Choosing the Connections You Make

A Conversation between Kenneth Gaburo and Herbert Briin

(1973)

KG: We are here today speaking with Herbert
Briin, composer and spokesman for the computer in
the arts, who has been on the UCSD [University of
California, San Diego] campus under CME [Cen-
ter for Music Experiment] sponsorship this week.
[8/23/73]

I’d like to begin by asking about the following
subject areas: your immediate plans for your work,
your concerns about education at the University of
[llinois, your larger view of education and composi-
tion, and, finally, your more far-reaching plans.

HB: You gave me some scope, I must admit. But,
to try to respond quite sincerely and seriously, I
would suggest that ... to talk with students at the
University of Illinois (or wherever one is invited),
to talk about composition, to be a composer, to
have one’s hands on the computers, and to inves-
tigate where the connections can be established
between students, allegedly educational tasks, al-
legedly musical tasks, allegedly programming tasks:
one can come to the conclusion—maybe a tempo-
rary conclusion—that those things not only over-
lap, but are complementary parts of a whole. In-
teractions with persons, interactions with one’s own
statements, and interactions with machines have in
common the manifestations of one’s mere existence.
So, one answer would be that the term “interaction”
has not lost any of its challenge, even though it has
become a hackneyed word.

If T have any plan that can stand a little bit of out-
lining (which is always highly predictive, and there-
fore, to be taken with a sense of humor), it goes
like this: I would like to be successful in finding the
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common denominator that makes people want to be
either students or teachers, want to either perform or
compose, want to either program a computer or not
program a computer. Both “wants” and “want nots”
I consider highly respectable, and would like only
that people who utter these wants to know a little bit
what they mean by wanting “that” or not wanting
“that.”

I would like to teach people to be skeptical ... or
rather skeptics, with regard to the first articulation
they can find, and instead look for a second, third,
fourth, fifth articulation—this is one outline of my
plans.

KG: Icanremember quite a few years ago, we had
a discussion about a sense of a disparity between
one’s composing and all else which one does: teach-
ing, having a family, working with computers, and
so forth. Maybe it’s a purely sociologically derived
sense. On campuses, it’s not easy to function as a
unified whole: you either teach or you compose on
a given day, you either program or you don’t pro-
gram, and so on. So there is a possibility for devel-
oping a rather schizophrenic attitude with respect to
these activities. This seems common.

But also, there seems to be a growing concern on
your part for education in general, not just education
with respect to music, and for the value which com-
puters may have in general, not just for the values
which they may have in terms of the particular prob-
lem you address. And somehow, through a deep
kind of investigation of your own self, what has
come out recently is a notion (which I also have),
or let’s say an impression about your position given
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this earlier schizophrenic state, that a totality begins
to emerge again.

That is to say, you make only a few distinctions
now in the way we normally understand composi-
tion and education (as a music person understands
them), and you begin to do a larger amount of your
activity, if not all of it, as an act of composition
in some sense. The properties which distinguish
one area from another (that cause one to feel rather
schizophrenic) have now somehow dissolved and
been absorbed by a larger totality, in which com-
position is always at work.

If I'm correct about this, then it seems, for in-
stance, that you do not make an essential difference
between, say, a viewer and a composer—you ex-
pect the participant to also be a composer in the
sense that he perceives the composition you made.
It is likely that a discourse in biology could just as
well be considered a composition, if it involves cer-
tain structural properties that further—this is a long
statement!—that further one of your points which I
admire very much—the realization you made many,
many years ago—that to have worked with any sys-
tematic pursuit of structuring something (such as
composer frequently does) gives you some insight
into the structural nature of other systems, which
apparently have nothing to do with composition.

HB: That is correct. That’s a very important thing
to do. I would also like to confirm that I do not
know if I succeed. But I do know that it is a counter
movement: it goes in two directions at once. Once
you find yourself, or once I find myself, in what you
say very nicely is a schizophrenic situation, I inves-
tigate first of all if this is something given to me or
made by me.

I discovered, slowly, that since one draws distinc-
tions, one can also erase distinctions. I therefore
decided: I am a person who can make a decision.
In a situation, I can either draw further distinctions,
multiply the alternatives, and increase my freedom,
or I can, for some reason, want, or desire, reduce the
number of distinctions, and simply denote different
properties for one common owner of these proper-
ties.

I think and do both, only not with the same things.
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That is, when I compose I draw more distinctions.
When I live, I reduce certain distinctions in order to
make the whole thing one big composition. That is,
I use the family life, life at the university, being an
educator, being a composer, a computer program-
mer, as activities under a composing mind.

Once I have understood that, that this has to be
a composition, I begin to take decisions that will
not have only one of those properties. Any deci-
sion I make in programming will have some rela-
tionship to what I compose at my desk with pen-
cil and eraser and paper, or with what I will say in
my next dialogue on some important issue in a con-
versation with my wife, or with my friends. I stop
ironing out differences by cultivating them, because
they are properties of something to which they are
utterly necessary.

KG: Right. Would it be possible to say, that there
is something which still plagues us—some kind of
conceptual or philosophical situation such as is rep-
resented by an “either/or” statement? What you now
find operative is not necessarily either this or that at
a given moment—the “either/or” statements some-
how, in my mind, have something to do with po-
tential schizophrenic propositions ... [laughter] ...
against that you say, something like “and.” The very
conjunctive form of the word “and” is a carrier of
non-schizophrenic properties. It’s not necessary to
take alternatives such that one side of an equation is
ruled out, but rather define ways in which all sides
of the equation are contained, and you only select
those which you need at any given moment, but . ..

HB: Yes, but that “given moment” is very impor-
tant. I do agree and actually can quote recent work
which you have done and where you speak about the
desirability of rehabilitating the “and” decision—to
decide for this and that, instead of either this or that.

Now, “at a given time” I find very important for
the following reasons, that is—I have to again make
up my mind. I may say, that if I need the “either/or”
in order to multiply alternatives, then I will use the
“either/or” so that there be more alternatives, and I
will remember that it was me who said “either/or”,
not it, and so I am also able to say, one day, no
longer “either/or” but “and”.
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So I’'m the maker of the network and will deal
with the network so that it always has enough al-
ternatives to make me a composer of freedom and
require decision making, but I will not be stopped
by it or stampeded by it into a blind alley which I
have to follow.

KG: Yes. You use the word “network”, which is
certainly important in this. That is to say, you don’t
see your system as a collection of disconnected
components, but rather, interrelated in the sense of
a network. Furthermore, I can say of the “either/or”
proposition: if either/or is not either/or but either/or
and either/or.

HB: And either/or, right.

KG: This is where you continue to multiply your
possibilities. Not to reduce it to a binary system
which says it must be this or that: if we use “ei-
ther/or” we are not talking about that.

HB: Yes, we are not talking about that, correct. We
are actually approaching the hope that you should
be able to deal with multi-valued systems, and I
have the desire, a very strong desire, to work with-
out finding myself only between right and wrong . ..
bad decisions ...

KG: And what can we say to clarify this notion?
That what we are dealing with, is a unary system,
that is to say: I want to be one person, I don’t want
to be in pieces. But it still seems to necessitate the
thought that I am unary and the notion of a multi-
dimensional network of which I am a representation
that allows for all of this elasticity to be going on,
and still consider myself in that sense to be unary—
that is to say, a whole individual.

HB: But one thing is not necessarily unary, I would
think, since the concept of a system is not dependent
upon nature but on the observer. It is the observer
who says that today in this particular look I throw
on my environment, I will consider Ken Gaburo an
element in the School of Music in San Diego.

I can now say this system called the School of
Music contains among other elements, the element
Ken Gaburo which can be in a number of states, a
very large number of states, as I happen to know.
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But there are also possibilities to see a system where
the elements are only in one of two possible states,
or one of three possible states. Human beings usu-
ally can be in more states than some elements in
nature.

KG: But do they think they can? That’s—

HB: Ah! That is what I want to bring about! What
I would like to bring about is that every person is
capable of articulating (by speech, gesture, action,
or sensitivity) whether he wants to see himself as
an element and in one of the states of this element,
or whether he would like to see himself as a whole
system, and stating the state of his element. There
is a flip/flop somewhere at one point. First of all,
the person is a system in which elements have many
states. Furthermore, he is an element in other sys-
tems, and as an element, he can have many states.
Which one of those two looks that are dialectically
overlapping—almost enharmonic change, if you are
familiar with this musical term?

KG: Yes.

HB: Which I consider very important in the history
of music. —Which one he thinks important at a
given time will conduct his articulation. So when
I hear him speak, it is my task to learn how to ob-
serve: “Was this the sentence of a system? or of an
element?” Otherwise I will never understand why
he said that

The language never tells why he said that, only
he can. And if I can too, I can understand.

KG: When you do such a kind of perceptive activ-
ity, is it possible however, that you really are listen-
ing to a larger language? You are not really talking
about verbal communication. That might be the be-
trayer of some other nuance which his body is artic-
ulating independently, seemingly independently of
that, right, but maybe your cue as to what he is re-
ally saying comes from some other larger sense of
language.

HB: Yes. Speaking with you I never worry about
these things, because I know so well how far the
language goes with you. Maybe one should call it
“the linguistic behavior.”
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KG: Ah, yes.

HB: From your work I know that when you use the
word “language” you mean linguistic behavior.

KG: So, we are also talking in a sense about a com-
positional behavior, not mere composition in any
constraint. And we’re talking about linguistic be-
havior, not mere language. And we’re talking about
systems and behavior, not systems.

And the reason I want to get at that is because
you're as aware as | am, there is a certain revulsion
in certain quarters—in many quarters perhaps—
against the very notion of “system.” I don’t mean
socio-economic, but I mean even in terms of limited
finite fields such as music composition. Certainly,
there is some notion that a system is mechanical and
therefore not to be desired when one thinks of one’s
network (one’s human network) as a system. People
don’t like it.

What I would like to get from you is some in-
sight as to why something which seems to be so
proper and in fact, undeniably true, is so highly dis-
regarded.

HB: I think that we can point an accusing finger
at the use of language, and the use is ambiguous in
the following sense: use of language may mean the
way people use language, and it also may mean the
way language uses people. For example, if I tell a
young person he ought to go about his job far more
systematically, he considers me a fuss pot and actu-
ally understands me to say: ‘““You did not follow the
order I proposed.”

KG: Yes.

HB: From there on, if this is early enough in his
life, he will associate with the term “system” some-
thing which is a set of instructions which he should
learn slowly in order to be approved of—by me or
by the group, whoever has said those instructions.
What is not yet accepted is that a “system” (as I
said in the beginning) is not something that exists
without you. It is a way at looking at something
with a purpose. Indeed, there are certain observa-
tions that you cannot make unless you look at cer-
tain things as “a system”. Now, I know observations
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that you can make very nicely without looking at
things as a system. What you ought to have is both
alternatives.

The system alternative is neglected, so I am try-
ing to emphasize it.

KG: Right—right.

HB: And language is one of the media that has
done everything in its power to retard the enlighten-
ment: namely, that man is the auditor of how things
look to him.

KG: Ah, it therefore follows that one of your ma-

jor concerns is (isn’t it?) in some sense, to destroy

the way in which we use language? Not to destroy

language, but to destroy the way in which we have

come to either use or be used by language such that
. what?

HB: Such that it makes us say that which we didn’t
intend, by looking and being correct according to
the grammarian. Wrong language never is in this
danger, it is the so-called “correct language” which
lies. The belief in language where it is correct is
more dangerous than the hope for language where it
is not.

KG: The possibility then does exist (given your
view of what needs to be done with language) that
it is perfectly reasonable for us to not have to de-
velop again a kind of meta-language, in which the
components necessarily mean the same thing to all
people.

We need to stipulate (which requires composi-
tion) or rather create our own language, and that
your charge is to understand what I mean by my lan-

guage.
HB: That’s precisely it.

KG: That is to say, I define that context in which
my language already has some meaning for me, and
you must deduce from that my meaning.

It sounds to me very much like a fundamental di-
vision in the field of linguistics: on the one hand
the system (that is to say the individual system)
somehow biologically and neurologically develops
its own language, and on the other side of the coin,
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an environmental proposition in which the environ-
ment develops the language for you.

The example of the former, I think you may re-
call, is already exhibited in work by Whorf a long
time ago at, I think, MIT ... Didn’t he imply that
even in the earliest stages of development, in in-
fancy, a system begins to generate its own language?
When a child says “Mom” for the first time, it is
not because he has necessarily responded to a sound
that has already appeared in his environment, but
maybe because the collections of articulative words
which are necessary for that word felt better, and
that’s what comes out first.

HB: That is one problem of the whole statement.
The other part of the whole statement is the moment
this becomes discouraged: the thought process of
the person will now follow the taught language in-
stead of following the generated language.

KG: Yes, yes.

HB: And therefore we have conditioned people at
the moment they’ve learned the language of their
parents.

Now that has many advantages, but it has some
disadvantages. The present situation with most
linguists is that they would like to explain how
language functions instead of explaining why it
doesn’t. And if you propose that to them, they say:
“But that’s not my job! That’s the job of the soci-
ologists, or psychologists or ... !”"—everybody puts
the responsibility on somebody else.

It may be that you are reminded of the concept
“For every person his language”. Actually I go one
step further: Not for every person his language, but
for every thought of that person its language.

KG: Ahha!

HB: Then I would like to go even further if I only
could, but language does not permit. The next step
would be that language would be always a sponta-
neously generated signal set which holds now and
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here for that.

Now, this is not meant to be a dream nor is it
meant to be a program—it is also not meant to be
a plan. It is meant to be a description of a tendency
that we should play with. If I could generate a social
system in which I would know for sure (not believe,
but know) that he speaks the way he wants, it would
be no problem for me to take the pains for me to
understand him.

KG: Yes.

HB: But as long as I live in a social system where I
have all reasons to assume that he does not speak the
way he wants, if then I don’t understand him, I will
think he doesn’t know how to speak, and I will not
take any means in trying to understand him. So peo-
ple today who refuse to take pains to understand the
other are actually quite justified, if only they were
to attack the system in which they live, and not the
language or the unintelligible problem.

KG: Ah ha! Ah ha! And on that I'm afraid we’re
going to have to close. It seems to me that ulti-
mately you’re really a protagonist for the unique-
ness of each individual—I mean, you begin with
the assumption that each individual is unique, and
that all of these processes about which we speak are
means by which the individual can come to believe
that he’s, in fact, unique.

HB: He is, yes. He must know that he is unique,
that he is different from anyone else—that one does
not have to iron out the differences, that we have to
find a social system in which people can be unique,
different, and don’t have to change in order to live
in peace together.

KG: Well, Herbert, [ wish we had hours to explore
this. I'm afraid we must end for the moment. Let’s
hope we will have an opportunity to have another
discussion in the very near future.

HB: I certainly hope so.
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