néhens ch.ief prﬁ‘s!em was, of
se, his prodigious . vanity. From
e to- time the great man would
| friends that he was engaged “in
iagnosis of the democratic ais-
” His Notes:On Democracy, pub-
hed in 1926, revealed that he had
sisible philosophy eother than his
peated theme that mankind was
sed cof . “gentlemen” = and
bs,”: — “just -what " the «difference
between the “inferior four-fifths
ankind” and the superior one-
Mencken never bothered to de-
His one dubious contribution
yas the creation ‘of a Frankenstein,
e all-American Boob — a morenic
gnoramus wha “doesn’t know what
ric column is, or an etching, or a
e. He is as ignorant of sonnets
sand the Gothic style as he is of ec-
desiastical politics in  Abyssinia.
fomer, Virgil, Cervantes, = Bach,
laphael,: Rubens, Beethoven — all

colossal ‘names are empty
ds ‘to him.” Sinclair Lewis, who
e Main Street largely under thé
uence of too much Mencken|
d almost certainly have flunked
entrance examination Of Men—
's superior cne-fifth academy.

y the late 1920s, Mencken and his
azine, The American Mercur;},
vere a spent force. Like a broken-
wn vaudevillian who never quite
wevhex_x to’ get -off the stage,
oker Iingereﬂ on -doing his “act”
§ion came dlong. Then
mimons who were out of work
fmed to their new radio sets for
“latest news,” went to the movies
it escape, bought Time — the first
£ the mass-circulation news maga-
nes — for the “background” to the
s. Meanwhile, businessmen called
salesmanship to get the economy
g again and, of course, adver-
hgemendimres wamd Thts was

ﬁq ;

tm:zet n 7033, ‘he mdgnad the
fitorship of The American Mercury;
_".I;had over twenty vears to live, but
was never in the editorial chair
n. He made sentimental speeches,
te nostalgically about his early
spaper days, corresponded with
tholays about his lifelong interest
philology and drank bock beer
th his friends in Baltimore. A
®aled envelope. opened after his death
1956, contained his exit line:
Yan't overplay it.” Nobody did.
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‘1 "The Blology of Techmque

Jacques Ellul

I am indeed grateful to Mr. Theobald
for his conscientious and discerning
review of my book, The Technological
Soc:ety (The Nation, Oct. 19, 1964).
Howew,-r, 1 find myself in disagree-
ment ‘with _several of his points, as

for examp]e when he asks whether

I refer to a3 mythical past. The fact
is I do not idealize the past, 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 society. Or again, Mr. Theobald
interprets me as saying that tech-
nigue 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, I shall confine
myself to two points,

The main disagreement between
Mr. Theobald and me concerns the
teot causes underlying technical de-
velopment. Mr. Theobald believes that

/the present-pattern of technical prog-

ress is due ‘to thilitary and economic
rivalry among nations and to the race
between production and demand,
hence to causes not inherently tech-
nical.

I, on the contrary, beheve that be-
cause of its proliferation, the technical
phenomenon has assumed an inde-
pendent character quite apart from
economic oonsiderations, and that it

‘develops according to its own intrinsic

laws. Technigue has hecome man's
new. ailie, replacing his former nat-
ural milied. And just as man’s mnatu-
ral environment ‘cbevs its own physi-
€al, chemical and other laws, our
artificial, ‘tethnical environment is
now so constituted that it alsec has
its own laws of organization, develop-
ment and reproduction

While I was one of the first to try

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

to describe these characteristics of
technology, the concept is today gen-
erally 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 techniques 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 technique leads me to think
that medifications in economic struc-
ture. a détentc in international rela-
tions, and improved cooperation among
nations will cause practically no
change in the technical phenomenon.
1 do not believe that the mere fact
of being able to exploit largely all
our resources gives man any particu-
lar freedom of choice regarding tech-
nique jtself. These choices in reality -
are determined by factors within the -
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technical apparatus, and this deter-
MR beconies mul'e f1gorous
grows ever more complex. This is not
equivalent~according to my way of
thinking — with socialization in the
traditional sense of the term, as Mr.
Thecbald seems Lo believe. The result
will be a greater integration of the
individual into a society rigorously
organized, not on an ideological but
on a technical basis, using technical
means. In this society the individual's
apparent wider possibilities for action
i ;?:”:;&Wesamn will bc basicnﬂy
" Technique would not be modiﬂed
by changing the external factors which
presently affect it. These external fac-
tors give technical society its second-
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
fast chapter that this is an accidental
result which we can expect tw dis-
appear. However, while we can expect
the secondary characterisgics to dis-
appear, this will not result ju any
fundamental change in the nature of
the problem,.

An 10

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 profit from it. By ex-
trapolation, my book is alse 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 never denied that
technique has brought some elements
of wellbeing and happiness. If I
failed to discuss this, it is because it
seemed to me so obvious and so well
known as scarcely to bear repeating
that, thanks to technigque, 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 or
inevitable doom. I simply declared
that because man does not seem to
realize the extent of the problem, be-
cause our freedomy of choice and of
judgment is being reduced, because

our technical milieu is becoming
more complex, the evolution that I
described seems increasingly likelv.

It is therefore only the ever-increasing
probability of this development that
I sought to emphasize.

When it is argued that man can
act effectively when confronted w.ih
is giuation apd can find means to

change the
tochnical socisty,

course  of . evolution in
I would like w be-
lieve it. But the problem must be posed
i concrete terms: Of whom are we
speaking when we say “man”? I my-
self do not believe in the existence of
“man” in the abstract. Whom, then?
The intellectuals? The technicians?
The politicians? Exact analysis shows
to what degree they are powerless
since it is they who are most invoived
in this evolution. Ner could any in-

dividual he effective becauie l‘xiq pub

fluence the mmu!nd&y!. Phi-
eliminated from the reckoning by the

mere fact of their being nontechmical
men. (ARl that obviously calls fer
lengthy proof!) Thus, what is neéded
ts a kind of psvchological and spirita-
al revolution affecting a considerable
group of people. But at present, it
seems to me that rthis has net yet
begun and that it is not scientificafly
predictable.

The worst of [Husions, however,
would be to believe that, one way or
another, the problem will reselve fit-
self. The Marxists live in utepian
dream which claims that :df rechnical
difficulties will automaticd {v be re-
solved by the transition to a Com-
munist society. However, it is equally
illusory to think that any historical
or ecenomic evolution will\automati-

2. ‘The Path to a New Freedom’
Robert Theobaid

The object of this brief reply is net
to break new ground in my debate
with Ellul but rather to clarify our
areas of agreement and disagree-
ment.

First, I" agree with ENul that, in
large part, “the technical phenom-
enon has assumed an independent
character quite apart from economic
considerations, and that it develops
according to its own intrinsic laws.
Technique has become man's new
milieu. replacing his former natural
milieu.” B

Having accepted this reality, my
review attempted to discover the rea-
sons why man was failing to confrol
technique and what initial steps
would be required to allow us to turn
technique to man’s benefit. It was in
this context that I stated that mgjor

Robert Theobald # the author of Frec
Men and Free Markets (Clarkson N.
Potter).

calty call fovth a pesitive response
its challenges; or yet to believe
many do—that lechnical progress |
seif will resolve the problems cregied
by technique. In fact, enly the m
obvious, fragmented problems will
50 resolved. For imstance, while gy
mation frees men from the misery
wark on the assembiy lime, cven m

sure that it is enly by becoming
of this phenomenon that men .
become cenvineed of the necess
finding a ziobal answer to the ¢
lenge. Envariably it is when
finds himself in the presence of
cal danger that he Jearns to reac
to devise a response. 80 long as o
lulls himself info thinking his pe
imaginary, that ready-made solut
exist, or 'ﬂlatfdtﬁefts will d
remedy. he will do mothing bu
I am still convinced, however, f
we can be sufficiently awakened
the real gravity of the situation, n
has within himself the necessa
sources to discover, by some me
unforeseeable at present, the path
a new freedonm

change in the socio-ecomemic
would be required if we were to b
any chance of controlling technk
I argued then, and stil believe,
the existing mecessity to keep dem
and supply im balance, the exis
necessity that each country &
enough from its exports to pay.
its imports, and the existing nec
for each country to atiempt to B
a pesition to deter potential atta¢
makes it impogsible to cnnmaf ~
nique for mam's Benefit.
would go Further amd claim ¢
existgnee of these comstraints 3
ft almwst impossible for sociefy
to perceive the leng-ren Implic
of technique. X
Thus, ! claime that major chal
in the socio-economic system are ¥
requisites to the comtrol of techt
for man's benefit. I should E!e
that ¥ do net feifer by thig thal ¥
nigue does not have certuin inB
requirements  and ch"u":cter'




