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Onion Rings You Cannot See

and a Theremin I Cannot Play
by Thomas Fischer

Thomas is an Assistant Professor at the School of Design at The Hong Kong
PolytechnicUniversity where he leads the Product and Industrial Design discipline. He
holds PhDs in Education and in Architecture and Design. Thomas likes searching for
ways to talk about how we make what we make and how what we make makes us.

In a way they look like blurry onion rings. But at the same time it is hard to tell what
they look like because they are very difficult to look at. Like jellyfish? Or like the circular
waves spreading on the surface of a lake when pebbles are thrown into it? I am about
three years old. Having just been instructed(!) to fall asleep. I lie in darkness trying to
entertain myself to sleep. There is a flurry of patterns going on in my eyes. When I rub my
eyes, the patterns get more exciting. So I squeeze harder. Those patterns that catch my
attention most, the onion rings, tend to appear to the upper left and to the upper right of
what is called the field of vision. But there is no point in rolling my eyes into these direc-
tions to see the onion rings more clearly. They keep moving away and are never clearly
there to look at. Like other things around me in my almost entirely dark room, I see them
more clearly the less I try to look at them. This flurry of patterns never disappears entirely.
Even in a brightly lit room with my eyes wide open the flurry of patterns is still there, like
an always-changing layer of noise to which I do not pay much attention most of the time.
I am clearly the only one who can see my flurry of patterns with my onion rings while at
the same time I can never see them clearly. Others also have eyes, which can be rubbed.
Maybe they have their own patterns? I try to talk to others about the flurry of patterns and
about the onion rings, raising bewildered eyebrows. I quickly give up talking about this.

I am four years old now, enjoying short trips in our family’s car and dreading long
and boring ones. I am now tall enough to comfortably look out of the car windows (in
1977 the average car doesn’t have head rests) and soon grow tired of looking out through
the wind screen in the front. Not only is the road ahead often blocked with obstacles that
require great care such as traffic lights and road works. I see so many options in front of
us but I cannot make my own choices. At intersections we rarely move in the direction
that I find most interesting. Looking out to the front may be fun to the one who is making
decisions. But I am not. So even though it is uncomfortable in the long run, I find it more
enjoyable to look out the side window where no options offer themselves, so choosing
is not an issue. Out to the side there is an
unpredictably changing scenery of traffic,
streetscapes, shops, pedestrians, some with
dogs, cyclists and many unforeseen stories.
So while looking out to the front tends to
disappoint me, looking out to the side tends
to surprise me. This difference is small in
as far as [ am still in the same car traversing
the same environment. At the same time,
however, it is to me the difference between
being bored and enjoying myself. It makes
perfect sense to me that parents drive and
look out to the front and kids sit in the back
and look out to the side since being a parent
is all about deciding and controlling while
being a kid is all about enjoying surprises.

(continued on next page)
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accommodate them. Westerners who
take the Ying-Yang symbol as a sign for
universal, mutually-exclusive opposi-
tions are mistaken. Socrates (469-399),
who taught Plato, who in turn taught
Aristotle, was almost a contemporary
of Confucius (Kong Zi, 511-479) in
China. Independently, both Socrates and
Confucius investigated “human nature”
and the principles by which the societies
of their respective civilizations should
be governed so as to ensure prosperity
and stability. They arrived at two differ-
ent answers, which are still present and
which can result in misunderstanding or
conflict where people from the East and
from the West come together. Confucius
promotes the individual’s contribution
to cohesive communities by discourag-
ing difference (negative feedback) while
Socrates promotes individual achieve-
ment of knowledge, which encourages
difference (positive feedback).

Barbara: This is useful in view of
our need to develop a different world
view that fits better with a world that
is rapidly changing due to the techno-
logical inventions which (we should
always be aware) have been based on
a different way of thinking and seeing
the world, namely “Cybernetics.” As |
see it, the shift from the traditional lin-
ear viewpoint to also include a circular
perspective is at the very bottom of the
chaos we see in our traditional educa-
tional systems.

Tom: We can draw a parallel here
between educating and designing, which
are today approached as entirely linear
endeavors both in the East and in the
West. Consider Heron’s steam engine.
We are usually taught that James Watt
invented the steam engine in the 18th
century, which triggered the Industrial
Revolution. Heron (10-70AD) invented
a much earlier steam engine called the
. Interestingly, this ancient Greek steam
engine was not used and improved to
harness its mechanical utility. This can
be explained in two ways: On the one
hand, the Greek had slaves and thus lit-
tle need for machines that make physi-
cal work easier. On the other hand, the
ancient Greek notion of time was, as tra-
ditional Eastern ones, cyclical and not
linear. Progress, inventions intended to
change the status quo for a better future
and the improvement of quality of life
through technology are only conceiv-
able with the linear understanding of
time that we find in the later Western

(continued on next page)

“Don’t stick your tongue out!” I am a five year old now who is learning to write. In
order to achieve a beautiful handwriting, I am asked to fill pages after pages of A3 paper
with large, countlessly re-drawn circles and eight-shapes in a random choice of wax col-
ors that quickly mix into a brownish black mess (which is described to me as “rainbow
colors”). And soon thereafter, being slightly more advanced, I am asked to fill pages
after pages of A3 paper with the latest letter I have learned. Upper case, lower case, many
times, one after the other letter in the order of the alphabet. Filling many pages with Hs
or with Js is unlike anything written I have ever seen and obviously not meant to be read.
Why do I need to do this? Because this is how it’s done, I am told. Unfortunately, I do not
look like the smart five year old student that I am supposed to look like when I am fill-
ing pages with letters. I concentrate and for some reason that makes me stick my tongue
out every now and then. This is considered wrong and it shifts to the center of attention.
“Don’t stick your tongue out!” I try my best. Today, my handwriting is a mess but I can,
making a conscious effort, write without sticking my tongue out.

. “Pay attention!” I am thirteen now and
b e I n g once again instructed to learn attentively. I
am making an effort to stop entertaining my-
self by disassembling stationary and color-
ing my hands while trying my best to pay
attention. Biology class, the five senses,
a p a re nt evolutionary adaptation. Eye positions of
predators and those of animals of prey. I
must be a predator, my eyes are in the front.
My thoughts drift off: It seems useful to have
. my eyes in the positions they are in. Animals
I S a I I a b O u t of prey, with their eyes pointing into two dif-
ferent directions should be incapable of fo-
cusing on anything. I realize that despite be-
ing a predator with eyes that allow focused
attention I find it yet difficult to pay atten-
tion to these (and many other) lessons. As
my thoughts are drifting off it dawns on me
that I may be an animal of prey after all. And
there I get caught again: “Pay attention!” It
is also ironic that paying focused attention,
requires one to cross eyes — perhaps the most
effective expression available to caricaturists
and clowns to create an idiotic expression
(next to, and best combined with, sticking
the tongue out).

deciding and

controlling

Now I am 23, preparing for my examina-
tions to become a high school teacher ma-
joring in German and the Humanities. Apart from a thesis the examination procedure
requires passing a total of twelve written and oral examinations over the course of about
one month. Each of these components is assessed numerically, then averages of fields
of study are formed and from these a final numerical score is calculated. This averaging
makes it difficult to get a very low or a very high final score. Failing any component,
however, results in an overall fail grade. The number and frequency of examinations ef-
fectively prohibits preparing well for each examination so my fellow students and I resort
to choosing some simple subjects that we hope we can “play by ear.” As one of those |
choose an oral examination on dyslexia even though I have never taken any subjects
on this topic. Dyslexia subjects are geared towards primary and secondary level teacher
students and I am in the high school level stream. (Somehow, magically, and quite prob-
ably by natural selection, dyslexia is expected to disappear from students that make it
into high school!) My reason for yet choosing dyslexia is that I find myself right at the
center of all the commonly known “dyslexia symptoms.” This, I believe, should suffi-
ciently qualify me for this examination. In it, I state that I find it not acceptable to judge a
person’s ability to learn on that person’s ability to produce expected observable behaviors,
nor to label a person who does not display expected behavior consistently as “disabled”
and that I am less concerned about students with learning disabilities than I am about
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teachers with teaching disabilities. This did not go down very well and I consider myself
lucky for getting off with a bare pass and a slap on the wrist.

I am now 28. Sometimes, at the end of my working month there is some money left
that I can spend as I please. In one way or another I tend to invest it in music. I flirt
with a variety of instruments only to find myself disappointed by their learning curves
-- in particular where things go polyphonic. The theremin catches my attention. I watch
recordings of the most beautiful theremin performances. The player does not touch the
instrument. Music comes from body movement in space alone. I draw an analogy to
whistling tunes and convince myself that this is exactly right for me. I order a theremin
kit and assemble it, ready to surprise myself with a latent talent. Beginning to play I am
indeed surprised -- but only by the magnitude of my disappointment when I try to hit
notes or to play melodies. How could I be so naive to think perfect freedom would make
me perfectly capable? Abandoning the theremin, I find new pride and appreciation of my

being

a kidis
all about
enjoying
surprises

I am now 33, studying architectural de-
sign as a part-time post-grad with the rare
privilege of having capable teachers. They
are less interested in my ability to regurgi-
tate what I already know in the perfect form
of academic exchange. It takes me a while
to realize that they are more interested in
me reflecting myself as a learning human
being who is what he makes and makes
what he knows. Every semester my fellow
students and I present our developing work
to changing, but always demanding pan-
els. On two previous occasions of this kind
I tried to “sell” my essentially designerly
investigation as “objective and scientific”
only to see it thoroughly criticized and dis-
missed. In their responses my critics point
increasingly towards the philosophy of sci-
ence. On this occasion, one of them sug-
gests I take a look at the distinction between
the context of discovery and the context of
Justification. As I will find out later, these
notions were introduced by logical positiv-
ists to distinguish between the historical
and creative settings in which new scientific
hypotheses, experimental designs, meth-
ods, theories and so forth are ideated on the
one hand and the arguments by which their
validity is established on the other hand. Logical positivists are not interested in the prior,
which has to take into account the self-observing subject. Self-reflection, circularity and
subjectivity have no place in the logical-positivist view of science. Logical positivists
are interested solely in the latter, which they believe can be approached objectively and
without involving circularity. At the moment of this panel presentation, the contexts of
discovery and of justification are new to me and trying to make meaning from this recom-
mendation I wonder how discovery and justification are relatable to my work and sud-
denly have a profound insight into my own research attitude: I realize that in this project
my research approach and rhetoric are geared entirely towards justifying what I believed
I should find out from the beginning while not allowing myself to arrive at insights of
which I was previously ignorant: the new. I now see what an opportunity I am about to
miss. I change my attitude at once and assume that this is what the commenting panelist
aimed for. Later, once I will have caught up on logical positivism I will realize that this
was not the case. This important turning point that made this five-year project worthwhile
came about through a misunderstanding. What a lucky mistake!

I am now 35 years old, writing this article. Much of what I wish to express about edu-
cation here has been described numerous times before. It took (and continues to take) me
years of challenging conversations and reading to get to these ideas. I thus wish to write
about them here as simply and as easily relatable as possible, without any references to

(continued on next page)

From the Editors: (continued from page 2)

tradition. Today, theories of both edu-
cation and design are cluttered with
linear, goal-oriented processes models.
Product “engineering design” looks at
a linear product life span that connects
the sourcing of energy and material in
Middle-Eastern oil fields to low-wage
manufacturing in Asia to mostly silly
plastic objects like Happy Meal toys
etc. to land fills that poison the water we
drink, the air we breathe and the food
we eat: Problems from end to end. We
have only recently begun to consider
recycling and sustainability, which will
hopefully re-introduce (at least some
benefits of) a circular understanding of
time. Educational models, likewise, look
at how social values are to be translated
into classroom activities, ignoring that
classroom activities, in turn, determine
social values. Only when you perceive
this as a cycle, you will realize that it
only takes one half of it to improve or
deteriorate significantly. The whole
process turns into a feedback spiral of
either desirable strengthening or of ter-
rible decay.

Barbara: So what are the implica-
tions for designerly and educational
practice if we want to achieve “real” so-
cial change? Remember the old Einstein
quote “We cannot solve a problem with
the same kind of thinking we used when
we created it.”

Tom: Both design and education are
said to aim for better futures. But this
usually implies betterment and advan-
tages for the consumerist, growth-driv-
en socio-economic context at large and
not so much for the participating indi-
vidual. Translating linear and circular
notions of time into models for action in
educational and designerly contexts, we
arrive at the alternative between circular
conversational exploration (giving and
taking) and linear instruction (domina-
tion, exploitation). I like to think here
of how my 2-year old daughter Lily, my
wife and I act when Lily is out explor-
ing new territory: She plays a perpetual
what-if-game, trying out everything in
ever more daring ways while, more of-
ten than we like it, our role is to limit
and to stop her for what we believe is
her own good. We are back to positive
and negative feedback. Good design-
ing, good education and an ideal world
altogether would have to find an intel-
ligent mix of childish and grown-up
behavior so that there can be fun and

(continued on next page)
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invention but also trust and sustain-
ability. Unfortunately, their social and
institutional contexts give teachers who
are childish and who encourage child-
ishness a very hard time.

In my article I try to show how child-
ish personal experiencing and introspec-
tive curiosity can be seen as superior to
obedient agreement with educational
authority: “Think and do for yourself”
versus “Do as you’re told.” Both ap-
proaches have merits and shortcomings.
I hope that in my own teaching I find
a balance between the two in ways that
benefit from the merits and avoid the
shortcomings of both.

Barbara: Your perspective has been
growing in popularity, I feel, since the
early 1960’s and I am so glad. Having
been born in 1924, 1 was relieved to
see bumper stickers on cars that read,
“Question Authority.” We don’t live
in a world of socio-political-economic
theory. We live in a world of individual
thinking, feeling and acting people.
More recently the bumper sticker mes-
sage reads, “Question Reality.”

Tom: Yes. So the question is this:
How do you get someone else to the
point of realizing in their own terms that
authority and reality deserve challeng-
ing? In our present educational systems,
how do you get learners genuinely in-
terested in owning this kind of bum-
per sticker? A while ago I was walking
through our university campus and no-
ticed a motto printed on a sign. It was a
quote from Sydney J. Harris that read;
“The whole purpose of education is to
turn mirrors into windows.” Reading
this, I had a strong immediate feeling,
that I suspect could resonate with other
cyberneticians.

Barbara: How does this fit into the
piece you are writing for this issue of
PATTERNS?

Tom: There are different ways in
which the Harris quote can be inter-
preted. In my reading of it the learner’s
perception is initially seen as a mirror,
so that through it she perceives merely
herself. The teacher’s responsibility is
to turn that mirror into a window so that
the learner can look out through it and
perceive the world as it truly is. In this
second interpretation we have a doctrine
that prioritizes the material (outside)
world over the ideal (inside) world. The
message to the learner “Don’t pay atten-

(continued on next page)
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published material (look for Heinz von Foerster if you want to find more). It would be
great if I could pass on these ideas as well as my appreciation of them in just one small
and easily digestible text. Unfortunately, we cannot accomplish this. The futility of any
attempt to convey thoughts through language is in itself the most essential idea that I
wish I could convey. My thoughts will never be yours. My thoughts are based on my
perceptions which I correlate with my own action. You do the same. Recollections of my
previous experiences are naturally more profound and closer to me than they can be to
you. Your recollections of your previous experiences are naturally more profound to you
than they can be to me. When we exchange words and sentences we have to assume an
overlapping between your and my thoughts and ideas. Moreover, the language I am using
to convey my thoughts does not allow bringing them to life faithfully and in this way, to
some extent, words necessarily ruin what they are to express. Language merely allows me
to draw sparse pictures of some selected moments and glimpses. I hope I do these ideas
justice by trying to show rather than explaining them. I am remembering my experiences.
But using language I am also dismembering them, hoping that you will pick up some of
the pieces and assemble from them something vaguely similar to what I wish to convey.
This depends on you (if you wish) while I must not force my ideas onto you (no matter
how much I may wish to).

Education depends on one’s readiness to listen to others as well as on one’s confidence
to listen to oneself. Listening to others allows benefiting from what others have to offer
and thereby to question one’s own preconceptions. Listening to oneself allows benefiting
from what one has to offer oneself and thereby to question the authority of others. We do
not hear about this at school for as long as organized education depends on its authority
(which is mainly exercised through its power to determine the economic and social fate
of its learners), the questioning of authority will not be found near the top of curricular
priorities. This renders any attempt to educate ethically responsibly unorthodox. Such
orthodoxy is not easy to get involved with as it requires the questioning of basic cor-
nerstones and values as well as of generally accepted ideas that we are usually taught to
trust and to believe in. The unorthodox and ethically responsible teacher appears to the
orthodox learner as a question-raising charlatan who ignores what is known to be objec-
tively true and is unable to offer clear and definitive answers. Let me try this out using
the human senses as an example that is both commonly encountered in classrooms and
relevant in the context of the modesty and confidence necessary to learn: The pathways
of our perception.

Our senses allow us to pick up (some of the) differences around us, to make distinc-
tions and thus to relate to our surroundings. Through our senses we distinguish bright
from dark, soft from hard and so forth. And by relating these differences to our actions, we
position ourselves in the environment that we re-create inside ourselves.

How many senses do we have? If your answer is “five,” then I guess that you did not
give it because you are in good health, capable of counting the pathways of your healthy
perception and able to articulate the result. If your awareness of your senses is similar
to my awareness of my senses, then I guess you gave this answer because you have been
trained (educated) to give it. That is as a result of that training where you trust textbooks
and organized education more than yourself and that you do not always think for yourself
when maybe you should. Having been trained to give the correct textbook answer myself,
just recently I have come to believe that I have more, quite possibly many more senses.
Maybe now you think the claim of having more than five senses is the ridiculous claim of
a charlatan because everyone who paid attention at school knows that humans have five
senses. Good.

Let’s count: I can (1) see, (2) smell, (3) hear, (4) taste and I can feel (5) touch. So far
so good. But I can also feel (6) temperature. I can do so perfectly independently from
my sense of touch. When I hold a cup into which I pour hot tea, for example, I will feel a
change in temperature, without any change to my touching the cup. I can also feel the (7)
humidity of the air, for example when I arrive in Hong Kong coming from distant places.
When I am on an airplane, I can sense (8) attitude changes of the plane. This happens
without visual clues, even at night with closed window shades or with my eyes closed.
I can also feel (9) pain independently from all the other sensations mentioned here. A
medical doctor once told me that there are dedicated pathways in the nervous system, just
for signaling pain. These perceptions (6, 7, 8, 9) are just as physical sensations (some
are stronger) as those I encounter via those (1, 2, 3, 4, 5) that I am granted by the text
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books. It is impossible to explain my sensations of temperature, humidity, spatial orienta-
tion and of pain as coming to me via vision, smell, hearing, taste and touch. I could feel
a slight pain in my scars for a while after a surgery every time (10) the weather changed
quickly. As a student I supported myself by donating (quite a lot of) blood plasma. In
this procedure blood is taken from the body and spun in a centrifuge to isolate the plasma
from the blood solids, which are then pumped back into the body suspended in a saline
solution. This solution also contains a small part of citric acid, which prevents blood cells
from coagulating. As this mix is pumped back into me I have a distinct (11) sensation
of lemon, which I would neither describe as

taste nor as smell because it is located clear-

ly inside of my shoulder (on the side where I am IeSS concern ed
the needle is in my arm). Interestingly, I

have this sensation only while I inhale, and

not while I hold my breath or while I exhale. i
Some plasma donors say they have this sen- a bOUt StUd e ntS Wlth
sation, others say they do not. This reminds

me of the carcinogenic substance phenyl-

thiocarbamide (PTC), which, in a test en- 1 I il
couraged by our evolutionary psychology Iearnlng d|Sab|I|t|eS
professor, some of my fellow undergradu-

ates could not taste while others (including

myself) could. I could furthermore mention

desires, impulses, urges and so forth, all of than I am abOUt
which I perceive, but which I believe can-

not be adequately explained in terms of vi-

sion, hearing, smell, taste and the sense of H
touch. These could be dismissed from the teaCherS Wlth
list of senses as emotions; as matters of the

mind and thus distinguished from bodily

perceptions. Without further considering 1 1 iliti

sense and nonsense of the mind/body dis- teaChIng d|Sab|I|t|eS
tinction here, and without considering the
various urges and impulses that sometimes
come to me in detail, let me just point at my
urge to eat when I perceive the sensation of
(12) hunger. This sensation is known to be at
times so overwhelming that it pushes humans
to kill, sometimes even each other. Is the perception of hunger not, at least to some extent,
a bodily affair? The really fascinating question now (at least for me) is this: If our (sup-
posedly five) senses are the devices by which we sense difference, then which is the sense
by which we perceive the different qualities of the five senses? For example: Which is
the sense (13, 14, 15, 16,...) that tells you that your sense of vision is different from your
sense of touch? And if senses are nested self-referentially in this way, then how could one
possibly count and label them?

Through the experiences recalled here, and with the unflinching rigor of some teach-
ers, | have unlearned much of my previously learned unreserved trust in some of the
cornerstones and values of rational thought: Objectivity, (institutional) authority, con-
trol, correct form, focus at the expense of panoramic awareness, expertise, rigid methods,
tools, categorization, exact communication, avoidance of error, language, logic and even
the trust in boundless freedom. These cornerstones and values of thought affect much of
our societies, most importantly in education itself: They thus define how new generations
encounter them. If I had a wish to shape this encounter I would wish that learners and
teachers (that is: everyone of us at any time) always meet as equals, that they both have
the readiness to listen to the other, the confidence to listen to oneself and the wisdom to
choose between the two so as to maximize the number of their options.

Contact: Thomas Fischer, School of Design
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University
Hung Hom, Kowloon

Hong Kong

sdtom@polyu.edu.hk




Article Review

By Anne Adams, PhD

In her article, Welcoming Soul to Our Schools, Rachael Kessler, contributes uniquely
to Patterns: Newsletter of the American Society for Cybernetics on multiple levels. She
invites us to experience her PassageWorks Institute curriculum for young people, which
reveals how much they “care extremely, not about episodes, but about the patterns of their
relationships; with where they stand in love, hate, respect, dependency, trust, and similar
abstractions. This curriculum of the heart is a response to the mysteries of our young.”
These are the themes that are at the heart of what it means to be a human being.

Kessler’s programs address what was the focus of the Spring 2008 issue of Patterns:
“How Can We Trust One Another?” PassageWorks programs honor the patterns of rela-
tionships students experience, which provide the foundation for trust. Over many years of
interactions with youth, Kessler recognized that these emerging patterns belong in seven
gateways which connect to the soul.

PassageWorks Institute’s purpose is to provide a safe environment in which young
people can engage in and share experiences in these gateways: 1) the search for meaning
and purpose; 2) the hunger for joy; 3) the creative drive, 4) the urge for transcendence; 5)
the call for initiation; 6) honoring silence, stillness and solitude; and 7) deep connection.
These accesses to the soul of our young people transform what it means to be a human
being. e.g., being genuinely listened to brings forth the sense of significance as a human
being; being seen and known and having feelings of belonging reveal the deep connec-
tion among people. “Students who feel deeply connected and known want to be in school.
They do not need danger to feel fully alive; they don’t want to hurt others or themselves,
balance and a rich inner life opens up new ways of relating to the world — opening out-
ward to “the other.”

Kessler and her colleagues are educating youth to relate to themselves, their peers,
their families, communities and the world from a transformed perspective. Young people
are provided the opportunity to be observers of themselves through these seven gate-
ways, which root them in experiences of their power and responsibility for creating a new
worldview. New patterns are being woven through these programs. Students experience a
new level of flexibility and choice in their thoughts, behaviors and attitudes.

This article can be found in Shift Magazine:
At the Frontiers of Consciousness,

1) World and Dgscription: 2) Observeranq World: June-AuguSt 2008, No. 19. pp- 14-19
Syntactics Pragmatics A publication of the institute of Noetic Science, Petaluma, CA

Description Observer
3) Observer and Description:

Semantics Anne Adams has designed and led seminars, workshops and educational programs for
professional groups, corporations and educational institutions for more than 30 years.

She can be reached at aadams 1 @ix.netcom.com
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Education: The Transformation of
Living Together

Excerpts from an Interview with Humberto Maturana by Barbara Vogl

I asked Humberto Maturana about his work with improving education in Santiago,
Chile and discovered that it began with the support of UNICEF. They agreed that he
would only work with teachers and administrators, not with the students, and that he
would teach them the biology of cognition and the biology of love.

Humberto: My unspoken intention in doing this was to create a situation in which these
teachers, through an understanding of the human condition, might discover self-confidence
and self-respect.

These were teachers who worked in a
very poor area of the city where there was
much violence. They felt very poorly about
themselves, had lost confidence and felt there
was very little they could do. So the Ministry
of Education opened a space for this work
to occur and eventually, in recognition of
taking a course of this kind, there was an
upgrading of their salaries. The course lasted
about six months, two sessions a week. This
consisted of thinking about humanness,
language, emotions, evolutionary history
of human nature, how emotions participate
in social phenomena from the particular
perspective that the theory of Biology of
Cognition provides. The result of this was
that the teachers’ attitude about themselves
changed and as they grew in self-respect and
confidence their relation with their students
changed. This process caused the students to
become supportive of their teachers because
as the teachers trusted themselves, the self-
sustaining dynamics in which the relationship
became one of mutual respect allowed the
students to trust themselves. The students
then can go to the streets and not necessarily
enter into the competing, difficult situations
because their attitude about themselves had
changed.

Barbara: So instead of dealing with the symptoms of problems in the school you get to
the root of the problem which is, basically, problems in relations between teachers and
students.

Humberto: Yes, and also thinking that the solution of the problem is in the teachers
themselves. They have the ability to solve this. You don’t have to provide an external
thing for a solution but only change their attitude about themselves without telling them
what to do. If you tell them what to do it doesn’t work. This is important! If you tell them
they have to love their students they will say, “Yes, but we do...it doesn’t work...nothing
happens.” That is because they do not know about the evolution of love. They know how
to talk about love but they do not know what love is in another. So this is important...
to understand about our human past and to cover the basic conditions of self-respect and
self-love.

Barbara: We are so caught up in testing mania in our schools, trying to get the best out of
our teachers, when actually it strikes me that works against what you are talking about.

(continued on next page)
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H: Yes, because if you have a system of tests what you do is satisfy the system of tests. So
the test doesn’t test you, but tests the test.

B: This is hard for us to understand. I find that testing contributes to what I have noticed
in teachers; that is they have to be on the defensive, caught between their students and the
administration, somewhat like being “caught between the devil and the deep blue sea.”

H: That is why in this course the administration personnel must participate with the
teachers. This is a very fundamental requirement because, if not, the contradiction you
just mentioned exists and whatever the teachers want to do is immediately denied. There
is no mutual respect.

B: You talk about the biology of cognition and I’ve often wondered how this differs from
Piaget’s theories of constructivism in the process of learning.

H: The biology of cognition began with the

th e te St question about perception. I was studying

mEm visual perception, color perception, and
in the process I realized that the standard

approach which thinks that to know is to

) know something external to itself, does not

d O e S n t work. You can’t explain vision that way. And
when I saw that, I took seriously something

that, of course, everybody knows which

has to do with illusion. When you have an

t e St O u illusion you do not know that you have an
y y illusion.

B: That’s a contradiction in itself.

b u t te StS H: But you only know afterwards. You say,

“Oh, that was an illusion.” So you cannot

claim that you can say something about

something external from you because that

th e te St something has to be validated by another

" experience. An experience of perception

is validated by another experience. And

an experience of illusion is invalidated by

another experience. But at the moment

you do not know whether you are going to

validate the perception or invalidate it. So

when I took this seriously then I realized that

I had to deal with the question of the nervous

system in a different manner. And then the biology of cognition arose as a manner of

explaining cognition, perception, the operation of the nervous system without thinking
that you have to deal with an external reality.

Now for Piaget there is a background of external reality that somehow confronts you. I
claim that you cannot stick to those terms. This is a limitation. It is from the ground of the
development of the biology of cognition that I claim that education is the transformation
of living together. Children do not learn any subjects but learn to live with their teachers
whichever way this happens to be with the teacher or against the teacher it doesn’t
matter. They become conformed in the space of living with the teachers. This has nothing
to do with an independent reality.

So in that sense this view is different from Piaget’s. I think that the very stages in which
Piaget separates the transformation of the communitive processes of children are not
really stages of development but are cultural moments n the growth of children which are
based not necessarily on particular age but depend on how the cultural situation is. This is

precisely because the world that the children begin to live is the world of the interactions
(continued on next page)
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of the adults. And the children need these

adults if they are going to live to develop and

respect themselves. e n yo u
B: Are you saying that the relationship with

the teachers is what children learn in? h av e a n
H: Yes. The teachers create the space in which

the children will grow with the teachers.

L ] L ]

B: In the process of transformation? I I I u S I O n
H: In the process of interaction. And this

transformation will conserve the relation

with the teachers. Now this relation can O u d O n Ot
be satisfactory or not from the perspective
of other persons. But this is what is going
to happen. So whatever the teachers do is
fundamental. In that sense, the task is to
create the space of interactions in which n OW a
these children will be conformed in a way
in which they become self-respecting and
respectable adults. h
B: And self-organizing learners, life-long yo u ave
learners?

L ] L}
H: Oh yes, if the teacher lives with the a n I I I u S I O n
students in a way such that the children .
develop the habit of learning by themselves.
But if the children develop the habit of
looking down upon themselves then this is
the kind of being that they are going to be.
This will depend on how the teacher looks

at him or herself. The teacher who does not
respect him or herself cannot respect his or her students.

At another time Humberto and Heinz von Foerster are in conversation.

Heinz: One of the points of our conversation yesterday that is the most intriguing' is that
the world in which we live is not external from us; it is not independent from us, it is a
world which we construct. This is a very profound shift. The question which arose is what
is the implication of this shift of position for education?

Humberto: 1 think the most significant consequence for education is that it tends to look
back at what happens with the teacher in the relationships.... If it is so that the world
arises in the interplay of our living together, then which way do we live together so that
the world that arises is the one that we want to live in?

Heinz: My observation regarding this point is that people have become more interested
now in learning instead of teaching. The shift in the interest is in what takes place when
children learn. My interest is in the position of discover or invent as a very important
shift because if you discover, you already have an “out there,” but if you invent then

you are creatively active in producing the universe in which you like to live. So I think
1 Autopoesis and Cognition, with Francisco Varela. Published by Reidel, Boston, 1980

(continued on next page)
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it is a stimulant for the children to invent with their teachers the
mathematics, the geography, the world or something like that in
which they want to live. There could be cooperative games amongst
children where they are allowed to do things by themselves.

Humberto: Yes, but that inventing of the world together should

. occur in a rather

e d u C atl O n innocent manner; not

e necessarily speaking

about there being no

independent  world

from us, but about

inventing it, because

one needs to see a
world.

transformation | ... .. ..

central theme would
be the awareness
f I' : that the students
O IVI n g would be conformed
in living together
with their teachers.
And the question
would be, how do I
behave as a teacher
such that in the
transformation of the
children living with
me, a world arises
which is pleasant to
live in and in which
these children acquire the abilities to do certain things? It could be
mathematics, geography, biology whatever it is.

IS the

together.

Heinz: It is not so that knowledge is transferred from one brain to
another, but in a participatory game in which both the teacher and
the students learn together about whatever they create during the
learning procedure.

LTYYYY YY)

Humberto tells of a teacher he knows in Santiago, Chile who is
teaching a class of 12 to 15 year olds who are very unruly, moving
about all the time, making her very uncomfortable. She realizes
how she feels so she says to the students; “I do not like to be
where I do not like to be so I imagine that you also do not like to
be where you do not like to be. Now, I see that you move around
so much that you must not like to be where you are seated. Please
sit together where you wish.”

So the children move around and sit here or there wherever they
want to be and that changes the whole atmosphere such that the
relationships change and they have created a new universe in
which they are free to talk. This is an essential thing. The teacher
listens to the emotions. Children must be free. If you listen to that,

10

then they are free.

How do we teach teachers to become a teacher? One has to teach
teachers to listen; to themselves, to the children and to others.

Now the same teacher found herself, shortly after this, with the
following situation. The Inspector came, opened the door, and
found the children were not seated the way they should be seated.
He asks what has happened here and all of the children look at the
teacher. She says, “We’re doing an experiment.” The Inspector
says, “OK. For today its OK but tomorrow you must be seated in
the proper place.” And he went away.

So the children ask the teacher, “What are we going to do?” and
she says, “Well, we must be intelligent. We must invent a way
which satisfies the Inspector and allows us to do what we want to
do. So let’s talk about it.”

They talk about it and they decide that they will work in groups. So
she said, “Well, arrange yourselves in groups whichever way you
wish.” Again, they move around and arrange themselves wherever
they want to be in groups of 5 to 6 students. The teacher says,
“OK, now each group will be a team and one of you, each day, will
report and talk with me about the difficulties you may be having

in whatever task you e W h ateve r

areperformingwhich

we have assigned
the day before.”
So, each day one of
the students from
each group would
be in charge of the
reporting and then
explain to the other
students.

teachers

The next day the

Inspector returns .
and asks, “What is do IS
happening  here?”

and the children

say, “We’re having
teamwork, Sir”... fu n d a m e ntal
“Ohhh, very well,”
he says and he walks
away.

Heinz  comments;
“That’s not easy to
make that bridge but if you do it you are a very good teacher. Your
story shows the consequences of your basic idea; that we live in
a world that is not external and not independent from us. It is a
world that we construct, that we create.”
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American Society for bernetics

Owlober 25, 2008

Iezr Members and Felloas,

There buve been muny developments mothe ASC, though muny wre ol very visible,

Nevertheless, they meril repaoTling back.
Prustees and other naminations

In terms of member action, the society’s most important busines: is the election of Trustees. You
will he aware (hal the sociely hus o board of muslees,. Hosever, whaen sae ook over, oot iroslees”
periods of ellize hod eapired. President Lo Kaullmon asked the old fruslees © oy on, while s
sorted the mater oul. Pille Bunnesll, aling with other members ol the nomimalions commillee,
have row compied a list of ontstanding oominess which they will serd you arcund mid
MNeovember. We invite yvou to vote for these cardidates. Az incoming president, | would ask that
von keep in mind oor wish oo have active tmstees who will bring conrections and cutreach o the
soc.ety. o help us arow, It may be thar those candidates less known to the membership will be
the more helplul.

Following the Trusies elections, Pille Bunnell (pille@inerchonge ubc cad, as chair of the
Noninations Conuniree, will e secking noninations for our oo awards. The Wiener and

MleCulloch awanls, and also For Fellows ol the society. More ahoul this ol a Taler dale.
Web services

Cnpr vl secvices have undergone big chanzes. Kandy Whitaker found a new service provider
piving us aovasily belter service al o much cheaper proice and poried our web sile over. That oo
vne melived i e et on Bandy s professiomalisi, Wee weere alsoe wlormed (al spocg seowldd
cense mading al the erl of Seplember, so Rebeccs Hibal and Phahp Gudderna bave ound us s
new mernbership services proveider (Actevad and we have now mmoves] our business. there, This
mav he a eemporary arcangemeanr while we decide on whether we need further services, [Fyou
have any problems with membership issues. please contect Philip Guddermi. % 1* Memoeiship
rzee end of messaze),
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Membership charges

Asg announced in my previous letter, membership fees will goupon 1 January, However, wou can
e juan mow For nese year, saving e cosl ol che inenease, This applics for all oepes of

membership, including Life membership. 30 vou yay want 0 ke advantase now.

Conlerence X

The nest conferencs hus heen ookl Tor the perosd of March 12 w0 18 a0l 15 Being oncanised by
Arun Chandra of Evergreen College, (Hympia, Washingtan, and will be held in Clympia. The

themae is “Cyhernelios PDance Talk Antcommenication™,
Arun has senl his poelic call:

neew to link all thesc
awind generale o lenperary welbr el Toolds o
mmelii-varions- nanmy-sided-eves-and-ears-amil-lingers lowelher

where your eye nislices and winks
whilz min is just bleary and blinks

and s the nesd of one tor the other canms about

and cene bra'm gaw a hird and Hed
and the elher suw the sloin vnd Jaugshed

and the wo inhabited different worlds at the same cime and o the
=TT Fl:u:-::

seeiny cach olher ax ecxch wanted 1o see
and avaiding e glance that mizht have suggested something elsz

and this cyhernet'c_dragged dean by ralk and raized upr by ralking
sought sheller oo dance

(hitl kept moving oul of reach

as the dancer knew what she could not say
and lalkes sunl whal she dil nol kg

and 5o n partnership was borm --- the papers signed, the notary
notarized the ncerporacion neorporealized

and whar was rasa was lner o one, and rhe alternarives dwindled
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unal al Tast anel long Tast past they had o disaereement, ol nesegled
each orher again,

an long as the aext agraement rhrzatens,
e e ol apiicuununica i [erEans.

came m the conference !

Frumre {  onferences

Meanwhile, | am in ne gaciation tor a iy funded warkshap conference on Art, Cvhernetics,
Pesign, Machs to take place in January 2010, with a kig international conferance to ta<e place in
MNew Enzland in August 200100,

The workshop will he an ASC comlerence, bul, will have very Timited places that will he awoartded
in competition, The idea is to mise some nportant questions and develop rew answers and
vpprosches, We hoepe o publish an culcome (which wall melude Lme Sased malenial) some whal
in the style of Mary Catherine Batezoen's “Our Own Metaphor™, whick will pravide inspiration

for the imlernationa’ conderence and be an imporlant decamment in s own rshil.

The incerparional conference will be an ASC conterence in collaboration with a major university,
bul we will also schedule tme [or o maere homely ASC event [or those who ace less inlersstied 1

Lhes ThaeTmee.

The Cvbarnetic Coalition that the ASC helped found will be holding a seall workshop in Viewnns,
Movernher T4 e 16, 1o work on how o de secom] arder evhernetes moa second order oyhemetic
raoner. Allendunce s been kepl small so ench memmber seciety cun feel 10 bos o s1gmeant

place nthe evenl. e Chemae was cmgmalel by the Slovensan socwely, Aulopiess,
Fublicatinns

Barbaca Vioal came to the ASC soime vears ago with hizr news jonrnal, Patterns . Gradually, this
hers hescome oar 0 houwse socicly newes joummal, Barbar has indicated thal she edshes e retive
[rom ediing Pullerns, She will edit 2 mare issoes wilk other ASC members, We wre unsure whal
will happen alter thal, ancd woenle welcome sugeesiions, Please send any vonn bave oy Lasu
Kauttman (ase-president@ asc-crbernetics arg)

A numher of ileresied peonle wall meel m Sockhelm Cdumng the Cyber 2008 conlerence,

Mowember T ta 110 to d seiss lasan Jixnan Ho's Cylarnetics 101 suggestion. [ can imagine all

sl ol passihilities cotming aul o ik,
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U ather publishing venores and zssociations remain unchanged,
Hand over and contact

The new administrziion v elected ol e starl of the wear w1l lake elloally over on Jaouary 1,
20008 T say Lhat, sl mreaney ol Ticers are alteady inplace, Glling roies that have been vacakecd or ledl

emnply.

Eandy hus rmele emails available Tor the allices of (he scoiely, Yo can conlact ol Ticers Cirough

the fallowing email addresses

e CLLre Ll elewt il

presiudel Las Kaulliman Eanulph Crlameille  fasc-presidentd® usc-ovbernehics org
vice presidert  [Ranulph Glanville (Elizabech Simpsen [asc-vice-president@ase
cvhernelics.org

sec ety Thamas Hizcher Thamas Hischar SEC PTAry e asc.cvhermerics org
Lressurer Eebeccs Hibu Eebeccs Hibu Lreusurer & pse-o v e e lics e
membership v [Philip Ciaddemi Fhilip Ciuddemi rrern bersh pErase-Cybernelics ory
g-publizhing vp [Randal]l Whicaker  [Randall Whicaker |[webmaster® asc-cvbernetics.one
nerminalions Fille Bunnell Fill: Burnell mTInalimsE ase-cybernelics ory

Wowr ol lieers are are vorking hard both e get the sociely Tuncticnming properly agamn (Tor
inzgtance | inoonr knnt far rensress ) and o generare wavs fomeaed We hape that sl ly thinas
improve, Your suggestions [preferably wich suggestions for how to etfect them) are always

sonehn and welcomed. This iz a challenging time, buc we also believe it is a tine of opportunity,

Best Wishies,
Iﬁ_‘_ L4 FI I'.-i"I I... - )ﬁi‘uﬁ_.-iﬂ '!-"LE .

Eznulph Clanville, ARCE
Yice Prosident
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ASC Annual Conference

The next meeting of the American Society for Cybernetics will be held on

March 12-15, 2009
in Olympia, Washington.
The title is
“cybernetics talk dance anticommunication”
Three people have been invited to give keynote addresses:
Tom Moritz (Associate Director of Research at the Getty Institute)
William Fox (novelist)
Dr. Humberto Maturana (biologist)

A number of former students and friends of Herbert Brun have been invited to give presentations
on Brun’s musical, literary and graphic works, and the works they engendered.

Performances of music, theater and poetry that manifest a concern for or reflections on imagined
and existing systems, their composition, decay, and development, will be held every evening.

Suggestions for paper presentations, panel topics, or guided conversations are welcome, and should be sent to:

Arun Chandra
arunc(@evergreen.edu

COM 301
The Evergreen State College

Olympia, WA 98505 « (360) 867-6077

The deadline for proposals is Monday January 19, 2009.

Attendees will be housed at the Governor Hotel (Olympia), and the day events will be held at the Olympia Community
Center (6 blocks away). Evening events, including the keynote addresses, will take place at The Evergreen State College
and at the Washington Performing Arts Center.

A block of 50 rooms has been held for attendees at the Governor Hotel.
Single rooms are $89 per night, and double rooms are $99 per night.

The rooms will be held until February 19, 2009
(three weeks before the meeting).

The phone number for the hotel is (360) 352-7700,
and their web address is:

www.olywagov.com

Further information will be forthcoming.

(continued on next page) 15
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ASC Communication System

Randy Whitaker, VP electronic communications, has ported our web site to a new ISP. The result is a
far better range of tools. Consequently, we can hope to see the development of a number of web-based
tools. Randy and Tom Fischer (secretary) are currently going over the old web site, considering im-
provements, which include role based email addresses for ASC officers. ASC members are encouraged
to send suggestions. Please note and use these new email addresses:

webmaster@asc-cybernetics.org (Vice-President Electronic Publishing, Dr Randy Whitaker)
asc-president@asc-cybernetics.org (President, Prof Louis Kauffman)
asc-vice-president@asc-cybernetics.org (Vice-President, Ranulph Glanville)
treasurer@asc-cybernetics.org (Treasurer, Ms Rebecca Hibit)

secretary(@asc-cybernetics.org (Secretary, Dr Thomas Fischer)

membership@asc-cybernetics.org (Vice-President Membership, Dr Phillip Guddemi)

Finding our new ISP, and porting our site, was an enormous task, and we are grateful to Randy for his
tireless devotion to our society.

Randy writes;

“I think central to Klaus’es suggestion is to involve the broad Cybernetics, Systems, Semiotics com-

munities, not just the ASC. As I mentioned in my recent post, the discussions / planning for the current
‘upward and outward’ online developments have included consideration of how ASC's online presence
could foster, facilitate, and / or directly support such a broader community. As such, this technical ef-
fort is related to Ranulph's social /organizational efforts in establishing the Cybernetic Coalition. This
inaugural ‘reach-out’ activity has focused on other organizations dedicated to cybernetics. This is an
ongoing ‘first step’, and it could in principle serve as the exemplar for additional, wider-ranging affilia-
tions and collaborations as time goes on. Though playing out in different ‘dimensions’, these efforts are
proceeding with reciprocal cross-consideration. For example, in setting up the first phase of our ‘My
Cybernetics’ exercise this past spring, I established the separate CYB-COALITION forum for both (a)
the immediate purpose of hosting the pre-conference My Cybernetics discussions and (b) the longer-
term purpose of establishing a communications venue for the Coalition. Above and beyond that, the
My Cybernetics exercise was also designed to proactively foster an increase in online interactivity in
the ASC population.”
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Dear American Society for Cybernetics Members,

It is once again time for our annual membership drive. Membership to the ASC runs from January
1 through December 31. Therefore, I would like to extend a warm invitation to join us again for 2009.
Simply go to the link below and choose “Join ASC.”

http://www.asc-cybernetics.org/index.htm

The executive body voted to increase dues starting January 1, 2009. The prices will be $100 for
Regular memberships and Fellows, $40 for affiliates and students, and $750 for lifetime memberships.
Our membership dues will be increasing on January 1. However, if you renew your membership be-
fore January 1 you will be able to renew at the old prices of $80, $35, and $600 respectively.

Benefits of membership include a discounted rate to our own conference in the Spring; our quarterly
newsletter, Patterns; an online discussion forum which has had some interesting conversations this
past year; and periodic announcements concerning our society and developments in the cybernetics
community in general.

Also we will be providing as an additional, special benefit to members the book Pask Present, which
is about a museum installation honoring the cybernetician Gordon Pask. This book normally sells on
the retail market for $20 (or 15 euros) plus shipping. We are giving it to our 2009 members as a spe-
cial benefit. Over the years we have had many such mailings of cybernetic tutorials and lectures, as a
benefit for our members, and we intend to continue that practice.

Another benefit extended to our members is an opportunity to have your name and a brief personal
description listed on the ASC Cyberneticians webpage. Please check this feature out at the following
link and, if interested, submit a picture and resume to Randy Whitaker (enolagaia@aol.com).

http://www.asc-cybernetics.org/links/cyberneticians.htm

This year we are using a new company for our computerized registration procedures. The former
company, SPORG, went out of business, and we have chosen ACTEVA in their place. We are trying
to make the transition as seamless as possible. If you have any problems with the registration proce-
dure please e-mail me, Phillip Guddemi, at pguddemi@mac.com, and I will do what I can to help.

Thanks for your time and here’s wishing you a strong, healthy and happy New Year!
All the best,

Phillip Guddemi
Vice President for Membership,

American Society for Cybernetics
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