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Introduction
I will begin this paper with an anarchistic dialogue example: there is no such thing as a
designer. Educational anarchism is designed to take away your certainty that there is such a
creature, while initiating a conversation around whether there really is or should be such
creatures. Social communication means voluntarily giving up your individual rights to
absolute certainty, and declaring your willingness to accommodate the other. In that sense
there can be no such thing as an individual personality sans any formative social background,
or a designer divorced from that which is being designed for: the contextual social world.

Two issues are immediately apparent: first, in communicating with the outside-self we have
to use language, but in design terms what else is involved? Secondly, the whole of the social
structure could be involved in the design process to some degree, depending on each
contextual situation. This creates a problem: how do we discuss the very idea of design
without, at the same time and in some commensurate way, discussing the use of language (or
at least being aware of how language can function), and discussing the social system within
which that language structure is being used. Therefore, in order to explore new ways of
interrogating the idea of design, in this paper I will be looking at some of the various
investigative tools to be found in a study of second-order cybernetics and systems thinking.
These methodologies are primarily concerned with the inner workings of our social system,
as humanly designed activity systems, and as such have much to contribute to the
understanding of design as human constructs.

To return to the first issue, I will be looking at the notion of dialogue, since narrative, or the
telling of stories, is a vital part of social structuration dialogues, and narrative as a concept
forms the basis for communication between people in a social system, between the designer
and the social environment. It all begins with conversation, but of an anarchistically minded
type.

Anarchism is as anarchism does
Deconstructing the social system means breaking free of old habits of thought, and seriously
questioning the basis for knowledge, those paradigmatic models that use exemplars
(tradition) and normative reasoning to shape the world (Bermudez 1996). According to
Braddick and Casey (1996: 237) Action Learning promotes the “iconoclastic smashing of
frames by encouraging meta-questions … these … have the power to jump the problem”
from one level of reasoning to a next higher and more insightful level. What these writers
have in common with Derrida’s notion of deconstruction is this breaking of the frame, or
stepping outside the strict social frame of reference, a communication / dialogue with both
your own and other peoples’ social constructs. This process can only be initiated via a
designerly adaptation of anarchism, not to destroy but to use differently and better by using
least, and a refusal to (exclusively) accept constructed and institutionalised truths and
authority as either self-evident or absolute.



Design anarchists may also use the conversational tools of social psychology, because these
do not allow a conversation-as-inquiry to have set boundaries or frames; these tools are
closely connected to the culture of life and infused with the ideas of change-oriented
practices. Social psychology in this optimistic constructionist frame favours a provocative
dialogue (Gergen 1996), and the type of critical thinking coupled to this dialogue has to be
based on a “reflective scepticism - the judicious suspension of assent” (Smith 1992: 103-104)
while also displaying a willingness to listen to alternative explanations through a position of
critically-neutral receptivity, because of a suspension of own judgment (Coetzee 1983: 78). A
provocative dialogue cannot be other than anarchistic at heart.

Search for dialogue
David Bohm’s introduces his notion of dialogue with the injunction to suspend all thoughts
and judgments, an attitude necessary for knowledge exploration, a process that can take place
only during listening – to others and to oneself. Dialogue is not a discussion, since the latter
points to a breaking up of things, with an implicit, goal-seeking agenda that hammers out
agreement. Dialogue is not designed to expect anything, least of all for a predetermined goal
to be reached, nor can it try deliberately to change the behaviour of the participants, although
change can and does occur – “because observed thought behaves differently from unobserved
thought.” In dialogue no boundaries are set that can stop exploration, instead, dialogue - from
dia (through) and logos (the meaning of the word) - stands for an image of a river of meaning
flowing around and through people (Bohm, Factor and Garrett 1991); this is a description of
social structuration that engenders the construction of meaning. Using the concept of
dialogue, designers can

explore the individual and collective presuppositions, ideas, beliefs, and feelings that
subtly control their interactions … It can reveal the often puzzling patterns of
incoherence that lead the group to avoid certain issues or, on the other hand, to insist,
against all reason, on standing and defending opinions about particular issues … The
problem with thought is that the kind of attention required to notice [these patterns of]
incoherence seems seldom to be available …What is needed is a means by which we
can slow down the process of thought in order to be able to observe it while it is
actually occurring. (Bohm, Factor and Garrett 1991)

So far we have an anarchistic breaching of the frames of meaning that can be achieved via a
process of flowing dialogue between partners in a conversation. No boundaries are set for
both viewpoints, which is fine for the exploration of knowledge, but in social structuration
boundaries are set as a matter of course, and to enable the process of dialogue to slow down
the process of thought enough for observation to take place, some form of closure, or
establishing boundaries, seems to be implied, which appears to create a problem of
contradiction. However, both the concepts of deconstructive anarchism and of dialogue can
provide a way out of this complex situation, and that is through the skill of systems thinking
– not moving in two-dimensional serial thought, but in three-dimensional parallel thought.
Computational thinking essentially makes use of serial analytical processing (two-
dimensional cause and effect), whereas human thinking should largely make use of parallel
creative processing, connectionist, holistic and conceptually three-dimensional. Our restricted
perceptual knowledge of the three-dimensional (real) world should interact with the
abstracted conceptual world of ideas, and become a wider socially-inspired reflection
(Pribram 1977; Martin 1995; Irwin 2003) on our designed image schemas, or ‘systemic
models’ that our mental three-dimensional parallel thought is based on, since the creation of
meaning will always be parallel, instantaneous and continuous in principle. In this sense



‘three-dimensional parallel thought’ is based on perceptual spatial reality, but extrapolated
towards connotative and imaginative reasoning. Alec Robertson calls this 4D design,
“dynamic form resulting from the design of the behaviour of artefacts and people in relation
to each other and their environment” (Robertson 1997).

Designers are not really looking for physical changes to occur, for these can be achieved
without much effort. The difficult changes lie in our bounded ways of thought, and yet, these
can be changed if we could observe (follow, through a well-constructed design dialogue) the
processes of thought in three (or more, conceptual) dimensions. Design thinking and systems
thinking have this in common, both deal with all the human senses including our experience
of and in three dimensional  (real) space, but also including our experience of the ‘three-
dimensional virtual space’ of becoming (emergence), and both use the communicative
facility of story-telling to transfer knowledge from one person to the next (below). Both
design and systems thinking are based on social reality, and that reality is manufactured
contextually, proving that boundaries can be permeable when required, according to the
environment the system finds itself in. But what exactly is systems thinking?

Systems of our lives
Cybernetics and systems theory both began as transdisciplinary studies to investigate the
complex behaviour of phenomena and to find ways of regulating their organization.
Cybernetics is today divided into first-order and second-order cybernetics, likewise systems
theory is divided into Hard Systems Methodology and Soft Systems Methodology
(Heylighen and Joslyn 1999a; Warren and Ragsdell 2002: 100), keeping in mind that
methodology here means not a single technique to guarantee results, but rather indicates the
stages of a learning system (Checkland 1981: 18-19). The difference between the hard and
soft divisions is that the first (hard) order is now seen as a hard sciences and more
deterministic approach to systems thinking that concentrates on control and prediction, while
the second (soft) order is a social sciences approach that deals with analyses of problem
situations in society - the first is a study of observed systems while the second is a study of
observing systems, of living systems including the observer of that system (Geyer 2000). For
the sake of this argument I will refer to both second-order cybernetics and soft systems
methodology as simply systems thinking, since the aims and methods of both are close
enough for this purpose (Heylighen et al 1999b). Systems thinking, then, “is a conceptual
framework, a body of knowledge and tools … to make the full patterns [of a complex life]
clearer, and to help us see how to change them effectively” (Senge 1990: 7). It follows that
systems thinking is a “methodology for tackling real-world problems [and] for exploring
social reality … the latter is not a ‘given’ but is a process in which an ever-changing social
world is continuously recreated by its members” (Checkland 1981: 20).

Systems thinking can help to change the patterns of social complexity (including Bohm’s
patterns of incoherence, above, and general misunderstanding), and thus peoples’ inability to
change can be altered, because as the process of dialogue makes clear, a study of observing
systems is also a study of the observer, and observed thought behaves differently from
unobserved thought. Vickers’ work on the theory of appreciative systems makes it clear that
when looking at what goes on in real life we should, in observing thought, be looking at the
construction and adaptation of human relationships, a cyclical process “which both leads to
our taking regulatory action and modifies the norms or standards [of social structuration], so
that future experiences will be evaluated differently” (Checkland 1981: 261-263). This
describes a learning process that is at the heart of systems thinking and of dialogue as a
design conversation –this design conversation-as-dialogue-as-relationship with the world can



produce knowledge of that world through systems thinking, because design is an autopoietic
system.

Life is autopoietic
Life in the form of human beings is autopoietic, which means that autoproduction takes
place: we reproduce ourselves as ongoing and constantly evolving products – we are at the
same time the product and the producer (Dimitrov and Ebsary 1997; Mariotti 1996).
“Maturana and Varela introduced the idea of autopoiesis as a form of system organisation
where the system as a whole produces and replaces its own components in an ongoing
structural coupling with the surrounding environment” (Dimitrov 1998), a conscious
interaction with the environment, while the changes sought by a living system are only
possible in its internal structure. This makes an autopoietic system both open and closed at
the same time, with a unique boundary that both suspends and renews the system’s
relationship with its environment (Dimitrov 1998; Maula 2000). Human systems are fluid
structures requiring constant maintenance. Restructuring brings innovation and renewal, and
a system finds its new configuration, not specifically in a new property of any one constituent
part, but in the new perspective gained by the system as a whole if it allows this new property
(usually a familiar and always-been-there property transformed) to influence the direction the
system takes in its development towards the as-yet-unknown (Van der Merwe 2000: 13).

A design dialogue meets these conditions of autopoiesis, and is indeed its own producer and
product in a process that is simultaneously open and closed. Any self-organizing system
cannot be influenced by an outside force (making it inherently anarchistic), therefore
influence is only possible as an internal restructuring (Dimitrov 1998), just as the participants
in a dialogue can influence each other but cannot be influenced by a force ‘external’ to the
structure of the conversation. Luhmann’s interpretation of an autopoietic system is one that
“constructs itself upon a foundation that is entirely not there” (Metcalf 1999), and the
elements comprising the design conversation, the people in dialogue, construct not only their
own ‘environments’ but mutually construct their social environment based entirely on what is
in fact not there. Social reality and meaning is constructed inside the system, so it only
influences itself, in that respect, and change takes place as an internal restructuring. Yet this
system is ‘open’ to the world in the sense that the ‘unique boundary’ of an autopoietic
system, separating it from the environment through allowing only internal influence but also
reuniting the system to an ‘external environment,’ can consist of the roles and functions
performed by people (designers) who form not an isolating but “a connecting and absorbing
surface” between the system and its environment (Maula 2000). In this way we can enable
the process of dialogue to ‘slow down the process of thought’ (above) enough for observation
to take place, by forming this unique ‘autopoietic boundary.’

Designed life as narrative
The people-boundary of a design system in dialogue, as a connecting and absorbing surface,
cannot afford to be influenced (as far as restructuring is concerned) from outside the system,
since a conversation that is goal-driven  “suffers from directional overdose,” and the
participants encounter fixed agendas and perspectives that insist on agreement and attempts
to control the discussion (De Weerdt 1999: 66). In dialogue, says De Weerdt, this need for
direction, in its absence, is offset by creating a ‘space’ for emergence, and this notion of
space is a deconstructionist view, one that anarchistically breaks the frame of accepted
direction for the sake of finding an internal direction that does not yet exist, that is not
entirely there, yet. It is in this sense that Virtual Systems Methodology (VSM) intends
discovering the virtual connections that are brought into being by the productions of human



activity systems. “Virtual logic is not logic … It is the pivot that allows us to move from one
world of ideas to another. The meaning of what is going to emerge is a virtual meaning”
(Dimitrov 1998). Again, this is a description of the processes of dialogue, since social
meaning is virtual meaning and based on what is entirely not there, as Luhmann (above)
stated. VSM, in dealing with autopoietic systems, creates a limitless free virtual space for the
“self-organizing capacity of complex dynamics to reveal the characteristic signs of its nature”
(Dimitrov 1998). This space that both Dimitrov and De Weerdt refer to is the space of
possibilities wherein the structures of narrative have their becoming, and it is the very space
of personal constructs.

De Weerdt’s space for emergence and Dimitrov’s virtual space are akin to Winnicot’s notion
of potential space (below) and Kelly’s psychological space (below) – these all describe how
the connecting and absorbing surface of the autopoietic boundary is formed, and they all use
the intensional, virtual logic of the story structure of narrative. Systems methodological tools
for investigating design as a human activity system are dependent not only on the larger scale
social structure, but more importantly also on the smaller scale single personal construct that
every person creates. “Each man erects for himself a representational model of the world
which allows him to make some sense out of it and which enables him to chart a course of
behaviour in relation to it” (Bannister and Mair 1968: 6). This virtual logic explanation of
Kelly’s personal construct model is entirely not there, since it corresponds to Winnicot’s
potential space that is “neither inside the individual nor outside in the world of shared reality
[but is] the location of cultural experience itself” (Fuller 1988: 202), or the communicative
facility of narrative story-telling. It is into these several worlds of ideas that design dialogues
have to plunge and become a facilitator for the emergence of meaning, and systems thinking
as a circular feedback process seems the ideal methodology to utilise, especially since the
word cybernetic is Greek for steersman, and better yet, the same Greek word was
transformed into the Latin word for governor (Beer 2002). A systems approach can free the
imagination, while acting as a governor or regulator on that same imagination (Smith 1992:
63) to achieve the right balance between analysis and creativity, between the old and the
emergent new.

Conclusion
This paper investigated the correlations between design and social systems, using some of the
qualitative tools of systems thinking. It has been accepted that the processes of design
practice and research are embedded in the matrix of social structuration, and furthermore that
the human variables that influence the design process can be questioned using the narrative
aspects of dialogue. The main findings are that a design conversation must be inherently
anarchistic to be creative, that design systems do indeed function much like autopoietic social
systems, and that communication in the form of constructive dialogue is the real autopoietic
element in the mix.

A knowledge-seeking design dialogue must be based on a thoroughly deconstructive
anarchism if it is to break free from restrictive modes of thought. Design (education) should
never be narrow-minded, nor concentrate on what is supposedly ‘unique’ to design. An
anarchistic dialogue would then mean a cybernetic conversation in which “we use language
[as] an invitation to dialogue,” because “when we are talking with each other, we … invent

what we both wish the other would invent with me” (Von Foerster, quoted in Waters, 1999:
83). Any level of education in design should ask these philosophically probing questions of



the social system to discover its own structure in the mirrored autopoiesis of that potential
space driven by a creative, and brave, language use.
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