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Article Type: Guest editorial From: Kybernetes, Volume 44, Issue 8/9. 

On the 3rd of August 2014, the American Society for Cybernetics (ASC) celebrated their 50th 
anniversary at their annual conference, which that year was held in Washington, DC, hosted by George 
Washington University. The choice of venue reflected the fact that the first conference of the ASC was 
held in the same city in 1964. The proceedings from this celebratory conference are presented in this 
special issue of Kybernetes. The last three conference proceedings have been published in this ISI rated 
journal, showing the commitment from both sides to advance the field through the dissemination of 
cybernetics research. The conference took place from the 3rd to the 9th of August 2014, with the theme 
of Living in Cybernetics. 

The conference was composed of three parts. Following an introductory workshop on the first day, two 
days of parallel paper sessions featured submissions covering the wide variety of Cybernetics in the 
Present. Articles developed from these papers are collected here. The conference concluded with a two-
day workshop on Cybernetics in the Future, facilitated by David Griffiths and Robert Martin, which 
developed material with a view to the future development of the subject and its ideas, especially 
amongst younger generations. Sandwiched between these two sections, and one of the highlights of the 
conference, was a day entitled Cybernetics in the Past, bringing together the still living former 
presidents of the ASC, who each addressed the conference, and participated in a panel responding to 
questions from the audience. The ASC President at the time, Ranulph Glanville, was unable to be 
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present in person and attended the conference via Skype. Mary Catherine Bateson gave the conference 
dinner speech[1], in which she asked if cybernetics should be “a fancy, post-graduate activity”, or if we 
should rather treat it as an invitation to revise our ideas of common sense. Throughout these various 
activities, the conference reflected on past and present in order to move forward with new actions. 

As well as looking back at 50 years of the ASC, this was the last of a series of conferences organised 
under Ranulph Glanville's two full terms as president of the society. These started in Troy in 2010 with 
Cybernetics: Art, Design and Mathematics – A Meta-disciplinary Conversation (Glanville, 2012; 
Glanville and Sweeting, 2011), and were followed by conferences in Richmond, Indiana in 2011 (van 
Ditmar and Glanville, 2013), Asilomar, California in 2012 (Glanville and Griffiths, 2013), held jointly 
with the Bateson Ideas Group, and Bolton, UK (Glanville et al., 2014). As a series these have been 
notable for their discursive, conversational formats and group work, and for their inclusion of artistic 
and musical activities and performances. This tradition was continued at the 2014 conference in the 
Cybernetics in the Future workshop, the Museum of Cybernetic Objects, which contained a wide range 
of objects brought to the conference by attendees, as well as in the improvisational arts performance 
organised by Sylvia Skok and the screening by Judy Lombardi of her film Gentrification (k)NOT. 

During the conference Ranulph Glanville and his wife Aartje Hulstein, were each presented with a 
Special Award from the ASC in appreciation of their support of each other as well as their support of 
the ASC. The awards were accompanied by two sculptures which join together to form a jade ring[2], a 
design that reflects the mutually completing nature of the relationship between the two awardees. 
Ranulph Glanville sadly passed away on the 20th of December 2014, during the preparation of these 
proceedings. As editors, we have worked extensively with Ranulph on the organisation of ASC 
conferences and the publication of their proceedings. In the course of these collaborations we have 
benefited enormously from Ranulph's insight, and from his unswerving commitment to acting in 
accordance with his cybernetic understanding of his life and work. There will be events and 
publications which celebrate Ranulph's many contributions to cybernetics, but here we would like to 
express our personal gratitude for the opportunity which we have had to work with him, and our sense 
of loss at his death. 

The ASC also awarded Louis Kauffman the Wiener Gold Medal for his outstanding and profound 
lifelong contributions to the nurturing of cybernetics, while Allenna Leonard, Paul Pangaro, Randall 
Whitaker, and Jennifer Wilby each received the Warren McCulloch Award for their work. Stuart 
Umpleby and Roger C. Conant were made honorary life fellows of the society and Ben Sweeting 
received the Heinz von Foerster Award, which the ASC grants to a young person for their notable 
contribution to the conference. 

As Ranulph Glanville outlined in his introduction to the Troy proceedings (Glanville, 2011), the 
intention behind the conversational elements of recent ASC conferences was a reflection on the idea 
presented by Margaret Mead (1968) to the inaugural ASC conference, that cybernetics be practiced 
according to its own principles. Thus these conferences have used conversational, and cybernetic 
formats in exploring cybernetics itself, understanding the cybernetics of cybernetics (second order 
cybernetics) as something to be enacted. This has increasingly become the subject, as well as the 
methodology, of these conferences. These have moved from the exploration, in Troy, of how 
cybernetics can inform other practices which, in turn, can inform it, to focusing on central aspects of 
cybernetic actions, such as listening (in Richmond) and the circularity of acting, learning and 
understanding (in Bolton) and, finally to the 2014 theme of Living in Cybernetics. Some of the papers 
collected here explore human living from a cybernetic perspective, for example Baron, Fischer, 
Glanville, Hohl, Martin, and Sweeting. Others investigate the way in which cybernetics can be brought 



to bear to illuminate the experience of individuals or societies, including Eser, Kannangara, and 
MacGill. The papers of Cariani and Nizami take differing approaches to understanding of how the role 
of the brain in human living can be understood from a cybernetic perspective. Taken as a whole, the 
papers demonstrate the varied cross section of contemporary cybernetic research practice, submitted 
under nine diverse cybernetic traditions (developed from Umpleby and Dent, 1999): computer science; 
control systems, automation, systems engineering; experimental epistemology, constructivism, 
philosophy of science; management; education and conversation; family therapy; art, design, music, 
literature; neurobiology, consciousness studies; and the social sciences. 

In keeping with the publication tradition of the ASC, conferees were invited to submit extended 
abstracts, which were double blind peer reviewed. Prior to the conference, the accepted abstracts were 
then made available in the conference booklet as well as on the conference website where others could 
comment. As a form of open peer review this serves both to improve the quality of the proposals and 
also to introduce participants to each other. After presentation and discussion in the paper sessions, 
authors have reworked their papers to reflect what they learnt at the conference. It has become accepted 
practice at ASC conferences to create a conversational environment in paper sessions by giving equal 
speaking time to the presenter and to the audience. These spontaneous conversations often give rise to 
new ideas and questions, which the author can then respond to in their final paper. Final paper drafts 
are submitted through a rigorous double blind peer review process. The authors receive at least two 
reviews and the guest editors' reconciliation, which assists the author in responding to the peer reviews 
where these are divergent. Revised papers are then returned to the reviewers a second time. The design 
of these extended interactions embodies principles of the ASC, which sees cybernetics as not only a 
way of thinking, but also a way of doing. 

The layout of the material in this volume follows an alphabetical order. The abstracts have been 
presented first so that the reader can decide which papers to read and in which order. The exception is 
Ranulph Galanville's paper, which is presented first as an extended introduction to the theme. 
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Notes 

A recording is available at: http://asc-cybernetics.org/2014/?page_id=121 

A photograph of the award is available at: www.asc-
cybernetics.org/organization/awards/AH_RG_sculptures.jpg 
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