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  Tensions between a centralized planning and a 

participatory democracy were present throughout 

the three years of the Allende’s government: Chile’s 

democratic tradition had made the first option 

difficult and the second politically impossible.  

   In this context Stafford Beer proposed focusing on 

the cybernetics of the industrial economy, that is, 

on the communications and regulation of this 

exceedingly complex system. This was the focus of 

the Cybersyn project.  
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  Not surprisingly Cybersyn’s achievements were 

rather limited but its vision was huge. Its aims 

were ambitious. To appreciate its vision it is 

necessary to grasp its actuality. Particularly, it 

is necessary to appreciate the project’s 

methodological and epistemological 

shortcomings to gain an understanding of its 

potentialities.  
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  In this talk after a brief introduction to 
Cybersyn I revise its achievements and 
reflect upon the evolution of Beer´s 
Viable System Model in the past 40 
years. It is in the epistemological 
evolution of this model that the 
project’s potentialities and vision can 
be better appreciated.  



The Viable System Model 
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   Within days of being briefed about CORFO and 
the nationalized industry, Beer mapped it into a 
recursive structure with CORFO as the system-in-
focus, embedding four ‘ramas’, each embedding 
a set of related industrial sectors, and these 
embedding enterprises and these embedding 
plants and so forth. He then hypothesized that 
all these operations, starting from CORFO, had to 
have a viable organizational structure. In this 
sense the VSM was used as a heuristic rather than 
as a diagnostic or design tool.  
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   CORFO’s recursive structure was used as a 

platform to design from the local to the global 

performance indices for essential variables. 

These indices were based on actualities (ACT), 

capabilities (CAP) and potentialities (POT). The 

intention was measuring in real-time 

significant changes in the behavior of essential 

variables for workers and managers. 
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   In practice, designing indices and processing 

data consumed the largest amount of resources 

in Cybersyn. The emphasis was designing 

production and human resources indices. 

Operational research modeling was used to 

design aggregated indices for enterprises and 

sectors. By the end of the project about 60% of 

the nationalized industrial economy was 

included in one way or another in this system. 
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   Serendipitously we found a large number of 
spare telex machines in one of the state-owned 
enterprises. Quickly we were installing them in 
plants and enterprises throughout the country, 
as well as in industrial committees, CORFO and 
other government offices. A telex room with 
tens of machines was installed at CORFO. In 
practice, it was an operations room for the 
state-owned industry that offered an incipient 
nervous system for the industrial economy; it 
was called Cybernet.  
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    Beer also wanted a modeling capacity of the 

economy in CORFO. The purpose was modeling 

its dynamic behavior, using Forrester’s  

industrial dynamics. This part of the project 

received the name CHECO (CHilean ECOnomy). 

CHECO intended to balance the ear on the 

ground provided by Cyberstride’s indices with 

the eye on the future provided by these 

dynamic models.  
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    The display of real-time reports, structural 

information and dynamic models, was at the 

core of designing and constructing an 

ergonomic Operations Room.  Beer envisaged 

this room as one of many constituting a liberty 

machine for government;  physical spaces to 

support policy-makers’ distributed decision-

making with real-time information. The 

emphasis of the design was its man-machine 

interface to improve decision-making.  
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Cybersyn’s Operatioms Room 
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At an early stage Cybernet was a tool to support 

data transmission, but rapidly, documents, 

reports, and request of all kinds started to flow. 

These flows increased the use of Cybernet 

beyond the industrial economy; soon requests for 

machines came from ministries and other 

government institutions...  In particular this 

happened around the strikes of October 1972. 

Cybernet changed our understanding of 

information and communications... 
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*Not surprisingly, after these strikes Cybersyn was 

seen as a tool to support supplies and 

transportation beyond industrial production; an 

incipient value chain was in operation. The 

capabilities of Cybernet emerged from the 

turbulences of a country almost paralyzed by 

political fights. In politicians’ minds, Cybernet and 

the Operations Room became one. Now the 

Presidential Palace wanted to have this room in its 

own premises. In more recent times commentators 

have seen the potentials of Cybernet as an incipient 

internet but unfortunately for us it was already too 

late to further its development….  
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