e thi k the  do, that do t uite at h 
the odel e ha e of ho  the o ld is. Yeah? “o, he  e stee  e do t just poi t so e he e a d 
go. We all the ti e ha e a s of adjusti g hat e e doi g. We e all the ti e a o odati g fo  
little errors that come about for all sorts of reasons, and the e ot eall  i po ta t ut I suppose 
most of all they come around because models of the world are not the world. So our imagination of 

ho  the o ld o ks is ot ho  the o ld o ks. It s ou  i agi atio  of it. A d I do t a t to get 
i to Ho  does the o ld o k, ho  do e k o ? , that so t of thi g – I am trying to avoid that. 

 

“o, hat e eti s is ased o  is t o e  su p isi g thi gs. Fi st of all, it s ased o  e o . 
C e eti s is the su je t that sa s, We a ept that e o  is e de i . The e is al a s e o .  The 
question is not to eradicate error, but how do we manage error, how do we live with error? Because 

there is always error (Glanville, 2007, p. 1181). And of course one of the ways we live with error is we 

turn it into opportunity. That s a eall  good a  of li i g ith e o . The othe  thi g a out 
e eti s is that it s espo si e. C e eti s does t i itiate, it espo ds to situatio s e fi d 

ou sel es i . “o, I  stee i g this path, I fi d that I a  o lo ge  poi ti g he e I thought I would be 

poi ti g e ause the e s ee  a gust of i d o  the e s a little it of fu  stuff goi g o  i  the sea, 
or whatever it is, and I have to adjust. I respond to that change in situation and adjust and we 

continue. 

 

Now, the form of this process – ell, the a e gi e  to it usuall  is feed a k . I do t happe  to like 
to o d feed a k e ause it suggests that it is so ethi g e  ti  that s goi g a k to so ethi g 
that s so t of ig a d hu k . “o, I p efe  the o d i ula it , e ause ernetic systems are not 

s ste s that a e i te ested i  e e g . The e i te ested i  i fo atio . Ash , ‘oss Ash , ho as 
one of the great founding fathers of cybernetics and who wrote what is still the best introductory 

book to the subject, the astonishing Introduction to Cybernetics (Ashby, 1956). And he reminded us in 

that ook that e eti  s ste s a e ot su je t to the la s of ph si s, to e e geti s, the e 
su je t to the la s of i fo atio , so the e o e ed ith essages. A d hat I get hen I am 
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stee i g is I see that I  goi g o g, a d se d a essage to adjust the tille . “o the e is a i ula it  
the e: I a t to go so e he e a d I se se hethe  I a  still goi g the e a d if I  ot I adjust 
something and I am going there again. 

 

Let me switch examples to another very common, very simple cybernetic system: the thermostat. 

We all k o  the the ostat, tha k good ess fo  it. A d look, the e s o e o e  the e [poi ts to 
thermostat controller on the wall across the room]. You see that white thing there on the wall? I 

thi k that s p o a l  a the ostat. No , e all k o  the the ostat. You set it to a pa ti ula  
temperature and when the room gets a bit cold – ause e e i  old ou t ies, a e t e? – it turns 

on some central heating device, a furnace, some hot air, some warm water, whatever it is, a bit of 

ele t i it  heati g i es i  the floo , ho e e  it s do e, a d the spa e i  the oo  heats up u til it 
exceeds the temperature that we have set and then it turns things off. And that is clearly a circular 

s ste . The e a e t o o po e ts; the e s a s it h o  the all a d the e s a heat suppl  s ste  
a d o e o t ols the othe , does t it? “o, ou d all ag ee that the s it h o t ols the fu a e a d 

hat ha e ou. A d ou d a tuall  e o g to agree, because you have to say to yourself well, what 

is it that controls the switch? And the answer is the furnace providing the hot air or whatever, yeah, 

the furnace heating the room (Glanville, 1997; 2000). And that says that in a circular system things 

like control are not as we have thought of them one thing controlling another. The control is caught 

by the interaction of the two components balancing each other, and each is the controller of the 

othe . It s a e  st a ge o ept, this. Whe e e  I i t odu e it to people the e e  sho ked: 
What do ou ea  the fu a e is… that s it h is o t olli g thi gs!  A d I e ha e al a s 

wondered why we position things in this sort of power relationship, this linear thing about control, 

and someone suggested to me that it was actually because we think of the energy (Glanville, 2002, p. 

. A d that s the easo  I do t like to use feed a k as the o d, ut use i ula it  e ause 
feedback sort of has that energy notion in it. 

 

OK, now let me suggest that we change a word here, and instead of talking about the switch 

o t olli g , let e talk a out the s it h o se i g.  O se i g is also a o d I a  t i g to get id 
of at the o e t ut I ll use it e ause e e o e k o s it. A d hat the s it h does is it observes 

the e i o e t. Yeah, ou d p o a l  thi k that as OK. I  the s ie tifi  se se it o se es the 
environment. You might find it hard to think of the furnace observing the environment, but it sort of 

does. But what I think is interesting is that in a i ula  s ste  e e talki g ot a out o e thi g 
o se i g the othe , ut oth o se i g ea h othe . No  I d like ou to thi k of this s ste : He e is 

 s it h a d he e is  fu a e. I d like to sh i k these do , put a o  a ou d the  a d t eat 
them as o e, so the e e a e, that s the hole of this, just hold that in the e, a d I d like to ask ou 
this question: Here I am as an observer, and I want to observe this thing what happens to be a 

the ostati  s ste  hi h e e ee  talki g a out. No , this thermostatic system is observing 

circularly, yeah? What I want to know is, how should I observe this system? Well, the traditional way 

ould e I d so t of sta d a o e it a d look at it, ot tou h it, of ou se, ha e o effe t o  it, of 
course, be completely objective and repeatable, of course, be a non-o se e , of ou se. A d I d do 
this and look down on this thing and record what happened here. Well, there may be something a bit 

silly in that position, in thinking you can do that. But science has managed to do it very, very 
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effectively, and every one of us who got here depended on science doing this, and what it gave us to 

e a le us to get he e. “o, ou k o , it s ot a thi g to e dis issi e of, a d it s do e it, ou k o , fo  
as long as there has been s ie e, ut let s just p ete d it s fou  hu d ed ea s. 

 

Now, in 1968 Margaret Mead, who was an anthropologist – if ou do t k o  ho Mead as, look 
her up – but one of the things that she did is she was the first anthropologist to put into practice the 

notion that the observer of a group of people should not stand aside and be the traditional scientific 

observer, but should engage with those people in order to find out how they lived and what their 

values were and so on. In other words, she should consult them and be a part of their life. And she 

talked to the A e i a  “o iet  fo  C e eti s Mead,  a d said: Ho  a out ou gu s a e 
o siste t? Ho  a out, ou e lea ed e tai  thi gs ou all e eti s, ho  a out ou appl  

those to yourself? How about, as a society, you study societies, you tell societies how they ought to 

e shaped, ou e got ideals and so on – ho  a out ou appl  it to ou sel es?  We e e  did. I 
spent the last six years trying to get us to apply a bit more cybernetics to our society (Glanville, 

. A d it as t the fi st ti e she said this eithe . “o it fell o  deaf ea s. But it did t uite fall o  
deaf ears. What she was asking was that cybernetics behaved in a way that was somehow consistent 

with itself. A self-consistency. 

 

No , let s go a k. He e is  the ostati  s ste . It s got a s it h a d heat suppl  a d the e 
communicating in a circularity like that, and I had switched the word control to observe, just for 

convenience. Here I am observing it from above. Now, is t the e a  i o siste  i  he e? Is t  
o se atio  i  he e i ula ? A d et, I a  t i g to sta d a o e this a d p ete d I ha e t lea ed 
a out i ula  s ste s? “o hat Mead said as OK, ho  a out e t eat this i  the sa e a  as e 
treat this? Ho  a out this o se e  is i  a i ula  elatio ship ith hat it s e a i i g?  “o o  ou 
ha e the sa e fo  of s ste . You e got t o ite s i  a i le, i  he e – I e put a o  a ou d the  
and treat them as one – here is another observer and now these two are in the same sort of circle. 

And that was the origin of what is called second order cybernetics, which is the attempt to bring 

cybernetics into a form of consistency, but also to recognize that the observer is not optional. That to 

i agi e… Hei z von Foerster, who is credited with having originating second order cybernetics, said, 

O je ti it  is a su je t s delusio  that o se i g a  e do e ithout hi  o  he self  Poe kse , 
2004, p.3). 

 

So, let me move on to design. This is all about the magic number two. The word design is extremely 

diffi ult e ause it has e  a  ea i gs. O e of the ea i gs that pe haps so e of ou do t 
k o  is the ea i g he  e sa , He had desig s o  he ,  ea i g he a ted to get he  i to ed 
[laughter]. Perfectly o di a  E glish. It a  ot e a epta le ut it s pe fe tl  o al. I have to be 

e  a eful he e. Fo gi e e, I  just a  E glish a  – and I am not even that! The Dutch and 

Ge a s did t eall  ha e o ds fo  desig  a d the  i e ted the  a d I lo e the Dutch 

vormgeving, giving form to things. The Germans use the word Gestalt, Gestaltung and I love that, 

too. It s a out holes, it s a out aki g o plete, this so t of thing, it s o de ful Gla ille, a, 
footnote 8)! For the English, the word design came into English in about 1480 according to Eduardo 
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Côrte-Real (2010) and it came in two forms, both from Italian. One was designare and one is 

disegnare. By the way, I discovered I ga e hat I alled a  e augu al le tu e  at UCL Gla ille, 
2010b). So, I left it for so long to give my professorial inaugural lecture that I was just about to leave. 

So, exaugural seemed like a better word. And I wanted to talk about the way in which human beings 

fi d patte s a d I pho ed up ou  p ofesso  of Lati  a d said, You k o  homo sapiens, all that sort 

of thing. How would you translate man, the pattern-fi de ?  “he thought a o e t a d said homo 

designans. Is t that i e? Patte  fi ding is designing in Latin (Glanville, 2010a, p. 104)! So, there are 

these two words designare and disegnare, one means drawing, one means designating. And they 

a e i to E glish at the sa e ti e a d got so t of o fused. “o that s the fi st t o. 

 

The second two is that the word design is a noun and a verb and we get very confused by this. I think 

for people who do designing, designing is a verb. And for people who assess designing, which is most 

esea he s, desig  is a ou . A d e e ot talki g a out the same thing (Glanville, 1999, p. 81). So I 

ould th o  a a  ost desig  esea h… ssshh… do t tell a o e! [laughte ] I  supposed to e a 
professor of it – so eho . I thi k it s eall  i po ta t e u de sta d this, that e get o fused 
a out hethe  e e talking about a means of doing something, a way of behaving, an activity, or 

hethe  e e talki g a out the out o e of that a ti it . A d fo  e, ou k o , a lot of desig  
research is about assessing the outcome of a design activity, and the problem for me is that being 

told it s ot good o  ot good e ough, I k o  that, I  a desig e , that s hat I k o . The o ld I li e 
in is the world of not being right but being good enough, I hope, which of course is very optimistic 

because it always leaves room fo  i p o e e t. “o, it s ot a out pe fe tio . But if I  told it s ot 
pe fe t hat I a t to k o  is, Ho  do I ake it o e pe fe t?  That s the thi g that I a t as a 
desig e . I do t a t to e told it s ot uite ight. I k o  that. What I a t to k ow is how to make 

it ette . A d that s hat ost desig  esea h does t tell e at all. It just disappoi ts e. 

 

The third pair I want to talk about is the art school and the engineering university. We have in the UK 

two different traditions that started let s sa  a ou d a out . This is a o pletel  i o e t date, 
ut the  I  a desig e , so it s good e ough fo  hat I a t [laughte ]. A d the e a e t o uite 

different approaches and quite different traditions as to how you act in the world and so on. And I 

think that the art school approach is interested in novelty and accepts the notion of good enough 

and is concerned with practice, and the university approach gives us a research tradition, and a very 

good one, and is concerned with efficiency and bestness. These are quite, quite different approaches 

a d e te d to ha e people attli g a d sa i g, Well, I  the o l  o e ho is ight!  I thi k 
histo i all  it s the a t s hool lot ho a e ight, hi h is the lot I happe  to so t of sit ith. That s 
where I feel comfortable. But we have these two different ways and they involve very different 

aspi atio s a d a s of thi ki g, a d I thi k that e eed to keep this at least i  i d. I do t thi k 
e ill e e  esol e the diffe e e, a d I do t thi k e have to. What we have to do is, just as the 

cyberneticians have to be nice about systems, and the systematists have to be nice about 

cybernetics, so the university engineer designers have to be nice about the art school designers, and 

the art school designers have to be nice about the university engineering designers. We have to learn 

each has a strength and each has something to give us. 
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The last thing I want to say in this sort of sense about design is that for me the earliest definition I 

know of design, i  the Weste  o ld at least, e ai s the est, a d it is Vit u ius . A d Vit u ius i  
his Ten Books on Architecture (Vitruvius, 1960), hi h did t ea  uildi gs – he meant things like 

ate  lo ks a d iadu ts a d all so ts of thi gs so it s u h o e about design than about 

architecture as we know it as a particular form of designing. Incidentally, the RCA, until I joined the 

staff of Innovation Design Engineering, when they got their masters students each year they divided 

them into two categories: designers and non-designers – because we take in a lot of non-designers 

and knock them into design shape pretty fast – but the non-desig e s e e people f o  edi i e… 
we had someone who is a quantum gravity physicist, we have all sorts of weird people. And until I 

got there, architects were within the non-desig e s! A d I looked at the gu s a d I said, We e e 
designing eight thousand years before you were – stop ei g sill !  Oh, a a ! “o, Vit u ius ga e us 
three elements: The first is firmitas, which means being well constructed, being well-made. The 

second was utilitas: functional, serving its purpose. And the last was venustas, which gets translated 

into English as delight, which I think is a very nice word, much better than beauty or something like 

that.
2
 A d I thi k that e e ot desig i g u less e ha e delight. I thi k that it s delight hi h is the 

thing which is difficult and which brings the difference between being a human and being a machine. 

And while I am very interested in machines which bring liberty to us, which I think they can do 

(Glanville, 1992), I am not at all interested in humans who are being machines – unless they are in 

some really nice play. 

 

So, for me there is one extraneous thing about design which I consider to be enormously important 

a d it is this, that… You k o  ho  it is, e a e p ese i g e e  ug e a  fi d i  the A azo ? A d 
you know that we might tread on something that was the last of that type, and it might at some 

stage in the future be helpful to us and give us some medicine or something. It is a major concern. I 

fi d it st a ge that e e ot i te ested i  diffe e t a s of thi ki g. That e o l , or we have a 

tendency, to want to preserve only one way of thinking. And for me one of the things which is 

enormously important about design is design gives us a different way of looking at and solving the 

thi gs e all p o le s. A d fo  that easo  alo e it s e o ousl  i po ta t. It happe s that it 
works. It happens that it does all sorts of wonderful things, but eve  if it did t it ould e o th 
p ese i g. “o, I just slipped that i  e ause I thi k it s i po ta t that e u de sta d that e should 
be valuing design in this way. 

 

OK, I am going to talk in fact about conversation, and conversation is the bridge between cybernetics 

and design (Glanville, 2007a). Just think about a conversation a moment. You know a minimal 

o e satio  is so t of et ee  t o people is t it? It is diffi ult to i agi e it et ee  o e pe so . 
A tuall , ou a , a d I ll do that i  a o e t. But, conversations are between two people and, you 

                                                            
2
 Vitruvius declares: Haec autem ita fieri debent ut habeatur ratio firmitatis utilitatis venustatis. firmitatis 

erit habita ratio, eum fuerit fundamentorum ad solidum depressio et quaque e materia copiarum sine 
avaritia diligens electio, utilitatis autem, eum emendata et sine inpeditione usus locorum dispositio et ad 

regiones sui euiusque generis apta et commoda distributio, venustatis vero eum fuerit operis species grata et 
elegans membrorumque commensus iustas habeat symmetriarum ratiocinationes. (Vitruvius, 1867, p. 15) 
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k o , just thi k of goi g do  to the pu  o e e e i g a d, o to the afé, so e e ot usi g u h 
in the way of mind-altering drugs and things of that sort, and we chat with someone and at the end 

of the e e i g e e talki g a out so ethi g, e a t e e  e e e  a thi g a out ho  e got 
there. How did I start here and how did we end up here? Conversation has an extraordinary sort of 

slippage in it. Now, conversation is a way of being with someone else, of communicating, in which we 

do t a tuall  ha e to lai  e u de sta d the sa e thi g. It is e  diffi ult, this uestio  of he e 
meaning lies and what understanding is and whether words have meanings and so on. But for me, 

without sort of dressing up a  a gu e t o  this, ea i g is i   head a d ou  head a d hat s i  
ou  head a d hat s i   head is o pletel  diffe e t. The e a solutel  u a aila le to ea h 

other (Glanville, 2000). And just think about it. If you wish to communicate unequivocally and 

u a iguousl  usi g e al la guage, hat ou do is ou joi  the ilita  a d ou e ullied fo  
three months to become an automaton, which responds absolutely and immediately and 

e ha i all  to e tai  o a d o ds. You just do hat ou e told (Glanville, 1995). It takes three 

months to knock the individuality out of us and to turn us into that sort of a machine. I see this as 

ei g a  i di atio  that la guage a t o k as a ode ithout us doi g a lot of o k o  it. A d if it 
does t o k as a ode, a d if ea i g is t i  the o ds ut is ade  the liste e , the  ho  do e 
communicate? 

 

Well, we have developed this thing called a conversation in which one of us says something and the 

other one listens and then says something in response. It ight e, ou k o , I ight sa , t ee , 
a d ou ight sa  a k to e, a o , a d I d sa , Yeah, eah, that s a out the ight so t of idea.  
And we can go on in parallel without actually knowing what the other thinks, but knowing that the 

othe s esponse to us gives us something that is close enough in our understanding to what we first 

said, that e a  sa , Yeah, the  u de sta d.  Gla ille, , pp. ff. . A d so e ha e this 
sort of slippery thing that moves along like this, parallel and sometimes falling apart. Sometimes you 

sa , Just stop. I a t u de sta d ou.  We ha e all the ti e i  a o e satio  a eta-conversation 

going on, which is a commentary on the conversation. And we have a sort of substratum, which is the 

thing the conversation is about. And we can start talking and instead of the substratum being hidden, 

e a  sa , Let s talk a out hat this o e satio  is a out , a d go do , a d e go up to talk 
a out ho  it is e e thi ki g the o e satio  is goi g. “o the e a e th ee le els. No , hat s 
interesting about a conversation then is that we assume two different sets of understandings, and 

we assume that we can participate in this, be one of the people with one of the sets of 

understandings, and that what we get from someone else is not what we offered, but something 

hi h is thei  e sio , o  hat e hope is thei  e sio  of it, a d that s al a s goi g to e a little it 
diffe e t. It s al a s goi g to e a little it diffe e t. A d that s h  ou a t ha e a o e satio  
when you just parrot each other. So if you just imitate someone back – have you ever tried having a 

o e satio  like that? Yeah, ou so t of do it as a kid, do t ou? A d kids ill do it to ou. Who as 
– there was a lady with a baby, yes, someone back there. But there is also a pram here. You wait! 

[laughter] So, now a conversation is actually a circular activity. It involves me saying something and 

you saying something and me saying something and you saying something. Sometimes it involves me 

sa i g, Hold o ! Let s go a k, do I u de sta d this?  a d so o . But esse tiall  it s a i ula  a ti it  
like this, and it has two participants. Tick – tock – tick – tock – tick – tock (Glanville, 2009a, pp. 182 

ff.). 



RSD3            Relating Systems Thinking and Design 2014 working paper.        www.systemic-design.net 

10 

 

 

Fine, how about if you had a conversation ith ou self? Ho  ould ou do that? OK, it s too a  
people to ask the audie e a uestio . That s h  I did t ask ou to a tuall  do that stee i g thi g. 
OK, well, how many of you think you are always only the same one person? We have sort of heads 

noddi g a d, eah, a d a e e a  get o fused he e ause half of ou ould e G eek, ou d e 
doing it the other way around [laughter]. Yes, absolutely. There was a wonderful ad on TV with a guy 

being, acting furious and being terribly nice to a hairdresser, so anyway, sorry. I just had this image. 

 

We, he  e go ho e e e a diffe e t pe so  tha  he  e e at o k. We ha e o e tha  o e 
way of being in all of us. And so we can hold a conversation with ourselves by recognizing that there 

is more than one pe so a ithi  us. This is t a atte  of split ai  o  s hizoph e ia o  a thi g of 
that so t. It s just si pl  ho  e a e i  the o ld. We e ot o e pe so . We a e a  people a d 
we fit together. This, I mean, a lot of people have said this in different ways. My cybernetics 

professor was one of them. And he was also a person who spent a lot of time formulating how 

conversation works (Pask, 1976). 

 

OK, I can also do it in this way: I can have a piece of paper and I can make a mark and go away and 

come back and look at it later. And you know what happens when you draw on something and you 

o e a k a d look at it late ? It looks diffe e t tha  ou thought ou d d a  it. “o, i  a se se, the 
pie e of pape  is ha i g a o e satio  ith ou, a d ou e taking two roles: the person who draws, 

the person who looks, the person who draws, the person who looks. For me, this activity, this thing 

of holding a conversation with yourself, usually through paper and pencil, is what is at the center of 

designing. This, for me, is the act that makes design design. This – without this you are not doing 

desig , ou a e doi g p o le  sol i g. A d the thi g hi h is agi al a out this is e a tl  hat s 
magical about the conversation where you end up talking about something ou e o idea ho  ou 
a e to e talki g a out it, ou k o , at the e d of the e e i g. What s a i a le is that ou a  
ake a a k o  a pie e of pape  a d see it diffe e tl  tha  ou ea t it. O  so eti es ou do t 

k o  hat ou e doi g. You  ha d is just moving, you know, and you come back and you look, and 

ou sa , Oh, hat ould happe  if…?  A d o  ou e desig i g Gla ille, , p. .  

 

And this is for me at least a major source of novelty in designing, that because there is always this 

difference between personae, between marking and viewing, between two people. Because there is 

always this difference there is always this potential not to look at it as an error, but to look at it as an 

opportunity.  

 

And I think that what designers do is they make errors that are opportunities. They hold 

conversations with themselves, and it is through this that they manage to do something which is 

uite, uite agi al, hi h is to fi d the e . A d it is th ough this that desig e s sol e p o le s  – 

but the  do t! What desig e s do is the  go o  a so t of a de  th ough the fo est a d fi d a 
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eautiful pla e to sit do  a d sa , That s h  I e t o  this alk toda !  Gla ille, , p. . 
It s that so t of thi g that ou fi d so ethi g a d ou sa , That s it!  It does t ea  that ou e ot 
deali g ith the fu tio al aspe t of thi gs. It does t ea  that ou e ot deali g ith ell-
madeness. It just means that you leave room for the delight for yourself of making something that 

ou ha e t e pe ted, and for the delight that this can bring others. And this form of activity is 

e ti el  e eti . A d that s h  I sa  that e eti s a d desig  a e opposite sides of the sa e 
coin – at least my cybernetics and my design are. And I hope that for some of you, now, your 

cybernetics and your design are. Thank you. 
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