§

“turned to

is always the same. 1 have no general
aim save this.”

Menckenr's chief problem vras, of
course,- his prodigious wvanity. From
time to time the great man would
tell friends that he was engaged “in
a diagnosis of the democratic dis-
ease.” His Notes On Democracy, pub-
lished in 1926, revealed that he hzad
no visible philesephy other than his
oft-repeated theme that mankind was
composed of “gentlemen” and
“boobs,” — just what the difference
was between the “inferior four-fifths
of mankind” and the superior one-
fifth Mencken never bothe:ed to de
fine. His one dubious contributior
was the creation of a. Frankenstein,
the zll-American Boob — a moronic
ignoramus who “doesn’t know what
a Doric column is, or an etching, or a
fugue. He is as ignorant of sénnets
and the Gothic style as he is of ec-
clesiastical politics in  Abyssinia.
Homer, Virgil, Cervantes, Bach,
Raphael, Rubens, Beethaven all
such = colossal mnames are empty
sounds to him.” Sinclair Lewis, who
wrote Main Sireet largely under the
influence wof too much Mencken,
would almopst certainly have flunked
the entrance examination of Men-
cken’s superior one-fifth academy.

By the late 1929s, Mencken and his
magazine, The American Mercury,
were a spent force. like a broken-
dowre vaudevillian who mever quite
kniows when to get off the stage,
Mencken lingered on doing his “act”
until the depression came along. Then
the millions who were out of work
their nmew radio sets for
the “latest news,” went to the movies
for escape, bousght Time — the first
of the mass-circulation news maga-
zines — for the “background” to the
news. Meanwhile, businessmen called
for salesmmanmship tc get the economy
rolling again awnd, of course, adver-
tising expenditures soared. This was
the big change — the 1ole of mass
communications — not the goings on
at the Podunk Chamber of Commerce.
en, the social critic, had missed
the target. In 1933, he resigned the
editership of The American Mercury;
} lwenty vears to live, but

Menek

g nad over

lie was never in the editorial chair
agzin. He made sentimental speeches,
vitole mnostalgically about his early
: days, corresponded with

lars about his lifelong interest
philology and drank bock beer

with  his friends in Baltimore. A
sealzd envelope, opened after his death
in 1956, contained hic exit line:
“Don’t overplay it.” INebody did.
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The Technological Society: A Dialogue
‘The Biology of Technigue’

Jacques Ellul

T am indced grateful to Mr. Theobald
for his conscientious and discerning
review of my bhock, The Technological
Society (The Nation, Oct. 19, 1964).
However, I find myself in disagree-
ment with several® of his points, as
for example when he asks whether
1 refer to a mythical past. The fact
is T do not idealize the pasi, for I am
all too- well aware of its defects.
Neither do I compare present-day so-
ciety with a past society which might
have been better. 1 simply address
myself to today’s problems without
reference to the problems of any for-
mer somety OI again, Mr. Theobald
interprets me as saying that tech-
nigque destroys human society. In fact.
1 am perfectly well able to envisage
a technological society which is not
inhuman per se, but inhuman only
in terms of what man has it in his
power to become and the freedom he
might achieve. But since these brief
comments allow little room for ex-
tensive discussion, 1 shall confine
myself to two points.

The main disagreement between
Mz. Theobald and me concerns the
root causes underiying technical de-
velopment. Mr. Theobald believes that
the present pattern of technical prog-
ress is due to military and econsmic
rivalry among nations and to the race
between production and demand,
hence t0 causes mot inhevently tech-
nical.

1, on the contrary, believe that be-
cause of its proliferation, the technical
phenomenon has assumed an inde-
pendent character quite apart from
economic considerations, and that it
develops according to its own intrinsic
laws. Technique has become man's
new miliew, replacing his former nat-
ural milieu. And just as man’s natu-
ral environment obeys its own physi-
cal, chemical and other laws, our
artificial, technical environment is
now s0 constituted that it also has
its own laws of organization, develop-
ment and reproduction.

“While I was one ‘of the first to try

Tacques Ellul, the author of The Tech-
nological Society, published by Knopf
last fall, is a professor of history and
contemporary sociology at the Uni-
versity of RBordeaux. This article was
translated by Mary Josephson,

to describe these characteristics of
technology, the concept is today gen-
crally admitted by many eminent so-
ciologists. Thus, in his latest work,
one of the greatest of living anthro-
pologists, M. Leroi-Gourhan, writes:
“Analysis of technigues shows that in
the course of time they behave in the
same manner as living species, ap-
parently possessing their own evolu-
tionary force, so that they tend to
escape from man’s control. We
would seem therefore to be dealing
with a veritable biology of technique.”
This is exactly what I was trying to
convey. Technique evolves apart from:
man's intentions, following its own
intrinsic causal processes, independent
of external forces or human aims.
Obviously I cannot recapitulate here
an  exposition which occupies the
greater portion of my book. But this
view of techniquez leads me to think
fhat modifications in economic struc-
ture, a détente in international rela-
tions, and improved cooperation aniong
nations will cause practically no
change in the technical phenomenon.
I do not believe that the mere fact
of being able to exploit largely al)
our resources gives man any paxticu-
lar freedom of choice regarding tech-
nique itself. These choices in reality
are determined by factors within the
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grows ever mere compiex. This is not
equivalent—according to way of
thinking — wita alization in the
traclitional sense

<

1 be a greater i
md)\/lduql into a sociely rigovously
organized, not on an ideological but
on a technical basis. using technical
means. In :his societv the individual's
apparent wider possibilities for action
and self-expression will be basically
illusory.

Technique would not be moditied
by changing the external factors which
presently affect it. These external fac-
tors.give technical society its secomd-
ary characteristics which are some-
times excessive. This is what I wanted
to show when I spoke of the concen-
tration camp, but I also said in the
last chapter thal this is an accidental
result i Xpect to dais-
appear. ‘—Iowevel while we can expect
the secondary characteristics to dis-
appear, this will not result in any

fundamental change in the mnature of

the problemi.

My second point bears on Mr.
Theobald’s correct view of my book
as a description of what has hap-
pened because man has remained
largely unconscious of the many im-
plications of technique and has
sought only to profic From it. Bv ex-
trapolation, my bock is also a warn-
ing of what may happen if man does
not come to understand what is hap
pening and makes no attempt to con-
trol the situation. I mever derried that
technique has brough:. some elements
of wellsbeing and happiness. If I
failed to discuss this, ic is because it
seemed to me so obvious and so well
known as scarcely to bear repeating
that, thanks to technique, man is bet-
ter fed and enjoys many improve-
ments in his lot.

On the other hand, I never intended
to describe any inexorable process ox
inevitable docom. [ simply declared
thai because man does not seem to
realize the extent of the problew. Dbe-
cause our freedom of choice and of
judgment is being reduced, becausz
our technical milieu is becoming
more complex, the evolution that I
described seems increasingly likely.
It ig thevefors only the ever-increasing
probability of this development that
I scught to emphasize.

When it is argued that man can
act effectively when confronted with
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The inte
The politic
to what : powerless
since it is they who are most involved
in this evolution. Nor could any in-
dividual be c¢ffective because his peu-
sonal decisions could not possibly in-
fluence the source of society. Phi-
losophers and artisis are completely
eliminated from the reckoning by the
mere fact of their being nontechnical
men. (All that obviously calls for
lengthy proof!) Thus, what is needed
is a kind cf choelogical and spiritu-
al revolution affecting a considerable
group of ccople. But at present, it
seems (o me that this has not vyet

begun and that it is not scientifically

predictable.

The wor
would b
another., th
self. T

st of illusions, however,
izelieve hat, one wayv ov
¢ problem will resolve it-
1 rxists live in a utopian
dream which claims that all technical
difficulties will automatically be re-
solved GLv the iransiton to a Com-
munist society. However, it is equally
illusory hink that any historical
or econommilc evolution will automati-
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Robert

The ocbject of this brief reply is not
to breal new ground in my deiate
with Eliul but rather te clarify our
areas of agreement and disagree-
ment.

First, I agree with Ellul that, in
large pavt, “the technical phenom-
enon has assumed an independent
character ite apart from economic
considerations. and that it develops
according to its own intrinsic laws.
Technique has hecome man’s new
mijlieu, replacing his former natural
milien.”

Having accepied this reality, ny
review atiemapted to discover the rea-
sons why man was failing to control
technique and what initial steps
would be required to allow us to turn
technique to man's benefit. It was in
this context that [ stated that major

Robert Theobald is the author of Frec
en and Frce Markets (Clarkson N,

callv call forih n vositive respolise
its caallenges; or ¥y helieve
manyv do—thar echnical progress it~
self will resalve the piablems « .

by technique. [n fact. only the more
obvicus., fraguented problenis will ke
so resolvzd. Fox instance,
mation frees wen trom the o
work on the assembly line
perplexing questions arise duriag
process: for technicus spaswns )
lems ever more vasi and complex
than those it resolues

The principal feature of my work
Wwas an attempt to portray rechmigue
as a glchal phenomencon—hence (he
imperfections of my book! But I am
sure that it is orly by becomming awrar
of this phenomenon that men «<an
become convinced of the necessity of
finding a giobal answer (o the !
lenge.  Invariably it is
{inds himself in the presence <Jf Tadi-
cal danger that he learns to react and
to devise a response. So long as man
fuils himself dnto thinking his perils
imaginary, that ready-made solutcns
exist, or .that others will dﬁw‘"‘ a
remedy, he will do nothing but w
1 am still convinced, however, Lu_ ji
we can be sufficiently awakened io
the real gravity of the situafien. mian
hias within himself the nec Ty re-
sources to discover, hy some means
unforeseeable at present, the path to
2 new freedom.

nange in the secio-economic
would .be required if we were (o have
any chance of controlling technique.
I argued then, and still believe, that
the existing recessity to keep demand
and supply in balance, the existing
necessity that each country eamn
enough from its exports to pay for
its imports. and the existing necessity
for each country to attempt to be in
a pOSlthn to detcr potentlat attackeLs
makes it Jmposmble to conirol tech-
nique for sman’s benefit. Indeed, I
wouwld go further and claim that the
cxistence of these conslraints makes
it almost impossible for society even
to perceive the longwrun implications
of techaigque.

Thus, 1 claiin that major changes
in the socio-eccnomic system are Yre-
requisites to the comtrol of techniqu
for man’s benefit. It should he nots
that-1 do not infer by this that tech-
nique does not have certain inherent
requirements and characteristies. 1

Tl Narmoy
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am only argaing 1hat many types of
socio-economic -systems are compati-
ble with t¢he techmological environ-
ment which is so rapidly growing up
around us, and fMat man will deter-
mine — vwhether by conscious choice
or, blind default — the type of socio-
economic system which develops.

1 find Ellul’s position on chis issue
ambigueus: he seems ai many points
in the book and in his reply 1o deny
man’'s power to influence the tech-
nological environment. Indeed, at
times, he appears to bhelieve in a
rél:henj extreme technological deter-
minism. Yet in spite of lhis, at the
end of his reply, he quite clearly
states that man can find “the path
te a new freedom.”

While Ellul and I may disagree on
this pcint, we are in complete agree-
ment that “man does not seem to
realize the extent of the problem” and
that until be does so, technique — or
technolegical determinism—will guide
our furure. However, Elful is far more
negative than I am about the possi-
bility of perceiving the gravity of the
threat and acting effectively to coun-

ter it

Filul dismisses the intellectuals,
the technicians, the politicians, the
philosophers and the artists as sources
of wunderstanding and leadership.
Ellul also dismisses the individual on
the grounds that “one man’s personal
decision could not influence the
course of society.”

This Is surely a total misunder-
standing of the function and poten-
tal of individual leadership. As Toyn-
bee and many others Bkave pointed
out, society has always been-changed
by the wisdom andé courage of a very
few. The need for leadership has
never beesm greater than it is today,
and the poiential for effective leader-
ship has also never been greater.

Many social scientists who are con-
cerned with the problems of achiev-
ing social change would deny this
stalement, claiming that society has
never been so hard 10 change, that
the individual has never had so little
power. These social scientists ignore
1Wwo re Tirst, that many of the
Leliefs of imizrest groums aze no longer

nns  but are instead open 10
o on the basis of rational argu-
sacond, that the new means of
commmndcation are immensely power-
i we would leazn te use them

can onlv be achieved on
el basis  of individuzl leadership
which will then create the large-scale

movement which EDul correcilv sces
as essential for major chanpe. Lach
of us has the individual responsibility
to do what he can tc create this
large-scale movement.

Surely one of the most remarkable
trends of the past two 97 three ycars
in the United States has been the
tentative commencement of such a
large-scale movement which chal-
lenges the fundamentals of the pres-
ent socio-economic system. A number
of people in all interest groups and
all disciplines have begun to perceive
that major change must be brought

ART

about if we are to deal with the im-

pact of technological change. The
basic problem now facing this move-
ment is to bring together this minor-
ity of concerned individuals in a wav
which will allow both analysis and
appropriate action.

We cannot perceive, as yet, where
this movement will take us if it de-
velops. We can be sure, however, that
it will necessarily have to face up to
the issues which Ellul has made ob-
vious in The Technological Society.
This, surely, is the measure of his
achievement.

Max Kozloff

THE AMERICANS: I

The major problem that has con-
fronted American artists of the 20th
century has been to effect some rap-
prochement between their comscious-
ness of the life around them and the
imperatives of modern painting, which
have been increasingly havder to
overleok. however much they are not
a native outgrowth. In pariicular, the
tensions elicited by abstraction, the
great contemperary pictorial idea,
have been extremely difficult te
handle by a tradition of faci or fancy
which was never really disciplined by

the conceptual intricacies of art. Add-
ed to this were cultural conditions,
isolationism, the depression, the ang-
intellectual spirit of American society,
which threw up a whole network of
resistances to the developmment of an

inderendent local ahstract ar:, {The
Soviet repression of Constructivism
was a similar, if far more repressive.
tforce.) And finally, there weze the
strains of invention and continuity
inherent in abstraction itself. IFf Euro-
pean art is studded with painters who
could not bear these conflicts, Amex-
ica presents a plethora of dropouts:
not one of its early modernists held
up longer than a brief instant against
the figurative and parochial — al-
though not, for all that, debilitating
— flavor of their enviromment. One
result was tiaat defensive he-man
psychology. that poorly disguised cult
of masculinity, which has pervaded
our art until only véry zecently. An-
other was the belligerence and defi-
ance of philistia which sc often took
the place of self-criticism.

The Armory Show (1913} <aught
most  artistic opinion off-base. And
in Paris during the tweniies. the

eager Americans arrived only to find
the avant-garde in a sexrious crisis.
But when Eurovean art physically
emigrated here during World War 1,
it finally accomplished what Gleizes,
Picabia and Duchamp had failed to
do during World War I: to trans-
piant tlke modern perspective once
and for all into this soil. Thereafics
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