Cybernetic Utopias: Technology, Freedom, and
Control in the 20t and 215t Centuries

Our other readings for this session examined particular aspects of technological
determinism and technological utopianism, including broad beliefs that technology is
the singular driving force behind historical change and specific 19th-century claims that
the telegraph and hot air balloon might bring about world peace. Now let’s take a look at
how these ideas potently combined with a new conceptual framework regarding
information in the 20th century and how this played out in the emergence of techno-
libertarianism in the century’s last decade.

In the nineteen-nineties, a distinct and forceful variant of techno-libertarianism
took shape in the cultural and technological ferment of Silicon Valley:
cyberlibertarianism. At once radically individualist and messianically techno-utopian,
this belief system held that digital networks, particularly the internet, would enable new
forms of freedom, dissolve outdated political structures and empower self-reliant
individuals to bypass the constraints of established institutions.

To fully grasp today’s techno-libertarianism around Al, it is crucial to understand
its roots in the cyberlibertarian moment of the 1990s. The ways cyberlibertarians
defined information as inherently liberatory, freedom as the unregulated flow of data,
and government regulation as a fundamental threat, continue to shape how Al is
imagined and debated in the early 215t century.

1940s—1950s: Cybernetics and the Birth of Informational
Thinking

Cyberlibertarianism was the culmination of conceptual shifts in how knowledge,
control, and communication were understood in the second half of the 20oth century.
Thus, to understand its origins, and therefore the origins of contemporary techno-
libertarianism around AI, we must go back to the mid-20th century, to the advent of the
digital computer, to the idea that thinking itself could be mechanized, and in particular,
to the birth of cybernetics (the “cyber” in “cyberlibertarianism”) and information theory,
which together, reimagined the world in terms of feedback loops, systems, and abstract
flows of information.

Norbert Wiener, often called the father of cybernetics, coined the term in his
1948 book Cybernetics: Or Control and Communication in the Animal and the
Machine. Drawing on engineering, biology, and mathematics, Wiener argued that both
organisms and machines could be understood as systems governed by feedback—self-
regulating loops of communication and control that allow a mechanism to monitor
changes in its environment and adjust its behavior in response, maintaining stability or
achieving a goal. For example, in a thermostat, the device senses the room temperature
and compares it to a preset target; if the temperature falls below the target, the heater
turns on, and once the target is reached, it turns off, continually adjusting to maintain a
stable environment. In a biological system, cells regulate glucose levels in a similar way:
when blood sugar rises after eating, the pancreas releases insulin to help cells absorb the



excess glucose; when levels drop, insulin production decreases. In both cases, feedback
enables the system to react to its environment and stay within a desired range.

In the years that followed, cybernetics rapidly spread across a wide array of
disciplines, from psychology and sociology to ecology, economics, political science, and
design. Its appeal lay in the belief that all systems—biological, mechanical, social, or
symbolic—shared a common structure that could be modeled, analyzed, and optimized
through feedback mechanisms. The result was a kind of universal systems theory: the
conviction that the same conceptual framework could explain the behavior of a cell, a
machine, a person, a city, or a society. So widespread was cybernetics, that according to
John MacCarthy, when he and Marvin Minsky were planning the 1956 Dartmouth
Conference that is widely regarded as the founding event of Al research in the United
States and needed a name for the new field of study, “one of the reasons for inventing
the term ‘artificial intelligence’ was to escape association with ‘cybernetics.””

At the same time, Claude Shannon, working at Bell Labs, was developing a
unified mathematical model for understanding communication in any system. In his
1948 paper “A Mathematical Theory of Communication,” Shannon defined information
in strictly mathematical terms: as a measurable quantity that could be encoded,
transmitted, and decoded through communication channels. His work provided a
formal framework for understanding communication as the movement of signals across
a system, regardless of medium or meaning. This perspective dovetailed with
cybernetics by reinforcing the idea that all machines, organisms, and even social
structures could be understood as information-processing systems. Together,
cybernetics and information theory converged on a shared vision of the world as
composed of dynamic, self-regulating networks governed by flows of data, feedback, and
control.

This paradigm shift planted the seeds for later techno-ideologies by creating a
framework in which control, autonomy, and freedom could all be reconceptualized in
informational terms. If all systems—biological, mechanical, and social—could be
understood as networks of feedback and information flow, then freedom itself (even
personal freedom) could be imagined as a condition in which information moved
without friction, interference, or centralized control. The belief that the freer the flow of
information, the freer the individual would become a cornerstone of cyberlibertarian
thought. The idea that the world could be modeled, and perhaps improved, by treating it
as an information system of would eventually be taken up by technologists, futurists,
and libertarians in the personal computing and internet revolutions of the 1970s
through the 1990s.

1960s—1970s: Popular Cybernetics

By the 1960s, cybernetics had broken out of academia and entered the cultural
bloodstream. Its core concepts of feedback, systems, and control began to show up not
just in scientific circles but across media theory, psychology, architecture, art, and even
popular publications. At the same time, industry was undergoing what some called the
‘servo revolution’ of the late-1960s and 1970s, as feedback-driven control systems
became central to a wide range of technologies. Automated assembly lines began using
sensors to adjust operations in real time, aircraft incorporated autopilot systems that
could self-correct flight paths, and telephone networks introduced switching systems



that could reroute calls based on traffic patterns. This growing presence of self-
regulating machines helped set the stage for a wave of popular books that introduced
general audiences to cybernetic thinking, including Ralph Parkman’s The Cybernetic
Society (1967), which explored the social and philosophical implications of automated
systems, and Milton Rothman’s The Cybernetic Revolution (1972), which framed
cybernetics as a transformative force reshaping modern life. These and dozens of other
popular titles helped shape a broad cultural framework for understanding systems,
offering explanations for everything from how a thermostat maintains temperature
(figure 1), to how a radar system auto-tracks an object (figure 2), to how an entire
grasslands ecosystem could be broken down into a network of feedback loops (figure 3).

Cybernetics not only introduced a new way of thinking about machines and
organismes, it also reshaped how people understood control, autonomy, and
communication in modern life. At its core was the idea that systems could regulate
themselves through information feedback rather than relying on centralized commands.
This vision of distributed, self-correcting control influenced everything from industrial
automation to theories of government and education.

1970s—1980s: Personal Computing

By the 1970s and 1980s, the cybernetic emphasis on information flow, feedback,
and decentralized control began to converge with a new cultural and technological
development: the rise of the personal computer. What had once been massive, room-
sized machines used by governments and research institutions were rapidly becoming
smaller, cheaper, and more accessible. Hobbyists, engineers, and early tech
entrepreneurs began to imagine the computer not as a centralized tool of control, but as
a personal device that could extend individual agency. The ideals of self-regulation and
system autonomy, first articulated in the language of cybernetics, now took on a new
form, one rooted in the belief that computing power could and should be distributed to
everyone. “Our idea was that these computers were going to free us and allow us to
organize,” Steve Wozniak, the co-founder of Apple recalled in 1998, “They were going to
empower us” (“The World According to Woz”). By the 1980s, a generation shaped by
cybernetic thinking and the rise of personal computing had come to believe that the
unregulated flow of information could solve social problems, bypass institutions, and
unlock individual freedom. Then came the ultimate fulfillment of that vision: a global,
decentralized network where information could be produced, published, circulated, and
consumed with total freedom—the internet.

1990s: Information Wants to Be Free

The arrival of the internet was in some ways the culmination of cybernetic
thinking and brought with it a pervasive “cyber” movement. Borrowed from cybernetics,
“cyber” became a cultural marker; a prefix that was used to upgrade established ideas,
entities, or institutions with new freedoms, choices, and possibilities. Suddenly
everything was cyber: cyberpunk, cyberculture, cyberlaw, cybersecurity, among other
neologisms of the 1990s. In popular usage, “cyber” signaled entry into an unfettered,
unregulated domain where traditional forms of control would dissolve. In cybercafés,



users could log on anonymously and join discussions where only their ideas mattered,
not their age, wealth, or social position. In cyberpolitics, activists imagined a new
democratic sphere where citizens could bypass traditional institutions and speak
directly to one another. And above all stood “cyberspace” (a term used interchangeably
with the internet), the master metaphor that gathered all these possibilities together,
imagined as a boundless realm of pure information where individuals could reinvent
themselves and interact free from the constraints of the physical world. There was, for
some, even a mystical, pseudo-religious aspect to cyberspace. As chronicled in works
like Douglas Rushkoff’s Cyberia and Timothy Leary’s Chaos and Cyber Culture (both
from 1994), this moment was marked by a kind of technopaganism and “cyberdelic”
thinking that saw cyberspace as a mystical domain where the fractal architecture of
information mirrored sacred geometry, and digital exploration promised not just new
forms of knowledge but expanded consciousness, spiritual transformation, and
collective awakening. Cyberspace was, in this formulation, literally “a state of
consciousness where [...] the limitations of time, distance, and the body are perceived as
meaningless” (Cyberia, 3).

Out of this heady moment emerged cyberlibertarianism: a techno-ideological
stance that saw decentralized digital networks as inherently emancipatory and, most
importantly, government regulation as an existential threat to innovation and freedom.
Cyberlibertarians imagined the internet as a space that would transcend borders,
undermine hierarchies, and empower individuals to create, share, and transact without
interference. For them, the architecture of the internet—intentionally crafted to be
distributed, open, and protocol-driven—reflected a deeper truth about how information
and humans should function. “Information wants to be free,” declared Stewart Brand, a
techno-utopian shaped by cybernetic thinking, a phrase that captured the movement’s
core beliefs. Networked information, as a decentralized and adaptive force, they
believed, would allow individuals to self-organize, collaborate, and solve problems
collectively, all functions that were once performed by traditional institutions like
governments, universities, and corporations. As such, those institutions were
increasingly seen not just as outdated, but as actual obstacles to the freer, more efficient
social order emerging online. To govern and regulate the internet, therefore, was doubly
regressive: it threatened the very conditions that now made freedom possible and it
reasserted the very hierarchies and institutions that digital networks were supposed to
render obsolete. Nowhere was this belief more clearly articulated than in John Perry
Barlow’s 1996 Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace, written in response to
the U.S. government's attempts to regulate online speech in the Communications
Decency Act of that year. The manifesto opens:

Governments of the Industrial World, you weary giants of flesh and steel, I
come_from Cyberspace, the new home of Mind. On behalf of the future, I ask you
of the past to leave us alone. You are not welcome among us. You have no
sovereignty where we gather.

In Barlow’s vision, cyberspace was a new territory, governed by its own rules and
values, one where the disembodied freedom of digital interaction would give rise to new
forms of community, commerce, and expression beyond the reach of the state.



Cyberlibertarians didn’t just voice these beliefs, they actively lobbied for them.
Organizations like the Electronic Frontier Foundation (co-founded by Barlow) pushed
to ensure that cyberspace remained unregulated, framing government intervention as a
threat to innovation, free speech, and civil liberties. This rhetoric found fertile ground in
Washington during the tech boom of the 1990s, when policymakers embraced the idea
that the internet should be allowed to grow without interference.

In 1999, the Clinton administration formalized this stance through legislation
and policy moves that deregulated key aspects of telecommunications and e-commerce.
The most significant of these was the Financial Services Modernization Act, which
repealed Glass-Steagall provisions separating commercial and investment banking—
clearing the way for massive digital finance ventures. Clinton also signed the
Framework for Global Electronic Commerce, which explicitly committed the U.S. to a
hands-off approach to internet regulation. The dream of a free and open cyberspace had
become national policy.

The 215t Century: AI and the New Techno-libertarianism

The 1990s brought the first full-scale, widely-adopted, and politically influential
articulation of utopian and libertarian thinking about information systems. That vision
persisted into the 2000s and 2010s through the celebratory rhetoric surrounding Web
2.0 and social media platforms—namely, the argument that they fostered the
democratization of knowledge. Today, the same libertarian ideals are projected onto
artificial intelligence which is cast as a force that will open up unprecedented freedoms
if left similarly unregulated. The 1990s also witnessed the rise of large internet
corporations whose scale gave them significant political influence; a pattern of
consolidation and power that has continued into the present. In the 1990s and early
2000s, firms such as Microsoft, AOL, Cisco, and Amazon largely directed national
debates about antitrust, deregulation, and online commerce. In the 2000s and 2010s,
mega-platforms like Facebook and Twitter leveraged their network effects to dominate
public opinion and policymaking. Today a handful of Al companies have assumed
similar outsized roles.

Layered onto all of this is another kind of continuity: the persistence of near-
religious imaginaries about technology. As you read, inventions like the hot air balloon
and the telegraph were celebrated in the 19th century as harbingers of world peace; as
technologies that would dissolve national boundaries and unite humanity. A century
later, cyberspace was imagined in similar terms, as a mystical realm where information
would transcend the physical world and inaugurate a new era of freedom and
consciousness. Today, artificial intelligence generally, but AGI (artificial general
intelligence) even more conspicuously, has inherited this role, hailed as the
breakthrough that will irrevocably reshape the very foundations of human life. Think
about how Sam Altman, the CEO of OpenAl, and others talk about AGI. It’s with the
same kind of poetic, rapturous, almost breathless awe with which John Perry Barlow
described cyberspace. Both are cast in unmistakenly revolutionary terms, each as the
threshold to an entirely new human epoch. Like cyberspace, AGI is framed as a
civilizational event horizon. Consider the prophetic tone in which OpenAl itself frames
the stakes of investing in its mission: “It would be wise to view any investment in
OpenAl Global, LLC in the spirit of a donation, with the understanding that it may be



difficult to know what role money will play in a post-AGI world” (“Our Structure”). To
put it in techno-libertarian terms: what kind of economic or legal regulatory framework
could possibly govern a force so revolutionary that it will transcend the very conditions
of capitalism? To use Barlow’s words, “governance will arise according to the conditions
of our world, not yours. Our world is different.”
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Figures 1-2. From Rothman, Milton A. The Cybernetic Revolution: Thought and Control in Man and
Machine. New York: Collins Publishers, 1972. Pp. 10 and 35.
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Figure 3. From French, N.R. (ed.). Perspectives in Grassland Ecology. Results and applications of the
US/IBP Grassland Biome Study. Springer-Verlag, 1979.






