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PPrreeffaaccee  
  
“[W]e think that the domain of teleology should be extended as widely as 

possible at the present time, and science runs the danger of bifurcation if 

"purpose" is tied down to the as-yet-poorly-defined concepts of 

consciousness and intention. […] But we feel obliged to add that an 

important problem of experimental teleology is to define consciousness 

and intention; that is, we need experimental schemes for studying these 

concepts as much as we need schemes for studying purpose.” 

(Churchman & Ackoff, 1951: 38) 

  
“The (Dis)appearance of Purpose” is dedicated to the significance of teleology in the 

study of human-computer behaviour by tracing the disappearance of the concept 

purpose. To demonstrate how we can think of purpose in order to understand our 

contemporary media ecology, I will draw on the cybernetics-Taylor dispute published 

in the journal Philosophy of Science in 1950. This dispute, I will argue, illuminates 

how our contemporary thought is haunted by an imaginary ideology of purpose. By 

reconstructing the socio-historical context of 1940’s America, in which purpose for the 

study of inanimate behaviour appeared, I will place purpose back into discussion. 

Rather than obscuring the topic in intellectual discussions, I propose to rethink and 

redefine purpose. By enmeshing cybernetic and Taylorian purpose (while not 

disregarding their obstacles), I will conceptualize purpose as affective fold. This 

reappearance of purpose will release the computer as technology and the computer 

as science from its hidden functional ideology. It will create a guideline to imagine a 

critical perspective on the study of (in)animate acts, performances and interactions.  

 After having explored the work of those who are now considered to be the 

pioneers of cybernetics, I became fascinated by a discussion between Norbert 

Wiener, Arturo Rosenblueth, Julian Bigelow and Richard Taylor. Although various 

works on the history and development of cybernetics mention this debate, its relation 

with our contemporary view on the philosophy of technology has largely been 

neglected. To my knowledge, no exhaustive accounts on this dispute exist, even 

though it examined the profound question: how to understand acts whether human or 

non-human. I saw it as my challenge to become involved in this debate in order to 
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demonstrate that its impact has sadly been obscured and even forgotten in our 

deliberations on the contextualities of acts.1 That is, to remove purpose from the 

atmosphere of ambiguity and let it re-appear.  

  Because this thesis traces two different schemes on how to link the 

achievement of a goal to a system, its structure needed to reflect my intention to 

address the disappearance of purpose. To guide the readers through this mysterious 

quest, the story crystallizes past and present. This will help accentuate the tensions 

created by the invisibility of purpose and will introduce purpose as problematic. Our 

search for the evaporation of purpose begins in the America of the early 1940’s. It 

concentrates and contextualizes what some acknowledge as the groundwork of 

cybernetics: “Behavior, Purpose and Teleology”. Chapter 1 sets up the background 

for the publication of this essay. It presents the cybernetic concept of purpose and 

describes how this concept transformed Aristotelian teleology. After having outlined 

cybernetic purpose, we will fast forward to 1950. It was in this year that philosopher 

Richard Taylor threatened the cybernetic teleology with desires and beliefs. Chapter 

2 traces how Taylor’s publications in Philosophy of Science touched on the 

cybernetic obstacle to neglect the impact of human subjectivity. The conflict between 

the cybernetics and Taylor triggered a double change of movement; (1) the change 

from a relatively static towards a dynamic concept of purpose, and (2) the change 

from the visibility towards the invisibility of purpose. Chapter 3 lays out the plan of 

action to let purpose re-emerge; that is, to re-conceptualize purpose for the study of 

(in)animate behaviour. Cybernetic and Taylorian purpose are folded by re-

conceptualizing purpose as reflexive embodiment and as affectivity. Purpose then 

emerges as mobility. It cannot be found either in- or outside itself, but rather in the 

movement of intentional potentials. This changes how we make sense of the world, 

ourselves, and our performances. It places purpose back into the focus of our 

attention.  

 In order to contextualise the cybernetic-Taylor debate and trace the lines of 

thought that dominated that period of time, I analyzed the publications of the journal 

Philosophy of Science from 1940 to 1950. Appendix A contains the table of contents 

of these 44 publications. This appendix not only gives an impression of the journal 

itself (i.e., who was involved, the topic discussed et cetera), but also provides a frame 

                                                 
1 Lévy, P. (1998). Becoming Virtual: Reality in the Digital Age. London: Persius Books. 
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for the cybernetics-Taylor dispute. That is, how this debate and the journal relate to 

other international debates. The additional information presented in Appendix A 

should be used when reading Chapter 1 and Chapter 2.2 Like Appendix A, Appendix 

B contains a list of philosophical publications: the work of Richard Taylor. For those 

whom are acquainted with American philosophers of the mid twentieth century and 

Richard Taylor, Appendix B can be used as a resource for further research on 

Taylor’s work. For those less familiar with Taylor’s contribution to philosophy of the 

mid twentieth century, Appendix B provides an overview of Taylor’s philosophical 

position and interest.  

 To conclude, I would like to express my gratitude to: Geert Lovink (for his 

assistance and inspiration), Richard Rogers (for his feedback and assistance) 

Shauna Jin (for her feedback), my family and friends (for their moral support).   

 

                                                 
2 For detailed information on the publications in Philosophy of Science from 1940 to 1950, please visit: 
http://www.jstor.org/loi/philscie?group=1940-1949+%28Vols.+7-16%29  
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IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn  
 

“As technologies embed themselves in everyday discourse and activity, a 

curious thing happens. The more we look, the more they slip into the 

background.” (Bruce & Hogan, 1998: 269) 

 

Our contemporary society is filled with technology. Technological devices such as the 

mobile phone, GPS and the computer are seamlessly integrated in our daily 

activities. From playing a game to cleaning the house, one cannot escape being 

confronted with technology. It is hard to imagine our present without ingenious 

technological devices, because they disappear when they become intertwined with 

our daily life. We tend to lose sight of their ideologically manifested presence as they 

become absorbed in the spheres of our lives. 

 As technologies pass from being novel and fresh to the regular and familiar, 

both our understanding of technology and our understanding of self and the world 

changes. Technological ideologies become obscured in the folds of life. We change 

from concentrating on how technologies affect our daily life and practices to 

focussing on the technology as a value-neutral instrument that is able to change our 

future. We look at the world through the eyes of technology rather than at the 

technology and its ideological affiliations. However, in order to understand how 

technologies shape our social environments, they should not be understood merely 

as tools with the potential for changing the future. Rather, we need to understand 

them as ecologies: neither as extensions of human functionalities nor as 

representations, but as continuous cyclic processes.3 Because technologies are 

spheres that affect social atmospheres, attention needs to be paid to the politics of 

technology.4 This will enable a way to understand the myths surrounding our view on 

technology; to see how technological ideologies still haunt our contemporary thought. 

 Consider, for instance, the disappearance of purpose in the current 

understanding of computer technology. In the first half of the twentieth century, also 

referred to as the Computer Age, computational technology was seen as a novelty 

which required an original perspective to understand technology’s potential impact on 

                                                 
3 See Ihde (1990), Latour (1988) and Verbeek (2005). 
4 Boyle, G., D. Elliot & R. Roy (1977). The Politics of Technology. London: Longman.  
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the world. During that period of technological and scientific innovation, many 

computational devices were built (e.g., the Atanasoff-Berry Computer or ABC, 

Konrad Zuse’s Z3, Eckert and Mauchly’s ENIAC et cetera). Most of these devices 

were categorised via purpose. This concept would enable scientists to classify 

computers based on their capacity rather than on their usage, technology or design.5 

Amid the turmoil of world war and economic depression, intellectuals began to 

discuss the potential and the purpose of computing. To understand what computing 

could mean for humanity - how humans and technologies interact – the political and 

economic role of the computer as tool was negotiated. Because the technology was 

conceived as an instrument, purpose was understood as a functional attribute to the 

computational device. Though purpose provided a systematic method to qualify the 

design of a computer, it was complicated when used to describe human-computer 

interaction. It was the publication of Rosenblueth, Wiener and Bigelow’s “Behavior, 

Purpose and Teleology” in 1943 that made this difficulty of the concept purpose 

visible.6 This article, which would later be seen as one of the foundational works of 

cybernetics, redefined purpose as negative feedback in order to create a new, 

interdisciplinary perspective on the study of human-computer communication. It was, 

however, not until after World War II in 1950 that this concept of purpose was 

criticized by the thirty-one year old American philosopher, Richard Taylor. Even 

though computer technology may have lost some of its novel charm during World 

War II, it was through the horrors of war that its power as political tool came to the 

foreground. Theorists, scientists and philosophers began to realize how the 

development of computer technology was affiliated with politics and that the pre-war 

optimism needed to be replaced with a more critical perspective; that is, the tensions 

of war made the politics of technology visible. This visibility would bring purpose into 

the discussion of the philosophy of technology which would reach its climax in the 

cybernetics-Taylor dispute. I will argue that this debate describes and illuminates a 

change in the philosophy of technology: from the appearance to the disappearance 

of purpose. I do not wish to morally judge this change by denouncing the loss of 

purpose either as good or as bad, but rather to make purpose “re-appear”. By 
                                                 
5 Three types were distinguished: single purpose (i.e., computation of a single function), special 
purpose (i.e., computation of a limited set of functions) and general purpose (i.e., computation of a 
wide range of functions). The general purpose system would become the dominant method for 
designing computational capacities. 
6 Rosenblueth, A., Wiener, N. & J. Bigelow (1943). ‘Behavior, Purpose and Teleology’, Philosophy of 
Science, Vol. 10, No. 1 (Jan. 1943), pp. 18-24. 
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historically analyzing the cybernetics-Taylor debate published in Philosophy of 

Science and situating this within the socio-political context of the America of the 

1940’s, I will describe how our current understanding of human-computer interactions 

is haunted by an imaginary ideology based on the idea of purpose as tool. Though 

this limitation will not allow me to compare the American philosophy of technology 

with those that emerged in other countries, it will contribute to a specifically 

embedded understanding of the cybernetics-Taylor debate. It will create a frame of 

reference or ecology in which the disappearance of purpose can be situated. To 

avoid constructing yet another skin-deep analysis of the purpose dispute and to 

circumvent the risk of neglecting how this debate has shaped the current 

understanding of animate-inanimate communication, I will turn the dispute inside-out. 

By wandering through the efforts intended to define purpose, this quest to 

understand the disappearance of purpose will demonstrate that in order to let 

purpose re-appear, one should mobilise it. By reflecting on the cybernetic and 

Taylorian interpretations of purpose, a different perspective on purpose emerges; one 

that is not defined by arbitrary dichotomies or by either-or approaches, but one based 

on movement. One should push purpose out from the shadow of our inattention, 

because learning only grows from the unconcealed, broken shells of mistakes.  

   



 - 4 -

AAppppeeaarraannccee  ooff  CCyybbeerrnneettiicc  PPuurrppoossee::  11994400--11994433  
 

“It is purpose which enables a man to change leisure, from an invitation to 

a folly, into an occasion for living with a wisdom greater than that which 

even a bitter struggle for existence would make possible.” (Weiss, 1942: 

165) 

 

In the pursuit of purpose in the study of technology, one must leave the present 

behind and travel back to the beginning of the 1940’s; a decade well defined by 

World War II. In this period of global military conflict, European intellectuals fled from 

the Nazisification of Europe to America. This flight of knowledge would stimulate the 

intercultural exchange of scientific ideas. It created a fertile soil for scientific and 

technological development.  

 Prior to World War II, breakthroughs in physics (such as the theory of relativity 

and quantum theory emerging in the 1910’s and 1920’s), challenged the 

development of classical mechanics. It stimulated intellectuals to reflect on the 

relations between human knowledge and the physical world. The idea that the 

universe was one beautiful and vast mechanism declined (i.e., modelling real world 

bodies as point particles) and problems of knowledge were explained in terms of 

dynamics, multiplicity and energy. Around the same time, the term computing 

machine emerged. Originally used to refer to a person who did computations (i.e., a 

human computer), the fusion of automated calculations with programmability 

transformed the term to mean any machine that calculates in congruence with 

operational methods. Throughout the 1930’s and 1940’s, more powerful and flexible 

computing machines were invented. In the early 1930’s, the American engineer and 

science administrator, Vannevar Bush (1890 – 1974), presented the first large-scale 

automatic general-purpose analogue calculator, called the Differential Analyser. 

Bush’s device was built to solve certain classes of differential equations by 

integration, using wheel-and-disc mechanisms.7 His work on analogue computing, in 

particular his design of the Memex, would later be associated with the World Wide 

Web. In Berlin, from 1938 to 1941, the German computer engineer, Konrad Zuse 

                                                 
7 Bush, V. (1931). 'The differential analyzer, A new machine for solving differential equations,' Journal 
of the Franklin Institute 212, pp. 447-488.  
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(1910 – 1995), and his friends, demonstrated the possibility of building a 

programmable computer using a binary number system. Zuse’s device, Z3, was the 

first programmable binary computer. In 1943, the original device was destroyed 

during an Allied bombardment of Berlin. From 1937 to 1942 at Iowa State University, 

American physicist, John Vincent Atanasoff (1903 – 1995), and American inventor, 

Clifford Berry (1918 – 1963), built – what on October 19, 1973 was declared the 

world’s first – electronic digital computer: the Atanasoff-Berry Computer (ABC). To 

crack the Lorenz cipher machine of the German military during World War II, British 

engineer, Tommy Flowers – with the assistance of the German emigrated 

mathematician, Maxwell Neumann (1897 – 1984), and his research group Bletchley 

Park – designed and built Colossus. Built in 1943, the Colossus was one of the first 

electronic machines for digital information processing. The Electronic Numerical 

Integrator and Computer, ENIAC by abbreviation, was developed by American 

physicist, John Mauchly (1907 – 1980), and electrical engineer, John Presper Eckert 

(1919 – 1995), from 1942 to 1946. Funded by the American military, this ‘fifty-foot 

brain’ was designed to improve the accuracy of the American artillery firing tables.8 

Each one of these devices, in conjunction with other socio-political and technical 

developments, would help establish key features for modern computing. They 

presented the general-purpose computing machine as model for the brain. Using 

technical (i.e., technical device as brain) and computational (i.e., brain as computer 

and/or computer as brain) metaphors to describe and understand artificial and 

biological phenomena, would bestride thoughts for years to come.  

 The exigencies of the continuing war stimulated and funded the development 

of computational machines. It gave birth to a new academic discipline, what would 

later be known as cybernetics.      

 

 

Backdrop of “Behavior, Purpose, and Teleology” 
In 1943, the paper of neurophysiologist, Arturo Rosenblueth (1900 – 1970), 

mathematician, Norbert Wiener (1894 – 1964), and computer engineer, Julian 

Bigelow (1913 – 2003) “Behavior, Purpose, and Teleology” – which would eventually 

be considered as one of the founding papers of cybernetics – was published in the 
                                                 
8 'Answers by Eny: All-Electronic Super Calculator is a Whizz at Super Problems,’ Newsweek, 18 
February 1946. 
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American journal, Philosophy of Science (hereafter abbreviated PoS). The first issue 

of PoS appeared in January 1934 with William Marias Malisoff (1895 – 1948) as 

founding father and editor. The ex-Russian biochemist and research director of the 

Longevity Research Foundation (NY), a specialist in the properties of enzymes and 

hormones, had constructed an interdisciplinary channel dedicated to the flow of 

scientific investigation. Even though several other journals on the discipline 

philosophy of science existed, Malisoff differentiated his journal by joining intellectual 

curiosity with creative exuberance.9 His journal sought to furnish ‘a foil for philosophy 

and a check on old extravagances.’10 By concentrating on the cooperation between 

philosophy and science, Malisoff’s PoS responded to a growing intent among 

intellectuals to clarify and reconsider scientific and philosophical foundations (i.e., the 

programmes, methodologies and outcomes). Because PoS started publication in a 

period of political crisis in which science and philosophy were politically abused, 

Malisoff believed it was his and his contributors task to fight public deception. He 

argued that intellectuals should avoid specialized language. For Malisoff, the 

philosophy of science discipline served as a model for democracy where mankind is 

liberated from oppression and disunity, embodying the vision of ‘science as amity’: 

constructing science as a unified whole of socio-intellectual endeavours based on 

“dynamism” to resolve the defeat of oppressed scientific and philosophical 

disciplines.11  

 During World War II, PoS was almost completely boycotted by the Fascists. By 

no means did Malisoff take offence of this ostracism; in his editorial, ten years after 

PoS’s first publication, he states: 

 

“It [the boycott] was a compliment, accentuated by an actual 

effort to place some of their propaganda in our issue by 

contributors from visitors who managed to breathe softly now 

and then, “Hitler is really not so bad, after all.” Domestic 

Fascism too, leered at us. Poisonpen communications spotted 

us as a danger to Aryan supremacy (racism), the Lady Lourdes 
                                                 
9 In 1930, the Vienna Circle first published the journal, Erkenntnis. In 1912, George Sarton started the 
journal of the American History of Science Society called, Isis (Machamer & Silberstein: 2002). 
10 Malisoff, W.M. (1934). ‘What is Philosophy of Science?,’ Philosophy of Science, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Jan., 
1934). The University of Chicago Press: p. 1. 
11 Malisoff, W.M (1944). ‘Editorial: Philosophy of Science after Ten Years,’ Philosophy of Science, Vol. 
11, No. 1 (Jan., 1944). The University of Chicago Press: pp. 1-2. 
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(miracle-mongering) and the legions of crankism (outdoing 

God). Philosophy of Science was red baited!” (Malisoff, 1944: 1) 

 

Malisoff and his journal were denounced as Communists. Though it might seem as if 

he was surprised, Malisoff fell under FBI scrutiny for four year prior to the publication 

of this editorial, after having contacted ‘puppet master,’ Gaik Ovakimian; a leading 

espionage agent of the Soviet People’s Commissariat for International Affairs or 

NKVD (i.e., the secret police under Stalin’s regime).12  

 With PoS, Malisoff strived to harmonize fact and value in both science and 

philosophy. For Malisoff, PoS was ‘the analysis of the possibilities of investigating the 

actual.’13 Released in the stress and storm of economic and political crisis, the 

journal pronounced the need to deliberate on the virtue and ethics of science and 

philosophy. However, the topics discussed in PoS were shaped not only by the 

political and economic instability, but also by the ‘crisis of classical physics.’14 In the 

second half of the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century the 

understanding of the physical world changed when classical mechanics was 

gradually replaced by quantum mechanics. The classical concepts of statistical 

stability and objectivity - developed by Newton, Lagrange, Hamilton, Maxwell, Jacobi 

and Poincaré – were redefined using the quantum mechanical concept of relativity 

which described the physical world in terms of flux.15 After decades of experimental 

work, the ideology of classical physics to rationalize the world with stable laws 

deemed insufficient. Theorists transitionally began to reject the rationalist and 

deductive ideologies of modernity. The classical mechanical representation of a static 

reality characterized by natural existents proved to be too meagre. Whereas the 

classical mechanical body – which described the body in points that are determined 

by space and time coordinates – conceptualized the physical in mathematical terms, 

the quantum mechanical body – which describes the body as material object 

consisting of situational operations (such as thermal capacity, density, 

electromagnetic charge and so on) – conceptualized the physical in empirical 

                                                 
12 For information on the Cold War and Malisoff: How the Cold War Transformed Philosophy of 
Science: To the Icy Slopes of Logic (Reisch, 2005). 
13 Malisoff, 1934: 4. 
14 Esposito, G., Marmo, G. & G. Sudarshan (2004). From Classical to Quantum Mechanics. 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press: p. 4.  
15 Margenau, H. (1949). ‘Reality in Quantum Mechanics,’ Philosophy of Science, Vol. 16, No. 4 (Oct., 
1949). The University of Chicago Press: pp. 287-302. 
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terms.16 Unlike the classical mechanical body, the quantum body is characterized by 

discontinuity, relativity and reciprocity. It therefore broadened the bodily construct of 

space-time and provided a frame of reference for sensory data given in the cognitive 

process of perception. Reflectivity rather than rational objectivity is characteristic of 

this kind of thought. The quantum mechanical body rejects independence of physical 

objects and emphasizes what Whitehead (1929) has called ‘eternal objects’: the 

object as epigenesis of form.17 

 As response to the turn of events, PoS started to include a “Technical 

Scientific Section” in April 1941 and dedicated two symposia on quantum mechanics 

in 1949 and 1950. Under the editorship of Malisoff (and physicist John M. Reiner), 

the technical section embodied Malisoff’s drive to create a science of democracy 

based on ‘the social generalization of the biological integration of an organism with its 

homeostatic economy (from each organ accordingly to its ability and to each organ 

according to its needs).’18 In order to unify science and philosophy, and pass 

intellectual mythologies, he accentuated the relativity and conjugations between 

scientific disciplines. For Malisoff, the philosophy of science discipline should rise 

above segregation, bifurcation and disintegration through active cooperation.19 As the 

publications in PoS demonstrate, the crisis of physics as well the political and 

economic instability transformed how we understand the world. The perspective 

                                                 
16 See Gottfried Leibniz’s, The Principles of Philosophy known as Monadology (1714), in which he 
adopts the Pythagorean notion of the monad as the basic unit of perceptual reality; that is, the monad 
as point-soul. In “What is a Monad?” Malisoff redefines Leibniz’s notion. He states: ‘I should define a 
monad as a gene with a private character. […] Incomplete individuals like myself will keep on saying: 
there is no such thing as the monad. This parallels my denial of the universe, and of the history of the 
universe. Similarly there is no last monad (Leibniz had to turn them into points). My monads are 
infinitesimals in the modern sense, not actual zeros.’ (Malisoff, 1940: 3-6). 
17 Whitehead defines eternal objects as follows: ‘any entity whose conceptual recognition does not 
involve a necessary reference to any definite actual entities of the temporal world is called an ‘eternal 
object’’ (Whitehead, 1929: 44). Whitehead’s eternal objects appear to be related to the Deleuzian 
concept of the virtual. Like Deleuze’s virtuality, Whitehead’s eternal objects operate in the reality of 
emergence in which all forms are subject to creative evolution. This requires a double causation in 
which perception contains temporal aspects of the process of reality. In this process, actual agents are 
‘causa sui’: the physical and psychological are tied to the quantum event through creativity.   
18 Malisoff, W.M. (1946). ‘A Science, By and For the People,’ Philosophy of Science, Vol. 13, No. 2 
(Apr., 1946). The University of Chicago Press: p. 169. 
19 In “Interpretation of Contemporary Philosophy” Russell L. Ackoff, an American organizational 
theorist, joins the political-economic histories of the nineteenth and twentieth century to philosophical 
thoughts that dominated the 1940’s. He identifies three analogies: segregation (i.e., ‘disunify science 
by splitting science within itself, that is, to separate individual sciences by attempting to establish 
unique purposes for specific sciences which purposes cannot be harmonized’), bifurcation (i.e., 
‘disunify science by attempting to demonstrate that science presupposes another group whose object 
is a study or type of knowledge science is in- capable of deriving, and on which type of knowledge 
they say science depends’) and disintegration (i.e., ‘disunify science by denying that science has a 
unique purpose, or any purpose at all’) (Ackoff, 1946: 134-135). 
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turned from being static to one in a constant state of flux where people are both the 

measure and measurer of things. 

 

 

Beyond Classical Mechanics 
Although cybernetics as science was relatively young in the 1940’s, it continued a 

line of thought that was previously explored. Prior to cybernetics, American empirical-

idealist, Edgar Arthur Singer (1872 – 1654), published his Mind as Behavior (1924). 

This book presented a series of essays in which Singer shows that, because the 

‘mind is an ‘observable object’,’ it could be treated ‘as behaviour.’20 Singer argued 

against the classical mechanical conception of life, because it denies the chasm 

between mechanism and life. For him, no gap or break exists between the ‘pulse of 

life and the universal mechanism in which it arises.’21 In order to understand the 

behaviour of this pulse, Singer draws on purpose. Purpose here refers to a group of 

wavelike forms which move infinitely through the mechanism and behave in a 

manner of self-preservation. Purpose requires ‘adjustment and adaptation to the 

various mechanical situations through which in the course of its history the pulse 

freely passes.’22 According to Singer, a new thing emerges out of the purpose-drawn 

movement of form; and that thing is life.  

 In Singer’s experimental behaviourist endeavour, purpose takes a central 

position. By drawing on purpose, he defies the classical mechanical image of nature. 

He refutes the Bergsonian and Lockeian idea ‘that we start with a world and construct 

an immediate fact of consciousness.’23 The immediacy of consciousness, for Singer, 

is merely an ideal: a restriction to the abstract act of reasoning. Rather than adopting 

a classical mechanical concept of life, he describes it in terms of ‘virtual and actual 

behavior’: that is, life as a moving group of self-preserving processes.24 

  Other intellectuals followed Singer’s lead and also began to re-conceptualize 

methods to define life. American psychologist, Clark Leonard Hull (1884 – 1952), and 

later psychologist, Edward Chase Tolman (1886 – 1959), developed a molar (or 
                                                 
20 Singer, E.A. (1924). Mind as Behavior and Studies in Empirical Idealism. Columbus, Ohio: Adams & 
Co., p. vi. 
21 Ibid., p. 64. 
22 Ibid., p. 64. 
23 Ibid., p. 26. 
24 Ibid., p. 96. Singer defines virtual behaviour as ‘the behavior we should have reason to expect if 
such and such experiments were tried’ or ‘the calculus of probabilities’. (Singer, 1924: 93) 
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purposive) perspective on extended behavioural patterns.25 Opposed to what is 

known as Watson’s early molecular behaviourism, molar behaviourism explains 

behaviour in terms of goal-directedness.26 Instead of concentrating on actions or 

reactions of an animate system at a given moment (i.e., flexing a muscle), behaviour 

is placed in a larger temporal framework (i.e., riding a bicycle). From this perspective, 

momentary (re)actions are regarded as abstractions.  

 American semiotician and philosopher, Charles W. Morris (1903 – 1979), can 

also be associated with Singer’s experimentalism. Following his PhD-advisor, the 

American pragmatist philosopher, George Herbert Mead (1863 – 1931), Morris 

adopted a social behaviourist stance towards the study of language and signs.27 His 

efforts to create a theory of communication would eventually be embodied in his book 

Sign, Language, and Behavior (1946). For Morris, ‘[e]very sign involves behavior, for 

a sign must have an interpretant and an interpretant is a disposition to a response.’28 

Every sign is said ‘to control behavior in the way something else would exercise 

control if it were present.’29 Consequently, Morris’s approach classified signs and the 

meaning of signs based on their purposive behaviour. It should be noted, however, 

that Morris does not distinguish between what type of behaviour a sign tends to 

produce and the type of behaviour its user desires to produce.30  

In these and similar accounts, purpose takes a central position in the method 

of study. Wiener, Rosenblueth and Bigelow’s article would parallel the perspectives 

of Singer, Hull, Tolman and Morris by ascribing purpose to the study of animate and 

inanimate systems. The teleologic scheme of Wiener and his associates should, 

however, not be confused with Jacques Monod’s teleonomy and ‘molecular 

cybernetics.’31 French biologist, Monod (1910 – 1976), studied phenomena on a 

molecular level in order to explain the functional and structural purpose of living 
                                                 
25 See Hull (1943), Tolman (1948) and Baum (2002). 
26 Watson, who coined the term behaviourism, advocated what would be known as an introspective 
approach to psychology. This approach focussed on the central nervous system and refuted the idea 
that consciousness was a legitimate object of study (see Watson: 1912 & 1920). 
27 Charles Morris was a student of Mead at the University of Chicago in the 1920’s. Morris’s position 
emphasized the embedment of communication in the behaviour of organisms (Morris, 1932). Signs 
are regarded as being existent in a natural world that only arise in social conduct; they only arise as 
behavioural responses to stimuli. For Morris, subjectivity needs to be eliminated in any theory of signs 
(Morris, 1931). He was also involved in the unity of science movement.  
28 Morris, C.W. (1946). Signs, Language, and Behavior. New York: Prentice-Hall, p. 187. 
29 Ibid., p. 95. 
30 Kattsoff, L.O. (1948). ‘What is Behavior?,’ Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, Vol. 9, No. 
1 (Sep. 1948). International Phenomenological Society: pp. 98-102. 
31 Monod, J. (1971). Chance and Necessity: An Essay on the Natural Philosophy of Modern Biology. 
New York: Knopf. 
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organisms. In contrast with the cybernetic approach, Monod’s teleonomy produced 

complex entities while disregarding foresight. 

 

  

Cybernetic Developments of the 1940’s 
Although teleology as philosophical study dates back to classical Greek philosophy, 

using design and purpose to analyze self-regulated machines can be associated with 

the British social-liberal politician, Leonard Trelawny Hobhouse (1864 – 1929).32 In 

Development and Purpose: an essay towards a philosophy of evolution (1913), he 

solved the problem of development by moving away from the ‘ruthless doctrine’ of the 

‘biological [evolutionary] conception of the expansion of life,’ because it failed to 

reveal the productive purpose of development.33 He outlined the constructive 

doubling of purposive forms by referring to self-regulated machines. The machine 

was conceived as a whole; as correlating instinct and individual experience with 

“social” purpose which guides the direction of development.  

  Three decades later in the 1940’s, three essays and two books were published 

which would provide the ‘birth certificate of cybernetics.’34 American 

neurophysiologist and creative bionic engineer, Warren Sturgis McCulloch (1898 – 

1969), together with neurophysiologist and logician, Walter Pitts (1923 – 1969), 

published their seminal essay on neural networks called, “A Logical Calculus of the 

Ideas Immanent in Nervous Activity” (1943). Abreast of the work of German 

philosopher, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646 – 1716), McCulloch and Pitts 

questioned whether Leibniz’s monadology could be applied to computational devices. 

That is, whether the nervous system could be conceived as a universal 

computational device. They sought to understand the functions of the nervous 

system in order to analyse the experience of an idea.35 In the same year bio-

engineer, Jerome Lettvin (born 1920), would introduce Pitts to Norbert Wiener, who 

in January had published his paper, “Behavior, Purpose, and Teleology” collectively 

                                                 
32 See Cordeschi (2002) on Hobhouse and the artificial, and Cowen & Shenton (1996) on Hobhouse 
and his concept of development.  
33 Hobhouse, L.T. (1913). Development and Purpose: as essay towards a philosophy of evolution, 
London, MacMillan: p. 197. 
34 Latil, P. de (1953). La Pensee artificielle - Introduction a la cybernetique. Transl. Artificial thought - 
Introduction to cybernetics. Paris: Gallimard. 
35 McCulloch, W.S. & W.H. Pitts (1943). ‘A Logical Calculus of the Ideas Immanent in Nervous 
Activity,’ Bulletin of Mathematical Biophysics, 5: pp. 115-133. 
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with Mexican physiologist, Arturo Rosenblueth Stearns (1900 – 1970), and computer 

engineer, Julian Bigelow (1913 – 2003), in PoS.36 Julian Bigelow, who graduated in 

electrical engineering and mathematics at MIT, had worked with Wiener during World 

War II on the creation of self-regulating weapons.37 In 1946, Wiener would 

recommend Bigelow to von Neumann. This collaboration would result in the Institute 

for Advanced Study (IAS). Bigelow would also become a designer of the ENIAC. 

Unlike Bigelow, Rosenblueth had a different area of expertise than Wiener: 

physiology. Despite their difference in schooling, they shared a similar perspective on 

‘methodological issues of science: (1) faith in the unity of science, […] (2) a positive 

attitude towards philosophical analysis that has the potential to accelerate the 

forward movement of science, (3) acceptance of the epistemological principle that 

knowledge can only be knowledge of relation-structure.’38 After their first 

acquaintance in 1933 at the Philosophy of Science Club at Harvard, Wiener and 

Rosenblueth would remain companions for years to come.  

 In 1944, one year after the publication in PoS, Hungarian American 

mathematician, “Johnny” von Neumann (1903 – 1957), and Australian economist, 

Oskar Morgenstern (1902 – 1977), published their 640-page book, Theory of Games 

and Economic Behavior. This book gave birth to the mathematical theory of 

economic and social organization based on ‘games of strategy’, and harvested a new 

intellectual field called game theory.39  

 Inspired by the Teleological Society, McCulloch and the Josiah Macy Jr. 

Foundation initiated the Macy Conferences in New York from 1946 to 1953. 

Scientists from a variety of fields (i.e., mathematics, psychology, engineering, 

sociology, biophysics, anthropology and so on) participated in order to establish a 

collective vocabulary cogent enough to deal with inter-disciplinary convolutions. 

These meetings accentuated the need for intellectual inter-disciplinarity.  

In 1948, around the time of the fifth Macy Conference, Circular Causal and 

Feedback Mechanisms in Biological and Social Systems, Norbert Wiener published 

                                                 
36 Rosenblueth, A., Wiener, N. & J. Bigelow (1943). 
37 Markoff, J. (2003). ‘Julian Bigelow, 89, Mathematician and Computer Pioneer,’ The NY Times, 
February 22, 2003. Retrieved from: http://www.nytimes.com/2003/02/22/business/julian-bigelow-89-
mathematician-and-computer-pioneer.html (13-7-2009).  
38 Masani, P.R. (1990). Norbert Wiener: 1894 – 1964. Basel, Birkhaüser Verlag: p. 198. 
39 Von Neumann, J. & O. Morningstern (1944). Theory of Games and Economic Behavior. Princeton, 
Princeton Univeristy Press, p. 1.  
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his book Cybernetics, or Control and Communication in the Animal and Machine.40 

This publication is recognized as the birth of cybernetics because it gave a name to 

the study of animate and inanimate interactions. In the same year, American 

mathematician and engineer, Claude Elwood Shannon (1916 – 2001), published his 

article, “A Mathematical Theory of Communication”, in two parts in The Bell System 

Technical Journal (1948). In this paper, Shannon extended the general theory of 

communication by incorporating ‘the effect of noise in the channel, and the savings 

possible due to the statistical structure of the original message and due to the nature 

of the final destination of the information.’41 He introduced the concept of entropy as 

a model for uncertainty. It was, however, not until 1963, when Shannon in 

collaboration with American mathematician, Warren Weaver (1894 – 1978), 

published The Mathematical Theory of Communication that Shannon’s information 

theory became popularized.42  

 These joint intellectual efforts of the 1940’s would give rise to what can be 

characterized as the ‘period of engineering cybernetics.’43 Although each theorist 

intended to create an interdisciplinary philosophy of science, they all interpreted 

cybernetics somewhat differently. McCulloch’s cybernetics would be identified as 

biological or second order cybernetics which concentrated on the functioning of the 

nervous system of the observer.44 Von Neumann’s work smoothly meandered into 

computer science, artificial intelligence and robotics. Wiener’s cybernetics became 

joined with electrical and system engineering. Cybernetics should therefore not be 

conceived as a unified movement, but as a continuous convolutional process.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
40 Retrieved from: http://www.asc-cybernetics.org/foundations/history/MacySummary.htm (10-7-2009)  
41 Shannon, C.E. (1948). ‘A Mathematical Theory of Communication,’ The Bell System Technical 
Journal, Vol. 27, July & October: pp. 379-423, 623-656. Retrieved from: http://cm.bell-
labs.com/cm/ms/what/shannonday/shannon1948.pdf (8-7-2009) 
42 Weaver, W. & S.E. Shannon (1963). The Mathematical Theory of Communication, Illinois: University 
of Illinois.  
43 Umpleby, S. A. (2005).  ‘A History of the Cybernetics Movement in the United States,’  Journal of the 
Washington Academy of Sciences, Vol. 91, No. 2, Summer 2005, pp. 54-66. 
44 See Umpleby (2005), Von Foerster (1974) and Bateson, G. & M. Mead (1977). 
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Bigelow, Rosenblueth & Wiener’s Purpose 
Bigelow, Rosenblueth and Wiener’s, “Behavior, Purpose, and Teleology”, was one of 

the first attempts to bring ‘an interscienfitic institute to fruition.’45 It sought to single 

out predictive behaviour to construct an ever-expanding behaviourist model. The 

cyberneticians contended that this classification scheme was ‘applicable to both 

machines and living organisms, regardless of the complexity of the behavior.’46 It 

broadened Darwin’s evolutionary theory by blurring the distinctions between 

organism and machine. In order to obfuscate these differences, the authors explicitly 

distinguished their behaviourist approach from functionalism. Whereas a behaviourist 

approach ‘consists in the examination of the output of the object and of the relations 

of this output to the input,’ a functionalist approach provides an explanation for the 

organizational structure and properties of an entity.47 The distinction between a 

behaviourist and functionalist methodology can therefore be found in the relation 

between the object studied and its surroundings. In behaviourism, the connections 

between an object and its surroundings are essential, whereas in functionalism, 

these connections are considered to be relatively incidental. For the cyberneticians, 

this was the reason why functionalism was not an effective method for studying 

(in)animate behaviour.   

 To avoid functionalism, the authors proposed a teleological classification 

scheme. According to the cyberneticians, only this scheme – by drawing on purpose 

– was suited for the study of machines and neural behaviour. Purpose here denoted 

that ‘the act or behavior may be interpreted as directed toward the attainment of a 

goal – i.e., to a final condition in which the behaving object reaches a definite 

correlation in time or in space with respect to another object or event.’48 As 

benchmark for active behaviour, purpose could then be divided into purposeless 

(random) and purposeful behaviour.49 It is important to note that purpose is ‘the 

awareness of “voluntary activity”.’50 When an act is performed voluntarily, the actor 

does not control the will or movement of specific muscles because of the general 

                                                 
45 Wiener, N. (1948). Cybernetics: or Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, p. 8. 
46 Rosenblueth, Wiener & Bigelow, 1943: 22. 
47 Ibid., p. 18. 
48 Ibid., p. 18.  
49 Active behaviour, as opposed to passive behaviour, ‘is that in which the object is the source of the 
output energy involved in a given specific reaction’ (p. 18). 
50 Ibid., p. 19.  
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ignorance regarding which muscles to move in order to accomplish the act. Rather, 

action is regulated by ‘some measure of the amount by which it has not yet been 

accomplished.’51 That is, the act is regulated by negative feedback. A specific 

purpose is selected to accomplish an act instead of controlling the reaction 

automatically following the act. By regarding purpose (or, the awareness of voluntary 

activity) as physiological fact, Wiener and his associates remove the mechanist-

vitalist debate by introducing a human relation in the study of the transmittal and 

return of information.  

 Bigelow, Rosenblueth and Wiener define their experimental teleology as 

‘purpose controlled by negative feedback.’52 They state that, in principle, all 

purposeful behaviour requires negative feedback: signals from the directed goal are 

incorporated in the act of a goal-directed object. This enables them to subdivide 

purposeful active behaviour into two classes: teleological (i.e., feedback) and non-

teleological (i.e., non-feedback). By using teleology as classification scheme, the 

authors accentuate the overlap of methodologies to study animal and self-regulated 

machinelike behaviour. A functionalist study, on the other hand, would reveal the 

differences between the two. Although the cyberneticians address three functional 

differences between animate and inanimate behaviour, they are primarily used to 

demonstrate the closed-box perspective of functionalism.53 Functionalism 

theoretically minimizes complexity because it ‘assumes that a number of variables 

are only loosely coupled with the rest of those belonging to the system.’54 In the 

cybernetic study of behaviour the problem is not a determinate one (i.e., a non-

feedback problem), but rather one of feedback. Rosenblueth, Wiener and Bigelow’s 

cybernetic teleology opens up the closed-box view of functionalism. Their open-box 

point of view avoids problems of initial and final causality by grasping the object 

studied in its entirety. Cybernetic teleology and purpose acquires feedback-relations 

for active behaviour. By redefining purpose beyond its regular connotations (i.e., 

                                                 
51 Wiener, 1948: 97.  
52 Rosenblueth, Wiener & Bigelow, 1943: 23.  
53 The following differences between machine and living organism are mentioned. First, the structural 
difference between both entities: ‘organisms are mainly colloidal […] complex and anisotropic; 
machines are chiefly metallic and include mainly simple molecules’ (pp. 22-23). Second, the energetic 
difference: ‘machines [contain the] mobilization of energy, whereas in organisms the energy […] is not 
very mobile’ (p. 23). Third, the difference in scope and flexibility of energy: ‘[s]cope and flexibility are 
achieved in machines largely by temporal multiplication of effects […] In organisms, spatial 
multiplication, rather than temporal, is the rule’ (p.23).  
54 Ibid., p. 319. 
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purpose as consciousness and/or intent), the perspective on the studied object has 

changed. As postmodern literary critic, Katherine Hayles (born 1943 - present), 

states,  

  

“The important tension now is not between science [Newton 

causality] and God [Christian teleology] but between purpose and 

randomness. Purpose achieved through negative feedback is the 

way that goal-seeking devices deal with a probabilistic universe. By 

implication, the proper cosmological backdrop for the workings of 

teleological mechanisms is neither the cosmos infused by divine 

purpose as imagined by Christians nor the world of infinite 

predictability as dreamed by LaPlace but a Gibbesian universe of 

probalistic relations and entropic decay.” (Hayles, 1999: 95) 

 

The classification scheme presented in “Behavior, Purpose, and Teleology” presents 

a certain kind of “objective” teleology based on formalism and experimental 

analogies. It rejects the mechanical framework – which holds that the ends and 

means in (in)organic systems are separate – and fuses the means and ends into a 

dissoluble whole.55  

  

 

Cybernetic Purpose: Continuity of Action 
How did the cyberneticians change purpose, and what is realized from their 

“formalistic” teleology? First, it should be noted that the cyberneticians’ plan of action 

was to construct a transdisciplinary perspective based on connectivity. This was 

realized by blurring and loosening the arbitrary boundaries between animate and 

inanimate systems using purpose. In order to understand the world and our life, 

purpose was hybridized. Second, by conceptualizing purpose as a hybrid, the 

cyberneticians underline the movement and mobility of purpose. Means and ends are 

no longer fundamentally separate (dualistic), but are interconnected. They are the 

reticular veins of behaviour. This enabled the authors to emphasize the integration of 

                                                 
55 Latta, R. (1907-1908). ‘Purpose,’ Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, New Series, Vol. 8 (1907-
1908), pp. 17-32. 



 - 17 -

matter and life, thereby accentuating the similarities between machines and 

organisms.  

 Although cybernetic purpose solved the mechanist-vitalist debate, its 

insistence on exact notions was received with scepticism.56 Psychologists, social 

scientists and philosophers, for instance, contested the cybernetic assumption that 

humans behave and have the same formal identity as machines. Also, the cybernetic 

assumption that behaviour can be studied as a formal problem of foresight was 

problematic. Cybernetics was accused of excluding politics, economics and other 

social stratifications in the study of behaviour. Because the cybernetic approach was 

too systematic and formalistic, it failed to delineate the social embedment of acts.  

 Amid the political and economic turmoil of the United States in the beginning 

of the 1940’s, the cybernetics turned purpose into a scheme for controlling and 

designing behaviour. This view on animal-machine behaviour sought to lose 

specializations of form or function, embracing the intermixing of acts. Because 

computational devices were novelties generally used for military purposes, the 

relation between technology and ideology became a topic of scientific discussion. 

The rapid developments in computer technology, political turmoil, economic tensions 

and the crisis of physics conjointly triggered the cyberneticians to introduce a fresh 

concept of purpose. It was Rosenblueth, Wiener and Bigelow who put purpose and 

teleology into view for the study of animal-computer communication. Nowadays, their 

article is interpreted as the manifesto which kicked-off of the development of 

cybernetics as a science. This essay, however, not only affected the inter-disciplinary 

study of cybernetics, but also sparked a controversy. A controversy between the 

“founding fathers” of cybernetics and a relatively unknown American philosopher; a 

controversy of matter and life, and matter and mind; a controversy in which purpose 

re-appeared. 

                                                 
56 Macrae, D.G. (1951). ‘Cybernetics and Social Science,’ The British Journal of Sociology, Vol. 2, No. 
2 (Jun., 1951). Blackwell Publishing: pp. 135-149. 
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TThhrreeaatteenniinngg  CCyybbeerrnneettiicc  PPuurrppoossee    

 

“[T]his war has flung philosophy from two sides into an ultimate crisis: on 

the one hand, in its relation to science; on the other hand, in its relation to 

metaphysical issues entailed by this war. The philosopher is confronted by 

the task both of appropriating anew the meaning of science, and of 

deciding the battle between systems of thought and value whose 

degenerate representatives are the catchwords employed by Democracy 

and Fascism.” (Cref, 1942: 166-167) 

 

In the midst of the political extremities of World War II, intellectuals began to discuss 

the social responsibility of science. Since World War I, science had become 

politicized, particularly in the United States. During this war, a growing governmental 

interest emerged in ‘controlling and modifying human behavior.’57 This ‘gave rise to a 

new conception of the relevance of the scientific study of man for political practice, 

and indirectly affected the line of development […] of social sciences.’58 This trend of 

putting scientific expertise to political use continued during World War II. 

Governmental and economic institutions increasingly employed scientists and 

research institutes in order to gain military superiority. Scientists in different areas of 

expertise were brought together to design and build military systems. Applied 

experimental psychology, for instance, was used to optimise machines for human 

operation. Because the military had joined these psychologists with engineers, 

mathematicians and other scientists, the interstices between human and machine 

engineering became visible. It was during the war, that this field would develop a 

‘design philosophy that considered human capabilities and limitations.’59 The 

application of science to the design and construction of machines for human use 

became politicized.  

 In response to this politicization, scientists began consider whether science 

was a friend or foe. Intellectuals faced the difficult task of redefining the meanings of 

science and the scientist. It became evident that science and philosophy were 
                                                 
57 Shils, E.A. (1949). ‘Social Science and Social Policy,’ Philosophy of Science, Vol. 16, No. 4 (Oct., 
1949). The University of Chicago Press: p. 222. 
58 Ibid., p. 222. 
59 Koppes, L.L. (2007). Historical Perspectives in Industrial and Organizational Psychology. New York, 
Routledge: p. 247. 
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pushed into a state of crisis, because they were caught in an ideological struggle. Not 

only the politicization, but also the abstraction of scientific vocabularies and 

methodologies became problematic. Abstraction was interpreted as the failure of 

science to take on social responsibility.60 To abstract was to neglect ideology. Self-

taught American philosopher and Whitehead enthusiast, James Kern Feibleman 

(1904 – 1987), has described this phenomenon as ‘the mythology of science’ in 

which ‘abstractions […] become supercharged with value-content.’61 When 

abstractions are naturalized and materialized, they tend to obscure ‘affective vividity’: 

abstraction is presented with actual value rather than symbolic value.62 For 

Feibleman, science is not an abstract quest for truth which should be negligent to 

affectivity, but rather continuously affected and shaped by the good (ethics), the 

beautiful (aesthetics), and the worshipful (power).   

 Like Feibleman, legal philosopher, Jerome Frank (1889 – 1957), also 

accentuates subjectivity and the constructiveness of abstractions in his essay, “The 

Place of the Expert in a Democratic Society” (1949). Both point out that the world is a 

place of action in which people construct their own image of reality. Space, time and 

the force of rule (in this case science) are not insurmountable, but in a state of flux. 

Both accentuate how modern thought has bifurcated science and morality through 

the uncritical appropriation of values and human-made mythologies. Whereas 

Feibleman reflects on the role of science, Frank reflects on role of the scientist. He 

argues that science ‘is a function of the pride and prejudice of the scientific tycoons,’ 

in which facts are nothing more than representations of ideals: ‘they symbolize 

hopes, aspirations, aims, goals.’63 Although Feibleman and Frank express their 

concerns on the meaning of science and the scientist somewhat differently, both 

emphasize how science is related to subjectivity. That is, in order to liberate science, 

one should understand the human dimension of science. 

 During and after World War II, intellectuals could not help but wonder how 

freedom could be maintained when science was rationalized, dehumanized and even 

                                                 
60 Gerr, S. (1942). ‘Language and Science: The Rational, Functional, Language of Science and 
Technology,’ Philosophy of Science, Vol. 9, No. 2 (Apr., 1942). The University of Chicago Press: pp. 
146-161. 
61 Feibleman, J.K. (1944). ‘The Mythology of Science,’ Philosophy of Science, Vol. 11, No. 2 (Apr., 
1944). The University of Chicago Press: pp. 117-121. Further reading: Lachs, J. & R.B. Talisse (2008). 
American Philosophy: an encyclopaedia. New York, Routledge: p. 282.   
62 Ibid., p. 118. 
63 Frank, J. (1949). ‘The Place of the Expert in a Democratic Society,’ Philosophy of Science, Vol. 16, 
No. 1 (Jan., 1949). The University of Chicago Press: pp. 13-14. 
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bureaucratized. This modernist disposition, on the one hand, strived towards the de-

politicization of science: ‘the liberation of science and the scientification of 

liberalism.’64 On the other hand, it also acknowledged the limitations and 

uncontrollability of human thought. Discussing the role of science and the scientist 

would continue to dominate intellectual debates for years to come. 

 

 

Teleology as Science of the Century 
In the late 1947, William Malisoff died unexpectedly from a heart attack, leaving his 

journal and the Philosophy of Science Association (i.e., the organization engaged in 

the publication of PoS, the sponsoring of conventions and the awarding of prices) in 

a predicament. Charles West Churchman (1913 – 2004), an American system 

theorist and philosopher, would eventually become Malisoff’s successor. Churchman 

had worked closely with Malisoff at PoS in the 1940’s.65 He had a critical attitude 

towards logical empiricism and a leftist perspective on the philosophy of science, 

which he shared with Malisoff. The deaths of Malisoff and Austrian philosopher of 

science, Otto Neurath (1882 – 1945), two years earlier, both leading figures in the 

unity of science movement, stimulated a debate on the possible cooperation between 

Malisoff’s PoS and Neurath’s Erkenntnis. Even though Malisoff was not engaged in 

logical empiricism, logical-positivist and physicist, Philipp Frank (1884 – 1966), 

German philosopher, Rudolf Carnap (1891 – 1970), American semiotician, Charles 

Morris (1903 – 1979), Austrian philosopher, Herbert Feigl (1902 – 1988), and logical-

empiricist, Hans Reichenbach (1891 – 1953), began discussing the opportunity to 

better the collaboration between the leftist PoS and the unity of science movement. 

Feigl and Reichenbach pleaded for a more critical attitude of the movement, whereas 

Frank and Morris argued for a more social and humanist direction. Because 

Churchman was a profound critic of logical empiricism, his position as the chosen 

substitute for Malisoff was criticized by Reichenbaum and Feigl. Despite their 

resistance, Churchman eventually positioned himself as editor of PoS. The 

presidency, however, was given to Frank in 1948. 

                                                 
64 Churchman, C.W. (1949). ‘Editorial: Philosophy of Science and Liberalism,’ Philosophy of Science, 
Vol. 16, No. 1 (Jan., 1949). The University of Chicago Press: p. 1. 
65 Reisch, G.A. (2005).  
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Regardless of the organizational commotion in those days, the Philosophy of Science 

Association (hereafter abbreviated PoS Association) organised several symposia. 

Akin to McCulloch’s Macy Conferences which were organised around the same time, 

the PoS symposia dealt with ways to bring scientific disciplines closer together. On 

December, 27th and 28th in 1947, the PoS Association held a joint symposium in 

Chicago, called What the Natural Scientist Need from the Social Scientist, with 

Section L of the international non-profit organization, American Association for the 

Advancement of Science (AAAS). Rather than reiterating the standard theme on how 

physical science can contribute to social sciences, the symposium explored the 

opposite: how social sciences can assist physics. The theme was a response to the 

general assumption that physical sciences ‘were the only helpers or saviours, and the 

social sciences the only needers for help.’66 Organized in a period framed by looming 

rumours of war, the symposium evaluated the possibility of science as a collective 

unity. However, there remained disagreement whether social sciences could satisfy 

the needs involved in answering physical questions. Certain intellectuals maintained 

that the immaturity of social sciences did not counterbalance the maturity of physics, 

while others stressed that the continuous advances in social sciences should not be 

underestimated. Yet, notwithstanding this difference in opinion, it was generally 

recognised that social sciences was needed to apply the knowledge gained from 

physics, that social sciences could help science in general by implementing a ‘sense 

of social responsibility.’67  

 Regardless of its putative immaturity, social scientists were eager to 

incorporate the quantum mechanical vocabulary. This enabled social scientists to 

describe social phenomena as dynamic fluxes characterized by instability and 

variation. Because reducing social phenomena to relatively stable and predictable 

generalizations was problematic, social sciences were confronted with the problem of 

developing techniques and methods that would allow social scientists to find certainty 

in a world of flux. This rather paradoxical quest for certainty and controllability in a 

precarious and dynamic world would partly lead to the assumption that “the social” is 

                                                 
66Adams, J.S. Jr. (1948). ‘A Symposium: What the Natural Scientist Needs from the Social Scientist - 
Introductory Remarks,’ Philosophy of Science, Vol. 15, No. 2 (Apr., 1948). The University of Chicago 
Press: p. 83.  
67 Butts, C.F. (1948). ‘Science and Social Responsibility,’ Philosophy of Science, Vol. 15, No. 2 (Apr., 
1948). The University of Chicago Press: p. 100. 
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epistemologically and ontologically identical to the biophysical.68 The appropriation of 

the quantum mechanical vocabulary in social sciences can be understood as an 

attempt to correlate two different scientific disciplines. 

 Despite this endeavour to unify science, the distinction between formal (i.e., 

mathematics) and factual (i.e., empirical science) remained. This epistemological and 

dualistic basis of the philosophy of science rested on ‘the role of methods in 

science.’69 Formal science sought abstract models that were equivalent to 

experience (i.e., experience -> abstraction), whereas factual science struggled to 

embody abstraction into an entity of a homogeneous form (i.e., abstraction -> 

experience). To avoid the difficulty of metaphysical dualism and to reconstruct 

science beyond the conflict between mechanics and naturalism, intellectuals 

proposed a teleological (r)evolution in science and philosophy. PoS editor 

Churchman, for instance, argued that cybernetics proved that ‘science must turn 

teleological in its method.’70 He states, 

 

“[W]hat is badly needed is a “reconstruction” of science in which 

teleological concepts are “basic.” “Directly observable,” “law,” 

etc., are now to be explicated in terms of “means-end,” 

“purpose,” “efficiency,” “feedback,” and the like. I do not say that 

such a reconstruction would be any more “final” than any other; 

it would simply be a lot more useful to science today.” 

(Churchman, 1950: 166) 

 

Churchman’s call for teleology ‘as science of this century’ should not be confused 

with the teleology of Thales, Aristotle or Kant; Churchman refers to an ‘experimental 

teleology.’71 Churchman argued that this experimental teleology would not only 

provide a useful schema for the philosophy of science, but also created a different 

                                                 
68 Bain, R. (1949). ‘Natural Science and Value-Policy,’ Philosophy of Science, Vol. 16, no. 3 (Jul., 
1949). The University of Chicago Press: pp. 182-192. 
69 Rosenblueth, A. & N. Wiener (1945). ‘The Role of Models in Science,’ Philosophy of Science, Vol. 
12, No. 4 (Oct., 1945). The University of Chicago Press: pp. 316-321. 
70 Churchman, C.W. (1950). ‘Logical Reconstructionism,’ Philosophy of Science, Vol. 17, No. 2 (Apr., 
1950). The University of Chicago Press: p. 166. 
71 Churchman, C.W. & R.L. Ackoff (1951). 
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perspective on the philosophy of life.72 Echoing the cyberneticians, his teleology 

sought to transform science from being discipline-confined to being inter-disciplinary.  

 Churchman advocated cybernetic teleology as the means to reconstruct 

science and philosophy, whereas others doubted whether cybernetic teleology would 

change our intellectual and social reality profoundly. In spite of its practical 

significance, cybernetic teleology was disputed because it was based on a positive 

ethical assessment of technology. It was based on the following assumptions: (1) 

technologies are value-neutral and controllable artefacts, and (2) enhancing human 

capacities with technology is desirable. These assumptions, however, disregard how 

technology can be adapted for social or political reform purposes, modifying the 

problem of the social engagement of technology into an analytical one based on 

prediction and control.73  

 

 

Assembling the Controversy of Purpose 
American metaphysical philosopher, Richard Taylor (1919 – 2003), was one of the 

intellectuals who criticized cybernetic teleology. He rejected the idea that teleology 

should be restricted to the study of information transmission and refused to accept 

the cybernetic assumption that purposeful behaviour can be studied from the 

“outside”. Seven years after the publication of the cybernetic manifesto, Taylor 

published his critique in PoS to demonstrate how cybernetics pulled purpose and 

teleology out of shape. According to Taylor, the cybernetic framework confused 

machine-originated with human-originated behaviour. As a result, cybernetics ignored 

that purposeful behaviour also derives from the desires of human actors.  

 Richard Taylor received his BA from the University of Illinois in 1941, his MA 

from Oberlin College in 1949, and his PhD in philosophy from Brown University in 

1951.74 Schooled by Roderick Milton Chisholm (1916 – 1999), who is ‘widely 

regarded as one of the most creative, productive and influential American 

philosophers of the twentieth century,’ Taylor was Curt Ducasse at Brown 

                                                 
72 Britton, G.A. & H. McCallion (1994). ‘An Overview of the Singer/Churchman/Ackoff School of 
Thought,’ Systems Practice, Vol. 7, No. 5: pp. 487-522. 
73 Macrae, D.G. (1951).  
74 Taylor, R. & P. Van Inwagen (1980). Time and Cause: Essays Presented to Richard Taylor. 
Dordrecht: Reidel Publishing Company. 
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University.75 Together with philosopher, Keith Lehrer (born 1936 - present), he 

became the PhD supervisor of philosopher, Peter van Inwagen (born 1942 - present), 

at the University of Rochester. Van Inwagen would later present his book, Time and 

Cause (1980), to Richard Taylor on the occasion of his sixtieth birthday. In 1985, 

Taylor retired as professor at Brown, Colombia and Rochester. 

 As a philosopher, Taylor is perhaps best known for his work on metaphysics. 

His published books include: Metaphysics (1963b), Action and Purpose (1966), Good 

and Evil: A New Direction (1970) and Virtue Ethics (1991).76 Even though he was 

inspired by the pessimistic nineteenth century German philosopher, Arthur 

Schopenhauer (1788 – 1860), he discarded the work of Immanuel Kant (1724 – 

1804). Profoundly influenced by ancient Greek philosophy, Taylor rejected the 

analytic movement of the early twentieth century. For instance, in his essay, “In 

‘Justification’ of Memories and the Analogy of Vision” (1956), he argues that the 

analytic perspective on memory (i.e., memory differs from visual perception in its 

partialness and pastness) is analogue to solipsism. To Taylor, no significant 

difference between vision and memory exists (that is, except between spatial and 

temporal distance); they are circularly verifiable. He therefore concluded that the 

justification of memory and vision is one and the same problem. 

 Taylor actively participated in all kinds of philosophical discussions. From 

1963, for example, his view on fatalism became the topic of discussion in The 

Philosophical Review.77 Three critics (e.g., Bruce Aune, John Turk Sauders and 

Raziel Abelson) argued that a number of Taylor’s expressions were misleading. They 

claimed that Taylor confused concepts of power, ability and capacity. As a result of 

this confusion, Taylor abolished all modal distinctions.78 Taylor replied by stating that 

his critics inaccurately treated all his expressions synonymously. He kept his initial 

position that certain propositions are made true or false by human acts in time, the 

law of excluded middle was therefore applicable both to past and future.  
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77 Taylor, R. (1963a). ‘A Note on Fatalism,’ The Philosophical Review, Vol. 72, No. 4 (Oct., 1963), pp. 
497-499. 
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Van Inwagen has characterized Taylor as ‘a masterful dialectician.’79 “Negative 

Things” (1952) is an example of Taylor’s dialecticism and his rejection of analytic 

philosophy. In this essay, he refuses to accept the positivist idea that reality entirely 

consists of positive facts. By taking on the analysis of nothingness or negative things, 

Taylor concludes by stating:  

 

“[T]he world is a ‘totality of facts,’ then within this totality we 

must certainly reckon the existence of numberless irreducible 

negative things […] We must reckon the existence (or 

occurrence) of numberless negative ones.” (Taylor, 1952: 449) 

 

Taylor’s affectation with paradox and dialecticism can be found throughout his work. 

His papers on the mind-body problem and on the analogy of memory and vision 

exemplify his aim to “mortalize” differences. His materialist perspective sought to blur 

conceptual distances through circularity. In 1969, Taylor published two essays: “The 

Anattã Doctrine and Personal Identity” and “How to Bury the Mind-Body Problem”.  In 

both articles he “solves” the mind-body problem by making the mind identical to the 

body. A few years earlier, in his essay, “The ‘Justification’ of Memories and the 

Analogy of Vision,” he argued that there was no significant difference between vision 

and memory. He thereby emphasized the circularity of perception and memory. 

These three articles demonstrate that, according to Taylor, the mental is synonymous 

to the material. That is to say, matter is the intermediate between subjectivity and 

objectivity. 

 During World War II, Taylor was a commissioned submarine officer. His 

military experiences stimulated him to reflect on his pre-war moral convictions and 

philosophical position. He became a pacifist. A few years after the war, he published 

his first article in PoS called, “Comments on a Mechanistic Conception of 

Purposefulness”.80 Although he later decided that his position regarding cybernetic 

purpose was ‘substantially wrong,’ it was the publication of this paper that set his 

interest in purposeful behaviour in motion.81 It was, however, not until Action and 

Purpose, that Taylor would propose a revised philosophy for the study of human and 
                                                 
79 Taylor, R. & P. Van Inwagen (1980), p. xi. 
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81 Taylor, R. (1966). Action and Purpose. Englewood Cliffs, NY: Prentice-Hall. 
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inhuman behaviour. Taylor’s work can be characterized by two recurring themes: 

time and causation.82 

  

 

The Movement of Change 
With the publication of Taylor’s, “Comments on a Mechanistic Conception of 

Purposefulness,” purpose was turned into the metaphorical bone of contention. This 

essay was dedicated to ‘elicit what appears to be a gross confusion’ in the cybernetic 

assertion.83 The ‘gross confusion’ Taylor refers to, is the cybernetic distinction 

between machine-originated and human-originated behaviour. As indicated, the 

cyberneticians contented that active purposeful behaviour denoted that act or 

behaviour is directed towards the attainment of a goal controlled by negative 

feedback. To Taylor, this definition was so encompassing that ‘it not only fails to 

distinguish, even in some general way, the feature which it is intended to describe, 

but makes any behaviour whatever, whether active or passive, a case of 

purposiveness.’84  

 To illustrate this shortcoming of cybernetic teleology, Taylor drew on two 

examples: a clock that breaks down at midnight on New Year’s Eve and a stone 

which falls from a rooftop and kills a passer-by. The behaviour of both objects could 

be interpreted as purposeful and – as the cyberneticians stated – directed towards a 

‘final condition in which the behaving object reaches a definite correlation in time or in 

space with respect to another object or event.’85 For Taylor, this explanation 

presupposes that certain objects are purposeful in themselves: that is, it implies an a-

priori purpose. Even though he acknowledged that the cyberneticians paid exclusive 

attention to self-regulating machines, Taylor maintained that the cybernetic scheme 

was too crude for understanding human (animate) behaviour. He argued that the 

puzzling examples given by the cyberneticians obscured, rather than elucidated, the 

distinction between purposeful and purposeless behaviour. According to Taylor, the 

examples of the clock and the roulette wheel – which were denied purposefulness 

because they do not ‘intrinsically’ strive toward the attainment of a goal – 
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83 Taylor, R. (1950a). 
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accentuated the distinction between inanimate objects which serve a purpose and 

those objects which are ‘intrinsically purposeful.’86  

 

“If a purposeful being, i.e., a man, spins a roulette with the 

purpose of turning up a specific number, then he will be less 

likely to succeed if he uses an honest wheel, than if he uses one 

which is weighted properly; and the reason for this is, again, that 

his knowledge of the causal factors involved in the behavior of 

the first wheel is insufficient to enable him to predict […] I 

submit, neither purposefulness nor purposelessness is 

appropriately attributable to the wheel, of whichever kind, but 

only to the being who uses it for a purpose.” (Taylor, 1950a: 

314-315) 

 

Taylor explained that understanding (in)animate systems exclusively in their 

reciprocal relations with the environment, merely described physical processes. This, 

however, does not reveal the intentions of that system. To explicate his point, Taylor 

draws on the example of a torpedo with a target-seeking mechanism. He argues that 

the torpedo does not seek its target. It is not guided by the target itself, but by the 

sound waves the target produces. The expression, target-seeking, is used 

metaphorically. A cybernetic analysis of purposeful behaviour reads intention and 

purpose externally from the system studied. It therefore ignores the subjective activity 

involved in recognizing purposeful behaviour. Taylor insists that the cybernetic 

scheme not only creates ubiquitous criteria for action and purpose, but also creates a 

metaphorical understanding of purpose.    

 In the same issue of PoS, Wiener and Rosenblueth responded to Taylor’s 

critique with their essay, “Purposeful and Non-purposeful Behavior: A Rejoinder” 

(1950b). Without Bigelow, Wiener and Rosenblueth refuted Taylor’s critique by 

shifting their focus from categorizing and defining modes of behaviour (i.e., 

behaviour-environment) to one concerned with behaviour and internal structure. They 

denounced Taylor’s critique as being weak, because he did not state his own notions 

of purpose and teleology. They did, however, acknowledge that their criteria and 
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notion of purposeful behaviour needed to be refined. To polish their scheme, they 

extended it so that it contained Gibbsian and quantum mechanical categories. 

Cybernetic teleology now admitted probabilities and degrees. Purpose could then 

emerge as a relative notion: that is, understanding purpose involved understanding 

the attitude and objective of the observer who performs an act.  

 In response to Taylor’s misunderstanding of active and passive behaviour (i.e., 

striving towards a goal and striving towards a final condition), Wiener and 

Rosenblueth made the distinction between ‘the behavior of an object that is not 

connected to a reservoir of energy [passive behaviour] from that of one that is [active 

behaviour].’87 Although the distance between active and passive behaviour is not 

sharply defined, it allowed the cyberneticians to introduce a new kind of object-

environment relation: the ‘informative or sense-organ coupling.’88 Despite the fact 

that the design of an entity can enhance the distance between the entity and its 

surroundings, a system is never free and always controlled by external stimuli. These 

external stimuli involve human elements and energy. Variations in the amount of 

energetic elements determine the behavioural type of coupling an entity makes with 

its environment. A passive system, for instance, only registers large energetic 

fluctuations, whereas an active system – a purposeful mechanism with negative 

feedback – converts energetic fluctuations into a reaction. The detection of energetic 

change alters the performance of the active system. Inspired by the theory and 

design of servomechanisms, the differences in coupling delineate how individual 

parts and the system as a whole ‘show sensitivity to the environment.’89 By 

emphasizing the importance of the reciprocal connections between an entity and its 

environment, rather than by refuting Taylor’s criticism, the cyberneticians claimed that 

their scheme should be used for the study of purposeful behaviour. Wiener and 

Rosenblueth made a crucial distinction between what they regard as scientific and 

philosophical knowledge. On several occasions they refer to Taylor as a believer, not 

as a scientist. This charge is based on the assumption that Taylor confounded 

causality and finality. They state: ‘[T]he adoption of a teleological approach simplifies 

the analysis of goal-directed behaviour and enlarges the scope of this analysis. This 
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methodological approach does not imply the philosophical beliefs in final causes.’90 

For Rosenblueth and Wiener, cybernetics construct scientific theories to elucidate 

observed natural phenomena. These phenomena explain how the world works and 

how scientific knowledge could be used to modify nature for social benefits. This 

perspective led the authors to move teleology from the study of animate behaviour to 

the study of inanimate behaviour. The main reason for this was to demonstrate that, 

as object of study, ‘humans do not differ from machines.’91 

 This analogy of human and machine, however, did not convince Taylor. He 

replied by stating that this analogy could be avoided ‘only by either (a) denying that 

the pursuit of a non-existing object is really purposeful after all, (b) denying that non-

existent objects are sought or pursued, or (c) producing an example of a mechanism 

that strives towards, not some peculiar object, but rather a non-existent object, of the 

same category as philosophers’ stones, Holy Grails, and the matches that are not 

there.’92 In his essay, “Purposeful and Non-Purposeful Behavior: A Rejoinder,” 

published in the same issue of PoS, Taylor supported his position with similar 

arguments as those presented in his first critique. He argued anew that cybernetic 

teleology, based on observable behaviour alone, should only be used metaphorically 

and not as explanans. Even though Taylor acknowledged that observing behaviour 

affords ‘evidence for an agent’s purpose,’ he insisted that it could not define or 

determine purpose.93 Despite the refined criteria of the cyberneticians to distinguish 

active-passive and purposeful-nonpurposeful behaviour, Taylor argued that 

cybernetic teleology ‘obliges us to assert the impossibility of certain kinds of 

frustrated purposeness.’94 Unlike Wiener and Rosenblueth, Taylor regards purpose 

as a special trait of animate systems and not as general behaviour. 

 

“There must be, on the part of the behaving entity, i.e., the 

agent: (a) a desire, whether actually felt or not, for some object, 

event, or state of affairs as yet future; (b) the belief, whether 

tacit or explicit, that a given behavioral sequence will efficacious 

as a means to the realization of that object, event, or state of 
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affairs; and (c) the behavior pattern in question. Less precisely, 

this means that to say a given behavior pattern that is 

purposeful, is to say that the entity exhibiting that behavior 

desires some goal, and is behaving in a manner it believes is 

appropriate of it.” (Taylor, 1950b: 331) 

 

Taylorian purpose favours rather than eliminates human desire and belief. Although 

his concept contained the dubious terms, desire and belief, these could be inferred 

from what is directly observed. This enabled intellectuals to distinguish between 

purposeful and random behaviour. While Taylor’s objection towards cybernetic 

teleology ascribed intention and desire to purpose, it failed to address the politics 

involved in cybernetic teleology: that cybernetic teleology is based on the pragmatic 

organization of control.95 Taylor neglected to mention that cybernetic teleology 

obscures and distorts social, historical and political contingencies. 

 Wiener and Rosenblueth did not respond to Taylor’s rejoinder. Hence the 

conflict remained unresolved. Approximately two decades later, Taylor published his 

revised view on the matter in his book, Action and Purpose. This book advocated a 

new teleological understanding of behaviour.  

 

 

Last Move for Change 
Action and Purpose can be considered as Taylor’s ultimate reply in the purpose 

debate. He insists that both positions were wrong and need to be revised. By calling 

‘attention to the manner in which certain conceptions tend to become fixed, requiring 

time and labour of men of great originality and genius merely to dislodge them,’ 

Taylor demonstrates how purpose has been neglected in philosophy.96 He argues 

that ‘purposeful behaviour cannot be analysed in terms of the concepts of physical 

science,’97 nor using a ‘dualistic or Cartesian conception of human nature.’98 That is, 

behaviour should not be understood on ‘the model of other things.’99 To release 
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behaviour from its dogmatism and think beyond causality, he introduces the concepts 

of agency and purpose. For Taylor, there is a ‘difference between mere bodily 

motions and those that represent acts;’100 that we need to elaborate our current 

intellectual framework ‘to fit what at least appears to be the facts our experiences, 

rather than adjusting these apparent facts to fit, well or ill, into such frameworks and 

theories as we happen to cherish.’101 In Action and Purpose, Taylor outlines the 

difference between matter and representation by contrasting ‘agency with physical 

causation, reasons with causes, persons with things, deliberations with speculations 

and inference, mechanism with purpose, and so on.’102 

 The Taylorian teleology represents behaviour not as causally determined 

events from which one can analyse its truth or falsity, but as purposeful explanations 

which describe why an actor behaved a certain way. Accordingly, purpose is not part 

of the cause of an act, but is part of the concept of action. It is the means towards a 

goal. Purposeful behaviour then always involves animate actors that cause 

something to happen. Hence, an act is purposeful when it is ‘an act or the product of 

an act of an agent.’103 This, however, does not imply that agency always necessitates 

purpose. Acts are only purposeful, as differentiated from useful and non-voluntary 

acts, when it is caused by one’s desire and belief to achieve a certain end. 

 For Taylor, animate behaviour can be distinguished from inanimate behaviour 

because mechanisms have purpose in a ‘derivative sense.’104 They are used to 

satisfy certain animate goals. That is to say, mechanical purpose is relative to, and 

offspring of, the purpose and intentions of human agents. Mechanical purpose is 

thus, ‘the illusion of purpose.’105 Reflecting on cybernetic teleology, he states:  

 

“[T]he difficulties in such behavioral and empirical criteria for goals 

and goal-directedness […] do not result from the simplicity or 

crudeness of such criteria […] The error lies in trying to render a 

conception of purpose in terms of such concepts in the first place 

[…] The metaphors [teleological terms for describing inanimate 

behaviour] have then been taken for real descriptions, and the gulf 
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between purposeful agents and their tools has been treated as 

though it did not exist or was, in any case, constantly decreasing 

[…] They are notions read into a situation – as when to reach a 

target – and never concepts that are empirically derived from any 

situation. They are, in fact, derived entirely from one’s own 

understanding of himself as a purposeful being. But one never 

observes – notes, notices, infers from signs – that he himself is 

trying to accomplish something, that he is striving toward an end or 

goal.” (Taylor, 1966: 242-243) 

 

Cybernetic teleology explains purpose by describing what an object does. Taylor 

argues that this metaphorical attribution of purpose disguises the gap between 

physical nature and human behaviour. Even though the metaphor of purposeful 

machines does not equate inanimate systems with the “minds” or “souls” of 

subjective actors, it does portray purpose in an appropriated sense. What the 

cyberneticians call “the purposeful behaviour of an inanimate system” is the artificially 

appropriated purpose of a desiring actor. Unlike cybernetics, Taylor argues that 

purpose is a unique ‘characteristic of agents.’106 Purpose is not determined by 

causes of events, but is originated by the decisions of the actor.107 His agent-

teleological perspective implies the impossibility of; (a) object-subject relations for the 

study of purposeful behaviour, and (b) identifying an identity between purposeful acts 

and representations of purposeful acts.  

 Even though Taylor reframed his initial position and made an effort to 

renegotiate teleology, the cyberneticians did not rejoin the debate. This was due to 

the fact that when Action and Purpose was published, cybernetics had moved on to 

more complex artefacts.108 At the dawn of the Macy Conferences in the mid 1940’s, 

several interpretations of cybernetics existed.109 Wiener’s cybernetics became part of 

electrical engineering, whereas Alan Turing (1912 – 1954), and Von Neumann’s 

cybernetics became associated with robotics, AI and computer science. From the 

1940’s to the 1960’s, more complex computational devices were built based on 
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Turing’s Universal Machine Design and Von Neumann’s Game Theory. The 

computer transformed from being a single purpose machine to a general purpose 

machine. Even though the term computer historically can be used to refer to a single, 

limited and general purpose machine, it nowadays generally refers only to the 

technical design of a general purpose machine (i.e., computation of a wide variety of 

functions). The evaporation of the other two meanings mark how the concept of 

purpose tends to become obscured. Being enmeshed with the functional design of 

inanimate systems, purpose is used to reduce the qualitative distances between 

human and machine.  

 Purpose slowly disappeared as topic of discussion. The Taylorian and 

cybernetic efforts to make us aware of the scientific and philosophical possibilities of 

teleology became neglected. Although purpose moved to the background, it would 

nonetheless remain a problematic concept.  

 

 
Present Tensions of Purpose  
The claims debated before and after the publication of, “Behavior, Purpose and 

Teleology”, concerned the issue of projecting purpose-striving upon the behaviour of 

inanimate systems. The debate revolved around the personification and identification 

of humans with machines. Wiener and his associates rendered purpose as a 

designed and rational selected system of foresight, whereas Taylor understood 

purpose as the desire, beliefs and intentions of an animate actor. That is, whereas 

the cyberneticians hybridized purpose, Taylor restricted it. From a Taylorian 

perspective, acts and interpretations of acts are always situated. The purpose of an 

act therefore cannot be detected from the outside. When purpose is discovered and 

identified, it structurally connects purpose to the performed act. Purpose then 

emerges as an abstraction. It brushes the situatedness and actuality of the 

performance of an act aside. For Taylor, the cyberneticians typify this kind of thought; 

they homogenize and neutralize formal differences by ruthlessly turning events into 

information.110 Unlike cybernetic purpose, Taylor concretes purpose by 

understanding it as an animate bodily quality. Taylorian purpose emerges with the 

experience of an act through our bodily encounters. Purpose is not something added, 
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but a splice of ‘thinking matter; that is, material beings which deliberate, imagine, plan 

and so on.’111 The distance between cyberneticians and Taylor initiates purpose as 

problematic: it challenges the relations between the physical and the experiential. 

 Despite differences in perspective (i.e., metaphysical and engineering) and 

conceptualization, the intentions of Taylor and the cyberneticians are similar. Both 

search for a non-Aristotelian concept of purpose to describe behaviour which cannot 

be explained in cause-effect relations. They are of the opinion that science and 

philosophy have neglected the idea of reaching a goal or end and that reintroducing 

teleology - disconnected from religious beliefs – could provide a clue to understand 

these acts and behaviours. They stress the necessity of asking the teleological 

question, ‘why something behaves or acts’ in understanding (in)animate behaviour. 

Additionally, both do not consider purpose as something that naturally exists, but as 

something that can be found and created. It is not a determinable fact, but a scheme 

for studying acts.  

  In order to grasp how the Taylor-cybernetics dispute can contribute to the 

study of performances and acts, the obstacles involved in both concepts of purpose 

need to be addressed. Even though it mobilizes purpose, cybernetic purpose 

disregards the intentions and desires which shape an act. By neglecting subjectivity, 

it risks of turning purpose into a synesthetic metaphor. Taylorian purpose, on the 

other hand, dismisses the possibility of a mobile purpose. It neglects the flows 

floating in-between animate and inanimate systems by attaching purpose solely to 

the desires and beliefs of animate actors. What stands in the way of using one of 

these conceptualizations of purpose in the study of (in)animate performances and 

acts, is that both of them fall short. Both tend to neglect the complexity of animate-

inanimate interactions. Purpose needs to be re-conceptualized in order to create an 

understanding that encompasses the current situation. This not only involves 

enmeshing Taylorian with cybernetic purpose, but also involves reflecting on its 

contextual embedment. One should acknowledge the heterogeneity of purpose to 

understand its emergence in space and time. It could then be understood as a force 

that makes something present, and not as a determinable fact. As a force, purpose 

does not require a philosophical enquiry into the nature of being, but a non-a-priori 

philosophy. Such an understanding will enable acts and performances to be 
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understood beyond the purpose-free (‘zweckfrei’) – purposeful (‘zweckgebunden’) 

dichotomy.112 It will release purpose from the shadow of our inattention without 

obscuring its underlying ideologies.  
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RReessuummiinngg  tthhee  SSeeaarrcchh  ffoorr  PPuurrppoossee  
 

“There is no reason a cybernetic “worm” [computer virus] might be 

expected to behave in any fundamental way like a biological worm. So, 

too, the assumed intentionality of its author distinguishes the human-made 

cybernetic virus from the case of the biological virus, the effects of which 

are fated to be received and discussed in a language saturated with 

humanmade structures and narratives of meaning and teleological 

purpose.” (Ross, 2003: 557)  

 

What stands in the way of resuming the search for purpose in the study of 

(in)animate behaviour, is a double movement of change brought about by the 

cybernetic-Taylor controversy; (1) the dispute introduced two different interpretations 

of purpose, and (2) after the dispute, the problematic idea of purpose disappeared. 

Firstly, the clash on the concept of purpose revolved around human subjectivity and 

reflexivity. Taylor’s critique on cybernetic purpose redirected attention to the subject 

performing an act. By taking subjectivity into consideration, purpose is opened up to 

social, cultural and political contextualities.113 Taylorian purpose, however, is only 

related to the physical body of the animate actor. It turns a blind eye to what 

sociologist, Particia Ticineto Clough, following the French philosopher, Bruno Latour 

(born 1947 - present), refers to as interobjectivity: ‘the limit of which reach to the 

widening recognition of the agencies immanent to matter.’114 Interobjectivity involves 

the social embedment of object. Though not opposed to interobjectivity,  

intersubjectivity refers to the reflexive relations between subjects and their 

surroundings, it accentuates the direction of object-environment relations. 

Interobjectivity can be used to characterize cybernetic purpose. Intersubjectivity, on 

the other hand, has affiliations with Taylorian purpose. However, to broaden the 

perspective on purpose, it should be acknowledged that intersubjectivity and 

interobjectivity both flow through the folding of acts. By allowing purpose to double, a 

new understanding of (in)animate acts emerges. 
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Secondly, as technological developments blossomed throughout the years after the 

publication of the dispute, computational technologies became more embedded into 

society. From the 1960’s, a number of computers were used in universities and 

businesses. However, it was not until 1981, when IBM introduced their relatively 

inexpensive personal computer, that computers became integrated into daily 

practices.115 The computer was transformed from an expensive massive giant filled 

with vacuum tubes to an affordable table-top tool. As computer technology prevailed, 

it gradually fogged the controversy of purpose underlying this technology. The 

dispute on purpose disappeared. 

  In order to avoid the risk of mystifying purpose in the study of acts and 

performances, a programme of action is presented which mobilizes purpose. It 

conjoins purpose as reflexive embodiment and affect, to let it re-emerge as topic of 

intellectual discussion. By folding cybernetic and Taylorian purpose, a new 

perspective on purpose will come into view. A perspective which enables purpose to 

be grasped as contingency. 

 

 

Purpose as Reflexive Embodiment 
Though the intent of Western metaphysics is to avoid arbitrariness and dogmatism, it 

has been negligent to the body. It has constructed a binary definition that regards the 

body either as part of nature or as a physical mechanism that can be possessed and 

controlled. To challenge this negligence, the concept of embodiment broke the 

Western metaphysical dualism by problematizing the body. The philosophical 

question of whether one is or has a body was discarded and replaced by the view of 

the body as a process of positive becoming.116 By supplementing the body with 

embodiment, this perspective dislodged the opposition of nature versus culture. It 

understood the body as a perspective: as a way to perceive, know, act and be. 

 Although no absolute definition of embodiment exists, it generally refers to the 

bodily qualities of (human) subjectivity. It accentuates neither bodily matter nor 

representations of the body as something other than itself, but the physiological and 

                                                 
115 Shurkin, J.N. (1996). Engines of the Mind: The Evolution of the Computer from Mainframes to 
Microprocessors. New York: W.W. Norton. 
116 Gatens, M. (1988). ‘Towards a Feminist Philosophy of the Body,’ in B. Caine, E.A. Grosz & M. de 
Lepervanche (eds.), Crossing Boundaries: Feminism and the Critique of Knowledges, Sydney, Allen & 
Unwin: pp. 59-70.  
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socio-construction of the body. Embodiment therefore criticizes the idea that man 

understands the world because (s)he is separate from it. Western metaphysics 

disregards how contextualities construct bodies and was criticized in what is known 

as the ‘crisis of modernity.’117 In this period of time, trust in modernity was shattered. 

Modernity was taken to be a faith based on scientific rationality imposed externally 

onto society and the world. To solve the problem of modernity, intellectuals criticized 

the naturalness of modernist beliefs. The essays published in PoS of the 1940’s, for 

instance, illustrated the shared nostalgia that intellectuals felt towards the social 

responsibility and politicization of science and philosophy. It demonstrated that 

unifying sciences could provide a remedy against the crisis. To remove modernist 

beliefs, embodiment frustrates modernist concepts – such as silence, stability, 

homogeneity and rationality – by exposing the constructiveness of knowledge and 

reality.  

 

 

Heterogeneous Purpose 

The philosophical problem of distinguishing sameness and difference is a recurring 

topic in our deliberations on identity. As with embodiment, Western Cartesian 

philosophy has acquired an either-or approach in the matter of identity; relating 

identity either to the body or to the mind (i.e., matter’s other). For instance, it has long 

been thought that identity could be explained in the analogy between formal 

interiority and material exteriority. Recent theorists, however, have denounced the 

modernist expression of identity as a natural phenomenon and replaced it with the 

idea of constructed and constructing identities. Identity then moves morphologically 

through the conjunction of the corporeal and the incorporeal. 

 As information technologies come to be more and more entangled with 

society, understanding dynamic identity-reality relations is further complicated. The 

folding of technology and society initiated the anthropomorphization of technology: 

‘[p]rojecting the image of ourselves onto things or functions in the outside world.’118 

Although the attribution of human characteristics to non-human beings/objects/events 

is quite common (i.e., the gendered, binary Mother Nature and Father Time), the 
                                                 
117 Boggs, C. (1993). Intellectuals and the Crisis of Modernity. Albany: State University of New York 
Press. 
118 Von Foerster, H. (1970). ‘Thoughts and Notes on Cognition’, in Garvin, P. (Eds), Cognition: A 
Multiple View. New York, Spartan Books: pp. 25-48. 
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anthropomorphs become deceptive when they become naturalized and cultivated. 

When the metaphor is misread as the actual being/object/event, a certain 

responsibility is ascribed to it. To demonstrate, when human pronouns or human 

intellectual capacities are attributed to computers, the similarities between human 

and computational operations is accentuated while nullifying the distances between 

the two. In effect, the computer’s functionality is romanticized. If these 

anthropomorphs are cultivated, they are taken to describe “actual” qualities of the 

computer. Humans and nonhumans are conceived as having a similar form. This 

confusion of formal homogeneity shifts the responsibility of an act from the animate 

human to the inanimate machine.119 It places the problem of (human) subjectivity into 

the shadow of intellectual ideas.  

 The understanding of self and reality as ‘representations of thought’s other’ is 

linked to reflexivity.120 Reflexivity refers to the method of grasping the impact of 

contextualities in the human understanding of identity. It should, however, not be 

confused with reflection which expresses ‘the reflexive monitoring of action intrinsic to 

all human activity.’121 It should neither be associated with operational reflexivity, a 

system-theoretical notion used ‘whenever a process functions as a self to which the 

operations of reference belonging to it refers.’122 Rather, it should be conceived as a 

movement in-between corporeal reality and incorporeal virtuality. This enables us to 

grasp the flows between sense-constructions and experiences. Although reflexivity 

does not remove the distance between causal and teleological explanations in the 

study of (in)animate acts and performances, it does foreshadow a change of how 

purpose is conceived. Using reflexivity in conjunction with purpose provides a 

passage to enmesh cybernetic and Taylorian purpose. It reveals both the desires of 

Taylorian purpose and the itinerant connectivity of cybernetic purpose. That is, it 

makes the heterogeneity of purpose visible. Although purpose as reflexivity dislodges 

the cybernetic-Taylor dualism, it does not explain the direction in which purposive 

flows move. To understand purpose not as bridge but as performance, one should 

turn to the event of the incorporeal. 

                                                 
119 Note the resemblance between the danger of anthopomorphization and Taylor’s critique on 
cybernetic purpose.  
120 Colebrook, C. (2000). 'Incorporeality: The Ghostly Body of Metaphysics.' Body and Society, 6(2), p. 
26. 
121 Giddens, A. (1991). Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the late Modern Age. Stanford, 
Stanford University Press: p. 20. 
122 Luhmann, N. (1995). Social Systems. Stanford, Stanford University Press: p. 443. 
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Purpose & Affect 
Affect is the dynamic continuity that joins and breaks identity and reality. Even though 

it is relative to thought, it is not restricted to it. By extending sensations and feelings, 

affect not only manoeuvres thought, but also subjectivity. It changes the pre-

conscious experience by continuously modifying perception. Affect nevertheless 

should not be confounded with emotion.123 Emotion qualifies intensities by attributing 

subjective content, whereas affect intensifies intensities. Unlike emotion, affect does 

not add value or content to intensities. It is not something that can be owned, 

possessed or represented. Rather, it is a pre-personal bodily intensity of affecting 

and being affected.124 To illustrate, take the difference in emotional expression 

between an adult and an infant.125 Throughout his/her lifetime, the adult has gathered 

the ability to correlate new emotions with previous ones. When an emotion emerges, 

(s)he is able to equate this emotion with similar ones and re-arrange his/her emotions 

accordingly. When this moment of emotional reflection has passed, (s)he will express 

the emotion in question. An infant, on the other hand, has not yet constructed a 

“system” of emotions such as the adult. Thus far, (s)he has not acquired the cognitive 

ability to examine and notify similarities and differences in feelings. (S)he is 

furthermore not able to order emotions and express them with culturally constructed 

codes for communications. Unlike the adult, the infant reveals his/her incorporeal 

bodily state.  

 Emotion and affect may differ in logic, they are not exclusive capacities. They 

always work together because affect moulds the experience of emotions. In other 

words, affect and emotions are two sides of the same coin: affect ‘gives the body’s 

movements a kind of depth that stays across all its transitions […] [e]motion is the 

way the depth of that ongoing experience registers personally at a given moment.’126 

Affect magnifies the awareness of the body by intensifying emotional experiences. 

Without it, one would not be able to make sense of emotions. Another way in which 
                                                 
123 Massumi, B. (2002b). Parables of the Virtual: Movement, Affect and Sensation. Durham, N.C.: 
Duke University Press. 
124 Brain Massumi’s definition of affect is derived from Spinoza’s concept of the body. In his 
introduction to Deleuze and Guatarri’s A Thousand Plateaus (2004) and his Parables of the Virtual, 
Massumi, analogous to Spinoza, refers to affect as something that’s constantly changing and never 
fixed. It is the threshold in which experiential states move from one to the next. See Massumi (1987) 
and Massumi (2002b). 
125 Shouse, E. (2005). ‘Feeling, Emotion, Affect,’ M/C Journal 8, 6 (2005). 15 May, 2009. Retrieved 
from: http://journal.media-culture.org.au/0512/03-shouse.php (14-5-2009). 
126 Zournazi, M. (2003). ‘Navigating Movements: An Interview with Brian Massumi,’ 21C Magazine 
(emphasis added). Retrieved from: http://www.21cmagazine.com/issue2/massumi.html (14-5-2009). 
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affect is affiliated with intensity is that it continuously changes potentials.127 Affect 

involves the whole depth of potentials virtually present in experiential change.  

Affective potentials pass in the experience of an emotion. Because an emotional 

experience is a temporal state of being which stimulates new affective potentials to 

emerge, it always involves contextualities.128 When experiencing an emotion, 

associations are made not just between past experiences, but also to those of others 

and/or other situations. It is this variability of potentials that mobilizes affect. Its virtual 

and ever-changing character opens up dualisms (i.e., I versus Other and Matter 

versus Form) and magnifies a person’s ‘sense of belonging with other people and 

places.’129 Since affect moves thought, it challenges Western Cartesianism by 

addressing the politics in belonging. 

 As philosophical concept, affect ‘is not a thing or a substance.’130 Rather, it is a 

field of intensity.131 It is a virtual perspective that can be experienced, created and 

moved: ‘a process of composition that is sustained through a relation between body, 

expression, representation, map and knowledge.’132 Because it arises out of 

interactions with intensities, while not being determined to them, affect is ceaselessly 

emerging. 

 The concept can be associated with non-representationalism and 

phenomenology because it criticizes rationalized and objectified representations. The 

work of the following French philosophers have shaped the current meaning and 

usage of the term: Emmanuel Levinas (1906 – 1995), Gilles Deleuze (1925 – 1995) 

and Pierre-Félix Guattari (1930 – 1992). In What is Philosophy (1991), for instance, 

Deleuze uses art to differentiate affect from perception.  

 

“Percepts are no longer perceptions; they are independent of a 

state of those who experience them. Affects are no longer feelings 

or affections; they go beyond the strength of those who undergo 

them. Sensations, percepts, and affects are beings whose validity 

lies in themselves and exceeds any lived.  […] The affect goes 

                                                 
127 Massumi, B. (2002b). 
128 Lévy, P. (1998). 
129 Zourazi, 2003: 3. 
130 Munster, A. (2006). Materializing New Media: Embodiment in Information Aesthetics. Hanover, 
New Hampshire, Dartmouth College Press: p. 139.  
131 Massumi (2002a), Hansen (2004) and Munster (2006). 
132 Munster, 2006: 139. 
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beyond affections no less than the percept goes beyond 

perceptions. The affect is not the passage from one lived state to 

another but man’s nonhuman becoming.” (Deleuze, 1991: 164-173) 

 

Deleuze emphasizes the pervasiveness of affect: that is, affect exists everywhere. 

His interpretation provides a perspective which considers formal and material acts 

not as being restricted to the actual real, but as a-priori heterogeneities emerging in 

between. Potentials emerging in the event of the incorporeal, do not favour either the 

bodily operations to perform an act or the representations of consciousness.   

 Affect opens up relations between subjects, objects and environments through 

the ‘dynamic continuity of movement and sensation.’133 It is this continuous 

movement of affect that sets up a re-conceptualization of purpose. To think of 

purpose not as an enclosed quality (i.e., a bridge) that either allows or denies an act 

to flow, but rather as an open and in-between force that moves in the event of the 

incorporeal. Affect reveals how purpose makes things present, without materializing 

existence.  

 

  

Metastable Affect 

New Philosophy of New Media (2004) constructs an ergonomic approach to bridge 

the matter-form divide in the study of digital media. Author Mark Hansen argues that 

attention should be shifted from the visual to the temporal, in order to rethink the 

image of humanness. Inspired by the esteemed French philosopher, Henry-Louis 

Bergson (1859 – 1941), Hansen maintains that affect as virtuality is functionally 

limited to the micro-temporal movements of the body. For Hansen, affect is ‘the 

capacity of a sensitive element to isolate itself and to act on the whole body as a 

force, or rather, to catalyze body’s action on itself.’134 The Hansenian body filters 

images, emotions and feelings. It changes images into atmospheric experiences and 

bridges cognition and perception. Although he addresses the corporeality of affect, 

Hansen does not escape Cartesian dualism. The idea that the body is ‘the crucial 

mediator between information and form’ does not solve the tensions between 

                                                 
133 Ibid., p. 21. 
134 Hansen, M.B.N. (2004). New Philosophy for New Media. London/Cambridge, MIT Press, p. 226. 
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corporeality-incorporeality and representation-identity.135 Rather, he adds an 

additional substance (e.g., the body as bridge) without acknowledging the 

irreducibility of affect to either matter or form.  

 To avoid Hansen’s difficulty, one could turn to metastability. Metastability is 

associated with the work of French philosopher, Gilbert Simondon (1924 – 1989). He 

argues that metastable systems differ from stable systems in the sense that they 

have a higher potential of energy.136 In order to define metastability, Simondon 

argues, that ‘the notion of potential energy residing in a system, the notion of order 

and that of an increase in entropy’ should be brought forth.137 Simondon’s 

metastability was later adopted by Gilles Deleuze, French philosopher, Bernard 

Stiegler (born 1952), and American philosopher, Brian Massumi. The concept refers 

to the idea that matter and form are in a constant state of becoming. It describes a 

‘state of asymmetry’: a heterogeneous structure.138 Metastable systems, unlike stable 

systems are constantly in conflict because of the irreducibility of potentials. This 

irreducibility creates a tension that moves through the system. The tension changes 

the integrity of the system pushing it into a ‘moveable balance’: a vibrating movement 

of not yet synthesis and equilibrium.139 It turns the system from a singularity into a 

multiplicity.  

 The elastic force of metastability imagines affect as in-betweenness: as the 

movement in which matter and form converge as a changeable whole. Although 

Hansen refers to metastability, he materializes it. For him, the formal existence of the 

virtual depends on its potential to overcome formlessness. Patricia Ticineto Clough, 

on the other hand, refers to metastability to re-conceptualize the threshold of the 

virtual and the actual. She states that metastability rethinks ‘the informational 

substrate of matter generally as the capacity for self-organization immanent to matter 
                                                 
135 Hansen, M.B.N. (2001). ‘Seeing with the Body: The Digital Image in Postphotography,’ Diacritic, 
Vol. 31, No. 4, Winter 2001, p. 78 (emphasis added). 
136 It should be noted that Simondon was influenced by cybernetics. He, however, contested Wiener’s 
approach in the study of human-machine relations. He rejected Wiener’s rationalized scheme and 
constructed a phenomenological approach instead: an approach that created ‘a new consciousness of 
technical objects.’ (Simondon, 1958). 
137 Simondon, G. (1992). ‘The Genesis of the Individual,’ in Jonathan Crary & Sanford Kwinter (eds.), 
Incorporations, New York: Zone Books, 1992: p. 302. Retrieved from: 
http://skok.uib.no/Deleuze/11%20%20Simondon%20Genesis%20of%twentiethe%20Individual.pdf (16-
5-2009). 
138 Deleuze, G. (1966). ‘Review of Gilbert Simondon’s L’individu et sa genèse physico-biologique,’ Pli 
12 (2001), p. 44. Originally published in: Revue Philosophique de la France et de L’Êtranger 156 
(1966), pp. 115-118. 
139 Gil, J. (2002). ‘The Dancer’s Body,’ in Massumi, B. (Ed.), A Shock to Thought: Expression after 
Deleuze and Guattari. London, Routledge: p. 119.  
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[…] by taking us beyond the opposition of open-closed systems, thereby inviting 

creativity and precipitated mutation of matter.’140 For Clough, metastability is a cyclic 

movement which rejects the dualistic idea of the body either as matter or as form. 

Massumi’s position on the excess of affect is similar to Clough’s argument on 

metastability. He argues that the overflow of affect enables a passing wherein ‘the 

virtual […] leaks into the action.’141 

 

“A key to the rethinking of affect is the feedback of “atoms” of 

higher modes of organization into a level of emergence […] It [the 

emergent] can only be analyzed as a continuous but highly 

differentiated field that is “out of phase” with formed entities (that is, 

has a different topology and causal order from the “individuals” 

which arise from it and whose forms return to it). A germinal or 

“implicit” form cannot be understood as a shape or structure. It is 

more a bundle of potential functions localized, as a differentiated 

region, within a larger field of potential. In each region a shape or 

structure begins to form, but no sooner dissolves as its region shifts 

in relation to the others with which it is in tension. There is a kind of 

bubbling of structuration in a turbulent soup of regions of swirling 

potential.” (Massumi, 2002b: 34) 

 

As soon as affect is actualized or materially embodied, it doubles. Because it 

intensifies matter, affect moves from the molecular to the molar and back. It stirs 

differences between the biological-nonbiological, the animate-inanimate and the 

human-nonhuman. Affect as metastability breaks down Cartesian dogmas and 

redirects attention from moral reflection towards the course of thought. That is, from 

identity politics (based on prognosticated difference) to the politics of belonging 

(based on creative emergence). Metastability opens affect up and allows it to flow 

without being bounded to empirical space. Even though affect precedes perception 

and cognition, only with the help of metastability will they be joined in the ambiguity of 

affect.  

                                                 
140 Clough, P.T. (2007). ‘Biotechnology and Digital Information,’ Theory, Culture & Society 27 (7-8), p. 
313.  
141 Massumi, 2002b: 43.  
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Because affect interrupts arbitrarily defined dichotomies and ideologies with 

movement, it calls into question the logic of reason and the corporealized myths of 

what it means to experience. As interrupter of synthesis, affect explores the 

multiplication of matter and form. It rethinks the body and subjectivity before the 

protocol of the corporeal. Subjects are no longer ideal representations but quasi-

corporeal bodies endorse and revoke difference.142 Tainted by and tainting affect, 

these bodies elucidate how politics move from value-loaded morality to performative 

ethics. The zweifalt of affect is used to describe the nature of the human subject as a 

ceaselessly differentiating process. It emphasizes the play of matter and form: the 

reciprocal becoming of the body and the subject. Out of this play of coming in-

between, uncertainty and irreducibility emerge. They open up new potentials for acts, 

performances and movement. Understanding affect as the fusion of matter and form, 

releases purpose.  

 

 

Findings in Search of Purpose 
The search for purpose in the study of (in)animate acts and performances flowed 

from the concepts reflexivity, embodiment, metastability and affect. Instead of 

conceiving purpose either as function or as representation, these concepts mobilized 

it. A concept of purpose emerges which folds acts by interconnecting matter and 

form. Because it moves through subjects, objects and environments, it entangles 

cybernetic and Taylorian purpose. A new way to look at the world is created which 

enables an understanding of purpose as a performative embodiment, without 

obscuring its underlying ideologies.   

 This perspective complicates traditional teleological meanings of purpose 

because it creates a conceptual shift from purpose as homogeneous system of 

individuals to purpose as heterogeneous field of quasi-corporeal movements. It 

understands purpose as being in a state of crisis; in which purpose as reflexive 

embodiment exposes the duplicity of matter and form and purpose as affect breaks 
                                                 
142 Massumi’s quasi-corporeality is affiliated with Jose Gils’, ‘infralinguistic,’ and Deleuze and 
Guatarri’s, ‘body without organs.’ He defines quasi-corporeality as follows: ‘Quasi corporeality is an 
abstract map of transformation. Its additive subtraction simultaneously constitutes the spatiality of the 
body without an image and translates it into another kind of time. For pure relationality extracted from 
its terms can be understood, at the extreme, as a time out of space, a measureless gap in and 
between bodies and things, an incorporeal interval of change. Call that substanceless and 
durationless moment the pure event’ (Massumi, 2002b: 57). 
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the rule of systems of thought. By borrowing from cybernetic purpose (based on 

controlling foresight) and Taylorian purpose (based on desires and morality), purpose 

is transformed. It moves from mystified morality towards performative ethics. These 

ethics, akin to Felix Guatarri’s, ethico-aesthetic politics, draw on creativity and 

duplicity to magnify and extend affective potentials.143 It rejects any pre-set system of 

value (whether positive or negative) to explain acts and avoids the violence of binary 

logic. Purpose as affect and purpose as haunted-by-affect demonstrate how we can 

avoid the rationalization of existence. 

                                                 
143 Guattari, F. (1995). Chaosmosis: an ethico-aesthetic paradigm. Sydney: Power Publications. 
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RReetthhiinnkkiinngg  PPuurrppoossee  
 

“[A]ffect is not only theorized in terms of the human body. Affect is also 

theorized in relation to the technologies that are allowing us both to “see” 

affect and to produce affective bodily capacities beyond the body’s 

organic-physiological constraints.” (Clough, 2007: 2) 

 

What if purpose is understood, not as the search for foresight which liberates 

corporealized existence (i.e., cybernetic purpose), or as representation created by 

purposeful animate bodies in order to make sense of the world (i.e., Taylorian 

purpose), but rather as an affective ever-folding process. The connections between 

objects, subjects and environments are so complex that artificially and arbitrarily 

isolating one particular purpose to describe an act, sensation or event virtually 

becomes impossible. The embedment of technologies and artefacts (whether 

analogue or digital) obscures how society and technologies continuously shape one 

another. It blurs how lines of thought have created ideology-loaded systems by taking 

anthropomorphs and metaphors literally. Although this perspective enables 

similarities to be drawn between, for example, animate and inanimate purpose, it 

tends to silence the violence in Cartesian purpose. Based on values such as 

transparency, flexibility and functionality, it understands purpose as a politically 

neutral tool: as a designable and controllable conceptual apparatus which facilitates 

order and stability. This, however, neglects how thoughts on purpose are shaped by 

the social ecologies from which they emerge. That is, it turns a blind eye to the 

mobility of purpose. 

 Purpose flows, blends and multiplies within human-nonhuman interactions. A 

person using a GPS system, for instance, may have the intent to travel from A to B. 

The means to accomplish this intent are shaped by his/her interactions with the GPS 

device. By interacting with the interactive artefact (s)he will not only continuously 

transform his/her means to accomplish the goal, but also extend the purpose of the 

act itself through his/her affective experiences while performing an act. While 

performing an act, a playful manoeuvrability is opened-up between subject and 

object. Rather than describing purpose as an a-priori directive principle and let it 

intelligibly bleed to death, purpose needs to be described as a perspective that brings 
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the intensification of directive potentials to the fore. This shift from prescient purpose 

(i.e., purpose as efficiency, to explain and judge events before they occur) to 

impetuous purpose (i.e., purpose as a sudden, abrupt and affective force, to explain 

the present passing of purposes and the unenclosed potentials of folding purpose) 

draws attention to the mobility or passage of purpose. Impetuous purpose brings the 

ideologies hidden in the philosophy of technology to the fore by understanding 

purpose as the everlasting process of writing and rewriting purpose. By renegotiating 

the separation of subjectivity and objectivity which dominated the cybernetics-Taylor 

dispute, this quest for the disappearance of purpose has rethought purpose in the 

study of (in)animate acts, performances and events. First, by understanding purpose 

as reflexive embodiment, it was acknowledged that purpose is created by affective 

beings who move and are moved by fields of intensity. Second, by understanding 

purpose as metastable affect, it was acknowledged that affects flow and intensify 

through the acts and performances of both animate and inanimate entities. These 

flows delineate the open sphere and elasticity of purpose. By directing attention to 

the moment when the epistemological and ontological scheme of purpose was 

negotiated, this thesis has demonstrated that purpose needs to be re-defined in order 

to release it from the shadow of our inattention. Rather than pushing purpose into 

obscurity, purpose is illuminated by enmeshing cybernetic and Taylorian purpose. By 

understanding purpose as an affective folding process, a non-a-priori perspective on 

the philosophy of technology emerges. This perspective does not discard Cartesian 

purpose by constructing an opposed concept, but reveals the ways in which purpose 

shifts through representations and affective connections. It offers opportunities to 

complicate the disappearance of purpose. 

 Creatures (whether animate or inanimate) may act through the desire to 

change state into one with greater affect. When pursuing such an affective purpose, 

these creatures create cross-fertilizable spheres of purpose: that is, by (inter)acting 

they create connections in space and time. These connections, however, do not 

nullify distances and gradually come into being through the movements of affective 

creatures. Purpose then no longer represents something, but makes something 

present. It is no longer an ontological or teleological concept that describes the 

nature of being, but rather a way of looking at and understanding the world. A 

perspective that has sadly been neglected in our current discussions on the 

philosophy of technology.   
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