THEOCRIT 9230
Cybernetics, Complexity, Chaos, and Critical Theory

Course Description: Cybernetics, complexity theory, and chaos theory emerged in the mid-
twentieth century from the scientific study of systems exhibiting dynamic behavior and challenging
to predict or control using linear methods. This course explores the intersections of these three
fields with critical theory and continental philosophy. Students will examine the intellectual
foundations and implications of "the three C’s," with a focus on understanding concepts such as
system, feedback, emergence, phase changes, dissipative structures, bifurcation, attractors, self-
organization, chaos and catastrophe. Particular attention will be given to the points where
cybernetics, complexity, and chaos thinking intersect with strands of critical social theory.
Examples include the role of heterodox Marxist Alexander Bogdanov as a precursor of systems
thinking; the influence of cybernetics on Foucault, Deleuze, and Guattari; the feminist cybernetics
inaugurated by Donna Haraway and Sadie Plant; the relation of complexity theory to concepts of
intersectionality; and the place of chaos and complexity theory in the analysis of the "polycrisis" of
contemporary capitalism and the search for radical alternatives.

Instructor: Nick Dyer-Witheford Email: ncdyerwi@uwo.ca.

Office Hours: Friday 12:30-2pm, or Zoom, by appointment.
Seminar: Tuesday 10:30am-1:30pm, CSTC Seminar Room.

Requirements: (subject to revision dependent on enrollment)

Seminar participation: 20% for 2 in class presentations worth 20% each for a total of 40% ; a
prospectus for the final paper (500 words plus bibliography) 10%; a major research paper of
7000 words including bibliography, 30% . For further information see “Notes on Evaluation”
below.

Schedule of Topics and Readings
This schedule may be adjusted after the first week of classes to reflect participant interests.
Readings will be available as downloadable PDFs on the seminar OWL site.

Schedule of Topics and Readings

Week 1) Sep. 10. Introduction: We begin by reviewing our collective interest in and knowledge of
cybernetics and complexity theory and its ambiguous relation to critical theory, looking at recent
landmark discussions of these issues and outlining the topics the seminar will cover. Readings:
Voss, G. (2024) Systems Ultra: Making Sense of Technology in a Complex World, Chapter 1; Hui Y
(2024) “Why Cybernetics Now” in Hi ed Cybernetics for the Twenty First Century.

Week 2) Sep. 17. Cybernetics: Explores the core doctrines of cybernetics, its concepts of control,
communication and feedback, and their historical context. Readings: Wiener, N. Extracts from (1948)
Cybernetics: Or Control and Communication in the Animal and the ;Hayles, K. ‘Cybernetics’ from
How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics; Johnston J.
(2008) ‘Cybernetics and the New Complexity of Machines’ from The Allure of Machinic Life.
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Week 3) Sep. 24. Automation: Looks at the development of first, second and third order
cybernetics, its experimental machines and its theoretical and practical influence on the
automation of war, work and governmentality; Bousquet A. (2008) ‘Cyberneticizing the American
War Machine: science and computers in the Cold War’; Dyer-Witheford N. (2015) ‘Cybernetics’ from
Cyber-Proletariat: Global Labour in the Digital Vortex; Geoghegan, B.D. (2023) ‘Introduction’ to
Code: From Information Theory to French Theory.

Week 4) Oct 1. Counter-cyber: Critics of cybernetics responded by both reappropriation and
rejection. We contrast the US countercultural embrace of cybernetics to the scathing critique from
strands of the French left, and (perhaps) at varied at psychotherapeutic and psychoanalytic
adoptions of cybernetics. Readings: Pickering A. (2010)‘Adaptive Brain/Ontological Theatre’ from
The Cybernetic Brain, “Dubberly H. and Pangaro, P. (2015) “How cybernetics connects computing,
counterculture, and design, Routhier, D. (2024) “A Situationist Portrait of Power: Cybernetics, May
’68, and The Situationist International”; Tigqun, ‘The Cybernetic Hypothesis’ (2001).

Week 5) Oct 8. Cyborgs and Meltdowns: Even while ‘cybernetics’ as an organized school of
thought faded ‘cyber ‘ concepts saturated digitizing capitalism. Haraway’s “Cyborg Manifesto” is a
landmark of feminist theory as significant was the Cybernetic Culture Research Unit at the
University of Warwick, inaugurated by cyberfeminist Sadie Plant, then shaped by Nick Land as the
dark side laboratory for accelerationisms.. Readings: Haraway (185) “A Cyborg Manifesto”; Plant, S.
(1997), ‘The Matrix: Feminist Speculations’ : Land N and Plant S ‘Cyberpositive’ (1994); Land (2018)
‘Circuitry’ and ‘Meltdown’ from Fanged Noumena Collected Writings 1987-2007.

Week 6) Oct. 15. No class. Reading Week

Week 7) Oct. 22. Evolutions: The cybernetic concept of organisms "autopoiesis" developed by
Chilean biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, is challenged by way microbiologist
Lynn Margulis concept of symbiogenesis, Haraway’s idea of “sympoeisis” and by Dorion Sagan’s
interpretation of machinic development as “allopoietic.” Readings: Maturana H and Varela F (1972)
Autopoiesis and Cognition: The Realization of the Living (extracts); Haraway D (2016), Staying with
the Trouble : Making Kin in the Chthulucene, Chapter 3, Clarke B, “Margulis, Autopoiesis, Gaia”
(Readings in this section are particularly provisional, and subject to revision).

Week 8) Oct 29. Complexity: On the brink of the twenty first century, systems theory and
cybernetics were melding with a new complexity theory, drawing on research from natural sciences
into dynamic, nonlinear change, emergence, swarm behavior, and operations "on the edge of
chaos.” Readings: Prigogine, | (1987) “Exploring complexity”; Urry, J. (2006). “Complexity”. Keller, E.
F. (2005). “Ecosystems, Organisms, and Machines.”; Ladyman J. & Wiesner K. "What is a Complex
System.”

Week 9) Nov 5. Assemblages: In parallel with this development, Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts
of assemblage, rhizomes and flows is now understood was an extraordinary translation of
complexity theory in the language of social and psychoanalytic theory. Readings: DeLanda, M
(1991) ‘Nonorganic Life’; Protevi J (2006) “Deleuze, Guattari and Emergence”; Deleuze G and
Guattari F (1987) “Rhizomes” ; Guattari F Three Ecologies.



Week 10) Nov 12. Markets: Complexity theory is widely interpreted as vindicating the neoliberal
revival of “free market” capitalism. However, this view is challenged from the left by the new
iterations cybernetic planning theory and by applications of complexity theory to issues of
intersectional division. Readings: Medina E. (2011) ‘Introduction’ from Cybernetic Revolutionaries;
Cooper M. (2011) ‘Complexity Theory After the Financial Crisis’ Dyer-Witheford N (2013) ‘ Red Plenty
Platforms ‘; Apolito A. (2020) “The Problem of Scale in Anarchism and the Case for Cybernetic
Communism.”

Week 11) Nov. 19. Polycrisis: Since 2020 amidst pandemic, war and global boiling a version of
complexity theory has been popularized via the notion of a civilizational "polycrisis," a term passed
from the work of Edgar Morin to elite discussions at Davos, and thence in the work of contemporary
historian Adam Tooze, resonating with earlier theories about the “collapse of complex societies”.
Readings: Morin E extract from (1999). Homeland earth : a manifesto for the new millennium, Tooze
A (2022) “What is the Polycrisis” and “Crisis Pictures”; Bardi, U., et al. (2019),” Toward a General
Theory of Societal Collapse.”

Week 12) Nov 26 Cybernetics for the 21t Century?: This session reviews propositions about a
coming cybernetics. Can a new “neo-cybernetic” synthesis [provide part of the theoretical
repertoire for a new wave of emancipatory social struggles against disaster? Gardiner M (2022)
“Automatic for the People? Cybernetics and Left-Accelerationism.” Hayles K. (2023)“Detoxifying
Cybernetics: From Homeostasis to Autopoiesis and Beyond”; Powell (2023) “Radical Complexity”

Week 13) Dec 3 Plenary: In the final session, we shall workshop participants’ term paper
proposals.

Notes on Evaluation

Participation: Being there counts. Come to all, or at least ten, seminar sessions. Attend having done
the course readings, ready for constructive conversation.

Presentation: You can propose your owh presentation topics (instructor approval required) or
choose from a list of proposed topics (see Brightspace). Your presentations should introduce the
seminar to text relevant to its main themes. The aim of the presentations is to make your subject
legible to other seminar participants in open, accessible discussion of the chosen topic.

A presentation on a text should not be just an exposition of its content, but also contextualize the
work and assess it in relation to discussions and situations in which it intervenes. In each
presentation you have 20 min. (max) to talk (if you pair up with someone else to cover a topic, 10
min. each) and 20 min for discussions, questions and debate.

Presentations will be scheduled for point in in the semester where it relates well to the overall
themes and course readings; the precise timing can be negotiated, but should roughly fit in with the
syllabus. Email me your presentation notes or slides immediately after delivery to help with
feedback: notes don’t have to be polished, just comprehensible.

If you are having difficulty deciding what to present on either; a) just pick something that seems ds
interesting or b) contact me and we’ll discuss what might mesh with your interests.



Please email me your preferred topics no later than Sunday Sep. 15 at midnight.

Paper Prospectus: Approx. 750 words including reference list. The proposal should define your
topic, your line of inquiry and argumentation , and the body of thought that you will engage. It is due
no later than midnight, Nov. 19; early submissions get early feedback. In the final sessions of the
course you will present and discuss this proposalin the seminar.

Term Paper: Approx 7000 words including bibliography. An original and exciting piece of writing that
makes direct use of seminar materials.

Papers relating seminar themes to your own specializations in theory and criticism welcomed.

Explore one body of theory or one theoretician in depth, critically analyze compelling theoretical
intersections between authors, or a body of theory on alienation and/or species-being to a cultural
object or social practices.

The must contain a clear and developed argument. It will be marked for analytic substance,
organizational form and writing style.

The paper is paper is due no later than Jan 6, 2025.

Overdue papers lose 10% of the possible grade per day, and will not be accepted more than three
days late. Deadline extensions for medical or compassionate reasons require proper academic
accommodation.

Academic Offenses: Scholastic offences are taken seriously. See
https://www.uwo.ca/univsec/pdf/academic_policies/appeals/scholastic_discipline_grad.pdf

Every assignment must differ from and significantly surpass what Chat GPT or similar Al can
achieve on the topic at hand in order to receive a passing grade.

Accessible Education Western (AEW). Western is committed to achieving barrier-free
accessibility for all its members, including graduate students. As part of this commitment, Western
provides a variety of services devoted to promoting, advocating, and accommodating persons with
disabilities in their respective graduate program. Graduate students with disabilities (for example,
chronic illnesses, mental health conditions, mobility impairments) are strongly encouraged to
register with Accessible Education Western (AEW), a confidential service designed to support
graduate and undergraduate students through their academic program. With the appropriate
documentation, the student will work with both AEW and their graduate programs (normally their
Graduate Chair and/or Course instructor) to ensure that appropriate academic accommodations to
program requirements are arranged. These accommodations include individual counselling,
alternative formatted literature, accessible campus transportation, learning strategy instruction,
writing exams and assistive technology instruction.
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