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(3) Closwe 
One way to distinguish between participants is as follows. Some 
years ago 1 dubbed this process "Psychological Individuation"'. It 
amounts to delineating what Humberto Maturana and Fransisco 
Varela independentlycaUed an "organisationally dosed" system.. in 
this case a conceptual system which is productive, amongst other 
conceptual products, producing its own productive conceptual 
operators. Since participants may be many things (cultures, cohe-­
ent organisations meeting in conflict and being creative by resolving 
that conflict, institutions and systems of belief) it is often more 
appropriate to think of a "socially individuated" system. That, also, 
has organisational closure. 

J think that Maturana, Varela and J came upon the idea independ­
ent1y but it is hard to say, since all of us owe so much to Heinz Von 
Foerster and his work. In any case, we have shared our notions so 
frequently, that there is no way of telling. Incidentally, Glanville, 
when he insists that an object entails its observer (which is relevant 
to our treatment of Objectivity, later) fonns an observer closely 
related to a psychological individual. It is quite a critical point that 
although an observer may choose to distinguish these psychologi­
cally or socially individuated entities in any number of ways their 
individua tion means tha t they are also self -d istinguish ing. marking­
out the boundaries which give them integrity. If that were not so, it 
would be difficult to support participant observation and search, as 
I do, as a hard nosed, far from sloppy methodology. 

Before using "organisational closure" (or its near equivalents) as a 
unifying principle (which knilsConversation 1neory into a congru­
ent and invariant collection of entities), it is worth restating what 
"organisational closure" is. An arrangement is organisationally 
dosed if there be some fabric (biological molecular, conceptuaJ, 
social) upon which productions (enzymes DNA, productive con­
cepts, productive sodal operations) act to produce products. 
AMONGST these products are the productive operations. Living 
organisms, the cells of Jiving organisms, ecologies composed of 
organisms arc like thaI. So are participants, actors and the societies 
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they inhabit. 

Let us now return to the form of Conversation Thoory. Its durability, 
which allows it 10 evolve, is due to the specification of certain entities 
related by changeable rules but having a measure of permanence. 
This pennanence may be stated as follows. 

A concept is organisationally dosed, a coherent collection of con­
cepts is organisationally closed, a participant is organisationally 
closed. There is, I claim, a universally conserved action leading to 
coherence. Why do concepts remain, instead of sticking together in 
some amorphous mass? I assert (so do others) that an exclusion 
principle is operative here. Whereas a �r�o�n�c�~�p�t� may be <and usually 
is) produced by many paths, whereas the application of many 
procedures may lead to one product (think of a concept, skill if you 
wish, like riding a bicycle), the same concept, as a process, may NOT 
give rise to distinct products, nor will a conceptual production 
system yield ambiguous products. An ambiguous product would 
be a concept which had lost its original distinction and the claim is, 
really, that distinction is preserved by coherence. 

The underlying exclusion is not a claim that such potentially am­
biguous productions cannot ordo not occur. 11 IS a claim that when -they do occur, conflict is generated and that this conflict is resolved, 
in an organisationally closed system, for example by the introduc­
tion of distinction, so that the products appear as distinct novel 
concepts (arising, in fact, from the interior of the original concept 
which remains viable). In particular, the distinction of participants 
who interact is conserved, or increased, by the coherence of excha ng­
ing concepts in a conversation. 

It follows that a psychologically individuated, or socially individu­
ated, or, equivalently, organisationally closed participant must be a 
system with one other characteristic, at leas!. The participant is 
organisationally closed but "informationally open". A participant is 
able to converse, willing to attend, give and lereivc, to enter into 
coherency with other participants, in short, to converse. Maturana, 
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who fOllhed his ideas primarily in the field of biology, prefers to caU 
this property "structurally open" and the conversational outcome 
co-ontogeny. Thesephrasescaplure much the same meanings, those 
of synchronidty and coupling. albeit partial. 

The core of conversation is represented by a Petri type information 
transler, even though a few aspects of it are usefuUy reflected in the 
elegant tradition of Ashby or Shannon type information measures. 
Information transfer, in the primary sense, is, I postulate, one other 
conserved quantity of conversations taking place. 

(4) Conversation and science 
Why study conversations rather than, for example, behaviour in 
general? Indeed, much of present day social science has a different 
orientation, taking the "subject" (something like 'a body' or 'an 
institution') as an it ~referenced "ob;ect", determining its behaviours 
or groups of behaviour externally and trying to explain what is 
inside the "black box" of a "'subject" with inputs and outputs,either 
in lenns of drives and reinforcements or of the computer models of 
cognitivesdence. Wouldn't conversation be just one of such classes 
of behaviours? 

There are several replies to this rhetorical question. First, there is a 
pragmatic reply. Detailing the paraphernalia of Conversation The­
ory provides a reasonable chance of dealing with problems of the 
type encountered: in the cxx: research programme. Consider, for 
example, the formulation of participants (or users of support sys­
tems) as organisationally dosed and infonnationallyopen systems. 
This formulation seems to capture precisely the problems actors, 
societal actors, and coalitions of actors using the languages of 
different kinds face in their self-created information environment. 
Their activities are not behaviours in the sense of changes that are 
dele uunable by an exteillal observer. Neither is the flux of conver· 
sation,although it may becalled a special kind of behaviour, that is, 
mutual behaviour. 
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Next, there is an epistemological and scientific type of reply. It has 
to do with the distinction between '1lard" and " soft'" sciences. Often 
people call diSCiplines like education, psychiatry or social science 
"soft sciences", referring mainly to theircontent. Yet, in my view, the 
distinction has only to do with whether or not there is an adequate 
approach. Thus, it seems to me, the behavioural approach to 
conversation can only lead to "soft" science, given the unfulfilled 
condition that the phenomena of conversation be isolated by an 
external observer. Their isolation is only possible in the process of 
another conversation, in which the researcher is a participant. To 
build up a "hard" science one will need an adequate logical, epis­
temic and interpretational structure for the theory being developed 
(recalling, of course, that a theory ceases to be.a theory as soon as its 
parts are closed to refutation by adequate ("hard") data and also 
insofar as it cannot evolve). 1 claim that Conversation Theory deals 
with hard social, educational, psychological events, that its concep­
tual approach isadequaleand that hence the domain of social science 
within its compass is a "hard science". The behavioural approach 
does not give this promise. 

Let me enlarge somewhat more on this claim. If the conversation 
takes place at a computer regulated interface which contains an 
implementation of the protolanguage Lp (in fact, in this case a 
manipulative protologic, a1so) then an Lp representation of shared 
concepts and their relationships (of coherence of various kinds, of 
analogy, generalisation, local negation and so on) form "hard data" 
about the conversation going on, and about the changes and ex~ 
changes involved. Via the interface a conversation with the re­
searcher is built up, and hence an agreement about what is part of the 
conversation can be reached at all times. The interlace, in fact, plays 
much the same role, in this case, as the cloud chamber in physics. 
Insofar as protological inferences and proposals provoke informa­
tion transfer and promote or catalyse conversation (which is usually 
possible) they p laya role akin to the accelerator in physics. 

In adult education, forexamplc, an agreement over an understand­
., ing of some concept, which is elicited by {onnally examining replies 
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to "how", to "why" and to "what" and "who" questions over a body 
of Lp related concepts ca n be made intoa very hard event. Theusual 
difficulties about whe ther or not this event represents some "'real" 
internal and suh;ective process, or in the sense that it cannot be 
isolated from other events, are rendered irrelevant In general, any 
agreement is elicited by the iterative refinement of meaning to the 
participants, both in their conversation and in the conversation with 
the participant observe r. It will have a coherence truth value in the 
sense of Reschers later work or, in the very precise sense of Taylor 
and Gregory an he rmeneutic truth value. 

In summary, the data of Conversation Theory are of a different kind 
to "standard" and "'objective" data. Strictly speaking. agreements 
and the like are intersubjective refinements of meaning. But the 
process of refinement makes them just as "hard" as the data of 
mechanics, biology, or physicS. Moreover, they are just as open to 
formalisation. But it is a fonnali smof a different nature, of what Prof. 
de Zeeuw calls a doubl e level nature, involving modal logics such as 
those of Von Wright, Braten, Hellerstein, Greenblatt, Spencer 
Brown, Kauffman and Gunther. These logics have quite complex 
lattices of distinct kinds of truth value, basically, logics of distinction 
(various sorts), coherence (various sorts), self reference and other 
reference, technical imperative values and social imperative values, 
together with event structures appropriate to systems that are or­
ganisationally dosed and informationally open. 

1heoperating calculus built into an lp interface processor is not, at 
least at the moment, as rich as these logiCS. It contains an operation 
of execution which faintly images the operation of concept applica­
tion such that each image models concepts in a restricted manner. 
However, in practice, even these restricted formsarealreadyof great 
value and will, no doubt, be developed considerably in the future. 
Quite a number of implementations already exist, over and above 
the special purpose equipment used in 1973. They are due, for 
example, to McKinnon Wood, to Paul Pangaro, to Olarles Small. 
New implementations are under development by Gert Hulstein, 
Rolf Pixley and others in the context of the (X)C research pr<r 
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gramme. 

These comments should no t be interpre ted as a plea that one ap­
proach is better in general than another. Jt only indicates thai 
whatever method one uses, if applied in the wrong environment or 
with the wrong instrumentation, one will get "soW' results. While 
very different, both are appropriate to specific regionsof endeavour. 

Conversation theory is a precise method but it is concerned with 
PARTIOPANI', not EXIERNAL (as is the case for other areas of science), 
observation of events. It is this feature which, amongst others but 
perhaps above all others, renders it appropriate to the goals and 
intentions of the CX>C research programme. If used in this context, 
then it, or something like it, will emerge as an advanced, evolved, 
insightful product of the research group. ObviOUSly, I hope to 
witness and participate in this evolution . 
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4 RELATION TO WORK ELSEWHERE 

The present state of things is particularly challenging because it is 
related to work in progitSS throughout the world. It is no exaggera­
tion to say that we are participating in a "new wave", and in an 
important "new wave" of research. Those also involved are widely 
dispersed, geographically. A significant by-product of the cxx: 
research programme can be to act as a means for coordinating this 
work. 

Let me indicate some of the efforts that make up this new wave. In 
the United Kingdom, for example, there is research on the architec­
ture of knowledge at the Architectural Association and, in a SOIlK 

what different vein at Portsmouth Polytechnic; upon human ma­
chine and human interaction at L.S.E, in Edinburgh and at the OpEn 
Universi ty, where very di fferent, more globa I matters, are addressed 
by the Cooperatives Research Unit. Elsewhere in Europe, for in­
stance in Lisbon, Oslo, Brusscl, Paris, Genova, Vienna (to cite only 
some of the more important locations), research is in progitSS upon 
SUbjects intimately related to and through the (X)C programme; for 
example on social learning.. consciousness, the representation of 
knowledge and belief, the interaction of styles adopted by different 
subcultures (an incomplete list of topics, sufficient to indicate the 
flavour of the field). 

But when I said "throughout the world", I meant it. For, to my own 
knowledge there are relevant projects ongoing in the US.A, Canada, 
the other" Americas" (in Chile, work on properties of closure), in 
Israel, other parts of the Middle Eastand in New Zealand. Asa group 
we are aware of more, and more diverse but stiU relevant, work 
elsewhere. 

aearly, I am most familiar with myimmediatespecialities;Conver­
sation Theory, Lp, and Cybernetics asa philosophy. There isa larger 
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5 PLANS 

My plans are, as seems wise, flexible. Apart from pursuing some 
personal, although I am convinced relevant, interests such as the 
development of Conversation Theory and Lp interfaces, they areas 
follows. 

There isa braceof pro blems, that require further study, part of which 
seem to belong consistently to the history, ancient and recent, of 
andragology. These have to do with issues regarded, in their day as 
as either peripheral or the province of the ladies and gentlemen 
bountiful (occasionally called philanthropists). The general quC!r 
tion was, and still is, why these folk, or others with more to do and ., 
less money to do it with, should be bothered at all. 

Who cares, for example, if a person is destitute? Maybe in such 
emancipated parts as Portugal or Africa the family cares. Well, very 
nice, fine and dandy. Why does it matter if youngsters oroldsters act 
out their anguish in a gutter, degenerate to animal form in some 
school-like institution, or resort to methylated spirits in skid row? 
Why does it matter if the enJightened philanthropists, Presidents 
and Potentates, adopt the facile, buraucratic, grand solutions offered 
(with the best intention) by their technocratic minions and make this 
world more of a hell than it already is? Why does it matter if a genius, 
like Oliver Heaviside (Weiner recorded the story himselO, is forced 
by benign connivance into misery (whilst Pupin, a man of minor 
consequence, gained temporary prominence and permanent disre­
spect)? Does it matter at all if progress, more and more of the same, "­
goes on; if innovation is stifled, excellence rolled flat as tarmac, and 
beauty drawn into a black hole, mediocrity? 

No malice is involved, so far as I can see, just ineptitude. Who cares 
is, however, an important question to be answered by a so called 
caring society that spends so much effort in keeping the living dead 
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alive and mutilated brains as pathetic monuments to medical sci­
enC('. In a certain sense it is important to answer the question in a 
rational manner, in a manner based fo r example upon a properly 
structured science, like andragol ogy, with adequate foundations. 

At any rate, that is what I see as the main challenge of the moment, 
to refine to some extent our knowledge of, and our competence to 
deal with changes in the information environment. On the one hand, 
Ida believe in thevalueofpeopleand theirdvilisations. On the other 
hand, I appreciate that the sheer complexity of the problems facing 
them by way of education, promoting creativity, removing the 
straightjackets of well intended bureaucracy is such that extraordi­
nary measures are needed in order to gene-rate understandable 
languages, by means of the language generator which is a primary 
ob}ective of the whole prograrrunc. 

No single discipline can handle such extraordinary measures on its 
own. That is one of the reasons I find myself so elated to find in 
Amsterdam so many people interested - in the department of andra­
gology, but also in the new Faculty of which this department now is 
part (the Faculty of Educational and Andragological Sciences), and 
in the seQ (Stichting Centrum voor Onderwijsondenoek). I hope 
and expect to work together fruitfully with all of them, or to continue 
to do so. 

1flat up till now I have not mentioned the students at the Faculty is 
not by intention, but more for pragmatiC reasons. I have met mostly 
onlywithstudentso( what is called here-at least up till recently-the 
"second phase", that is with Ph.D. students. Next, it is my strong 
belief that science is not a question of students as opposed to 
researchers. When I talk about researchers I also mean students in 
the standard sense. For all of us are students, some older, some 
younger, some alive, some willing to start each day anew. I hope 
however to come into contact with more of those that care for insight, 
for straining to one's utmost to become clear and effective. 

or course, J will be deeply concerned with my own work plan, with 
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the architecture of socia l and individual becoming to know. I am 
greatly concerned with creativity, design, learning and above all, 
perhaps, with the tonn of intra- and intcrsubjective and social 
consciousness. I am anxious to develop my own theoretical s lance, 
at the moment of Conversation Theory and Lp, but that interest 
evolves. It will be cxdting however to interact and converse with 
many other researchers (older and younger). I hope my efforts will 
be of mutua1 benefit. 

Over the years I have met quite a few of the people working in the 
institutes mentioned, In a sense they a11 helped me to accept the 
invitation as guest professor. I would like to thank. them persona1ly, 
and I will, but not now, You may all wish to refresh yourself at the 
It<'eption, having listened so patiently to all these dry statements 
about partidpation, conversation and interaction. In this way, let us 
make these topics more active, more live. 

I would like to make some exceptions, however, to those many 
whom I will not thank now. There is Prof. de Zeeuw. His motivation 
and drive are well-known. They have been instrumental in my 
appointment here. But most especially I want to express myappre­
dation of working together with someone who has produced such 
deep and often unsettling insights in social science and social 
change. And there is Gert Hulstein who has hosted me most 
gradously, and who has demonstrated to be one of the up and 
coming young men - though it is not quite clear yet in what direction, 

Tlumk You. 

32 

, , 

i 

. , 

CortVCSiltion & Support 

NOTE! 
The information environment is considerably more than the re-­
sources furni shed by modem breakthroughs in computation and 
telecommunication, although these resources are tools that give 
leverage and amplification which render the information environ­
ment more powerful and all pervasi ve.The really important feature 
of the information environment is the use which is made of these 

facilities. 

In England, for example, there is a tradition of the English "Pub", in 
the sense of a '1ocal", where people of all subcultures, wealths, ranks 
and walks of life are inclined to meet and engage in debate. TIle pub, 
in this sense, is not JUST a "bar"; it epitomises the information 
environment (as squares, plazas, and the foyer at: the opera do in 
other civilisations). Today, "the world is our pub", if the technolo­
gies are used for that purpose (I use the metaphor in terms of 
language USE, rather than a world-wide network of beer tubes and 

wine ducts). 

The languages used are often not verbal. You can obtain personal 
privacy, for example, by scrutinising some letters, You can obtain 
debate amongst a group by employing the jargon and gesture of the 
doctor, parson, squire, and labourer; those hoary symbols of roles in 
village life. But there is also an interlingua of speech and attitude in 
which all of them, doctor, parson, squire, and labourer converse in 

forms of discourse, cabaret, and oratory. 

NOTE 2 
This statement requires some important, if technical, qualification. 
First, the work of Flores and Winograd is, as lucidly Plinted out by 
Gregory, in much the same spirit as our work in Conversation 
Theory and, so far as computers are involved, in Lp. Next, there is 
a recent technical report by BTicken et a1, in which they delineate a 
"Boundary Logic", based upon a Spencer Brown typeof"Distlnction 
Logic", which, whilst independently developed, accords with the 
distinction of collective and dis tributive forms in Lp. It is not yet 
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clear to what extent there is a similarity between the boundary logics 
of Bricken et a1 and the Lpcalculusof analogies and generalisations, 
the anatomy of which resembles that of "Catastrophes" in the 
"Catastrophe Theory" of Rene Thorn and the complementary dy­
namics of which resemble families of "chaotic" attractors (for ex­
ample, those worked oul by Mandelbrol, Otemikov et aJ, Peitgcn et 
at), or "chaotic" dynamic equilibria. 
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