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Henri Laborit: Cybernetics, Biology, and the Social
1
  

 
Abstract 

This essay explores the work of Henri Laborit, the French cyberneticist renowned for his injection 

of cybernetic theory into urban cultural analysis. Laborit went beyond a claim of isomorphism to 

contend a radical continuity of levels of communication between the multicellular system of the 

body and the internal operations of the city and of human society. In this respect, his version of 

cybernetics restores a biological framework which bypasses the problems of machine intelligence 

that characterised much of the American tradition. By tracing aspects of his work, especially his 

L’Homme et la Ville, the essay ventures a framing narrative of this version of the social body which 

at once shows its value, and also, its challenges to thought today.   

 

Introduction 

In the heady aftermath of French politics after the events of May 1968 in Paris, a group of 

“very left, and nourished on Marxism” students presented themselves to an ageing physician 

and research biologist with an unusual proposal (Brun in Laborit, 2011, i). They wanted the 

eminent cyberneticist to found a teaching/research course aimed at transforming our 

understanding of the city and its processes, and hoped thereby to effect change in those 

processes.  Perhaps even more remarkably, Henri Laborit, the scientist in question with an 

already recognised national profile for path-breaking medical work on traumatic injury, 

accepted.  This essay outlines the nature of Laborit’s cybernetic interventions in social 

theory, as well as its ramifications for communications and cultural politics more generally.  

 

Laborit claimed a fundamental continuity between biological patterns within organisms and 

between organisms at the social level. For most people undertaking social and cultural 

analysis, the idea that cybernetics could still offer new insights into social or cultural analysis 

appears unlikely. This is despite the fact that we still live in a culture hypnotised by what 

neuroscientist Raymond Tallis has recently termed “neuromania,” by which logics “brain 

tingles” from patches attached to subjects’ heads count as evidence in the inquiry into music, 

art, or religion (Tallis 2011, 6). Unlike such under-thought experimentation, cybernetic 

writers tended to be explicit in their theorisations and approaches. If their approaches at times 

are lopsided, there is value in their overtness of purpose, and in the case of the work of those 



associated with Laborit, this is especially true. Laborit himself combined an unusual 

speculative evolutionary biology and experimental methodology with his cybernetic 

theorisation. His cybernetics still offers a corrective to the machinic analogy that dominated 

mainstream cybernetics until recent years.  

 

Laborit’s experimental approach to the social was certainly distinctive. In the context of 

revolutionary currents in Paris in 1968, he accepted a proposal to become part of a new 

action-teaching-research project on the nature of the city. He not only joined this process, but 

stayed actively involved in it for three years.  After what he saw as the conclusion of the 

project, he wrote a rapid series of books, the most important of which to this inquiry were 

L’Homme et la Ville [Man and the City] (orig. 1971) and La Nouvelle Grille [The New Grid] 

(orig. 1974).
3
  Just before these appeared, though, he wrote L’Agressivité Détournée, a study 

taking account of research showing the impact of crowding on primate aggression, and 

L’Homme Imaginant, a book which established the role of imagination and creativity in 

human evolution.  These works served as the basis of claims in the later two works. Later on, 

Laborit wrote works which have proven very popular as well, especially Éloge de la Fuite 

(his best-selling work in France), and La Colombe Assassinée, before a reflective series of 

interviews near the end of his life. In L’Homme et la Ville, he presented what is still probably 

the best general argument in favour of a bio-cybernetics of urbanism.
4
 

 

In what follows, I briefly sketch aspects of the American cybernetic tradition, in order to 

establish the departure points of the biological analytic that dominated French thought (and to 

some extent blocked out the American work). I then take up Laborit’s work, looking 

especially at L’Homme et la Ville. I examine his view of the social, of the city, and finally, of 

politics. 



 

The Cybernetic Backdrop 

Cybernetics, as it is popularly known, was devised against an apocalyptic backdrop of the 

war against Germany and the Cold War.  The term cybernetics itself was coined by the 

brilliant all-round scholar, Norbert Wiener.  Wiener tells us that cybernetics refers to the 

Greek word for “steersman,” which became English governor (Wiener 1948, 15).  For many, 

this “command and control” idea seemed politically sinister, inflected with Cold War 

rhetoric: it was denounced by the then Soviet Union and regarded with suspicion in France 

(Masani 1990, 261; Chamak 1999, 650). To be fair, Wiener’s “governor” concerns not 

politics but rather echoes Watt’s governor, a well-known device for regulating steam 

engines.
6
  Such mechanisms include the systems of electrical or mechanical or biological 

feedback, involving thermostats (and in the body, processes like sweat which cool the body to 

maintain homeostasis).  

 

Laborit’s ideas themselves depend at a basic level on the cybernetic view of information 

itself, but unlike those who in the American tradition emphasised the computer-like qualities 

of thinking, Laborit did not stage this deeply problematic claim.
9
 As Chamak puts it, in 

France, those interested in cybernetics “did not appreciate machine anthropomorphism” 

(1999, 652). Chamak even cites the French creator of an “electronic fox” as saying of 

American cybernetics that 

It seems that in the beginning there was an unfortunate mistake in principle, because 

cyberneticians expressed their ambition to demonstrate that the human brain is only 

an improved mechanism. It would have been better, and more consistent with the 

spirit of science, to ask the question in these terms: among the functions of the human 

brain, which of them would be compared to servo-mechanisms? (Ducrocq, cited in 

Chamak 1999, 653).   

 

The point is a fair one: it reflects a truly cybernetic interest, not one overcoded with a 

cognitivist error, and certainly not one mistaking computers for brains. 



 

Laborit made a point of subtly reframing a related cybernetic commonplace.  Wiener sought 

to offer a cybernetic account of purposiveness, subdividing it into teleological (with 

feedback) and non-teleological (non-feedback) systems (Rosenblueth, Wiener, Bigelow 1943, 

19).  Laborit – perhaps problematically – deploys the term “finality” but insists  

This term makes no appeal to any finality in the philosophical sense. Its semantic 

content emerges from the application of cybernetic laws.  An effector, that is to say, 

any mechanism assuring the realisation of an action, of an effect, is oriented towards a 

goal because it has been programmed in a fashion to achieve that goal. The eye is 

made so that it is part of the phenomenon of vision….An organism is made up of 

functional structures which via levels of organisation work together towards the 

finality of the ensemble.  (Laborit 2011, 18)
10

     

 

For Laborit, this “finality” is nothing less than the survival of the organism – or, if it is taken 

at the social level, of the species itself.   

 

Given the postwar French hostility towards cybernetics (as an American wartime thing, as 

computer oriented, as impure mathematics, as politically suspect and so on), we are now in a 

position to see that Laborit’s achievement is remarkable in at least two ways.  First, he 

managed to make cybernetics a field of inquiry that was recognised in France as having 

value, and indeed, a social contribution to make.  Second, though, his greatest achievement 

was surely to restore biology to cybernetics, to make his audience not only see, but actually 

believe, that cybernetics stood in a tradition that began in the nineteenth century, and that the 

name could be freely used in biological and social analysis.  This effect was enhanced by the 

fact that he was himself a doctor who made use of its insights in his own medical research 

into life-threatening body-trauma, anaesthetics, and biology (winning the Albert Lasker prize 

in 1957, as well as the Soviet Anokhin prize in 1981).
11

 This work, of course, informed his 

view not just of the body’s biology, but also, of cellularity, and indeed of society in general. 



This brings me to his deployment of one of cybernetics’ most powerful orders of thought: 

cellular isomorphism. 

 

Isomorphism of Cellular and Social Bodise: Restoring Biology to Cybernetics  

For Laborit, the work of Claude Bernard is foundational.  Bernard is important not just 

because he was a biologist but also because he was a non-vitalist biologist. In a work titled 

simply, Le Corps (2001), Chantal Jaquet shows that the great achievement of Claude Bernard 

was his defeat of vitalist phenomenologies of life and the body. Bernard, he says, reduced life 

to “five general aspects: organisation, generation, nutrition, evolution, caducity [infirmity] 

including illness and death” (84).  Bernard’s claim of a “milieu intérieur” or internal system 

was, Jaquet argues, “foundational of a specifically physiological experimentation which 

enabled him to think the originality of the living body without having recourse to vitalist 

formations” (117). 

 

In a nascent cybernetic context, Bernard’s importance to all varieties of cybernetics was 

underlined in work by Walter Cannon known not just to Laborit, but also, to Norbert Wiener. 

In his essay, “Organization for Physiological Homeostasis,” Cannon traces antecedents to his 

own work, such as Charles Richet who showed that the body needs minor inner disturbances 

in order to remain truly stable (Cannon 1929, 399).
13

  Then, however, he remarks  

To Claude Bernard (1878) belongs the credit of first giving to these general ideas a 

more precise analysis.  He pointed out that in animals with complex organization the 

living parts exist in the fluids which bathe them, i.e., in the blood and lymph, which 

constitute the “milieu interne”  or intérieur” – the internal environment, or what we 

may call the fluid matrix of the body.  This fluid matrix is made and controlled by the 

organism itself….”It is the fixity of the “milieu intérieur” which is the condition of 

free and independent life” wrote Bernard. (Cannon 1929, 399-400).  

 

Cannon then adds his own widely-cited definition of homeostasis to this in the following 

terms:  



The general concept suggested in the foregoing quotations may be summarised as 

follows….The present discussion is concerned with the physiological rather than the 

physical arrangements for attaining constancy.  The coordinated physiological 

reactions which maintain most of the steady states in the body are so complex, and are 

so peculiar to the living organism, that… a specific designation for these states be 

employed – homeostasis.  (400; italics in original) 

 

The biological, rather than machinic, basis of cybernetics always remained important to 

Laborit, and indeed, to the sociologists and others in the later Groupe des Dix that he led in 

the 1970s (Kunz 2014).   

 

This helps make sense of the fact that Laborit’s focus may well have been the living system, 

but also, that he shared in a theoretical indifference to the material of cybernetic systems – 

his interest lies in how their information structure operates.  In the case of human 

constructions, he suggests that living and non-living structures form ensembles, a term he 

uses to describe the way different kinds of “dispostif” are joined together (11). This view he 

draws from biology, and even in his early work is based on the view of structure proposed by 

Cannon and Bernard:  

Living organisms are made of the same matter, the same elementary particles, as 

inanimate objects. We can therefore assume that their specific characteristics derive 

from a particular Structure. This word “structure” immediately calls for a definition. 

From a very general point of view we shall define structure as the totality of 

relationships existing among the elements of an ensemble.  Thus, in the living 

organism, structures will characterize the relationships of the elements among 

themselves, and the relationships between sub-ensembles and their parts. Structures 

will therefore characterize levels of organization.  (1963, 7)  

 

The “ensembles” he describes are mathematical (that is, they are imagined in terms of 

equilibrium states), and Laborit himself makes use not only of this idea, but also, of 

thermodynamics to suggest that biological forces are not exempt from the physical rules of 

the universe. From a cybernetic point of view, we can see why he contends that at the level of 

structure, ensembles of any level from the cellular to the social are all akin in kind.  

 



The biologism may tempt us to the idea that Laborit was a naïve social analyst. Isomorphism 

does not mean he is unaware of the differences in matter, nor does it mean he does not care 

about them. The point rather is that the “finalities” are distinguishable and that 

The essential difference between machines and living organisms seems to lie in the 

fact humanity only starts to establish its regulatory systems in machines from a certain 

level of organisation, while life does it at the level of molecules and goes on and on 

without solution of continuity [solution de continuité], through successive levels of 

organisation  and through servo-mechanisms, all the way up to human societies. Life 

appears to be at once system and information, while the machine is a system which is 

nourished from information.  Life has its finality in itself which is to maintain its 

structure, while the machine possesses a finality defined by man: it is programmed by 

him.  (2011, 16) 

 

The impassioned ending to one of his more extravagant later works, La Colombe Assassinée 

(1983), musing as it does on why we idly look on while predators eat weaker animals, and 

even questioning the need for us all to die shows that he cared deeply about such differences.  

 

Still, Laborit objects sharply at various points to any claim that he is a biological reductionist, 

offering a counterpunch of his own to his accusers. Under the heading of “experimental 

method” (and we should recall that Laborit attempted this as an educational and social 

experiment, just as he endorsed the research of the time into the effects of confinement on 

animals), he remarks that movement between levels is often needed, taking the form of 

a constant movement from one level of organisation to the other on the part of the 

experimenter. In other words, it requires an “opening” of spirit capable of adapting 

itself to the opening of the complex systems which constitute living structures. It’s 

important to understand this because one often hears the affirmation that the social or 

economic or political cannot be “reduced” to the biological. Inasmuch as there is a 

fashionable battle against “reductionism” I am the first to join. For a long time, I tried 

to show an interdisciplinarity in my work in an era when this was badly regarded and 

where confidence was only accorded to reductionist specialists. On the other hand, if 

there is no question of reducing the operations of the nervous system to that of an 

isolated neuron, how can one understand the former without knowledge of the latter?  

(2012, 41)  

 

Even more colourfully, Laborit goes on to remark that all the human sciences are inherently 

biological, and that manoeuvres denying this reduce the analysis of things like the 



unconscious to a “band of superficial foam [frange d’écume superficielle]” (43). This brings 

us to the social plane, and, eventually, to the city and its politics. 

 

The Social: Evolution and Imagination 

Laborit, as we have seen, treated the social body in cybernetic terms and did so, not in a 

simplistic or isolated way, but as part of a complex and interdependent system.  For Laborit, 

there was no contradiction in the idea that certain sorts of inquiry required constituent 

analysis, while others moved between levels.  This, after all, had been Bernard’s 

achievement: to show that while organs needed to be understood in themselves, homeostasis 

was maintained through a complex of bodily monitoring systems, regulators and servo-

mechanisms. To grasp the system, it was necessary to see it as a system.  

 

The same thing, Laborit held was true of society.  For Laborit, the aim of the social, its 

finality, is to maintain human life.  That is, like any living cybernetic system, the aim is for it 

to perpetuate itself – not at the individual level, but at the social level. In many of his works, 

over and over again, we hear not a hermeneutic ontology about “why” we live, but rather, 

that we live in order to live: life is its own justification: “the finality of a human group is…to 

live, to maintain its structure” (2011, 21).  For Laborit there is no other “why,” no other need 

to explain purpose. This raises, among other things, the issue of the role of such things as 

creativity and imagination. 

 

For Laborit, the imagination was an important research problem: indeed, he opens one 

discussion of “Creativity” by citing his own earlier work as showing that it is “the creative 

imagination” that defines humanity, and not in the limited sense of an array of merchandise 

(marchandises) (2012, 305).  If the human animal physically has not evolved much in tens of 



thousands of years, the social aspect of humanity has been evolving rapidly. The result, for 

Laborit, is a temporal gap of sorts as the fruits of the social body, like the city, race on ahead 

of the slowly evolving biological body of homo sapiens itself: 

At the historical scale of the biosphere, life has among its many fundamental 

characteristics the evolution of species.  At the scale of species, it is not necessarily 

the same, and the species which surround us have not evolved for thousands and often 

millions of years.  Thanks to his imagining brain, man evolved in a technical sense, 

his biological evolution being fixed for a long time.  The only way which remains 

open it seems today is that of a planetary organism: human society. (2011, 191) 

 

In this large scale cybernetics, social groups create structures, the most important of which is 

the city.  For Laborit, the city is both an achievement, and a system of cruel domination – as 

we shall now see. 

 

The City as “Secretion” 

Laborit’s most sustained treatment of the city takes place in the book he wrote about his 

“experimental” work with the students who approached him in 1968.  If they came to him 

with a readymade politics of the city, Laborit’s response to this was to challenge them – and 

us – to see the city in a biological context. The city may have logics of its own, but for 

Laborit, these do not supervene the social group that produces it. As he puts it,  

The city is a human product. But humanity has not always been urbanised, and the 

study of the factors leading to its progressive urbanisation furnish us with precious 

teachings on the significance of the city across history, up to the present time.  In any 

event, it would be more exact to say that the city represents the product of a social 

group. One might say then, in cybernetic terms, that the city is the “effect” of an 

effector and that this “effector” is the social group. But even this utterance which 

seems obvious, is itself inexact, because for an effector to operate, it needs a goal, a 

finality. It is actually “programmed” for that.  (2011, 21) 

 

These cybernetic terms overlay his distinctive biological analytic.  He then goes on to spell 

out the diminished significance of the city in his view, especially in its relationship to human 

being:    

The finality of the human group is not to build a city. It is to live, to maintain its 

structure.  A human group in this respect is no different from a single living organism, 



that is to say, a cellular grouping, whose finality is only able to be the maintenance of 

its organisation, of its complex structure in an environment which is less complex 

than it is.  (2011, 21) 

 

One might expect human groups to have produced all kinds of social organisational systems, 

yet Laborit recognises the power of the city, and seeks to explain it in cybernetic terms – 

leading eventually to a kind of cyberpolitics in the most literal sense. 

 

Laborit writes of the city as a “secretion,” evoking natural images (such as those sketched by 

Gaston Bachelard in his Poetics of Space), perhaps of the shell or hive. Like such structures, 

once they are in existence, they affect those who live in them.  And because of the 

continuities, it can be analysed in this layered contextual way too, as parts of systems larger 

than they are: “Ecologically, the city and the social group…are part of a region, itself 

inscribed in a nation, with geo-climatic particulars….sociologically, the city is secreted in the 

same way by a social group which cannot live isolated [from larger structures]”(195).  His 

argument is therefore a cybernetics framed by evolutionary theory: imagination makes it 

possible to change the very terms of human existence (187). 

 

The city is, in Laborit’s view, a defined form across the recent history of humanity.  For him, 

this old form is continuous with the social structure, and is not separate from it:: 

In the same way, we have eliminated all analogical rapprochements between the city 

and living organisms, between urban and biological structure.  These analogies, so 

often expressed, can only be viewed as gratuitous expressions of the mind, only as a 

poetic game. Actually, the city is a production of life, a secretion, an envelope. If an 

analogy is to be tried, it is to be found in the in-between space of the living organism 

and the generative social structure of the city.  As for the city itself, it is at once tool 

and clothing, an armour-plating and a limiting, a place of exchange, a membrane. If 

its structure is determined by that of the human group which produces and uses it, it 

may only be imagined analogically to this structure or compared to it by not mixing 

up the effector and the effect, the system and its finality.  (2011, 27) 

 



The city now is the dominant form of the “planetary society” of our times (194), and the 

suggestion in his work is that it needs to be changed – bringing us to politics as such.   

 

Politics and Social Change 

The city leads to structures of domination.  How to change this?  In the lead-up to L’Homme 

et la Ville, Laborit was working on the twin issues of imagination and aggression.  The fruits 

of this work appeared immediately in L’Agressivité Détournée and in L’Homme Imaginant. 

L’Homme et la Ville captures key aspects of both books in its synthesis of the issues. The 

reasons for aggression, he says, are not just “affective” (2011, 47, 49), but result from the 

interplay of the close conditions impacting on the biochemical processes of the body.  This 

does not, Laborit contends, make violence or aggression (which he defines cybernetically) 

inevitable, or innate.  Intervening in a debate between Lorenz and Carrighar, he cites the 

latter’s contention that Lorenz takes insufficient account of the fact that the animals and fish 

he studied were in confined spaces (63-64), and that this is what made them aggressive. In 

cities, too, humanity is closely confined – this is the basis of his argument that cities foster a 

politics of domination. 

 

At this point, Laborit cites Marx to describe the problem (but not the solution). For Laborit,  

Their survival as capitalist structures is a function of the profit of the economic class 

which needs [the profit] to maintain its power, hence the [ongoing] class structure. 

Because very rapidly it is not the maintenance of this structure which has become the 

fundamental objective, but rather, profit….this rupture was predicted by Marx with a 

short settlement date…how is it that it has not already happened?  (187)      

 

Part of the reason for the failure of Marx’s predictions lies in the gap between the productive 

and cybernetic information systems of capitalist economies (2011, 186), something which he 

sees as a way forward in future social orders. As if responding to Marx’s clarion call to arms, 

the final part of La Nouvelle Grille makes a similar demand for a new politics. Instead of 



pursuing well-being through consumption, which he sees as an “indirect consequence of 

behaviour” and not its “essential goal” (324), he declares that the “man of tomorrow” will 

certainly seek pleasure but will find satiation only in creativity, and therefore, must be 

“politically motivated.  Politics has to become his fundamental activity” (325). 

 

The change in Laborit’s view is not revolutionary in the Marxist sense, however.  The 

Nouvelle Grille closes with questions rather than answers (2012, 319, 332). He refrains from 

predicting the outcome of the pressures we place on the planet and on each other, but 

demands that we stop seeing entire classes as a “workforce” but rather as a structure which 

deals in information, and indeed, as a “source” of information (2012, 329).  The exigencies 

that he sees of an entropic universe and a dying sun may seem far off for most of his readers, 

but these supply Laborit himself with the theoretical timelines of his demand, and his 

challenge.  

 

 Laborit:  Prospects and Problems 

In conclusion, Laborit’s ongoing status in France is well-founded. This man who rose to such 

prominence despite his early career trajectory (childhood illness, a childhood beginning in 

Hanoi, and pursuing an erratic path to national recognition outside the academic 

establishment) combines things in a challenging way, and provides an interesting study in 

innovation as such. The legacy is complex and many of his assumptions need to be 

questioned, often because the views of psychological determinism have become even more 

prominent today.  In my view, though, he still offers insights in different disciplines, as an 

interdisciplinary thinker, as an exponent of biological cybernetics, and as a biologist 

commenting on the social, especially the city and its politics.  

   



Laborit’s interdisciplinarity is distinctive, and he evinced it when it was not widely accepted 

(2012, 318).  In our time, we are familiar with tired appeals to interdisciplinarity, so perhaps 

his view now offers a corrective in a different direction: for his example shows the need for 

grounding in disciplines, and as his application to the fields of the city and society show, even 

he restrained his work to recurring sites, meaning his interdisciplinarity was not endless, but 

limited. The value of limited interdsiciplinarity is the challenge, as we find ways to create 

new and connected knowledges. 

 

By any standard, Laborit’s contribution within his chosen fields is formidable. His 

achievements in medicine and biology are highly significant for researchers in those fields (as 

is his defiance of established protocols and norms to discover them), but in the field of 

humanities and social science, his cybernetics and his social theory are his signal 

achievements – and his books in this area remain in print today.  His work is now part of a 

popular critical theory of the city, and of society, and it is one based on his distinctive 

biological cybernetics. 

 

Laborit reinserts cybernetics into a biological envelope. Laborit’s emphatic biologism in his 

social theory led him to make claims based on the one hand on theories of homeostasis and 

on the other, of evolution. Laborit’s application of both ideas to the city allowed him to stage 

an evolutionary claim that social cybernetics systems were changing because they were 

evolving creatively. Humanity thereby is both cybernetic and dynamic. On the one hand, 

then, he traced the city’s maintenance systems, the cybernetic processes that kept things 

running in a stable way, while on the other hand, exploring the possibility that humanity had 

entered a new and in his view, quite dangerous phase of evolution that risked habitation on 

the planet.  At times there is grandiosity in his contentions (or a tendency especially after 



L’Homme et la Ville) towards posing of rhetorical or even deliberately unanswerable 

questions in place of circumscribed conclusions and directions.        

 

Laborit was, in many respects, what we would now call an evolutionary biologist. The work 

of evolutionary biologists today is often facile in its assumptions about the trajectory to the 

present, leading to conclusions of short-lived interest. Laborit does better than this. A current 

example will suffice to show his ongoing relevance. One interesting recent development has 

been a renewed interest in the idea that death and evolutionary development are inextricably 

linked.  Laborit himself remarked 

As far as life is concerned, death is useless and not comprehensible; but without 

death, evolution cannot take place. Life could have continued as it appeared in its 

simplest form. For an individual, on the contrary, death is the secret of evolution 

towards a more complex form, through the return of material to the common pool of 

organic substances and their slow evolutionary reconstitution through the ages, as 

long as solar energy makes it possible. (1963, 12) 

 

Indeed, he goes on, our choices are “eternal life with submission to the environment, or 

freedom with death” (12). Since Laborit’s time, we have spent billions of dollars on the 

“war” on this primitive cellular process called cancer.  A recent synopsis remarked that 

despite 500 billion dollars being spent, “every second person affected by cancer, succumbs to 

the disease” (Science Daily 2014).  The article reported German research showing “cancer is 

as old as multi-cellular life on earth and will probably never be eradiated” (Science Daily 

2014).  Another aspect of the ongoing research effort has been the establishment of 

interdisciplinary research teams of the kind Laborit would recognise, such as that led by Paul 

Davies at the University of Arizona.
17

  

 

Many years after Laborit’s analysis, but before the current wave of work, Jean Baudrillard 

offered a vision more starkly in keeping with Laborit’s by pouring scorn on the very aim of 

individual immortality: immortality, he wrote, “hovers ominously over us” (36).  He says 



Normally, these cells are destined to divide a certain number of times, then die. If, 

during these divisions, a disturbance occurs (an impairment of the anti-tumour gene, 

or of the function of apoptosis) the cell becomes cancerous: it forgets to 

die…..Contrary to everything we ordinarily believe, nature first created immortal 

beings, and it was only by winning the battle for death that we became the living 

beings that we are. Blindly, we dream of defeating death and achieving immortality, 

whereas that is our most tragic destiny.  (2011, 36-37) 

 

Laborit’s variety of biology is foundational to such commentary and critical analysis. 

  

Laborit’s work occupies a challenging and uncomfortable space between biology and social 

theory.  If we can dismiss much of this kind of work as inadequate to its task, Laborit’s 

reframing of cybernetics, and his use of this approach in his medical research before his 

social analysis lends interest and texture to his work that makes it suggestive in an ongoing 

way.  We do indeed, as he says, face challenges in the ”planetary” urbanised world of today, 

and these are in more urgent need of address than they were when Laborit himself wrote his 

now classic works. 
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1
 This essay is dedicated to the memory of Isabelle and Bernard, the latter of whom insistently brought Laborit 

to my attention in Paris, many years ago.  
3
 Translated thoughtfully by Stephen Bodington and Alison Wilson under the title, Decoding the Human 

Message.  I wish to acknowledge the assistance of this work (including the word “grid” for the title of the work, 

despite their choice of a different title altogether). I also wish to acknowledge the verification work of Nathalie 

O’Carroll, on the translations I have done in this essay. The only other book translated into English is Stress and 

Cellular Function. I have also listed a useful public address in translation dating from 1963. 
4
 Laborit also had a media presence. For instance, see http://www.dailymotion.com/video/xq40jc_henri-laborit-

eloge-de-la-fuite_webcam  
6
 See Leine (2004) for instructions on making one. 

9
 Those who write of cybernetics typically treat it in terms of two waves or “orders” (Dupuy 2000, Masani 

1990).  This reductive view is Anglo-American oriented, leaving out many other inheritances, but it does 

describe a broad cybernetic trajectory regarding cognition. At risk of further reducing this already reduced 

account of this field, first order cybernetics is usually explained as being focused on stasis as in homeostatic 

systems and autoregulation, while second order cybernetics took a greater interest in the dynamic capacity of 

systems to be reflexive, perhaps even to learn and change. Common to both orders of analysis, however, 

“thought” and cognition became obvious targets and problems for cybernetic inquiry – and its critics. 
10

 Laborit obviously thought this issue important. He repeats this passage almost word for word in La Nouvelle 

Grille – and my edition of the work actually starts it under its own heading after a page break (1974, 39).  
11

 Kunz,2014. Kunz also remarks that he was nominated for the Nobel prize but “he did not receive it. It is said 

that this was because of the hostility of the Parisian medical microcosm, notably the dean of the Faculty of 

Medicine, who could not accept the new views in anesthesiology and medicine that Laborit proposed, and who 

made the journey to Stockholm to dissuade the jury.” 
13

 On this context, especially the Nobel prize-winning Charles Richet, see Stewart Wolf (1993, 128ff.)  
17

 Davies is a physicist and media commentator as well as researcher. His team investigated dynamic and 

homeostatic aspects of cancer environments.  It also emphatically makes the point that cancer is a primate, not 

specifically human, affliction (Davies, Demetrius, Tuszynski 2011). In media interviews, he bluntly challenges 

the idea of current therapies based on attacking cancer’s proliferative capacity, its strongest point (Davies 2014). 


