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In Praise of Technology

Samuel C. F lorman

would become increasingly utopian.
Today there is a growing belief that technology has escaped from human
cowuirol and js making our lives intolerable. Thus do we dart from one false

and dangerous phenomenon is very much overdue. The founding father of
the contemporary anti-technological movement is Jacques Ellul, whose book,
The Technological Society, was published in France in 1954, and in the United
States ten years Jater., When it appeared here, Thomas Merton, writing in
Commonweal, called jt “one of the most Important books of this mid-cen-
ry.” In Book Week it was labeled “an essay that will likely rank among
the most important, as wel] as tragic, of our time,”

Ellul’s thesis is that “technique” has become a Frankenstein monster that

but all deliberate and rational behavior, al] efficiency and organization. Man
created technique in prehistoric times out of sheer necessity, but then the
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bourgeoisie developed it in order to make moncy, and the masses were con-
verted because of their interest in comfort. The search for efficiency has be.-
come an end in itself, dominating man and destroying the quality of his life,
The second Prominent figure 1o unfurl the banner of umi-!cchnology was
Lewis Mumforq, His conversion was particularly significant since for many
years he had been known and respected as the leading historian of lechnology.
His massive Myth of the Machine appeared in 1967 (Part I Technics anyg
Human Developmenl) and in 1970 (Part I: The Pentagon of Power). Euch
volume in turn was given front-page coverage in The New York Times Sundy 1y
Book Review. Op the first page of Book World a reviewer wrote, “Hereafter
it will be difficult indeed 1o take seriously any discussion of oyr industria)

—have been pivotal,
They are united in their hatred and fear of technology, and surprisingly
unanimous in their treatment of severa] key themes:
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1. Technology is a “thing” or a force that has escaped from human cop-
trol and is spoiling our lives,

2. Technology forces man to do work that is tedious and degrading,
3. Technology forces Mman to consume things that he does not really desire.

4. Technology creates an elite class of technocrats, and so disenfranchises
the masses,

5. Technology cripples man by cutting him off from the natural world
in which he evolved.

6. Technology provides man with technical diversions which destroy hjs
existential sense of his own being,

The ami-technologists repeatedly contrast our abysmal technocracy with three
cultures that they consider preferable: the primitive tribe, the peasant com-
munity, and medieval society,

Recognizing that we cannot return to earlier times, the_ami-tcchnologisls
nevertheless would have yg attempt to recapture the satisfactions of these van-

In the often-repeated story, Samuel Johnson and James Boswell stood talking
about Berkeley's theory of the nonexistence of matter. Boswell observeq that
although he was satisfied that the theory was false, it was impossible to refute
it. *I never shall forget,” Boswell tells us, “the alacrity with which Johnson
answered, striking his foot with mighty force against a large stone, till he re-
bounded from jt—o refute it rhys,* »

The ideas of the anti-technologists arouse in me a mood of exasperation
similar to Dr. Johnson’s. Their ideas are so obviously false, and yet so per-
suasive and widely accepted, that I fear for the common sense of us a].

The impulse to refute this doctrine with a Johnsonian kick is diminished
by the fear of appearing simplistic. So much has been written about technology
by so many profound thinkers that the nonprofessional cannot help but be
intimidated. Unfonunately for those who would dispute them, the anti-tech-
nologists are masters of prose and intellectual finesse. To make things worse,

lowed to stand, the engineer is hard pressed 1o Justify his existence, _More
important, the implications for society, should anti-technology prevail, are
most disquieting. For, at the very core of anti-technology, hidden under a
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veneer of esthetic sensibility ard ethical concern, lies 3 yearning for 3 to-
talitarian society, :

The first ami-technological dogma to be confronted s the treatment of
technology as Something that hag éscaped from humap control. It is under-
Standable that sometimes anxiety and frustration can make us fee| thjg way,
But sober thought reveals that technology is not up independent force, much
less a thing, byt merely one of the types of activities ipn which people engage,
Furthcrmorc, it Is an activity in which people engage because they choase
to do so. The chojce Mmay sometimes be foolish Or unconsidered, The choice
may be forced Upon some members of society by others, But this js very
different from the concept of technology itself misleading or enslaving the
populace,

Philosopher Daniel Callahan has stated the case with calm clarity:

At the very outse; we have to do away with a false and misleading dualism, one
which abstracts man on the one hang and technology on the other, as if the two
WEre quite separate kinds of realities, | believe that there is no dualism inherent
here. Man jg by nature 4 technological animal; 1o be human is to pe technological,
If I am correct in that judgment, then there is no room for a dualism at all.
Instead, we should recognize that whep we speak of technology, thiy s another
way of speaking about man himself in one of his manifestatjons,

Although to me Callahan’s Statement makes irrefutable good sense, and
Ellul’s concept of technology as being a thing-in-jtself makes absolutely no
sense, I recognize thy this does not Put an end to the matter, any more thap
Samuel Johnson settled the question of the nature of reality by kicking a stone,

It cannot be denied that, in the face of the excruciatingly complex prob-
lems with which we live, it seems ingenuous 1o Say that men invent and
manufacture things because they want to, or becayse others want them to
and reward them accordingly, Whep men have engaged in technologica] ac-
tivities, these activities appear to have had consequences, noy only physical
but also intellectual, psychological, ang Cultural. Thus, j can be argued, tech-
nology s determinisiic. 1y causes other things to happen, Someone invents
the automobile, for example, and j changes the Way people think as welj
as the way they act. It changes their living patterns, thejr values, and their
€Xpectations ip ways that were not anticipated when the automobile was first
introduced. Some of the changes appear to be not only unanticipated but

nologists.
In addition 1o confounding rationa| discourse, the demonology outlook
of the ami-technologists discounts completely the integrity and intelligence of
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the ordinary person, Indeed, pity and disdain for the individual citizgn is an
essential aspect of anti-technology. It is central to the next two dogmas, which
hold that technology forces man to do tedious and degrading work, and then
forces him to consume things that he does not really desire,

Is it ingenuous, again, 1o say that people wo'rk, not to feed some mon-

bored because they are not required to work, and a lot of ordinary people
grumble because they have 10 work hard. o .

The anti-technologists romanticize the work of earlier times in an attem;?t
10 make it seem more appealing than work in a technological age. But their
idyllic descriptions of beasant life do not ring true, Agricuhur-al .work, for all

choices of real people. .

As for the technological society forcing people to consume things that
they do not want, how can We respond to this canard? Like the boy who
said, “Look, the emperor has no clothes,” one might observe that the con-
suriers who buy cars and electric can openers could, if they chose, buy oboes
ai.d oil puints, sailboats and hiking boots, chess sets and Mozart records, Or,
if they have no personal “increasing wants,” in Mumford's pﬁras;, coulfi they
not help purchase a kidney machine which wpuld save their nelghb9r§ life?
“1f people are vulgar, foolish, and selfish in their choice of purchz.ises,, is At“not
the worst sort of €op-out to blame this on “the economy,” “society,” or “the
Suave technocracy™? Indeed, would not a4 man prefer bging called vulgar to
being told he has no will with which to make choices of his own?

that exploitation increases as 2 result of the growth of tcchnqlogy? .
Upon reflection, this claim appears to be absolutely without foundation.
When camel caravans traveled across the deserts, there were a few merchant
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contends). Perhaps in smal| tribes there was Jess exploitation than that which
developed in large and complex cultures, and surely technology played a role
in that transition But since the dim, distant time of that injtia] transition,
it simply is not true that advances i technology have beep helpful to the
Establishment jn increasing its power over the masses,

In fact, the evidence is all the other way. In technologically advanced
societies, there is more freedom for the average citizen than there was in ear-
lier ages. There has been continuing apprehension that new technological
achievements might make it possible for governments to tyranpjze the citi-
zenry with Big Brother techniques. But, in spite of all the newest electronic
gadgetry, governmens are scarcely able to prevent the antisocial actions of
criminals, much Jess control every act of every citizen, Hijacking, technically

sity because of technology. In spite of their €Xtravagant Statements, they cap-
not help but recognize that they are mistaken, statistically, at leqst, Reich s
wrong when he says that “decisions are made by experts, Specialists, and pro-
fessionals safely insulated from the feelings of the people.” (Witness changes
in opinion, and then in legislation, concerning abortion, divorce, and porno-
graphy.) Those who were slaves are now free. Those who were disenfranchised
fan now vote. Rigid class structures are giving way to frenetic mobility, The
barons and abbots and merchant princes who treated their fellow humans like
animals, and convinced them that they would get their reward in heaven, would
be incredulous 1o hear the anti-technologists theorize about how technology
has brought abouyt an increase in exploitation. We need only look at the up-
derdeveloped nations of our present era to see that exploitation is not propor-
tionate to technological advance, If anything, the Proportion is inverse.

Next we must confront the charge that technology is cutting man off from
his natural habitat, with Catastrophic consequences. It is important 1o point
out that if we are less jp touch with nature than We were—and this cap hardly
be disputed—then the reason does not lie exclusively with technology. Tech-
nology could be used to put people in very close touch with nature, if that
is what they want. Wealthy people could have comfortable abodes in the
wilderness, could h'vc‘among birds in the highest Jjungle treetops, or evep
fommune with fish in the ocean depths, But they seem to prefer penthouse
apartments in New York and villas on the crowded hills aboye Cannes. Poorer
people could stay on their farms on the Plains of Iowa, or ip their small towns
in the hills of New Hampshire, if they were willing to live the Spare and simple
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life. But many of them seem to tire of the loneliness and the hard physical
labor that goes with rusticity, and succumb to the allure of the cities.

It is Roszak’s lament that “the malaise of a Chekhoy play” has settled
upon daily life. He ignores the fact that the famous Chekhoy malaise stems
in no small measure from living in the country. “Yes, old man,” shouts Dr,
Astrov at Uncle Vanya, “in the whole district there were only two decent,
well-educated men; you and 1. And in some ten years the common round
of the trivial life here has swamped us, and has poisoned our life with its
putrid vapors, and made us just as despicable as all the rest.” There is tedium
in the countryside, and sometimes squalor.

Nevertheless, | personally enjoy being in the countryside or in the woods
and so feel a certain sympathy for the anti-technologists’ views on this subject,
But I can see no evidence that frequent contact with nature is essential to
human well-being, as the antitechnologists assert. Even if the human species

in city environs, with very little if any contact with “nature.” Have they lived
lives inherently inferior because of this? Who would be presumptuous enough
to make such a statemen?

The next target of the anti-technologists is Everyman at play. It is particularly
important to anti-technology that popular hobbies and pastimes be discredited,
1or leisure is one of the benefits generally assumed to follow in the wake of
technological advances. The theme of modern man at leisure spurs the anti-
technologists to derisjon,

In their consideration of recreation activities, the anti-technologists disdain
to take into account anything that an actual participant might feel. For even

camp, watching television or listening to a Jukebox, playing with a pinball
machine or eating hot dogs—we are told that he s only being fooled into
thinking that he is happy. '

It is strategically convenient for the anti-technologists to discount the ex-
pressed feclings of the average citizen, It then follows that (1) those satisfactions
which are attributed to technology are illusory, and (2) those dissatisfactions which
are the fault of the individual can be blamed on technology, since the individ-
ual’s choices are made under some form of hypnosis. It is a can't-lose proposition.

Under these ground rules, how can we argue the question of what con-
stitutes the good life? The anti-technologists have every right to be gloomy,
and have a bounden duty to express their doubts about the direction our lives
are taking. But their persistent disregard of the average person’s sentiments
is a crucial weakness in their argument—particularly when they ask us to con-
sider the “real” satisfactions that they claim ordinary people experienced in

N & other cultures of other times,
o
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It is difficult not to be seduced by the anti-technologists® idyllic clcgics for
Past cultures. We all are moved to reverie by talk of an arcadian golden age,
But wt.len we awaken from thijs reverie, we realize that the anti-technologists
have diverted us with half-truths and distortions. The harmony which the antj-
technologists see in primitive life, anthropologists find in only certain tribeg
Others display (he Vvery anxiety and hostility that anti-technologists blame or;
tcchfxology—as why should they not, being almost totally vulnerable to every
Passing hazard of nature, beast, discase, and human enemy? As for the peas-
ant, was he “foot-free,” “sustained by Physical work,” with 4 capacity for g

time of “moral Jjudgment,” “equilibrium,” and “common aspirations. Was it
not also a time of pestilence, brigandage, and public tortures? “The chroniclers
themselves,” admits a noted admirer of the period (J. Huizinga), tel] ys “of
covetousness, of cruelty, of cool calculation, of well-understood self-inter-
est .. .- " The callous brutality, the unrelievable pain, the ever-present threat
otj untimely death for oneself (and worse, for one’s children) are the realities
wtﬁh yvhich our ancestors lived and of which the anti-technologists seem totally
oblivious,

of despair, melancholy, and ennui. We find also an abundance of greed, treach-
ery, vulgarity, and stupidity, Absorbed as we are in our own problems, we
tend to forget how replete history is with wars, feuds, Plagues, fires, massa-

technologists follow in this tradition, and, in the light of history, their con-
demnation of technology can be seen to be just about ay valid as the Counter-
Reformation’s condemnation of witchcraft,

'But it will not do to say plus ¢u change plus c'est Iy méme chose,* and
let 1t g0 at that. We do have Some problems that are unique in degree if
not in kind, and in oyr society a vague, generalized discontent appears to

*Editors’ note; “The more things change, the more they are the same.”
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be more widespread thap it was just a generation ago, Something is wrong,
but whar?

Our contemporary problem is distressingly obvious. We have too many
People wanting 100 many things, This s not caused by technology; it js a
Consequence of the type of creature that man is. There are 2 few people holg-
Ing back, like those who are willing to do without disposable bottles, a few
people turning back, like the young men apd women moving 1o the coun-
terculture ¢ommunes, and many people who have not 8otten started becayse
of crushing poverty and ignorance. But the vag majority of people in the
world want to moye forward, whatever the consequences. Not that they are
lemmings. They are wary of revolution and anarchy, They are increasingly
disturbed by crowding and pollution, Many of them recognize that “progress”
is not necessarily taking them from worse 1o better. But Whatever thejr caution
and misgivings, they are pressing on with g determination that is awesome
to behold.

Our blundering, Pragmatic democracy may be doomed g fail. The in-
creasing demands of the masses may overwhelm ys, despite all our resilience
and ingcnuity. In such an event we will haye po choice but 1o change. The

us fantasies ang despair. Where we need an increase ip mutual respect, they
xhibit hatred for the powerful ang contempt for the wea. The times demand
more citizen activism, byt they tend to fecommend an ajoof disengagement.

ing dolefulness, Nevertheless, the ami~technologists have managed to gajp 3
feputation for kindly wisdom,
This reputation is not entirely undeserved, since they do have many in-

<

Y

12

Technology and Human Vajyes
Melvin Kranzberg

Just when technology seems on the verge of . "@am and Starvation,
Wwe find it called into question. The suspicion wiﬂ?»vbhich John Ruskin, William
Morris, ang Herman Mejvije regarded the wachine in the nineteenth century
has carried over into the twentieth, Coum'erbalancing H. G. weliss belief in
the beneficence of technology were the“nightmare visjons of the future cop.
tained in Capek, Huxley, ang Onyeﬂ. Most recently, such stalwart uphojd-

From Virginig Quarterly Reviey 40 (1964): 578-92, Reprinted by permission,
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