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INTRODUCTION

‘ W) Check for updates‘

Who designs the loop? Anthropology and the cybernetics of human-Al

relations

This special issue was born from a conviction that the
current moment in Al development demands that
anthropology reconsider its own position, contributions,
and responsibilities as an active shaper of these systems,
not only as their critic. The question animating it is
what happens when anthropologists build, use, teach,
regulate, and deploy AI, and what forms of power,
imagination, and collaboration emerge from those
entanglements. As is often the case, the authors do not
always answer that question directly. They also span
various sectors empirically, from healthcare to law and
to social scientific inquiry as a form of work. Yet
despite not directly attending to the question and
despite their domain variability, most authors converged
on the same core assertion: there is a relational dynamic
between human and AI that is reshaping both parties.

That such a dynamic should emerge is, in itself,
neither new nor surprising. In many ways, it reaffirms
the core disciplinary paradigm of a world built of
relations (Strathern 2020). Implicitly or explicitly, in
almost all articles, the authors spell out a story of
anthropologists navigating AI development and
deployment through communicative means, whether
translation (Yang, this issue), prompting (Macher, this
issue), or interaction design (Hodgson and Broemel,
this issue). The weathered anthropologist will not be
surprised. Humans do things with words (Austin
1975), and the case of emerging technologies such as
AT and robotics is not an exception (Koycheva 2024).
In taking all of this seriously, however, we found our-
selves debating the role of relating through conversa-
tion and dialogue in human-AI exchanges, and
revisiting the relevance of two schools of thought
which have rarely been mainstream in the discipline
and which anthropology has largely moved past: semi-
otics and cybernetics.

Communication is at the heart of the explanatory
apparatus and theoretical assertions of both schools
of thought, although they differ in important ways.
Semiotics, founded by Charles Sanders Peirce in the
late 19th century, concerns itself with how sign sys-
tems such as signals, language, and gestures produce

meaning (Peirce 1934). Cybernetics (Wiener 1948),
derived from the Greek kybernetes, the steersman,
from a root meaning to steer or to pilot, has been
described as a “science of purpose” (Pangaro 2025)
concerned with how systems pursue goals through
feedback, communication, and recursive exchange, and
crucially, how those goals evolve through the process.
Together, semiotics and cybernetics found common
ground in the 20th century across fields such as biose-
miotics (Sebeok 1994; see also von Uexkill 1934),
systems theory (Luhmann 1995), and cognition
(Maturana and Varela 1987). Both offer rich theoret-
ical resources for making sense of the patterns emerg-
ing from the articles in this issue.

In this introduction we focus solely on cybernetics,
for three reasons. The first is the inevitable limitation
of space. The second is that the contributors to this
collection kept arriving at precisely the relational
dynamics cybernetics was built to describe, not
because they set out to engage that tradition, but
because the phenomena they were studying kept
demanding it. The third, and most consequential, is
that contemporary Al systems built on large language
models (LLMs) have made cybernetics newly action-
able in ways earlier generations of the technology
could not do easily. For the first time, such systems
can be steered in real time through natural language
toward goals that humans specify, revise, and refine
in the course of the exchange. In our view, the rela-
tions taking shape through this exchange unfold in
two phases: the conversational loop we are collectively
navigating now, and a dialogical loop toward which
we argue designers should actively steer these systems.
By dialogical we mean, in the sense Bakhtin (1981)
developed, an exchange that sustains a multiplicity of
voices rather than resolving them into a single author-
itative one, and the case for steering toward it is that
the conversational loop can as easily flatten that mul-
tiplicity as preserve it. This is not a matter of more
fluent technical exchange but a deliberate design
achievement through which new knowledge, methods,
and possibilities emerge as a process of perpetual
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co-becoming (Artz 2026a; Bawaka Country et al. 2016;
Haraway 2008; Peschl 2019).

We develop this argument below. We open by tracing
anthropology’s foundational role in the cybernetic con-
versations that contributed to Als intellectual origins,
then examine how the tradition of scholarship that
anthropology and STS developed around human-machine
relations built on and complicated that inheritance.
Finally, we argue that the intersection of design and
cybernetics offers the conceptual tools to design
human-AlI interactions that preserve rather than flatten
complexity, expanding what any participant in the
exchange can notice, know, and do. We turn first to a
story: that of Margaret Mead, a foundational contributor
to the cybernetics movement, and fittingly for this spe-
cial issue, of the Society for Applied Anthropology.

Anthropology’s cybernetic inheritance

Mead’s engagement with what later became cybernetics
took shape during the Cerebral Inhibition Meeting, a
small gathering organized by the Josiah Macy Foundation
in May 1942. She would later recall the occasion being
so stimulating that she did not notice she had broken
a tooth until it was over (Mead 1969, 1). That gathering
set in motion a series of conferences that ran from
1946 to 1953, eventually known as the Macy Conferences
on Cybernetics. The inaugural conference in March
1946 was titled “Feedback Mechanisms and Circular
Causal Systems in Biological and Social Systems.” The
choice of title is telling: placing biological and social
systems at the end of a sequence beginning with feed-
back mechanisms implied both an intellectual ambition
and a hierarchy, namely that the mathematical and
engineering principles governing machines might be
applied to the study of the biological and social sciences
(Kline 2015). Many attendees from the 1942 meeting
returned to test that proposition, their appetite for the
conversation undiminished despite the intervening war.

At the center of that effort were Warren McCulloch,
whose collaborative work with Walter Pitts on artifi-
cial neural networks (McCulloch and Pitts 1943) laid
the foundations of contemporary AI systems, and
Norbert Wiener, the mathematician whose book
Cybernetics (1948) would in time give the conference
series its name. Wiener had developed core cybernetic
concepts while working on anti-aircraft targeting sys-
tems during the war, grappling with the problem of
predicting an enemy aircraft’s position by modeling
the human pilot as part of the control system. If
feedback loops could describe a pilot’s evasive maneu-
vers, the reasoning went, they might describe human
and social behavior more broadly (Kline 2015).

It was a possibility Mead and Gregory Bateson both
embraced; Bateson (1979, 1972) especially made it the
animating conviction of much of what he wrote there-
after. For Mead, the conferences nevertheless rein-
forced a sense (1969) that cybernetics offered a
universal language capable of crossing disciplinary
boundaries in ways the social sciences had not yet
achieved. Crucially, she attended the meetings not as
an observer or a critic of what others were building,
but as a key collaborator and organizer in a conver-
sation that would lay the intellectual foundations of
the field and collection of technologies that we now
call artificial intelligence (VandenBroek, Artz, and
Koycheva 2026).

The timing of these conferences is not incidental
to this special issue, nor incidental to Mead’s own
trajectory. As a founding member of the Society for
Applied Anthropology, established in 1941, she was
already operating within an institution committed to
anthropological knowledge’s contributions to practical
problems. True to that mission, she used the society’s
inaugural journal issue, launched as Applied
Anthropology in 1941 before becoming Human
Organization, to argue for anthropology as a tool of
large-scale social intervention and policy design (Mead
1941). Her participation in the Macy Conferences
extended that conviction into the emerging science
of cybernetics, reflecting a sustained commitment to
placing the social sciences inside consequential con-
versations about the systems shaping collective life.
That ambition has arguably never been more urgent
than now. Contemporary generative AI (GenAl) sys-
tems have reached roughly 53% population-level adop-
tion worldwide within three years of their mass-market
introduction (Sajadieh et al. 2026), with products such
as Google’s Al Overviews reaching over 2.5 billion
monthly active users (Pichai 2026) and ChatGPT esti-
mated to have reached over a billion monthly active
app users (Reuters 2026). For the first time, AI sys-
tems operate at scale through natural language, cre-
ating an entirely new interaction paradigm with the
capacity to flatten or expand the complexity through
which people learn, produce knowledge, and make
sense of the world.

This collection responds to this complexity, and
the connection is more than simply historical because
of the relational logic and ethical concerns at cyber-
netics’ core. Wiener’s feedback loop describes some-
thing that most of the following articles keep
encountering regardless of domain: a recursive rela-
tionship between human judgment and Al systems in
which outputs become inputs and both parties are
shaped by the exchange. The consequences of that



recursion accumulate in ways that neither side fully
controls or anticipates. Whether the setting is a
Facebook community processing a model update
(Zeriouh, this issue), a parliamentary corpus being
coded for values (Pretnar and Zagar, this issue), or a
transnational Islamic finance conference (Yu, this
issue), what the contributors to this collection found
when they engaged seriously with Al in applied set-
tings was not a tool being operated but a loop being
navigated, one with consequences for the people inside
it. How that navigation goes, who designs the condi-
tions under which it happens, and what it costs when
those conditions are poorly designed are the questions
that connect the early cybernetic insights to the
applied anthropological work gathered here. They
point toward something Bateson and Mead insisted
on: that the person inside the exchange is also
shaped by it.

The loop and its consequences

Wiener’s feedback loop, as often formulated by engi-
neers, described an input-output relationship between
a system and its environment. But Bateson, building
on what he saw as Wiener’s holistic vision, insisted it
was more than that. Describing a system neutrally from
a position outside it is not possible, because the
observer is always already part of what is being
observed, shaping and being shaped by the exchange
(Kline 2015). Mead shared that conviction; both saw
the Macy Conferences as something more than an
interdisciplinary exercise. Mead made this position
explicit in a 1967 address to the inaugural symposium
of the American Society for Cybernetics, later published
as Cybernetics of Cybernetics” (Mead 1969), the phrase
Heinz von Foerster would later adopt and formalize in
Cybernetics of Cybernetics Or, the Control of Control
and the Communication of Communication (1974).
That position is precisely where most of the con-
tributors to this collection are working, independently
of that tradition but with the same logic. Yang (this
issue) uses Al divergence as a heuristic for locating
their own interpretive blind spots, not operating as
an instrument but participating in a recursive rela-
tionship through which both the researcher and the
system are mutually transformed by the exchange
(Artz 2026a). Legal researchers (Hodgson and Broemel,
this issue), who discover that interface design deter-
mines whether practitioners retain a felt sense of
accountability for Al-mediated decisions, are not
describing a technical problem but documenting a
feedback mechanism whose outputs are consequential
for justice. An anthropologist (Artz, this issue) builds
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a knowledge graph and integrates it with an LLM,
then observes systematic differences in what grounded
and ungrounded systems produce: this is not a com-
parison test, but a knowledge infrastructure designed
to ground outputs in what the discipline has done
and what it knows.

These examples share, and cybernetic inheritance
makes visible, an ethical dimension that Wiener
addressed in The Human Use of Human Beings (1950).
His concern was that systems of communication and
control could be designed and exploited without ade-
quate attention to the human consequences of what
they processed and what they ignored. Systems opti-
mized for mechanical efficiency or command from
above could generate feedback for the system’s own
purposes while muting human capacities, harms, and
relational consequences. Who gets to send a message,
whose experience is treated as information, and what
the loop is designed to stabilize or change, were for
Wiener ethical questions, not merely technical ones.
Several articles in this issue are fundamentally argu-
ments about exactly that. Healthcare interpretation
infrastructure cannot process signals about commu-
nicative harm at the point of care (Yang, this issue);
legal AI interfaces suppress the practitioner’s sense of
accountability by presenting probabilistic outputs in
the register of authoritative judgment (Hodgson and
Broemel, this issue). Qualitative coding workflows
reshape the human annotator by the machine’s con-
straints, rather than the machine being shaped by the
human’s interpretive commitments (Pretnar and Zagar,
this issue). In each case, the feedback loop exists. The
question is whether it is designed to constitute what
matters or to foreclose it.

Human, machine, and the problem of design

Answering that question well requires a certain critical
proximity (Birkbak, Krogh Petersen, and Elgaard
Jensen 2015; Latour n.d.) to the loop, and some of
the most influential contemporary work toward that
end came from anthropologists embedded in the insti-
tutions where AI was being made. Lucy Suchman’s
ethnographic research at Xerox PARC exposed a cen-
tral flaw in the design of AI systems of that era: the
assumption that intelligent action followed
pre-computed plans (Suchman 1987). Watching office
workers attempt to use an expert system interface
embedded in a photocopier, she found that the
machine waited for commands its designers had antic-
ipated while the users improvised, backtracked, and
responded to what was immediately in front of them.
Human action, she argued, is situated, continuously
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adapting to the environmental contingencies that no
pre-scripted machine could anticipate. Diana Forsythe
(1993a, 1993b) similarly discovered the limitations of
expert systems through fieldwork inside Stanford labs,
where she observed developers building medical diag-
nostic systems that captured the formal, declarative
knowledge of physicians while leaving untouched the
tacit, relational, and contextual dimensions that made
clinical judgment meaningful and effective in practice.
She documented how AI developers systematically
“deleted the social” from their models of human
knowledge, encoding narrow, decontextualized assump-
tions as if knowledge were a discrete commodity wait-
ing to be extracted (Forsythe 1993a, 1993b). In both
examples, expert systems could answer narrowly posed
questions but they broke down the moment anyone
stepped outside their predefined parameters.

STS scholars had also been working to create the
theoretical lenses that made sense of the importance
of situated perspectives. Karin Knorr-Cetina (1981)
and Bruno Latour (Latour and Woolgar 1979) showed,
through parallel laboratory ethnographies, that knowl-
edge is manufactured in specific social and material
contexts rather than extracted from nature. Latour
(1993, 2005) also developed actor-network theory,
demonstrating that agency is never located in discrete
actors but distributed across networks of human and
nonhuman entities, and that machines act as technical
delegates of human intent, stabilizing social arrange-
ments in ways that make them indispensable partic-
ipants in the production of knowledge and order.

Suchman also returned to attributions of agency as
interactive computing and debates over nonhuman
agency developed. Writing a decade after Plans and
Situated Actions (1987), she grappled with how to
account for the growing attribution of agency to
machines without either erasing the asymmetries her
earlier work had identified or simply assimilating
machines into the category of social actors. She argued
that the key was not to choose between human agency
and machine agency, but to attend carefully to how
agency is relationally constituted through the situated
practices in which humans and artifacts are mutually
produced, and to ask what is at stake in those attri-
butions (Suchman 1998).

Donna Haraway (1987, 1988) pushed further still,
arguing not only that the boundaries between human
and machine are historically constructed, ultimately
political and therefore imperative to be denaturalized,
but that the stakes of such a denaturalization amount
to a blueprint for a politics of resistance, and that
imagining them otherwise is itself a form of inter-
vention. Her cyborg was not a description but a

provocation: a theoretical and metaphorical figure for
thinking about what different configurations of
human, machine, and organism might make possible,
and—especially—for whom.

The provocation Haraway issued found an exten-
sion in design practice through what has become
known as more-than-human design. Working across
human-computer interaction (HCI), interaction design,
and design research, scholars such as Forlano (2017),
Giaccardi and Redstrom (2020), and Wakkary (2021)
have developed frameworks and methods for design-
ing with and for nonhuman actors, organisms, and
technologies, asking what it means to build systems
that account for entangled worlds rather than isolated
human subjects. Arturo Escobar (2018) took this pro-
grammatic effort even further to suggest that “auton-
omous design” principles which take into account
local places and histories will have a profoundly polit-
ically redressive effect. This work brought the political
and imaginative dimensions of more-than-human the-
ory into contact with the practical question of how
to design differently.

Design anthropology also extended this terrain
from a different direction, bringing ethnographic sen-
sibility, participatory methods, and attention to futures
into design practice. Scholars such as Pink (2022),
Lanzeni et al. (2023), and Smith et al. (2016) have
argued that design is not only a technical or aesthetic
practice but a speculative and social one, and that
anthropological modes of inquiry, attending to situated
knowledge, emergent practice, and the conditions
under which futures become possible, are essential to
designing for the worlds people actually inhabit and
the ones they might. Pink (2017) attends to how
emerging technologies reshape everyday experience,
and to the processual ethics required by the improvi-
satory and open-ended character of the ethnographic
future. This is particularly relevant here, suggesting
that the design of conversational AI systems is not
only a technical challenge but an anthropological one.

This multidisciplinary body of work helped dismantle
the assumption that technology could be understood
apart from the social contexts in which it was built and
used: knowledge is always situated and partial, agency
is always distributed, and boundaries between human
and machine are always historically and socially con-
structed rather than natural or neutral. The work also
demonstrated that through design we can intervene in
those constructions, shaping the conditions under which
knowledge is produced, agency is exercised, and human
and machine relations unfold.

However, what this scholarship could not have fully
anticipated is how the site of that intervention would



eventually shift. The systems Suchman and Forsythe
studied behaved only as their designers had specified;
every path a user could take was settled upstream by
the design team. Users improvised anyway, of course,
working around and repurposing what they were
given, but the machine never registered the improvi-
sation: its behavioral repertoire was closed, even
though its uses were open. Contemporary Al is still
designed upstream, but its repertoire is no longer fully
closed. A portion of what the system does is now
decided in the exchange itself, negotiated in natural
language, turn by turn, between human and machine.
The site of intervention, in other words, has extended
onto the terrain anthropologists have occupied longer
than any other: conversation. Cultivating this terrain,
we argue, requires designing the exchange, so that its
purposive, generative relationality expands what any
agent can notice, know, and do, whether that exchange
runs between human and machine or, increasingly,
between machines themselves.

Conversation, dialogue, and choice

Conversation as a medium of design is precisely where
cybernetics has operated since the 1970s. More
recently, that work has crystallized into the subfield
of design cybernetics (Fischer and Herr 2019; Glanville
2007), a tradition that, like design anthropology, takes
intervention rather than description as its starting
point and is for that reason well placed to inform
how we construct systems through which participating
agents, human or machine, can steer an exchange
toward purposeful goals. Guided by Heinz von
Foerster’s ethical imperative to act always “to increase
the number of choices,” the core design challenge is
to ensure that these loops expand rather than fore-
close possibilities (von Foerster 2003, 282). Within
this architecture, conversation serves as the “minimal
ethical interface” (Pangaro 2018, 103), where design
explicitly guarantees reliable transparency. Together
these specify the form of a good exchange: how it
coordinates, how it stays transparent about what it is
doing, and how it widens rather than narrows the
choices open to those inside it. What this design can-
not settle on its own is whose voices and meanings
survive the exchange at scale, and naming that is the
work of the turn to dialogue. The rest of this section
develops both halves: the cybernetic mechanism that
makes the exchange steerable and humane, and the
dialogical account of the question the mechanism does
not set out to address.

To understand the mechanics of this shift, cyber-
netic design draws directly on Gordon Pask’s
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Conversation Theory. Formalized across his founda-
tional work in the mid-1970s (Pask 1975, 1976b), this
framework moves beyond the Shannon (1948) model
of communication as the transmission of information,
extending Wiener’s feedback logic into the domain of
meaning-making. Pask conceptualizes conversation as
a recursive process of mutual interaction between
agents. In a Paskian framework, participating agents
interact to construct shared understandings, testing
their agreements not through passive compliance but
through coordinated, ongoing action. Meaning is thus
an emergent property of the loop, generated turn by
turn as participants continuously adjust their behav-
iors in response to feedback from the other.

Paul Pangaro builds directly on this Paskian lin-
eage, translating abstract conversation theory into an
actionable design philosophy for contemporary tech-
nological ecosystems. Pangaro operationalizes Pask’s
interactive loops by framing conversation as a strict
requirement for humane and accountable architecture
rather than a linguistic novelty. This perspective is
formalized through two axioms. The first dictates that
conversation is the “minimal ethical interface,” where
conversation explicitly demands a “reliable transpar-
ency of action and intent” that clarifies the “what and
why across the interface” (Pangaro 2018, 103). The
second states that conversation is the “minimal
humane interface,” structured specifically for “growing
the understanding & informing the action of one or
more willing and active participants” (Pangaro 2018,
108). Together, these axioms reposition the goal of
design away from pre-computed commands and
toward the cultivation of an open environment for
mutual learning and co-becoming.

This cybernetic paradigm offers a generative reori-
entation of the design assumptions that constrained
earlier human-machine interfaces. The expert systems
of the early Suchman and Forsythe era were rule-based
and brittle, closed to the full ambiguity and contextual
specificity of human expression. The gap between
what the machine could process and what the situa-
tion required was largely unbridgeable by design and
technology of that time.

Contemporary Al is starting to close that gap. It
operates in natural language and adapts its outputs
to the particulars of the exchange, facilitating an inter-
action pattern that no previous system could enable
at scale in natural language: the iterative, negotiated
exchange that Pask and Pangaro had theorized. This
claim concerns changing affordances, not machine
understanding (Bender et al. 2021). When an anthro-
pologist employs multi-agent ethnography (MAE) for
qualitative analysis, configuring the agents to embody
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different epistemological stances and adjudicating the
divergent interpretations they produce, both parties
are shaping and being shaped by the exchange in ways
that earlier systems made difficult to sustain (Artz
2026¢). This architecture operationalizes the recursive
trick Pask envisioned for conversational machine intel-
ligence: when connections allow agents to serve mutu-
ally as one another’s environments, the system
becomes, in Pask’s terms, “an observer of itself,” the
closure condition is removed, and the conversational
domain can expand beyond its initial constraints
(1976a, 29).

To enable dynamic expansion, however, interaction
design must confront the deeper algorithmic struc-
tures through which captivation (Seaver 2019) becomes
infrastructural, an architecture of retention and
engagement built to capture future action. In Pangaro’s
critique of traditional search and recommendation
engines, conventional computational interfaces funda-
mentally look backward, generating outputs based on
who the user was in the past, treating human partic-
ipants as “non-evolving, non-living” entities delivering
predictive results that are “dead on arrival” (Pangaro
2019, 12-13). A dialogic interface instead treats agents
as alive and evolving, guiding them toward generative,
choice-expanding conversations. The objective of this
second-order design is not to dictate specific user
outputs, but to “facilitate the emergence of conditions
in which others can design” and act (Dubberly and
Pangaro 2019, 92).

Achieving that dialogic interface, however, requires
more than realizing the conversational loop, for dia-
logue is an additional achievement built on the same
exchange rather than a break from it. Both treat
meaning as something made in the exchange rather
than transmitted into it, and both hold that meaning
open to revision rather than settling it in advance.
PasK’s framework specifies how that openness operates:
concepts remain available for revision through coor-
dinated action, and the exchange orients itself toward
demonstrable, shared understanding rather than fixed
consensus. Bakhtin’s dialogism works at a different
register without contradicting that account, extending
the same concern from concepts to voices. It fore-
grounds what stays unfinalizable in the encounter,
where no word is ever wholly one’s own and meaning
takes shape between voices rather than being handed
over, sustaining a multiplicity that shapes responsive-
ness, identities, and relations rather than resolving
into a single authoritative one. Taken together, these
two frameworks describe the same exchange from
complementary angles: one tracing how understanding
is coordinated, the other asking what survives that

coordination and remains open. That multiplicity is
what we extend here to human and machine partic-
ipants alike, for intelligence is not located within the
computational model itself but emerges dynamically
in the interaction between agents. What matters, then,
is not the interior status of any participant but what
the encounter does, and how it shapes what any agent
can know, say, and become.

What contemporary Al has made actionable is the
conversational layer. The dialogical layer, if and when
it follows, will be a design achievement rather than
a technical one, and early evidence suggests it can be
pursued deliberately. In science education, Tang and
Putra (2026) drew explicitly on Bakhtin’s heteroglossia
to build a chatbot instructed, in natural language
alone, to behave as a dialogic partner rather than an
authoritative knowledge provider, and documented
students engaging in perspective-taking, reasoning,
argumentation, and creative thinking that systems
defaulting to the monologic delivery of settled answers
do not invite. The multi-agent ethnography example
encountered earlier rewards rereading in these terms:
configuring agents to embody divergent epistemolog-
ical stances, and sustaining rather than resolving the
disagreements they produce, preserves a multiplicity
of interpretive voices by design (Artz 2026c), while
parallel pedagogical work has begun treating dialogic
interaction with data as a teachable research practice
(Artz, forthcoming). The dialogical loop, though, is
not an inevitability. It depends on whether the
exchange is shaped to preserve the multiplicity Bakhtin
described or to collapse it into a single authoritative
voice. This is exactly the kind of question Mead and
her cybernetic contemporaries set out to address.

Designing the loop

This imperative to design the loop returns us to the
foundational ethical problem Wiener identified (1950),
even though the conditions have changed fundamen-
tally. For the first time, the mass interface to a neural
system is natural language: responsive in real time,
adaptive to the particulars of an exchange, and, at
least in principle, steerable toward goals that partic-
ipants can specify, revise, and contest as the interac-
tion unfolds. That possibility moves us beyond
standard engineering discourse about keeping humans
in the loop (Mosqueira-Rey et al. 2023; Wu et al.
2022) and toward a second-order cybernetic set of
concerns: who gets to steer the exchange, under what
conditions, through which infrastructures, and toward
whose goals? These are questions of power, politics,
and ethics. Answering them well requires sustained



attention to how all participants in the exchange are
shaped by the exchange itself, and anthropology is
positioned to make precisely that contribution.

What makes the articles in this special issue sig-
nificant is that they consistently surface instances of
this non-neutrality from inside the systems, across
domains as varied as healthcare interpretation, legal
technology, qualitative research, workplace transfor-
mation, and online communities organized around Al
itself. And what they surface, Bowker and Star (1999)
remind us, is not incidental: every system encodes
assumptions about what counts as knowledge, who
counts as a knower, and whose signals register as
information worth processing. Those assumptions
often become someone else’s problem to manage: peo-
ple working inside systems they had no hand in
designing, who absorb the consequences when the
system’s assumptions prove wrong. Recognizing that
these consequences are not evenly distributed opens
an active arena for design intervention, because the
conversational affordances of contemporary Al mean
that alternative configurations are now actionable:
systems can be designed to surface communicative
harm rather than suppress it; interfaces can preserve
a practitioner’s felt sense of accountability rather than
dissolve it; and knowledge infrastructures can ground
probabilistic outputs in verifiable records rather than
leave them untethered from an evidence base. Yet the
same affordances that make better design possible also
make extractive and manipulative architectures easier
to deploy, which is why the question of who designs
the loop, and in whose interests, cannot be separated
from the technical question of how it is built.

Answering these design questions will grow more
complex as the loop itself continues to change with
agentic AI workflows (Artz 2026b) and robotics.
Central to that extension is the call for a loop that
is not only conversational but increasingly dialogical:
an encounter in which meaning takes shape through
unfinalized exchange, in which multiplicity is sus-
tained rather than resolved into a single authorita-
tive voice.

The articles gathered here begin to show what
power, imagination, and collaboration look like when
anthropologists get close enough to the loop to feel
its consequences and skilled enough to shape its con-
ditions. That was the conviction that brought Margaret
Mead into the cybernetic conversations of the 1940s,
just as she was arguing in this journal’s predecessor
(1941) that anthropological knowledge should do
work in the world. It remains the conviction animat-
ing this special issue. The task before anthropology
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is not only to interpret the AI systems now reorga-
nizing social life, nor simply to keep humans in the
loop. It is to help design loops capable of sustaining
the human, machine, and more-than-human differ-
ences through which knowledge, accountability, and
possibility remain open.
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