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« TO MY WIFE »
Under whose gentle tutelage

I first knew freedom



‘"« FOREWORD »

THE AUTHOR wishes to acknowledge the help he has received
from many sides in the writing of this book. First of all, the
greater part of the first draft of the manuscript was dictated
to my wife in Europe and Mexico tn 1951, in such divers
places as Madrid, Saint-Jean de Luz, Paris, Thonon-les-Bains,
Cuernavaca, and Mexico City. In Mexico, Miss Concepcion
Romero of the Instituto Nacional de Cardiologia helped
me in the retyping of a revised version of the manuscript.
And finally ot the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, my
secretary, Mrs. George Baldwin, has borne with me through
the long work of revision and selection which has been neces-
sary for the production of the finished manuscript. I have
been greatly assisted in the final typing of the manuscript by
Maiss Margaret FitzGibbon, Miss Sally Starck, and Miss Kath-
arine Tyler of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. As
this book has been dome almost entirely by dictation, the sec-
retarial assistance I have received from these various sources



FOREWORD

s a vital and constructive contribution to the production of
the book.

I have submitted my manuscript for inspection to many
friends, and I wish to thank them for their detailed criticism
and their positive and negative suggestions. Besides my wife,
who has collaborated with me through the entire book, I wish
to mention Dr. Marcel Monnier of Geneva; Mr. F. V. Morley
and Sir Stanley Unwin of London; Dr. Arturo Rosenblueth of
the Instituto Nacional de Cardiologia in Mexico City, Dr.
Moritz Chafetz and Dr. William Osher, also temporarily at the
Instituto; Dr. Dana L. Farnsworth, Dean F. G. Fassett, Jr.,
Professors Georgio de Santillana, Karl Deutsch, Arthur Mann,
and Elting E. Morison of the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology ; Professors Oscar Handlin and Harry Wolfson of Har-
vard University; and Dr. Janet Rioch of New York. Of all
these, I should like particularly to single out Professor
Deutsch, who has gone into my work with an amount of de-
tailed criticism which is altogether beyond what I could expect
of a friend who has volunteered to read the book.

In the firm of Simon amd Schuster, my publishers, Mr.
Henry W. Simon has had the job of seeing this book through
the press. I wish to express particularly my gratitude for his
sensttive criticism and his understanding comments.

NorBerT WIENER
Cambridge, Massachusetts
June, 1952
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& INTRODUCTION »

As tHIS book will show, at one period I was an infant prodigy
in the full sense of the word, for I entered college before the
age of twelve, obtained my bachelor’s degree before fifteen,
and my doctorate before nineteen. Yet any man who has
reached the age of fifty-seven is certainly no longer an infant
prodigy ; and if he has accomplished anything in life, whatever
temporary conspicuousness he may have had as a prodigy has
lost all importance in view of the much greater issues of suc-
cess or failure in his later life.

But the present book does not attempt to be an evaluation
of my whole life for better or for worse. It is rather the study
of a period in which I underwent a rather unusual and early
course of education, and of the subsequent period in which the
unevenness and irregularity thus accentuated in my nature
had an opportunity to work themselves out in such a way that
I could consider myself launched on an active career both as
a scholar and as a citizen of the world.

The infant pxodigy or Wunderkind is a child who has
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INTRODUCTION

achieved an appreciable measure of adult intellectual standing
before he is out of the years usually devoted to a secondary
school education. The word ‘‘prodigy’’ cannot be interpreted
as either a boast of success or a jeremiad of failure.

The prodigies whom we generally call to mind are either
people like John Stuart Mill and Blaise Paseal, who had pro-
ceeded from a precocious youth to an effective adult eareer, or
their antitheses, who have found the transition between early
precocity and later effectiveness one which they have become
too specialized to make. Yet there is nothing in the word itself
which restricts us to these two opposite cases. It is perfectly
conceivable that after an especially early start, a child may
find a place in life in which he has a good, modest measure of
success without having stormed Olympus.

The reason infant prodigies are generally adjudged in terms
of immense failure or immense sueccess is that they are some-
what rare phenomena, known by hearsay to the public; and,
therefore, the only ones the public ever hears of are those who
‘‘point a moral or adorn a tale.”” There is a tragedy in the
failure of a promising lad which makes his fate interesting
reading; and the charm of the success story is known to all
of us. Per contra, the account of a moderate success following
a sensationally promising childhood is an anticlimax and not
worth general attention.

I consider this attitude of extremes toward the infant prod-
igy false and unjustified. In addition to being unjustified,
it is in fact unjust; for this feeling of anticlimax which the
story of the moderately successful prodigy excites in the reader
leads the prodigy to a self-distrust which may be disastrous.
It takes an extremely solid character to step down gracefully
from the dais of the prodigy onto the more modest platform
of the routine teacher or the laboratory floor of the adequate
but secondary research man. Thus the child prodigy who is not
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in fact a prodigy of moral strength as well must make a career
success on a large scale, for want of which he is likely to con-
sider himself a failure, and actually to become one.

The sentimentality with which the adult regards the experi-
ences of a child is no genuine part of a child’s attitude toward
himself. To the grownup, it is lovable and right for the child
to be confused, to be at a loss in the world of adults around
him ; but it is far from a pleasant experience for the child. To
be immersed in a world which he cannot understand is to suf-
fer from an inferiority which has no charms whatever for him.
It may be ingratiating and amusing to his seniors to observe
his struggles in a half-understood world, but it is no more
pleasant for him to realize that his environment is too much
for him to cope with than it would be for an adult under the
same circumstances.

Our present age is sundered from that of the Victorian by
many changes, not least among which is the fact that Sigmund
Freud has lived, and that no one can write a book nowadays
without being aware of his ideas. There is a great tempta-
tion to write an autobiography in the Freudian jargon,
more especially when a large part of it is devoted to the very
Freudian theme of father-and-son conflict. Nevertheless, I
shall avoid the use of this terminology. I do not consider
that the work of Freud is so final that we should freeze our
ideas by adopting the technical language of what is certainly
nothing but the contemporary phase of a rapidly growing sub-
jeet. Yet I cannot deny that Freud has turned over the stone
of the human mind and has shown a great population of pale
and emotionally photophobic creatures scuttling back into
their holes. However, I do not accept all Freudian dogmas as
unquestionable truth. I do not consider that the present vogue
of the emotional strip-tease is a wholly good thing. But, let my
reader make no mistake : the resemblance between many of the
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ideas of this book and certain of the notions of Freud is not
purely coincidental ; and if he finds that he ean carry out the
exercise of translating my statements into Freudian jargon,
he should consider that I am quite aware of this possibility
and have rejected it deliberately.
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A RUSSIAN IRISHMAN IN
KANSAS CITY

My mvprEssioN of the intellectual environment in the first
decade of this century is intense and actual, and I have
learned much of it as a child sitting in the kneehole of my
father’s desk while he discussed with his friends the vieissi-
tudes of those times and the facts of all times. Child as I was,
I absorbed a real understanding of many things, and my
childish point of view is not totally devoid of significance.
Those of us who make scholarship our career are often able to
take the dispersed and uncorrelated memories of our child-
hood, covering much which we had not understood at the time
they were received, and to build them into an organized and
cogent structure.

Today all of us have grown up into an age which, while it
may be an age of losses and of decline, has also been an age
of new beginnings. In these beginnings the scientist and even
the mathematician have had a large share. I have been both a
witness of and a participant in them. Thus I may speak of
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EX-PRODIGY

them, not only with the understanding of the participant, but
I hope also with something of the normative judgment of the
objective critie.

That part of my work which appears to have excited the
greatest public interest and curiosity concerns what I have
called Cybernetics, or the theory of communication and con-
trol, wherever it may be found, whether in the machine or in
the living being. I have had the good fortune to say something
about these matters. This has not been merely the apercu of a
moment. It has its deep roots both in my personal development
and in the history of science. Historically it stems from
Leibnitz, from Babbage, from Maxwell, and from Gibbs. Within
me, it stems from the little I know of these masters and from
the way this knowledge has fermented in my mind. Therefore,
perhaps, an account of the origins of my predisposition
towards these ideas, and of how I came to take them as signifi-
cant, may be of interest to the others who are as yet to tread
my road.

As far as I know, I am about seven-eighths Jewish in ances-
try, with one possible German Lutheran great-grandparent on
my mother’s side. Because I am myself overwhelmingly of
Jewish origin, I shall have more than one occasion to refer to
Jews and Judaism. Since neither I myself nor my father nor,
so far as I know, his father has been a follower of the Jewish
religion, I must explain the sense in which I tend to use the
word ‘‘Jew’’ and all related words such as ‘‘Judaism’’ and
‘‘Gentile’’ which are given a definition in terms of the master
word. '

The Jews seem to me primarily a community and a social
entity although most of them have been members of a religion
as well. Nevertheless, when this religion has begun to offer a
less impenetrable barrier to the surrounding community, and
when the surrounding community has begun to offer a less
impenetrable barrier toward it, there are many factors in the
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life of those who had adhered to the religion which have con-
tinued to follow more or less the original religious patterns.
The Jewish family structure is somewhat closer than the aver-
age European family structure, and much closer than that of
America. Whether the Jews have had to meet a religious
prejudice or a racial prejudice or simply a minority prejudice,
they have had to meet a hostile prejudice, and even though
this may be disappearing in many cases, the Jews are well
aware of it, and it has modified their psychology and their
attitude toward life. When I speak of Jews and of myself as
a Jew, I am merely stating the historical fact that I am
descended from those belonging to a community which has
had a certain tradition and body of attitudes, both religious
and secular, and that I should be aware of the ways in which
I myself and those around me have been conditioned by the
very existence of this body of attitudes. I am saying nothing
about race, for it is obvious that the Jews have sprung from a
mixture of races, and in many cases are being absorbed again
into another mixture. I am saying nothing about Zionism and
other forms of Jewish nationalism, for the Jews are much
older than any movements of this sort which have amounted
to more than literary and ritual conventions, and might well
continue to exist even though the new state of Israel sue-
cumbs or gives way to other manifestations of nationalism. I
do not pretend to assign a normative value either to language
or religion or race or nationalism, and least of all to mores.
‘What I assert is that I myself and many of those about me
come from an environment in which our knowledge of the fact
of our Jewish origins is significant for our own understanding
of what we are, and for our proper orientation in the world
about us. '

On the side of my father, Leo Wiener, the documents
are scanty and perhaps largely irrecoverable. This is all the
more so since the Nazi sack of the White Russian city of
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Byelostok during the Second World War. There my father
was born. My grandfather is said to have lost the family
genealogy in the burning of a house in which he lived, although
indeed from what I have heard of him he was capable of losing
documents in the most calm and sober of times. As I shall
point out later, there is a tradition that we are descended from
Moses Maimonides, the Jewish philosopher of Cordova, and
the body physician of the Vizier of King Saladin of Egypt.
Even though a man is but a distant kinsman of his own ances-
tors of seven hundred years ago, I should like to imagine that
this tradition is true, because Maimonides, the philosopher, the
codifier of the Talmudic law, the physician, the man of affairs,
is a much more pleasing ancestor to me than most of his con-
temporaries. It would scarcely be respectable to claim to be the
descendant of a medieval monk—the only type of intellectual
then existing in Western Christendom. But I am afraid that
after so much passage of time our supposed ancestry is a very
shaky legend, and perhaps is based on no more than a dash of
Sephardic blood which has leaked into our veins at some epoch.

The next outstanding figure in our ancestry is a much more
certain one, even though I find him far less attractive. He is
Agiba Eger, Grand Rabbi of Posen from 1815 to 1837. Like
Maimonides, he was recognized as one of the greatest Talmudic
authorities, but unlike Maimonides, he was opposed to secular
learning, which was coming into Judaism through such men
as Mendelssohn. On the whole, I feel quite content that I
did not live in his times and that he does not live in mine.

My father has told me that one thread of our ancestry
leads down through a family of publishers of the Jerusalem
Talmud which appeared in Krotoschin in 1866. I do not
know their precise relationship to my grandfather, Solomon
Wiener. I only saw my grandfather once in New York when
I was a small boy, and he made no particular impression
on me. I gather that he was a scholarly journalist and a
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most irresponsible sort of person, unable to hold his family
together. He was born in Krotoschin, but married and settled
down in Byelostok, where my father was born in 1862. One
thing he did has had a great though indirect influence on my
life : he sought to replace the Yiddish of his environment by
literary German. In doing so, he made certain that German
should be my father’s native language.

My father’s mother came from a family of Jewish tanners
in Byelostok. I am told that they had been honorary citizens
of Russia in the old days. For a Jew this amounted to a
minor patent of nobility. For example, when the Tsar came
to Byelostok, it was the house of my grandmother’s family
that was selected as his residence. Thus, their tradition was
somewhat different from the tradition of learning of my
grandfather. I suspect that it was his solid, business-like
habits that gave my father a firm footing in life; and although
he was an enthusiast and an idealist, he had his feet well
planted on the ground and was always a good custodian of
the family responsibility.

Let me insert here a word or two about the Jewish family
structure which is not irrelevant to the Jewish tradition of
learning. At all times, the young learned man, and especially
the rabbi, whether or not he had an ounce of practical judg-
ment and was able to make a good career for himself in life,
was always a match for the daughter of the rich merchant.
Biologically this led to a situation in sharp contrast to
that of the Christians of earlier times. The Western Christian
learned man was absorbed in the church, and whether he had
children or not, he was certainly not supposed to have them,
and actually tended to be less fertile than the community
around him. On the other hand, the Jewish scholar was very
often in a position to have a large family. Thus the biological
habits of the Christians tended to breed out of the race
whatever hereditary qualities make for learning, whereas
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the biological habits of the Jew tended to breed these quali-
ties in. To what extent this genetic difference supplemented
the cultural trend for learning among the Jews is difficult
to say. But there is no reason to believe that the genetic
factor was negligible. I have talked this matter over with
my friend, Professor J. B. S. Haldane, and he certainly is
of the same opinion. Indeed, it is quite possible that in giving
this opinion I am merely presenting an idea which I have
‘borrowed from Professor Haldane.

To return to my grandmother, it is certain, as I have said,
that she received very little aid from my grandfather at any
time, and the young family had to be brought up to earn
its own living. The age of thirteen is a rather ecritical one
in the Jewish tradition, for it represents the admission of
the boy into participation in the religious community. In
general the prolongation of youth into the period of high
school and college which belongs to our Western culture is
foreign to Judaism. From the beginning of adolescence, the
Jewish boy is given both the dignity and the responsibility
of a man. My father, who was an intellectually precocious
child, had begun to support himself at the age of thirteen
by tutoring his fellow students. At that time, he already
spoke several languages. German was the language of the
family, and Russian that of the State. The role of German
in his life was reinforced by the fact that because of the
German bias of my grandfather my father went to a Lutheran
school. He learned French as the language of educated
society ; and in Eastern Europe, especially in Poland, there
were still those who adhered to the Renaissance tradition
and used Italian as another language of polite conversation.
Moreover, my father soon left the Minsk Gymnasium for that
of Warsaw, where the classes were also conducted in Russian,
although Polish was the language that he spoke with his
playmates.
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Father always felt very close to his Polish schoolmates.
He told me that so far as he knew he was the only non-Pole
at that time to be identified with the underground Polish
resistance movement and to be privy to its secrets. As a War-
saw Gymnasium student he was a contemporary of Zamenhof,
the inventor of Esperanto, and although the two were students
in different Gymnasia, my father was one of the first to
study the new artificial language.

This gives more force to his later rejection of its claims,
and indeed of those of all artificial languages. He asserted,
and I believe rightly, that by the time an artificial language
would have developed a sufficient tradition to be used with the
intellectual precision and emotional content of the existing
natural languages, it would also have developed a burden of
idiom structure equal to that of its competitors. Father’s
fundamental idea was that to a very considerable extent the
difficulty of a language reflects the amount of thought that
has come to make up its tradition, and that the English
language is as dependent on its idioms for expressing com-
plicated ideas as written Japanese (which can express every
word by its phonetic notation) is dependent on Chinese
characters for terseness. Father always considered Basic
English less basic than debased. No language with idioms
adequate to express complex ideas concisely, he said, would
be able to serve as an easy vehicle of neutrality between com-
peting cultures.

From the Gymnasium my father went on to the medical
school of the University of Warsaw. I dare say that at least
part of his motive was one so common in Jewish families,
which generally desire to have at least one son a pro-
fessional man and if possible a doctor. The motive is strong
and easily understandable in a group which has long been
undervalued in the community. Lord only knows how many
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tongue-tied rabbis, discontented lawyers, and physicians with-
out a practice this motive has produced.

At any rate, my father soon found out that he had not
the stomach to be a doctor. The work of dissection, as well as,
I surmise, the self-defensive coarseness of his fellow students,
sickened him. At any rate, he soon left Warsaw to enroll
in the Polytechnicum which was then in Berlin, although it
has now been situated for many years in Charlottenburg.

Father came to Berlin with an excellent secondary training.
The Gymnasium, as opposed to the Realgymnasium and the
Oberrealschule, stresses the classics above all else, and my
father was an excellent Latin and Greek scholar. However,
the Gymnasium does not scamp its mathematical training.
Indeed, Father continued to be an amateur mathematician
all his life, and to contribute now and then to obscure popular
American mathematical journals, so that it was not until I
had begun work which was already of late college or early
graduate-school standard that I came to feel that I had out-
distanced him.

I do not know that my father was much more successful
as a budding engineer than as a budding doctor. He has told
me very little of this time of his life save that it included
the frugal beer, cigars, and meat cookery of the impecunious
Jewish student. I do know that he worked in the drafting
room between a Serb and a Greek, and that he added Serbian
and modern Greek to his linguistic repertory.

My father had wealthy relatives in Berlin. They were
bankers, connected with the Mendelssohn bank, with tra-
ditions going back to Moses Mendelssohn and the eighteenth
century. They tried to persuade my father to join them as
bankers, but he did not like the confined life, and was still
hungry for adventure.

One day he happened to go to a student meeting of humani-
tarian nature. The speeches reinforced a vein of Tolstoyanism
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which had long been in him, and he decided to forswear drink,
tobacco, and the eating of meat for the rest of his life. This
decision certainly had important consequences for my future.
In the first place, without this decision my father would
never have come to the United States, he would never have
met my mother, and this book would never have been written.
However, assuming for the sake of argument that all these
events had occurred in their due sequence, I should still not
have been brought up as a vegetarian, should not have lived
in a house in which I was surrounded by horrible and hair-
raising vegetarian tracts concerning cruelty to animals, and
should not have been subjected to the overwhelming precept
and example of my father in such matters.

All this is speculation. The fact is that Father did join
up with a student colleague in a wild undertaking to found
a vegetarian-humanitarian-socialist community in Central
America. His companion reneged, and Father found himself
alone on board a ship bound for Hartlepool, after showing
a bewildered official his Russian school certificate in lieu of
the German military papers which he should have possessed.
After crossing England to Liverpool, he sailed again for
Havana and New Orleans. This was a two weeks’ trip, during
which my father learned the essentials both of Spanish and
English. T am told that he took his English very largely out
of the plays of Shakespeare. The combination of his linguistic
fluency with his archaic vocabulary must have left quite a
strange impression on the people he met on the levee at New
Orleans. The harebrained scheme of a Central American
colony had already exploded, and Father was left with his
career to make in the United States.

I have before me as I write a copy of a series of articles en-
titled ‘‘Stray Leaves from My Life,’’ written by my father in
the spring of 1910 for the Boston Transcript—the dear, stodgy,
civilized old Transcript! It is a shock for me to realize that
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they were written by my father when he was ten years
younger than I am now. They cover his youth and education
in Europe, his trip to America, and his life here until he had
arrived at a successful academic career at the University of
Missouri. They are written with the full romantic joy in
living and the adventurous indifference to poverty and hard-
ships that belong to a vigorous young man, more especially
to one who has just escaped from the rigid discipline of a
European secondary education. Dans un gremier, qu’on est
bien a vingt ans!

The expatriate American who consciously seeks the titilla-
tions of Bohemia on the Left Bank is generally ill-prepared
for this experience, and is not aware of its real significance
to the young European. He has never been subject to the
strict discipline which belongs alike to the French lycée, the
German Gymnasium, and the English public school. He does
not feel the utter hunger for a period of growth and freedom
between his eseape from this servitude and the stricter servi-
tude of earning his own living in a hard competitive world.
For him Bohemia is nothing but an extra period of laxity
superimposed on the lax and undemanding education he has
already known. Even worse, it is a laxity in which he has
freed himself from the demands and standards of American
society without assuming those of the country in which he
finds himself. He is lucky if he does not give himself over
completely to drink, lust, and unproductive sloth.

The European boy, on the other hand, and especially the
European boy of the last century, had to burst the hard cocoon
of an education, effective, severe, and traditional, and to try
his wings. It mattered little whether he did this among the
cloistered pleasures of Oxford or Cambridge, in the beer-
and-song Burschenleben of the German university, or in a
garret in the Quartier Latin. The supreme assertion of youth
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and freedom was to wander in new lands at a time when the
United States was itself emphatically a new land.

Thus Father’s artless tale is written in the genuine spirit
of the purely American counterpart found in Mark Twain
and Bret Harte. It breathes the quintessence of youth,
courage, and adventure, seen through rose-colored glasses.
One senses the dust of the Southern roads and the new-turned
furrow of the Kansas farm, the clamor of the raw Western
city, and the keen wind off the peaks of the Sierras. All
through it goes the slight, active, bespectacled figure of my
father, alert to everything strange and striking, living the
new life to the full, losing a job and taking a job without
thought of the morrow, and having a glorious time through
it all.

He was a small man, about five feet two or three inches
in height, very quick in his movements, and a person who
made a sharp and definite impression on everyone who saw
him. He had the chest and shoulders of an athlete, with
narrow hips and slender legs, and in those days he had the
lean alertness of the athlete as well. His eyes were dark and
flashing and beamed quick and penetrating intelligence behind
the heavy glasses of the myope. His hair and mustache were
black and remained black until his late middle age, and his
face was ascetic. An enthusiastic walker and eyclist, he used
to lead a crowd of young people on excursions into the
country; and I still remember a photograph of a group of
these in which he was standing beside a high-wheeled bicycle
of early vintage.

He had a sharp and decisive voice and an excellent com-
mand of English, as of every other language which he spoke.
I am told that he had a strong foreign accent, but through
habit my ear was early blunted to this, and my impression
of his English is that it showed its foreignness more in an

« 17 »



EX-PRODIGY

excessive precision of diction and of vocabulary than in any
other way.

He was a combative and fascinating conversationalist, al-
though with his great intellectual power and aggressiveness
it was difficult for him to limit his share in a discussion.
Many times what he said would be a series of brilliant dicta
rather than the give and take which best brings the other
person out. He was impatient of fools, and I am afraid that
to his keen intelligence very many people seemed to be fools.
He was kind and beloved by his students, but he could be
overwhelming through the very impact of his personality,
and he was constitutionally incapable of allowing for his own
forcefulness.

He was an enthusiastic farmer and outdoor man and a
tireless walker. He tended to impose his amusements and
preferences on those about him without fully realizing that
many of them might have come to a fuller participation in
a life together with him if this participation had not been
so obviously enforced. One of his particular hobbies was the
collection, cooking, and eating of such fungi of the region
as were reasonably safe. Perhaps the infinitesimal chance of
a catastrophe from eating poisonous mushrooms lent a certain
savor to this sport.

He was eighteen when he arrived in New Orleans in 1880,
with fifty cents in his pocket. Most of this went into his first
few meals of bananas, and he had to look around for work.
His first job was in a factory where cotton was baled by
a hydraulic press. However, when a comrade fell into the
press and was badly mangled, Father lost his interest in
the work. Then he got a job as a water boy on a railroad
being built across Lake Pontchartrain. He lost the job through
some maladroit blunder of a boy unfamiliar with manual
labor. There followed a period of aimless tramping through
the deep South with a comrade pr two, and after that a
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