TOWARD MORE FINELY FOCUSED CONFERENCES ON PCT

Bill Powers

After the fizzle of the 2012 meeting of the Control Systems Group, I have been reassessing the need for continuing this gathering. When the CSG conference ceases to pull people in, the natural tendency is to start pushing them in, but of course that doesn't work. I suggest that it's time to mothball this organization in this its 27th year of existence. I don't say “dissolve” because we can leave the door open a crack to restarting the CSG if the time ever comes when it is demanded again.

There are two subgroups within PCT that I know well which are doing serious work that requires real-world effort,. skill, and knowledge. One is the group we could call the Manchester-New Jersey-Alice Springs Consortium, concerned with psychotherapy in general and the method of levels in particular.. The other is the group we used to call modelers, and now might begin calling the Second Foundation after Asimov's inspiring dream. This is the group working on the Prime Radiant, but in our case, a model of the Grand Unified Theory of Living Control Systems rather than Psychohistory. There are others, but I will let them announce themselves as the occasion arises.

The basic idea is to start a series of miniconferences or workshops focused sharply on special interests. I once said I hoped the day would never come when the CSG would cease to have plenary sessions allowing each person to know what all the others were doing. But that hope may have been misguided, in that it required specialists to broaden their focus to communicate with foreign  specialties, thus having no time to get down to the basic problems that really interested them but bored everyone else. I'm suggesting that we let the pendulum swing back toward the other extreme, with the idea that it might finally come to rest in a less extreme position.

I am currently focused on the Second Foundation, which turns out to involve computer models but also a newly energetic push toward a bottom-up approach through neuroscience. In particular, I'm working with Henry Yin to develop a working model (like the Live Block Diagram) of the stretch and Golgi tendon reflexes, which are control systems which control muscle length and muscle force or torque at joints. Henry is chomping at the bit because he wants this model so he can start connecting the basal ganglia to it. Others may have other uses for it, but the price to everyone is that they must work on it with me.  You see, the psychotherapists are yawning already.

Anyway, that model will be ready to look at in a month or so, and Dag Forssell is going to help me convene a miniconference so people can work on it (and introduce their own work) and decide where it will go next. I don't think that there are more than six or seven people, if that many, who will think it worthwhile to spend three or four days during the academic year, not to mention the costs, to further this effort. That's fine, it's about the right number for getting anything done. But I won't object to more – some people may want to come as a way of flogging themselves into finally learning how to program these models, and they would be welcome.

I t hink the Manchester etc. group have already started doing this sort of thing, with Sara Tai going to visit Tim and Margaret Carey in Alice Springs, and to begin starting trials of MOL (disguised as Cognitive Behavior Theory) at – where was it, University of Adelaide?

What Dag and I need right now is (1) an indication of interest from those who have any, (2) a statement of when it would be possible for you to travel to and attend a three or four day meeting at some location in the USA. The largest number of possible times is called for because we have to intersect all the possibilities so everyone who wants to come can do so. Please email me.

Bill

