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Useful Art as 
a Cybernetic Tool 
of Social Change

Project idea:
Useful Art as a Cybernetic Tool of Social Change is a 
project between LJMUs School of Art and Creative In-
dustries, LJMU Archives and ZKM | Center for Art and 
Media Karlsruhe, Germany.
How do AI tools support societal change? And what 
part do archives and cybernetics play? This project uses 
LJMU’s Stafford Beer Archive as a starting point, from 
which we will create and develop new forms of col-
laborative AI archival search and activation tools. These 
aim to enable individuals, communities, and groups to 
share and reuse methods for bottom-up change. In do-
ing so, the project will build a mobile, nimble and curi-
ous resource that will make archived knowledge acces-
sible and usable to a wide range of people. 
Ultimately, this will lead to the development of a shared 
online and open-access archive, assisted by AI. It will al-
low individual users and community groups to search for 
archival information, generating a ‘Playbook’ of Useful Art 
and activist alternatives to assist their ideas and projects.

What it useful art?
This project is connected to the idea of Arte Útil. Arte 
Útil is Spanish and can be translated literally as “useful 
art,” but it also refers to the concept of “art as a tool.” 
This concept is linked to the idea that art should ques-
tion established systems and point out new possibili-
ties for societal action. Arte Útil utilizes artistic think-
ing to create, develop, and implement tactics which 
enable us to reimagine and reshape the way we act 
in society. Based on an initiative of Cuban artist Tania 
Bruguera, the Asociación de Arte Útil was founded 
in 2013 – is a continuously growing network of com-
mitted individuals and cultural institutions promoting 
the development of Arte Útil around the world. ZKM | 
Karlsruhe with its director Alistair Hudson is a partner 
of the Arte Útil idea and archive, aiming to further re-
search how art can be a tool of societal change.

Who was Stafford Beer?
Professor Anthony Stafford Beer was born on 25 Sep-
tember 1926 in London. He was a theorist and profes-
sor of the Manchester Business School, and founder of 
Management Cybernetics for which he is best known. 
Beer was employed by governments in over 20 coun-
tries and by a number of international agencies, held 
numerous academic posts and managerial positions 
and authored over 200 publications by the time of his 
death on 23 August 2002. He was also a published poet 
and exhibited painter. Projects he is particularly well 
known for include the proto-internet Project Cybersyn 
in Chile, and Team Syntegrity. He was appointed Honor-
ary Professor of Organisational Transformation at Liver-
pool Polytechnic, now Liverpool John Moores Universi-
ty, in 1989. The Stafford Beer Collection is held at LJMU 
Special Collections & Archives.  

Key steps of the project:

a)	�Cataloguing, digitising and archiving  
the LJMU Stafford Beer archive as  
a source code for online archiving as 
activist exchange.

b)	�Utilising the knowledge and skills base 
of ZKM | Karlsruhe to develop online 
and offline AI tools. These will enable 
the accessibility of a growing archive  
of information to users as bespoke  
toolkits and playbooks for change.

c)	�Enabling the growing network artistic 
reseach, in collaboration with the  
Association of Arte Útil, to develop a 
growing and open-source repository 
of research, knowledge-production 
and activist strategies for community 
change.

d)	�Enabling the development and research 
of Latin American based digital and 
cybernetic initiatives as a basis for a 
growing international research dialogue 
around decolonialisation and the  
Decentralisation of Political Economies.

http://Stafford Beer Collection
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About ZKM | Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe
Founded in 1989, the ZKM | Karlsruhe stands world-
wide for an open concept of art in the digital age. At the 
ZKM, scientific collection and archive research is in-
tertwined with artistic research on the electronic arts. 
Through these interdisciplinary connections, the ZKM 
presents and produces the evolution of art and me-
dia of the 20th and 21st centuries. Whether exhibi-
tions, symposia, publications, concert programs or dig-
ital formats, the ZKM is the platform for the discourse 
of art and technology with society, science, business 
and politics in order to examine and better understand 
the effects of our media and digital world on us humans. 

About LJMU School of Art and Creative Industries
Liverpool School of Art and Creative Industries is a new 
School at Liverpool John Moores University. Opening in 
2025, it amalgamates both Liverpool School of Art and 
Design and Liverpool Screen School into an exciting, for-
ward thinking multidisciplinary environment which is 
dedicated to cultivating innovative thinkers and indus-
try-ready graduates who are equipped to succeed in the 
creative industries.

About LJMU Special Collections & Archives
→ �LJMU Special Collections and Archives (SCA) man-

age the University’s collections of historical, rare, and 
unique archival and print materials, including photo-
graphs, manuscripts, books, video and audio resourc-
es. We collect, document and safeguard material in ac-
cordance with professional standards and legislation to 
make our holdings accessible to students, staff, and the 
wider public to encourage and support learning, teach-
ing, research, enjoyment, and inspiration.

→ �The Stafford Beer Collection includes Stafford Beer’s 
personal papers and his library of almost 2000 books, 
documenting his cybernetics career, projects, and 
wide-ranging intellectual pursuits within.  The collec-
tion includes available to view by appointment, and is 
open to all.

Contact

LJMU School of Art and Creative Industries
Liverpool L3 5AH
https://www.ljmu.ac.uk/

John Byrne
J.Byrne@ljmu.ac.uk 

ZKM | Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe
D-76135 Karlsruhe
https://zkm.de/en

Mira Hirtz
mira.hirtz@zkm.de

https://zkm.de/en
https://uat.ljmu.ac.uk/library/special-collections-and-archives
https://archives.ljmu.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=SB&pos=1
https://www.ljmu.ac.uk/
https://zkm.de/en
mailto:mira.hirtz@zkm.de
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Stafford Beer: 
5 Principles for the People
Stafford Beer, 1972
Courtesy of the Stafford Beer Collection 
at Liverpool John Moores University.
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