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thE data SEnSorium

beAuTiFul dATA: A hisTory oF Vision  
And reAson since 1945
by orit halPErn
duke university Press, 2015

Orit Halpern’s Beautiful Data is a major contribution in contempo- 
rary media studies, aesthetics, political theory, and history— not to 
mention science and technology studies and visual culture. It aims to 
account for the emergence of a set of ambitions that has changed our 
world. “Beautiful data” isn’t simply the title of the book but also the 
book’s central contention; that is, it refers to the moment (now ubiq-
uitous) when something called data stopped being an object in the 
world and became a world all on its own with powers of calculation, 
measurement, and (most important for this reader) administration. 
Data is beautiful not just because it appeals to a coder’s sense of beauty 
(though that’s part of it) but because it makes a claim on our indi-
vidual and collective sensorium; it makes appeals on our ways of ori-
enting ourselves to what is and what isn’t experiential, as the Greek 
origin of the term “aesthetic” (meaning sensory perception) implies. 
The moment when data became a world instead of an object is the 
moment when a radical shift occurred in our sensorial dispositions, 
affective attachments, sensibilities, behaviors, and attitudes. All of a 
sudden (and it was sudden, a matter of decades), reason and vision— 
the foundations of the modern world— were reformulated according to 
a dense “aesthetic infrastructure” (Halpern, 15) whose task it became 
to manage and orchestrate life itself.

The book begins with a mise- en- scène: the Songdo “instant city” 
(Halpern, 3) project on the outskirts of Seoul. A marvel of engineer- 
ing and architecture, it is also a marvel of computational science and 
logistics. Everything is integrated and smart; its mantra is perpetual 
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interface. It is a city made possible by the world of data, in the way 
that nineteenth- century London was made possible by the world of 
colonialism. The difference is that this city is not meant to be histori-
cally unique. Rather, its ambition is ubiquity. It was installed on land 
that until recently didn’t exist (the territory upon which it is placed  
is land reclaimed from the ocean). But the point is that it could be 
installed anywhere and everywhere; it is quite literally a New Atlan-
tis. And, like the Bensalem it recalls, Songdo seeks perfect integration. 
But whereas Bensalem’s foundation of social harmony rested on a 
normative system of ideal qualities, Songdo forgoes the unreliability 
of human sensibilities for the pursuit of constant data gathering and 
interface, regardless of place, culture, territory, or time zone. In short, 
Songdo is a sentimental machine that ensures sensorial integration 
through data management. It is the material manifestation of beautiful 
data. And Halpern asks this: how did we get here? How is it possible 
that we live in a world where Songdo is a political and ontological 
ambition?

Beautiful Data seeks to answer these questions, and it does so with 
the force of a magnum opus. In the combined spirits of Walter Ben- 
jamin and Michel Foucault, Halpern lays out a genealogy of the emer-
gence of those sensorial and perceptual transformations that helped 
create our contemporary future present. Central to this story is the 
development, adoption, and deployment of cybernetics as the specific 
medium of today’s biopolitics. And what the cybernetic episteme does, 
according to Halpern, is reconfigure our understandings of human-
ness by transforming human experience and cognition into a series of 
signal relays indistinct from machinic ones. Halpern’s story is not the 
conventional narrative of the gradual shift from humanism to posthu-
manism that parallels the move from modernism to postmodernism 
but rather the dramatic transformation of the human into the source 
and site of information relays, as if what cybernetics and communica-
tion theory jointly confirm is that human cognition relies on input/
output signaletics governed by automated nerve stimuli. In this regard, 
Halpern’s book offers an historical engagement with the contempo-
rary informational body, which is in every respect a posthuman body. 
The crux of the argument rests on her explorations of how cyber- 
netic and communication theories of the postwar period reconfigured 
cognition (i.e., reason) and sensation (i.e., vision) as a computational 
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enterprise. “The primary concern,” Halpern explains in her chapter 
“Governing,” “was enhancing the subject’s ability to consume infor-
mation. Psychologies and machines became epistemologically equiv-
alent, and the intent was to figure out how to model the process of 
perception as a channel capable of operating in informationally dense 
environments” (211).

Beautiful Data is divided into four sections: “Archiving,” “Visual-
izing,” “Rationalizing,” and “Governing.” The gerund matters. And it 
matters because these are objects and activities indissolubly conjoined 
as sites of enactment of the postwar operational logics that Halpern 
discerns. But the gerund also suggests a central historiographical theme 
of the book— that nothing is linear and that objects are actants. This is 
a book about the assembled nature(s) of a dispositif that, like other 
similar cultural histories of contemporary digital life (Sterne 2012; 
Galloway 2006; Chun 2011; Grusin 2015), makes explicit the claim that 
a history of our contemporary future present cannot be linear but that 
it must be a distensive history that considers nonhuman actants as 
equal participants.

Each of the sections of the book doesn’t so much build on the pre-
vious section as create a network of dispersed centers that interconnect 
with one another. There is much overlap and conjunction throughout, 
and this will present some challenges to the reader accustomed to a 
linear historical narrative. But the overall ambition is to show a dis- 
parate though interconnected program for the transformation of our 
perceptual and cognitive worlds through science, architecture, art, 
mathematics, technology, and so much more. In other words, the book’s 
formal apparatus is one with the argument of and about intercon- 
nectedness, and Halpern’s style of writing is one of accumulation of 
description rather than efficient exposition, a kind of accumulation 
intended to generate noise that disturbs signal transmission rather 
than facilitate it. Of course, there is also historical narration. But those 
elements of writing feel less urgent to her work than her own practice 
of agglomerating artifacts so as to show how “life itself is now gov-
erned” (203).

“Archiving” is the section of the book that lays out most explic- 
itly the theoretical innovations of postwar cybernetics and communi-
cation theory and their effects on our sensorial transformations. It is in 
this first chapter that we are provided with an ontology of feedback 
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engineering and its role in the world of cognition, the world of infor-
mation control, but especially in our conceptions of temporality and 
action. This chapter recounts the invention of probabilism (of “pat-
terned complexity without indexicality”) (Halpern, 63) as a behav-
ioral innovation for the redefinition of future oriented action (Brian 
Massumi [2015] has described this as the logic of preemption). Each  
of the subsections of this chapter details increments that tell the his-
tory of vision and reason since 1945. But, more than this, each section 
details steps in the great transformation from material life to infor-
matic existence. Here Halpern plumbs the Wiener archive at MIT and 
in it discovers the complex relationship between time and history that 
cybernetics articulates. For instance, in the section “Behavior, Purpose, 
and Teleology” she tracks how “questions of immediacy and identifi-
cation became ones of storage and communication” (Halpern, 43). The 
title of the section refers to an important 1943 coauthored publication 
(by Norbert Wiener, Arturo Rosenblueth, and Julian Bigelow) that for-
mulates what this reader takes to be the foundational insight of cyber-
netics (that I engage further later), the operational logic of negative 
feedback.

Central to the concept and practice of negative feedback for Halp-
ern is the fact that teleology is ripped from its burden of having to 
sustain causality. Causality and purpose could just as easily describe 
the actions of humans, animals, machines, and (crucially) informa- 
tion, so the argument goes. The result is that the sense of coherence 
and inevitableness, of predetermination, in the temporal sequencing of 
cause and effect is split, and in its place we are given possible outcomes 
and likelihoods. And the viability of any possible outcome depends 
on the communication between two objects, like a missile trying to sink 
a battleship.

In A Treatise on Human Nature David Hume described causality as 
a relation where “a cause is an object precedent and contiguous to 
another, and so united with it, that the idea of one determines the mind 
to form the idea of the other, and the impression of one to form a more 
lively idea of the other” (Hume, Treatise, 1.3.14.39– 41). There is in this 
classical philosophical definition of causality the sense not only of con-
tinuity but also of proximity and unification. Causality is a relation, and 
the relation is unbreakable because it affects, in the mind, the imme- 
diate thought of an object when a previous object is presented. It is  
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a force of immediate association of differences, as in Marcel Proust’s 
famous episode involving the madeleine’s smell, which causes an 
involuntary childhood memory and propels the search for lost time.

But cybernetics needs to break this association of cause and effect 
for two reasons: (1) because cybernetics needs to wrench causality 
away from any dependence on human cognition or any theory of mind; 
and (2) because, if causality is unbreakable, then there is no room for 
something like “possibility.” Given all the variables that one must 
juggle when getting a missile to hit a moving target, as the MIT Lab 
cyberneticists of the 1940s were trying to do, it is impossible to rely  
on a theory of association like Hume’s that defines causality as a 
tightly contiguous union between different objects. Indeed, the rela-
tion between missile and battleship is already replete with uncertainty 
because unnecessary; that is, it is not scripted anywhere that X missile 
must hit Y target. In order to provide accuracy and probability of mis-
sile impact –  and thus the sense of effectivity that mimics causal tele- 
ology in the missile/battleship relation –  cybernetics introduces the 
concept of communication as the perpetual exchange of information, 
a concept that functions so as to constantly learn and (crucially) con-
trol trajectory; to wit, it substitutes the sense of certainty implied in 
the Humean causal relation with a predictive relation based on infor-
mation retrieval and control. Thus, “rather than describe the world as 
it is, their interest was to predict what it would become, and to do it in 
terms of homogeneity instead of difference” (Halpern, 46).

I spend some time expanding on the more salient insights of this 
chapter simply because it is in the theories and practices of these mid-
century mathematicians that the new world order Halpern is set on 
unpacking throughout Beautiful Data emerges. More than the science 
of communication and control, Halpern invites us to appreciate cyber-
netics as the art of spatiotemporal transformations that makes it so that 
the exchange of information is a central feature of future (everyday) life. 
And “future life” is key here, because the transformation that Halpern 
insists comes about with the invention of cybernetics is an epistemic 
shift from description and referentiality (what we might otherwise call 
“representation” or mimesis) to prediction, a change that involves a 
new concept of time that is at once nonreversible and probabilistic.

If the first chapter of Halpern’s book offers up an ontology of nega-
tive feedback, chapter 2 articulates a feedback aesthetic. “Visualizing” 
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is about how urban designers and planners took the ontological aspi-
rations of cybernetics and made these into principles of space and 
time in the same way that Filippo Brunelleschi (my analogy, not Hal- 
pern’s) rationalized the modern world by divining its visual vanish- 
ing point. What architects like Kevin Lynch were able to do is design 
urban landscapes with the principle of variance between perception 
and action (and hence feedback) as a structural feature of the spaces. 
In Lynch’s planning, then, “the single normative notion of subjectivity 
tied to a specific place disappeared in favor of the notion of a popula-
tion produced through interactions and data analysis. The population 
and the individual are linked in Lynch’s work through the optic of 
perception. The nerves of the subject were integrated, at least in the-
ory, with the design of the city and the territory” (Halpern, 120). Here 
we see the extent to which cybernetics and communication theory are 
the media in and by which the transformation of the human senso-
rium takes place. Like Walter Benjamin, Halpern wants part of the story 
of contemporary biopolitics to be about the technologies and technics 
of innervation.

The chapter “Rationalizing” is about feedback cognition. It recounts 
the invention of the neural net and of the transformation of cognition 
from the Porphyrian tree model of knowledge organization to the net-
work (Lima 2013). Crucial to this operation is the redefinition of the 
mind in operational terms of what it can do. If a mind does something, 
then it behaves; if the mind behaves, then those doings of the mind 
may be rendered as probabilities so that what a mind can think may 
be predicted (famously, like the moves in a chess game). However 
limited this game theoretical model of cognition might seem— and to 
many it was and is limited— it is nonetheless stunning to imagine the 
extent to which it is with us, especially in our collective senses of the 
human mind’s capacity for problem solving. Just think of the sense  
of uncanniness many of us share when an Amazon.com algorithm or 
an eHarmony.com algorithm accurately provides us with suggestions 
about who or what we may want, suggestions that work as personal 
advice rooted in a sense of intimacy that not even our most intimate 
(biological) human friends and family members could divine. What 
cybernetics did was to transform the human capacity to value into a 
problem- solving equation so that any system of value organization 
may be subject to predictive analytics.
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The chapter “Governing” regards feedback politics. It begins with 
a scene reminiscent of the torture of Damiens at the start of Foucault’s 
Discipline and Punish. But rather than a person being drawn and quar-
tered, the condemned is a live frog, and specifically its optic nerve.  
It’s difficult not to carry this scene with us throughout the rest of the 
chapter. Indeed, the entire book hovers around the theme of what  
is “the new biopolitics” (Halpern 236) in a techno- scientific episteme 
that is explicitly oriented toward a complete reconfiguration of the 
zoon politikon. For Halpern, part of what this new biopolitics affords  
is a recurring series of repetitions that operate at the level of collective 
and individual attention so that— to use Halpern’s example of the Abu 
Ghraib images— “there is nothing alien and no encounter at the inter-
face in the instance of torture, only the seamless redirection of atten-
tion into the circuits of war and capital.” This seamless redirection of 
attention is what the original instance of torture— the dissection of the 
frog at the beginning of this chapter— enables— to wit, the discovery 
that vision too can be algorithmic.

It is at this point in my reading of Halpern’s book that I began to 
wish for more. This is a possible risk of the accumulative, networked 
mode of historiography she practices; it means having to forgo some 
key insights that, at least in my estimation, are pivotal to the intellectual 
history and ontological argument, as well as to the political and aes-
thetic theory, she stakes out. Let’s return, in this regard, to the discus-
sion of purpose and teleology in cybernetics from chapter 1. Halpern’s 
concern is what’s happened to reason and vision since 1945. But what 
has happened was happening thanks to a series of experimental designs 
and conceptual innovations that redefined the nature of human action. 
By this I mean to say that though the aesthetic infrastructure that cyber-
netics enables is the result of epistemic shifts concerning reason and 
vision since 1945, as Halpern describes them, these shifts are notable 
because what cybernetics does, first and foremost, is to operationalize 
a new theory of action, one based on a modern concern with account-
ing for animation and movement without having to rely on and revert 
to a notion of a soul, or of human psychology, or a theory of mind.

Wiener et al. (1943) configure the cybernetic episteme as an on- 
tology of feedback by adapting a definition of human action as a  
stimulus/response event or, simply, behavior, as had been initially 
formulated by (especially) Ivan Pavlov and B. F. Skinner. (Though one 
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here could also reference Eadweard Muybridge’s and Étienne- Jules 
Marey’s chronophotography, and the invention of cinema itself, as 
proto- cybernetic technologies of perceptual technics that offered an 
experience of human gait absent a conception of human soul or theory 
of mind. When screened, film affords an experience of fully automated 
moving bodies that move because of a machine that propels their 
motion [i.e., the projector]. Hence Stanley Cavell’s powerful and com-
pelling claim in The World Viewed that what we see moving on a screen 
isn’t a human but a human something.)

What do I mean by all this? Simply put, in order for Wiener et al. 
(1943) to be able to articulate a system where action (human or other-
wise) may be identified as the movement of an object in space and 
time (i.e., behavior), there had to be in place a system of classifying 
spatiotemporal movement as having a sense of purpose without that 
sense of purpose relying on any specific quality of the agent or object 
in question. This system of classification arrives to cybernetics from  
B. F. Skinner’s behavioral psychology, which borrows from Ivan Pavlov 
the concept of reflex and runs with it. The “reflex function” described 
by Skinner identifies a stimulus for action that acts independent of 
will or intention –  a nervo- mechanism. In “The Concept of the Re- 
flex in the Description of Behavior” and in his subsequent writings, 
Skinner accounts for the reflex function as the missing element that 
allows us to verify Descartes’s mechanistic view of living organisms. 
But more important, what this stimulus view of action as behavior 
gives us is the possibility to imagine the movement of bodies, the  
differential positions of one body in one spatiotemporal coordinate 
and then another, as equivalent regardless of the nature of the mov- 
ing object. It doesn’t matter if the thing moving is human, animal, or 
machine. Indeed, the only thing that matters is the trackable and thus 
recordable externality of the movement (after all, this is exactly what 
the proto- cinematic chronophotographers were also doing, namely 
recording the movement of bodies). What Skinnerian behaviorism 
consolidates, in other words, is the fact of an animated world regard-
less of psychology, will, or intention. We don’t need to worry about 
why a body moves; all we need to know is that it does move, and that 
that movement can be identified because it can be situated in relation 
to other bodies that may or may not also be moving. These two con- 
ditions— abstract movement independent of individual psychology 
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or motivation and indistinction of the nature of the moving body— 
ground the behavioral conditions of cybernetics. As Skinner affirms, 
“Movement, far from being the objective manifestation of the activ- 
ity of soul, had become and organic process subject to experimental 
investigation” (326). All that Wiener et al. (1943) had to do from there 
is to formulate a reliable calculus that could provide predictions about 
the probable trajectories of “irritable” (Skinner, 326) bodies— whether 
human, animal, machine, or (ultimately) data.

All of the neuro- physiological claims that Halpern makes about 
the cybernetic transformation of human innervation and its disten-
sion on a petri dish (like the Rana pipiens frog) were made possible, 
enabled, and ensured by the late nineteenth-  and twentieth- century 
redefinition of human action as behavior. The result, or consequence, 
was that Wiener et al. came to realize that a datum of information is  
a quantum of behavior and that the algorithmic calculus is a behavior 
machine. In short, the transformations Halpern charts were enabled 
by a crucial insight heretofore unimaginable: information behaves.

“People do, it would appear, act quite mechanically under duress” 
(Halpern, 43). Thus, Halpern concludes her discussion of the first  
virtual flight scenarios developed by Weiner, Rosenblueth, and Bige- 
low. But that conclusion, those experiments, the experiments that  
followed, and the data- gathering methods and results, were enabled 
by the behavioral understanding of human action developed by B. F. 
Skinner, Ivan Pavlov, Hugo Munsterberg, and even Gertrude Stein 
(among many) who imagined it possible to strip away any metaphysi-
cal assumptions about humans and still have a perfectly reliable account 
of human action. Thus, in “Behavior, Purpose, and Teleology” we find 
our three cybernetic authors, Weiner, Rosenblueth, and Bigelow, con-
templating the possibility of classifying action simply in terms of the 
exchange of energy: “any modification of an object, detectable exter-
nally, may be denoted as behavior” (18).

The point of this coauthored paper is to arrive at the conclusion 
that “all purposeful behavior may be considered to require nega- 
tive feedback. If a goal is to be attained, some signals from the goal  
are necessary at some time to direct behavior” (Weiner et al.,19). Fol-
lowing this, predictive behavior is possible because prediction ana-
lyzes behavior that is reactive and responsive to feedback. Thus all 
behavior involves a stimulus/response, communicational relation of 
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information exchange that can be mathematized and calculated. In 
short, information behaves.

That information behaves isn’t simply the intuition of the co- 
authored article and of cybernetics in general. It also lies at the heart 
of the feedback ontology. Throughout the coauthored piece there is  
a constant comparison and contrast between living organisms and 
machines that itself enacts a kind of repetitive loop generating the 
terms of comparison between the two animated species, constantly 
adjusting the extent to which comparisons can be made between liv-
ing organisms and machines and how. But the level of abstraction for 
these comparisons is at once stunning and indicative. Never is it the 
case that the three authors will and could imagine behavior as some-
thing exclusive to biological life. On the contrary, the only difference 
between biological life and machinic animation is that living organ-
isms are biological (i.e., the exchange of energy in machines is largely 
electronic, whereas in living organisms it is ionic). Other than that, “the 
behavioristic analysis of machines and living organisms is largely uni-
form” (Weiner et al., 4).

The ontology of the feedback loop that Halpern discerns as consti-
tutive of the biopolitics of our contemporary future present perfects 
the insights of behavioral psychology. For what it does is make infor-
mation exchange the basis of communication. Furthermore, it treats 
information exchange as a reflex mechanism of stimulus/response that 
denudes human action of any and all internal psychic, mental, or spir-
itual motivations. From this perspective, cybernetics is an extension  
of stimulus/response psychology that considers humans as machines 
precisely because behavior does not require a set list of internal quali-
ties, or beliefs, or private description of selves to account for motivation. 
Behavior is a conditioned response, as is the exchange of information 
in communication theory and cybernetics. From this seemingly sim-
ple analogy, it is a very short and quick step to the cybernetic claim 
that the algorithm is a living machine that motivates the behavior of 
data. The algorithm is, in fact, the animation of data via the calculus. 
And with this minor variation on a behavioral formula, we land on the 
insight that contemporary biopolitics is rooted in stimulus- response 
mechanisms that determine the structure of control beyond belief, 
faith, authority, identity, or any other internalist/idealist psychospiri-
tual content.
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There is one further addition to make here. What Pavlov, Skin- 
ner, and Wiener et al. relied on to establish behavior as an analytic 
thing was an Aristotelian hylomorphism that conceives of being as 
both matter and form (Aristotle 2009a; see especially Book VII). Aris-
totle’s metaphysics asserts the priority of being over becoming, of 
substance over transformation. This matters to the postwar inventions 
we’re looking at because a substance ontology enables the possibility 
of treating action as a singular concrete element, rather than as a series 
of incomplete events. If both action and goal are concrete substances 
(i.e., discrete points in space and time), as the behaviorists and cyber-
neticists assume, then the trajectory between these two objects can  
be measured. And the trajectory’s measurability is what gives action 
the particular properties that enable a feedback ontology. In short, the 
feedback ontology that is a central part of Halpern’s story is connected 
to a long philosophical history of the absent concept of media (Guillory 
2010) tethered to an equally extended history of Aristotelian meta-
physics that affirms that being precedes becoming. And that connec-
tion to Aristotle is crucial because without it we wouldn’t be able to 
conceive of the role of prediction so central to cybernetic behavior- 
ism. This because Aristotle didn’t just give us hylomorphism; he also 
gave us a theory of action as events plotted along a narrative arc with 
a beginning, middle, and end (i.e., muthos) that forms the basis of his 
dramaturgy, his aesthetics, and his teleology. (Aristotle 2009b; Ricoeur 
1990) Without these fundamental Aristotelian assumptions, there can 
be no feedback control ontology. Put another way, data is beautiful 
because Aristotle gave us an aesthetic theory that sustains the beauty 
of purpose.

The reason why I raise these asides are twofold. First, I would not 
have been able to raise them had it not been for Halpern’s book. Her 
framing of the issues of cybernetics spurs the curious mind to un- 
cover the agglomeration of connections between behaviorism, aes-
thetics, Aristotle, computer engineering, and so much more. But, more 
than this, her book provokes the following crucial question: what kind 
of critical stance is available to us given what Halpern diagnoses as a 
ubiquitous temporal- spatial episteme that gets to the nerve of our con-
temporary future present? The kinds of critical theories we are accus-
tomed to turn to emerge from an intense engagement with media— 
whether text, or film, or photography, or painting, or phonograph, or 
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stage. And each of these media implies a relation between technical 
object and audience or spectator, by which I mean there is a distance 
between object and spectator. But after reading Halpern’s book, I can’t 
help but wonder what critique might look like in the age of ubiquity 
where participants are not viewers but users, and where the spatial 
distance of spectatorship is eliminated by the immersive technologies 
that occupy our lives?

Beautiful Data doesn’t ask this question because it is not the book’s 
ambition to do so. Its critical ambition is a different one. It is to ask how 
we might free the future from prediction’s administration. Halpern’s 
research and writing are impressive enough in providing heretofore 
unavailable insights about where we are now and how we got here. As 
mentioned in my opening remarks, Halpern’s book is a stellar piece of 
research, and her agglomerative historiographical style is inspiring. It 
is, as far as I know, the first instance of a network historiography offer-
ing us a version of what Miriam Hansen calls an “an- archive” (Han-
sen 2011, 36). In other words, part of the activity of reading her book 
is to sift through the material warehoused in its pages. And she refuses 
to give us a straight story precisely so as to refuse to place her reader 
in that same space that Wiener et al. place their cybernetic subjects: a 
space of controlled exchange of information. In doing so, she does 
achieve her critical ambition of generating a nonlinear historiography 
as a way of protecting the “never known” of the future (Halpern, 269). 
Indeed, one could say that Halpern’s direct retort to cybernetics’ adop-
tion of Aristotelian aesthetics is to create a nonlinear history so as to 
thwart and disturb the direct transmission of signal and thus thwart 
the predictive analytics of feedback. Her agglomerative historiogra-
phy is in this regard a political gesture akin to a disruptive noise.

But I can’t help feel as if there isn’t also a missed opportunity  
here that to my mind comes forth loudest in Halpern’s discussion of 
Deleuze’s intended error (Halpern, 58), which is to say his “strategic 
rereading” (Halpern, 58) of Bergson. And that missed opportunity 
isn’t so much in her account of Deleuze’s notion of immanence as in 
her not attending to the debates in and around cybernetics and techno- 
science in the 1950s in France that source much of Deleuze’s thinking  
on immanence and becoming. I am thinking here especially of Gilbert 
Simondon’s influential work on individuation, disparation, and onto-
genesis (Simondon 2005, 2009, 2012; Combes 2013; Toscano 2006) It is 
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in part thanks to Simondon’s work that Deleuze is able to articulate  
an ontology of difference and repetition that at once rejects and turns 
away from the behaviorist account of repetition (i.e., stimulus/response) 
found in the cybernetic feedback ontology. More important, it was 
Simondon who challenged cybernetics to think beyond the Aristote-
lian schema and to posit the possibility of a metastable state (which  
he called disparation) that precedes being as individual substance 
(Thomas 2015). Simondon’s “principle of individuation” (Simondon 
2005, 2009) denies Aristotle’s metaphysical assumption (treated by 
cybernetics as a truism) that being precedes becoming, that human 
action possesses a substance ontology. Alongside Simondon, Deleuze 
develops the idea that there is repetition that isn’t merely feedback but 
is, instead, a force of intensive differentiation that denies the possi- 
bility of the kind of substantialism required for cybernetic behavior-
ism. This is why there are “larval subjects” for Deleuze rather than 
individual selves or, for that matter, discrete and identifiable objects 
and actions (Deleuze 1995).

I’m not especially committed to either “embrace or disavow 
Deleuze” (Halpern, 58). What I am wanting to suggest is that in the 
1950s in France there was a concerted effort to generate an alterna- 
tive ontology to the cybernetic feedback ontology that finds fruition in 
the works of Gilles Deleuze but also in the films of Jean- Luc Godard 
(Godard 1960), in the early writings of Merleau- Ponty (Merleau- Ponty 
1963), and in the techno- philosophy of Simondon— all of whom were 
interested in distorting and dismantling the inherited Aristotelian- 
ism of a substance ontology. And through such distortions and dis-
mantlings and displacements, what was hoped for or at the very least 
defended was a political project of inserting gaps in the recursive loop 
that ensures future- oriented predictions so as to enable an unknow-
able future.

The question in Halpern’s book that spurred in me a desire to 
write this review is just this: what might a critical position vis- à- vis 
cybernetics and our contemporary future present look like in light of 
the dimensions of ubiquity and levels of deep adoption that have 
made cybernetics such an entrenched part of human living? In a world 
enmeshed by what Louise Amoore has called “the politics of possibil-
ity” (Amoore 2013) that includes those derivative forms that enable 
the management of peoples through the governance of risk, which is 
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to say through a biopolitics of fear of an unknowable future, what is 
the task of criticism? Disavowal and disenchantment clearly won’t 
work. Our habits of participation in a cybernetic ontology make such 
critical moods seem quaint at best. So perhaps Halpern isn’t explicit in 
addressing these questions because she needs to lay the groundwork 
for being able to begin to think about what such questions ask. And 
these are daunting questions. Her stated task, announced in the first 
paragraph of her Prologue, is to denaturalize a set of assumptions about 
our relationship to information overload. And that task is accom-
plished 100 percent. But I also sense that there are other tasks she has 
set for herself along the way of writing Beautiful Data. I don’t know 
how these other tasks may resolve themselves, if at all. Perhaps only 
the future will tell.

Davide Panagia is professor of political science at the University of Cal-
ifornia, Los Angeles where he teaches political theory. His most recent 
works include Ten Theses for an Aesthetics of Politics (Minnesota, 2016) 
and Rancière’s Sentiments (2018).
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