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Robert E. Horn is an American political scientist who taught at Harvard, Columbia, 

and Sheffield (U.K.) universities, and has been a visiting scholar at Stanford University's 

Center for the Study of Language and Information. He is known for the development 

of information mapping. He is perhaps best known for his development of information 

mapping,[3] a method of information development called structured writing suited 

especially for technical communication. 
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Part 1  Mess research and the successful stories 

 

Q: Can you tell us a little bit what work you did with PIL, and, more  

importantly, what you think of their project, of their approach, what was your feeling 

about what they were doing? 

 

BH: The major time I spent with Mark was about four or five years ago. His  

project was maybe a year old and I haven’t seen him in a couple of years, so I  

don’t know currently what’s happening, with the project. But, at the time, I was  

very intrigued by what he was doing, because he was combining, putting together a pretty 

sophisticated software project, he was just getting started with it, and it was to deal with the 

kinds of messy problems I’ve been working with over a couple of decades. So, I thought, 

maybe we can help him. He was very  

enthusiastic when I told him about the mess mapping projects I had been doing. I could 

see that most of the project people he had, were at a highly  theoretical  

level, at that point. They hadn’t really done any projects and in my opinion  

they seemed to be stuck in a certain way, they were going slowly. 

 

    So I proposed that we do a real project, think of something local, something that might 

be used in the same area, using the methods they were thinking about in some sort of way, 

and he picked east Palo Alto as an area where he thought had been an extremely high 

crime area. So, I thought, when I went away, that what we should create was some kind of 

simulated project…he hadn’t gone out to east Palo Alto, but he would have to find a few 

residents of east Palo Alto, to come into the lab for a day and I would create a simulation 

exercise for them. Which the whole team plus the people from east Palo Alto would go 
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through. It was a problem solving exercise, actually. I don’t remember much of the details. 

So that was the role, I was to get their feet on the ground, rather than up in the 

air somewhere. Just to take it out of the theoretical just to see in a one day  

exercise, what were the issues they would face. In fact, I was doing the same  

thing for the project in Melbourne, right? I just sent off simulated problems to  

them with the idea that at some point you had to apply the theory and learn from it and then 

you  go back and revise and so forth. 

 

 

 Q: What do you think of his theory of measuring peace and then trying to prove it? 

The quantitative approach to peace, measuring peace. Which for me was 

mostly measuring the degree of cooperation. 

 

 BH: I think it’s a worthy endeavor, and it’s one of the hardest kinds of  

problems that we have. To what degree do we have peace? To what degree is it  

heading into more peace or less peace? Or is it stuck? What are the factors that  

are involved. Those things are some of the most difficult problems  

that are there in social science. I’ll give him a big compliment: he has chosen  

a worthy problem. And for me that’s one of the biggest compliments that I can  

give to someone. It’s important, it’s significant, we need it, we need whatever  

we can find out about it. And I’ll help him any way I can. 

 

    

  Q : If you to summaries the state of messes in few minutes, what you will say?  

 

   BH: Well, that’s what I work on, the messes, I think we get problems in messes, pretty 

much the same general category. The way I go about most of these is that I use the work 

that was done by Russell Akoff, 

(https://thesystemsthinker.com/a-lifetime-of-systems-thinking/ ) who’s a management 

and organizational development professor at the University of Pennsylvania宾夕法尼亚, 

past generation. He basically said, most of the institutions that we have in most countries 

deal with an integrated set of problems, systemic integrated set of problems. They’re all 

interconnected and they are frustrating, and stuck in some sort of way, we don’t have an 

English word for that, so, I will adopt the technical term, “mess”. May be there’s a Chinese 

word for that. I like that idea. 

 

I had a consulting project in Portland, Oregon, where there was clearly a  

mess, the county had a public mental health delivery system, that wasn’t  

working. The evidence it wasn’t working was that the jail was filling up with  

mentally unhealthy people. They’ve gone from 1500 to 3000 in a couple of years. And 

nobody could understand it, nobody understood it, there weren’t enough people to treat 

people in jail. The head of the jail was asking for more money, for more staff and nobody 

knew what to do. A person up there who was given a task force of people, to work on the 

problem and she asked me to consult with them.  



 

It sounded like a mess to me, it sounded like an integrated set of problems. Because 

the jailor didn’t know and the police didn’t understand why they were arresting so many 

people, excepting there was a lot more trouble on  

the streets. And the case workers didn’t understand it excepting that we knew  

they were leaving their jobs, and so on. I’d like to work, if you could see  

downstairs, visually.？ So I started to create a process, partly because it seemed  

to me that what was happening, that part of what was happening was that  

different elements in the community, from transportation to housing, casework to funding 

sources of different kinds, to the jail, to the police, all had problems  

from different points of view, and yet they were interconnected in some sort of  

way, of the kind that  Russell Akoff had tested. We couldn’t see that. So I  

developed a template and I asked them to fill in what they saw as a problem,  

from different points of view and into connecting these different problems, in  

whatever related way that they saw. And that ‘s what developed into the mess  

solving process that I have now done six or seven times. 

 

This was in 1999. So I worked on it in different places, in England, with  

the Methodist Church here in the United States, with several different counties,  

the whole mismatch between jobs and education, in California. There have been a number 

of these kinds of messes, which people just didn’t understand, or they couldn’t get their 

minds around – I created these visual mess maps. By the way, I also think that there is 

such a thing as Global Megamesses, 

(https://josecarlosmc.wordpress.com/2013/03/13/solving-the-megamesses-of-our-planet/ ) 

among them are climate change, sustainability, nuclear waste disposal, a million year 

problem, nuclear weapons, deterrence theory, there are a whole bunch of different 

messes.  

 

   What to do about pandemics and be prepared for them, all of these are  

megamesses, humanity is just stumbling along. And I’ve worked on all of those. 

 

   For me, I Am trying to help with those messes, I don’t solve them, I help people think 

their way through as far they can think their way through. 

 

  Q: I assume when you started out in 1999 you were an artisan, a craftman, From 

the point of view of this discipline. You were still at the stage of artisan? 

 

  BH: I was a visiting scholar at Stanford at that time. Ya, I had just written a book “Visual 

Language”at that point. it is a study of syntax, semantics and  

pragmatics, essentially of linguistics, putting words and visuals tightly  

together. I basically asked the question what the words do best, what the visual  

elements do best when they’re working together when they’re tightly integrated.  

Not when they’re separate. Often, people will write a whole book and then add a  

couple of diagrams. That’s not integration. It was also around 1998 that I  



published that book, because I’d gotten very interested and it seemed to me that there was 

no exploration of this kind of basic grammar, of how this was put  

together. What do words do best, what the visuals do best when they’re working  

together, not when they are separate. We had the English department and the  

language department, the language department was in one part of the campus and the art 

department was in another part of the campus, and they hardly ever get together. These 

days, they are now, finally… 

 

  Q: My question is, since then, was there progress or was it still at the stage of 

artisan. So when we approach a mess today, somebody her generation has to study 

a mess, that she has the tools, the methods, that are reliable, that were documented 

or she can use or she still starts from scratch? 

 

  BH: Well, I documented the method that I’ve used, I’ve got a draft of the book  

that a couple of publishers have turned down, but it’s there, it’s documented.  

Others are working in this area .For example, last week there was at Stanford a  

young professor, Steven Dow (http://spdow.ucsd.edu/), from UC San Diego, who was 

working on wicked problems, from the standpoint of crowd sourcing on the Internet. It’s 

very impressive, more experimental approach to it, not nearly  

complicated and big clients, he was assigning his students to do different kinds  

of messes, or perhaps simulated messes that they created. Though I understand  

he’s now going to assign his students to work with different elements of the San  

Diego community. So, that may be happening.  

 

 Also, I talked about mapping of messes in one of your Laser talk, there was a young 

instructor from Stanford, named Derek Huyang, who studied urban systems architecture. 

And he and I got together after that, he has been using mess mapping in his class, which is 

working on the urban problems of San Jose. He was very successful at it. Mainly because 

his students were mainly engineers and architects and so forth, and didn’t have really 

a sense of the political and social dimensions of the problems for which they were trying to 

create solutions. 

 

Q: Derek is a good example, if he wants to teach his students about messes. What 

material does he use? your book which is almost 20 years old, between your book 

and today, what’s the reader like. 

 

BH: The book that I wrote last year, ‘a little book about social mess’ that hasn’t been 

published, is a very detailed description of what I do in mess mapping. It’s a completely 

visual book, simple and easy to read. And also I have a chapter or two of how we get inside 

these kinds of messes, what are the kinds of characters of human beings, that lead us to 

produce the mess. You know, I call these social messes, to indicate that there are the 

things that people make. Nature doesn’t have any messes. We make them and we have to 

live with them. 

 



Also,I brought some of the examples I had done, and gave a talk basically a  

workshop to students and he was very fast at keeping up and his students did a  

really nice job ,and he thought they learned a lot by taking this as their framework for going 

out and asking about what was happening in the community.  

 

    Discovering the underlying messy situations, in different neighborhoods, and maybe 

the whole part of San Jose. There’s a developing literature on wicked  

problems, a half a dozen books or so somewhere, in that corner, that relate to  

wicked problems and messes. Some are better than others, there  were a couple of small 

conferences. We had one that was a recollection of and appreciation for the idea man 

behind wicked problems. He was an urban systems professor at Berkeley. A few years ago 

there were some people on the east coast, I didn’t go to their conference, I had scheduling 

problems, they were working on what they thought were wicked problems in the medical or 

the health field. I am not aware that there is a well-integrated field of this kind of study, in 

the way that  

there is argumentation mapping. 

 

 Q: Is there a  university that teaches a class of wicked problems and messes? 

 

BH: I don’t know. I imagine there is. Steve Bell, is basically a cognitive  

scientist, a computer scientist, but he works on problems. So, yes, that kind of  

courses, I haven’t looked at the Internet.  

 

Q: Tell us about The success stories of the last 20 years. 

 

BH: For example, the mess mapping project worked it in the Alameida county, on care for 

the elderly and the disabled was a mess. Dozens of agencies, a disabled person didn’t 

know where to go, how to do, the funds were coming from different directions, and nobody 

understood. Another consultant and I got together and went through a mess-mapping 

process. We made a big investment – by the way, if you want any of these mess maps 

illustrations or anything, they’re available, I have copyright to them so you can use them.  

 

   Basically, the people who were trying to help the disabled, identified about 60 different 

problems, from different points of view, with different institutions  

in the community. Some are bigger or smaller than the others. And we sat down  

and had a session after developing that…one of the things Akoff had suggested,  

was that if you just tried to change one problem, the system readjusts and  

hasn’t really changed at all. So if you want a major social change, you’ve got  

to change a whole bunch of things at once. So we said, well, using that axiom, let’s try to do 

that. We listed all the 60 problems that people had been working on, because the people 

who are usually directors or deputy directors of  

institutions, hospitals and social service agencies, are usually the people in  

the task force. We got them all together again, and we listened to the 60  



problems, we’re going to spend a minute or two minutes on each problem, and you give us 

the best solution there is, right now.  

 

   Sixty problems done in 20 minutes, but they did that, and somebody would say the best 

thing to do there is this. And we kind of looked around at the room and there weren’t any 

statements of negativity about that, so we put it down as the solution. And we went 

through the whole bunch of them. There were five or six that turned out to be longer term, 

they needed a similar work on the task force, but we took the rest, some 50 problems, with 

their solutions to the county commissioners, the elected officials of the county, and 

presented it to them and said, We recommend that you do all these at once. And they said 

well, in general it didn’t cost anything more. So, they went ahead. And now it’s a success.  

 

Since human beings are always making messes, social messes, it doesn’t mean that 

anything always goes away, in that area. You don’t quite get rid of all the elements of the 

mess, you make it a little bit, quite a bit better and that’s what constitutes a success. 

Success that I didn’t have anything to do with, which the world has had was when the 

Soviet Union and the Americans  

reduced the number of their nuclear weapons, in the latter part of the Cold War  

and afterwards, down to about 1500 from 20 – 30,000. So that’s a relative  

success.  

 

    I worked with the Methodist Church. They had about 10 million members in the United 

States. But the problem was that they couldn’t understand and it was costing them. Their 

ministers, their preachers, were sicker than most  

professionals. If you have a list of hundred professionals and which were the  

healthiest and which were the sickest, it was the minister who was at the bottom of the list, 

that was strange because there is reasonable evidence that people who go to church 

regularly are healthier than other people. But the ministers went to Church every Sunday 

and they were sicker! Besides that the Church was paying for their health, they were 

self-insured. And that was a problem. It had lots of different dimensions, organizational, 

etiological and American cultural dimensions. And we worked on it and came up with a 

mess map.  

 

   They were very happy with it, and they said, the whole Church has got to  

understand this, so we are going to take two years, we’ll make copies of your  

mess map, a big mess map and we’re going to take it around our seminaries and bishop’s 

meetings, and big steeple churches, and have people work on it. Look at it, read it, connect 

the problems, and think about what we should do. And within two years we said we’ll take 

whatever solutions came to the meeting - you have a meeting every couple of years of all 

the preachers in the church - and change all church regulations. They tell me that was a 

success. 

 

One of the things working as a consultant was – you go so far and people tell you 

thank you very much. I think that the project I worked on with the World Business Council 



for Sustainable Development, was an 18 months project, worked with 29 of the senior 

strategists of some of the companies. The World Business Council for Sustainable 

Development is an organization with 200 members, and the members are companies, 

CEOs actually. And they are big companies, like Toyota, Volkswagen. The problem was to 

understand what would look like a sustainable world in 2050.  

 

    Then we came up with 60 or 70 measurable outcomes, ¾ of them were  

measurable. And then we worked back in a process called back casting, along 10 different 

dimensions. Agriculture, manufacturing, economy, energy, so with all of these kinds of 

elements in the world. And if that’s what we do to be  

sustainable by 2050, and then one has to be in place by 2040. And if that’s the  

case in 2040, then what has to be the case in 2030.  I think that was a  

successful project because I made a huge mural of that, with some 4-500 elements to it.  

 

It was very compact, but it was actually a gigantic check list of what  

needed to be done, what are the requirements, for each decade, to be on track.  

And that I was told was important and I wrote a report with 2 of the CEOs of  

these companies, and have stayed a little bit in touch with them. And they think  

that acts as a guidance for upper levels of different companies. We don’t have a  

governance thing, we have to coordinate and this was a kind of coordination  

check list which I think was a success and a good model for being updated in a  

project. And which I did in a project that ended up last year. Again it was an  

year and a half project against 40 years, for Europe, for resource efficiency. 

 

 

Q: How do we solve these problems to get a more peaceful world? 

 

BH: Well, if we don’t have a sustainable world in 2050, it’s not going to be  

very peaceful. For instance, to use the World Business Council example. Because  

there will be competition over resources, in energy, and other things, and  

climate change will be impacting in significant ways, we must start enabling  

groups to think large enough thoughts, big enough thoughts, that would be an  

important contribution to peace.  

 

In the Cold War I worked about how we think of nuclear deterrence. It was an obscure 

little field of theory, but it is how strategists and militaries in these countries think about 

nuclear deterrence. And it’s filled with paradoxes. And I’ve been working on that for 30 

years, because there are more countries with nuclear weapons. It was easier when 

there were just two major countries that had huge amounts of nuclear weapons. I 

don’t know how I am going to do this, the contribution that I make, is to translate lots of 

reports and reams of books and so forth, public statements into a diagrammatic or visual 

form. Whether that will help or not, I don’t know, but I think it’s worth trying. 

 

Q: What concerns me is that these 2 or 3 people in the world who can do this. How 



many people can write software program? maybe10 million. How many people can 

do the job you do？ So we’re still at the level of the artisan. 

 

 BH: Yes.The good news is that there is a man in Holland who has started an  

organization called Information Murals Lab, he calls it infomuralslab.com, he’s  

had a couple of projects with students in Holland, I’d gone over there to teach.  

We were trying to get institutionalized in some sense. There are some other  

practitioners, ones that I don’t know, you probably know David Sibbet, 

(http://davidsibbet.com/ )He has an organization called Grove consultants or Grove 

consulting, he is a good friend of mine, actually one of my visual teachers, I’m not an artist, 

to begin with, I picked it up over the years, and he was one of my teachers. He does murals, 

his company does murals. Mostly, I would say entirely, they work on problems within 

companies or within government organizations or NGOs. They have some templates and 

some courses that they teach, which are some of the basics of these kinds of things, and 

there are several other people around the world who do that. There’s an organization that’s 

called  International Society of Visual Practitioners, They have a meeting every year, 

sometimes here, sometimes in other countries. I’ve been to a few of them. I’ve spoken in 

some of them. So there was a corps of people who are  

artisans now right. 

 

 I am working on a project now with Australia to do crowd sourcing vis à vis thinking 

how to solve problems, and hoping to be able to make over time, where people would write, 

as they usually do, in MS Word or something, we were hoping to be able to crowd-source 

that and then have the software create an argumentation map. And that probably required 

25 different kinds of templates that could be used in this area. So we’re at that kind of edge, 

of translating that. It would be very nice if the book that I wrote last year, the Little Book of 

Social Messes were published and out there.  

 

Q:what is the difference between peace and inner peace? 

 

 BH: It helps if you have inner peace when you work on other conflicts. The 

inner peace will help the outer. That’s my sense. And maybe some of the success that I’ve 

had is due to inner peace. Maybe I could bring some resolution to all this confusion that 

other people are experiencing, helps because social messes are often conflict, and fear, 

and anger and frustration, a lot of frustration. So there’s a role for that. 

 

Q: So you notice that role in your projects. In the mess mapping project did  

you try to help people get inner peace, like to solve the frustration, anger, fear… 

 

   BH: Not directly. One of the things is that you try to get a task force of  

people together for the first time, they know that we are dealing with this. I  

give a very short talk, in the beginning, not more that five minutes, and I say  

that, You think you’ve problems, you don’t have problems, you have a mess.  

That’s what they do, they relax. Because in some sort of sense,  



just framing it that way, we’re all together in this, we’re all part of it.  

Whether we volunteered or were recruited, we’ve got to do something about this  

mess. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Part 2  Phased transitions and PIL’s research 

 

 

BH: What BJ picked up on was a Marshall McLuhan message which was basically that the 

medium is the message. The persuasive technology in part is the message. 

The technology is so responsive and intriguing to us that it becomes part of the message. 

As we’ve been talking about information as manipulation. It wouldn’t be going on so fast 

and so far and so inventive and so creative if we didn’t have the technology that permitted 

that kind of messaging. 

 

PS: I am surprised that you didn’t ask BJ this question: what happens when  you  

apply persuasive technology to a mess? To a wicked problem? Because we usually apply 

it to very simple problems. I want you to buy my product. 

 

BH: Steve Dow is starting to do that. I think he has classes who are attacking some of the 

simpler messes, they have a bunch of characteristics of some wicked problems, one of the 

things is that there is no definite solution  

to them. 

 

RS: It is interesting because the problems are so complicated there is a risk  

of throwing some persuasive technology at them, could make things better but  

could make things worse. And, because the technology has this ability to very  

quickly disseminate information, if it is wrongly implemented it could make the  

problems so much more wicked. 

 

 

BH: Good point. I agree. And I’d love to see BJ take whatever different way he  

would look at it, maybe different from Steve Dow’s. I heard Steve Dow’s talk at Stanford. 

His paradigm case was scheduling for a large conference, like HCR 3000 people come 

here and there’s no solution to how to put together a schedule so that people can go to 

different things, the ones that are likely to be  

interactive together. So, it has a whole bunch of different characteristics,  



there’s no solution, but they’ve at least got an algorithm that does it a little  

better than human beings. 

 

 Now he’s going to have his students work on the city problems in San Diego and there are 

a bunch of messes in every city and county level. With task forces that consist of the 

senior people in every department. The chief of police, head of the human 

delivery systems, head of the hospitals, the head of the county, you know, those kinds 

of people in a room, over several meetings, to map out what kind of mess they’re involved 

in and what we can do. So he’s moving up, it’s interesting to see how’s he different from 

what I do.  

 

 Steven also got a whole class full of people and he sends teams out to work on 

some aspect in San Diego – transportation, or water supply, I don’t know what 

they’re going to do.  

 

What do I do? I wait around for some other consultant to get in touch with me, and say, 

we’ve got a mess here, and I’ve got a task force or I’m going to create a task 

force, significant people, people who have the problems, because I define a mess the way 

Russell Akon does: as a systematically, integrated set of problems. He didn’t work on a 

methodology to any great degree, he already is one of the earliest systems analyst people, 

out of operations research. What I do is， I want to see the director or the deputy director or 

whoever’s involved  

together, so they each had the problem. And they had a completely different view of the 

problem. My assumption is, if you don’t have a map of the problem  

territory, you’re not making progress. You can make progress on little aspects  

of it and then it will go away. 

 

RS: So, is the first challenge for you is to get all the different people involved in solving the 

problem on the same page as to what the nature of the problem is. 

 

BH: Yes. That’s what I do, I call it mess-mapping. 

 

RS: Visual aids for people to learn. 

 

BH: And I get them to do it. I create a template, but then they’ve got to fill  

it in. And then we tighten it up and after a week they’ve got a table-sized  

picture with maybe 75 chunks of information. Put into various formats that I  

develop. And then they’re in a position to be able to think about what we’re  

going to do about it. Because of the group process, that I devise, of doing  

this, they’ve already gone a long way. Because one of the things the group  

process does in making this mess map together, they had to listen to each other. And they 

found, you’re causing my problems and I’m causing your problems. They’re actually 

diagramming it. So, they’re hearing each other, that’s an important thing. It makes the 



group more unified. They will realize It’s not just one problem. They don’t have any 

problems, they have a mess. And everybody can say ‘Okay, we’re in this together’.  

 

   The other thing is that they meet every three weeks or so, depending on how easy it is 

to get these directors together, get’s pretty hard, but in between, we create the next 

improved version of the mess-map, and we put it out for each other. So they take these 

latest versions back to their offices. And their staff asks, Where were you yesterday? And 

they say, Well, we were doing this mess-mapping. And so we bring it out and show it and 

people say what about that, and what about this, and there we are. The staff of all 

these organizations and the communities are interacting with this, and I think, I’ve been 

told, that it prepares them for whatever the next action is. So we become involved. Also in 

defining the problem and understanding it. So you’re preparing the ground for 

organizational change as I would call it. 

 

RS: I was wondering whether your methodology could be applied to some of the 

issues we’ve got with technology, by getting people to map out their technological social 

space, and the messes that happen there. 

 

BH: Ya, it certainly can. Just personally, without interacting with anybody  

else, back at the time when we were suddenly being worried about terrorism, one of the 

questions we had at a conference in Stanford on Religion and Violence, what I did was a 

rough sort of mess map, looked at all the different ways that different disciplines at 

terrorism. There were 15 or 20 different theories or models of why this is happening. Here 

we had the sociologists, and the historians, and the post-colonial minds and the 

psychologists have half a dozen different models, mainly to illustrate that there is a real 

complexity to this sort of thing and you’re all thinking about this differently. I didn’t go any 

further with that one, but it was picked as a leader presentation to the conference，We’re 

trying to explain this phenomenon. 

 

PS: Okay, two questions, may be simple may be complicated. I’m old enough to  

remember when I was doing expert systems. Expert systems are artificial  

intelligence and what you have to do is describe the domain through typically  

rules or semantic networks, and then the machine will be intelligent enough to  

do some inference over this description. So, this is called knowledge  

representation. For knowledge representation we had to do knowledge acquisition. And 

that was the biggest problem, actually, because the inference is math. But the knowledge 

acquisition was a complicated thing because the expert very often was reluctant to give us 

his knowledge. You have to translate that knowledge into production rules, multi network 

software, what’s the difference with what you do? 

 

BH: For one thing, I tried to be a post-aristotelian, in the style of being the  

guy who mostly tries to take how the Greeks were thinking of a rule-based  

system. They assumed that language and words would actually describe reality in a way 

that reality is. That was the basic assumption. It improved greatly during the 17th century 



Enlightenment period, Descartes and Newton and Leibniz and others, really refined this 

and science has been refining this ever since. When you read the scientists who are 

talking about the edge of science, they say that there are extreme limits to this kind of 

thinking, to this kind of measuring, every measurement is wrong or at least limited. In the 

sense that you can measure this, but what about in-between，you probably know better 

than I do.  

 

And mathematics – and I am talking to a mathematician, I know – is an example of the 

extreme refinement of these very careful things. Only recently have people begun talking, 

like Lakhvi Zada over at Berkley about fuzzy logic, and fuzzy concepts, and, I am not a 

mathematician, I had a terrible algebra teacher who would hit me on the hand like this with 

a ruler. So I never went into mathematics. But I did go and sit-in on Zada’s course, over at 

Berkeley, because I had heard about him as one of the giants of new thinking.  

 

I am preparing a talk for David Romsey, who has put together the David Romsey math 

center here at Stanford. The point is they into the same room next week when I give a little 

presentation to him. He’s been very interested and collected huge numbers of ancient 

maps, geographic maps, thousands of them. And he was a real-estate developer so he 

has the money to buy all this at auction. He just buys them, tens of thousands of dollars. 

And he’s given it all to Stanford, and they digitized them all.  

 

And they made a center with a library, we were there in the afternoon. In the  

morning there are classes, so you are not welcome, but in the afternoon you are  

welcome. Look at the collection. Huge bunches of old atlases. Thirty foot wall  

of old atlases. Digitised maps on computer screens that you can deal with like  

this. It’s beautiful. I sent him a message saying, Since you’re interested in  

cartography, you might want to learn about the new cartography. What do I mean by “new 

cartography”? The old cartography says, on this piece of paper you have a point to point 

relationship between this and geographic reality. What’s the new cartography, which is 

what I do? Fifteen foot murals that have a point to point relationship between what’s on the 

paper and what’s in the conceptual reality. But I say, this is really point to point just as 

geographic maps are not really point to point, they are smudge to point. This is what we 

see on the maps in Stanford, it’s a little point of some kind. There’s a this big smudge  

here, that we are sitting in and there are similar kinds of smudges in what I am  

trying to map, with groups of directors, they have all these smudging models of… 

 

RS: I was actually thinking that it would be interesting to look at the  

collection of old maps and atlases, I bet you can infer information about the  

cultural trends at the time, what may be going on in the minds of the people who were 

designing the maps, because maps are art. 

 

BH: That’s right. Some of them are really beautiful, more than the ones I make,  

because I am in a hurry, I am rushing on from one thing to the next, I built  

about, I commissioned about 10,000 images, I can’t work on usually larger images that I 



can work on as a vocabulary, because I do the word part of the analysis. I can’t stop and 

draw everything. I do everything on a computer, so I’ve my own way of seeing them. 

 

PS: The question was how is it different from the knowledge acquisition of the 80s? 

 

BH: Because knowledge acquisition of the 80s was based on having words that had one 

specific meaning, and rules that put those specific meanings together, in very specific 

ways. And smudges were not allowed. We’ve made some progress since then. 

 

PS: Isn’t your mural, at the end, a sort of a semantic network? 

 

BH: Some of them are. Maybe all of them, haven’t really thought of it in those  

terms. But semantic networks are also based on ones and zeroes. And mine are  

based on smudges and ones and zeroes. Does that make sense to  you, I don’t know. 

 

Woman: I had a different hypothesis about how they are different. Typically  

there is some objective reality to what’s in a semantic network. 

 

BH: If you believe in objective reality. 

 

RS: Now with the mess-maps, part of the reason there was a mess was people who were 

trying to deal with the mess, aren’t aware of the causes and  

consequences of their actions on others. So part of what you are doing, by  

getting them to prepare to discuss, by having them make the mess is actually  

trying to get them on the same page into what is in objective reality. 

 

BH: They have very smudgy mental models of what’s going on, and after the  

mess-mapping process, they’ve a little less smudgy, sufficiently less smudgy  

mental models to be able to do something with each other or with their  

organizations. 

 

PS: So that really leads me to the second question I have for you. So now I will  

tell you in my own words, something that he said, in passing, wise people  

sometimes say the most important things when we’re not even paying attention to them. 

He was going home and as he was walking out he said something about I am interested in 

phased transitions. You know what is phased transitions in physics? Like 32°Fahrenheit is 

the phased transition for water. 

 

PS: One thing that he said in a previous interview, A mess is not a problem, it  

is a set of problems, you can’t just solve one problem, you’ve to sort all of  

that. Which is obviously impossible, but what it means is that you keep  

adjusting the system so that you have a phased transition. I put the two  

together. You have a phased transition and you have, hopefully, improved the  

system. So how do you match that with what Mark said with the laser, he’s  



measuring peace, finding a way to improve, finding interventions that will  

improve the peace. And then there is a cybernetic loop to measuring peace. 

 

BH: That’s what we were talking about among other things. I am interested these days, 

right now, in phased transitions in countries, in regions, in societies.  

For example, I’ll make it linear, it’s certainly not linear, there’s lots of  

loops and backwards. There are parts of societies that have grievances. They get  

together and talk about it, and they say, we’ve got a common grievance here.  

Let’s go and talk to the government about it, people in control of a big  

corporation. And they do something or they don’t do something. Our grievances  

are not getting addressed. So, let’s protest. They make signs and go and stand  

in front of buildings, go to politicians’ meetings. This is very abstract and  

theoretical, but in some countries, if that isn’t satisfactory, we’ll have a  

bigger protest, as in China, you have 20,000 a year now, of protests. I hear,  

it’s been reported. When I did five or six maps of China in 2007, there were  

8000 protests a year, reported. From that, you may get a violent protest. But  

it’s change, probably. Particularly if the violence is taking place in a 100  

towns or cities or a region or a country. As in the Arab Spring. In each of  

these cases, there are reactions from the government or whatever. So each of  

these is a kind of phased change.  

 

And it connects with Mark’s work, because how do you define peace in these phased 

change situations. Well I haven’t thought about that, I wouldn’t even know how to talk even 

in a smudgy way about that. And then there are revolutions. And the various color 

revolutions that Putin is very afraid of, a whole bunch of countries change in five years. And 

I would say that Xi Jinping and his colleagues are also afraid of that. Because they 

looked at that. And there’s evidence in the way they voted in the UN, there’s a whole bunch 

of things to say they’re paying attention to those kinds of phased changes, and they should, 

because China is such a huge place, that stability is a first consideration, and China has a 

huge history of phased changes. So that’s what I mean by that. 

 

PS: The reason I got intrigued, I immediately sent her an email, she is my  

witness, because everything Mark does my skepticism is about what precisely he  

feels strong about. If he feels strong about finding a sustainable solution, but  

that cybernetic loop has to continue. A phased transition is a point where you  

reach a sustainable state. 

 

BH: For a while. 

 

RS: You boil the water, boil the water, boil the water，And the water is boiling. Eventually, 

either you stop the stove and the water stops spreading or it boils completely away. So 

either way it’s going to have some sort of phased change. 



 

BH: Don’t push the analogy too far, I mean, I just borrowed the term, a little  

bit metaphorically. 

 

PS: Until you have the phased transition you still have to do a lot of work,  

it’s not water, it’s not steam, it’s not ice it’s not water, you see what I  

mean? You have the river. 

 

BH: You had a lot of protests, you know, look at Egypt. For three years they had  

a protest at Tahrir Square. There’s back and forth, I don’t know what the  

physicists call the in-between stage. 

 

PS: Let me give you a different example. Let’s not talk about nations, let’s  

talk about inter-disciplinary research at Stanford which is pathetically  

lacking. There are a lot of people who say they want to do it. So you can easily  

find two, three people willing to support my interdisciplinary event. But it’s  

not sustainable actually, I have to keep begging for the money. A phased  

transition would be where people really get into this, physicists, social  

scientists and psychologists and artists, they all want to get into this and  

then it is natural that they want to interact with other departments. That will  

be a phased transition. Now am trying so hard because it’s not sustainable.  

 

While we are on phased transition, you’re right, somebody will have to keep it there. 

But you realise you’ve reached a new state. We have a very curious president in the 

Arizona State, for maybe doing that, I don’t know. 

 

RS: I know they’re working on this. I think the new president has been  

controversial for some, but my opinion of what he’s been doing is fascinating.  

The future of innovation and knowledge building is, I mean the reward structure  

for research in academia are those silos. 

 

PS: See, you have to change all these things to get up to the phased  

transitions. When you get to the phased transition these things are in place,  

they’re natural. You don’t need Piero or Roger Malina going there and talking. Mark’s 

cybernetic loop, your phased transition is it the same thing or is there something missing in 

Mark’s cybernetic loop to achieve your phased transition? 

 

 

BH: What I’ve heard of, the other night, an abstract description of gathering  

data, making models, simulating and then taking action. It’s hard to tell from  

that level of abstraction what he really means by each one of those words, each  

one of those words is an abstract smudge which we do very well. When I say  

smudge, I am not putting people down because I think that we all do that. We’re  



extremely good at moving between abstraction and detail. He didn’t give me the  

detail that I needed in order to see what he mean… 

 

RS: Mark and I were working on a paper defining what we mean by  

peace data, what it is, how do you collect it, the disengagement framework that  

sounds like he talked about, it’s all about different forms of social  

interaction that lead to different peace outcomes, and the assumptions he seems to be 

making when he talks about it, and with what we have written. Human interactions deepen 

and you have the potential for more sustainable,  

longer-lasting peace, and I think the assumption is that these phased  

transitions naturally occur, so one phase naturally leads to the next phase,  

whereas the way you’re talking about it, sounds like a bit of a tipping point  

 

There’s this point at which things percolate to the point where it’s ready to change phases, 

and I think we’ve already articulated what needs to  

be in place for it to move people from the different stages of peace. 

 

BH: Yes. In connection with the big data ideas he was talking about, are there a bunch of 

indicators, is there a dashboard of continua of different kinds, that will tell someone where 

the first protest happened in Egypt, in Tahrir Square, which we saw also on television. But 

there were a few hundred people there. By the end of the third year there were thousands 

of people living there, in the Square. And there had already been military action and 

shooting, arrests and all kinds of things. So what were the indicators, that would say there 

were sub-phased changes in Tahrir Square, we take that as an example that all have some 

television knowledge of. Are there sub-phases? 

 

 I am interested in talking to Mark about what kind of indicators are there. How 

would you tell? What’s going to hang out, what are the indicators with all the 

people who are going to town-meetings of Republican congressmen. What are 

the indicators? How do you identify those? Can you identify those in the big 

data? Or are you happy to ask people? A bunch of questions put to a random 

sample of people coming out of the meeting or going in? It’s an extremely 

important question. Not the least because the project that I am working on, right now, 

is being funded by the US government, we thank you all for your tax contributions, but if 

you earn money here, you’ll be taxed. This is being supported by the Director of National 

Intelligence of the United States, who briefs the President every day. He has a research 

and development arm. One of the things in the project I am working on is to try to develop 

what are the kind of phased changes…this is an intelligence problem, right? How do you 

tell when something is going to change. How do you tell? What indicators might be 

there?  

 

Intelligence agencies have worked on that in various countries, I’m sure they’ve  

got some theories. They haven’t been the subject of rigorous psychological  

research as far as we know. Because, at least, the Director of National  



Intelligence is spending a hundred million dollars on this project, over a  

four-year period. 
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