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Abstract: This research explores the connection of affect theory and cybernetics to apprehend how psychological
systems process information and generate responses. Affect, deals with human emotions, moods, and feelings
which plays a vital role in shaping cognitive and behavioral processes. Cybernetics, the study of control and
communication in both animals and machines, provides a framework for understanding the regulatory
mechanisms involved in these processes. This research explores how affective states influence information
processing, decision-making, and behavioral responses within the context of a cybernetic system. The methodology
involves a literature review synthesizing key concepts from affect theory, such as the circumplex model of affect,
and cybernetic principles, including feedback loops and control mechanisms. Key findings highlight the interplay
between affect and cognition, demonstrating how affective states can bias information processing, modulate
attentional focus, and shape decision-making outcomes. These findings have implications for understanding
psychological phenomena, such as emotional regulation, motivation, and psychopathology..

Keywords: Affect, Cybernetics, Information Processing, Response Generation, Psychological Systems

— e —T> System
Behavior/Output

Affective Feedback J

Cognitive
Behavioral
B, Adjustment

Feedback

to
Emotional

Response
System Feadback

External
Stimulus/Input Adjustment in
Feadback



https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4023-8796
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4023-8796
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1247-9181
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1247-9181

761 / Journal of Daoist Studies 19-3s (2026)

Background
Theory of Affect

Affect theory is a multidisciplinary framework that explores the role of emotions, feelings, and
moods in shaping human experience, behavior, and social interactions. “In studying these movements,
flashes, or outbursts of feeling, affect theory returns to several key philosophical tensions.” It argues
that affect is not simply a secondary phenomenon resulting from cognitive processes but a primary
force that shapes our perceptions, thoughts, and actions. Affective responses are seen as intrinsic and
universal reactions that give rise to awareness and direct cognition. Ruth Leys acknowledges that the
question of the relationship between conscious and un-or preconscious knowledge has not yet been
addressed in a way as to definitively resolve the current debate between top-down and bottom-up
theories of mental activity (“TA,” 464-72).

Key concepts in the study of affect encompass various emotional states and their complexities.
Emotions are defined as discrete, intense, and relatively short-lived affective states such as joy, sadness,
anger, and fear. In contrast, moods are more diffuse, less intense, and tend to last longer, exemplified
by cheerfulness, gloominess, and irritability. Feelings represent the subjective experiences associated
with these emotions and moods, often linked with physiological changes and cognitive evaluations.
Calvino writes about the constantly changing reference frames that Mr. Palomar takes of the world, in
the chapter “The Infinite Lawn,” describing how the protagonist’'s mind wanders from a menial
gardening task to musings about the universe:

Mr. Palomar’s wind has wandered; he has stopped pulling up weeds. He no longer thinks of the
lawn: he thinks of the universe. He is trying to apply to the universe everything he has through about
the lawn. The universe, perhaps finite but countless, unstable within its borders, which discloses other
universes within itself. The universe, collection of celestial bodies, nebulas, fine dust, force fields,
intersections of fields, collections of collections. (Calvino 1983, p.33).

The concept of affective feedback loops illustrates how our emotions and feelings can impact our
subsequent thoughts and behaviors, creating reinforcing cycles of experience. The Circumplex Model
of Affect further clarifies this relationship. Significant figures in affect theory include Silvan Tomkins,
who identified basic innate affects triggered by specific stimuli and expressed through facial and bodily
responses, and Raymond Williams, who introduced the term "structure of feeling" to better understand
the affective aspects of consciousness and relationships. “Feeling in Theory Paradoxically uniting the
desire for multiplicity with the desire for lingering.” Rei Terada’s recent Looking Away gives anti-
utilitarian shift in affect theory (which she calls “phenomenophilia”) she ends the book with what she
calls the utopia of eternal psychoanalysis —the fantasy of being able to analyze each stray detail of our
collective lives, with no goal or end point in mind, into eternity underscores the importance of affect
across various disciplines in shaping human experience.

Cybernetics

Cybernetics is the study of control and communication in both animals and machines. It explores
how systems regulate themselves through feedback loops and other mechanisms. Cybernetics provides
a framework for understanding how information is processed, how decisions are made, and how
systems adapt to changing environments. It focuses on concepts such as organization, feedback,
recursion, information, control, communication, and circularity.

Cybernetics is grounded in several fundamental principles for understanding its applications,
Engelberg and Boyarsky (1979) have asserted cybernetic main key concept is feedback loops; The
information network of cybernetic systems is closed; action of any element of the system ultimately
exerts an influence upon every other element (p. 317). This influence ultimately returns to the element
which first caused it; it follows that there exists a myriad of feedback pathways in a cybernetic system
(p.319). Feedback is the basis of goal direction, regulation, and stability (p. 319).
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Communication plays an essential role as well, serving as the means of information exchange
between different components of a system or between a system and its environment, which is vital for
control and regulation. Additionally, the ability of a system to maintain a stable internal environment
despite Negative feedback loops are goal directed and stabilize the cybernetic system. When the system
is perturbed the feedbacks reduce the effect; this leads to regulation in which certain variables are held
constant; such systems are stable (p. 319). The stability is conferred by the information networks;
goalseeking and homeostatic behaviors are characteristics to be reserved for cybernetic systems (p. 320).
Engelberg and Boyarsky also describes about loop-closure property of cybernetic systems that "a
myriad of feedback pathways" must therefore exist (p. 319). It is a critical aspect of cybernetic systems.
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Method Details of Using Affect Theory

Affect Theory focuses on understanding the emotional and physiological reactions that drive
human behavior. This method encompasses various approaches to study emotions and their intricate
interplay with cognition and behavior.

Firstly, emotional and affective responses can be measured through physiological observations,
such as heart rate, skin conductance, and facial expressions, providing insight into the intensity and
type of emotions like fear, anger, or happiness. Additionally, self-report questionnaires, including the
Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS), capture subjective experiences by having participants
rate their emotional states. Facial Action Coding System (FACS) can be used to further analyze facial
expressions linked to fundamental emotions, revealing details about emotional intensity.

Secondly, the analysis of affective feedback loops involves understanding cognitive appraisal,
where individuals’ interpretations of events influence emotional responses and ensuing behaviors.
Behavioral observations track how these responses, such as anxiety-induced avoidance, reinforce
negative feelings, creating a feedback loop that can be assessed through self-reporting and direct
observation. Moreover, experimental methods may manipulate emotional regulation strategies (like
reappraisal or suppression) to explore their effects on emotions and behavior.

Finally, therapeutic applications of Affect Theory include Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT),
which aids clients in identifying and reshaping harmful affective feedback patterns, and Emotion-
Focused Therapy (EFT), which assists individuals in processing their emotions to foster positive
feedback loops that can transform emotional and behavioral patterns.
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Method Details of Using Cybernetics

Cybernetics is a field focused on understanding and analyzing systems through the principles of
feedback loops, self-regulation, and adaptation. Recognizing the components and their
interconnections is essential for meaningful analysis.

The first phase involves pining down the feedback mechanisms at work these can lead to be
positive, which amplify changes (such as the snowball effect), or negative, which stabilize the system
by deviations. Gathering and analyze data to observe how variations within the system trigger
responses. Additionally, cybernetics frequently employs mathematical modeling to depict feedback
systems, utilizing differential equations to illustrate facts that changes in a system’s state over time in
relation to feedback.

In certain algorithm simulations play a vital role in modeling behaviors and forecasting feedback
loops, allowing the prediction of changes by simulating communication and feedback dynamics within
the systems. Homeostasis and adaptation studies are critical in understanding both biological and
artificial systems through the lens of cybernetics.

Integrating Affect Theory and Cybernetics:

While Affect Theory focuses on human emotions and Cybernetics on systems behavior,
integrating both methods can provide an understanding of how emotional feedback loops function
within humans.

Emotions in Social Systems: Cybernetic principles can be applied to study how emotions
influence group dynamics and gatherings in public places. Frequently, an adaptive need is postulated
to explain the presence of a specific emotion. This is redolent of similar designations of societal "needs"
to explain existing social practices in early functionalist sociology (Aberle et al. 1950). For example,
affective responses such as anger or empathy can impact social interactions, which then trigger
feedback mechanisms that either stabilize or escalate a situation.

Adaptive Emotional Systems: Combining these methods can help explore how individuals’
emotional states adapt to feedback from their environment. At the organizational level, emotional
capability refers to an organization's ability to acknowledge, recognize, monitor, discriminate, and
attend to its members' emotions, and it is manifested in the organization's norms and routines related
to feeling (Schein, 1992). For example, how emotional regulation strategies from Affect Theory interact
with feedback loops in social environments from Cybernetics to either promote or hinder personal or
group goals.
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By using both methods, a new more complex models of behavior that account for both emotional

and systemic factors can be created.
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Combining Affect Theory and Cybernetics provides a powerful, interdisciplinary method for
understanding the interplay between emotions and systems behavior. By integrating these two
approaches, study of emotional responses not only in individuals but also within larger systems
whether social, biological, or technological, by focusing on feedback loops, self-regulation, and
adaptation. Here’s a detailed explanation of the method for combining both theories:

Conceptual Framework Integration

The first step in combining Affect Theory and Cybernetics is creating an integrated conceptual
framework that unites both fields' core principles.

Affective Feedback Loops: Affect Theory emphasizes how emotions create feedback loops, where
emotional responses influence cognition and behavior, which in turn triggers further emotional
reactions. Cybernetics, with its focus on feedback mechanisms, provides a structured lens for
understanding how these emotional feedback loops.

Systems Perspective: Cybernetics provides a systems approach, treating emotions as part of a
larger system that involves various components, like the mind, body, environment, and social
interactions. Affective feedback loops are viewed as dynamic processes within this system, where
emotional responses interact with other system components to maintain homeostasis or initiate change.

Research Design and Data Collection

A combined approach requires designing experiments and collecting data that can capture both
emotional responses and the system dynamics influenced by these emotions.

Emotional and Physiological Data: Begin by collecting data on the emotional states of individuals
using tools such as self-report surveys, physiological measures (heart rate, skin conductance), and facial
expression analysis (e.g., FACS). This helps capture the emotional state and intensity of the individual.

System-Level Data: Simultaneously, gather data on the broader system in which emotions are
occurring. A collective study of social interactions, measure group behavior, communication patterns,
or collective decision-making and how they respond to emotional states.

Feedback Mechanism Identification: Identify how emotional responses influence system
behavior and how these behaviors, in turn, create further emotional responses. For example, if a person
feels anxious (an emotional state), they may avoid social situations, leading to increased isolation and
a reinforcing loop of anxiety. This feedback loop can be analyzed using cybernetic principles.

Dynamic Modeling

Once data is collected, a dynamic model of the emotional feedback loops within the larger system
can be developed using Cybernetic modeling.
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System Representation: Represent the system as a network of interrelated components, including
emotional states, cognitive processes, physiological responses, and external stimuli. This model helps
track how emotions (as inputs) affect individual behaviors.

Feedback Loop Modeling: Model the emotional feedback loops as cybernetic feedback systems.
Use mathematical and computational models to represent how emotions influence humans’ states and
how the human’s behavior (e.g., avoidance or social engagement) reinforces or dampens emotional
responses. These models can use systems dynamics tools such as Stock and Flow Diagrams or
Differential Equations to represent emotional feedback loops.

Positive and Negative Feedback: Identify both positive (amplifying) and negative (stabilizing)
feedback loops. For example, in a social system, a positive feedback loop might occur when a leader’s
anger causes group members to become more agitated, which further intensifies the leader's anger. In
contrast, a negative feedback loop could occur in a regulatory process, like the self-regulation of anxiety,
where emotional distress triggers coping mechanisms that reduce the anxiety over time.

Simulation and Adaptation

Using Cybernetic principles of adaptation and self-regulation, simulate how emotional responses
affect system behavior over time and how the system can self-correct or adapt.

Simulating Emotional Adaptation: In this step, you simulate how emotions and their feedback
loops evolve over time. For example, in an individual, stress might lead to avoidance behaviors that
reinforce anxiety (positive feedback loop). By introducing external interventions (e.g., cognitive
reframing), simulate how the system might adapt to create new, healthier feedback loops that reduce
anxiety (negative feedback).

Adjusting System Parameters: Experiment with modifying system parameters to simulate
different emotional and behavioral outcomes. For example, introducing a new emotion regulation
technique (like mindfulness) can alter the feedback loop by reducing the intensity of emotional
responses or increasing emotional resilience, leading to more stable system behavior.

Observing System Stability or Change: Analyze how emotional feedback loops contribute to
overall system stability (homeostasis) or change. In a social context, the introduction of a new emotional
regulation strategy in group interactions could stabilize the group dynamics and prevent conflict
escalation (negative feedback loop). Conversely, unresolved emotional conflict might lead to escalating
instability (positive feedback loop).

Intervention

The combined method allows for designing interventions to regulate emotional feedback loops
and understand humans’ behavior.

Therapeutic Interventions: In clinical settings, practitioners can use this combined approach to
target emotional feedback loops that contribute to negative behavioral patterns (e.g., anxiety,
depression). By understanding how emotions interact with broader behavioral systems, therapists can
implement strategies to change the feedback loop, such as through Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)
A number of studies have been conducted and meta-analyses have shown overall evidence for the
effectiveness of CBT for panic disorder/agoraphobia (Ruhmland & Margraf 2001; Mitte 2005; Haby et
al. 2006; Gloster et al. 2011) or Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT) is a psychological treatment designed
to address the cognitive and interpersonal experiential perspective of emotions. With this treatment,
once the contact with emotional experience is achieved, clients must cognitively orient to that
experience as information and must explore, reflect on and make sense of it. This is achieved by
exploring beliefs associated with the experienced emotion and by identifying the needs that can
motivate change in personal meanings and beliefs. EFT trials showed promising results with respect to
both acute response and subsequent prevention of depressive symptoms. (Calugi S et al. 2013). Which
break maladaptive emotional cycles and help clients develop healthier emotional regulation strategies.
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Social Interventions: In organizational or social setting, leaders can use insights from this
combined approach to understand how group emotions (e.g., collective anxiety, anger) influence
decision-making and behavior. Cybernetic methods can help leaders design feedback interventions
(e.g., communication strategies, conflict resolution) to stabilize or positively influence group dynamics.

Technological Interventions: In Al or robotic systems use of affective feedback to improve system
performance. For example, a robot designed to interact with humans might use emotional feedback
(e.g., detecting user frustration) to adapt its responses (e.g., adjusting its behavior to reduce user stress).
Cybernetic principles help model and control how these emotional cues influence the robot's behavior
over time.

Evaluation and Refinement

Finally, assess the effectiveness of the interventions and feedback loops over time.

System Feedback Evaluation: Evaluate how the emotional system responds to interventions and
whether the system achieves the desired outcome, such as reduced emotional distress or improved
group cohesion. This can be done by monitoring emotional states, physiological data, and system-level
behavior across multiple iterations.

Refining Feedback Loops: If the desired changes are not achieved, refine the feedback loops.
Adjust emotional regulation techniques, communication strategies, or system parameters until the
feedback loops promote the desired emotional and behavioral outcomes.

Conclusion:

By integrating Affect Theory with Cybernetics, a model can be created to comprehensive
approach to understanding and regulating emotional and behavioral systems. This combined method
allows for a deeper understanding of how emotional responses influence larger systems (individuals,
groups, technologies) and how these systems can adapt, self-regulate, and stabilize over time. This
synthesis paves the way for designing more adaptive, empathetic, and resilient systems whether they
are psychological frameworks, Al models, social platforms, or therapeutic approaches. It is particularly
powerful in fields such as psychology, social systems, artificial intelligence, and therapy, offering new
pathways for intervention and optimization
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