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Interview
Oswald Wiener

When the Vienna Actionists urinated, masturbated,
and vomited at an event titled “Art and Revolution” in
Vienna University’s Lecture Hall 1 in 1968, the proceed-
ings were accompanied by a lecture on the relation-
ship between speech and thought by the then thirty-
two-year-old Oswald Wiener. One year later his
literary montage die verbesserung von mitteleuropa,
roman (the improvement of central europe, a novel)
was published. With its excurses on linguistics and
cybernetics, it now reads as an astonishing foreshad-
owing of the Internet and virtual reality. Later, Wiener
turned to the figure of the dandy, who maintains his
difference from machines by cultivating a practice of
self-observation. Hans-Christian Dany visited him at
his home in southeast Austria to talk about the pecu-
liar standstill of art and science in the digital age.

Oswald Wiener was born in Vienna in 1935, With the poets
H.C. Arimann, Friedrich Achleitner, Konrad Bayer and
Gerhard Riibm he was part of the Wiener Gruppe in the 1950s.
From 1959 to 1967 he worked as a data processing specialist at
Olivetti. He participated in varions actions of the Vienna Ac-
tionisis, and his groundbreaking work die verbesserung von
mitteleuropa, roman (the improvement of central enrope, a
novel) was published in 1969. In the 70s Wiener co-ran the le-
gendary Krengberg café-bar Exil before settling in Canada in
1984. From 1992 to 2004 he was a professor for aesthetics at
the Kunstakademie Diisseldorf. Today he lives in Kapfenstein in
Austria. In 2015, Subrkamp will bring ont a volume of
Wiener’s research in the field of the psychology of thinking.



The moment I get into the hire car, I
know they’ve given me the right vehicle
for my mission. A small screen shows
what I could drive into should I choose
to reverse. I hesitate briefly but resist
the temptation. On the way there I
don’t see anything but the road. The
world has disappeared into fog, but a
voice is guiding me. My destination is
somewhere just before the border to
Slovenia and Hungary. On a mountain
there lives a who professes to have been
cultivating idiocy for fifty years. Where
I come from, he enjoys an almost magi-
cal reputation. When I told my friends I
was going to meet him, they looked at
me in disbelief. “I didn’t think he really
existed”. And indeed, it isn’t easy to im-
agine the life of a person who de-
scribed, fifty years before the fact, the
peculiar irreality that would come to
pass through the Internet. A person
who seems to rise above the current of
time, one whose life stoty reads like a
novel. A person who today hopes that
our attention might again shift to the
self-observation of human thought as a
form of artistic research.

“You have reached your destina-
tion”. I park the Nissan in front of an
inconspicuous house. The name Wiener
really does appear on the door. Ingrid
Wiener opens it. Further back, in the
darkness of the kitchen, I make out
Oswald Wiener. The seventy-nine-
year-old seems real enough, and bears
no resemblance to a fictional character
who can travel in time inside his own
head. One wonders whether it was just
such an interconnection of real and lin-
guistic existence that enabled him to
write one of the most shattering novels
of the twentieth century. Or whether it
was this way of thinking that enabled
him to use the historical figure of the
dandy to cast light on the problems of
the artificial intelligences of the future.
For this was the kinetic logic of a writer
who it was impossible to pin down,
who would disappear behind pseudo-
nyms or among gold prospectors at the
furthest ends of the world, only to re-
turn with recordings of the songs of
wild Canadian dogs. This was author of
a work that for a long time appeared to
be hopelessly fragmented, but which

today has constituted itself as a compel-
ling intellectual achievement. A blind-
ing sun is shining through the window.
I unwrap my recording device from a
white silk cloth. The man opposite me
picks up exactly the same device, and
sets it up next to the first one like a re-
flection. At one and the same time,
both of us say: a good machine.

You initially wanted 1o be a jazz niusician, but
then you switched from playing the trumpet to
working for Olivetts.,

Jazz was implanted in me at the age of
twelve. There was a radio station run by
the American Occupation, the Blue
Danube Network, which was a kind of
request programme for the soldiers. It
was on seven days a week, and once a
week it played a piece of jazz. This was
in 1947/48. 1 was living in a reform
school at the time, and all the boys had
a germanium diode crystal receiver
with a piece of wite that you could bend
and adjust until you got the right
frequency. For headphones we used
earpieces stolen from phone box tele-
phones. And with them we'd listen to
the radio under the covers every even-
ing,

Then, in the 1950s, my childhood
friend Konrad Bayer inducted me into
the circle of artists and poets. My inter-
est in poetry grew with my realisation
that my musical talent was not going to
turn me into a world-famous jazz trum-
peter. I liked the poems of Gerhard
Rithm or H.C. Artmann as much as 1
liked music. Then I got sick of all that
as well, I saw that my poetry was a kind
of imitation of Riithm’ — at best, an
imitation with different intentions to
his own. That was the end of my foray
into art, and now I wanted to do the ex-
act opposite: marty, have children, take
up a bourgeois profession. I very quick-
ly had a successful career at Olivetti;
they were waiting for a guy like me.
That’s where I learned the principles of
programming,

Was this applied programming, or was it
linked 1o the debate over cybernetics that was
going on at the time?

The term cybernctics had only just
reached Central Europe. People didn’t
exactly know what it meant. In 1959 I
stole the first copy of Norbert Wiener’s
Cybernetics from the lending library of
the Vienna Information Center, a
propaganda institute run by the Ameri-
can occupation forces. At the time I
didn’t entirely understand it. I still don’t
know whether I entirely understand it
today.

And then you began slowly working on an at-
temipt to create the opposite of poetry, to create
its destruction, which led to your book die
verbesserung von mitteleuropa, roman
(the improvement of central enrope, a novel).

Naturally after a year at Olivetti 1
couldn’t stand it any more, 1 hated the
whole attitude there, the obsession
with money, the ever more expensive
cars. | had chosen this career as a pro-
test against my friends. Then suddenly
[ was inside it and it didn’t take long
until I was asking myself what I was ac-
tually doing there and I started writing
the book. In the beginning I had to
struggle against my inhibitions, you
can tell this from the way the book
lashes out so much. I would compose a
sentence, and if I didn’t find it hurt
enough I'd look for other words until it
became more and more painful. When
I'had the feeling that I'd got something
I should under no circumstances write
down, that’s what I'd write. That’s how



almost the entire book was written.
You tried charging langnage with yonr own
pain?

1 was living under the delusion that
something was making me who I'was, I
didn’t think I was being manipulated
the way a schizophrenic does, but rath-
er in a far profounder manner to have
been pre-formed by the existing cul-
ture that I'd discovered under the name
of language. Language was the cipher
for everything that was out of kilter. I
found fault everywhere but within my-
self, and even to this day I couldn’t re-
ally say what I might have found there
apart from gullibility. When people
used to tell me that Hegel was a giant, I
believed them. While I was writing the
improvement, I leafed through Hegel and
wondered what was supposed to be so
great about all this bullshit. And that’s
how it went on, effectively there was
nothing there any more, only con-
sciousness. A metaphysics of con-
sciousness was the only thing that I
didn’t condemn and reject.

As well as being a record of complex: state of
conflict, the book contains a quite
astonishing passage on the “bioad-
aptor”, which emerged in reaction
to an object by the artist Walter
Pichler.

Walter Pichler saw himself
as a utopian architect, he was
one of the first, along with
Hans Hollein, who declared
everything to be architec-
ture, as I had declared every-
thing to be language. He
built a helmet with a small
television screen that shield-
ed people off from the world
around them. That was
enough for me to dedicate
the bioadaptor to him.

The “bivadaptor”™* that you ontline in the
baok foreshadows what wonld later come to be
called virtnal space, Yon very precisely predict
the structures that wonld come into being half a
century later, at an advanced stage of the Inter-
ned, through social networks or with Goagle
Glass. You anticipate elosed systems where the
human gage no longer operates in the world
aronnd it but only ever reflects its own desires,

gradually forming a dosed system.
To what extent was this influenced
by ideas like, for example, Ross
Ashby’s homeostat**¢
The bioadaptor came out of
two strands of thought. One
was the idea of society as a
homeostat. I noticed that cy-
bernetics had the particular
quality of functioning as a
mechanism that prevents the
emergence of innovations. I
drew every possible analogy,
such as for example that Co-
pernicus had had access to
modern computers. If he had,
the Ptolemaic worldview
might have lasted indefinitely,
since the main reason it was
abandoned was that the epicycles kept
on increasing and the calculations were
becoming ever more complicated.
However, an enhanced capacity to per-
form calculations might have prevent-
ed the emergence of the Copernican
wortldview. Perhaps not for ever, but
for a hundred years. At a time when the
contradictions are no longer manage-
able and the leap into a qualitatively
new state, another way of conceiving
the world, is imminent, the computer
would function as a means of prolong-
ing the old, existing state of affairs.
The other strand came out of cer-
tain epistemological problems. It’s dif-
ficult to ignore the fact that we only
have representations of reality in our
heads which we improve, worsen,
adapt. We haven’t been able to get rid of
the idea that the world is effectively
pre-stabilised for life forms like our-
selves. I've evolved into this physical
wortld, I know only a tiny part of this
physical world, namely the one that is
crucial to my being able to continue liv-
ing, the one to which my organs react,
the one I can act on using my motor
skills. So the pre-stabilised relation to
reality, produced by evolution, is al-
ready a bioadaptor.,

But is this really what cybernetics is? The ho-
meostat that constantly secks to maintain if-
self; or the feedback loops that Norbert
Wiener developed — are these really simply
means of preventing innovations? Wiener ini-

tially thought of the feedback loop as an object
of scientific study, and then preity soon applied
technologies were being developed from it which
were mostly geared towards stabilisation, secu-
rity, homogenisation and normativity. Was it
really cybernetics in its original form that led to
this innovation-suppressing apparatus which
ahvays seekes to stabilise itself, or was it the way
that cybernetics was relatively rapidly taken np
and applied?

The American profit mentality is “we
want new technologies”, and it bears
most of the blame for the whole thing.
One of its consequences is that the ideo-
logical framework reacts in turn upon
the feedback loops, to balance out the
effects of the loops and manipulate
them to have a conserving effect. What
is conserved? Values. Back then we had
the McCarthy era and the debate over
what was American and what was un-
American. The point was to preserve
the Christian heritage and the lifestyle of
the white families, naturally only that of
the tax-paying families. On the other
hand, revenues needed to increase.
Whether cybetnetics inherently tends
towards conservation is something T
wouldn’t like to say, but in actual fact we
haven’t seen anything different.

To what extent is it worth trying to separate
some strands of cybernetic thinking from its
application in attempts to stabilise, and
again try to use it in an entirely different
manner? The whole thing really was an own



goal, becanse the gradnal institutionalisation
of a cybernetics that aimed at secnrity, stabil-
ity and the avoidance of the new has led to the
extremely stagnant stale of conteniporary so-
clety. It’s a society that can barely come np
with any kind of vision, which is actually
afraid of thinking about the future in any
shape or form, and whose innovations are, for
that reason, regressive. The whole thing is
slowly drifting towards a kind of heat death.

Agreed. André-Marie Ampére, who in-
vented the term cybernetics, saw it as a
form of statecraft, and introduced it as
a potential policy measure. The things
that should really be getting attention
from any sensible person today are be-
ing initiated by individuals who have
not been incorporated into the feed-
back loop. In the impoverished neigh-
bourhoods of European cities there are
immigrants whose lives are being wast-
ed because of a lack of opportunities;
they are disqualified solely on the basis
of their accent and their appearance,
and have no hope of a future. These
people have not been incorporated by
cybernetics. That they are now making
headlines should surprise no one.

Those not incorporated into the system wonld
also be the only forces who contd produce real
innovations, actual game-changing break-
thronghs.

The question is whether they are cap-
able of innovation. They are capable of
destruction, but I don’t know what the
Islamic State has come up with in terms
of innovations that could delight us or
command our respect. Because if one
thing is clear, it’s that science and bar-
barism go very well together. The
scientists needn’t necessarily be barbar-
ians themselves, they need only shut
their eyes or want to live nice lives or
have a voice within the structures of
power. The stagnation isn’t just in the
social or aesthetic fields, but is also pre-
sent in the natural sciences. In physics
there has been no new idea that has
really pushed things forwards for a
hundred years. This is perhaps putting
it very crudely, but thousands of the
best researchers would cut off their
own right arm to have an idea that
amounted to a comparable scientific
advance as quantum physics a hundred
years ago. All kinds of things are going

on, but, in the best cybernetic tradition,
the simulation apparatuses are recon-
ciling the contradictions between the
theories of physics — it’s known as a
“handshake” — and innovation is being
thwarted.

Many of the simulation techniques
used by physics are successful: weather
forecasting, for example, has become a
lot better, but they cannot explain why.
The method is to calculate on different
levels that are incompatible with each
other. These different levels are then
glued together by a form of creative
accounting. The glue they use is the
same cybernetic kind that I make fun
of in the improvement of central enrope. 1t’s
a pure invention, a fiction, but never-
theless it works.

I feel that the fext is, in part, a remarkably pre-
cise description of what has come to pass: that
the world around us has been replaced by largely
nareissistic self-reflection. And, at the sane
time, by commmunication systems that make it
ever easier 1o irn us into controllable objects.

I incorporated several digressions into
the text. That this machine, the bioad-
aptor, is itself intelligent and invents, so
to speak, new needs. But that is also
pure fantasy. Such devices don’t exist
vet, we still don’t have intelligent ma-
chines. The machines that prevail
against humans do so in a different way
than humans do. Their so-called think-
ing is not human thinking, but some-
thing else. It makes me feel creepy just
thinking about it. What has several dif-
ferent levels in a human takes places on
a single level in a computer, the level of
the sign. Tt is just signs that are moved
around, according to certain rules. This
involves the sophisticated use of statis-
tics, with the final result that machines
function faster than human beings and
can perhaps even be funnier. But they
aren’t really funnier, they only seem that
way, because machines cannot under-
stand. Human beings can understand,
they understand the phrases that are fed
into them, they understand other phras-
es as propetly answering these phrases,
but machines can’t understand any of
that. Of course, we can’t predict what
will happen if this surface technology
continues to develop.

In reality, basic algorithms from statis-
tics and information technology have
nothing to do with intelligence. Intel-
ligence is here replaced by the manage-
ment of exceptions. Once you've
grasped what a harmonic vibration is,
you can express this understanding in a
formula. You can derive anything from
it because you understand what the for-
mula describes. A computer doesn’t
need this formula, it needs only speed
and memory capacity, and starting
from rather primitive premises it car-
ties out a vast number of generate-and-
test experiments in order to achieve the
same result as you, who have spent two
years finding this profound formula.
This makes me a little nervous. Perhaps
what we call consciousness and mean-
ing was only necessary for a particular
era in the evolution of the universe. In
the time before, there was no meaning
and no consciousness, and nor will
there be meaning and consciousness
afterwards. It is easy to imagine a time
when human beings are no longer nec-
essary. Popular philosophers like Ver-

nor Vinge or Ray Kurzweil have al-
ready suggested that we have got to the

point where machines are about to take
over everything,

I have to say I have my doubis about whether
things are looking quite so good for niachines.
So do I, but it’s being debated.

But also in the contexct of a vast system of
machines that supposedly functions marvel-
lously, bt which not everyone is necessarily
able to perceive. This management of excep-
tions, as you described it, haduw’t really been
developed very far in Austria in 1968 — as it
hadn't in most conntries — at that time the sys-
temt relied on much blunter disciplinary meas-
wres.

Yes, it was no longer possible to live
here. The pressure was so great, people
would tap me on the shoulder in the
street, take out their ID and say, “Herr
Wiener, come to the police station to-
day at three o’clock, the commissioner
would like to speak to you”. We were
under surveillance here — that’s not
paranoia, that really happened.

Then yon had to leave the conntry, and yon



opened a café-bar in Berlin called Exil.

Exil had already been an artists’ club
in Vienna, the name came from
H.C. Artmann. It was the name of a
kind of secession, where several of the
more important younger artists took
refuge from the Art Club. We took it up
again in Berlin because it suited the
situation so well. We were in exile.

Was there a whole gronp of Viennese artists
who went to Berlin?

Giinter Brus and his wife, Ingrid and I,
Rithm and his girlfriend were already
there. Three people who knew each
other well and had worked with each
other before — that’s all you need. Once
we had our café-bar, people kept join-
ing us. You could earn money there,
and work unconventionally ...

Did you really serve proper meals there?
Totally. Seven days a weck. It was ex-
hausting, but we were young and strong
enough.

Was it more of a bar or a restanrant?

It was both. Even today you can’t run a
café-bar unless you sell a lot of booze.
You only earn money from alcohol and
coffee. There’s no money in food. After
eleven o’clock at night it was an art bar,
and that went on till six o’clock in the
morning. There was no closing time.

Starting out from the dandy'’s desire for self-
Jfashioning, it was in Berlin that you began
_your investigations into the observation of the
self; something you continse fo this day. This
invalves observing what happens in your head
when you tonch a table or imagine a certain
shape. Is the point to wark ont where a machine-
likee formalism operates, and whether thinking
Sfollows a human dynamic?

The dandy actually has a great deal in
common with the bioadaptor. I under-
stand the dandy not as a sort of tailor’s
mannequin but as a philosophical
problem. The dandy is still a metaphy-
sician, he suffers from the thought that
that he is comprehensible and explica-
ble, and he experiments ruthlessly
upon himself in order to learn more
about himself. He is under the illusion
that he becomes more fluid the more he
understands about himself, and that he

can use this to extend his capabilities.
This information must not, of course,
come into the possession of other con-
sciousnesses. He tries to control others
and make them more predictable, while
at the same time not letting himself be-
come predictable to others. He “sins
against the Holy Ghost” in that he de-
nies others such fundamental attrib-
utes as being human, regarding them
instead as sets of rules, as machines. He
proceeds in a similar manner against
himself, and this in itself makes a small
but crucial difference. The bioadaptor
can be seen as a kind of self-regulating
narcissist, but it can also be seen as an
experimental workshop. If there are
billions of bioadaptors in the world,
this doesn’t mean that they will bring
evolution to a standstill. Though it
might be possible that feedback loops
could be developed which work against
evolution and in favour of stabilisation.
But there’s a very long way to go before
we get there,

Is the dandy a fignre who necessarily remains
unknowable to himself?

Not necessarily, and you can also put it
another way: it’s a kind of self-con-
tempt. You are merciless towards your-
self, you try to see yourself through the
eyes of others — though not in order to
influence them but rather to alter your
own point of view. Real life teaches you
after all how difficult it is to change
yourself. I'm almost eighty and I'm no
longer the same person who wrote the
improvement of central enrope, a novel. 'm
no longer so egocentric, no longer so
full of myself, and 1 don’t hate like 1
used to. An old man doesn’t hate with
the same intensity as a young man. But
in this case something else also hap-
pened, and indeed in a dandyish man-
net. [ simply tried to see myself through
the eyes of others and found a great
deal that I didn’t like at all. Simply the
fact of seeing something you don’t like
is itself a great step forward.

1 wanted to bring up the dandy and langnage
again.

In the dandy you find the peculiar
phenomenon that’s very well exempli-
fied in Shakespeare’s Othello or, in

slightly kitschified form, Jean Cocte-
aw’s Children of the Night: the phenome-
non of other people being controlled
through language. There’s something
magical about this ability to control
others through language — the fact
that an opinion can be brought into
existence by vibrations in the air.
When I'm on very good form, I’ll al-
most always succeed. Back then, it was
the fact that it was effected by means
of physics that really fascinated me.
The fact that there’s really just this
bridge of language between my idea
and what I'm trying to induce in an-
other person’s head. That’s why I
equipped the bioadaptor with the abil-
ity to speak to the adaptee in the man-
ner of a benevolent older colleague.
Not acting directly on the nerves, but
rather simply turning a belief on or off
by means of words, depending on
what the situation lends itself to. The
dandy is excellent at this. Oscar Wilde
at his peak could surround himself
with a cluster of intelligent members
of London society every evening and
completely fascinate them by the man-
ner of his speech alone. ... That’s an-
other link between the bioadaptor and
the dandy.

But language is also ahvays fill of ghosts.
Perhaps not so much language itself,
but what it brings about. The spoken
word is a sequence of vibrations in the
air. It conveys no content. The contents
are produced in people’s minds by
means of a very complicated operation,
it is not simply transferred.

The contents are produced, but as something
quite different to what arrived as a vibration.
Don't you think ghosts are invelved somewhere
here?

To me a ghost is rather something that
leaves you at a loss when trying to ex-
plain it. Ask almost any contemporary
psychologist what consciousness is and
he’s at a loss to explain it. That’s what
ghostly is. No one today is brave
enough to say, as John B. Watson once
did, that there’s no such thing as con-
sciousness, that mental images don’t
actually exist — it’s also a rather cocky
thing to say, but he had no shortage of



cockiness. He doesn’t actually say that
there’s no such thing as consciousness
— I think — he says that the study of
consciousness cannot be a subject for
scientific research. Why, he asked,
should we concern ourselves with con-
sciousness?

WWell, there is at least still art.
Is there?

11 is disappearing somewhat.

I think that art is degenerating into a
business of mystification. The last re-
maining value of art is its ability to cap-
ture the viewer’s attention. It functions
by capturing people’s attention, and the
nature of that attention is irrelevant,
That was already true of the Vienna
Actionists. When they disgusted peo-
ple, they at least captured their atten-
tion and thus legitimised their work as
art. They weren’t actually being serious,
they didn’t kill themselves, and even if
they had it would only have been an
attempt to make a particularly strong
impression. There are still countless
ways to make an impression, you just

need to punch harder and become ever
more extreme. This extremity is not
about how much noise you make, but
about your choice of subject matter. In
Russia, Pussy Riot can still successfully
capture people’s attention, at the cost
of their personal freedom. Whoever
comes next will have to climb a rung
higher, because the effect is weakened
each time. Perhaps vou'd need to kill
someone, or perhaps someone will
come along and say that the Islamic
State is a work of art.

How do we niove ont of this society of the spec-
tacle that is forever turning in its own circle? I
think that art still has the potential to do this,
but that it has to a large extent subjected itself
to a logic of this kind — including the logic of
escalation that you describe, which at the end
of the day is also a technological and economic
Jogic. The question is rather, where are the
ways ot of it. The idiot’s act of disengaging is
ot enough; it's merely a way to create other
spaces.

It is no longer an expressive gesture;
it’s a way of defending yourself.

But that's not enongh.

Idiocy is not just something you culti-
vate — the idiot actually does some-
thing. It’s just that he no longer ad-
dresses the public. It’s true that he still
addresses others, but they are his
equals, and to a certain extent he con-
siders them to be capable. And that’s
really how it has to be. An art that from
the start isn’t after anything but money

won't get very far, It’s clear that there’s
a huge amount of money in the world.
And obviously the majority of artists
want nothing but lots and lots of mon-
ey and fame. If that’s the only thing it’s
about, then I bid it farewell. And then
along comes the idiot who’s heading
back in the other direction and who re-
jects these terms. He’s happy with only
a little money ... you need to have
bread, and maybe some butter. But it
doesn’t always have to be caviar. You
have to say what really matters. If
there’s still something as old-fashioned
as interest and curiosity for something
that can perhaps be discerned but is not
yet understood, then we haven’t strayed
too far from the right path. And this
curiosity and this possibility of knowl-
edge seem to be categories that are as
outdated as just about anything one can
imagine. But I can’t help it, they’re the
only values I have left.

Hans-Christian Dany is an artist and writer
based in Hamburg.



