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Anmeldung und Information

Ernst-von-Glasersfeld-Archiv
im Forschungsinstitut Brenner-Archiv
Herzog-Friedrich-Straße 3, A-6020 Innsbruck

Telefon +43 512 507-45020

E-Mail evg-archiv@uibk.ac.at

www.uibk.ac.at/brenner-archiv/projekte/glasersfeld

und www.evg-archive.net

Wir bitten um Anmeldung per E-mail an

evg-archiv@uibk.ac.at bis 10. Juni 2022.

We ask for registration via email to

evg-archiv@uibk.ac.at by 10 June, 2022.

Ernst von Glasersfeld (1917–2010), geboren in München als Sohn eines k.u.k.

Diplomaten und einer Skirennläuferin, ist der Begründer der Wissenstheorie des

Radikalen Konstruktivismus, der zu einer Leittheorie in den Natur-, Kultur und

Sozialwissenschaften wurde. Exil in Irland. Nach dem Krieg Grundlagenforschung in

Begriffsanalyse und maschineller Übersetzung zuerst am Zentrum für Kybernetik in

Mailand und danach an der University of Georgia, wo er als Professor für Kognitive

Psychologie auch „Yerkish“, eine erste Zeichensprache für Primaten, entwickelte. Im

Anschluss an die Emeritierung Mitarbeit am Scientific Research Reasoning Institute

der University of Massachusetts in Amherst. Sein Nachlass, das Ernst-von-Glasersfeld-

Archiv, ist seit 2011 Teil des Brenner-Archivs an der Universität Innsbruck.

Die jährlich stattfindende Ernst-von-Glasersfeld-Lecture widmet sich Themen, mit

denen sich Ernst von Glasersfeld ein Forscherleben lang auseinandersetzte.

Einladung

Ernst von Glasersfeld Lecture 2022

Lorraine Daston 

Max-Planck-Institut für Wissenschaftsgeschichte, Berlin

Big Calculation and the History of Intelligence
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Lorraine Daston

Big Calculation and the History of Intelligence

Imagine a young child learning to identify elephants. After being shown a 

few images, the child can reliably identify elephants, whether at a zoo, in a 

picture book, or as a toy. Now imagine trying to teach a super computer the 

same thing. This can be done, by feeding the computer tens of thousands of 

examples of elephant images and giving it feedback when it either succeeds or 

fails in identifying elephants correctly and in distinguishing them from images 

of other things. We don’t know the processes by which either the child or the 

super computer learns to identify elephants, but we can be sure these are very 

different forms of intelligence. 

One thing we do know about the alien intelligence of the super-computer is 

that its most fundamental operations are calculations, millions and millions 

of them executed at lightning speed. Its intelligence, often called “Artificial 

Intelligence” or AI, is based on the oldest and most basic algorithms of all: the 

four operations of arithmetic, addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division. 

In the long history of calculation, it has rarely been linked to intelligence; on 

the contrary, number-crunching was seen as drudge work to be done by low-

skill labor. 

It is therefore surprising that Artificial Intelligence, nowadays our best 

candidate for an alternative (and, some would claim, potentially superior) form 

of intelligence, should turn out to be all about calculation. Perhaps there is 

more to dull calculation than meets the eye. More specifically, perhaps there 

is an element of algorithmic intelligence in Big Calculation that offers us a 

clue as to how a form of intelligence considered at best tedious and at worst 

mechanical became the very prototype of powerful intelligence by the late 

twentieth century.

Lorraine Daston has published on a wide range of topics in the history of scien-

ce, including the history of probability and statistics, wonders in early modern 

science, the emergence of the scientific fact, scientific models, objects of scienti-

fic inquiry, the moral authority of nature, and the history of scientific objectivity. 

Books include Gegen die Natur (2018 with Peter Galison; English edition Against 
Nature, 2019); Objektivität (2017), Science in the Archives (2017) and (with Paul 

Erikson et al.) How Reason Almost Lost Its Mind: The Strange Career of Cold War 
Rationality (2014). 

Her current projects include a history of rules (Rules: A Short History of What 
We Live By, forthcoming July 2022), the meaning of modernity in the history of 

science, international governance in science since the late nineteenth century, 

and the relationship between moral and natural orders. 

She is the recipient of the Pfizer Prize and Sarton Medal of the History of Science 

Society, the Schelling Prize of the Bavarian Academy of Sciences, the Lichtenberg 

Medal of the Göttingen Academy of Sciences, the Luhmann Prize of the Uni-

versity of Bielefeld, and the Dan David Prize amongst others. 2019 she received 

the Austrian Ehrenzeichen für Wissenschaft und Kunst. Honorary doctorates 

from Princeton University, the Hebrew University and the ETH Lausanne. Lorraine 

Daston is Director Emerita of the Max Planck Institute for the History of Science, 

a regular Visiting Professor in the Committee on Social Thought at the University 

of Chicago and Permanent Fellow of the Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin.


