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A DISCONCERTING TREATISE ON
THE ESSENCE OF NET CULTURE
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lhe following cuotalion of the contemporary web
activist Hans Bernhard may be dismissed as artistic

provocation or olainly and simply as psychotic:
“Hans Bernhard's neuronal networks are connected
to the globol network, and his mental iliness — the
bipolar affective disorder that in March 2002 sent
him to o mental hospital —is the network's ilfness.
The video called Psych|(08 (2005) sums up that

in which those two levels — digital and

panence

real, bio & tech, nervous system and operative sys-
tem — merge. This nervous system, infected by the
hi-tech, needs o treatment, and the hi-tech society
chemical ‘agents’

prescribes its remedies, b
which controf the internal information flow. [...] The
Psych|0S Generalor (2806) is the literal applicalion
of this kind of control: a plece of software that asks

the user aboul the symptoms of her disease ond
orovides her with a remedy, in the form of a “forged

original’ medical prescription. "t

It is my hypothesis that the true cause of such a
“syslemic disease” lies in a lapse of being (Seins-

“dizalectic endleas

verfehlung), in other words, it is a
oop” as aresult of an extreme (system theoretical)
form of (Hegelian) idealism often called rad cal
constructivism.

[he above quoted example is a rather aroitrary
one and definitely not intended Lo dencunce parti-
cular net activists. It is no secret that a large frac-

tion of contemporary web art is based on Taxke. A
constructed war against a constructed social realily
leading to new suspicion. The “system” acts ana

is antagonized at the same time in a game of cat
and mouse. At a first glance, Lhe net activists seem
te fight a kind of gang war. Net arl sites have bean
hacked by other hacktivists and Lne nacking itse!f
declared as art. And this is not even the highest
evel in media hacking. The absurdity seems lo have
no limit. Hans Bernhara's “bipolar affective disor-
der” is instrumentalized as part of the next level in
media hacking.

The abservation that “conspiracy” has recently be

come a buzz word proves that it is more than just

an irrelevant artistic side scene. The internet seems
to be a preferred or a natural habitat for construc
tivisla, ILis my persuasion, to cut it short, that
cyberspace iz a phenomenon where the metaphor

oy and large secomes the essence. There has been

a general tendency all along to show the blurring of
gssence and metaphor in scientific methodology and
even more in technology, particularly in all technolo
gical media. Cyberspace seems to be most effective
n this respect, thougn. Once the pretendea "world
ion it enters

an a wire” or “matrix” becomes convict
a self-referential and obviously cominant of
In the following | want to supply arguments and
evidence. However, part of my conziderations remain
hypothetical and some conclusions are speculative.
[he fact that substantially working net-art
picneers like STR have been ignored is most likely
rot a simple coincidence but rather an oulcome of

ko

the “Tom-and-Jerry-society”. The ignorance is also
y", as has

closely related to the “death of art histo
recently been augured.? It is true that traditional
art history doesn’t have proper methods to deal
with media art. 518 produced and produce transient
phenomena between art history anc media theory.
But this is nol the full story. Also Klangkunst {sound

art), i. e. the blending of visuals and acoustics, is
oftentimes deficiently discussed because of a lack of
appropriate methods. And this holds for the work

of STR, too, hacause they also deal with an alliance
of all arts; acoustics, performance, and visuals.
However, the crisis is deeper than the mere fact

tnat art history lags miles behind with their methods.
Art history is gracually replaced by media theory.
And it is indeed not only art histery that is about 1o
be replaced. it is even art itzelf that becomes media
theory as Hans Ulrich Reck concludes.® Notwith-
standing these massive crisis, L is my conviction that
art history will net cnly survive but that it will also
develop aporopriate means to include media art into
their discourse. | dare to anticipate the art historical
recognition of STR anytime soon.

nce of net culture — Dr. Hans Diebne:
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Coming back to the cybernetization of art. As

a gisciple of the eminent chaos researcher Otto E.
Réssler, the eponym of the Réssler atlractor, i. e.
one of the icons of chaos research, | am aclually
supposed to be familiar with the renunciation from
scientfic objectivity. For Rossler is also the initiator
of an observer dependent physics called endophys-
ics.* Endophysics has hitherto been largely appre
hended as futile or even rubbish in the scientific
community. Not so in the art communily. AL leasl
since the 1892's "endo and nano” ars electronica,
where Rossler’'s endophysics went public, inler
active media art has been characterized as endo
aesthetics, i.e., a kind ¢
ver, that the system thecretical
way of thinking has been adopted

:pplied endophys

must be said, he

and cybernatic
in the art 's

world long befare endophysics. Anyway

in spite of my background in systems theory and
"in 1999 asz physicist

into the “art world” at the cenler for art and media
(ZEMY in Karlsruhe caused an irrit

tion

. The perhaps
particularly faithful interpratation of systems theary

in the art world caused me to distance myself from
systems theory to a considerable extent, It has ever
since been an emobionally charged question to me
sther arl and science can and should be

y answer is almost axiomalic: IL shouldn’t!
It is assumed that the reader is aware of a
large fraction of contemporary artist's affinity Tor
system theoretical concepts. As a reminder, it may
suffice here to refer to the ground breaking events
ike 3 evenings — lheatre & Engineering (sound
performances by Billy Kliver's "Experiments in Art

and Technology (E.A.T.)"), cybernelic serendipity
(1968, an exhibition by Jasia Reichardt on whal
she calls "cybernstic art”™), software (1868/70,
an exhibition by Jack Burnham on what he calls
‘systems art"). The influence of cybernetics and
systems thecry onto art, however, exceeded the
thresho'd of awareness much earlier during the

185@s. particularly in literature and music. The Beat

Qeneration and their extensi

ve conta

ts Lo cyber

neticists and (system-)psychologists (like Timathy

Leary) eventually opened into cyberpunk and other
cybernetic-influenced genres. Currently, there is

a noticeable revival of the "Beat” (cut-up, mash-up,
emergence of meaning in random permutations of
found tootage, and so forth). Novels that address
social design and conspiracy boom. John Brockman
coined the notion of "third culture™ to summarize

]

the converging cultures into a cultural phenomenon,

which is, for better or for worse, an amplification

of post maderism and, therefere, cerfainly deserves

thiz new nation. | am inclined to characterize “third

culture”

tioned
Some noles on Lhe history of systems theory

deologization of a praviously well inten-
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ystems thinking”.

are advisable, although | try to cut the long story

shert. An important key figure certainly was the
German philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey. By the end of
the 19th century he suggested to differentiate the
epistemic process into “understanding” and “ex-
planation”. He attributed the latter to (natural) sci
ences with its methods, Understanding, in contrast,
he attributed to what he and the German academic
communily henceforth called “Geisteswissenschaft”,

Ao

ich is probanly not fully apprehended by the
English expressi
his conception, is achieved through an hermeneutic
precess, Ihe hermeneutic circle is not & method in
a strict sense. In a nutshell, the hermeneutic circle
stands for the process of understanding the part
through a priar understanding of the whole and a
subsequent improvement of the understanding of
the whole and so forth. The physical involvement of
the human being thereby plays a prominent role. It

5

sion “humanities”. Uncerstanding, in

is remarkable that, in this context, Dilthey frequently
used the notion of *system” to refer to the holistic
character of hermeneutics. Furthermore, he assumed

primacy of “Geiste senschaft” for each scientific

endeavours are inlellectual endeavors, Early syslems

thearetical writings adopted Dilthey's conception
to a large extent. & “system” is not an “existential”
but rather a universal "constructed category”, Early

systems theoreticians, therelore, regarded systems

theory as philesophical engineering.




Another important figure of Continental philozo-
pry certainly is Martin Heicegger. He also build on
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this way in the systems thecretical community. At

this point, it 15 difficult to figure out why Heidegger,
er of fact, regarded =)
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cybernetics downri 5 the worst engmy of "Lhink
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discrepancy. In short: the performative aspect of
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to und and thiz essentia

understanding is pulled t

ard the logical side by

systems theory. In other words, even ems theory

cannct aveid the general tendency of natural scien-
ces to be positivistic.
Let me motivate the problem by a view remarks

on s rder cybernetics. Cybernetics

objects as sys en menticned
above, “system” is aun
Fverything can be describec y
fic disciplines are systems, too. Or take, for example,
the "art system”.
belongs to the system constituted by scientific

ybernetics belongs to the

pernetics is a subsystem that

disciplines, Therelare, ¢

subject zrea of cybernetics, which leads to secong
al but
o supra-theoretical character of systems theory

order cybernetics. Now not only the univers

arly be seen. Cybernstics

s the (pretended)

union of phys

al difference. In his under

standing physics and cybernetics and all the other

scientific disciolines are antic but not o al.

alogit
According to Heidegger, the question of being, or
mare carrect, the question of the meaning of being,
red using scientific methods, Art,
that at
arstanding. His concep-

cannat be a

in Heidegger's conception, is a practic

i
tion of art is antological. Mor r, his concepticn
of cntology is performative (nas artistic aspect:
Iherefare, the incorporation of onlology into cyber-

least can help ce

yound
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ared maans to make
Indeed, there exist attempts to even describe the
"art em” within the synergetic® framework’.
with STR,

criticized the buzz word “multi-media-inte

llabora

limethy Leary, who o
active”
9918, He
is misleadingly

in an illuminating fax to 5TR as of March
neticed that the verb “to interact’
used where "lo reacl” appears Lo pe the correct

Only two or

term: “Humans and machines ‘react’.

maore humans can ‘inter Y Thi that ma-

using multi-media

these mecia appli vith other humans. Although

the majority of contemperary net activists claim that
they do interactive work, Lhey actually perform re-
aclive and they make users Lo re-act. This is in line

with my own analys

is¥ where | supplied evidence for

reification (Verainglichung) for a significant amount

of works that are based on the misguided usage of
“interactivity”.
£
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& poison that centains iLs awn remedy. Seripture
compensates a bad memory but at the tme even im-
pares memory due to neglected pra .t is often
claimed that only technolagy can eunpl'-.* a remedy
age done through tec urwl ogy. Previously
- unfortuna
nccurrence as potentially

syslems thinking

tely fells out, sees ea
suspect that has to be answered by an offensive
tha suspect and so forth, It is now
e will again populated witn

artists — not re-activisls. Art history should urgently

in turn increa
ntial that cyber

care about contemporary media art because other-
wise the trend toward a “systemic disease” of the
tem" mighl become uns

‘art ppable. Why nol
tion due to Station Rose?

This seems to be a good point to take up the

start with apprecia

ientist who
with
the arts seemed to be the thing to do. However,

art as science or science as art or both at the same
time, |, e. art=science: These are only different ways
of confusing the proper with the improper (ar the

opening guesticn, As a self-critical s

15 interested in ontological problems a unior

essence with the metapnor). Contrary to the rules,
Goethe who obviously managed to harmo-
nize art and science in his t ling of his

It was

work. Th

famous poem “Ginkgo Biloha”
not make you F[:m—lha | am hﬂ“ one and Lwain?’
The historian a

reads: Do my sangs

ance Wa
nis essay® on bre he after cuoting Coetne's poem
“Ginkgo Biloba” oul of the West Eastern Divan, i. e.,
Goethe’s book of the reconciliation of cultures:

ly unified Ginkgo leaf

Hst and scientist Goelhe.

nas that go together,

rarhaps .":‘ daasn't in the end? Should

therefore, not b read, “that [ am

v half'.”

find with reference to the historical precedence
_ucretius, he further writes:

W

“The ideal of the [Freudian] theory would then he

the sulcide due to inner conflict, demonsirated
through the pretended vita of the nature-inspired

poet and passionate advocate of the atomic world

view atl the same

time, Titus Lucretius Carus. OF

|
course, Lucretius' s

cide is g trendy invention only,
and even the most intimate expert doas not know

anything about a suicidal end of Goethe

e?
| stance. Heidegger

Does there exist a bridge between art and scienc

when taking the onlologica

says, “...there exists no bridge, only the jump.” Pro
vided that the built-in corrective in science wvia art
is

s sincere what is the reci

e for bearing up against

the inner conflict? An rd side effect of the
t&sciance trend s the conspicuous dilution of

both art and science. Instead of a sincere discours

almozst only blatant hypes survive, which is in line

with current viral marksling strateg Contents are

pushed Lotally into the background. Y

how the system is best controlled and utilized, The

affair between art and science reached a tipping
point. The certain indefinable

:omething thal emerged
from the ontological indifference between art and
science is ¢ . However,

tipping point woula not be a tipping point, if Tl'u—‘-fe
w-..n_JIc: not exist an opposile side, a “biotope”
performativity, non-propositional logics, and a t:::uch
of mysticism.

en called “third culture

Itis my cbservalion that the emerged dilemma

een art and science has a clear trend towards

bety
an aporia. kor lhe time being it is much more a prob-
lem of art and less of science but this will probably
cnange soon. | am well aware that art has several
times oronounced dead. Yel, the aporia has a new
quality, IL seems. It was the avant-garde movement in
art thal contributed to its awn ruin. Definitely not as

a moral fault. The preceding excursion intc my own
experience was thought as evidence far the reverse.
To conclude, | see parallels to the story of
Station Rose. As avant-garde ar
the tipping point. Studying their early works and

s they also faced




performances as well as their current act
clearly sees that they settled in the performative
biotope. Now is the Lime for art history to account
far this important aspect of contemporary art and
ipletely to the systemic
n hacktivist

not to leave the field co
infection. As an allusion to a well-kn
group with systemic fitness and adaptiveness |
should like to
alter a (digital) hijack, It is, by the way, the s
group that abuses the message of Timothy Leary Lo
on™.. 0

speak of an overlurn of the stea

mock an “eternal mis COLTs

tremely interesting social phenomenon wortn being

analyzed. However, nol on the expense of aestnet
and performativity. Let me finally ask a provocative
guestion. Is the one to e blamed who declares her

plagiarism of the inventors of masn-up as mash-up

ar the inventors?
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