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Ronald Kline provides an excellent history of the fields of cybernetics and information science in the U.S. 
since the late 1940s. He provides profiles of people and summaries of discussions at the Macy 
Foundation meetings and elsewhere. His focus is on the larger discussion in the public discourse and the 
various terms used: cybernetics, information science, a post-industrial society, information management, 
artificial intelligence, etc. He notes that over time the simpler metaphor was chosen. Information is now 
widely interpreted as something that goes in, is processed or stored and goes out. The more complicated 
conception of circularity, regulation, communication and control ceased to be used, except in the smaller 
field of system dynamics. 
 
Kline is certainly right that the term cybernetics is now very rarely used in the U.S. and few people know 
what it means. It is ironic that professional people now spend several hours each day in cyberspace and 
cybersecurity is a major concern domestically and internationally but most people do not know that a 
science of cybernetics exists. However, the American Society for Cybernetics has been holding annual 
meetings since the early 1960s and can easily be found on the internet. 
 
Kline suggests that the cybernetics moment ended in the mid 1970s. That was when the term second 
order cybernetics was introduced. This term marked a major shift of emphasis in cybernetics from 
technical applications to the biology of cognition and its philosophical implications. It does seem odd to 
say that cybernetics “ended” with the introduction of second order cybernetics. Physics did not end with 
the creation of quantum mechanics. Biology did not end with Darwin’s theory of evolution. The closest 
Kline comes to explaining second order cybernetics is to refer to “Bateson’s complicated philosophy.” 
So, it seems that another book is needed to go deeper in explaining the evolution of cybernetics and why 
this body of thought has influenced so many fields: engineering, biology, psychology, management, 
political science, sociology, and philosophy to name a few. It is also interesting to reflect on why 
cybernetics has continued to grow steadily in Europe and other countries but has “ended” only in the U.S. 
That story reveals a dramatic difference in the views of philosophy in the U.S. and Europe. 
 
Until those books are written, Kline’s book provides a detailed and careful introduction to a fascinating 
chapter in U.S. intellectual history. Raw material and first drafts of the books to come can be found via the 
website of the American Society for Cybernetics, www.asc-cybernetics.org and the Viennese publisher 
Echoraum, http://www.echoraum.at/edition/wisdomechoraum.htm. 
 


