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Where to put Gregory Bateson? The son of genetics pioneer William Bateson and 

namesake of Gregor Mendel, he nevertheless championed Lamarck as the greatest biologist 

in history. He left anthropology (and spouse Margaret Mead) in disillusionment. He 

developed an influential theory of psychiatric disorder, and then he railed against its 

therapeutic application. Cambridge born and bred, he ended his life a counterculture icon 

in Santa Cruz. His most stable position in the historiography of science is as a founding 

figure in the difficult-to-situate field of cybernetics. 

Writing from the perspective of American cultural and intellectual history, Anthony 

Chaney anchors Bateson somewhere else entirely: at a 1967 radical congress alongside 

poet Allen Ginsberg and Black Power activist Stokely Carmichael, introducing an audience 

hungry for political and cultural revolution to a global pathology of a different order—the 

greenhouse effect. 

In Runaway, Chaney traces the peripatetic scholarly life that brought Bateson to that 

congress stage. Chaney’s interest is neither biography nor the history of science per se; 

rather, he takes Bateson as a vehicle for telling an ambitious, ethically charged story about 

culture and ideas in post-World War II America. The signal intellectual legacy of the 1960s, 

Chaney argues, was not liberation but limitation. This was the unsettling revelation that 

environmental degradation and social breakdown might not be problems to be solved 

through enlightened reason, but consequences of a surfeit of rational problem-solving, a 



perspective that Chaney terms “ecological consciousness.” Runaway proposes to trace the 

emergence of ecological consciousness within central points in Bateson’s scientific work, 

particularly his “double-bind” theory of schizophrenia, and by following thematic echoes of 

Bateson’s science across literature, philosophy, and radical politics. 

The book’s first five chapters sketch Bateson’s life to the mid-1960s, outlining his 

major theoretical contributions to anthropology, learning theory, and psychology: 

“schismogenesis,” “deuterolearning,” and the double-bind, respectively. Chaney provides 

lucid explanations of all three and explores parallels between Bateson’s work and 

contemporaneous treatments of modernity’s perverse consequences, including the fiction 

of Joseph Heller and T.H. White and the social thought of Reinhold Niebuhr, Albert Camus, 

and Lewis Mumford. 

Bateson’s theories were linked by attention to recursivity, communication, and the 

relationship between processes and meta-level processes. These were also central 

concerns of the 1946-53 Macy Conferences on Cybernetics, interdisciplinary gatherings 

that eschewed the reductive search for causal chains in favor of holistic attention to 

systems and purpose. For Bateson, cybernetics marked an epochal transformation in the 

history of science: “the biggest bite out of the fruit of the tree of knowledge that mankind 

has taken in the last 2000 years” (116). Drawing on “runaway,” cybernetics’ account of 

purposeful action run amok, Bateson reframed putative pathologies not as failures of 

individuals but properties of a system, whether cultural matrix or Skinner box or family 

dynamic. 

The second half of Runaway turns to Bateson’s engagement with the counterculture, 

culminating in an extended study of the 1967 Congress on the Dialectics of Liberation. 



(Chaney also ventures into capsule biographies of other Congress participants. While 

interesting, the contrasts that Chaney exposes here are less illuminating than the 

similarities that emerge in his earlier asides.) In speeches to college students and political 

radicals as well as correspondence with life scientists including Barry Commoner and 

Konrad Lorenz, Bateson scaled up his account of the pathologies of rational action to 

human civilization and the global environment. 

The real root of social and ecological crisis, Bateson argued, was not inequitable 

distribution of power, ineffective politics, or environmentally unfriendly technologies. 

Rather, it was a trick of evolution: the vagaries of natural selection had endowed humans 

with a fatally potent combination of consciousness that purposeful action was locally 

effective and unconsciousness of systems. Bateson’s prescription—less action, more 

humility, less politics, more theory—was not stuff to spark a movement. Nevertheless, 

Chaney avers that this cluster of ideas, the ecological consciousness, took hold within the 

“mainstream population” (American? global?), though not yet its political and economic 

institutions (17). 

Historians of science will have questions. How to square Bateson’s disgust at 

military applications of science with his enthusiasm for cybernetics? How were Bateson’s 

ideas received within cybernetics and ecology? Chaney leaves it to future historians to 

bring his argument into conversation with recent scholarship on these fields (e.g. the work 

of Sharon Kingsland and Ron Kline); Runaway has little to say about ecology, 

conventionally defined. And while Chaney describes market-based individualism as the 

antithesis of the ecological consciousness, free-market thinkers eagerly took up cybernetic 

ideas about system-level wisdom, as Philip Mirowski has pointed out. 



In raising such questions, Runaway should inspire further scholarship following 

Gregory Bateson and other difficult-to-place characters. Perhaps the history of science can 

help illuminate how our world arrived at the brink of runaway, and how it might find an 

alternative path forward. 

 

Evan Hepler-Smith 

 

Notes on Contributors 

Evan Hepler-Smith is a historian of modern science and technology and Visiting Assistant 

Professor in the History Department at Boston College. His research addresses the chemical 

sciences and industries, environmental regulation, and information technology. 


