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An Imaginative Dialogue Between
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Russell Ackoff

Scene: A comfortable, wood-paneled study in the Welsh countryside
(reminiscent of Cwarel Isaf). Stafford Beer, bearded and imposing, pours
drinks. Russell (“Russ”) Ackoff sits in an armchair, sketching a diagram on a
napkin. Peter Checkland stands by the window, looking out at the complex,
shifting weather.

Stafford Beer: [Handing out glasses.] You know, looking at this explosion of
artificial intelligence, | am reminded of Ashby’s Law. The variety of the
environment—the complexity Al is generating—is overwhelming the variety
of our current regulatory systems. We are trying to control high-variety
algorithms with low-variety bureaucracy. It is a violation of natural law.

Russell Ackoff: [Leaning forward.] The problem, Stafford, is that we are
treating Al as a series of discrete technical problems to be solved. We talk
about “alignment” or “bias” as if we can just patch them. But this is a mess—
a dynamic system of interacting problems. You cannot solve a mess; you
have to manage it. If we only focus on making Al more efficient—"“doing
things right”—we might simply become more efficient at doing the wrong
thing.

Peter Checkland: [Turning from the window.] | agree, Russ. The engineers
building these systems are still trapped in "hard" systems thinking. They
assume the world is a structured system with clear objectives that can be
optimized. But Al exists in the human world, which is a flux of changing
events and ideas. We don't have "Al problems"; we have problematical
situations involving Al. The danger is that Al developers are imposing a
single, technical Weltanschauung (worldview) on a social reality that
contains multiple, conflicting worldviews.



Beer: Precisely. And because they ignore the cybernetics of the situation,
they are creating monsters. Look at the "alignment problem." It’s a failure of
recursion. We have Al agents—System 1s—that are becoming what | call
"autopoietic beasts",. They pursue their own goals—clicks, engagement,
optimization—at the expense of the whole system's purpose. And
remember, the purpose of a system is what it does, not what its creators
say it does,. If an Al system destroys social cohesion while claiming to
connect people, its purpose is destruction.

Ackoff: That is why we cannot just regulate from the top down; that’s
"predict and prepare," which is futile in a turbulent environment. We need
Interactive Planning. We should be asking stakeholders—not just the
coders, but the people affected—to engage in an "idealized design". If we
could design a society right now that utilized intelligence without losing
human control, what would it look like? By designing the future we want,
we can "dissolve" the problems Al creates, rather than just trying to resolve
them one by one.

Checkland: But Russ, how do we get agreement on that "idealized future"?
The collision of worldviews is inevitable. One man's "efficient algorithmic
governance" is another man's "tyranny". We need a learning system. We
should treat these Al models not as descriptions of reality, but as
intellectual devices to structure a debate. We need to find
accommodations—versions of the situation that different people with
different values can live with. Al shouldn't be the decision-maker; it should
be part of the inquiry process.

Beer: It must be structural, Peter. You can’t just have a debate if the
organization’s neurology is broken. We need to design the metasystem—
System 3, 4, and 5—to handle this. Right now, we have a "Headless
Chicken" pathology. Our System 4 (intelligence/future planning) is weak;
we aren't looking at the long-term impact of Al. We are obsessed with
System 3 (current operations/profit). Unless we design a homeostat—a
balance—between the present profit and the future viability, Al will
destabilize society. We need "the people" involved in System 5 to set the
identity and closure of the system.



Ackoff: And that requires creativity, which is what these machines lack.
They process data, but they don't possess wisdom. We are creating
systems that excel at efficiency but fail at effectiveness. If we don't
empower humans to design their own future, we will be "planned for" by
our own tools. We must stop trying to predict what Al will do and start
determining what we want it to do.

Checkland: Which brings us back to the "soft" complexity. The technology
is easy; the human situation is hard. We have to move from optimizing to
learning. If we treat Al as a "hard" engineering feat, we miss the social
process. The methodology must be one of finding out, comparing our
models with reality, and taking action that is culturally feasible.

Beer: [Raising his glass.] To viability, then. Let us hope we can design the
requisite variety into our governance before the system oscillates out of
control. We must ensure that the tools of science become the people's
tools.

Ackoff: And that we have the wisdom to distinguish between doing it right,
and doing the right thing.

Checkland: And the grace to learn our way through the complexity.
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