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soc 596 API: fall 2004

the sixties and cybernetics

Andrew Pickering

336 Lincoln Hall: 3.00-5.30 pm, Mondays

This graduate seminar will try to get to grips with two historical and cultural formations. One can be loosely but suggestively described as the psychedelic 1960s—the strange and fascinating counter-culture or underground that flourished in that decade. No satisfactory scholarly history of this period presently exists, but we will study primary texts (fiction and nonfiction) and later reflections, and I hope to arrange collective viewings of a series of classic 60s movies (Easy Rider, Blow Up. Clockwork Orange, If, W. R.: Mysteries of the Organism, etc, etc). The other cultural formation we will examine is the strange and fascinating antidisciplinary field of cybernetics that flourished after World War II, especially in Britain—as manifested in very distinctive approaches to science, engineering, robotics, computing, philosophy, brain science, psychiatry, management, politics, the arts, entertainment, architecture, and religion.

The object of juxtaposing these formations is twofold. First, I want to explore the real historical connections between them, going, for example, from cybernetics to the practice of such legendary 60s figures as William Burroughs, Allen Ginsberg and R. D. Laing, and, more generally, into explorations of consciousness, the antipsychiatry movement, Eastern spirituality, etc. Second, I want to explore what one could call the ontological resonances between the two formations. Both, it seems to me, presupposed a world that is not exhaustively knowable, not subject to human domination, but rather to be experimentally explored in a performative and adaptive fashion. In this sense, both acted out, often in very different ways and arenas, the ontology I tentatively laid out in my book, The Mangle of Practice—which my current interest in cybernetics and the 60s has grown out of.

The seminar has a political edge. In cybernetic terms, we now live in a low variety world, in which, crudely, the only response to free-market globalising capitalism and associated military ventures seems to be brute opposition. The 60s and cybernetics both appreciated and exemplified higher variety, and the hope is to find some inspiration there (without being uncritical) for novel ways forward that might be explored in the present.

format: open-ended discussions of assigned readings/topics

texts:

Two books, available at the Illini Union Bookstore:

A. S. Byatt, A Whistling Woman (New York: Vintage, 2002).

John Geiger, Chapel of Extreme Experience: A Short History of Stroboscopic Light and the Dream Machine (New York: Soft Skull Press, 2003).

Also articles and selections from books. See the attached list for the full set. Reader I covering the first four weeks of the seminar is available now from Notes and Quotes, 502 E John Street, Ch.

grades: based upon one extended essay (say 30pp double-spaced) or two shorter essays (around 15pp each) and active contributions to class discussions. The essays should be relevant to topics discussed in the seminar; my hope is that they can also be relevant to participants’ own research interests. For the two-essay option, the first will be due on 1 Nov 2004, the second on 17 Dec 2004. For the single-essay option, the due date is 17 Dec 2004. We can discuss the writing component further when we meet; I can think of many interesting potential topics.

contact: pickerin@uiuc.edu; 333-8067; 225 Lincoln Hall.

soc 596: the sixties and cybernetics

week 1: general introduction

Pickering, A. (in preparation)  The Cybernetic Brain in Britain, ch 1, ‘The Adaptive Brain.’

Roszak, T. (1995 [1968])  The Making of a Counter Culture: Reflections on the Technocratic Society & Its Youthful Opposition (London: Faber & Faber): introduction to the 1995 edition; preface; Ch 2: an invasion of centaurs, pp. i-xlii, 42-83.

Byatt, A. S. (2002)  A Whistling Woman (New York: Vintage).

week 2: w grey walter: psychiatry, tortoises & flicker

Pickering, A. (2004)  ‘Cybernetics and Madness: From Electroshock to the Psychedelic 60s,’ talk presented in science studies seminar  series, Simpson Center for the Humanities, University of Washington, Seattle, 7 May 2004.

Hayward, R. (2001)  ‘The Tortoise and the Love-Machine: Grey Walter and the Politics of Electroencephalography,’ in C. Borck and M. Hagner (eds), Mindful Practices: On the Neurosciences in the Twentieth Century, Science in Context, 14 (4), 615-41.

Shorter, E. (1997)  A History of Psychiatry: From the Era of the Asylum to the Age of Prozac (New York: Wiley): ch 6: alternatives, pp. 190-238.

background reading

Walter, W. G. (1953)  The Living Brain (London: Duckworth): ch 1: lords of the earth, pp. 15-39.

Walter, W. G. (1950)  ‘An Imitation of Life,’ Scientific American, 182 (May), 42-45.

Walter, W. G. (1951)  ‘A Machine That Learns,’ Scientific American, 185 (August), 60-63.

Masserman, J. H. (1950)  ‘Experimental Neuroses,’ Scientific American, 182 (March), 38-43.

· BNI ECT videotape

week 3: from flicker to the beats

Geiger, J. (2003)  Chapel of Extreme Experience: A Short History of Stroboscopic Light and the Dream Machine (New York: Soft Skull Press).

Burroughs, W. S. (2001 [1959])  Naked Lunch, The Restored Text, J. Grauerholz and B. Miles (eds) (New York: Grove Press). Extract: ‘benway,’ pp. 19-38; ‘Letter From a Master Addict to Dangerous Drugs,’ [1956] pp. 213-29, reprinted from The British Journal of Addiction, 53 (2).

week 4: the psychedelic 60s

Green, J. (1988)  Days in the Life: Voices from the English Underground, 1961-1971 (London: Heinemann): extracts: pp. vii-xii, 32-40, 64-74, 175-87, 208-210, 238-40, 419-26.

Nuttall, J. (1968)  Bomb Culture (New York: Delacorte Press): extracts: vii-x, 127-39, 177-80, 203-28, 247-51, 263-70.

Neville, R. (1970)  Play Power (London: Jonathan Cape): pp 74-75,  166-67.

Walter, W. G. (1956)  The Curve of the Snowflake (New York: W. W. Norton), pp. 9-15.

week 5: strange performances

James, W. (1902)  The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (New York: Longmans, Green, & Co.): pp. 385-93.

Huxley, A. (1963 [1954])  The Doors of Perception, and Heaven and Hell (New York: Harper & Row): pp. 9-27, 52-59, 143-48.

Owen, A. (2004)  The Place of Enchantment: British Occultism and the Culture of the Modern (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), chs 5 & 6, ‘Occult Reality and the Fictionalizing Mind’ and ‘Aleister Crowley in the Desert,’ pp. 148-220 + pictures.

Dror -- ‘Voodoo Death’

Borck, C. (2000)  ‘Aiming High: Cybernetics in Wartime Germany,’ Colloquium, Max Planck Institute for History of Science, 9 May 2000.

Walter, W. G. (1953)  The Living Brain (London: Duckworth). -- extract on yogis etc

week 6: psychedelics and anti-psychiatry

Ashby, W. R. (1968)  Review of Politics of Experience, E. T. Gendlin, Review of Politics of Experience, R. D. Laing, ‘Author’s Response,’ The Philosophy Forum, 7 (Sept 1968), 84-94.

Bateson, G., J. Haley, D. Jackson and J. Weakland (1956)  ‘Towards a Theory of Schizophrenia,’ reprinted in Bateson (1972), Steps to an Ecology of Mind (New York: Ballantine). -- [or intro to Ps narrative] -- also bateson on dolphins & meta-learning

Laing, R. D. (1967)  The Politics of Experience (New York: Penguin). -- extract

Howarth-Wiliams, M. (1977)  R. D. Laing: His Work and its Relevance for Sociology (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul).

or

Kotowicz, Z. (1997)  R. D. Laing and the Paths of Anti-Psychiatry (London: Routledge). -- extracts: esp on acid, kingsley hall, and after 1970

Nuttall, J. (1968)  Bomb Culture (New York: Delacorte Press). extract on kingsley hall, trocchi, anti-univ [or ‘days’]

· Ginsberg, A. and R. D. Laing (1989)  Writers in Conversation: 16. Videocassette (London: Institute for the Contemporary Arts).

week 7: w ross ashby: Psychiatry, Synthetic Brains and Cybernetics

Pickering, A. (forthcoming)  ‘Psychiatry, Synthetic Brains and Cybernetics in the work of W. Ross Ashby,’ presented at the W. Ross Ashby Centenary Conference, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 4-6 March 2004, and revised for a volume of essays from the conference edited by Peter Asaro, Andrew Pickering and John Wedge.

Ashby, W. R. (1948)  ‘Design for a Brain,’ Electronic Engineering, 20 (Dec 1948), 379-83.

Ashby, W. R. (1959)  ‘A Simple Computer for Demonstrating Behaviour,’ in Mechanisation of Thought Processes: Proceedings of a Symposium held at the National Physical Laboratory on 24th, 25th, 26th and 27th November 1958, 2 vols (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office), pp. 947-49. -- plus the other paper fr MTP: DAMS & habituation

Beer, S. (1960)  ‘Retrospect—American Diary, 1960,’ in Beer, How Many Grapes Went into the Wine? Stafford Beer on the Art and Science of Holistic Management (New York: Wiley, 1994), pp. 229-309. -- extract on WRA -> UIUC

Cooper, R. and J. Bird (1989)  The Burden: Fifty Years of Clinical and Experimental Neuroscience at the Burden Neurological Institute (Bristol: White Tree Books). -- extract: WRA at BNI

· audiotape of Ross Ashby

week 8: stafford beer: management, chile, politics

Pickering, A. (2004)  ‘The Science of the Unknowable: Stafford Beer’s Cybernetic Informatics,’ in Raul Espejo (ed.), Tribute to Stafford Beer, special issue of Kybernetes, 33 (2004), 499-521.

Beer, S. (1981)  Brain of the Firm (New York: Wiley, 2nd ed.). -- new # on chile -- or something general on management

Beckett, A. (2002)  Pinochet in Piccadilly: Britain and Chile’s Hidden History (London: Faber and Faber), ch 8, ‘The coup,’ pp. 112-27.

Beer, S. (1993)  ‘World in Torment: A Time Whose Idea Must Come,’ Kybernetes, 22, 15-43. -- or another piece on politics?

Beer, S. (2004 [2001])  ‘What is Cybernetics?’ Acceptance speech for an honorary degree at the University of Valladolid, Mexico, October 2001, Kybernetes, 33 (3/4), 853-63.

· video of Stafford Beer

week 9: biological computers & hylozoism; syntegrity and spirituality 

Beer, S. (1962)  ‘A Progress Note on Research into a Cybernetic Analogue of Fabric,’ Artorga, Communication 40, April 1962. Reprinted in Beer, How Many Grapes Went into the Wine? Stafford Beer on the Art and Science of Holistic Management (New York: Wiley, 1994), pp. 24-32.

Blohm, H., S. Beer and D. Suzuki (1986)  Pebbles to Computers: The Thread (Toronto: Oxford University Press). --- extract

Beer, S. (1966)  ‘Cybernetics and the Knowledge of God,’ The Month, 34, 291-303.

Beer, S. (1994)  Beyond Dispute: The Invention of Team Syntegrity (New York: Wiley). -- extracts: history & substance; enneagram; chakras & cosmos

week 10: new age and new music
Lilly, J. (1972)  The Center of the Cyclone: An Autobiography of Inner Space (New York: The Julian Press). -- extracts: dolphins? sensory deprivation [include bateson] -- oscar ichazo/arica -- proto New Age

Castaneda, C. (1968)  The Teachings of Don Juan: A Yaqui Way of Knowledge (Harmondsworth: Penguin). -- extract

Eno, B. (2003)  ‘An Interview with Brian Eno,’ in D. Whittaker (ed.), Stafford Beer: A Personal Memoir (Charlbury, Oxon: Wavestone Press), pp. 53-63.

Eno, B. (1996)  ‘Generative Music,’ In Motion Magazine, www.inmotionmagazine.com/eno1.html -- and other writings?

week 11: gordon pask: art, theatre, architecture

Pickering, A. (2004)  ‘On Gordon Pask: Cybernetics as Art,’ Sociology colloquium, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 23 Jan 2004.

Pask, G. (1971)  ‘A Comment, a Case History and a Plan,’ in J. Reichardt (ed.), Cybernetics, Art, and Ideas (Greenwich, CT: New York Graphics Society), pp. 76-99.

Gere, C. (2002)  Digital Culture (London: Reaktion Books). -- ch on 60s: pask, roy ascott, the who . . .

Littlewood, J. (2001)  ‘Gordon Pask,’ Kybernetes, 30, 760-61.

Pask, G. (1964)  ‘Proposals for a Cybernetic Theatre,’ Theatre Workshop & System Research. Unpublished.

Pask, G. (1969)  ‘The Architectural Relevance of Cybernetics,’ Architectural Design, 39 (Sept 1969), 494-96.

more on fun palace, architecture; SB on GP [filigree friendship (latest kybrntes -- includes brunel) or easter]

week 12: chemical computers, teaching machines, education

Pask, G. (1959)  ‘Physical Analogues to the Concept of Growth,’ in Mechanisation of Thought Processes: Proceedings of a Symposium held at the National Physical Laboratory on 24th, 25th, 26th and 27th November 1958, 2 vols (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office), pp. 877-928.

Cariani, P. (1993)  ‘To Evolve an Ear: Epistemological Implications of Gordon Pask’s Electrochemical Devices,’ Systems Research, 10, 19-33.

Pask, G. (1982)  ‘SAKI: Twenty-Five Years of Adaptive Training into the Microprocessor Era,’ International Journal of Man-Machine Studies, 17, 69-74.

Ranulph Glanville -- two recent articles in C&HK

week 13: reflections

