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LEAD ESSAY  ·  CYBERNETICS AND THE BROKEN SYSTEMS PREMISE  
 

The Steersman's Warning 

Long before artificial intelligence existed, a mathematician named the exact mechanism 
by which institutions stop learning and doubted whether his own science could ever be 
made precise enough to save them. 

 

In 1948, Norbert Wiener published a book that 
was not written as philosophy, scripture, or strategy. It 
was written as engineering. Its claim was narrow and 
mechanical: an organism, a machine, or a society 
survives only as long as it maintains a working channel 
of information that reports back on the gap between 
where it is and where it is supposed to be. Wiener called 
that maintained state homeostasis. He called the whole 
field that studies it Cybernetics, from the Greek word 
for steersman, the one who corrects a course 
continuously rather than choosing it once. 

The book was not built to converse with Aristotle, 
Sun Tzu, the Prophets, the Tao, or Darwin. It arrives at 
their diagnosis anyway. A system does not usually fail 
because it forgets its purpose. It fails because the 
channel that would have told it the purpose was 
slipping has already gone quiet, and the system, still 
receiving payroll, still holding meetings, still issuing 
reports, has no way of knowing that the reports no 
longer mean what they once meant. Nine texts across 
five traditions took twenty-five centuries to assemble 
that insight collectively. Wiener reached it in a single 

volume of applied mathematics, and then went further 
than any of the nine texts had gone: he applied it 
directly, by name, to institutions, markets, and mass 
communication, in a chapter written in 1948 that reads 
as though it were filed last month. 

Wiener also named automation as the specific 
accelerant of this failure, decades before anything 
resembling artificial intelligence existed. He warned 
that machines are relentlessly literal-minded, 
executing what they were told rather than what was 
meant, and in a 1960 essay he warned that human 
reaction speed might already be too slow to intervene 
before an automated system had run head-on into a 
wall. Issue No. 002 of this publication argued that AI 
breaks the evolutionary feedback loop by widening the 
gap between a failure occurring and a human learning 
of it. Wiener is not a parallel to that argument. He is its 
unacknowledged source. 

This issue treats Cybernetics as a sixth angle on 
the telos-function gap, not a tenth pillar beside the 
nine-text canon, but the mechanism running 
underneath all nine. It also treats Wiener honestly, 
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which means following him past the point where he 
agrees with this publication. He identifies a second 
failure mode the nine texts do not name, a system that 
corrects too eagerly rather than not at all. And he 

raises, from inside the very mathematical tradition this 
publication draws on for its Reservoir Physics of 
Failure formula, the strongest objection yet made 
against that formula's ambitions. 

 
 

“Wiener did not diagnose institutions through virtue or vice. 
He diagnosed them through wiring. A system fails not because it forgets its purpose, 

but because it loses the channel that would have told it so.” 
 

THE BREAK 

What Norbert Wiener Saw, and Where the Traditions Already Stood 

I — CLASSICAL PHILOSOPHY, CYBERNETICS 
Telos Finds Its Wiring 
Aristotle named the gap between a thing’s final cause and 
its actual function. Wiener specified the mechanism that 
keeps the two aligned: a continuous report of deviation, fed 
back into the system before the deviation compounds. 
Where Aristotle described the wound, Wiener traced the 
nerve that, once severed, lets the wound go unfelt. 

II  — STRATEGY, EVOLUTIONARY SYSTEMS 
Diminished by Scale 
Wiener argued directly that large institutions are less self-
correcting than small ones, not more, because scale lets 
power insulate itself: wealth against hunger, privacy against 
opinion, control of communication against criticism. Sun 
Tzu named the same insulation as deception turned against 
an institution's own principals. Darwin named its outcome 
as delayed extinction, a system persisting on inertia after 
the conditions that justified it have gone. 

II I — SCRIPTURE, LUKE 17 
The Channel and the Perception 
Wiener called the mass communication of his day the single 
greatest anti-homeostatic force in society, because its 
commercial function had displaced its informational one. 
Luke 17 names the same displacement from the inside: 
markets still function, wages are still paid, so there is no 
lived reason to suspect the channel has failed. Wiener 
supplies the corrupted wire. Luke 17 supplies what it feels 
like to stand downstream of it. 

IV — SYSTEMS BALANCE, THE FORMULA 
No Homeostasis in the Market 
Wiener rejected outright the belief that free competition is 
self-correcting. Multi-player market games, he showed 
through von Neumann's own theory, produce 
indeterminacy, shifting coalitions, and eventual ruin rather 
than equilibrium. The Tao names the identical instability as 
fan, the return that follows overextension. Both describe, in 
different vocabularies, the same boundary the Reservoir 
Physics of Failure formula is attempting to locate 
mathematically. 

V — AI ACCELERANT, ISSUE NO. 002 
The Automation Warning, Filed Early 
Wiener warned that literal-minded machines execute 
instructions rather than intentions, and that human 
reaction time may already be too slow to intervene before 
an automated system meets the wall it was heading toward. 
Issue No. 002 argued that AI extends the latency between a 
failure occurring and a human learning of it. Wiener named 
the mechanism in 1948 and again in 1960, well before there 
was an AI industry to warn about. 

THE SYNTHESIS 
One Science, Five Traditions, One Event 
Five traditions and one science arrive separately at the same 
event: form persisting after function departs. What 
cybernetics contributes is not a sixth diagnosis alongside 
the other five. It is the mechanism running underneath all 
of them, the literal, traceable loss of a corrective channel. 
Where philosophy asks why a system forgets itself, 
cybernetics asks which wire came loose, and when. 
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THE FRAMEWORK 

When the Loop Breaks in Both Directions 

Every argument this publication has made 
about feedback so far has run in one direction: a 
channel degrades, a signal weakens, a system stops 
feeling its own failure until the failure is 
unrecoverable. Wiener's model is not built that way. 
It is symmetric. He spends as much attention on the 
opposite failure, a system that corrects too much, as 
he spends on a system that corrects too little. 

His clinical case is purpose tremor: a patient 
reaching for a pencil who does not fail to correct 
course but overcorrects at every stage, overshooting 
the target and settling into an uncontrollable 
oscillation rather than arriving. Wiener and his 
collaborators had already generalized the 
mechanism a few years earlier, in the 1943 paper 
that founded cybernetics as a field: continuous 
feedback control can produce very clumsy behavior 
when the feedback is inadequately damped and 

turns positive instead of negative, amplifying the 
deviation it was meant to correct rather than closing 
it. 

Institutions have a version of this failure that 
the telos-function gap does not describe, because it 
is not drift into self-perpetuation. It is the opposite: 
a regulator that tightens after every incident until 
the system it governs can no longer function, an 
organization that revises its strategy after every 
quarterly signal and never holds a position long 
enough to learn whether it worked. Any mechanism 
built only to let human judgment re-enter before 
scale conceals the gap needs a second capacity 
running alongside it: the capacity to stop correcting, 
to start. Without that second capacity, the failure 
does not disappear. It only relocates, from silence to 
oscillation. 

 

“A system that loses its feedback drifts silently out of its purpose. A system with 
feedback and no damping never leaves its purpose alone long enough to serve it.” 

THE WARNING 

The Objection from Inside the Tradition 

Wiener did not only diagnose institutional failure. 
He doubted, in the same chapter, the very project this 
publication has undertaken with the Reservoir Physics 
of Failure formula. Precise science, he argued, has only 
ever succeeded where there is enough isolation 
between the observer and the phenomenon: 
astronomy's vast scale, atomic physics’ statistical 
averaging over enormous populations of particles. 
Social systems have no equivalent isolation. The hope 
that economics or sociology could be modeled with the 
rigor of physics, he wrote, rests on an excessive 
optimism about the nature of scientific achievement 
itself. 

This is not an outside critic. This is the founder of 
the mathematical tradition, control theory and state-
space modeling, that the Formula's own prior review 
identified as its closest lineage. The objection arrives 
from the source, not from a skeptic reading the source. 
It also arrives independently of a weakness already 
flagged in this publication's internal review of the 

Formula: that its shock terms are mathematically 
legitimate but empirically symbolic, more suited to 
theoretical representation than to measurement 
against real accounting data. Two independent 
readings, seventy years apart, converging on the same 
caution, do not settle the question of whether R(t) can 
be operationalized. They do settle the question of how 
it should be described in the meantime: as a diagnostic 
instrument, not yet a predictive one. 

A second tension is worth naming plainly rather 
than smoothing over. Issue No. 002 drew on Hayek's 
argument that prices function as a homeostatic 
mechanism, aggregating dispersed information across 
a market too large for any participant to see whole. 
Wiener, in the same chapter examined here, states 
flatly that multi-player markets exhibit no homeostasis 
whatever, that competition among more than two 
rational, self-interested parties produces 
indeterminacy rather than the stable correction Hayek 
describes. Both cannot be fully right at once. The 
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disagreement is not a defect in either source. It marks 
a question this publication has not yet answered on its 

own authority, and should not borrow an answer from 
either side without saying so. 

THE RESPONSE 

The Missing Half 

Wiener's account of purpose tremor supplies 
something this publication has not yet built into its 
own thinking about institutional design: a way of 
stopping correction, not only starting it. A system 
engineered only to let judgment re-enter risks trading 
one failure for its mirror image, correcting so eagerly 
that it never holds still long enough to learn whether 
the correction worked. Damping deserves the same 
weight this publication has already given to detection 
and to exit. 

Wiener does not join the nine-text canon. That 
structure stays fixed, and rightly so. He belongs instead 
as the scientific lineage running underneath it, the 
source that gives the language of feedback, 

homeostasis, and channel corruption enough precision 
to build a formula on in the first place. Ashby's Law of 
Requisite Variety, already cited in Issue No. 002, and 
Bainbridge's Ironies of Automation both descend 
directly from what Wiener established in 1948. Citing 
them without citing him has been citing the tributary 
and skipping the river. 

Issue No. 4 was already set to introduce the 
Reservoir Physics of Failure formula in full. It now 
carries an additional obligation, raised in this issue and 
not before it: to answer Wiener's objection directly, 
with an operational definition of its variables against 
real data, before the formula can move from a 
conceptual framework to a predictive one. 
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