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Abstract

This project explores the synchronicity of psychoanalytic and cybernetic practices from
the mid-to-late nineteenth century by recovery and analysis of a shared material media
culture. This project takes as a starting point the work of French psychoanalyst Jacques
Lacan, who observed the affinity between cybernetics and psychoanalysis, “two roughly
contemporaneous techniques,” related to the emergence of the two distinct types of
sciences: exact and “conjectural.” I investigate their shared patterns of figuration in the
two fields, before they developed significant, and even irreconcilable, differences. This
project demonstrates that what Lacan discussed explicitly in the 1950s, particularly, in his
“cybernetic” Seminar II, was an expression of a more implicit connection between
cybernetics and psychoanalysis ab initio. It offers a media-archaeological account of the
pre-history of psychoanalysis (or proto-psychoanalytic practices) that considers the
development of the psychoanalytic technique both through and against the technological
mediation. The final part of this dissertation switches from the subject of the architectural
and institutional panopticon of the nineteenth century to the “interpassive” user-subject of
the perverse panopticon of the social media network. My discussion resonates with the
current concerns expressed both within academia and in the Lacanian clinic about the
degree of mediation, the limits of surveillance, the capacity of the network to exploit the
subject, the automation of the gadgets that manage our lives, and the symptoms produced
by all these aspects of the human-machine assemblages or even the erasure thereof in the

capitalist discourse of global economy.
Keywords

Cybernetics, psychoanalysis, information, entropy, structure, conjectural sciences, exact

sciences, automation, unconscious, Freud, Lacan, Wiener, Shannon.
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Introduction

Psychoanalysis and Cybernetics, ab initio

This project elicits the synchronicity of psychoanalytic and cybernetic thought from the
mid-to-late nineteenth century by recovery and analysis of a shared material media
culture. I take as a starting point the work of French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan: his
“return to Freud” in the 1950s and particularly, in his “cybernetic” Seminar II, The Ego in
Freud’s Theory and in the Technique of Psychoanalysis (1954-1955), where Lacan
observed an affinity between cybernetics and psychoanalysis related to the fact that they
are “two roughly contemporaneous techniques” (295) both rooted in the time of
emergence of the “exact” and “conjectural” sciences. He “looked upon cybernetics and
information theory as an alternative intellectual framework for rethinking Freud” (Liu
158). Lacan insisted that cybernetics highlighted “the radical difference between the
symbolic and the imaginary orders” (Seminar II 306), and he elaborated this difference
by using cybernetic notions, specifically, “the machine” as a continuous automatic
circulation initiating the exchange between systems. “There is no cycloid in the
imaginary. The cycloid is a discovery in the symbolic. And whereas the latter can easily
be produced by a cybernetic machine,” Lacan explained that in the radical non-identity of
the subject caught by the inertia of the immobile imaginary plane, “one encounters
unprecedented difficulties ... in getting one circle to correspond to another by means of a

dialogue between two machines” (306).



From this point, I go back almost a century, to a time when both cybernetic and
psychoanalytic practices were only about to emerge in order to investigate “certain shared
patterns of figuration” before the two fields developed what may seem as “very
considerable, indeed irreconcilable, differences in their basic assumptions”' (Elmer 108).
I read various cases of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century scientific and artistic
practices as well as published research on neurology, psychiatry, and biology, where I
distinguish the instances that show similar concerns of early cybernetics and
psychoanalysis which reveal that they were shaped by similar epistemological
frameworks, a fact often overlooked by conventional readings of both fields. In other
words, I demonstrate that what Lacan discussed explicitly in the 1950s was an expression
of a more implicit, although not articulated, connection between the two practices ab

initio.

As David A. Mindell has noted, “the term prehistory implies a certain teleology that is
abhorrent to the historian of technology” (Between Human and Machine 6). However,
instead of validating the historical narratives, the prehistory I outline here subverts them
by revealing their multiple shortcomings. For example, at the time between the 1830s and
1880s, when a number of scientific fields such as such as physiology, neurology, and
psychology were in formation, there was a peculiar “noise” in attempts to articulate their
individual agenda and methodology. This noise constituted the “grey areas” and

“overlaps” between sciences that would not fit the subsequent historicisation. Although

! Jonathan Elmer makes this observation in regards of the similarities between Lacan and systems theorist
Niklas Luhmann. A similar attempt was made by Canadian theorist Anthony Wilden in System and
Structure: Essays in Communication and Exchange (1972).



uncovering the “archaeological depth” or recovering the “repressed memories” by
excavating the piles of dispersed records that were not previously associated with
cybernetics or psychoanalysis does help, such strategy does not reflect the purpose of this
project. Rather, my work is based on deciphering a new, more complex and diverse
archive, which I see as a dynamic storage that “does not diachronically consist of layer
above layer but from time to time reconfigures the order of memories, to use Freud’s
description of a psychic mechanism in his letter to Wilhelm Fliess in 1896 (Ernst,
“Archive in Transition” 101; Freud, Letters to Fliess 205-215). In order to address the
shared prehistory of psychoanalysis and cybernetics, my project seeks to mobilize such a

reconfiguration.

To achieve this goal, I follow Lacan’s suggestion that both cybernetics and
psychoanalysis operate upon “the subject of science” which emerged by means of the
epistemological shifts of the seventeenth century. To explore Lacan’s concept “subject of
science,” I employ the media-archaeological method as “an epistemologically alternative
approach to the supremacy of media historical narratives,” which, according to Wolfgang
Ernst, also draws on Michel Foucault’s notion of “archive” as “the set of rules governing
the range of what can be verbally, audiovisually, or alphanumerically expressed at all”

(“Media Archaeology” 55). Ernst defines the method of media archaeology as

...a kind of epistemological reverse engineering, and an awareness of moments

* To quote Freud’s letter, he reports the following,

I am working on the assumption that our psychic mechanism has come into being by a process of
stratification: the material present in the form of memory traces being subjected from time to time
to a rearrangement in accordance with fresh circumstances — to a retranscription. Thus what is
essentially new about my theory is the thesis that memory is present not once but several times
over, that it is laid don in various kinds of indications. (Freud, Letters to Fliess 205).



when media themselves, not exclusively humans anymore, become active
“archaeologists” of knowledge. This means that when media archaeology deals
with prehistories ..., this “pre-" is less about temporal antecedence than about the
technoepistemological configurations underlying the discursive surface (literally,
the monitors and interfaces)... (55)

The prehistory I draw in my research secures a possibility of keeping the name
“cybernetics” to refer to these early practices that do not fully fit the definitions of
cybernetics proposed between the late 1940s and early 1950s.” It is important, I argue, to
distinguish between the cybernetic practice and discourse with their own time frames that

do not coincide and even different representative thinkers.

This distinction speaks to the difficulty of mapping the relation of psychoanalysis and
cybernetics that arises immediately when we say “cybernetics”: due to its
interdisciplinary status and a very long history of transformation, cybernetics has been
too many things and until today, there is no consensus on what it is. In the Johns Hopkins
Guide to Digital Media, Bernard Geoghegan and Benjamin Peters note that it has been

variously identified as

...a science of communication and control (Wiener 1948), a universal science
(Bowker 1993), an umbrella discipline (Kline, n.d.), a Manichean science (Galison
1994, 232), and a scientific farce founded on sloppy analogies between computers
and human organisms (Pierce 1961, 208-227). (Geoghegan, Peters 109)

Cybernetics has always been associated with a complex approach for exploring self-
regulatory systems, their structures, constraints, and possibilities. Cybernetics studies the
assemblages of the human-animal-machinic in their entirety: while it acknowledges the
distinctions between organisms and inanimate systems, it treats such assemblages as

autonomous operating units always in connection with their environment. Cybernetics

’ However, as I will argue in this dissertation, some notions of systems theory that developed as a
consequence of the Macy conferences’ discussions reveal a homological structure with psychoanalysis.



does not ask the question of what these units are, but rather, how they work. Therefore, in

its essence, it is a practice; but, of course, it is also a discourse.

As a discourse, cybernetics arrived into the world shaken by the horrors of World War 11
as an Esperanto” for science: to bridge the gaps and to establish collaboration between
and among the humanities and the exact, natural, and social sciences. It was indeed an
expression of hope to combine efforts for the work across disciplines towards the fast and
effective solutions for urgent problems. In a world that was once again immersed in
sorrow and discontent, the absence of a common language for different disciplines
revealed what seemed to be the “blank spaces on the map of science” which could only
be filled in “by a team of scientists [with] each specialist in his own field but each
possessing a thoroughly sound and trained acquaintance with the fields of his neighbors,”
as Mexican physician and physiologist Arturo Rosenblueth’ was known to say (Wiener,

Cybernetics 3). As Norbert Wiener explained:

If the difficulty of a physiological problem is mathematical in essence, ten
physiologists ignorant of mathematics will get precisely as far as one physiologist
ignorant of mathematics, and no further. If a physiologist who knows no
mathematics works together with a mathematician who knows no psychology, the
one will be unable to state his problem in terms that the other can manipulate, and
the second will be unable to put the answers in any form that the first can
understand. (Cybernetics 2-3)

* The word “Esperanto” for “the most outlandishly successful invented language ever,” comes from the
pseudonym of its creator, Ludwik Lejzer Zamenhof, a Polish-Jewish ophthalmologist, who published his
first book on this subject, Esperanto (1887), under the imagined name of Doktoro Esperanto: “one who
hopes.” See: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Esperanto.

> Arturo Rosenblueth, one of the key thinkers and pioneers of cybernetics, was a colleague, collaborator
and a friend of Norbert Wiener, with whom Wiener co-authored a number of important works including
Behavior, Purpose and Teleology (1943) and The Role of Models in Science (1945), and to whom he

dedicated his book Cybernetics, or Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine (1948).



As a discourse, cybernetics emerges in medias res. As the Encyclopcedia Britannica
informs us, this Latin phrase refers to a narrative technique, based on the “practice of
beginning an epic or other fictional form by plunging into a crucial situation that is part
of a related chain of events.”® This is precisely what happens when it comes to
cybernetics’ history: we always plunge into 1948, the year when Wiener outlined the
necessity, orientation, questions and terms of the “new” field in his seminal work
Cybernetics, or Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine. Wiener’s
book was conveniently published, again, in the midst of things: in the time when the
annual Macy Conferences were taking place in New York City between 1946 and 1953,
which were always described by the historian of cybernetics as a think-tank for the
researchers who explored the behavior of self-governing micro- and macro-systems and
questioned the boundaries between objects, systems and disciplines (Heims 1991, 1982;

Hayles 1999; Mindell 2002; Dupuy 2009; Liu 2010; Halpern 2015; Kline, 2015).

The discourse of cybernetics aimed at popularization of the cybernetic approach as well
as justification and institutionalisation of this “scientific newspeak.”” The 1950s was a
historical movement when a jargon was transforming into an ideology, “cyberspeak,” to

use Slava Gerovitch’s term (From Newspeak to Cyberspeak 2). Distinguishing between

% See the entry here: https://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/284369/in-medias-res.

7 This term, as the MIT theorist and historian of the Soviet cybernetics Slava Gerovitch explains, describes
a type of “blending of scientific, philosophical, and ideological concepts in political and academic
discourses of the late Stalinist period,” so called Soviet “ideolanguage” (as Mikhail Epstein named it) that
was “spoken” in the Soviet Union before World War II (Gerovitch, From Newspeak to Cyberspeak 13, 26).
He writes:

...cybernetic ideas developed by American and Western European scientists and engineers in the
1940s, viewing the diverse and eclectic analogies between the human brain and the computer,
between human communication and information exchange, and between negative entropy and
biological and social order through the prism of a shared metaphorical language that I call
cyberspeak. (49)



the discourse of cybernetics and cybernetic practice explains how the cybernetic episteme
remains crucial for psychoanalysis despite Lacan’s straightforward criticism of

cybernetics (as a discourse) in the end of his second seminar.

The “newness” of cybernetics for Wiener did not mean its complete disengagement from
the past. In fact, he chose “a patron saint of cybernetics” among the thinkers of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. The reason for
Wiener’s adoption of the philosopher, however, was not the method of Leibniz’s thought,
but rather his interest in the possibility of building a computing machine. According to
Wiener, the earlier philosophers prefigured the cybernetic field, because their aim was to
develop mathematical logic as a basis for machinic reasoning. Of course, Leibniz’s idea
of computing machines prefigured the key ambition of twentieth-century cybernetics —
artificial intelligence. However, cybernetic psychoanalysis of the early days asked the
question that was a reversed version of Leibniz’s question: to what extent is the human
intelligence “artificial,” “mechanical,” or “machinic”? Does the communication of the
human, animal and other machines with their environments and each other occur
automatically? What kind of exchange does it initiate? What boundaries does it transgress

and on what conditions?

A prehistory of cybernetic psychoanalysis extends the individual and shared historical
frameworks of the two fields. Some work that contests the accepted historical
frameworks of psychoanalysis and cybernetics has already been done, but most of it
considers each of the two fields separately. For example, Mindell’s study of the history of
control systems has extended the timeframe of cybernetic research back to the years

between the two wars, from 1916 to 1948. Mindell explores the discourses and practices



of “blurring the boundary between pilot and machine,” “between mechanical and
organic,” which would result in the uncanny “marriage of control and communication, a
vision of the human relationship with machines” after World War Il (Between Human
and Machine 4, 2, 5). Christopher Bissell (“Not Just Norbert”) has demonstrated that the
research on control engineering and its relationship with economics, social science and
culture by a number of German scientists preceded Wiener’s research by almost a
decade: for example, the work of German physicist Hermann Schmidt, control engineer
Winfried Oppelt, electrical engineer Arnold Tustin, and biological cybernetician Karl

Kiipfmiiller are rarely mentioned in the histories of cybernetic thought.

Lacanian analyst Eric Laurent has written extensively on the relation between
psychoanalysis and neuroscience. Although he does not address the nineteenth-century
contexts directly, his discussion of the “neural plasticity” (in response to French
philosopher Catherine Malabou) and the “somato-physical plasticity” (in response to
Swiss neuroscientist Pierre Magistretti and psychiatrist Frangois Ansermet) in Lost in
Cognition: Psychoanalysis and the Cognitive Sciences (2014) has provided the
framework for my reading of the clinical practices at the very beginning of early

neurological science and proto-psychoanalysis.

As far as the prehistory of psychoanalysis, I found Henry F. Ellenberger’s The Discovery
of the Unconscious: The History and Evolution of Dynamic Psychiatry (1970) useful for
its rich historical perspective; I have also benefited from Frank J. Sulloway’s study
Freud, Biologist of the Mind: Beyond the Psychoanalytic Legend (1979), despite my
disagreement with the author’s thesis. In his book, Sulloway suggests that Freudian

psychoanalysis was a mere assemblage of the fragments of the work done by other



scientists and medical doctors. The multiple roots of Freud’s thought were certainly
undeniable, but I think Sulloway misses the point by claiming that Freud’s own
contribution in the formation of psychoanalytic thought of the nineteenth century was
trivial. Sulloway overlooks the transformations of the various scientific notions and
discoveries made by Freud when he used them in his work. It is precisely the nature of
these transformations that allows me to place Freud within the cybernetic episteme and
refer to Freud’s practice as “cybernetic psychoanalysis.” In his work, Freud intuitively
grasped the specifics of “cybernetic communication” between systems and the

environment, which, I believe, was important for establishing psychoanalytic practice.

Regarding the terms and notions that I use in this project to indicate the differences
between — what we can call — proto-cybernetic thought, early cybernetic thought,
cybernetics, and post-cybernetics, 1 place them all under the umbrella term “cybernetic
episteme.” For the sake of a major argument, this project does not focus on their
differences which, I admit, often indicate small yet significant changes as well as obvious
and undeniable ruptures in understanding of the relation between objects and subjects,
between things, words and environments. To give an example, I argue there is no
epistemological rupture between proto-cybernetic thought, which could be observed in
medical practices of the 1860s (i.e., when German philosopher, physicist and
experimental psychologist Gustav Fechner founded the field of psychophysics) and early
cybernetic thought of the first third of the twentieth century (i.e., when most of the
scientific research that led to the foundation and articulation of cybernetics as a field was
conducted). In this project, however, I only distinguish them as different forms of

awareness, which they reveal in various practices as well as through the different degrees
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of articulation manifested in the process of their institutionalization. Very often these
different forms of awareness exist simultaneously within a certain time period;
sometimes, they are present in a more concentrated form than other times. In this, my
project demonstrates a certain afferwardness in my reading of the history of the ideas, but

certainly, not teleology.

One of the leading German media-materialists, Friedrich Kittler, suggests that Lacan’s
work should not only be put in the contexts of media and information systems, but also
that it has always been there (1985; 1993). In Discourse Networks 1800/ 1900 (1985), he
argues that Freudian psychoanalysis belongs to one of the material discourse networks
constituted by the connections between historical moment, social structure, technology,
and communication systems. In his later works, Kittler also addresses Lacanian
psychoanalysis and suggests that the difference between these two versions of
psychoanalysis can be read through the transition from analog to digital, which situates
Freud and Lacan within different discourse networks. In my reading, the difference
Kittler establishes plays an important role for identifying what I call different forms of
awareness and degrees of articulation of writing practices, the key of which is what
Lacan calls “writing in speech”: the continuous digital and analog production of relation
between subjects and objects, between things, words and environments. Therefore,
despite the different regimes of technical media, the cybernetic episteme, as I see it, quite
comfortably occupies the realms of both the Discourse Network 1800 and the Discourse
Network 1900, each providing different conditions of possibility for the emergence,

development and, now, hegemony of the global graphocentrism.
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The work of Lydia H. Liu is crucial in this regard: the question she posed in Freudian
Robot (2010), “Where is the writing of digital media?” (15-37), and her choice of
answering this question by turning to the work of Lacan significantly impacted this
project. I do, however, think that the answer requires extending the scope to the early
stages of psychoanalytic practice, i.e., at the moment of its formation in the end of the
nineteenth century. By reading early Freud’s speculations through the lens of cybernetics,
which recognized the function of the abstract machines, as Lacan does in Seminar II, 1
demonstrate that psychoanalysis, already in its very early forms, began as a manifestation
of intuition, if not yet awareness, that led to his exploring and engaging with the

materiality of the written-in-speech.

The work of several German media theorists influenced by Kittler’s reading of the
emergence of psychoanalytic practice in terms of the changes of media regimes has
helped me in exploring the media archaeology of psychoanalysis. Bernhard Siegert’s
theory of cultural techniques, which uses Lacan’s differentiation between the registers of
the real, imaginary and symbolic, has been crucial for distinguishing different levels of
materiality in the media history of psychoanalysis.® Wolfgang Ernst’s incisive
observations on Freud’s conception of memory as a dynamic archive (“Archive in
Transition” 101) have been very useful along with his outline of the difference “between
the symbolic (in Lacan’s sense: writing, letters) and the mathematical real (computing)”
(“Discontinuities” 116). Reading the processes of digitization in the cases of

photographic documentation of Charcot’s patients, I benefited from Ernst’s discussion on

¥ Specifically, see Siegert’s essays “Door Logic, or the Materiality of the Symbolic” and “Medusas of the
Western Pacific: The Cultural Techniques of Seafaring” in Cultural Techniques: Grids, Doors, and Other
Articulations of the Real (2015).
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the relation of digital and analog in relation to Freud’s concept of a “psychic apparatus,”
as it was re-conceptualized by Lacan, so that it embodied the principle of a triode tube,’
which suggests that the digital regime did not substitute for the analog, but rather, both
became a complex machine that not only receives, transmits and stores data, but also

processes it.

In Medium, Messenger, Transmission: An Approach to Media Philosophy, Sybille
Krédmer has asked “what psychoanalytic transference reveals about the nature of
transmission” by addressing the invention of a proto-psychoanalytic technique in the
clinical practices of hypnosis. She described the practices conducted by French
psychologist and psychotherapist Pierre Janet, as well as by Josef Breuer and Freud, ' as

the process of “transmission through affective resonance” (126-143; 235).

In Psychosomatic: Feminism and the Neurological Body, Elizabeth A. Wilson, too, draws
our attention to Freud’s early studies in biology as well as Charcot’s clinical practice as
strong cases suggesting, “via hysteria,” that “the psychological tenets of psychoanalysis
are indebted to somatic symptomatology — that the psyche is always already of the body”
(Wilson 1). She has based her discussion of “the somatic compliance” on the work of
Monique David-Ménard, Hysteria From Freud to Lacan: Body and Language in
Psychoanalysis (1989), which addresses the specifics of the organization of the

hysterogenic body in terms of the obstruction of the physical body by the material

113

? Referring to Lacan’s Seminar 11, Ernst writes about Freud’s “psychic apparatus”: “It is thus the electron
tube of all things — that media-epistemological entity, serving both as analog amplifier and as digital
switch...” (Ernst, “Destroy” 169).

" For example, the notorious case of psychoanalytic transference, Freud’s and Josef Breuer’s patient Anna
0., who subsequently gave psychoanalysis the name “talking cure,” was probably one of the first patients
whose desire to talk about her suffering was seriously taken into consideration by her doctor.
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character of the signifiers that become “fused” to certain bodily movements, which could
be summarized by the words of Kittler that could also serve as an epigraph to my project:
“The discourse of psychoanalysis runs through two parallel-switched feedback loops, one
feminine and one mechanical” (Kittler, “Dracula’s Legacy” 52). My exploration of these

automated loops seeks for the instances of what could be identified as psychoanalytic and

cybernetic practices.

The discussion of technologies, techniques, and notions that early psychoanalysis and
early cybernetic thought both engage is inspired by Lacan’s interest in and engagement
with cybernetics, information and games theory for his re-reading of Freud’s theory of
the ego and the unconscious in the 1950s. Thus, I call this early “cybernetic

psychoanalysis” “Lacan’s cybernetics,” which has given the title to my dissertation.

My dissertation is organized in three parts and six chapters. Part I, “Demons and
Automata,” is focused on the notion of “automation,” crucial for both cybernetics and
psychoanalysis, which is found in a variety of practices and discourses from the
seventeenth to the twentieth century. The opening chapter, “The Cybernetic Episteme,”
introduces this notion by following Lacan’s discussion of cybernetics in Seminar II and
his use of cybernetics for his project of “returning to Freud.” Here I also explore Lacan’s
notion of “writing,” which I situate in the context of nineteenth-century graphocentrism.
Chapter two, “The Subject of Science,” outlines the conditions of mediality in which
such a subject emerges. Drawing on Lacan, I suggest these conditions were shaped by the
new, automated world order, where man found himself in the seventeenth century.
Chapter three, “Freud’s Circuitry,” investigates Freud’s engagement with and his

departure from the contemporary medical discourses and practices. This chapter also
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looks at the main correlations between early psychoanalytic and cybernetic concepts in
the work of Freud. I discuss Lacan’s genealogy of Freud’s thought from the “Project for a
Scientific Psychology” to Beyond the Pleasure Principle” in Seminar II (1954-1955),
where Lacan shows that Freud’s work already carried many intuitive discoveries that
would eventually be formalized by cybernetics. Chapter four, “Lacan and Automatisms,”
brings us back to the early work of Lacan in the 1930s and 1950s. It begins with a
discussion on automatism as “automatic phenomena” and “automatic writing.”
“Automatic phenomena,” a psychiatric notion introduced by Lacan’s teacher Gaétan
Gatian de Clérambault, addresses the patients’ behavior entirely disconnected from their
will. “Automatic writing” was practiced by Surrealists, a group to whom young Lacan
was close, and it was an expression, according to André Breton, of an “inner discourse”
in man. This discussion leads me to a conclusion that Lacan’s notion of “structure” is
influenced by his exposure to these discourses and practices to a greater extent than by

structural linguistics.

The second part, “Writing the Body,” is a detailed discussion of the pre-history of
“psychoanalytic cybernetics.” Chapter five, “Fragmentation and Mobilization,” speaks to
the question of how and why psychoanalytic technique has persistently depended on
technological mediation. I address the clinical practices of Charcot and others to seek for
the effects of inmixing of systems where patients act as parts of complex assemblages
with a variety of “writing machines.” The patients, I argue, inevitably engage in the
transferential relations as the process by which emotions and desires originally
associated with one person are unconsciously shifted to another person. They also engage

in production of the symbolic, necessary for such processes.
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The reason that such transferential relations were not completely neglected and often
even put into use by neurologists, psychiatrists, and physicians of the nineteenth century
entails the existence of the cybernetic episteme, as a justified belief at the basis of the
production of scientific knowledge. By keeping in mind the materiality of writing
discussed in chapter one, here I offer a media-archaeological reading of clinical practices
of the nineteenth century, many of which led to the formation of psychoanalytic
technique. In the course of this discussion I focus on a selected number of “writing
machines” and the conditions of mediality of the assemblages they enabled, which I

identify as graphocentrism.

The following and final part, “Extimate Machines,” takes us to the present time of the
over-connected world to explore the conditions of not-so-“immaterial” labor of a user
synched with his machines. Chapter six, “Complicity and Interpassivity,” focuses on the
“networked individual” (Mason, “I Tweet in My Dreams”), as an “interpassive user”
(Zizek) or “the Freudian robot,” as Liu calls “any networked being that embodies the
feedback loop of human-machine simulacra and cannot free her/him/itself from the
cybernetic unconscious” (2). This chapter continues the discussion on the distinction
between digital and analog as two inseparable modalities to explore the question of the

materiality of information and of the signifier in relation to Lacan’s notion of structure.

I discuss how the production of the “the body-across-platforms as the body with the data”
becomes “the body as the data it produces” (Clough, “Interview” n.p.). The body-across-
platforms acquires the property of programmability when the users “actively participate
in staging the scene of [their] own passive submission — and ... view such participation as

a form of power sharing’ (Andrejevic, iSpy 15). Slavoj ZiZek identifies this as a relation
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of “interpassivity” (102-124) — a forced pretense of being passive, while actually being
frantically engaged in the production of data. In this context, I suggest that mobile apps
as elements of cloud computing are a “media species” (Manovich) unlike other software;
they impose a kind of “totalitarian interactivity,” as Lev Manovich described in 1996,
which manipulates users by imposing its demand for attention, dedication, and complicity

to and with the machinic network 24/7.

My discussion resonates with the current concerns expressed both within academia and in
the Lacanian clinic about the degree of mediation, the limits of surveillance, the capacity
of the network to exploit the subject, the automation of the gadgets that manage our lives,
and the symptoms produced by all these aspects of the human-machine assemblage or
even their erasure. This also echoes recent developments in the Lacanian clinic,
specifically, rethinking the clinical approaches to neurosis and psychosis in the capitalist

discourse of global economy.
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Demons and Automata

The machine is the structure detached from the activity of the subject."!

—Jacques Lacan

1 Lacan, Seminar 11, 47.
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Chapter 1

The Cybernetic Episteme

1. Lacan For and Against Cybernetics

On June 22, 1955, the Société Francaise de Psychanalyse hosted Jacques Lacan’s lecture
“Psychoanalysis and cybernetics, or on the nature of language” that concluded a series of
discussions on the theme “Psychoanalysis and the human sciences” featuring many
prominent thinkers of the time including Alexandre Koyré¢, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Jean
Hyppolite, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Emile Benveniste. Lacan’s lecture was addressed

to a wide audience who had some knowledge of psychoanalysis and of cybernetics.

For his regular listeners, who were also in attendance, the lecture summarized'? Lacan’s
second annual seminar The Ego in Freud’s Theory and the Technique of Psychoanalysis
(1954-1955). Although Seminar II is often referred to as a “cybernetic seminar,” Lacan’s
position towards cybernetics was divided, to say the least. On the one hand, he
challenged the premises of cybernetic thought; on the other hand, he found its
terminological apparatus useful for approaching the psychoanalytic notion of
“repetition,” for developing the notion of “the letter,” for addressing the machinic nature

of the symbolic order and the nature of the symbolic order’s relation to the orders of the

"2 This lecture was included in Seminar I as ‘Lesson XXIII,” which was followed by a closing Lesson
XXIV, “A, m, a, S,” where Lacan revisited the main points of his lecture on cybernetics and the discussion
it generated at the Société Frangaise de Psychanalyse. The two last lessons together summarized his
Seminar II before the summer break.



19

imaginary and the real. By discussing psychoanalysis and cybernetics together, Lacan
emphasized that they both “operated upon” the same subject, which could be called “the

subject of science”"” (“Science and Truth” 729).

Lacan’s “cybernetic seminar” began one year after the end of the Macy conferences that
had held their final meeting in 1953. We can only speculate whether Lacan was following
the conference discussions from afar, or learned of them directly from the French
contexts where the name of Norbert Wiener was rather popular in the 1950s. Although it
was labeled “the American science” (Dubarle, 1948), cybernetics became popular in the
United States and in France at the same time. Moreover, it has been argued that Norbert

Wiener’s book Cybernetics “was born in Paris” (Cobb 74).

In 1947, Wiener was invited to speak at a conference hosted by the Sorbonne University
in Paris, where he met his future publisher Enriques Freymann, who, impressed by the
new theory, persuaded Wiener to put together a popular version of his ideas as a book for
a wider audience (Cobb 74). In 1948, Wiener’s Cybernetics was published in Paris and in
New York by different publishers, with the French edition (yet, in English) coming out a
bit earlier. The publication of the book generated a big discussion in Paris. One of the
first responses to the book, a review “Towards the Machine as Governor?” (1948) by
Dominican Friar and professor of philosophy Dominique Dubarle, was published in Le

Monde."* While expressing his fascination by the new science, Dubarle also articulated

" For a detailed discussion of “the subject of science,” see Chapter 2 of my dissertation.

' The quote from Dubarle’s review opened the essay “The Cybernetic Hypothesis” (2001) by French
collective Tigqun who continued the critical reading of the cybernetic model as it is implemented today.
The top epigraph of the famous essay-manifesto reads:
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concerns by envisioning “the emergence of a tremendous political Leviathan” as a
possible consequence of the machinic governance, which reflected Wiener’s own

concerns expressed in his later writing.

In 1950, Wiener travelled to France again to give a lecture at the College de France upon
the invitation of mathematician Benoit Mandelbrot (Johnston, The Allure of Machinic
Life 67). These visits, along with the success of the book, informed a series of works by
French thinkers. Some of these works such as Cybernetics and the Origin of Information
(1954) by French bio-philosopher Raymond Ruyer and What Is Cybernetics? (1954) by
mathematician and topologist Georges-Théodule Guilbaud — both mentioned in Seminar

11 (119) were written by Lacan’s colleagues.

Lacan, Ruyer, and Guilbaud were familiar with each other’s work either by following the
publications or by attending each other’s lectures; they all expressed their interest in
cybernetics at the same time, which was related to their ongoing exchanges on the topics
of game theory and logic. Guilbaud participated in Lacan’s “cybernetic seminar” and
they regularly consulted him on questions of topology (Roudinesco, Jacques Lacan & Co
560-561). Lacan was very particular when it concerned the subject of cybernetics and the
theories of thinking machines; he saw the process of “machinic thinking” as operating
logically and not mechanically (Seminar II 119). In Cybernetics and the Origin of
Information, Ruyer, too, articulated the necessity of a “positive reinterpretation of

cybernetics stripped of its mechanist postulates” (81), although his overall articulation of

“We can imagine a time when the machine of governance would replace — for better or worse, who
knows? — the insufficiency of the minds and devices of politics that are customary today.” — Father
Dominique Dubarle, Le Monde, December 28", 1948.
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the assemblage of the human and technology tended to privilege the “primary” organic
component and the “secondary” human “consciousness” over the “organic” and
“mechanical” machines (Hansen 81). “If the physical world and the world of machines
were left completely to themselves, everything would spontaneously fall into disorder”;
Ruyer writes, “everything would testify that there had never been true order, consistent
order, in other words, that there had never been information” (10; qtd. in Hansen 82).
Lacan, instead, pointed out that “cybernetics ... stems from a reaction of astonishment at
rediscovering that [the] human language works almost by itself, seemingly to outwit us”

(Seminar II 119); in other words, beyond consciousness."

“I usually like what M. Ruyer writes, but not his book on cybernetics: Lacan dismissed
Ruyer’s work (119), while Guilbaud’s account seemed to be of a greater importance for
him. In “Psychanalyse et cybernétique. Les machines de Lacan,” Ronan Le Roux notes
that in his 1953 lecture “Pilots, Planners and Gamblers: Toward a Theory of Human
Control,” Guilbaud mentioned Edgar Allan Poe’s story “The Purloined Letter” in the
context of games theory.'® By referring to Lacan’s early essay “Logical Time and the
Assertion of Anticipated Certainty” (1945), Guilbaud discussed Poe’s novella known for
“rais[ing] the issue of the existence of a situation of ‘pure play’,” by contesting this view
and calling for a reading of “The Purloined Letter” that would be free from both
linguistic structuralism and psychologism: “It is about logic, and not psychology” (Le

Roux 253). “It is the network structure that will be in focus of this analysis,” Guilbaud

"1 think a detailed comparison of Lacan’s and Ruyer’s works of the 1950s, which is beyond the focus of
my dissertation, would reveal more of the overlaps between their accounts of cybernetics than it may seem
now. As of now, Ruyer’s works are not available in English (although, his Neofinalism is scheduled to
come out in 2016 with the University of Minnesota Press).

'® This aspect of his discussion did not make it to a final version of the text that appeared as the last chapter
of Guilbaud’s book on cybernetics.
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wrote in “Divagations cybernétiques,” outlining the new method; “it is a kind of very
abstract geometry (combinatorial topology), a logic, if you prefer” (qtd. in Le Roux 253).
These discussions constituted the background of Lacan’s reading of cybernetics in

Seminar II.

As Johnston observes, “the term cybernetics, along with subsidiary notions like feedback,
the circuit, and the message as information, enters Lacan’s seminar rather casually” (68),
with the term itself appearing only in Lesson III, “The symbolic universe.” The reason is
that, for Lacan, cybernetics is not limited to this set of concepts: it is more than the “new
science” promoted by American scientists, and rather part of a much bigger
epistemological event changing the relation of the human to the world. He sees both

cybernetics and psychoanalysis determined by this shift (Seminar II 295).

Lacan often referred to the “canonical” presentation of cybernetics as the “new science”
promoted by Wiener and other members of the cybernetic group (295-297). At the same
time, Lacan recognized the “varieties of cybernetics which are more or less fashionable”
(295) with their different agendas, concerns, associated institutions and the potential
consequence affecting multiple areas of human life. Lacan was critical of cybernetics’
investment in cognitivism and behaviorism. He also expressed concerns about
cybernetics’ ties to military research. “It is not for nothing, that [cybernetics] comes out
of games of chance. And it is not for nothing,” Lacan warned his listeners, “that game
theory is concerned with all the functions of our economic life, the theory of coalitions,
of monopolies, the theory of war. Yes, war itself considered in its aspect as game,
detached from anything which might be real” (300). Here Lacan was close to Wiener’s

own uncertainty about the potential futures of the cybernetic automatic control: “Long
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before Nagasaki and the public awareness of the atomic bomb, it had occurred to me that
we were here in the presence of another social potentiality of unheard-of importance for
good and for evil” (Cybernetics 27). “We can only hand it over to the world that exists

about us, and this is the world of Belsen and Hiroshima” (28).

While Wiener was concerned by the fact that society was not ready to embrace the new
science and suggested that changes had to be implemented before cybernetics is handed
over to the world, Lacan saw cybernetics itself as a rather problematic approach
especially in terms of constructing a “thinking machines” simulating a human being. This
question held his attention until the 1970s, when he again engaged in debating the
cybernetic conceptions of machinic thinking and learning by referring to Claude
Shannon’s mouse in the maze and to Gregory Bateson’s book Steps to an Ecology of

Mind in Seminar XX (125-146).

In Seminar II, Lacan did not see any difference between the human and machinic
thinking processes, but he was skeptical about the notion of “thinking machine”
celebrated by cyberneticians because, as he argued, “we made the machine, and it thinks
what it has been told to think™ (304). He also ironically noted that “thinking machine” is
a “paradoxical expression,” because “men think only very rarely”; he argued, “if you give
a thinking machine different elements, it, at least, answers something different” (119),
while man is caught in circuits of repetition. “With a machine, whatever doesn’t come on

time simply falls by the wayside and makes no claims on anything,” he explained by
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evoking Freud’s concept of repression: “whatever doesn’t come on time remains in

suspense” (307-308).'7- 18

At the same time, Lacan never accepted cybernetics’s ambition to become a
metalanguage for sciences. As Slavoj Zizek notes in this regard, “metalanguage is not
just an Imaginary entity,” but “the only way to avoid the Real” by producing “an
utterance of pure metalanguage which, by its patent absurdity, materializes its own

299

impossibility” (“Why Lacan Is Not a ‘Post-Structuralist’” 34). This tendency of avoiding
the real, in cybernetically impacted social sciences just like as in the ‘science of war,’

“detached from anything which might be real” (Seminar 11 300), returns us to Lacan’s

distinction between the exact and conjectural sciences (296).

“How are we to define the exact sciences? Should we say that, unlike the conjectural
sciences, they are concerned with the real?” Lacan asked (297). He continued: “The
meaning which man has always given to the real is the following — it is something one
always finds in the same place, whether or not one has been there” (297). Modern science
was based on the assumption that there was an order of nature that always remained in
the same place. Lacan argued that conjectural sciences, including cybernetics, had
developed as a symptomatic response to a realization that the order in nature had been
lost, which was why “the science of what is found at the same place” had been
substituted by “the science of the combination of places as such” (299). These new

“conjectural sciences,” Lacan indicated, were detached from the real and organized

' Twenty years later, in Seminar XX on knowledge and jouissance, he noted on the point of differentiation
between the human and the machinic thinking that although machines can think, they cannot know (97),
because human knowledge is related to jouissance.

' return to the question of thinking machines as rooted in the work of Leibniz in chapter 2, section 1 of
this dissertation.
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“around the correlation of absence and presence,” so that “the search for the laws of
presence and absence will tend towards the establishing of the binary order which leads
to what we call cybernetics” (300). Because cybernetics compensated for the disorder in
nature, Lacan suggested, it had “to function in the real, independently of any
subjectivity”’: “This science of empty places, of encounters in and of themselves has to be
combined, has to be totalized and has to start functioning all by itself,” he explained
(300). Since there was no order in nature, and there was nothing there that always
remained in the same place, cybernetics created an abstract order of its own, supported by

calculating, measuring, and writing machines.

The event of the “disappearance of the real” as the order of nature coincided with the
transformation of sciences, Lacan argued, and with “the modification that has occurred in
our subject position [position de sujet], in the sense that it is inaugural therein and that
science continues to strengthen it ever further” (“Science and Truth” 726). In his
understanding of science, Lacan followed philosopher Alexandre Koyré who claimed that
the cause of the scientific revolution of the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries was
not a result of the discoveries of Galileo and Newton, but rather, a shift of perspective in
relation of the man to the world, which led to a change in theoretical outlook toward the

world.

As Miller puts it, “Koyré insisted on the difference: magic makes nature speak where
science makes it shut up. Magic is rhetorical incantation or purgation. With science
speech becomes writing. As Galileo said: nature is written in the language of
mathematics” (“The Real in the 21 Century” n.p.). Lacan theorizes such modification of

the subjective position by the notion of “the subject of science,” which Russell Grigg
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describes as “the subject that makes science possible as the mathematical study of nature”
(Lacan, Language, and Philosophy 138). This is “the subject upon which we operate in
psychoanalysis,” Lacan states in “Science and Truth” (729). The notion of “the subject of
science” is crucial and it calls for a separate discussion, which I will undertake in the next
chapter. Here, it serves as a historical reference, by which Lacan marks the beginning of
psychoanalysis and cybernetics and claims they are “two roughly contemporaneous
techniques” (295), and which allows me to widen the framework for discussion of the
conflicting and tight relation between psychoanalysis and cybernetics that goes further

back in history than it is usually assumed.

Having established that Lacan was not a cybernetician, especially, not in the sense
attributed to the notion by the members of the cybernetic group in the 1950s, I will now
look at “the variety of cybernetics” with which Lacan engaged by confronting or
appropriating their notions and ideas. In order to outline the scope of connections and
exchanges within the cybernetic episteme beyond the 1940s and 1950s, I will address in
this chapter some of the theories, concepts, works and names associated with cybernetic
thought, by limiting their number to those whom Lacan addressed directly. Some of

them, such as game theory, will receive a detailed reading in the following chapters.

I will begin from the Macy conferences and will move down the list towards the
scientific discourse of the nineteenth century within the context of which Lacan read the
work of early Freud. After the discourse of the Macy conferences and the work of
Norbert Wiener (the end of 1940s-1950s), I will sketch the difference between Claude
Shannon’s and Wiener’s notions of information (1930s-1940s) and will stop at the work

on homeostasis by Harvard professor Walter Bradford Cannon and several of his
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associates (1910-1940s); I will close this chapter with a brief discussion of the industrial
research on the systems of control in the time between the two wars (1916 to the 1940s),
back from which David Mindell extends the framework for cybernetic thought to the

1910s.

My goal here is not only to contextualize Lacan’s work in the variety of debates on
cybernetics and the questions it raised, but also to weaken the strong association of
cybernetics solely with what Ronald R. Klein calls “the cybernetics moment” of the late
1940s and 1950s before “the movement to create a universal science fell apart in the
1960s” (179). My work diversifies cybernetic thought so that its description
accommodates not only the discourses where the list of familiar cybernetic notions such
as “information,” “feedback,” “regulation” is dominated by the notion of “control,” but
also the discourses that acknowledge cybernetics’s contribution to the understanding of
“intelligence” and “life” beyond “the anthropomorphic world” (Seminar I 297). A new
“space of life” (lieu de la vie) (Miller, “Lacanian Biology” 21) was conceived by both
early psychoanalysis and early cybernetics allowed them simultaneously and for similar
reasons digress from the humanist perspective. However, unlike cybernetics, which
“came very close to announcing the dehumanization of man” (Dupuy, On the Origins of
Cognitive Science 158), Lacanian psychoanalysis never treats the mind as “subjectless”:

it deciphers human error.

Norbert Wiener and the Macy Conferences

One of the important achievements of cybernetics was engaging the philosophers and

scientists whose work was previously locked within the closed research labs, especially
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during World War II. Partly for reasons of security and secrecy,'” partly because there
were, indeed, very clear disciplinary boundaries set by institutions, the research of the
1920s-1940s either could not be disclosed to scholars from other fields or did not have a
basis for mutual sharing, which was why Wiener’s announcement of the “new science”

operating cross-disciplinarily attracted a lot of attention.

“He was concerned for his place in intellectual history,” James Gleick writes about
Wiener, “and he aimed high” (238). Having acknowledged many colleagues, Weiner saw
cybernetics, “a new interpretation of man, of man’s knowledge of the universe, and of
society,” as being “curated” by him (Wiener, I Am a Mathematician 375). Traditions,
especially philosophical traditions, were important to Wiener, who studied philosophy at
Cornell and did his doctorate in mathematical logic at Harvard and then spent two years
as a postdoctoral student working with Bertrand Russell and G. H. Hardy in Cambridge
and David Hilbert in Gottingen, Germany (Heims, John von Neumann and Norbert
Wiener 16-17). The name “cybernetics,” which he chose for the new science, can be
traced to Greek philosophy, and the first documented use of the term xvfepvnrikn (“to
steer, navigate or govern’) dates back to Plato’s The Republic (400 BC) where the

philosopher metaphorically describes the state as a ship navigated by a wise governor.

However, as Daniel Bell notes, “Wiener thought he had coined the word from the Greek
root kybernétés, meaning a helmsman, or pilot, or a steersman of a vessel”; thus, even

though “the word occurs often in Plato, as a subdivision of technai, as the art of

" For example, James Gleick writes in The Information about the time when Alan Turing’s and Claude
Shannon’s simultaneously conducted their research at Bell Labs in 1943: “two like-minded thinkers ... met
daily at teatime in the Bell Labs cafeteria and said nothing to each other about their work, because it was
secret. ... Even Turing’s presence at Bell Labs was sort of secret” (Gleick 204).
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steersmanship, and denotes for Plato the art of guiding men in society, i.e., the art of
government” (Bell 30), it may not be the reference behind Wiener’s term “cybernetics.”
Centuries later, the word was used by French physicist and mathematician André-Marie
Ampeére, who was also referring to Plato, when he laid out the foundation for the
classification of sciences in his Essay of the Philosophy of Sciences (1834): “The future
science of government,” he wrote by translating Plato’s word in French, “should be
called la cybernétique” (Bell 30). Whether Wiener knew about this particular line from
Ampére is unclear.”” He claimed that together with Arturo Rosenblueth they adopted the
Greek word from Clerk Maxwell to compensate for “the absence of common
terminology, or even a single name for the field” that had already been accommodating
“the set of problems centering about communication, control, and statistical mechanics,

9921

whether in the machine or in living tissue”” (Wiener, Cybernetics 11).

Wiener named cybernetics after “servomechanisms” that respond to instabilities in their
environment in the way that allows them to minimize or even avoid destabilization

entirely. These mechanisms, Wiener wrote, were “coupled to the outside world both for
the reception of impressions and for the performance of actions”; and, as he put it, these

systems “contain sense organs, effectors, and the equivalent of a nervous system to

%% There is no agreement about this fact among the scholars. For example, Sana Murrani traces the

meanings behind Wiener’s term back to Plato via Ampére (268), while Daniel Bell suggests that Wiener

was not familiar with these earlier uses (30).

*! The full quote reads:
We coin at least one artificial neo-Greek expression to fill the gap. We have decided to call the
entire field of control and communication theory, whether in the machine or in the animal, by the
name Cybernetics, which we form from the Greek for steersman. In choosing this term, we wish
to recognize that the first significant paper on feedback mechanisms is an article on governors,
which was published by Clerk Maxwell in 1838, and that governor is derived from a Latin
corruption of yvBepviitng. We also wish to refer to the fact that the steering engines of a ship are
indeed one of the earliest and best-developed forms of feedback mechanisms. (Wiener,
Cybernetics 11)
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integrate the transfer of information from one to another” (43). Examples of nineteenth-
century servomechanisms are a thermostat or a steam engine. The central focus of
cybernetics was the study of the complex systems of adaptive mechanisms, either “in the
metal or in the flesh” (42), that are capable of self-regulation by means of negative
feedback in order to retain equilibrium. Thus, cybernetics was concerned with the
processes of feedback, chance, circuits of causality, probability, networks, entropy, and

information — each of them an important element of self-governing technique.

As Jean-Pierre Dupuy notes, “Cybernetics was built principally around two ... cases: the
problems of communication, on the one hand, and the problems posed by the study of
self-integrated mechanisms on the other” (On the Origins of Cognitive Science 88), with
the two cases closely related in that they both involved the question of transmission or
transference of information between systems. Researchers interested in exploring the
mechanisms of crossing boundaries between the technological and biological systems
met and formed the “Cybernetic Group” at a series of meetings in New York City
between 1946 and 1953 under the heading “Circular Causality and Feedback

Mechanisms in Biological and Social Systems.”

These — the Macy — conferences brought together scientists from a variety of fields to
explore analogies between organisms and machines, questions of intelligence, learning
and change, theories of decision and game theory, among many others (Heims, 1991;
Hayles, 1999; Dupuy, 2009; Pickering, 2010; Klein, 2015). The key figures included
physician and psychologist Arturo Rosenbleuth, mathematician Warren Weaver,
anthropologist Margaret Mead, neurophysiologist Warren McCulloch, psychoanalyst

Lawrence Kubie, psychiatrist Ross Ashby, neurophysiologist and robotician Grey Walter,
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and social scientist Gregory Bateson. After Norbert Wiener’s book came out, physicist
and philosopher Heinz von Foerster, then a secretary of the Macy conferences, suggested
adding Wiener’s term “cybernetics” in front of the conference title (Clarke, Emergence
and Embodiment 34); this way cybernetics acquired another, clearer definition in addition

to Weiner’s “control and communication in the animal and the machine.”

This wave of cybernetics was not univocal; in fact, it could be described as a “variety of
cybernetics” and not only due to its internal interdisciplinarity. For example, the
cybernetics of the 1940s and 1950s, also called “first-order cybernetics,” accommodated
the opposing views of both Norbert Wiener (the ideas of control mastery and design) and
John von Neumann (the ideas of complexity and self-organization) (Dupuy, On the
Origins of Cognitive Science x1). There was also enough room for the opposite definitions
of information given by Wiener and Claude Shannon, as “negative entropy” and “positive

entropy” respectively.”? In Cybernetics, Wiener wrote:
The notion of the amount of information attaches itself very naturally to a
classical notion in statistical mechanics: that of entropy. Just as the amount of
information in a system is a measure of its degree of organisation, so the entropy
of a system is a measure of its degree of disorganization; and one is simply the
negative of the other.” (11)

As Matthew Cobb writes, for Wiener, information “was at the heart of all systems —

mechanical, electronic, organic — and this was closely related to the physicists’ concept of

entropy;” and he points out: “five years earlier, Schrodinger had argued that life was

‘negative entropy,” because of its ability to temporarily resist the second law of

*? The statistical measure for the negative entropy remains the same as it is for the positive entropy. See, for
example, James G. Miller Living Systems. Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson, 1978, 13.
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thermodynamics” (75). As such, information became a new quantifiable quality of life,
or, as Cobb puts it, “a continuum between the most ordered states of matter — living
beings — and inanimate forms of organized matter, a continuum that could be viewed in

terms of a new quality” (75-76).

Regardless of the difference, Wiener’s definition of information relied on Shannon’s in
his article “A Mathematical Theory of Communication” (1948), where the term
“information” was described as detached from meaning and refers to the purely
quantitative measure of communicative exchanges.” “Frequently the messages have
meaning; that is they refer to or are correlated according to some system with certain
physical or conceptual entities,” Shannon wrote; “these semantic aspects of
communication are irrelevant to the engineering problem” (379). His abstract notion of
information described a potential distortion: it figured what a certain message could be,
not what it was. Shannon’s theory was not concerned with feedback until the early 1950s,
when he introduced a maze-solving electromechanical mouse Theseus during one of the
Macy conferences in 1951. However, even then, “feedback” was not for him primarily
associated with “control” as “self-regulation” (as it is for Wiener); Shannon rather
focused on the question of memory as “storage capacity” and learning. This set of
questions was drawing Lacan’s attention through the years; he even titled the closing
Lesson of his Seminar XX (1972-1973) “The Rat in the Maze,” directly alluding to

Shannon’s robot.

* Besides, Wiener was familiar with the work of Shannon before the publication of his article.
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The first wave of cybernetics was mostly focused on the mechanics of regulation, the
interaction of the variables within the systems and, as N. Katherine Hayles notes,
“followed traditional scientific protocols in considering observers to be outside the
system they observe” (9). However, even within this type of cybernetic thought, there
were “implications that subverted this premise,” for example, the notion that “feedback
can also loop through the observers, drawing them in to becomes part of the system being

observed” (Hayles 9).

These observations were picked up and developed by second-order cybernetics in the
1960s and 1970s where Warren McCulloch’s group at MIT’s Research Laboratory of
Electronics played a key institutional role from 1952 to 1969. In addition to McCulloch,
Margaret Mead, Gregory Bateson, and von Foerster, associated with the first wave of
cybernetics, new scientists joined the discussion: Herbert Briin, Humberto Maturana,
Fransisco Varela, Gordon Pask, Stafford Beer, and Erich Jantsch. With the funds of the
Office of Naval Research and Air Force, von Foerster organized and directed the
Biological Computer Lab at the Department of Electrical Engineering at the University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, which became cybernetics’ another major centre and
functioned between 1958 and 1975. The lab’s research focused primarily on artificial
neural nets (Kline 101). In addition to shifting the focus to the interaction between the
observer and the observed, the second wave of cybernetics attempted “to incorporate
reflexivity into the cybernetic paradigm at a fundamental level” and “to redefine
homeostatic system so that the observer can be taken into account” (Hayles 10). In a way,

the figure of the second-order observer who was part of the system was reminiscent of a
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psychoanalytic model of analyst-analysand where the labour of analysis was performed

by an analysand in the presence of an analyst.

Anthony Wilden, social theorist and enthusiastic promoter of Lacan’s work in 1960s and
1970s, wrote several books pursuing this idea and developing parallels between Lacan
and second-order cybernetics. In particular, he observed the affinity between the work of
Lacan and Gregory Bateson and, according to Lacan in Seminar XX, kept encouraging
him to read Bateson’s Steps to An Ecology of Mind (138).** However, Lacan resisted this
comparison and was critical of Bateson notion of “metalogue” (which Bateson practiced
with his youngest daughter Nora). As Bateson defined it, ““a metalogue is a conversation
about some problematic subject”; where the participants not only discuss the problem of
interest “but the structure of the conversation as a whole is also relevant to the same
subject,” therefore “only some of the conversations here presented achieve this double
format” (21). This double format, according to Bateson, assistsed understanding of the
topics discussed.”” “They are not bad,” Lacan commented on Bateson’s “metalogues,”

“insofar as they involve, if we take him at his word, some internal, dialectical progress,

** Wilden also translated Lacan’s “The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis” and
published it as a book, Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis, where Lacan’s text was accompanied by
Wilden’s extensive commentary.

% An example of Bateson’s “metalogue,” # 2.5, on “outlines”:

Daughter: What did you mean by a conversation having an out-line? Has this conversation had an
outline?

Father: Oh, surely, yes. But we cannot see it yet because the conversation isn’t finished. You
cannot ever see it while you’re in the middle of it. Because if you could see it, you would be
predictable —like the machine. And I would be predictable — and the two of us together would be
predictable.

D: But I don’t understand. You say it is important to be clear about things. And you get angry
about people who blur the outlines. And yet we think it’s better to be unpredictable and not to be
like a machine. And you say that we cannot see the outlines of our conversation till it’s over. Then
it doesn’t matter whether we’re clear or not. Because we cannot do anything about it then. (Steps
to An Ecology of Mind 38)
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being produced only by examining the evolution of a term’s meaning” (Seminar XX 138).
Psychoanalysis, however, works towards undoing the effects of meanings produced by
the signifying chain, in other words, by the place and order of the words among other
words in it. If we are to look for parallels, however, Lacan’s formula “the unconscious
structured like a language” would be better placed, in my view, in the context of first-
order cybernetics, specifically Shannon’s and Wiener theories of information, as well as
game theory of the 1930s and 1940s. Lacan noted:

We try to get the subject to make available to us, without any intention, his

thoughts, as we say, his comments, his discourse, in other words that he should

intentionally get as close as possible to chance. What is the determinism here

sought after in an intention of chance? It is on this point that cybernetics can
throw some light for us. (296)

Here and in his separately published seminar on Poe’s “The Purloined Letter,” Lacan
explored the relation of chance and determinism, which he claimed was “at the very root
of our [psychoanalytic] technique” 296). This relation, the way in which chance is
absorbed by determinism, which is also the subject of game and information theory, is

crucial for Lacan’s understanding of structure.
Walter Bradford Cannon

In “The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis” (1953) that
precedes Lacan’s public seminars,”’ Lacan evokes Walter Bradford Cannon’s definition
of homeostasis “as the function of a system maintaining its own equilibrium,” the notion

that, he argues, demonstrates that “life and death come together in a relation of polar

%% T address this question in my discussion on chance and determinism in Lacan’s work in chapter three.

*7 Lacan gave this lecture at the University of Rome on September 26-27, 1953 and he began his first public
Seminar Freud’s Papers on Technique in November 1953.
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opposites at the very heart of phenomena that people associate with life” (261), the
assumption similar to Freud’s theory. Cannon’s work is not typically associated with
cybernetics per se, but some of his notions, and particularly, “homeostasis,” were crucial
not only for the open and popularized collaborations and discussion held during the Macy

conferences, but also for much less advertised military research.

Cannon belonged to the group of scholars at Harvard University who were engaged in
interdisciplinary exchanges way before such approaches became popularized by
cyberneticians. In the years between 1903 and 1911, Cannon was part of the Wicht Club,
which he co-founded with his colleague and close friend, American physicist George
Washington Pierce, the author of Principles of Wireless Telegraphy (1910), whose work
impacted the development of electronic telecommunications. In his book The Way of an
Investigator (1945), Cannon recalls the Wicht Club as an interdisciplinary society that
included several Harvard physicists, physiologists, psychologists, philosophers, a primate
biologist, a psychiatrist, and a physical chemist who regularly met in Boston to exchange
ideas which were subsequently published as the Was Wichtiges volumes (175-176). After
the Wicht Club was dispersed, he continued interdisciplinary collaborations within and

outside academic environment from the 1910s to the 1940s.

Cannon belonged to the scientific tradition of French physiologist Claude Bernard (1813-
1878) and was deeply influenced by his theory of milieu intérieur as the extracellular
fluid environment that functions as a stabilizer of the processes within the tissues and

organs of living organisms (Holmes 3-4). In 1926, Cannon reformulated Bernard’s milieu
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intérieur as “homeostasis” and in 1932, he published his best known work, The Wisdom

of the Body,”® which popularized the notion of homeostasis.

The way he presented his thesis in the book, beginning from its title, implied that the
body, in the way it performs self-regulation, demonstrated a type of intelligence if its
own. “Our bodies are made of extraordinarily unstable material,” Cannon writes (19).
“The instability of the bodily structure is shown also by its quick change when conditions
are altered” (19). And “somehow the unstable stuff of which we are composed had
learned the trick of maintaining stability,” he explains; “as we shall see, the use of the

word ‘learned’ is not unwarranted” (23).

The process by which bodily “stuff” learns to maintain the internal economy of the body
is described by Cannon as homeostasis, the study of which, he writes, “may present some
general principals for the establishment, regulation and control of steady states, that
would be suggestive for other kinds of organization — even social and industrial — which
suffer from distressing perturbations” (24-25). The whole book, which influenced
Wiener’s notion of “negative feedback,” is solely focused on the body’s bio-mechanism:
Cannon speaks of the constancy of water and salt in the blood, the self-regulation of
blood fat and sugar, the maintenance of an adequate oxygen supply, the constancy of
body temperature, the organism’s natural defense system, the function of the nervous
system and so forth. In the short Epilogue, Cannon finally theorizes the “relation of
biological and social homeostasis” (305), and it becomes clear that the book should be

read not only as a text about the self-regulating functions of an organism, but also, and

*¥ This work was the primary source on homeostasis for Lacan, when he addressed the notion in Seminar 1.
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primarily, as a book about social organization. In other words, it attempts to design a

general theory of regulation that would be applicable to all systems.

In the analogy between social structures and the human organism, Cannon “extended
Bernard’s ideas of regulation from the realm of bodily fluids to the wider social
environments,” which, as Charles Gross notes, led cyberneticians Rosenblueth,”’ Wiener,
and J. Bigelow to take the idea of self-regulation “even further to include the non-
biological world”: “In the context of World War II control and communication systems,
they pointed out that negative feedback covered self-regulation both in the nervous
system and in nonliving machines” (384). The research on synchronization of senses and
sensors towards producing an assemblage of living and non-living systems, and
specifically a human-machine assemblage known as an “integrated human operator” who
would act like a machine, was conducted in industrial and military settings; it had begun

around 1916, toward the end of World War 1.%
Cybernetic Vision for Industries and War

Among the works that have questioned this canonical historicization of cybernetics is
David A. Mindell’s meticulous study Between Human and Machine: Feedback, Control,
and Computing before Cybernetics (2002), where he investigates the systems of control,

as “particular technologies, for systems are things as well as ideas,” in the time roughly

** In the late 1930s, Cannon collaborated with Arturo Rosenblueth, one of the key participants of the Macy
conferences, to whom Norbert Wiener dedicated his book Cybernetics. With Rosenblueth, Cannon co-
authored Autonomic Neuro-effector Systems (1937), which became a foundational work for the field of
psychosomatic medicine.

%% See David A. Mindell’s Between Human and Machine: Feedback, Control, and Computing before
Cybernetics. Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2002.
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between the two wars, from 1916 to 1948 (6). As Mindell reads cybernetics of 1916-1948
as the science of control systems, he draws on the work of Harvard historian James
Beniger, who suggested in his 1986 book The Control Revolution: Technological and
Economic Origins of the Information Society that “from its origins in the last decades of
the nineteenth century, the Control Revolution has continued unabated, and recently it

has been accelerated by the development of microprocessing technologies” (Beniger,

1986: vi).

In Between Human and Machine, Mindell distinguishes several “discrete technological
traditions, or engineering cultures, of control systems in the United States” that
“converged, but more broadly and gradually than Wiener’s account suggests” (Mindell
6). Specifically, he traces the research conducted by four institutions: the U.S. Navy
Bureau of Ordnance (with such contractors as Hannibal Ford and the Ford Instrument
Company), the Sperry Gyroscope Company (that “tightly coupled human operators to
their machines”), Bell Telephone Laboratories and their work on feedback amplifiers and
voice transmission, and Vannevar Bush’s laboratory at MIT (Mindell 7, 17-18). As
Mindell shows, Wiener’s notion of “communication and control” founded on the notion
of negative feedback was initially attached to the research on a stimulus-response model.
This model was borrowed from behaviorist psychology for creation of the input-output
orientation of communication, the goal of which was to merge the human pilot with the
aircraft, so that the systems “in the metal or in the flesh” not only adapt to each other, but

also sense and predict the behavior of the other (282).
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2. Freud, Lacan and the Question of Writing

The cybernetic episteme is a condition of possibility for writing across heterogeneous
systems open to convergence, where writing is a material expression of such
convergences. Unlike Aristotelian epistémé that implies scientific (pure) knowledge and
is opposed to techné, or experience-based practice, here “episteme” implies the merging
of these types of knowledge. Partly, my notion of episteme is based on Foucault’s The
Archaeology of Knowledge and The Order of Things, in which he refers to the organized
‘unconscious’ structures underlying the production of scientific knowledge. In these
works he refers to the ‘epistemological field” where the conditions of possibility for
knowledge are formed in a given time and place. I supplement this understanding of
episteme by Kittler’s argument that any discussion of epistemology should consider the
conditions of mediality. Finally, I define episteme with the consideration of Lacan’s
theory of discourse as the symbolic network that regulates the social relation and
“everything that you sustain qua social link” (Seminar XX 54). For this project, Lacan’s
discourse theory is crucial for its attention to the subject’s relation to knowledge; it
demonstrates that in every discursive formation, knowledge occupies a different place,
which affects the “fundamental relations” produced by discourse formations:
“intrasubjective or psychological relations, intersubjective or social relations, and
relations with the nonhuman world” (Bracher 107). “What we need to know,” Lacan
says, “is what, in a discourse, is produced by the effect of the written” (Lacan, Seminar

XX 33).



41

Writing is performed by the agency of the letter, “the material medium that concrete
discourse borrows from language” (Lacan, “Seminar on ‘The Purloined Letter’” 45).
Writing is a trajectory of the letter, its path. Illustrating his theory with a detective story
of Edgar Allan Poe, Lacan theorizes the letter as always “unopened” — its content is
unknown, and always “stolen” — nobody comes to own it; one only functions as a
temporary holder of the letter. The letter switches places, in other words, the letter writes,
but “what is written is not to be understood” (Lacan, Seminar XX 34), since

understanding dwells in meaning. The written is left to be deciphered.

At the level of the written in discourse, “the fact that one is speaking remains forgotten
behind what is said and what is heard™' (Lacan, L ‘étourdit 1). Writing bars®* the
subject’s saying from her or his wanting-to-say. Writing is othering the body, by
facilitating the bodily movement outside of the subject’s control. Writing introduces a
stratification of life beyond what the “common sense” or the “world view” can offer as a
version of “reality.” The way these strata are inmixed is only accessible to the subject by
means of jouissance. Thus the paradox of Lacan’s notion of writing: it is profoundly

material, because this writing is essentially the “body-event.”

In Seminar XX, when Lacan speaks about the function of the written in discourse, he
refers to such strata or systems that function as an assembled whole not because of some

deeper meaning, but rather, due to their intelligence that is devoid of meaning and

3! My translation of Lacan’s “Qu’on dise reste oublié derriére ce qui se dit dans ce qui s’entend.” Jack
Stone’s translation reads: “That one says remains forgotten behind what is said in what is heard” and
Cormac Gallagher’s translation is: “That one might be saying remains forgotten behind what is said in what
is heard.” Both are unpublished.

32 Lacan’s mathemes of discourse are based on Ferdinand de Saussure’s algorithm of a sign in which the
bar that separates a signifier from a signified implies the arbitrary relation between them.
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inherent in these inmixing systems. It is noteworthy that Lacan does not distinguish
between artificial and other kinds of intelligence. For him, intelligence is never artificial.
However, even intelligent systems may be capable of thinking, but not of knowing. “I am
willing to accept the notion that a computer thinks, but that it knows, who would say such
a thing?” Lacan stated. “For the foundation of knowledge is that the jouissance of its
exercise is the same as that of its acquisition” (Seminar XX 97) — he formulated the

distinction between the human and the machine.

“The world is in [a state of] decomposition,” he says; it “no longer stands up, because
even in scientific discourse it is clear that there isn’t the slightest world” (Seminar XX
36). As Miller elaborates on Lacan’s observation, the discourse of science, by eliminating
magic also eliminated the real or the order from nature (“The Real in the 21% Century” n.
p.). Nothing is there now that “returns on the same place.” “As soon as you can add
something called a ‘quark’ to atoms and have that become the true thread of scientific
discourse, you must realize that we are dealing with something other than a world”
(Lacan, Seminar XX 36). Writing as the chain of the letter’s moves: it proceeds by

making its every next move ever new, but temporary, destination.

To illustrate the strata of the decomposed world, Lacan uses, not without a nod to

Saussure, an example from “the great book of the world”:

Consider the flight of a bee. A bee goes from flower to flower gathering nectar.
What you discover is that, at the tip of its feet, the bee transports pollen from one
flower onto the pistil of another flower. That is what you read in the flight of the
bee. In the flight of the bird that flies close to the ground ...you read that there is
going to be a storm. But do they read? Does the bee read that it serves a function
in the reproduction of phanerogamic plants? Does the bird read the portent of
fortune, as people used to say — in other words, the tempest? (Seminar XX 37)
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If, for Lacan, the similar intelligence is inherent in writing (of) the strata of discourse,
then what we see in this coordinated system of systems is a model of repetition
automatism, which Lacan presents in the “Seminar on ‘The Purloined Letter’” as “the
insistence of the signifying chain” (6). The intelligent ‘game of life’ played by the letter,
which he often compares to a germ, reproduces itself and by doing so, “materializes the
instance of death” (16). What remains beyond death is the letter — neither the subject to
partition nor extinction: “cut a letter into small pieces, and it remains the letter that it is”
(16); “it will be and will not be where it is wherever it goes (17). The letter writes the
unconscious, or the discourse of the Other, in which the subjects, who repeat, are inmixed
(10), which at the same time is the effect of writing and constitutes the condition for it.
To summarize: the cybernetic episteme organizes the subject of science’s relation to
knowledge as the mechanism of blackboxing maintained by the institutional power
formed within certain conditions of mediality. The notion of the cybernetic episteme

serves as the framing for knowledge upon which psychoanalysis operates.

In January 1969, Lacan articulated the relation between Freudian and Lacanian
psychoanalysis in a quite peculiar way. According to Jean-Michel Rabat¢, who was in
attendance, Lacan explained where he saw himself in this relation by alluding to his

famous “sardine can” allegory”> by which he introduced the notion of the split between

*3 This allegory, Lacan revealed in Seminar XI, was based on a “true story” from his youth. In his early
twenties, he “wanted desperately to get away, see something different, throw [him]self into something
practical, something physical, in the country say, or at the sea” (95), in other words, into something
“exotic.” He travelled to the countryside to experience — just for thrills — the dangers and risks that
unavoidably constituted the everyday hard labour of fishermen. The class difference did not escape the
workers who were joined on their trip to the sea by the young educated Parisian, so that one of them could
not help making a diminishing joke. As Lacan recalls it,

Petit-Jean pointed out to me something floating on the surface of the waves. It was a small can, a
sardine can. It floated there in the sun, a witness to the cunning industry, which we, in fact, were
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the eye and the gaze and, thus, the power of the latter: “...be reassured, I place myself
always in the same place, in the place where I was, and where I still remain, alive. Freud
does not need to see me (me voir) in order to gaze at me (me regarder)” (7). Lacan’s self-
positioning in Freud’s gaze reads as his way to acknowledge both continuity and

discontinuity between their works.

Seminar XI (1964), from which the sardine can allegory comes, marks the end of the
“early Lacan” by re-introducing the four fundamental (read: Freudian) concepts of
psychoanalysis — the unconscious, repetition, transference and drive. Lacan was Freudian.
In the opening of the seminar, however, Lacan brings forward the conceptual difference
between the Freudian dynamic unconscious and the Lacanian unconscious structured like
a language, which is a pre-Freudian notion (Macey 65). Clearly, Freud was not Lacanian.
And to confirm this, along with the four fundamental concepts, Lacan also introduced
several of his own — not less fundamental for the further development of Lacanian
thought: the concept of objet a and the gaze that frames the subject from the outside.
There is no need to argue, I suppose, that ties between the two psychoanalysts, despite
their (too many) differences, are very strong. Nothing, perhaps, illustrates thier relation
better than one of Lacan’s favorite topological figures, a Moebius strip: Freud’s and
Lacan’s respective discourses constitute two sides of one and the same surface, the

discontinuous continuity of the cybernetic episteme.

Following Lacan’s reading of Freud in the 1940s and 1950s makes it clear that his “return

to Freud” was an attempt to address said complexity. Unlike many other key figures in

supposed to supply. It glittered in the sun. And Petit-Jean said to me — You see that can? Do you
see it? Well, it doesn’t see you! (Seminar X1 95)
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the field of psychoanalysts of that time, many of whom closely knew Freud, worked with
him, were analyzed by him or were related to him, Lacan never met the founder of
psychoanalysis and got interested in it only in the mid 1930s; he was considered an
outsider to the group of the key disciples, a status of which he was often reminded at the
psychoanalytic conventions and symposia, especially those taking place outside France
where Lacan’s name had a certain weight. At the same time, in French psychiatry and
psychology of the 1930s and 1940s, Freudian psychoanalysis, as anything “German,” was

not especially welcomed (Macey 26-45).

The Lacanian “French New Wave” of psychoanalysis started as the study in archaeology
of psychoanalytic knowledge. Unlike many analysts of that time who primarily
associated psychoanalysis with ego-psychology as “the latest Freud,” Lacan insisted on
studying “the earliest Freud” placed in the contexts where psychoanalysis was developing
at the end of the nineteenth century. In one of his first essays, “Beyond the ‘Reality

299

Principle’ (1936), he already emphasized the importance of exploring the intellectual
history of psychoanalysis rooted in the scientific practices of the nineteenth century; “the
Freudian revolution,” he noted, “like any revolution, derives its meaning from its context,
that is, from the form of psychology that dominated at the time it occurred” (59). His
attempt at restoring such history presents itself as reclaiming an intellectual domain from
which psychoanalysis was displaced. The fact that Lacan pursues this project in the 1940s
and 1950s and the way he does his reading of early Freud through the lens of the
cybernetic notions demonstrate a new possibility to account for this chapter in the history

of psychoanalysis, censored by Freud himself. It also opens for exploration a wide

timeframe that accommodates not only the scientific discussions of the 1950s, such as the
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Macy conferences, the development of the information and game theory, theorizations of
non-human intelligence and thinking machines, but also the scientific discourses of the
nineteenth century where many of these questions were initially posed. Linked, within
this timeframe, to the scientific inquires and experimentations of the 1950s, the
technological inventions of the second half of the nineteenth century and new practices
associated with them may be described as a boom of writing machines that together
facilitated establishing the hegemony of graphocentrism, a crucial aspect of the
configuration of knowledge, the cybernetic episteme, to which Lacan’s own thought

belongs and which still dominates today.

At the end of the nineteenth century, graphocentrism of the experimental machinery was
not homogenous. There were at least two currents of graphocentrism of visual media
associated with both science and art that can be distinguished on the basis of constructing
two different types of points of view: sequential or synchronous. As Alexander Galloway
has argued, the sequential point of view is associated with cinematic linearity and
movement. The synchronous point of view represented, for example, by the six- and
twelve-lens cameras of French photographer Albert Londe (who worked with Charcot), is
different in that it is metastable and virtual and as such it can be associated with “the

cybernetic vision.”*

The cinematic point of view quickly dominated the cultural industry
and imagination; the cybernetic vision, a (mass)medium form for which had yet to be

invented, remained postponed in its dissemination until after World War II, when, as

Galloway quotes the French collective Tiqqun, the image of steering and automatic

** See Galloway’s talk “In the Aftermath of the Cybernetic Hypothesis” at Winchester Centre for Global
Futures in Art Design & Media, Winchester School of Art, University of Southampton, available at
https://vimeo.com/45978167.
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»3> Thus, the conditions of

management became a “primary metaphor of the time.
possibility of the cybernetic vision, he notes, were set in the end of the nineteenth century
by many inventors, researchers and thinkers from Londe to German anatomist Christian
Wilhelm Braune’s and psychologist Otto Fischer’s studies of movement in relation to the
gravitational center of the human body, for which they conducted the experiments in 3D

mapping by creating a prototype technology for computer modeling back in the 1890s

(Galloway, “In the Aftermath of the Cybernetic Hypothesis™).

Freud, a very attentive observer of these developments, also had to produce a conceptual
visualization of his first psychoanalytic assumptions. In his Project for a Scientific
Psychology (1895), he offered a speculative version of 3D mapping of the human psyche
“from within”: an integrated model of the mind’s workings. Freud’s conceptualization is
vivid and visual; “It is an optical machine,” Derrida says about The Interpretation of
Dreams (97). It drew on the neurophysiological model of the mechanistic function of
neurons and nerve impulses within only three years of the discovery of neurons in 1892.
Freud’s mechanistic neurological model in the Project indicates the formation of the
notion of writing of another principle of organization, which would later become a central
topic in Lacan’s “cybernetic seminar.” Freud himself, however, was not be able to fully
articulate this notion in neither in his early work nor in his later work. In fact, in the
1920s, he returns to some of his insights formulated in the Project but again encounters

the barrier of impossibility of articulation.

%% See Tigqun, “The Cybernetic Hypothesis™ available at http://cybernet.jottit.com/.



His essay “A Note upon the ‘Mystic Writing Pad’” (1925) is representative of this
difficulty; the only solution that he finds there is to delegate the job to a metaphor, the
Wunderblock, a toy, whose “mystic” quality demonstrates the economy of writing in
creating a hypertext. This short essay, which is still widely read today,’® was one of
Freud’s final rigorous attempts to theorize the notion of writing in psychoanalysis. It
showed Freud’s departure from what, I believe, was a more complex and nuanced
speculative construction of the psychic apparatus and memory. The essay, along with
Freud’s earlier neurological model of the psyche in the Project, generated an important
theoretical discussion on writing and psychoanalysis that began, in psychoanalytic
circles, with Lacan’s paper “The Function and Field of Speech and Language in
Psychoanalysis” presented in 1953 and published in La Psychanalyse in 1956 and with
his “cybernetic” Seminar II: The Ego in Freud’s Theory and in the Technique of
Psychoanalysis (1954-1955). In non-psychoanalytic circles, the discussion on writing
was initiated by the publication of Jacques Derrida’s “Freud and the Scene of Writing,”
written in 1966 and published in his Writing and Difference collection in 1967, which
became, along with several other texts from this book, one of the defining texts of the
post-structuralist thought. The discussion on writing continued through the following

decades. The conceptualizations of “writing” at play in this discussion are worth

distinguishing.

%% See, for example, most recent essays: Mary Ann Doane’s “Temporality, Storage, Legibility: Freud,
Marey, and the Cinema” in Critical Inquiry 22. 2 (1996): 313-343; Thomas Elsaesser’s “Freud as Media
Theorist: Mystic Writing pads and the Matter of Memory” in Screen 50.1 (2009): 100-113; and Patricia
Ticineto Clough’s “The Technical Substrates of Unconscious Memory: Rereading Derrida’s Freud in the
Age of Teletechnology” in Sociological Theory 18.3 (2000): 383-398.
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Both Lacan and Derrida theorize “writing” by reading the following of Freud’s works:
Project for a Scientific Psychology (1895), The Interpretation of Dreams (1901), Beyond
the Pleasure Principle (1920), and “A Note upon the ‘Mystic Writing Pad’” (1925). In

his 1925 essay, Freud writes:

To make use of the Mystic Pad, one writes upon the celluloid portion of the
covering-sheet which rests upon the wax slab. For this purpose no pencil or chalk
is necessary, since the writing does not depend on material being deposited upon
the receptive surface. It is a return to the ancient method of writing upon tablets of
clay or wax: a pointed stilus scratches the surface, the depressions upon which
constitute the “writing.” (229)

As Derrida notes, we should not ask whether a writing pad is “a good metaphor for
representing the working of the psyche; but rather what apparatus we must create in order
to represent psychical writing, and what the imitation, projected and liberated in a
machine, of something like psychical writing might mean” (75-76). This would be a fair
question, although it was asked a decade after Lacan’s essay “The Function and Field of
Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis” and his “cybernetic” Seminar II, where the
question of an apparatus conceptualized as an abstract symbolic machine had already

been addressed and such a writing machine was suggested to be a computer.

In his 1966 essay, Derrida does not mention Lacan directly, but the implicit discussion
with the psychoanalyst clearly informs his argument.’” Derrida’s side-by-side reading of

several of Freud’s works on memory and/as writing is compelling and insightful in many

37 Undoubtedly, Derrida is well familiar with Lacan’s discussions of the 1950s, which he demonstrates
explicitly in “La Parole Soufflée” written in 1965, one year before “Freud and the Scene of Writing”. In
this essay one can encounter a plenty of recognizable references alluding to Lacan’s work: for example,
“speech is stolen: since it is stolen from language,” “the origin is always already eluded on the basis of an
organized field of speech in which the speaking subject vainly seeks a place that is always missing,” “the
mind purloins,” “the ‘letter,” inscribed or propounded speech, is always stolen” (224) and so on.
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ways;"® it only disappoints by insisting that the opposition writing / speech is operative in
psychoanalysis. This (mis)reading, intentional or not, is often defended by the following
assumption: “After all,” as Patricia Ticineto Clough articulateness it, “Lacan proposed
that the unconscious is structured like a language and shifted the focus of psychoanalysis
to the speech of the subject — seemingly away from the writing machine or the technical

substrates of unconscious memory” (395).

The explanation reveals the clash of two conflicting conceptualizations of writing.

Derridian (and the post-structuralists’s) “writing,” is not

...a writing which simply transcribes, the stony echo of muted words, but of a
preverbal lithography: metaphonetic, non-linguistic, a-logical. (Logic obeys
consciousness, or preconsciousness, the site of verbal images, as well as the
principle of identity, the founding expression of a philosophy of presence.)
(“Freud and the Scene of Writing” 86)

Here writing is presented as “a-logical” and pl/ay-ful, since for Derrida logic is associated
with consciousness, which is quite the opposite for Lacan, who explores the logic of the
unconscious writing. As Barbara Johnson pointed out in “The Frame of Reference: Poe,
Lacan, Derrida” and as Lydia H. Liu has elaborated on in Freudian Robot (2010), the
systematic omission of references to information and game theory in Derrida’s discussion
of Lacan demonstrates, as Liu has argued, that the theoretical distinction between “game”
and “play” (in French: both are jeu), is lost in translation: “In game theory,
mathematicians maintain a rigorous distinction between a game, which constricts of a set
of rules that define it, and a play, which is a particular instance in which a game is played

from beginning to end” (174). Thus, for Derrida, writing is described in terms of play (as

¥ See, for example, Patricia Ticineto Clough’s essay “The Technical Substrates of Unconscious Memory:
Rereading Derrida's Freud in the Age of Teletechnology” in Sociological Theory 18.3 (2000): 383-398.
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“a free play of signifiers”); while for Lacan, writing is described in terms of game, which

unfolds according to rules and logic.

This logic does not constitute meaning. It is a different logic of compression of the flow
of speech. It structures the formation of an enunciation, bit by bit, within the symbolic
environment of language. Sometimes, Derrida is leaning towards such understanding by
employing the notion of coding: “Psychical writing, for example the kind we find in
dreams, which ‘follows earlier frayings,” a simple moment in a regression toward
‘primary’ writing, cannot be read in terms of any code” (89). He speaks about “a forest of
script, The Traumdeutung, the interpretation of dreams,” and its approach as “an act of
reading and decoding” (86). However, even then he sees the function of such decoding in
Freud’s psychoanalysis as directed towards meaning. At the same time, when he reads
Freud’s work as an attempt at the translation of dreams’ “phonetic writing as writing
within writing” (86), for a brief moment Derrida and Lacan come very close: Lacan too
“discovers the written in the very act of speaking” (Miller, “The Written in Speech” 6),

which sets up the impossibility for hermeneutic or textual interpretation.

On the one hand, Lacan’s notion of “writing” has more in common with Derridian
conceptualizations than one imagines. As Jacques-Alain Miller observes on account of
Derrida’s notion “archi-writing,” or “a primordial writing that is not writing debased in
relation to speech,” this is what Lacan called “before any grammatology, the agency of
the letter’” (“The Written in Speech” 7-8). “The absence of an exhaustive and absolutely
infallible code [that] prefigures the meaning of writing in general” means, for Derrida,
that “originary writing, if there is one, must produce the space and the materiality of the

sheet itself” (264). Lacan is entirely in agreement with this contention. On the other hand,
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the relation between writing and speech in Lacan can only be described by means of “the
internal multiplicity of the oral and the written as such” (Miller, “The Written in Speech”
5) and certainly not by a binary opposition as Derrida suggests. Clearly, the two thinkers
take different approaches in their reading of Freud. Lacan reads Freud “in reverse,”
beginning with his essays of the 1920s and going back towards his earlier work, which,
he argues is crucial for understanding Freud’s work of the 1920s. Derrida, instead, reads
Freud by granting his works of the 1920s primary status and goes to Freud’s early work
in order to elucidate the meanings of some of his conceptual moves and development of
ideas. Both thinkers notice the conceptual hybridity typical for Freud: however, while
Derrida often looks for the signs of metaphysical presence and the old hermeneutics in

Freud’s work, Lacan ignores them and focuses on Freud’s struggles to transgress them.

Because speech cannot be “interpreted” in the hermeneutic sense, Lacan suggests that it
must be treated as a cryptographic record that lends itself to deciphering. This insight
comes from The Interpretation of Dreams, where, unlike Derrida, Lacan saw the
formation of a technique radically different from the hermeneutic tradition. For example,
although Freud is going against the illusory linearity of a narrative, his interpretation still
targets the statement (‘what is said’) and not the enunciation (‘how it is said’), hence the
impression of Freud’s leaning toward hermeneutics. However, the “decline of
interpretation [started] with Freud himself,” Millers argues; “it is impossible not to see
that” ( “Interpretation in Reverse” 9). For Lacan, the goal of psychoanalysis is to expose
the signifier “as cipher [chiffre], as separated from the effects of signification,” which
should be achieved by means of “interpretation in reverse,” or “a deciphering that does

not produce sense” (Miller, “Interpretation in Reverse” 8). Interpretation that operates in
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hermeneutics “does not have its antonym, while deciphering has its antonym in
ciphering” (Miller, “The Sinthome, a Mixture” 72), which indicates its bi-directional
potential: what it aims at is not sense-making, but rather, undoing the meanings generated
by the unconscious. Of course, Lacan “employs the term ‘ciphering’ and ‘cipher,’ not just
to vary his vocabulary but to try to think the signifier and jouissance in the same
movement” (Miller, “The Sinthome, a Mixture” 72). As Derrida insightfully notes,

“Freud conceives of the dream’s displacements as a new form of writing” (88).

Also, Derrida observes about Freud’s psychic apparatus of unconscious memory that it is
“a depth without bottom, an infinite allusion, and a perfectly superficial exteriority: a
stratification of surfaces, each of whose relationship to itself, each of whose interior, is
but the implication of another similarly exposed surface” (224). He points out the
complexity of the relation between the strata: “Writing is unthinkable without repression.
The condition for writing is that there be neither a permanent contact nor an absolute
break between strata: the vigilance and failure of censorship” (113). Instead, Lacan sees
in Freud’s Project and, especially, in The Interpretation of Dreams, a psychoanalytic
technique that functions on the condition that the heterogeneous strata can flatten or
converge (for example, the dream and the patient’s discourse about the dream or the
visceral reactions during the session and the patient’s speech) in the same written entity
that should be deciphered as one (thus, his claim “there is no metalanguage”). Lacan

conceives writing in relation to the process of such convergences.

In Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, Friedrich Kittler speaks about how the changes of the
media regimes or conditions of mediality are at the same time technical and discursive.

Thus, there is a correlation between media regimes and discourses, which unfolds along
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the ways of processing and storing data. The condition of possibility of psychoanalysis,

according to Kittler is

the media revolution of 1880 [that] laid the groundwork for theories and practices
that no longer mistake information for spirit. Thought is replaced by a Boolean
algebra, and consciousness by the unconscious, which (at least since Lacan’s
reading) makes of Poe’s “Purloined Letter” a Markoff chain.”® (16)

Psychoanalysis takes off after the break of the sensuous continuity between the hand’s
movement and writing process. Along with the writing machines of the end of the
nineteenth century, psychoanalysis digitalizes writing by making it more visible and,
thus, turning it into “merely one medium among others” (Johnston, “Introduction” 5). In

this, psychoanalysis reflects contemporary conditions of mediality.

John Johnston has pointed out that “an anachronism appears to enter Kittler’s historical
scheme, for he situates both Freud and Lacan in the discourse network of 1900, which is
marked by the emergence of technical media and the discourses of psychophysics and
psychoanalysis” (The Allure of Machinic Life 82). This observation is important and
needs further explanation. Kittler defines discourse networks as “the networks of
technologies and institutions that allow a given culture to select, store, and process
relevant data” (Kittler, Discourse Networks 1800/1900 369). These networks are
sustained by the respective technologies and institutions tied to them so that together they

“constitute a historically very powerful formation” (369).

Kittler then distinguishes between his and Michel Foucault’s notions of discourse.

Foucault, he critically notes, “merely describes the production of discourses” and not “the

%% Kittler refers to the notion introduced by Russian mathematician Andrey Markov that indicates a
sequence of random variables that exhibits repeating patterns as a sequence unfolds in time.



55

sources of these discourses, of the channels or the receivers” (Armitage and Kittler 18).
For Kittler, discourse analysis implies the excavation of the underlying structures of
human practices. On this basis, he concludes that Freud belongs to the epoch of
thermodynamics, while Lacan is already in the epoch of information and computation.
Therefore, Johnston is right in noticing an anachronism in placing both psychoanalysts in

one discourse network.

However, it is easier to place Lacan in a certain discourse network than Freud, whose
thought seems to be caught up in the changing condition of mediality. This explains the
difficulty Freud experiences in articulating the notion of writing, which leads to his later
digression to metaphorisation in “A Note upon the ‘Mystic Writing pad’.” This
“anachronism” is resolved by Lacan’s project of “the return to Freud” or rather,
“returning Freud” to the discourse network 1900, to the formation of which his work
significantly contributed. Lacan’s “media theory of the unconscious” (Boltz, 26-34 qtd. in
Winthrop-Young and Wutz xxviii) works to demonstrate that Freud’s psychoanalysis was
part of a larger framework that accommodated more than one discourse network. I

suggest calling such an assemblage of discourses “the cybernetic episteme.”

Conclusion

Lacan appropriated cybernetic notions selectively, without the intention of contributing in
the interdisciplinary discussion surrounding it or of maintaining an exchange with
cyberneticians: thus, Lacan’s cybernetics in this work’s title. However, what strikes me
in Lacan’s project is his dedication to an ambitious task and his strug