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In this second note in 2 series of three on Cybernetics, I shall
discuss the general rezltionship of Cyberncetics to social proklems.

In the book The Social Impact of Cybernetics(Univ. of Notre Dame, 196G)

edited by Charles R. Dechert, there is an imporvient statemeni on page 189:
"for examnple, Lindsay and Margensu have formumlalod an
ethicnsnl principvle based upon the conceptlts of thermodynamics
and Kant's categorical imperative, This principles, called
the "thermodynanic imperative," may constitute the principal
ethical implication of cybernetice."

Let us examine Professor Margenau's statenaent of this principle in

his book Ethics & Scicnco(Princeton, 1964), pagoe 83:

“the success of maximum and wininen principles in
mathematical physics has induced many similar
formulations in ethics --- one wishes to muximize
pleasure, freedonm, responsibility:; minimize pain,
poverty, discase. One of the moust recent suggestions
in thie vein, particulerly noteworthy beceuse of its
specificity and boldness, is contained in R. Bruce
Lindsay's thermodynamic imperative, which claime that
manr, in his ethical behavior, should countevact the
natural tendency inhercnt in the sccond law of
thermodynamics and endeavor to reduce entropy in the
environment."

Unfortunately neither Lindsay noxr Margenau tecll us how to apply the
thermodynamic imperative to real cases. Now I shall give you a

glimpse of how cybernetics can provide a connection hetween

traditional ethics, the theormodynamic imperstive, and a nunber of other
economic and political fzctors to enable people to meussure the

probeble impact of their decisions againct theilr ethical ideals.

In the” third note in this series, I shall illustrate the procedure

by a specific example.




I we exenine the major religicus failths of

a striking similarity in sous of the principal e

RUDDHISHM: "Furt not others with
that which pazins youarself "
Udenzvarge, 5, 18.

r

CHRISTIANITY: "All things whaetscever
ye would thal men chould do to you,
do yve even so to them, for this is
the law and the prophets.”

St. Matthew 7, 1l2.

CONFUCIRIISM: "Do not unto others
what you would not they should do
unto you." Inalects 15, 23,

HINDUISM: “This is the sum of duty:
do naught to others which, 1f done
to thee, would cause pain.”
Mahabharata, 5, 1517.

ISLAM: "No one of you is a believer
until he loves for his brother what
what he loves for himself."

Traditions.

JUDRLSH: "What is hurtful to yourself

do not to your fellow man. Thalt is the
whole of the Torah and the remainder is
but commentary.” Talmsd,

I1f we include groups whose philosophy does not ac

the world, wo

achings, for

cepl the

can find

examnple:

traditional concepts of revealed religious principles, we have:

ETHICAL CULTURE: "So live as to evoke
the best in others and therefore your-
self.,"

EXISTENTIAL PIHIILOSOPHY: Man exists in
a tragic unpredictable world in which
he must learn to make an authentic-
intuitive~-creative-unique response to
cach situation as it develops --- and
so attain freedom and responsibility.

Further we f£ind that in some parts of the world that political

_parties rather than organizad religion promulgate

principles;

ethical




SOVIET UNICOH: "Comrmunist morolity tele
the position that only that . oty
to the ebolition of humarn exploitation,
poverty, end degradation, and to the'bnilﬁ;ng
and strengthening of a systen of social life
from which such inhuman phenomena will be
absent is moral and ethical." trans. from

T
AU

Now we can s=z¢ from the above principles that if any two
people of different faiths, such as a Christian and a Moslen or
a Buddhist and a Comnmunist or an Existentialist and a Jew were
to meet face~to-face that they could work out a reasonable
agreement on what is ethical in any specific problem under
their direct control. wyow a major problem on cur planet is that
these people do not ordinarily meet face-to-face, but communicate
through bureaucratic church, state. paxty;.or,corporate'ofganizations.
By comparison with cybernetic: feedback concepts, we note that there
are insufficient communication Fecdback leops in the way socicty is
organized for the individual to tell immediately whether a decision
he has to make will go with or against his ideals. We have a
"disconnected" society in which people are disconnected from the

communication and control cheannels of society.

A young Christian~capitalist may work politically to get his
-government to make economic reforms to help reduce unemployment,
and to his suprise, find that these changes disturdb some fine balance
in the general system and lead to an escalation of war in a far-off
country. He 1is upset, because he cannot determine what decision will
lead to results consistent with his Christian ethics.

Similarly a young communist nay organize economic reforms in
his country to reduce poverty., and find that in connection with

his reforms, the bureaucracy sends pszople who don't understand hics




beavtiful plens to prison camps. Here he is upset, becauvsce his
attenpt Lo live up to his ideals of cormunist worelity in abolishing
poverty, leads to & contradiction -- namely a degradation of sone
people in the system -- in violation of his conmunist morality.

21l over the world sensitive people ave baff{led, angry, resigned, or
rebellious over living in a disconnected society. They are hurt,
because they have lost the means of finding o connection hetween
their ideals and the clicices society makes availeble to them,

Now Cybernetics isn't going to generate any new ethical
printiples. Cybernetics can be used as a tocol t¢ establish a reasonable
connection between an individuafs ethical ideals and the socio~political
systems thalt exist today. A glimpse of how this might be done is
illustrated in thé diagram beloﬁ.

There are three aspacts of the problems of humsn civilization
with their associated methods of analysis, namely the hunanistic-
intuiﬁive-poetic: abatractwmathcmaticalnphilosophical;'and the
empirical—scientific methods. This “Thermodynamic Imperative" 1is
a working hypothesis that has the form from statistics and statisticel
communication theory and is consistent with concepts from thermodynamics

and biological evolution. To use this hypothesis, we have to know

something about the feedback loops in the social system and something

about the efficiency of the sets of messages transmitted through the
system. This requires that we utilize nany of the nineteen cybernetic
models and technologies described in last week's article to help us

" piece together a better understanding of the social-political system.

Then we can test different alternatives in terms of the thermodynamic

imperative on the basics of empirical-scientific methods, provided the



tentative conclusions ere brought to ths ethical principles in the
huweanisigic~intuitive-poetic colwiin for craecking by people who dare

to express their feelings for or against the trial results, If

the trial resulis are doubtfuvl, we must moke 2 second pass through the
loop with a finer detail in thqétructure of the feedback loops considered
and in the message distribution exenined. Thus we sec the possibility

of our testing proposed decisions against our ethical ideals with
increasing confidence as we cycle through more loops of developing
appropriate cybernetic systems models. In the third and concluding

note in this series, I shall take an eclementary problem through one

cycle of the loop.

March 6, 1969

This note is based on seminars given by
author in a course on "Communication Theory .
in the Cause of Man" during the Spring 19468 ,
Semester at the Midpeninsula Free University, :
Menlo Park, California

(:) copyrighit 1969 Frederick Bernard Wood
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