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Preface

This book concerns the emergence of a new radical critique of technol-
ogy in philosophy and culture since the 1960s. I reinterpret various the-
oreticians, including Herbert Marcuse, Jiirgen Habermas, Jean-Frangois
Lyotard, and major Japanese thinkers, in terms of their relation to this
trend.

In an attempt to avoid mere abstract talk about technology in
general, the inquiry proceeds in part through case studies. Each of the
four sections contains one essay on a philosopher and another on a
concrete literary, cultural, or technical phenomenon that illustrates the
problems raised in the philosophical discussion. Each chapter is rel-
atively self-contained, although they are intended to illuminate each
other usefully.

The case studies discuss the early image of nuclear disaster in post—
World War II science fiction, dystopian themes in the popular spy films
of the 1960s, the impact of AIDS on medical experimentation on hu-
man subjects, the suprising success of the Minitel in France, and the
Japanese reponse to modernization as illustrated by Yasunari Kawa-
bata’s famous novel The Master of Go.

Throughout these investigations, my theme is the inextricable in-
termingling of scientific-technical rationality and culture. I argue from
this constructivist premise to the possibility of reshaping the technical
world around us. Technophobic ideologies of the sort that emerged in
the mass culture and politics of the 1960s underestimate the potential
for reconstructing modern technology. This potential is most clearly
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exemplified by the history of the computer. Social institutions that
appear to rest on solid technical foundations, such as medicine, turn
out to incorporate values in their very structure, and to be not so very
solid after all. Modernization itself, I argue, is a contingent combina-
tion of technical and cultural dimensions subject to radical variation.
Aesthetics, ethics, and culture can play a role alongside science and
technology in the emergence of alternative modernities.

Although Alternative Modernity is strongly influenced by the Frank-
furt School, in chapters 2 and 4 I explain why I think the Critical The-
ory tradition must now be revised. I attempt to overcome the frozen
opposition, to which the Frankfurt School contributed, between those
who are “for” and those who are “against” technology. At the same
time, I am not willing to abandon the whole critical tradition of tech-
nology studies in postmodern resignation or celebration. The essay on
Lyotard explains my reservations about this trend. The concluding
chapters on Japan attempt to come to terms with the new multicultur-
alism in a way that avoids both positivist universalism and ethnic rel-
ativism. Here I draw provisional conclusions regarding the reconcilia-
tion of the often conflicting claims of reason and culture.

Both the philosophical and the political tradition need to be stud-
ied anew in the light of the growing importance of technology in mod-
ern societies. These essays make a start on this neglected task. How-
ever, my focus on technology is meant to bring it back into the critical
discussion, not to eclipse the many other, equally important dimen-
sions of modern societies that have begun to receive attention in recent
years. In the hope of adding another thread to the discussion, I offer
models here of a new kind of social criticism, mixing cultural herme-
neutics, sociology of technology, and ethical inquiry, that is, I believe,
urgently needed today.

Most of the essays collected here are based on earlier publications,
heavily reworked for this book. With the exception of chapter 3, which
belongs too fully to its time to be brought entirely up to date, they
have all been updated wherever possible. The original versions appeared
in whole or in part in the following sources: “Technocracy and Re-
bellion: Spy Films and Social Criticism,” Telos, Summer 1970; “An
End to History: Science Fiction in the Nuclear Age,” Johns Hopkins
Magazine, March 1977; “The Bias of Technology,” in R. Pippin,
A. Feenberg, and C. Webel, eds., Marcuse: Critical Theory and the
Promise of Utopia (South Hadley, Mass.: Bergin and Garvey Press,
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1987); “A User’s Guide to the Pragmatics of Computer Mediated
Communication,” Semiotica, July 1989; “From Information to Com-
munication: The French Experience with Videotex,” in M. Lea, ed.,
Contexts of Computer Mediated Communication (London: Harvester-
Wheatsheaf, 1992); “On Being a Human Subject: Interest and Ob-
ligation in the Experimental Treatment of Incurable Disease,” Philo-
sophical Forum, Spring 1992; “The Critique of Technology: From
Dystopia to Interaction,” in J. Bokina and T. Lukes, eds., Marcuse Re-
visited (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1993); “The Technoc-
racy Thesis Revisted: On The Critique of Power,” Inquiry, Spring
1994; “Playing the Japanese Game of Culture: Kawabata’s Master of
Go,” Cultural Critique, Fall 1994.

I would like to thank the following friends and colleagues for shar-
ing their ideas and helping me to formulate mine: Yoko Arisaka, Hal
Barwood, Catherine Bertho, Jean-Marie Charon, Peter Dale, Gerald
Doppelt, Anne-Marie Feenberg, Peter Fitting, Marc Guillaume, Linda
Harasim, Ruth Heifetz, Sharon Helsel, Martin Jay, Nobuo Kazashi,
Douglas Kellner, Illana Léwy, Marie Marchand, Ted Melnechuk, Ryo-
suke Ohashi, Robert Pippin, Mark Poster, Richard Smith, and Morton
So6by.






CHAPTER ONE

Introduction
Technology and Freedom

DEMOCRATIZING TECHNICAL CHANGE

A new understanding of technology has emerged from several de-
cades of public controversy over technical issues. Debate has spread
from ecology to nuclear energy to medicine and genetic engineering,
and even, in less visible forms, to theoretical fields such as artificial in-
telligence and the human genome project.

Some of these controversies brought about significant technical im-
provements as a direct result of public participation. For example, in
the early 1970s, as a generation of baby boomers had their own chil-
dren, expectant mothers demanded changes in obstetrics and large num-
bers joined organizations promoting natural childbirth to get their way.
They challenged the overemphasis on medical technology in the hos-
pitals they frequented; some of their gains have become routine, for
example, reduced use of analgesia and anesthetic, and the admission
of husbands or coaches to labor rooms (Charles et al. 1978). In this
case, a major technical institution—for, have no illusions, medical care
today is technical—adapted under pressure to public demands.

But some public interventions do not have such a happy ending.
At about the same time women were joining movements for natural
childbirth, rising public concern over the safety of the nuclear industry
prepared the collapse of one of the major technological projects of
modern times. Nuclear power promised to free industrial society from
dependency on the bottleneck of fossil fuels. But the nuclear industry

1



2 Introduction

became fixated on unsafe designs in the 1960s and was unable to adapt
to the standards of the seventies and eighties. In the head-on con-
frontation with public opinion that followed, technology lost (Morone
and Woodhouse 1989). Today conversion initiatives multiply as the
owners of old nuclear plants switch back to fossil fuels.

I could multiply such examples at length, but the main points are
clear. First, we are entering a new era characterized by pervasive tech-
nology that affects us in the most unexpected ways; and second, it
matters what we do about technology because, perhaps for the first
time in history, public involvement is beginning to have significant im-
pacts on the shape of technological change. This is a book about the
philosophical implications of this unprecedented situation.

Philosophy of technology is adjusting gradually to the emergence of
technical politics. Until recently it polarized around two contrary posi-
tions: we were obliged to choose between uncritical acceptance of the
claims made for technology or uncompromising rejection of its dys-
topian power. This dichotomy depended in turn on the sharp distinc-
tion between technology and society that used to be shared by both
advocates and adversaries of technical progress. Today this distinction
has broken down.

For some that breakdown signals the end of history, the collapse of
all resistance to alienation in postmodern celebration of a brave new
world that fuses human beings and machines in a harmonious total-
ity; for others the same shift renews hope in radical change, contrary
to the dystopian projections of those like Martin Heidegger, Theodor
Adorno, and Jacques Ellul who despair of technological society. From
this standpoint, we are “enframed” in Heidegger’s terms, but not help-
lessly so because in drawing us into its orbit the system has exposed it-
self to new forms of resistance. Alternative Modernity reflects the lat-
ter approach. It argues that modern technology is neither a savior nor
an inflexible iron cage; rather, it is a new sort of cultural framework,
fraught with problems but subject to transformation from within.

As I explain in Part I, the popular dystopianism of the 1950s and
1960s was the original breakthrough that created the space for a criti-
cal politics of technology in the United States. Every chapter therefore
responds to that breakthrough in attempting to understand the new
conditions of critique and agency in a technological age. Anticipating,
I conclude that indeed it is possible to reconcile technology and free-
dom, however, not within the framework of the currently dominant
technical culture. That culture supports a rigidly hierarchical concep-
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tion of the technical order. In chapter 2, I argue that a very different
world can emerge from the gradual democratization of technical change.
But public participation in technical politics is often dismissed as symp-
tomatic of irrational fears or hopes that are at best a nuisance, at worst
a serious threat to progress.

An astonishing blindness is revealed by this commonplace reaction
to environmentalism, the antinuclear movement, the struggles of AIDS
patients, and similar activities. Understanding these initiatives requires
change in the accustomed view of technology. Much of this book ar-
gues for that change, both theoretically and through case histories. But
can we reasonably demand the generalization of democratic initiatives,
with the expectation of sociotechnical transformation as a consequence?
In the remainder of this introduction, I will consider that question in
its relevance to the essays collected here.

UNDERDETERMINATION AND
PUBLIC INTERVENTION

To begin, I would like briefly to describe the results of my own re-
cent book, Critical Theory of Technology (1991), which reflects sev-
eral current trends in technology studies. This book attempted to
establish three principal points: (1) technological design is socially rel-
ative, contrary to deterministic arguments or theories of technical neu-
trality; (2) the unequal distribution of social influence over technologi-
cal design contributes to social injustice; and (3) there are at least
some instances in which public involvement in the design of devices
and systems has made a difference. (This last point is developed much
further here in chapters § and 7.)

These points form the necessary foundation for a theory of demo-
cratic technical change. Indeed, were any of them false—were technol-
ogy determined or neutral, were the unequal access to the design pro-
cess without consequence, or were there no examples of constructive
public involvement—the idea of democratic technical change would
make no sense.

The simplest way to explain my position is in terms of the thesis
of underdetermination, the so-called Duhem-Quine principle in philos-
ophy of science. This principle refers to the inevitable lack of logi-
cally compelling reasons for preferring one competing scientific theory
to another. In the realm of technology, the thesis holds that technical
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principles are insufficient by themselves to determine design. Of course,
it remains true that some things really work and others do not: suc-
cessful design respects technical principles. But often several different
designs can achieve the same or similar objectives with no decisive tech-
nical reason to prefer one design over the others. Technical choices are
thus “underdetermined,” and the final decision between alternatives
ultimately depends on the “fit” between them and the interests and
beliefs of the various social groups that influence the design process
(Feenberg 1992).

Typically, technological designs are negotiated achievements involv-
ing many partners, not rational inspirations that spring full blown
from the mind of an individual genius or pure laboratory research.
The design process is the place where the various social actors inter-
ested in a developing technology first gain a hearing. Owners of busi-
nesses, technicians, customers, political leaders, and government bu-
reaucrats all qualify as actors. Their variety guarantees that design
represents many interests. They wield their influence by proffering or
withholding resources, defining the purposes of the devices they re-
quire, fitting them into existing technical arrangements to their own
benefit, imposing new directions on existing technical means, and so
on. Technologies, like other rational institutions, are social expressions
of these actors. This argument, on which my earlier book rests, is also
central to recent constructivist sociology of technology, and to Axel
Honneth’s reconstruction of Critical Theory, discussed in chapter 4.

I have proposed the term “technical code” to describe those fea-
tures of technologies that reflect the hegemonic values and beliefs that
prevail in the design process. Such codes are usually invisible because,
like culture itself, they appear self-evident. For example, tools and
workplaces are designed for adult hands and heights not because
workers are necessarily adult, but because our society expelled chil-
dren from the work process at a certain point in history with design
consequences we now take for granted.

Technical codes also include the basic definition of many technical
objects insofar as these too become universal, culturally accepted fea-
tures of daily life. The telephone, the automobile, the refrigerator, and
a hundred other everyday devices have clear and unambiguous defini-
tions in the dominant culture: we know what they are in principle sim-

1. For the constructivist position, see Bijker, Hughes, and Pinch (1990) and Bijker
and Law (1992).
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ply because we are acculturated members of our society. Each new
instance of these standard technologies must conform to its defining
“code” to be recognized and accepted by people like us. Constructiv-
ists sometimes call the establishment of such codes “black boxing” be-
cause one does not question what is “inside” the technology once its
definition is generally accepted.

If all this is true, we need to take seriously Langdon Winner’s (1992)
proposal that technology is a new kind of legislation shaping our way
of life, not so very differently from law in the proper sense. Technical
codes reflecting particular social interests decide where and how we
live, what kinds of food we eat, how we communicate, are entertained,
healed, and so on. As technology becomes central to more and more
aspects of our lives, its legislative authority increases. But if technology
is so powerful, then surely it should be measured by the same demo-
cratic standards as other political institutions. By those standards the
design process appears outmoded and unfair. Owners of corporations,
military bureaucrats, and the professional organizations of technolo-
gists have far more influence over it than ordinary citizens. For the
most part it is they, not we, who determine technical codes. I will return
to this problem of the “operational autonomy” of elites in chapter 4.

At this point a clarification is in order: I do not argue that these cur-
rently dominant groups obstruct technical progress to further their own
interests. It would be more accurate to say that they channel progress
in a particular direction compatible with those interests. Nor do I mean
to imply that they wield an arbitrary dictatorship over technology.
Clearly, under the influence of the market, they represent a wide range
of needs and achieve many important goals. However, it is important
not to confuse this sort of responsiveness with democratic control of
technology. While markets in many goods are surely desirable, they
lack the public character, the element of debate and conscious coordi-
nation, that we associate with democratic action. With rare exceptions,
such as the French videotex case discussed below, there are rather nar-
row limits to what can be done by isolated individuals acting on the
market. To call such a system consumer “sovereignty” is a pathetic ex-
aggeration of the actual power consumers wield in advanced capital-
ist societies. Even with the help of state regulation they usually can-
not break through the modern corporations’ imposing facade of fiscal
power and technical resources. In fact, the issue of control over techni-
cal decisions rarely surfaces in the context of the market. Thus, how-
ever responsive they may be in other respects, those in charge of our
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technical destiny meet few serious obstacles to reproducing their tech-
nical power in their relations with consumers.

In my earlier book I followed the lead of the many historians and
sociologists for whom the assembly line exemplifies the biasing of de-
sign by powerful interests. The history of the deskilling of the labor
process under capitalism, which culminates in a production system in
which workers are controlled by machines, points to the essential role
of design in providing an objective basis for the class structure. Ac-
cording to this hypothesis, alienation is due not so much to the pursuit
of efficiency as to the struggle for managerial power. Here is a clear
case where undemocratic design procedures have substantive conse-
quences through the attempts by powerful players to preserve their
technical initiative and control in the systems they create. Their inter-
est in maintaining that power is a kind of bottom line inscribed in all
their technical decisions, biasing those decisions in the direction of cen-
tralization and hierarchy.

The resulting inequalities are by no means transcended in contempo-
rary capitalism, despite profound changes in technology and manage-
ment. On the contrary, while some sectors of the labor force clearly
benefit from recent advances, others stagnate or fall behind in a pat-
tern that promises to reproduce a class-divided society into the fore-
seeable future, and perhaps to intensify the conflicts to which it gives
rise. I take up these problems in chapter 6 in relation to the computer-
ization of society.

Here I will also introduce other examples that stretch democratic
concerns well beyond these classic problems of control of production.
In chapters S and 7, I offer case studies in medicine and computer
design that show a few privileged actors obstructing the expression of
important interests in ways not generally recognized by political econ-
omy. The technical code of medical experimentation defined it exclu-
sively in terms of scientific research and industrial product testing.
That code offered human subjects basic protection from exploitation,
but it ignored terminally ill patients’ demands for experimental partici-
pation. In the case of French videotex, a computer network installed
on the scale of an entire nation through the distribution of millions of
free terminals (the famous Minitel) was intended primarily to give ac-
cess to information; users’ interest in communicating with each other
was ignored. In each case public interventions, by AIDS patients in
one and network users in the other, significantly altered the systems to
accommodate excluded interests. Now Food and Drug Administration



Technology and Freedom 7

regulations and experimental designs are in flux as medicine gropes to-
ward a new approach that recognizes the demands of dying patients.
Similarly, in France, the Minitel was transformed when users hacked the
system and introduced new communications applications that had not
been planned by the designers.

These experiences reveal ideological blind spots in the design pro-
cess. They show, furthermore, that technical systems cannot be consid-
ered finished until they have withstood social tests that expose them to
a wide range of public influences and concerns excluded in the design
phase. The fact that, in these cases at least, the technical systems un-
derwent major changes after release suggests a flawed process. This ob-
servation is confirmed by other experiences with new technologies and
argues for democratizing design.

LEGITIMACY AND RATIONALITY

Democratization of technical change means granting actors who
lack financial, cultural, or political capital access to the design process.
There is no reason of principle to think that their participation would
be detrimental, since nontechnical actors are already involved; democ-
ratization would simply increase their number and variety. Indeed, far
from impeding progress as is sometimes supposed, it might help avoid
problems of the sort which currently plague clinical research and nu-
clear power. At the same time, it would ensure adequate representa-
tion of interests that are currently undervalued because they conflict
with centralized, elite control of design, such as the interest of workers
in an outlet for their skills. The long-term implications of more demo-
cratic design are earth-shaking, given the significant imprint of elite
control on so many aspects of our society.

Typically, democratic interventions are the work of activists caught
up in a local problem or crisis. This localism should not be surprising,
as technical issues are usually of interest only to those directly affected
by them and therefore willing to devote the time needed to form what
Donna Haraway (1991) has called a “situated knowledge.” In some
cases, active minorities select themselves on the basis of common so-
cial attributes such as neighborhood, race or gender, hobby or illness,
and then try to influence public opinion by provoking technical con-
troversies (Cambrosio and Limoges 1991). AIDS patients, for exam-
ple, attacked regulatory procedures, demanded hearings, and negoti-
ated changes. In other cases public involvement in the design process
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takes the form of what I will call “reappropriations,” that is, modify-
ing technologies through innovative applications. The example of the
French videotex system shows the effectiveness of such a posteriori in-
terventions by users.

The reigning common sense still discourages exploration of these
democratic potentials of technological society with three objections.
First, centralized authoritarian administration is a “technological im-
perative” of industrial production which every modern society must
respect if it is to be successful. Second, while protest groups may oc-
casionally be right, even against the opinion of experts misled by pro-
fessional biases, there is no easy way to know if their views are repre-
sentative. Thus there is no special reason to call their interventions
democratic. Third, political activity in the technical sphere represents a
step backward from experts’ hard-won freedom from lay interference.
The general public would likely disapprove of such interference if it
knew the true cost.

The counterargument in favor of the democratization of technical
change must (a) show the possibility of democratic control of technol-
ogy; (b) establish the legitimacy of informal public involvement; and
(c) reconcile public involvement with the rationality and autonomy of
professional technical work. I cannot respond adequately to these ob-
jections in this brief introduction; the essays collected here offer some
starting points for reflection.

(a) To refute this first objection we need at least a sketch of a the-
ory of the exercise of power through technique. (For a fuller treat-
ment, see Critical Theory of Technology.) Every technology has an op-
erator and an object, and a specifically technical power arises where
both roles are played by human beings. This is the case, for example,
with medical and production technologies, and, more generally, wher-
ever a way of life is imposed through the choice of technical systems.
This type of power is central to the organization of advanced societies,
which necessarily require management to coordinate the activities of
their members in contact with complex technical systems. However, it
is important not to prejudge the issue of technical democracy by sim-
ply identifying operator and object with rulers and ruled as though the
structure of technology determined the social system. There is a choice
between technical elitism or democracy, between a system in which
these two roles are distributed between different classes and another
system in which they are different institutional expressions of the same
class. In the latter case, management is chosen and ultimate policy de-



Technology and Freedom 9

cided by those subordinated to the system in the usual democratic way.
This is not a trivial choice, a point to which I will return in the next
section.

(b) While it is sometimes difficult to tell whether the outcome of
a technical controversy corresponds to a public will, there is another
sense in which public involvement in technical change is intrinsically
democratic. Democracy includes not only voting on political issues but
also acting to reform the procedures of government, business, educa-
tion, and other social spheres in order to enhance participation and
agency. I follow C. B. Macpherson (1973) here in claiming that a dem-
ocratic society should offer opportunities to develop human capacities
and powers. All forms of public activity and participation should be
sanctioned as democratic so long as they respect civil rights. As more
and more of social life is framed by technical systems, cases increas-
ingly appear in which public interventions into technology determine
the conditions of agency. If agency is a value in itself, its enbancement
may provide a basis for calling certain technological controversies and
reappropriations democratic despite the fact that they do not appear
political at first sight.

Such activities foreshadow a world in which technical “legislation”
will emerge from new types of public consultation. For example, in the
Minitel case not only did the users exercise an unaccustomed agency
in the technical sphere by significantly modifying the system, but they
enlarged the realm of public discourse for many others by creating a
new virtual space of public discussion, thereby indirectly enhancing
democratic agency in general.2 This and many other cases show that
technical politics, in the form of minority protests or reappropriations,
does not stand in unmediated opposition to democratic community as
skeptics contend, but actually realizes important democratic values.

(c) Nevertheless, democratic values are not our only concern. We
also want to know if wider participation has unacceptable costs and
diminishes the efficiency of our society. This brings us to the problem
of the rationality of public intervention.

This problem is relevant to one of the major contemporary ap-
proaches in democratic social theory, Jiirgen Habermas’s theory of com-
municative action, which I consider in chapter 4. Habermas (1984,
1987) defines modernity in terms of the differentiation of cognitive,
normative, and expressive spheres to which correspond facts, values,

2. For a parallel account of reappropriation in the AIDS case, see Epstein (1991).
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and feelings. What makes a society modern is the institutionalized
distinction between these spheres reflected in different rationalization
processes that support the progressive development of knowledge and
technology, on the one hand, and political and personal freedom, on the
other. This differentiation is apparently threatened by public involve-
ment in technology because political opinions and situated knowledges
are less differentiated and methodically disciplined than specialized
scientific-technical knowledge, and mix values and facts. Habermas’s
theory thus could provide the basis for rejecting technical democrati-
zation as a regressive movement running counter to the main trend of
modernity.

However, in his early work, Habermas (1991a) introduced another
important concept, the notion of a “public sphere” as an informal in-
stitutional foundation of democracy. The public sphere and formal de-
mocracy are distinct but mutually dependent aspects of democratic po-
litical life. The extension of this dual system to technology promises
an enrichment of public life, an advance in what Habermas calls the
“communicative rationality” of the society. Environmentalism can be
seen as a model for this new “technical public sphere.” Once again, it
is the underdetermination of technical decisions that leaves a space for
public intervention.

Habermas emphasizes the importance of consensus in the legitima-
tion process. But this aspect of his theory is particularly unconvincing
in the case of technical politics. Technocratic authority is based on the
most effective machinery for building consensus in modern societies—
the mystification of technical choices by deterministic notions of devel-
opment. Politicizing technology is all about dissensus, not consensus. 1
find support for this argument in Jean-Frangois Lyotard, the postmod-
ern theorist whose work I discuss in chapter 6. His concept of “para-
logic legitimation” offers an alternative way of thinking about com-
municative rationality.

The rationality problem appears in another guise as the fear that
the politicization of technology will destroy the autonomy of the tech-
nical professions (Florman 1981). This fear is based on an illusion spe-
cific to technical change. Successful protest or reappropriation modi-
fies the technical code to reflect interests excluded at earlier stages in
the design process. As these new interests are internalized in the code,
it masks their source in public protest. The waves close over forgot-
ten controversies and the technologists return to the comforting be-
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lief in their own autonomy, which seems to be verified by the conditions
of everyday technical work. Who today, even in the hospitals where
women once struggled to change procedures, recalls the sometimes
fierce resistance to admitting husbands to labor rooms? How many
nuclear engineers remember the history of radiation exposure stan-
dards (Caufield 1989)? How many architects know the story behind
emergency exits?3

The notion that technology is apolitical is thus a misleading conse-
quence of the very success of past protests; it reappears with each new
phase of public involvement in technology as a defensive reaction on
the part of professions and corporations that want no interference
with their technical initiative. But in reality the autonomy they claim
was violated long ago in the course of earlier controversies the out-
comes of which they now unwittingly endorse in defending their tra-
ditions. Informal democratic procedures are thus already an implicit
part of the design process despite the illusions of technologists.

The historical rhythm of public and professional dominance in tech-
nical fields parallels Thomas Kuhn’s famous distinction between revo-
lutionary and normal science, with, however, a significant difference.
As it professionalizes, natural science wins ever more independence from
direct expressions of public opinion and democratic interventions be-
come rarer and rarer. Of course, this does not mean that mature sci-
ence is independent of politics and culture, just that their influence
reaches it indirectly through established administrative channels and
scientists’ personal vision. However, the constant involvement of the
population in technical activity, if only as an object of technical sys-
tems, generates ever renewed situated knowledges that can become
the basis for public interventions at any stage in the development of a
technical field.# In these cases social initiatives influence technical ra-
tionality without destroying it. This is possible because the autonomy
of technical professions has less to do with their separation from poli-
tics than with their capacity to translate politics into rational technical

3. The skeptical reader is referred to John Burke’s (1972) excellent study of the ori-
gi?s of the mundane boiler code in early nineteenth-century struggles over steamboat
safety.

4. The boundaries between science and technology are increasingly blurred; in some
fields the distinction must be replaced with the hybrid category “technoscience,” which
applies, for example, to medical experimentation, discussed in chapter 5. However, it
is premature to dismiss the strategically significant distinction made here: theoretical
physics and General Motors testify to its continuing, if reduced, validity.
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terms. In this context, public intervention may actually enhance tech-
nical rationality by bringing significant issues to the surface early in
opposition to vested interests entrenched in the design process.

VALUE, CULTURE, AND TECHNOLOGY

The argument so far has established the design consequences of
struggle over the democratic value of agency. But agency is a formal
value. One can still ask, agency in the name of what, for what higher
purpose? To put it bluntly, if technical design were to privilege agency
rather than centralized power, would anyone care (Pippin 1995)? Alas-
dair Maclntyre (1981) argues that the thrust toward ever-expanding
technical power over nature is rooted in the breakdown of traditional
normative consensus and the substitution of productive efficiency for
it as the only shared value of modern societies. Hence the democratic
objection to elitist design does not really address the underlying prob-
lem of modernity, which is the never-ending spiral of technical power
satisfying ever-escalating demands for material goods.

I have two criticisms of this diagnosis of the problem.

First, even if it is true that modern societies are committed to an un-
ending spiral as Maclntyre claims, it makes quite a difference whether
the demands of the population can be satisfied only by an authoritar-
ian technical system or whether an alternative democratic system is
possible.

It is obvious that there will be different substantive consequences
for subordinates in either case, such as more or less control over health
and safety, hours, skills, or convenience and fairness of administra-
tive procedures. Critical Theory of Technology argues that in the long
run technical design would evolve differently. The differences are even
clearer in the relations of the First to the Third World; all too fre-
quently, developing economies are restructured around advanced tech-
nical means to centralize control and to yield products for the world
market. Often effective subsistence economies are shattered and no vi-
able alternative is put in their place. Modernization then has cata-
strophic consequences for the indigenous population. Surely even the
most acquisitive individual would care about these matters, and they
depend directly on who controls technology.

I have a second objection. Is it really true that modern culture lacks
any resources for achieving normative consensus? In fact consensus is
commonplace; only its manifestations are unexpected and therefore
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overlooked by philosophers who assume that it must take the discur-
sive form of agreement on legislation or doctrine as in the lost utopias
of early parliamentarism or the medieval church. Today, on the con-
trary, consensus is materialized in various social and technical codes.
At any given time, we do “know” such things as that the victory of the
Union in the Civil War was good, that Paris is a beautiful city and
should be preserved, that medicine should serve the interests of pa-
tients, or that lowering labor costs is socially more desirable than pro-
tecting workers’ skills. Such normative propositions are not mere opin-
ions but, as I will argue in chapter 4, are institutionally “delegated,”
for example, to textbook standards, zoning codes, professional regula-
tions, technical designs, in sum, the real foundations of modern life.
That each such value is both unfounded and contested merely proves
that we are living in the modern world; it is no warrant for hasty rela-
tivism or cultural despair.

This point is important, because it shows that technology embodies
the fruits of normative consensus in the aesthetic, ethical, and cultural
domains and not merely pure efficiency or a consumerist delirium of
acquisitiveness. To fail to see this is to accept positivistic claims at face
value and to exaggerate the difference between premodern and mod-
ern societies. Whether such a position is taken up in criticism or cele-
bration, it blocks a concrete grasp of actual social life.

Thus it is necessary to broaden the range of values involved in tech-
nical decisions. The issue is not just elitism versus democracy but con-
cerns the whole cultural field that is embodied in one form or another
in technical codes. Why is this not obvious to us today? Why do we
tend to see modern technology as “pure” and contrast it with values
as with an alien sphere? A view of technology I will call “Weberian”
seems to have such a grip on the modern mind that we can only free
ourselves from it with difficulty. According to this view, technology is
based on knowledge of causal processes in contrast with values, which
express merely subjective preferences. Even if ethical norms are granted
their own specific rationality, as in Habermas, they are still safely sepa-
rated from technology.

This Weberian prejudice is deeply ethnocentric; it excludes the very
possibility of a fundamentally different modernity based on another
technological dispensation. Several chapters discuss challenges to the
Weberian position from a variety of thinkers, including Herbert Mar-
cuse, Axel Honneth, Bruno Latour, and Donna Haraway. In one way
or another, they all reject the sharp separation of value and fact in
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modern thought and treat technology as relative to a framework of
social practices. Technology no longer exemplifies pure rationality but
is embedded in a value-governed action system. From this standpoint,
the technical order appears in its contingency as a possible object of
political critique and action.

The chapters on Japan in Part IV confront similar problems histori-
cally, building on earlier discussions of ethics and aesthetics to argue
for the possibility of an alternative modernity based on national cul-
ture. They challenge the invidious comparison of non-Western and
modern societies the Weberian view assumes. That assumption was
called into question before World War II in the work of the Japanese
philosopher Kitard Nishida, discussed in chapter 8. Like Marcuse,
Nishida was strongly influenced by G. W. F. Hegel, whose dialectic he
applied to show that cultural alternatives haunt the scientific-t=chnical
achievements of Western capitalism.

This argument is continued in chapter 9, which explores the rela-
tion of rationalization to culture through an example from Japanese
literature, Yasunari Kawabata’s Master of Go. Kawabata’s novel con-
cerns the modernization of Japan as exemplified in a championship Go
match. The match symbolizes the confrontation between the old Japan
and the new. From the constructivist standpoint the match is emblem-
atic of the cultural specificity of Western modernity. It turns on a sin-
gle move which, like a scientific fact or technical device, appears to be
purely rational. But that move can be intepreted at many levels—stra-
tegically, but also socially, historically, aesthetically. In fact, the whole
content of the novel unfolds around it. The novel reveals the bias of
the modernization process represented in that move. Kawabata’s chal-
lenge to the false universality of Western rationality suggests the possi-
bility of an alternative modernity based on certain distinctive values of
Japanese culture.

CONCLUSION

This introduction has argued that the democratization of technical
change reflects potentialities contained in the nature of technology it-
self. Coupling the technical design process to aesthetic and ethical norms
and national identities through new and more democratic procedures
is no utopia. Modern technologies open not only possibilities internal
to the particular world they shape but metapossibilities corresponding
to other worlds they can be transformed to serve. Technical change is
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not simply progress or regress along the continuum so far traced out
by the West; it may also come to include movement between different
continua.

As the postmodern age struggles to make the transition out of the
technocratic heritage of the twentieth century, this project will appear
increasingly as a practical task. Only if we can concretize the issues on
the technical terrain will that transition succeed. Only then will we find
out what it really means to live and create in a technological society.
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CHAPTER TWO

Marcuse and the
Critique of Technology

From Dystopia to Interaction

The task to be accomplished is not the conservation of the
past, but the redemption of the hopes of the past.

—Max Horkbeimer and
Theodor Adorno 1972: xv

PROLOGUE: OBSTINACY AS
A THEORETICAL VIRTUE

Karl Marx considered any merely moral critique of capitalism to be
arbitrary. Whole societies cannot be condemned at the whim of the
individual critic; they must be measured by the values they effectively
strive to realize. Marx therefore judged capitalism by reference to an
immanent criterion, the unsatisfied needs of the population. The argu-
ment was persuasive for its time but no longer relevant once capital-
ism proves itself capable of delivering the goods. Then the (fulfilled)
needs of the individuals legitimate the established order. Radicalism
means opposition not just to the failures and deficiencies of that sys-
tem but to its very successes.

From what standpoint can society be judged once it feeds its mem-
bers? It takes astonishing nerve to persist in radical social criticism be-
yond this point. Herbert Marcuse is important because he faced this
challenge and struggled to rebuild the critical tradition in the “afflu-
ent” society of the 1950s and 1960s. Was this not merely an obstinate
refusal to admit the failure of Marxism? Perhaps, but as Marcuse (1968:
143) himself once wrote, “obstinacy [is] a genuine quality of philo-
sophical thought.” To be obstinate means to reject the easy reconcilia-
tion with society, to keep a sense of reality based on longer time spans,
deeper tensions, higher expectations and goals.

Marcuse’s solution to the problem had two parts. First, he believed

19
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that the historically evolved ideals of peace, freedom, and happiness
still provide criteria in terms of which to measure the existing society.
These ideals are not merely subjective but have roots in nature itself.
They drive the historical process forward through the formation of
new needs reflecting as yet unrealized human potential.

New needs are not arbitrary because—and this is the second part of
Marcuse’s solution—the unrealized technical potential of advanced in-
dustrialism provides a basis on which to concretize them as historical
projects. Advanced society, Marcuse argued, is capable of “pacifying”
existence but artificially maintains competition and violence as the ba-
sis for domination and inequality. That society is, in a certain sense,
technically outmoded by its own achievements. As he put it in a late
speech on ecology, radical political struggle today consists in “existen-
tial revolts against an obsolete reality principle” (Marcuse 1992: 37).

In this chapter I would like to explore Marcuse’s contribution to the
question of technology, which he, more than anyone in the last thirty
years, placed on the agenda of political discussion. He wrote his most
influential works in the 1960s. In the third chapter of this book I ex-
plore the roots of the popular dystopianism of this period in science
fiction, films, and advertising. Marcuse contributed and responded to
this new mood in terms of the rich philosophical tradition of the Frank-
furt School, to which he had belonged since the 1930s. That heritage
enabled him to transform the existing dystopian critique of society
into the basis for radical opposition.

However, he was unable to elaborate a strategy that went beyond
the gestures of revolt that animated the New Left. The formulation
of such a strategy is perhaps possible today, now that critique of tech-
nology is no longer the purely theoretical scandal it was in 1964, when
Marcuse published One-Dimensional Man, but has become increas-
ingly a matter of concrete practice. In the course of this chapter, I would
like to sketch a new approach, linking the tradition of radical critique
with a new “interactivist” perspective that is illustrated by concrete
examples in later chapters of this book.

THE PROTEST AGAINST PROGRESS

What made Marcuse’s critique of technology so different from the
usual complaints about the hidden costs of progress? For the most part
these protests are conservative and recommend moderation in the ap-
plication of technology, or even retreat to pretechnological social ar-
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rangements. With Marcuse we are on different ground. He argued that
progress up to now has been inextricably bound up with domination
and that that link extends to scientific-technical rationality itself. Eman-
cipation therefore requires not just social change but a radical trans-
formation of Reason as well. “As a technological universe,” he wrote,
“advanced industrial society is a political universe, the latest stage in
the realization of a specific historical project—namely, the experience,
transformation, and organization of nature as the mere stuff of domi-
nation. As the project unfolds, it shapes the entire universe of discourse
and action, intellectual and material culture. In the medium of technol-
ogy, culture, politics, and the economy merge into an omnipresent sys-
tem which swallows up or repulses all alternatives. The productivity
and growth potential of this system stabilize the society and contain
technical progress within the framework of domination. Technological
rationality has become political rationality” (Marcuse 1964: xv—xvi).

It is true that Adorno and Heidegger held similar views, but it was
Marcuse’s work that had explosive impact because these earlier sources
were eclipsed in the 1960s and in any case did not address a specifi-
cally American audience. This Marcuse did to tremendous effect, with
the result that his radical critique of technology had a significant influ-
ence on the New Left.

Today many of his scandalous paradoxes have been so thoroughly
confirmed that he would no doubt feel right at home in contemporary
discussions of technology, far more so than in the atmosphere of the
1960s when his ideas were often rejected as irrationalist. Marcuse would
agree, for example, with the now commonplace view that despite its
grandiose achievements, scientific-technical rationality has endowed us
with an extraordinarily destructive way of life. And he would surely
applaud us for losing our confidence in expertise and progress. These
developments made possible public debate about technical issues just
as Marcuse hoped.

But the recent news from the East seems to close down the debate
before it begins: if in fact there is no alternative to capitalism as we
know it, then, for better or worse, technology is destiny and social cri-
tique is as outdated as alchemy. History, in the words of one recent
commentator, is over. In fact, history is in better shape than the theo-
ries with which we try to understand it. Although old assumptions
about progress are losing ground, no equally convincing new ones have
replaced them. This situation is not merely a function of events, dis-
couraging though these are, but reflects deeper problems in the very
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foundation of modernity, the project of building a rational society.
Today that project is in crisis in all its various forms—political, eco-
nomic, technological.

Formerly, the distinction between modernity and tradition was sup-
ported by a naive faith in reason. Modernity was said to be rational in
the strong sense that its cognitive foundations—science and technol-
ogy—were superior to those of any earlier society. According to posi-
tivism, rationality was universal, independent of social and historical
conditions. To question or criticize it was not only to challenge the le-
gitimacy of the modern age but to undermine the only reliable stand-
point from which to make judgments about the world.

But in recent years that legitimacy has appeared more and more
doubtful, and rationality is increasingly explained as an effect of cul-
ture. New social interpretations of science and technology flourish to-
day amidst the shattered technocratic illusions of an earlier generation.
Tradition, insofar as it supports cultural variety against the “false uni-
versality” of the West, is now granted a dubious reprieve. Differences
of race, religion, and gender recover an importance they had lost in
the melting pot of rational universality.

To understand Marcuse, we must abstract from this startling break-
down of enlightenment assumptions and transport ourselves back in
thought to an earlier time when rationality went practically unchal-
lenged. His position comes into focus set against the background of
those assumptions and the sparse and necessarily eccentric attacks on
them of marginal thinkers like himself.

RATIONALITY AND DYSTOPIA

At the core of the old confidence in reason was the belief, shared by
all but a few cranky social critics, that humanity was in control of tech-
nology. I will call this consensus view the instrumental theory of tech-
nology, or instrumentalism for short (Borgmann 1984: 9). Instrumen-
talism holds that technology is neutral: like a transparent medium, it
adds nothing substantive to the ends it serves but merely accelerates
their realization, or realizes them on a larger scale, or under new con-
ditions. Because technology is neutral, the decision to employ it can be
made on purely rational grounds, that is, measurable improvements in
efficiency.

This view has political implications. Rationality has always been con-
sidered a basis for truly free association; where common goals emerge
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from debate and argument, people cooperate without coercion. As we
saw in the last chapter, modern life has taught us how difficult it is to
share goals, but efficiency is a universal value and as such subject to
rational agreement. And as concern with efficiency spreads to more
and more domains, its constraints supply a framework for social life.
Technology, as the sum of efficient means, acquires an emblematic re-
lationship to reason, and the effective command of it is increasingly
identified with the project of societal rationalization. In a technologi-
cal society, the argument goes, consensus can be reached over means
despite the undecidable contention over goals characteristic of the mod-
ern world. That would at least make for a well-ordered society in which
the areas of disagreement were reduced to manageable proportions. In-
strumentalists therefore hold out the hope of general reconciliation—
social integration—in an advanced society.

The proposal sounds innocuous in this form, but projected to the
limit, it describes a technocracy in which political order is based on
expertise rather than citizenship. The idea has been around for over a
century in one form or another, but only in the 1960s did it become
the legitimation of actually existing states. Ideology was supposed to
be exhausted; the emerging “Great Society,” proclaimed by Lyndon
Johnson, was to be justified by its success in delivering the goods. At
that point, the critique of technocracy, already adumbrated in Fédor
Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground, was transformed from a con-
ceit of a few literary intellectuals into a mass cultural phenomenon.

Science fiction had long articulated the fear of technocracy in stories
depicting the horrors of life in a perfectly rationalized society. At stake
in “dystopias” (negative utopias) like Aldous Huxley’s Brave New
World or George Orwell’s 1984 is the destiny of the human spirit in a
world based on scientific enlightenment. The issue is not simply the
destructive misuse of scientific discoveries but the fate of individuality
in a scientized world. The successful integration of modern mass soci-
ety provokes a nostalgic backward glance toward lost freedoms. The
isolated individualistic hero of these tales stands for the human values
inevitably ground underfoot by the march of Reason.

From this dystopian standpoint, technical progress is not just a
value-neutral increase in efficiency but a whole new way of life. This is
also the view of philosophers such as Heidegger who propose what
I will call substantive theories of technology. They reject the notion
that technology is neutral and argue that it is actually a distinct cultural
framework embodying its own particular values. This critique forms
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the background to Marcuse’s work, perhaps not accidentally, since Hei-
degger was Marcuse’s teacher. Indeed, Heidegger sounds indistinguish-
able from Marcuse in certain passages such as the following: “The
outstanding feature of modern technology lies in the fact that it is not
at all any longer merely ‘means’ and no longer merely stands in ‘ser-
vice’ for others, but instead . . . unfolds a specific character of domina-
tion” (quoted in Zimmerman 1990: 214).

The grounds for substantive critique vary; some social critics claim
that technology as such is biased by its Promethianism or abstraction;
others argue that technology is neutral in its own sphere but distorts
essentially noninstrumental domains such as the family or the public
sphere. Heidegger, Ellul, and Ivan Illich are the most prominent rep-
resentatives of the first view. They are joined by those feminists who
criticize modern technology as an inherently “masculinist” enterprise.
Habermas, to whose work we will return in chapter 4, is the best-
known defender of the second view.

All these critics agree that technology fundamentally transforms ac-
tivities hitherto regulated by tradition and human values, so much so
that its specific accomplishments in these domains matter little by com-
parison. The content of the choices made under the rule of efficiency is
less important than the fact that efficiency criteria play a role in mak-
ing those choices. That in itself creates a new kind of society which is
not merely a streamlined version of the old.

The flavor of these various theories can best be gathered from Hei-
degger. Let us look, for example, at his formulation of the distinction
between traditional tools and modern technologies. Instrumentalism
holds that means operate not on the substance of desire but on the
pace, scale, and conditions of its fulfillment. But beyond a certain point,
changes in pace, scale, and conditions transform means into contexts
independent of the particular ends they serve. Heidegger (1977: 135)
calls this the “giganticism” of modern technology.

A city traversed by freeways is not the same place as the old pre-
automotive urban center. This obvious fact indicates the limits of the
neutrality of technology. Of course, the automobile is indifferent to its
driver’s destination, but not to the infrastructural preconditions it re-
quires to be operated at all. Supplying those preconditions actually re-
shapes the world in which destinations are chosen, transforming fields
and neighborhoods into roadbeds. This example is characteristic: what
in modern societies we call progress in “efficiency” is precisely the em-
ployment of means with such massive impacts (Berman 1982: 166-



Marcuse and the Critique of Technology 25

168).! Our world is in the grip of them, “enframed” in Heidegger’s
terms.

Now it is true that premodern artifacts are occasionally “gigantic”
too, for example, late medieval architecture. But they usually leave na-
ture as they found it and their social reach depends less on technical
than on symbolic power. Today the sheer pervasiveness of our machines
makes it impossible to confine their effects to particular applications.
Devices that were supposed transparently to realize preexisting ends
have become so intrusive that they assault the natural landscape and
impose their own requirements on the human beings they were made
to serve. The grand traditions of the past can flourish in the shadow of
a Gothic cathedral, but not under a freeway overpass.

In sum, modern means already change the world “immanently,” in-
dependent of the purpose for which they are employed. Our tools have
become a life environment; increasingly, we are incorporated into the
apparatus we have created and subordinated to its rhythms and de-
mands. Heidegger calls this the “peril” of the age.

RADICAL CRITIQUE OF
TECHNOLOGICAL SOCIETY

Dystopian literature and the substantive critique of technology
opened the cultural space within which today we speculate about the
meaning and nature of modernity. From them we learn that we are in-
side the machine, that technology is not merely a tool extending our
capabilities. This realization is a necessary condition for understanding
contemporary culture.

Traditional Marxism, if not Marx himself, appears hopelessly be-
side the point in this context. However, radical social criticism does
not disappear as technology advances; on the contrary, it becomes ever
more uncompromising and eventually inspires resistance to the dys-
topian universe it denounces. The Frankfurt School, and especially Mar-
cuse, enjoyed real popularity in the one-dimensional society that, it
charged, had made critique all but impossible. Both the American and
German New Left were influenced by its dystopian perspectives. Some-
what later, after the events of May 1968, French social theory too
turned dystopian in the work of Gilles Deleuze and Michel Foucault

1. Note that giganticism is not merely a question of physical size but more impor-
tantly of scope and effect. Thus biotechnology is gigantic in Heidegger’s sense even
though it works at the microscopic level.
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and in that form had a considerable political impact on the “new so-
cial movements” of the 1970s and 1980s.

Although strongly influenced by substantive critique, Marcuse re-
jected Heidegger’s fatalistic resignation to technology. Rather, he ar-
gued that technological domination is a political issue. This approach,
which Marcuse shared with much of the New Left, marked a sharp
break with traditional Marxism. Where, formerly, Marxists had de-
nounced capitalism as inefficient, the new radicals rejected the authori-
tarian consequences of the successful pursuit of efficiency. Modern so-
cieties, they claimed, are involved in a devil’s bargain: their increasing
order and prosperity is invariably accompanied by new forms of con-
trol from above. That control does not depend on traditional social
distinctions in status, wealth, age, or gender, but employs social tech-
nologies of management, administration, training, therapy, medicine,
and advertising. The new authority system is rooted in the power the
operators of these technologies gain over their human objects.

This nexus between efficiency and authority suggested to Marcuse a
new interpretation of Marxism as a dystopian critique of rationality.?
This in turn led him back to the work of Max Weber, the great theorist
of rationalization, whose conception of modernity was influenced by
Marx but who probably did more than anyone to dash socialist hopes.

Weber defined modernity in terms of the spread of markets, formal
law, democracy, bureaucracy, and technology. He called these “ra-
tionalized” institutions in contrast to traditional ones because they share
certain qualities which we normally associated with reason: they ap-
pear more abstract, more exact, more value- and context-free, better
grounded in scientific knowledge and more efficient.

Weber’s concept of rationalization is ambiguous. On the one hand,
he frequently wrote as though modern societies were in fact more ra-
tional than their predecessors. This is the Enlightenment view accord-
ing to which modern methods are better than traditional ones and mod-
ern individuals free from the ancient prejudices of their ancestors. On
the other hand, Weber (1949: 39) seemed to say that “real” rationality
attaches more to the sociologists’ “ideal type” of modern society than
to its messy realities. And he worried that bureaucratic rationality be-

2. Foucault’s critique of dystopian rationality concluded that industrial alienation is
a variation on a more general cultural theme, the emergence of a “disciplinary” society.
In that society science and technology are not simply instrumental, but play their part in
the institutionalization of new forms of social hierachy (Foucault 1977: 221). For a
comparison of Foucault and Marcuse, see Feenberg (1991: chap. 4).
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comes increasingly ritualized with time. Weber (1958: 182) concluded
that we are headed not toward enlightenment but toward “mecha-
nized petrification” interrupted periodically by charismatic convulsions.

Weber founded an influential sociological tradition in which the no-
tion of rationality has continued to play a central role, but without his
critical edge. In the work of Talcott Parsons (1964: 61-63), for exam-
ple, history culminates in the substitution of “universalistic” for older
“particularistic” values as science and democracy replace traditional
forms of belief. In the postcolonial era, modernization theory extended
the range of such arguments, cheerfully predicting the passage to West-
ern style modernity on a world scale. In Part IV of this book, I will
discuss the Japanese critique of these ethnocentric assumptions which,
along with the Soviet challenge, represented the only significant alter-
native to the orthodox concept of modernization in this century.3 With
the defeat of these alternatives, the orthodox view, suitably modified to
take into account neoliberal economics, has become the world-political
common sense of the West and the passionate hope of the East.

The stress on “rationality” as the distinguishing trait of modernity
suggests a pejorative evaluation of the “irrationality” of tradition. Of
course, inequality and injustice have hardly disappeared, but liberals
and most Marxists split with dystopian radicals over the cause: is it
the incomplete rationalization of modern societies, or might it be a con-
sequence of such rationalization as has occurred? Marcuse defended
the latter view and in the process called attention to an important as-
pect of Marx’s thought that had been largely forgotten, his critique of
capitalist rationality.

Traditional societies do not hide the substantive consequences of
the exercise of authority, the inequalities it inevitably creates, the fa-
voritism that is its prerogative. But modern formal rationality serves
similar social purposes under an appearance of neutrality. No longer
does the monarch decide fates by tipping his fan toward this or that
subject. Instead, purely objective criteria, such as examinations, hear-
ings, or measurements, discriminate between the individuals. Markets
know no persons, only commodities and money. Scientific and techno-
logical discovery depends on objective proof, not subjective preferences.
Yet these institutions form the basis of a new type of social hierarchy
in which new inequalities in the distribution of social power replace
the traditional order.

3. For the Marxist critique of modernization theory, see Amin (1989).
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It was Marx who first discovered how to construct an effective cri-
tique of this new hierarchy. He argued that markets are not merely
neutral mediators between those who have and those who need; their
generalization subjects society to a new type of power, the power of
capital. What is true of markets is equally true of the labor process, al-
though it has been more difficult for the Marxist tradition to accept
the implications of Marx’s arguments in this domain.

External supervision of work first emerges when ownership and man-
agement are separated from the work itself in early manufacturing.
Capitalism begins to reshape production to reinforce its control of
workers. Eventually discipline is tightened through deskilling labor, that
is, replacing skilled workers performing traditional crafts with unskilled
workers each performing a tiny fraction of the whole job. In the indus-
trial era, control functions are transferred to machines, the design of
which is determined by the preexisting division of labor and authority.
Mechanization finally perfects the hitherto clumsy, personalized tech-
niques of industrial discipline by objectifying the split between concep-
tion and execution. Marcuse concluded that the capitalist technical
system is not universal but reflects particular class interests. “The ma-
chine,” he wrote, “is not neutral; technical reason is the social reason
ruling a given society and can be changed in its very structure” (Mar-
cuse 1968: 225).

The traces of these social origins can be seen in Weber’s theory of
rationalization. Weber never questioned the extension of efficiency cri-
teria from technology to administration. It did not occur to him that
human relations might be rationalized other than through technical
control. In this regard, he uncritically adopted the capitalist point of
view. Marcuse (1968: 212) concluded: “The highly material, historical
fact of the private-capitalist enterprise thus becomes . . . a formal
structural element . . . of rational economic activity itself.” Weber
smuggled a whole system of domination into his definition of rational-
ity. Today, what Marcuse called a “one-dimensional” society extends
the same sort of mystification to ever more rationalized spheres, in-
cluding leisure, education, sexual life, and so on.

This thesis carries us well beyond Marx, for whom capitalism is still
subject to criticism on the grounds of technical inefficiency. He argued
that, since private property is an obstacle to the personal fulfillment of
the producers as well as to the growth of productive forces, the nor-
mative goal of socialism is in conformity with the technical goal of in-
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creasing economic productivity. The critique of capitalism can there-
fore emphasize technical considerations that command wide consensus
in the expectation that further advance will also achieve its normative
goals.

Marcuse concluded that this Marxian position had been invalidated
by the progress of contemporary capitalism. Technical rationality no
longer demonstrates the inadequacy of capitalism but instead legiti-
mates the society. The “universe of discourse,” public and eventually
even private speech and thought, increasingly limits itself to the posing
and resolving of technical problems. “When technics becomes the uni-
versal form of material production, it circumscribes an entire culture;
it projects a historical totality—a ‘world’” (Marcuse 1964: 154). The
universalization of technique undercuts the development of opposi-
tional consciousness. The normative dimension of Marxism is there-
fore forced to the surface. It can no longer hide behind the demand for
a liberation of the productive forces to full development.

Here we have the intuitions that lie at the origins of Habermas’s cri-
tique of Marx’s “latent positivism” and his theory of the “colonization
of the lifeworld.” Modern societies are threatened by the measureless
expansion of technically rational means, a process which is not itself
rational because it obliterates the all-important distinction between
the normative and the technical dimensions of human experience. But,
as we will see in the fourth chapter, unlike Marcuse, Habermas is no
critic of science and technology per se, but rejects only their institu-
tionalization as the foundation of a total social order. He argues that
this totalization of technique is irrational even though science is true
and technology neutral (Habermas 1970).4

Marcuse himself went considerably further than this. He argued
that science and technology—indeed, all the formally rational, suppos-
edly neutral structures of modern society—are politically biased not
just by the specific demands capitalism places on them in the applica-
tion, but in themselves, essentially. This, Marcuse’s most radical cri-
tique of technology, anticipates current feminism and environmental-
ism and justifies a renewed interest in his thought today. '

4. Habermas’s position on the neutrality of technology has by now worn pretty thin.
But when he first proposed it, so strong was the prejudice in favor of instrumental-
ism that a number of critical theorists followed him in beating a hasty retreat from
Marcuse’s daring call for a reform of scientific-technical rationality. Recent work in so-
cial constructivism, described in chapter 7, finally brings this episode to a close by re-
moving any reason to concede the autonomy of scientific-technical rationality.
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THE ONTOLOGICAL CRITIQUE
OF TECHNOLOGY

I will call this second strand in Marcuse’s critique of technology
“ontological” in the sense that it goes to the essence of its object. That
essence is civilizational insofar as current technology grows out of the
specific conditions of class society in which it has developed over thou-
sands of years.

In this critique scientific-technical rationality is therefore not just an
epistemological category but a civilizational one as well. The complex
formed by modern society and its technology is no more neutral than
Gothic architecture or Egyptian pyramids but embodies the values of
a particular civilization, Western civilization, the civilization of “rea-
son.” The critic’s task is to articulate and judge these values and in the
course of doing so to uncover the bias of reason itself. It is in this con-
text that Marcuse proposed his most controversial thesis, the claim that
there is an intrinsic a priori connection between scientific-technical ra-
tionality and domination. According to this thesis, “science, by virtue
of its own method and concepts, has projected and promoted a uni-
verse in which the domination of nature has remained linked to the
domination of man” (Marcuse 1964: 166).

Here Marcuse challenged the traditional view of science as disin-
terested knowledge. He argued, on the contrary, that the subject of
knowledge must be conceived first and foremost as an active being,
and therefore as a being engaged with reality for essentially interested
reasons. From this point of view the objectivity and detachment asso-
ciated with scientific-technical knowledge appears as an ideology hid-
ing undisclosed existential involvements. Thus it is no accident that
science issues in technology, and this is not simply because, as Francis
Bacon claimed, “knowledge is power.” Rather, if science yields power
over nature, this is due to an a priori orientation toward power char-
acteristic of its most basic methods and concepts. Ultimately it is not
knowledge which is power but certain types of power which are forms
of knowledge. Formal classification under universals and laws, cause-
effect reasoning, and especially quantification are the epistemological
expressions of the interest in instrumental control underlying the pur-
suit of scientific knowledge.

This is one aspect of Marcuse’s position, argued at great length
with the aid of citations from Edmund Husserl, Heidegger, Adorno,
and Horkheimer. However, for Marcuse, merely pointing out the inter-
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nal link between science and instrumental control is insufficiently criti-
cal. Habermas shows, for example, that the theory of science as instru-
mental reason can be worked out in complete abstraction from all po-
litical content. Science can be founded on an instrumental interest of
the human species without actually toppling the “idol” of objectivity
because, as Immanuel Kant demonstrated long ago, such generic at-
tributes can be treated “as if” they were univerally true for all practi-
cal purposes. Indeed, if science represents a human interest in control,
it is detached and neutral with respect to all particular interests, that is
to say, all really historically existing interests such as we know them.
What more can one ask in the way of disinterestedness?

Marcuse’s ambition went beyond the demonstration that science is
linked to instrumental control of nature to claim further that it is pre-
destined to serve the domination of some human beings by other hu-
man beings. That controversial point derives from Horkheimer and
Adorno’s famous Dialectic of Enlightenment. They argued that the
structure of reason is essentially marked by the heritage of class soci-
ety to which it belongs.

Reason emerges as a separate faculty in the struggle for survival
under conditions of scarcity. The separation of human beings from na-
ture and the split between reason, imagination, and feeling go hand in
hand as tribal life is left behind in the pursuit of ever greater power
over their environment. The price of power is suppression, first of
the individuals’ own inner impulses, and second of each other. In this
context, faculties that do not serve immediate survival needs are con-
signed to a derealized realm of fantasy and compared unfavorably with
the seriousness and effectiveness of rationality. The stage is set for the
emergence of Enlightenment as domination and, correlated with it, of
a utopian domain of ideals, most especially the ideal of an impossible
return to unity with nature.

Marcuse developed this critique of Enlightenment under the influ-
ence of Heidegger and Husserl’s phenomenological project of founding
theoretical reason in practice. According to phenomenology, the theo-
retically purified concepts of science have their source in the Lebenswelt,
the lived world of everyday practice and perception. Marcuse added
that not only are scientific concepts founded in everyday practice, they
carry up into their theoretical heaven the lowly conditions of their birth,
including the narrowing of perception occasioned by class conflict in a
ruthless struggle for existence. Technology too is fundamentally marked
by these origins and projects the same power drive as science. With these
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reflections Marcuse established a link between the Frankfurt School’s
general social critique of rationality and concrete analysis of the tech-
nologically structured way of life of advanced societies.

Alongside this critique, Marcuse developed a theory of art as a kind
of negative counterworld in which what has been lost in the discipline
of civilization is conserved in imagination. This is what Marcuse called
the “affirmative” function of art. Adorno and Horkheimer identified it
with the myth of Odysseus and the Sirens. Tied to the mast, Odysseus
hears the dangerous music of a lost utopia while his sailors labor at
the oars with their ears stopped. The division of society into classes is
also a division into those whose elevated social situation effectively ren-
ders the dream of regression harmless and those who must be denied
dreams altogether because their humble station offers insufficient com-
pensation for their sacrifice as members of a civilized society.

This historical account of rationality suggests a possible resolution
of the contradictions of civilized life. If civilization could advance be-
yond the struggle for survival, then it might also release nature from
its most aggressive assaults and reunite the faculties, rejoining the vari-
ous spheres of existence in a harmonious whole and recovering what
was lost in the passage out of tribal origins. Marcuse argued that to-
day this is technically feasible, but advanced societies perpetuate the
struggle for existence in the second nature they have created and inten-
sify the alienation of human beings from nature and from themselves.
And they do this in the shadow of an ever more imminent possibility
of total liberation, reflected in new forms of discontent and resistance
they must repress.

Marcuse’s argument had to lead to some such eschatology of rea-
son. If class society has given rise to the split between the faculties,
then the end of class society will see their reconciliation. The theory
leads to the conclusion that the derealized dimensions of art and the
imagination must now be rejoined with real life through a completely
new kind of scientific-technical theory and practice. The two worlds
must become one through a final reconciliation of essence and exis-
tence, real and ideal: “Technique would then tend to become art and
art would tend to form reality: the opposition between imagination
and reason, higher and lower faculties, poetic and scientific thought,
would be invalidated. Emergence of a new Reality Principle: under
which a new sensibility and a desublimated scientific intelligence would
combine in the creation of an aesthetic ethos” (Marcuse 1969: 24).

What would be the content of this new form of technical practice?
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Obviously, it would have to continue to provide food, shelter, and
other necessities. But the form in which it did so would be determined
by aesthetic needs that express tendencies in nature which come to con-
sciousness in and through human beings. Marcuse (1972: 66) suggested
the “outrageous” concept of a “liberation of nature” to describe these
tendencies, not in the sense of a natural teleology, but rather to refer to
“forces in nature which have been distorted and suppressed—forces
which could support and enhance the liberation of man.”

In a free society the realization of these tendencies would operate
not alongside or over and above ordinary technical practice, as in the
marginalized world of artistic production today, but in the very prac-
tice of transforming nature to make it serve human needs. The result
would be a reconciliation of human beings and nature, not a return to
nature, but a harmonious coexistence in the framework of a lightened
and adapted technology.

Marcuse’s theory of socialism draws together the Marxist aim of a
disalienation of industrial society, the modern avant-garde’s struggle
for a radical desublimation of art, and the contemporary environmen-
tal and feminist critiques of productivist industrialism. At the core of
the theory is a reevaluation of the aesthetic as the source of new needs
and a new practice of freedom. “Aesthetics of liberation, beauty as a
‘form’ of freedom: it looks as if Marx has shied away from this an-
thropomorphist, idealistic conception. Or is this apparently idealistic
notion rather the enlargement of the materialistic base? For ‘man is di-
rectly a natural being; he is corporeal, living, real, sensuous, objective
being’ who has ‘real, sensuous objects’ as the objects of his life. . . .
This is . . . the extension of Historical Materialism to a dimension
which is to play a vital role in the liberation of man” (Marcuse 1972:
67-68).

This passage harks back to Marcuse’s early attempt to synthesize
Heidegger and Hegel in an ontological conception of revolution. That
early Marcusean synthesis depended on the phenomenological idea that
the ultimate nature of reality must be understood through the struc-
tures of our human involvement with the world and not in terms of
the abstract nature of the sciences. The living, “sensuous” nature of
concrete human experience to which Marcuse refers here is thus foun-
dational, irreducible to a naturalistic substratum. The forms in which
that subject apprehends and deals with the world can no longer be
seen as merely subjective additions to raw sense data, nor are they
transcendental constructions. Rather, these forms are revelations of
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being itself. Categories such as beauty, which emerge from our practi-
cal involvements, can then be redeemed as in some sense “objective”
or at least not arbitrary. They supply revolutionary norms, the dialecti-
cal counterpoint to the given, in the Hegelian moment of the synthesis.

In later discussions of the prewar Japanese response to modernity, I
will return to the problems posed by this approach to transcending sci-
entific naturalism and technological instrumentalism. Japanese philos-
ophers shared similar German sources with Marcuse and came to par-
allel conclusions. However, for reasons I will explain in chapter 7, they
emphasized the preeminent role of national-cultural values to which
they attributed an ontological status not unlike that which Marcuse
attributed to aesthetics.

INTERACTIVE STRATEGIES OF CHANGE

Despite his success in reviving critical Marxism and undermining
rationalistic justifications of social hierarchy, Marcuse lacked an ade-
quate account of how radical change might be brought about. He ad-
vocated uncompromising opposition to racist violence and imperialist
war, but nothing comparable makes sense in the technical sphere. Al-
though sometimes accused of technophobia, he never called for the dis-
mantling of modern industrial society. Rather, he argued that “if the
completion of the technological project involves a break with the pre-
vailing technological rationality, the break in turn depends on the con-
tinued existence of the technical base itself. For it is this base which has
rendered possible the satisfaction of needs and the reduction of toil—it
remains the very base of all forms of human freedom. The qualititative
change rather lies in the reconstruction of this base—that is, in its de-
velopment with a view of different ends. . . . The new ends, as techni-
cal ends, would then operate in the project and in the construction of
the machinery, and not only in its utilization” (Marcuse 1964: 231-
232). But how can this be achieved?

Marcuse’s critique of capitalist technological rationality contained a
promissory note on which he failed to deliver. We ought to be able to
get an alternative theory of rationality out of it which would show us
how human values can be incorporated into the very structure of tech-
nicity. Unfortunately, his gestures in this direction were so abstract and
sketchy they cannot easily be linked to any concrete practice. And as
practical attempts to grapple with technology in fact proliferate, this
flaw seems more and more significant. In conclusion, I want to de-
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scribe recent theoretical shifts that may help to carry the critical move-
ment Marcuse did so much to initiate beyond the limitations of his
own position.

The dystopian model inspired what Marcuse called a “Great Re-
fusal” of advanced industrial society, but today the idea of such un-
compromising opposition rings false.* Notwithstanding the growing
distrust of technocracy, dependence on technology continues to in-
crease. There is no disguising the alienation, but no getting away from
the system, no psychic or political retreat in which to assemble and
mobilize the disalienating energies of a subject of history. What is more,
the breakdown of faith in rationality, already apparent in Marcuse, has
proceeded much further in French theory with Jacques Derrida, Fou-
cault, and Lyotard, and in recent social constructivist sociology of sci-
ence and technology. Thus we are drawn to a different type of strategy
that plays on the internal tensions in modern societies. The aim is not
to destroy the system by which we are enframed but to alter its direc-
tion of development through a new kind of technical politics.

Such strategies have appeared both globally and locally. As I will
argue in Part IV of this book, certain non-Western encounters with
modernity—for example, the Japanese—involve attempts to incorpo-
rate Western technology into an ethnic culture through a mutual trans-
formation. Something similar has appeared in the West itself, most ob-
viously around environmental problems, but also in domains such as
computers and medicine where the technocratic conception of modern
life is increasingly contested by what I call an interactive politics of
technology.

Foucault’s critique of the social limits of rationality is a key theoret-
ical innovation that sheds light on current technical struggles. Foucault
suggested that the imposition of a rational order gives rise to particu-
lar, local standpoints from which the dominated perceive aspects of
reality obscured from the universalizing standpoint of the hegemonic
sciences. These “subjugated knowledges” offer a basis for progressive
change (Foucault 1980: 81ff.). Thus like Marcuse, Foucault distin-
guished at least implicitly between a particular form of hierarchical ra-
tionalization, characteristic of modernity up to now, and a possible sub-
versive rationalization adapted to a more humane and democratic
society (Feenberg 1992). But where Marcuse’s critique aimed at total

5. Marcuse also occasionally mentioned reformist strategies such as the “long march
through the institutions” and working within the “interstices” of the system but never
developed them in any detail or applied them to technology.
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transformation, Foucault called for new forms of local action without
any overall plan.

Although apolitical so far in its brief history, constructivism in so-
ciology of science and technology offers support for Foucault’s posi-
tion by linking scientific-technical achievement to social backgrounds.
Roughly sketched, the constructivist argument holds that the route from
a bright idea to a successful application is long and winding, strewn
with inherently viable alternatives abandoned for reasons having more
to do with social values and interests than with the intrinsic technical
superiority of the final choice.

This position marks a sharp break with instrumentalism, which as-
sumes that technical development provides uniquely efficient solutions
to clearly defined problems rooted in basic human needs. On this view,
social factors intervene in the technical sphere only marginally, decid-
ing, for example, the pace of development or the priority assigned dif-
ferent types of problems. Constructivism argues, on the contrary, that
development involves negotiation and struggle between social groups
with different conceptions of both problems and solutions. The choice
of each gear or lever, the configuration of each circuit or program, is
determined not just by an inherent technical logic but by a specific
social configuration. At issue is not just the pace of technical progress
or who benefits from it but the very content and meaning of progress
itself.

Constructivism has developed in close association with “network”
theories of technical development that expose the reciprocal relations
between social actors and technical systems (Pinch and Bijker 1984;
Latour 1992). These theories count among significant actors not merely
inventors and engineers, but also managers, workers, government agen-
cies, consumers, users, everyone involved with technology.6 Networks
are bound together by the very structure of the artifacts they create,
which provide in turn a kind of platform for their further activities.

Technology is thus neither the neutral tool of instrumental theory
nor the autonomous power of substantive theory; it is just as social
as other institutions. It plays a central role in modern hierarchies which
are supported by networks of technical artifacts and associated prac-
tices rather than by myths and rituals, or by ideologies and the exer-
cise of coercive power, as in premodern societies. Constructivism is thus
the ultimate refutation of what Marcuse called “one-dimensionality,”

6. Latour (1992) goes still further and treats material objects as actors as well.
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the illusion that there is a unique form of technical rationality which
sanctions domination under the rule of efficiency.

But most constructivist research is so narrowly focused on particu-
lar cases of technological development that it lacks any sense of the
larger social context in which these cases may play a politically signifi-
cant role (Winner 1992). And, as Haraway remarks, the history of sci-
ence and technology studies is distorted by the now widely accepted
view that the break with positivism was due to a purely scholarly evo-
lution beginning with Kuhn, while ignoring the contributions of the
various antitechnocratic struggles of the 1960s and, I would add, of
radical thinkers such as Marcuse (Darnovsky 1991: 75-76). Ironically,
the currently dominant social theory of science and technology seems
to have no grasp of the social conditions of its own credibility.

Yet just because the rise of constructivism is so closely, if uncon-
sciously, linked to increased resistance to technocracy, it sharpens op-
positional thinking. Both Foucault and constructivism focus on what
makes the “System” a system, on the manifold ways in which it inte-
grates human beings into the technological conditions of their social
reproduction. This approach suggests strategic possibilities Marcuse
overlooked.

In the 1960s, the image of resistance was shaped by peak struggles,
large-scale simultaneous political mobilizations such as May 1968 in
France, the waves of urban rioting in the United States, or the national
student strike against the invasion of Cambodia. In this context, the
struggle against technocratic oppression was conceived in terms drawn
from the history of political revolutions. For many on the Left, tech-
nology was the enemy in the way the state had been in an earlier era;
to revolt was to reclaim humanity against the machine.

Today’s political movements are dispersed across traditional bound-
aries between the political, the social, and the personal. Arguably, more
people than ever before are actually influenced by the Left around is-
sues of race, gender, and the environment. But simultaneous mobil-
izations have become few and far between in the advanced capitalist
world. At the same time, we have learned to recognize politics in small
interventions that modify the life environment without directly con-
fronting the state. This approach is sometimes called “micropolitics,”
a situational politics based on local knowledge and action. It imple-
ments no overall strategy and offers no global challenge to the society;
instead, it involves a multitude of potentially converging activities with
long-term subversive impacts.
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The larger question of the nature of micropolitics and its ability to
provide an effective replacement for earlier forms of mobilization lies
beyond my concern in this chapter. I will return to that question in
chapter 6, where it is formulated in terms of Lyotard’s concept of “pa-
ralogy.” What interests me here is the emergence of micropolitical prac-
tices in the technical sphere where there used to be very little opposi-
tional activity of any kind. Technical micropolitics involves forms of
concrete political protest that aim to transform particular technologies
or technical systems through pressure from users, clients, or victims.
Such agitation lacks much of the armature of a political movement in
the traditional sense; it may have no centralized coordination and only
a vague consensus on a desirable direction, but it is able to go beyond
earlier forms of technical politics that were handicapped by the hege-
mony of positivist faith in progress.

All this is rather different from Marcuse’s view. He concluded that
technologically advanced societies were so successfully integrated that
opposition could only come from their margins, for example, from
minorities, students, or the Third World. To this marginal revolt corre-
sponded his quasi-Freudian notion of a psychic basis of resistance be-
low the threshold of social struggle. These ideas are less persuasive as
we enter a historical period in which the boundaries between the indi-
vidual and the system are increasingly blurred. In this situation oppo-
sition must be “immanent,” implied somehow in the very contradic-
tions of the system. The way out must be a way through.

Several later chapters of this book discuss cases that reveal just how
vulnerable technical systems are to such transformation from within.
However, the movements I describe are so different from traditional
political ones that they are easily overlooked. They are based not on
ideologies or clienteles but on technical networks. Chapter 4 explains
how technocratic hierarchies are founded on such networks by restrict-
ing and channeling communication. The stakes in these struggles are
thus also unexpected, not wealth or administrative power, but control
of the technical procedures and designs structuring communicative
practices.

Let me briefly offer three types of examples here to make my argu-
ment more concrete. First, the environmental movement has had a
major impact on the understanding of technology, transforming pri-
vately held, supposedly neutral “technical” information into grist for
public controversy. “Right to know” legislation, leaks from concerned
technical personnel, and the skillful use of public forums such as En-
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vironmental Protection Agency hearings have all opened access, and
corporations and government agencies are gradually losing the veil of
secrecy under which they escaped responsibility for their actions in the
past. As a result, questions of technological design in such domains as
nuclear power and toxic waste disposal are subject to public discussion.
As individuals redefine themselves as potential victims of pollution,
they close the political circle by claiming their right to control indus-
trial processes in which they are unwittingly involved.

Second, the evolution of the computer offers a striking instance of
new types of public participation in technical development. In the past
decade, two large-scale computer networks have recruited millions of
users. They are the Internet, an international research network, and
Teletel, the French domestic videotex network, discussed in chapter 7.
Both networks were intended by their creators to facilitate the flow of
information such as research data and airline schedules. Both networks
were hacked by their users and transformed into media of personal com-
munication. These users have changed not only the meaning of the com-
puter but also the type of society it is gradually creating. The strategy
was not a “Great Refusal” but a subtle hybridization that gave an un-
expected twist to the technical system.

Third, the medical field offers abundant examples of patients modi-
fying medical practice and technique from within the medical system
itself. As noted in the introduction, the revolution in childbirth educa-
tion that occurred in the early 1970s significantly changed the role of
women in childbirth, although its achievements have been eroded by a
new technological offensive in recent years. From passive patients, iso-
lated, anesthetized, and controlled, women became for a time active
participants in childbirth. More recently, as I explain in chapter 5,
AIDS patients have demanded improved access to experimental treat-
ments and in the process have challenged the organization and ratio-
nale of clinical research. In both these instances, patients altered their
roles in the medical system, demanding information and control in
ways that temporarily subverted the established technocratic hierarchy
of medicine.

From the standpoint of substantive critique, these movements seem
merely to result in co-optation, since they do not extract human agency
from the machine and restore its original autonomy. Certain values
and spheres of life need to be saved from pointless technologization,
but general hostility to technology is not only futile but disarms any
less totalizing critique. The new interactive politics of technology, on
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the contrary, reveals the human implications of different technological
designs and strategies of development. It defines us as moral and polit-
ical subjects in the midst of the devices and systems that form our
daily environment and shape our future. From that standpoint, the de-
mand for communication these movements represent is so fundamen-
tal that it can serve as a touchstone for a concept of politics adequate
to the technological age.

We have come a long way since Marcuse. His concept of marginal-
ity implied by contrast a strong notion of inclusion that seems less and
less applicable to our experience. The emergence of technical micro-
politics testifies to the fact that marginality is potentially an aspect of
everyone’s condition in a technological society. Although we are inte-
gral parts of a social machinery and cannot separate ourselves from it
to challenge it through the classic gestures of revolutionary politics, we
are not helpless: we are discovering how to perform as inter-actors in
society’s technical systems. The technical environment of our daily lives
no longer appears as the inhuman oppressor we imagined it to be in
the 1960s, but as a “soft machine,” a loosely organized and highly vul-
nerable structure that includes us.

In sum, Marcuse was right to argue that technical networks of the
sort constructed everywhere by advanced societies expose their mem-
bers to new forms of control; what he overlooked was that these net-
works are themselves exposed to transformation by the human groups
they enroll. Immanent resistances arising in the technical sphere are
significant bearers of new values, imposing a new form on technical
institutions. Perhaps these transformations can accumulate and build
on each other, altering the direction of development and resolving the
dystopian crisis.



CHAPTER THREE

Dystopia and Apocalypse

The Emergence of Critical Consciousness

CRITIQUE AS MASS CULTURE

The twentieth century has been a time of growing doubts about the
viability of the modern project. So long as the pessimistic mood was
confined to a few literary humanists, it had little impact. But since World
War II, prophecies of doom have become clichés on everyone’s lips.
Social critical themes hitherto reserved for an intellectual elite are now
mass political culture.

This chapter concerns one of these themes: the secularized myth
of the end of the world, eschatology that no longer needs religion
now that it has become a distinct technical possibility. The myth takes
two forms, corresponding to the material and spiritual destruction of
humanity by its own technology. Nuclear and environmental disaster
promise the death of the human species, while future technologies of
mind control are extrapolated from contemporary propaganda, adver-
tising, and computers. In this chapter, I describe three significant mo-
ments in the process by which these apocalyptic and dystopian themes
entered popular consciousness in the 1950s and 1960s.

I begin by tracing the rise of new doomsday myths inspired by the
invention of the atom bomb. Scientists frightened by their own achieve-
ments were among the first to awaken to the posthistoric implications
of technological advance. They tried to communicate their insight to
the general public by writing both serious essays on public policy and
science fiction. Although their hopes for nuclear disarmament were
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quickly dashed, they did manage to provoke increasingly worried re-
flection on the likelihood of nuclear war.

That worry left its mark on the popular imagination through a
genre of science fiction that depicts natural disasters of planetary scope:
the cooling of the sun, the awakening of long-frozen monsters from
another era, collision with another planet (Sontag 1969). Like the
threat of nuclear war, such catastrophic events suspend the day-to-day
conflicts of human history; energies must suddenly be mobilized be-
yond mere political rivalries in the interests of species survival. Written
up as science fiction, the making of the bomb would be just another
example of the disaster genre, with the conclusion left up to the read-
er’s imagination.

While one type of postwar science fiction spread apocalyptic fears,
another played on emerging dystopian anxieties. Literary projections of
totally administered societies offered an ever more believable descrip-
tion of America in the 1950s. Television and generalized bureaucrati-
zation, while perhaps not quite as efficient as the techniques imagined
by Huxley and Orwell, applied intense conformist pressures. Dystopian
fiction reflects a new society in which the principal social cleavage di-
vides the masters of the modern technical system from those who work
and live within it.

These early responses to the new society were soon overshadowed
by anti-Communist hysteria. The dominant culture repressed open hos-
tility to the technocratic trend in America and projected dystopian im-
agery onto the Soviet rival. Dystopianism became a mass phenomenon
for the first time in this twisted form, replacing New Deal liberalism as
a popular interpretation of history.

In the 1960s an attempt was made to cast the Vietnam War in the
cold war mold, with disastrous results. Films provide a good index
of the growing crisis, although surprisingly, few were made about Viet-
nam at the time. Instead, the real war films of the period were light-
hearted spy adventures that enjoyed enormous popularity at the height
of the conflict. The second part of this chapter analyzes the emergence
of popular dystopianism in these films.

Their strangest feature is their vision of the Enemy: in most of
them an underdeveloped society exemplifies technocratic dictatorship.
The Enemy never employs the guerrilla tactics of the Viet Cong; instead,
it possesses an antlike army supplied with technologically advanced
weapons, helicopters, and nuclear devices. The hero—a Westerner—is
captured and, working from within, destroys the Enemy’s technology
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with his bare hands. Here underdevelopment represents the power
of machines over men, while the West is the haven of humanism. The
viewers are encouraged to identify with James Bond in a guerrilla war
against Third World technocracy.

The absurdity of this projection and the war in Vietnam it justified
soon became too obvious to deny. Other strands in the popular culture
of the period focused on the technocratic threat in the advanced soci-
eties themselves. Dystopianism shifted targets and found a new focus
at home. The rejection of conformity and expertise grew hand in hand
in this period as more and more Americans began to see themselves
as rebels against a rationalized order. Advertising capitalized on these
confused feelings of revolt to market products identified with the new
individualism. Meanwhile real revolt stirred in the rapidly expanding
youth culture. The third part of this chapter traces these developments.

The concept of dystopia implies the impossibility of escape; in this
period, social critique actually foresaw its own disappearance in the
face of the mounting success of modern technology. Yet paradoxically,
the notion of the disappearance of critique was a powerful stimulus to
critique, and more than that, to action. Radical protest, banished along
with communism as the cold war got going, returned in a new guise as
the New Left was born from the mood of antidystopian resistance.

AN END TO HISTORY

I suppose there’s no way of putting the mushroom
cloud back into that nice shiny uranium sphere.
—Isaac Asimov 1972b: 236

SCIENCE FICTION IN THE NUCLEAR AGE

Science fiction, at least a significant fraction of it, is the literature of
the “other” culture, the culture of science and technology. Its double
audience has always included not only scientists and technicians but
also the general public in search of diversion. It communicates the ex-
perience and speculations of the former to the latter, representing the
scientists’ worldview to those who participate only passively in an in-
creasingly mechanized society (Bainbridge 1986: chap. 3). This was
particularly true after World War II. With the invention of the atom
bomb, the dilemmas confronting scientists and technicians became uni-
versal concerns.
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The late forties and early fifties were times of unusual literary activ-
ity by scientists and engineers. John Campbell, editor of Astounding,
began to encourage scientists to write science fiction prior to World
War IL. In the wake of World War II this participation increased dra-
matically, both in quantity and quality (Stover 1973). The war and its
aftermath apparently struck some resonant chord that drew serious sci-
entists and engineers like Fred Hoyle, Isaac Asimov, Arthur C. Clarke,
and Leo Szilard into the world of the imagination. Indeed, many of the
themes still treated in science fiction by nonscientists acquired their
current forms in the postwar scientific community.

In the immediate postwar period American scientists were caught
in a contradictory situation about which they had ambivalent feelings.
American society was experiencing a quantum leap in the concentra-
tion of capital and the size of government. The trend toward “big sci-
ence” organized on the corporate-bureaucratic model was greatly ac-
celerated by the war; its ultimate implications had become visible to
all at Los Alamos (Greenberg 1967: chap. 6).

The individualism of little science, in some ways comparable with
artisanal status, gave way to mild forms of the corporate collectivism,
conformity, and alienation already typical of the world of big business
and government. The old ideal of the wise and gentle mathematical
poet, incarnated for many by Albert Einstein, was replaced by the real-
ity of the academic entrepreneur, the middleman between a more bu-
reaucratically organized scientific community and the government that
funded it.

Thus the creation of the atom bomb traumatized the scientific com-
munity by shattering its traditional self-image once and for all. Sud-
denly the detached and obsessive wise man of little science became the
sorcerer’s apprentice in thermonuclear power politics. As Robert Op-
penheimer (1955: 88) put it, “In some sort of crude sense which no
vulgarity, no humour, no overstatement can quite extinguish, the phys-
icists have known sin; and this is a knowledge which they cannot lose.”

Of course, some scientists gained an immensely increased power and
sense of power from this change, while most others found their ma-
terial situation dramatically improved. On the whole the new era was
well received, and scientists felt their usefulness was recognized at last.
But even so, increased influence implied increased dependency and top-
down control, and traditional value systems and role models were sub-
verted by the new organization of scientific labor. A widespread sense
of “wrongness” in the scientific community was expressed in hostility



Dystopia and Apocalypse 45

to government control, the new security systems, worry over the bomb,
the fate of Oppenheimer, and related issues. These concerns appeared
metaphorically in the science fiction of the period, which can thus be
viewed as a reflection of the problems confronting this social group
(Kevles 1979: chap. 23).

The physicist Arthur Roberts captured the contradictory spirit of
the times in satirical songs which were widely circulated among scien-
tists in the late forties. The lyrics of one of them, quoted here, may
take the place of volumes of sociological analysis.

How nice to be a physicist in 1947,

To hold finance in less esteem than Molotov or Bevin,

To shun the importuning men with treasure who would lend it,
To think of money only when you wonder how to spend it.
Research is long and time is short!

Fill the shelves with new equipment,

Order it by carload shipment,

Never give a second thought:

You can have whatever can be bought.

How nice to be a physicist in this our year of grace,

To see the scornful world at last admit your rightful place,
To see the senators defer to every wise pronouncement,

To fascinate the women’s clubs and star at each commencement.
Research is long and time is short!

Drink your fill of adulation,

Glory in the new sensation.

Never give a second thought:

Sinatra holds a place that many sought.

But have you sought a physicist and place for him to dwell,
And searched the town in vain to find a vacant dungeon cell,
Or tried to teach a thousand students who can’t do a sum,
The girls who’d like to be Greer Garson finding radium?
Research is long and time is short!

Board the thesis, drive the student,

Physics was his choice imprudent.

Never give a second thought:

Brains are still a thing that can’t be bought.

Oh did you write a book on fission that you tried to sell,

Or wonder while you lectured what you could or could not tell,
Or try to get declassified some nuclear equations,

Or wonder if the work you do was done at secret stations?
Research is long and time is short!

If you find a fact essential,

Classify it confidential.

Never give a second thought:

The FBI’s approval must be sought.
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How nice to be a physicist in 1947 . . .

How nice?

How long do you think it would take to learn something about,
uh, butterflies?

Like Roberts’s song, much science fiction of this period expresses
ambivalence, moral doubt, and anxiety in the face of the nuclear age.
Of course, the new “scientific statesmanship” also addressed the issues
of the day in articles and lectures on public policy. But the political
leaders of the scientific community were willing to make major conces-
sions to get what they wanted—increased funding, disarmament nego-
tiations, and so on. Science fiction was freer to express the full depth
of scientists’ anxiety and even opposition. Judith Merrill (1971: 74)
exaggerates only slightly when she says that in the McCarthy era, “sci-
ence fiction became, for a time, virtually the only vehicle of political
dissent.”

Viewed in this light, science fiction resembles the positivist philoso-
phies of Saint-Simon and Comte, which, at a much earlier date, also
attempted to universalize the worldview of the new technical strata
generated by nineteenth-century capitalism in opposition to the domi-
nant values and institutions. The popular form of this new expression
of science is clearly a ruse, like the borrowed voices of Szilard’s dol-
phins through which alone scientists can convince others to listen to
their views on world problems.

Leo Szilard’s story “The Voice of the Dolphins” (1961) is in fact a
metaphor for science fiction itself. It is a charming summa of the ratio-
nalistic approach to world problems that fascinated many scientists
in the fifties. But the “voice” of science is ignored until a group of re-
searchers pretend to have understood the language of the dolphins,
from whom they obtain the solutions to all outstanding world prob-
lems, from hunger to disarmament. Szilard’s dolphins are presented
to the public—and accepted—as alien and superior intelligences, but
there is irony in the fact that these intelligences walk among us incog-
nito in the person of scientists. In science fiction too, science borrows a
“voice” from literature in order to make itself heard and understood.

MONSTERS FROM THE ID

The building of the bomb was the most blatant transformation of
knowledge into power in human history. Those who accomplished this
technical feat believed themselves uniquely qualified to govern its ap-
plications. They, at least, could understand that a turning point in the
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human adventure had been reached. A “scientists’ movement” arose
from the bomb builders’ realization that they had provided humanity
with the means to destroy itself despite their personal dedication to the
humanitarian mission of research.

In the postwar years a constant theme recurs both in serious essays
on public policy by scientists and in science fiction: knowledge of man
has lagged behind knowledge of nature, and the rift between the two
explains the apocalyptic results of natural scientific inquiry. Man has
the power; now he needs the wisdom to use it, even if he must surpass
Newton in the discovery of new sciences and Socrates in the control
of his own destructive impulses. The moment of truth has arrived in
which humankind will fulfill its highest potentialities or disappear like
the dinosaurs.

Soon after the destruction of Hiroshima, these sentiments motivated
scientists to call for the transcendence of national rivalries. In 1946 Op-
penheimer (1955: 12) spoke for the scientific community in arguing:
“Many have said that without world government there could be no
permanent peace, and that without peace there would be atomic war-
fare. I think one must agree with this.”

This view achieved popular expression in Robert Wise’s 1951 film
The Day the Earth Stood Still. For once, Hollywood became the mouth-
piece of the scientific community, reflecting its fears, regrets, and ideol-
ogy. But even so, there is something ominous and inhuman about the
story. This film was based on Harry Bates’s novella “Farewell to the
Master” (1940). In the original story, Gnut the robot and Klaatu, a
man, arrive in Washington on a “space-time traveler” from a more ad-
vanced civilization than that of earth. As they step from their ship,
Klaatu is immediately killed by a madman before he can explain their
mission. He is later reconstructed by the robot from a recording of his
voice. As Klaatu prepares to leave, the narrator, Cliff, asks Gnut to
“tell your master” that humanity regrets his rude reception. “You mis-
understand,” the robot says. “I am the master” (Bates 1975: 815).
With these words, the space-time traveler departs, leaving Cliff in awe
and bewilderment at what is evidently the future fate of humanity in a
world ruled by robots.

The film based on this story gives a specific historical content to
the image of machines taking over. Klaatu now represents a galactic
empire which demands a halt in weapons development on earth. The
earth he visits is depicted in constant tension, mobilized without re-
spite by technology and national rivalries. Klaatu briefly brings all
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engines on earth to a standstill in a “demonstration” of his power, fol-
lowing a policy many scientists recommended to the U.S. government
as an alternative to dropping the atom bomb on Japan. After reject-
ing world political leaders and their “petty squabbles,” Klaatu delivers
his message to an international assembly of scientists and writers. His
robot, renamed “Gort,” is left behind, empowered by the empire to
destroy aggressors. Gort represents the sort of “international control,”
exercised by a purely logical mind, which scientists see as the only al-
ternative to war in the nuclear age.

But even Hollywood could not get through with Klaatu’s message.
A suspicious and hostile public saw the scientific community as a de-
monic force, untrustworthy and menacing. Frankenstein’s experiments
were child’s play compared with this: Gothic romance now became
mass consciousness. Scientists were, as Szilard (1961: 20) complains at
the beginning of “The Voice of the Dolphins,” “on tap but not on
top.” Their political ambitions were suspect. They were perceived in
terms of the dominant metaphors of science fiction itself as “aliens”
whose intervention had interrupted the continuity of history.

These conflicts of image resulted in the polarization of science fic-
tion. The “mad scientist” of the movies reaches his classic peak in the
“philologist” of Forbidden Planet (1956) who wants to make man-
kind too wise and powerful for its own good and dies of hubris. Sci-
entists felt attacked by such caricatures that seemed to blame them not
only for the discovery but also its misuse, not only for the light of
knowledge but also for the “monsters from the id” that, in Forbidden
Planet, govern its applications. The general public, however, was re-
assured by the film’s moral that some things man was not meant to
know—that our ignorance and weakness, our finitude, is safely guarded
by our inherent limits as a species.

Although science fiction representative of scientists’ own views re-
jected this condensation of knowledge, power, and evil in their per-
son, it remained within the sorcerer’s apprentice problematic of these
movies. As scientists’ hopes for disarmament and world government
were disappointed, they too identified the source of the problem as
“monsters from the id,” the id of the crowd, of dictators, of politi-
cians, in short, the irrationality of a species too powerful for its own
good.

Eugene Rabinowitch (1960: 608), editor of the Bulletin of the
Atomic Scientists, wrote that “human consciousness needs time to ad-
just itself to this new state of affairs in which no security exists.” Jack
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Williamson’s The Humanoids (1949: 168) sounds like a Bulletin edito-
rial when it finally gets to the point: “Technology had got out of step
with mentality, the craggy man insisted. Don’t you see? Technicians too
busy to see the tragic consequences were putting such toys as rhodo-
magnetic detonators in the hands of mental savages. I made the hu-
manoids, to put an end to that. Such technicians as yourself—with the
highest possible intentions—had wrecked the balance of civilization,
so that it was breaking up like an off-center flywheel. The humanoids
simply made them take a holiday until the philosophers could restore
a better equilibrium.”

Isaac Asimov’s most famous novel is built around this same theme.
In the Foundation trilogy (1951-1953), Hari Seldon builds two plane-
tary foundations to save something from the ruins of a dying galactic
empire. The first is devoted to natural science but is destroyed by a
mutant with a hypnotic power to mobilize irrational emotions. Then
the second foundation, devoted to “psychohistory,” intervenes and saves
the day by taming the irrational forces which escaped the grasp of nat-
ural science.

In several novels by Arthur Clarke the problem is posed in terms of
the ability of the human species to take its place in a universe of ratio-
nal or even superrational minds. In The City and the Stars (1956) hu-
mans no longer seek to go among the stars where formerly they were
at home. Somewhat as in the Foundation trilogy, civilization is divided
into two mutually indifferent cultures, one based on a perfect mechan-
ical technology, the other on the mastery of psychic powers. Only
through the union of these two cultures can mankind discover the truth
of its past, overcome its fears, and again participate in the great galac-
tic adventure of Minds beyond imagining.

In these novels, the real-life extrapolation of nuclear power to the
limit calls forth a desperate reflection on the possibilities and need for
a similar moral and mental extrapolation. Intelligence, as a hierarchy
of forms that may well extend beyond our present limits, is a key
theme to which corresponds the projection of psychic capacities to the
thermonuclear last degree.

DREAMS OF TRANSFIGURATION

The bomb stimulated science fiction writers to new speculations
about the destiny of the human species and indeed of the universe
itself. Jean Giraudoux (1935: 13) calls destiny “the accelerated force
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of time.” Nothing has ever accelerated time like the atom bomb. In
the bunker awaiting the explosion of the first nuclear device, Edward
Teller recalculated the probability of the bomb fusing atmospheric hy-
drogen in a planetary holocaust. In the early days there was a strong
conviction that nuclear war was coming and with it the end of history.
The clock on the cover of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists moved
ever nearer to the midnight hour of nuclear pandestruction. And this
science has wrought . . .

At the end of the road to Bacon’s New Atlantis lies not utopia but
an insane world, heir to atavisms and social structures that drive hu-
man beings to produce and fight without respite in the midst of abun-
dance. Modern technology has completed the work of history, has
raised social labor to such high levels of productivity, has intertwined
the fates of all peoples so thoroughly that the continued thral'dom of
mankind to the struggle for existence has become an obvious absur-
dity. In this context the question of the meaning of life is posed with
new urgency. Surely several billion years of evolution and tens of thou-
sands of years of human history are not for naught. There must be a
point to it all, even if it is nothing more than the production of a spare
part for an alien spaceship as in Kurt Vonnegut’s Sirens of Titan. In
any case, the end of history provokes new reflections on its meaning
and especially on the place of science in its terrifying course.

Many contemporary stories approach this question through space
travel considered as a symbol of the transcendence of human limits.
The symbol is well chosen: space travel can be made to serve a literary
function similar to that of nuclear war. Both are thought experiments
become real, striking imitations of art by life.

The prospect of a galactic destiny gives a sense to the ideal oneness
of the human species, as does the atom bomb. (Recall Tom Lehrer’s
song “We’ll All Go Together When We Go.”) Both devalue the tra-
ditional notions of historical victory and political power in the face
of vaster goals. As Arthur Clarke (1956: 157) put it, “The illusions of
our day cannot survive the fierce, hard light that beats down from the
stars.” The same could be said of the “fierce, hard light” that first
shone in the deserts of New Mexico. The planetary perspective is that
of a viewer who knows the truth about the bomb, that it abolishes
human history as such. So too, rockets bring man face-to-face with
destiny, which is beyond politics and national rivalries, essentially hu-
man and eternal, in a way that is structurally similar to the bomb.

Of course, space travel had been treated before in science fiction.
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But the excitement lay in the conquest of space itself, the technical pro-
cedures, the astonishing discoveries of the first explorers. It was the
adventure of lonely intelligence in the infinite spaces that so frightened
poor Pascal. Stories like this continue to be written, but now they are
old hat. The demystified space of the nuclear era requires new fan-
tasies of exploration. As André Benedetto (1966: 58) has written, “Il y
a longtemps qu’on a cassé/ A double bang le silence éternel / De ces
espaces infinis” (The eternal silence of these infinite spaces was shat-
tered long ago by a double bang).

After World War II, with the first rocket to the moon less than a
generation away, the technical difficulties were all dismissed with a
cursory mention of “atom drive” or “hyperspace.” By force of repeti-
tion technological exoticism has since acquired the everydayness of the
electric toaster. The interesting problems concern the moral fitness of
the human race for space travel.

Alfred Bester’s The Stars My Destination (1956) describes a future
in which teleportation has been extended to astronomical distances. At
the climax of the book the hero selects people at random all over the
world to receive a new fissionable material that can be detonated di-
rectly by human thought: not the politicians but ordinary people must
choose between life and death, the stars and nuclear self-destruction.
The dialectic of nuclear war and space travel could not be more clearly
presented. The race to the stars is the moral equivalent for nuclear
war, a domain in which to sublimate the will to earthly power.

In many other stories space travel is similarly treated as a test of hu-
man courage and wisdom, often in the face of irrational fears or prohi-
bitions imposed by past generations or alien species. In Isaac Asimov’s
The Caves of Steel (1953) the population problem is solved by emi-
gration to the stars, once fear of open space and hatred of robots is
conquered. Arthur Clarke’s The City and the Stars is also about over-
coming the fear of space. Theodore Sturgeon’s More Than Human
(1953) is another novel that concerns the conquest not of technical
obstacles to space travel but moral obstacles. In all these stories the
question is less one of technical mastery in the service of a Promethean
destiny than of space flight as a symbol of human self-mastery or self-
transcendence. In several stories space travel forms the background to
a veritable apotheosis of the species. The “lopers” of Clifford Simak’s
City, the Overmind of Clarke’s Childhood’s End, are images of its total
transfiguration beyond the realm of history.

In City (1952) the explorers of Jupiter employ a device that converts
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them into “lopers” capable of surviving on the surface of the planet.
As it turns out, it is much more fun being a loper than a man. “He had
found something greater than Man had ever known. A swifter, surer
body. A sense of exhilaration, a deeper sense of life. A sharper mind. A
world of beauty that even the dreamers of Earth had not yet imag-
ined” (Simak 1952: 117). Humanity deserts earth for Jupiter, leaving
its old home to a race of intelligent dogs who narrate Simak’s tale. The
human form is cast off altogether and with it reason, mortality, and re-
sponsibility. In this novel the destiny of the human race is to become a
sort of cosmic beatnik in flight from the intolerable burden of histori-
cal and individual existence. Here the human species does not tran-
scend its limits; rather, the species itself is transcended.

Childhood’s End (1953) reaches a similar conclusion. It begins with
the United States and Russia about to conquer space: another step in
the long march toward mutual conquest and destruction. Suddenly alien
spaceships appear over every major city. The “Overlords” have arrived
to save mankind from its own folly. Humanity is forbidden war and
space travel (“The stars are not for man” [Clarke 1972: 137]) and
united in prosperity under a world government. A golden age of peace,
leisure, and creativity begins.

But all human hopes are cut short by a startling change in the chil-
dren. More and more of them withdraw from reality into a dream
world. The Overlords explain that above them all in the hierarchy of
cosmic intelligence stands a being of pure mind which the children of
humanity will soon join. The history of the species is over. The Over-
lords have served not as masters but as midwives for the birth of a
higher form of purely mental life. The last surviving man witnesses the
final transfiguration of what once were human children: “There lay
the Overmind, whatever it might be, bearing the same relation to man
as man bore to amoeba. Potentially infinite, beyond mortality, how
long had it been absorbing race after race as it spread across the stars?
Did it too have desires, did it have goals it sensed dimly yet might
never attain? Now it had drawn into its being all that the human race
had ever achieved. This was not tragedy, but fulfillment” (Clarke 1972:
205).

The concept of transfiguration in these novels revives some of the
wildest dreams of nineteenth-century utopianism: Charles Fourier’s
reconciliation of man and nature; the young Marx’s liberation of the
senses; Kirilov’s resurrection of nature in Dostoevsky’s The Devils. Be-
yond the mere pacification of existence in an enlightened and rational
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social order—the goal of scientific enlightenment—appears a further
horizon of joy and purposeless power, a Nietzschean transcendence of
“the vermin man” and his humiliating divinities.

Why this recrudescence of romantic antirationalism in the very
mainstream of a literature that always sought to rationalize the fantas-
tic in the dreams of science? It is as though the failure of enlighten-
ment as a social project also revealed the limits of scientific knowledge
of nature. The modern concept of nature as an object of investigation
and control is subordinated to an older idea of nature as a miraculous
living thing of which the human race is merely a part. It is the return
of Natiirphilosophie, an outlook that could hardly be more alien to
the mainstream tradition of science fiction up to this point.

TOTALITARIAN ENLIGHTENMENT

The social goal of science is ostensibly human liberation through
progress in power over nature, and early science fiction often responded
to these ideological pretensions of scientific rationalism with images of
a world wisely governed by scientists and technicians. This was the lit-
erature of positivism in the nineteenth-century sense of the term.

After the bomb, however, this theme rang false for many writers
and readers. The old fantasy of scientists and technicians in power be-
came less attractive once science and technique were mobilized in the
race for the ultimate weapon. Science was already, if not in power,
near enough to the centers of control that its further participation in
history no longer promised liberation. Following the reorganization of
science, the white knight of reason turned out to be a cultured bureau-
crat in Washington or Moscow.

The cold war intensified the moral pathos of such structural changes,
for a tighter organization of science was not only efficient but a matter
of loyalty as well. The security problems to which Arthur Roberts jok-
ingly referred were deadly serious. Freedom was the watchword of the
suppression of those who exercised it too carelessly: the defense of tol-
erance required measured intolerance. This situation complicated the
political prose of scientists as well as the metaphors of science fiction.
Scientists were suspect; only the expression of unconditional loyalty
and obedience to Western ideals could allay public fears. Yet the En-
emy was hated and feared precisely because it demanded unconditional
loyalty and obedience. Thus in this period every image of a society of
total administration was simultaneously a denunciation of the Soviet
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Union and a more or less conscious expression of anxiety about trends
in the West itself.

As a result, images of nonconformity and individualism were also
ambiguous. On the one hand, the scientists wished to defend their
freedom of thought, which necessarily made them nonconformists with
respect to the increasingly repressive society around them.! On the
other hand, most scientists accepted the ideological framework of a
cold war that rationalized the demand for conformity and institution-
alized it in the new bureaucratic administration of science with its se-
crecy and security systems.

The bureaucratization of science was a mild form of a much more
thorough bureaucratization of economic life in this period. It raised
the specter of the technological obsolescence of humankind in a world
of machines and mechanistic social organizations. Thematic material
of this type is treated repeatedly from Karel Capek’s R.U.R. in 1920
down to the present. After World War II, as Western democracies were
increasingly recast in the bureaucratic mold, the theme became more
and more popular. Novels like Orwell’s 1984 took up the prewar elegy
for humanistic values in a world of total administration.

A whole genre was based on the thesis that progress in the power of
the human species over nature goes hand in hand with ever more ef-
fective domination of some human beings by others. These dystopias
of totalitarian enlightenment represent reactions in the name of a hu-
manism which admits its defeat in practice. To the triumphant posi-
tivist utopia thus corresponds a humanistic dystopia which is its spiri-
tual point d’honneur. In both genres history is portrayed as the destiny
of reason: which of its two sides will prevail, that which is dedicated
to wisdom, to the intelligent choice of goals, or that which is dedicated
to mere domination, to the ruthless control of means, including a ro-
botized humanity?

In the late forties and fifties a number of science fiction novels at-
tempted to revise the increasingly popular dystopian genre. These nov-
els did not ignore or minimize the threatening character of modern
social trends as did positivist utopias. Yet reason for hope is always
found in spite of the apparently successful dissolution of the old forms
of individuality. It is as though the pressures of cold war conformism

1. As P. W. Bridgman (1948: 70) wrote in the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, “The
assumption of the right of society to impose a responsibility on the scientist which he
does not desire obviously involves the acceptance of . . . the right of the stupid to exploit
the bright.”
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and the bureaucratic reorganization of the scientific community forced
it to ponder the possibility that technology will indeed reduce human
beings to mere tools of a mechanical system. And yet to accept this
conclusion would be to abandon the ideology of science, the whole no-
tion of progress through power over nature. The solution would have
to take humanism’s nightmare into account while saving the dreams of
enlightenment.

Asimov’s The Caves of Steel depicts an overpopulated world com-
pressed by fear of open space into crowded cities. As robots replace
workers, the mass of “declassified” laborers grows, and hostility be-
tween men and machines reaches a violent peak. But in the end the
problems are all solved, and the policeman hero is even reconciled
to his forced partnership with a robot. The cyborg destiny of humans
and robots is to live in “a culture that combines the best of the two on
an equal but parallel basis” (Asimov 1972a: 48).

Fred Hoyle’s Ossian’s Ride (1959) pits a scientist hero against a
technoscientific enterprise suspected of evil intentions in spite of the
useful products it has developed. The hero goes through harrowing ad-
ventures spying on the corporation but finally learns that its owners
are benevolent visitors from another star system, come to earth to pre-
serve the last remnants of their doomed culture. They will contribute
through the corporation to the upward struggle of humanity and in-
deed of all intelligent life.

Novels like these can be understood as expressions of ambivalence
within the scientific community about its own transformation and that
of society at large. They are studied exercises in “generic discontinu-
ities” (Jameson 1973). The reader is already familiar with novels of
totalitarian enlightenment such as 1984 and Brave New World. Asi-
mov, Hoyle, and writers of similar tales plunge the reader into a con-
flict typical of the genre. But the conflict is finally dissolved in a surprise
happy ending, contrary to all the pessimistic expectations awakened
by the clichéd “man versus machine” narration. The fruits of enlight-
enment are saved from the critique by the optimistic conclusion, but
not until the “misunderstanding” on which the critique is based has
been lived, suffered, and transcended.

Beneath the endless litany of praise to science in the late forties
and early fifties, praise designed to justify the expensive integration
of research and government, lay seeds of self-doubt. All the changes
in scientific life and self-consciousness described above prepared a
critique of the ideology of enlightenment on which scientific activity
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has traditionally been based. The pursuit of power over nature has
reached an impasse. In popularizing the scientific community’s increas-
ingly troubled vision, these novels and stories contributed to the devel-
opment of a new dystopian consciousness of history that gradually
overshadowed traditional politics in the postwar period.

THE LAST HUMANIST

The longing to be primitive is a disease of culture.
—George Santayana 1926: 19

THE BREAKDOWN OF LIBERAL TECHNOCRACY

The period from 1964 to 1968 was one of the most remarkable in
recent American history. Thirty-five years of American liberalism were
tried and found wanting. Opposition movements were born, first on
the Left, then on the Right, strong enough to shake the established po-
litical patterns. The spread of ill humor, intolerance, and personal cru-
elty spoiled the last traces of freshness and innocence in the American
character. The temper of a nation was changed.

These changes corresponded with the apotheosis of liberalism, its
transformation from a vaguely populistic movement, at least appar-
ently opposed to established power, into a technocratic ideology of
total social integration under the auspices of “scientific” expertise. The
War on Poverty and the war in Vietnam were just two aspects of the
final struggle to end the history of social conflict. Never was America
stronger and more self-confident. Never was it engaged in a more hope-
less task. Soon the failure in Vietnam became the prelude to the col-
lapse of liberal technocracy in every sphere.

What went wrong? Herbert Marcuse’s article “The Individual in the
Great Society” offered a prescient explanation that demonstrated the
significance of Vietnam for the technocratic project of pacifying hu-
man existence through total administration. Marcuse (1966: 15) saw
in the advanced capitalist societies a “progressive transfer of power
from the human individual to the technical or bureaucratic apparatus,
from living to dead labor, from personal to remote control, from a ma-
chine or group of machines to a whole mechanized system.” Personal
life is now planned and orchestrated with the lives of others, from
above, by the machine itself. The individuals “live in a society where
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they are . . . subjected to an apparatus which, comprising production,
distribution, and consumption, material and intellectual life, work and
leisure, politics and fun, determines their daily existence, their needs
and aspirations” (Marcuse 1966: 15).

In this society, labor is still “alienated,” that is, it is still production
for an Other, and not for the individual’s own needs or for those of his
or her fellows. Although the society is rich enough to provide for all
its members, “the individuals must go on spending physical and men-
tal energy in the struggle for existence, status, advantage. They must
suffer, service, and enjoy the apparatus which imposes on them this
necessity. The new slavery in the work world is not compensated by a
new autonomy over the work world” (Marcuse 1966: 15).

The individuals are bound ever more tightly to their society by what
Marcuse calls a “libidinal attachment” to the goods and services it de-
livers. The very consciousness of alienation tends to be repressed as
“individuals identify themselves with their being-for-others, their im-
age” (Marcuse 1966: 15). “Under these circumstances, society calls for
an Enemy against whom the aggressive energy can be released which
cannot be channeled into the normal, daily struggle for existence. The
individuals live in a society which wages war or is prepared to wage
war all over the world. . . . The enemy is not one factor among others,
not a contingency which the evaluation of the chances of the Great
Society can ignore or to which it can refer to in passing. The Enemy is
a determining factor at home and abroad, in business and education,
in science and relaxation” (Marcuse 1966: 15).

These dystopian trends were reflected in and propagated by the
mass media in the 1960s. This section discusses two popular expres-
sions of the new consciousness. Spy mania swept the country after
John Kennedy named Ian Fleming among his favorite authors. The
first James Bond films had millions of viewers, and a new film genre
was born in the instant. At about the same time, French and Italian
films became quite popular among sophisticated audiences in America.
Films like Federico Fellini’s La Dolce Vita (1960) reflected discontents
that found no voice in the usual Hollywood product. These films were
more or less openly dystopian. They gained larger and larger audi-
ences as cultural opposition spread.

These two types of films seem to represent diametrically opposed
social attitudes. The Europeans rejected modern society and waxed
nostalgic over the death of traditional humanistic culture, while the
spies celebrated the pleasures of technological society and gloried in its
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triumph over malicious Third World peoples and criminal conspira-
cies. But close examination of these films casts doubt on this con-
ventional contrast. As I will show, both genres depict resistance to an
oppressive social machinery. In different ways, they exemplify a new
popular dystopianism.

THE STRUGGLE AGAINST DYSTOPIA

Jean-Luc Godard’s Alphaville (1966) is an ironic comment on the
spy film. Godard’s hero, Lemmy Caution, visits a city controlled by a
computer called Alpha 60. In Alphaville “men have become the slaves
of probability.” The spy from the “outerlands” has come on behalf of
“those who weep” to save Alphaville for human values which have
been rooted out of the hearts and even the very dictionaries of the in-
habitants. Caution eventually destroys the computer and escapes with
the daughter of Alphaville’s chief scientist, who is named, significantly,
von Braun.

Alphaville is set in the Paris of the future, photographed in the most
Americanized sections of contemporary Paris. The hero of the film rep-
resents values that are on the decline in modern technological civiliza-
tion. That civilization includes not only the West but also its Soviet rival:
Caution’s alias in Alphaville is “Ivan Johnson, correspondent for Figaro-
Pravda.”

For Godard, evidently, the last surviving humanist is the spy, the de-
tective, the newspaperman. As Caution says, “Journalism begins with
the same letter as Justice.” His credentials as a representative of West-
ern culture are established through constant quotations from French
poetry and philosophy. Paul Eluard’s Capital de la Douleur, Ferdinand
Céline’s Voyage au Bout de la Nuit, Blaise Pascal’s famous epigram
about the eternal silences of the infinite spaces, lines from Jean Racine,
and much else get into the act (Benedikt 1968).

Caution is the hero of a struggle against “technological time,” the
enemy of life and love, which Alpha 60 describes in the following
terms: “No one has lived in the past; no one will live in the future. The
present is the form of all life. Time is like a circle which turns cease-
lessly, the descending arc, the past; the rising arc, the future.” In a so-
ciety of total administration, the individual has no need of past and
future, both of which are taken care of by the computer. In such a
society, only a Lemmy Caution can invalidate the apparent technologi-
cal obsolescence of time. Only a man of action can follow the advice
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of the unfortunate criminal, executed for weeping at his wife’s funeral:
“It suffices to go forward to live, forward towards all that one loves.”

A great many European films of the 1960s have a humanist hero of
some sort, although none can compete with Lemmy Caution. In films
of despair, like Fellini’s La Dolce Vita and Michelangelo Antonioni’s
The Red Desert (1964), characters who represent resistance to society
are doomed. In the former film, the aristocratic Steiner studies Bach
and Sanskrit, entertains artists and poets, and eventually commits sui-
cide. In the latter film, a similar function is filled by a neurotic woman
lost in the industrial wasteland around Ravenna. In Frangois Truffaut’s
Fabrenbeit 451 (1966), the humanist hero escapes from a world domi-
nated by television to a region where a small fringe group conserves
literary traditions.

In Alphaville, as in many spy films, the hero establishes his human-
ity and gains his victory through love, long since abolished in Alpha-
ville as illogical and functionless. The girl is brought over from the
enemy by being taught to love in a scene of extraordinary asceticism:
there is practically no physical contact but only a sort of poetic inter-
play between the protagonists. Once obtained, the heroine’s love serves
to confirm the hero’s humanity, to distinguish him from the cold, un-
lovable, and unloving computer.

But Godard goes even further and offers us a sadistic Lemmy Cau-
tion as well in order to sharpen the contrast with the benevolent com-
puter, all of whose actions “serve the final good.” Thus in one scene
Caution purposely drives his car over an enemy agent’s face. Godard
grasps at any shred of evidence that human instincts of whatever sort
still survive the reign of logic.

As the pure embodiment of what Marcuse called the “repressive
rationality” of technological society, the computer exemplifies the Sys-
tem. It states, “In the capitalist and the communist world, there is no
evil desire to subjugate men by indoctrination or money, but simply
the natural desire to organize, to plan, to reduce the unforeseen.” But
the pursuit of total efficiency debases humanity itself. As Marshall
McLuhan (1964: 46) put it, “Man becomes . . . the sex organs of the
machine world.” The threat of dehumanization dominates all these
dystopian films, from La Dolce Vita, where it takes the form of mass
culture, to The Red Desert, where the characters are sickened by the
mere physical presence of factories.

The masses are portrayed in three different ways in this genre. The
population of Alphaville is organized fascistically into an atomized and
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robotized collectivity. In Fahrenhbeit 451 the population forms a large
friendly family with a childlike wish to belong. This image appears to
derive from a disparaging view of adolescent neotribalism in America.
In La Dolce Vita, the portrayal of the masses is fractured along the
lines dividing tradition from modernity in a society in transition. Mar-
cello’s fiancée, who longs for religion and family, stands for a dying
way of life that still holds its attraction for the lower classes. But the
truth of the present is represented by the swinging life of the Via Ve-
neto, where advertising agents and their hangers-on manufacture new
conformisms for an ever more modern society.

Correlated with the horror of these various collectivisms is a yearn-
ing for the simple country life of technological underdevelopment where
spirit is not yet submitted to mechanism. But this alternative is never
clearly localized. Lemmy Caution and his girlfriend escape Alphaville
in a shiny Mustang to a destination unknown. A beautiful beach sym-
bolizes an alternative in The Red Desert, while the smile of a simple
country girl at the end of La Dolce Vita bears the same message. In
Fahrenbeit 451, the land of the “book people,” a country retreat pop-
ulated by refugees who have each memorized a favorite book, offers
the most fanciful interpretation of the remaining possibilities of free-
dom. The restoration of human values is presented as an unrealistic
utopia, and even, in The Red Desert, as a neurotic daydream.

THE HELICOPTER AND THE GUERRILLA

The contrast between these films and the spy films of the same pe-
riod could not be more obvious. James Bond glories in the worst as-
pects of Western society, aspects which are unequivocally rejected by
the social critique of a Godard or a Fellini. Rationalized collectivism in
the Bond saga is exemplified in Dr. No’s (1962) island full of evil Ori-
entals; nothing like it threatens back in good old England. Lemmy
Caution takes no pleasure in the life of Alphaville, the joys of which
are summed up by a vending machine that exchanges a “thank you”
note for a coin. Bond is a vain and elegant hedonist.

Yet, despite the obvious differences, the two types of film have re-
markably similar structures. Bond may not quote Racine, but he estab-
lishes his nonmechanical humanity in other ways. He always begins a
film well provisioned with technical devices and weapons, the most
spectacular of which is his car in Goldfinger (1964). And just as regu-
larly he is stripped of these defenses by his enemies, captured, and ex-
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posed to their weapons. From then on Bond must depend on his cour-
age, luck, and seductive powers to see him through. We are easily won
over: his fumbling incompetence at disarming an atom bomb, his sheer
physical strength, his search for pleasure in a world gone mad, the
love of an enemy girl, all prove his humanity. Strength without ma-
chines and the test of love seem to be universal traits of the spy hero.
These traits alert us to an underlying dystopian imagery.

Although constantly threatened, the spy hero is immune from harm,
a characteristic that gives a black comic twist to the most frightening
scenes. Under a laser beam or in a shark-filled pool, fleeing the guns of
his opponents, or in bed with a beautiful counterspy, the hero always
survives triumphant and unruffled. Not only is he immune from death,
but, even more important, he is immune from fear, injury, and all the
things which would cause him to lose his self-possession.

The Spy Who Came In from the Cold (1966), which refuses this
pattern for the sake of “realism,” ends up confirming it after all. The
hero chooses death gratuitously as a protest against reality. He is thus
essentially immune, but lets himself be killed at the last minute for the
sake of human values sacrificed by a hateful world. But this film does
not play by the rules; that in fact is what made it so interesting to
viewers whose expectations were formed on the Bond films.

A good spy cannot have ideals or human attachments. He knows
what to expect from life and never worries about politics. He is pre-
cisely not like the hero of The Spy Who Came In from the Cold, a
normal mature adult capable of personal commitment and sentimental
involvement. Instead he is a “cool” superadolescent, able to assert his
humanity and individuality in a crazy world without assuming a tragic
role. Scaled down, this “cool” is something like a model response to
the threats present in the daily life of the audience. This trivialization
of the problems of modern life was a constant refrain in the contem-
porary television series I Spy that gave Bill Cosby his start.

As in the dystopian film, the enemy in the spy film is collectivized
and technologically sophisticated. There is an amusing scene in Gold-
finger which points up the contrast between this new villainy and old-
fashioned crime. Goldfinger has invited a number of gangsters to his
house for a payoff and proceeds to execute them with poison gas.
Chemical warfare rather than gangland heroics greets the “Little Cae-
sars” of the films of the thirties and forties.

The original Bond novels are characterized by a rather old-fashioned
imperialist demonization of Central Europeans, Russians, Orientals, and
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blacks, indeed, just about anyone who is nor English. But, as many
critics point out, Fleming’s racism is not entirely sincere; his Mani-
chaeanism takes on targets of convenience rather than reflecting a con-
sistent ideology (Eco 1984: 161). The case is somewhat different with
the Bond films. In them too, and in the many films they inspired, a
Third World country or non-Caucasian race is cast in the role of vil-
lain. But the Vietnam era gives new meaning to the spy film’s racism.

One might assume, given actual events in Southeast Asia, that the
villains would employ the guerrilla tactics of the Viet Cong; instead,
they usually possess a disciplined army generously supplied with high-
tech weapons. The hero is always captured by his enemies, and work-
ing from within defeats their advanced technology practically unaided.
Sometimes he gets a bit of last-minute help from his own side, armed
with its advanced weapons, as at the end of Goldfinger, but the basic
work has to be done by a lone man in enemy territory. Thus the real
relation between Western imperialism and the underdeveloped world
is reversed, the former basing itself on men and the latter on machines,
the former on the principles of Mao Tse-tung and the latter on those
of Lyndon Baines Johnson.

The struggle between man and machine is carried to the point of
self-caricature in a film called Arabesque (1966). The story concerns a
Middle Eastern prime minister who must be saved from the clutches of
a group of evil Arab conspirators. At one point, the villains pursue the
“good guys” across a field, riding a combine and a thresher. Just as
Goldfinger attempts to have Bond crushed in a car by a scrap-metal
machine, a picturesque image of the fate of the average American caught
in a head-on freeway collision, so here the enemy catches the represen-
tatives of Western society in the situation of pedestrians in city traffic.
The absurdities continue in the succeeding scene as the heroes find
horses waiting to carry them away and are chased by a tank and heli-
copter. The West has somehow become the nineteenth century to the
East’s twentieth.

Here the technocratic threat present in our own society is projected
onto the underdeveloped world. That threat is often represented by a
helicopter, an image drawn from the Vietnam struggle. In Fahrenbeit
451 the hero is also chased by a helicopter, and in La Dolce Vita the
triumph of technocracy over tradition is symbolized in the grimly ironic
opening scene by a huge statue of Jesus dangling from a helicopter. In
every case, we are asked to identify not with the helicopter but with its
earthbound victims.
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The concept of “underdevelopment” has a different significance for
European and American audiences. The dystopian films were deeply
anti-American, nostalgic for the European past prior to the invasion of
American technology. The force of this ideology was such that a French
cartoon strip, Asterix, became as popular as Mickey Mouse, at least in
France, by glorifying the triumphs of primitive Gaul over sophisticated
Rome.

In Europe dystopian imagery can be expressed through opposi-
tion to the great powers (“Ivan Johnson”). This theme forms the back-
ground to the amusing spy movie You Only Live Twice (1967). This
film, made at a time of grave economic difficulties for Britain, reflects
an unusual “third force” concept. Here James Bond takes a plunge into
the ranks of the secondary powers. Although weak, they are justified
by their humanity against the quadruple menace of the great powers,
Russia and America, China and SPECTRE, the first two embodying
blind mechanical automatism, and the latter two diabolical evil.

In this film Bond “dies,” to be resurrected later in another iden-
tity. Bond’s sacrifice for Little England corresponds with the decline of
Great Britain itself, and the dream of its renewed appearance on the
world scene. The film announces this death and transfiguration as the
supposedly executed Bond is reborn in the torpedo tube of a subma-
rine, from which he is launched to shore for his final mission. The new
Bond, Sean Connery with fat cheeks and the paunch of a middle-aged
businessman, is not yet the perfect expression of England’s postimperial
and overripe maturity. He must also ally himself with a non-Anglo-
Saxon power, Japan, in order to save the world from the madness
and stupidity of the great powers. To seal this alliance Bond’s transfor-
mation must be total: he must become Japanese and even marry a Japa-
nese girl.

Bond then learns ninja, the traditional Japanese art of stealth and
violence, and goes to work for the Japanese secret service. In the final
scenes, Bond’s small helicopter outmaneuvers the great helicopters of
SPECTRE, representing big-power high technology. How unromantic!
Bond is no longer flesh and blood against mechanism; he has his own
little technology. This reproduces the precise position of Europe in
world politics, not fighting on the ground like the Viet Cong, but in an
intermediary zone, surviving and even occasionally winning by clever-
ness and maneuverability.

This comparison of dystopian films and spy films reveals surprising
convergences. In both the hero is a sort of guerrilla warrior, fighting an
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evil technocracy from within. In both his humanity is established by
individual action against the machine, while the enemy possesses the
helicopters. But the social functions of the two types of films are quite
different. The dystopian film exacerbates the conflict of human values
and technological society, while the spy film offers a mythic resolution.
This explains their different treatments of underdevelopment, which,
for reasons that must be analyzed, serves a particularly important sym-
bolic function in advanced society.

AMBIVALENCE TOWARD TECHNOLOGICAL
SOCIETY

Despite their differences, these films made a similar point: persecuted
by a rationalized order, the viewers were asked to identify themselves
as heroes in the struggle against technocracy. But there was an element
of bad faith in this Manichaean identification. As Philip Slater (1970:
125) writes, “The impersonal, intricate, omnivorous machinery that
threatens, benumbs, and bureaucratizes the helpless individual in Mar-
cuse’s One-Dimensional Man is not something external to the individ-
ual; it is the individual—the grotesque materialization of his turning
away.” The individuals play contradictory roles: they are both inte-
grated participants in the society and alienated critics of its conform-
ism and its technology. In the former role they pilot the counterinsur-
gency helicopters that keep the others in check, while in the latter role
they fight a rear-guard guerrilla action for a more individualistic society.
Not surprisingly, then, the system is both rejected and loved, feared
and accepted.

The imperialism of the spy film was a coded expression of these am-
bivalences. In fighting a guerrilla war against a technologically sophis-
ticated underdeveloped world, viewers projected the most unpleasant
aspects of their own society onto others while establishing themselves
as “individuals.” The aggressivity generated by repression in the First
World was unleashed on the Third World. What better solution to the
dilemma of individualism and conformity than identifying regimenta-
tion with a foreign nation and defeating it with the perfect marriage of
humanism and technology, as represented by James Bond?

This false resolution of the conflict between the individual and so-
ciety fixated the population in a posture of defense against the social
Enemy. Reconciliation with society implied war with the symbolic pro-
jections of secret and unconscious “subversive” tendencies. The de-
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mand for war became an urgent necessity, for only through it could
the individuals ensure their ambivalent integration in the system. It
was this psychic constellation that made both the spy film and real
counterinsurgency warfare plausible to millions of people.

The dystopian film had a different impact. It idealized alienation
from society without, however, identifying any real possibility of resis-
tance to it. Viewers remained caught in the actual ambivalences of daily
life, their critical consciousness awakened in contradiction with their
social situation. The romantic image of cultured, humanistic, pretech-
nological society, even though it was not concretized geographically—
Vietnam or Cuba was precisely not the place to go—nevertheless indi-
cated indirectly a historical and personal possibility: “dropping out,”
the “Great Refusal” of advanced society. The dystopian film thus dra-
matized the symbolic meaning of underdevelopment, the real threat
which it contained and the real possibilities of personal liberation it
signified.

THE VANISHING CONSENSUS

May we not be justified in reaching the diagnosis that,
under the influence of cultural urges, some civilizations,
or some epochs of civilization—possibly the whole of
mankind—have become “neurotic”?

—Sigmund Freud 1961: 91

MANIPULATION AND RESISTANCE

Popular dystopianism is present throughout the culture of the Viet-
nam era. In this section I will offer a sketch of changes in advertising
that parallel the ones documented above in the case of science fiction
and film. I will argue that in the 1950s and 1960s the mind managers
were visibly struggling to keep ahead of an increasingly resistant pub-
lic, more and more skeptical of corporations’ claims, and that this
resistance inspired new approaches not only to selling but to politics
as well.

Advertising’s dilemma lies in the very nature of persuasion that con-
tains an implicit reference to the real interests and freedom of those
to whom it is addressed. Persuasion claims to bring those interests to
consciousness where they can be grasped by that freedom. The victims
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of all-pervasive advertising and propaganda thus find their own indi-
viduality constantly valorized even as it is redirected to alien purposes.
At the same time, there is a very real sense in which the manipulated
masses are free, free to appropriate and interpret the manipulation to
which they are subjected in a variety of unforeseeable ways (de Cer-
teau 1980). The resulting tensions between advertising and its audience
are not so much resolved as masked by constantly changing techniques.

While there are no sharp breaks in the history of advertising styles,
emphases do change. For example, there has been a long-term trend
away from rational toward irrational appeals (Schudson 1984: 60).
Ads from the nineteenth century look remarkably benign; they seem
to consist primarily of information, usually accompanied by some re-
strained pictures and a modest slogan. The early twentieth century saw
a new emphasis on crude “hard sell” ads pressuring individuals to
enter the new consumer markets, followed by a post-World War II
shift to “soft sell” image ads depicting conformist lifestyles (Riesman,
Glazer, and Denney 1953: 100ff.). As these ads too began to seem old-
fashioned in the 1960s, consumers were increasingly offered a self-
contradictory image of nonconformity that flattered their individual-
ism and originality (Ewen 1976: 218-219).

Whether many of these ads were really effective is irrelevant to my
concern, which is the cultural logic they exemplify (Schudson 1984:
chap. 4). But surely they had some notable successes. For having
grasped the new logic early, Volkswagen took the lead in auto imports
and Ronald Reagan became governor of California, and eventually pres-
ident as well. The new ads were at the very least expressions of a new
mood and of the growing centrifugal forces that nearly tore the society
apart in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

The ubiquitous hard sell of early radio—we have all heard those
rasping voices and inane ditties in old movies or on late-night TV—
addressed individuals who yearned for success yet feared it. Robert
Warshow’s analysis of the contemporary gangster film reveals the mech-
anism of this ambivalence.

At bottom, the gangster is doomed because he is under the obligation to
succeed, not because the means he employs are unlawful. In the deeper lay-
ers of the modern consciousness, all means are unlawful, every attempt to
succeed is an act of aggression, leaving one alone and guilty and defenseless
among enemies: one is punished for success. This is our intolerable di-
lemma: that failure is a kind of death and success is evil and dangerous,
is—ultimately—impossible. The effect of the gangster film is to embody this
dilemma in the person of the gangster and resolve it by his death. The
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dilemma is resolved because it is his death, not ours. We are safe; for the
moment, we can acquiesce in our failure, we can choose to fail. (Warshow
1964: 88)

The gangster film enabled the individuals to live through their ambi-
tion in art and reconciled them temporarily to a mediocre existence.

This same structure was repeated in the advertising of the period.
The hard sell drew timorous consumers with their tiny savings into the
new mass consumer markets to which they were not accustomed. Ad-
vertising bombarded its audience with visual shocks, disgusting melo-
dies, and insistent voices. Consumers were not simply offered informa-
tion about the product; they were pressured and bullied against their
will. This approach left them fully aware that their freedom of purse
and better judgment were being violated. But that violation would
surely have failed if it did not appeal to a repressed and inadmissible
ambition to rise above mediocrity, to enter the world of dreams, suc-
cess, uniqueness. During this period, consumer goods appeared as temp-
tations to be resisted. The hard sell allied itself with desire against the
consumer’s reason.

In the fifties, the increased comfort and security of conformist ex-
istence conferred a positive value on it. The desire to rise above the
crowd receded before the glorification of mediocrity. As Eric Goldman
(1961: 264-265) explains, “The unquestionable trend was toward a
home in a suburb—the mushrooming miles of middle-class and work-
er’s suburbs—where the prime virtue was adjustment to what the
neighbors thought and did. Under these circumstances the urge was
not so much for individualism as it was for getting oneself into the
most profitable and comfortable relationship with some larger group
or organization.”

Perhaps the purest expression of this change was the television
situation comedy (Hamamoto 1989: 43~45). There the cloyingly sen-
timental portrayal of the happy home life of Mr. and Mrs. Average
became entertainment. The individuals identified themselves fully and
joyfully with their roles. No Mom was ever so sweet and pretty, no
Dad so strong and understanding. The work world scarcely appeared,
for it was still a sphere of frustration and conflict. But the situation
comedy seemed to say that these mild inconveniences were surely
worth it in exchange for the joys of home. Thus where frustration and
conflict appeared at all, they were not tragic but a source of gentle
amusement.

Of course, this perfect reconciliation of the individual and the
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society was a myth, and the soap opera was there to give it the lie. The
alienation of the individual in work was not funny; home life was not
blissful; major appliances and planned leisure could not fill an empty
life. The individuals had indeed achieved a sort of success in their con-
formist existence, but this success was accompanied by proliferating
anxieties provoked by an economic and social transition that could not
be criticized even in the privacy of the soul.

The individuals were required to give allegiance to the increasingly
impersonal and mechanical system that, after all, provided them with
a decent income. Social deviance, opposition, the desire for something
better could cost them what they had already achieved. The unique in-
dividual was no longer merely imprudent, but threatening to others.
Now all that was different became evil. With Senator Joseph McCarthy,
the science fiction threat of the alien became real. The conformist mass
lived in fear of Communists, intellectuals, and flying saucers (Condon
1969: 523).

In fact, so compelling was the fear of the alien that an advisory
board of scientists warned the Air Force that American communica-
tions systems were vulnerable to massive overload if an attacking en-
emy chose to perpetrate a large-scale flying saucer hoax; they urged
the Air Force to examine flying saucer sightings and, preferably, to
debunk them. (The text of the scientists’ report can be found in the
appendices to Condon 1969: 905ff.) This was also the time of the
great brainwashing scare, and doubts about the integrity and durabil-
ity of human personality were expressed at a higher cultural level in
the spread of Freudianism. John Frankenheimer’s prophetic and scary
film The Manchurian Candidate (1962) summed up these fears (Whit-
field 1991: 211-213).

Unable to reject the source of their misery without losing the re-
wards they owed it, individuals modeled themselves on it to discharge
the surplus aggression it generated. Their revenge took the form of
possession of and control over mechanical power, automotive horse-
power, power mowers, power boats. Meanwhile, ultimate security was
available through building a bomb shelter. (There were even maca-
bre debates about whether to let the neighbors in—the consensus was
“No.”) Mechanized, with a safe retreat in readiness, individuals could
remain in conformity with social demands.

The advertising of this period reflected these changes. Confronted
with the hard sell ad, the consumer experienced an external compul-
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sion corresponding to an inner temptation. But now some consumers,
particularly those with a better education and more money to spend,
resented this imposition. They learned to defend the freedom of their
purse against the crass bludgeoning of the hard sell and reasserted their
liberty. Subtler soft sell ads promoted group identification, an identifi-
cation that incidentally committed consumers to the purchase of the
advertised product.

The soft sell worked better because it exercised no compulsion at
all, but simply reflected the internalized limits on freedom which the
individuals already accepted. Since it was assumed that they wanted to
be like each other, the image ad was relatively straightforward. It might
show a group of happy and attractive young people, a group to which
any viewer would like to belong. Then the ad had only to point out
some particular attribute of the members, their toothy Colgate smiles,
their Coca-Cola, their clothes, to interest the consumer in the product.
Ads of this sort strengthened the conformist pressure even as they
played upon it. The ambivalence of the consumer before the hard sell,
an ambivalence composed of desire for the product and desire to be
free and rational, was resolved in the apparently spontaneous urge to
belong to the group.

Perhaps without the war in Vietnam, the “conformist fifties” might
have lasted another decade, but if we believe Marcuse, eventually such
intense regimentation would have provoked irrepressible aggressivity
and conflicts of some sort would have broken out. In any case, the war
made it possible for this aggressivity to discharge itself on the Vietnam-
ese along lines exemplified in the structure of the spy film.

During the Vietnam era, most people were afraid to assert their in-
dependent individuality, for that could lead to a break with society
and a loss of its benefits; they did not want to “drop out” and become
beatniks or hippies. But they also feared being swallowed up in the so-
cial machine. The greatest danger no longer came from individualism,
as in the days of the gangster film, but from the overwhelming drive
toward conformity. Thus it was conformity that had to be projected
onto others, while individualism became the (mythic) characteristic of
American society.

A similar illusory resolution of inner conflicts took place in domes-
tic political life with the conservative resurgence. The right-wing leader
was the domestic political version of the spy film and the equivalent of
the release of societal tensions and aggressivity in Vietnam. Typically,
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he was identified with American individualism by his propaganda and
his most widely touted actions, but in fact he did little to change
things once in power.

Ronald Reagan’s first term as governor of California set the pattern.
The artful governor convinced most of his constituents that he was
struggling to reduce the size of government by verbal attacks on stu-
dents and welfare “freebooters.” These “Enemies” were stigmatized
for their primitiveness and animality, while also being identified with
the technocratic state against which Reagan claimed to be struggling.
But in fact the budget continued to rise, and the dismantling of the so-
cial and political structures for which Reagan called was never really
an immediate goal of his administration.

Again, these changes were reflected in advertising. It did not take
long for many people consciously to understand the workings of the
image. The image ads of the fifties became transparently repressive
once the individuals decided to assert their individuality. The yearning
to join the group of attractive and happy young people began to give
way before the desire to be distinguished from the herd. At this point,
the ambivalent individuals responded to advertising not just as inte-
grated conformists, fulfilling the rituals of group identification, but also
as alienated selves. But the desire to be unique was not experienced as
an irrational temptation as in the thirties and forties. Rather, it was
precisely through their uniqueness that the individuals demonstrated
their freedom.

Capitalizing on the desire for individuality is difficult, for if every-
one really wants to be different, there is no way to organize them
through advertising. Indeed the production process could hardly antic-
ipate their needs. The solution to the problem lay in discovering the
specificity of the various distinctions which established the new models
of selfhood. These “segmented” types could serve as the basis of coun-
terimages, not so much by showing the similarities between the indi-
viduals within each group, but rather by emphasizing the differences
between groups.

These new ads presented not the integrated but the alienated indi-
vidual. To them we owe the “thinking man’s filter,” brassieres for
ladies who like modern art, cars the modesty of which signifies the
conspicuous parsimony of their owners, and computers that challenge
technocracy’s marching minions. Eventually a point was reached where
the ad no longer even presented an image, but strove to reflect the su-
perior taste of the individual by making fun of advertising itself.
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Consumers’ self-consciousness had reached the point where the
best advertising complimented them precisely in their freedom from
the power of the image and its conformist definitions of individual-
ity. But now there was no escape: conformist and nonconformist alike,
the lover of ads and their passionate foe, both became advertising im-
ages. Personal freedom and economic necessity achieved an absurd
reconciliation.

THE ENEMY WITHIN

This brief sketch of the history of advertising indicates the extent of
the instability and contradictions of the early 1960s. The war in Viet-
nam was the catastrophe that brought the problems into focus. The
price of fighting the enemy in Vietnam was too high to permit the si-
multaneous integration of excluded groups at home. But such groups
tended in any case to be seen as and to become surrogate enemies, and
the will to integrate them receded before the need for objects on which
to discharge aggression. Technocratic liberalism was not able to follow
this transition from imperialism to outright racism, and it fell before
more conservative political trends. Meanwhile, new opposition move-
ments showed the individuals the way to discharge aggression on its
real source, the System.

Social contradictions were now reproduced at a higher level, for
the enemy had appeared within the society itself. Intrasocietal struggle
was again possible, although no longer on the basis of the class oppo-
sitions of competitive capitalism. But once opposition appeared within
the system, the ideal of total social integration was shattered. The ex-
citement of the struggle between the various social groups quickly out-
paced their desire for peaceful coexistence. Divisive and fragmenting
tendencies emerged to overwhelm the liberal vision. By the late 1960s,
the system had notably failed to integrate itself in a “Great Society.”
The war in Vietnam fixed the media images of “underdevelopment”
and “individualism” clearly in everyone’s minds and made it possible
for oppositional groups to move from a vague humanistic protest of
the sort exemplified by “beat” poetry and dystopian science fiction to
a political movement.

Students and blacks were the first groups to switch and therefore
also the first to draw the practical consequences of their own refusal of
the illusory resolution of conflicts offered by the system. They began
by making new demands and soon confronted forceful repression. The
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inner limit on freedom—conformism—became an objective external
limit, and as such an object of collective struggle.

So long as gestures in this direction were prudent and modest, the
possibility of co-optation remained, but as the conservative press and
politicians slandered the early reformist opposition, the alienated indi-
viduals appropriated the role thrust upon them with ever-increasing
enthusiasm. The Left began to imitate the socially prevalent concept of
the Enemy, the hated Other in whom all social evils are embodied. In
accusing the Left of violence and communism, society marked out the
path to a new identity. As the slogan went, “We are the people our
parents warned us against.”

The motives of opposition were present in everyone, but repressed
through the dominant ideology. So long as the enemy was a foreign
country, it was treasonous to switch sides. But once enemies appeared
within the society itself, it became easy unequivocally to assert individ-
uality against the system by joining them. And individuals chose this
option in large numbers. By 1970 it was clear that the enemy had
come home and that aggression seeking an object had no need to cross
the seas to find it. Large-scale opposition and social struggle reap-
peared within the society in large part on the basis of the new dys-
topian consciousness.

Technocratic liberalism had asked the individuals to realize them-
selves through their social roles, through their cooperation, through
their similarities. But as aggressive tendencies were reinforced by real
imperialist warfare, individuals tended to identify more and more with
the violence that enabled them to reconcile themselves with the sys-
tem. It was in the relation to the enemy that the individuals became
truly real for themselves, no longer in cooperation with their fellows.
The psychic foundations were laid for an era of social strife. For an
increasing number of Americans, the rising aggressivity became a
concrete desire for blood and enthusiasm in police brutality, political
assassination, and social persecution. In opposition to strident nation-
alism, more and more Americans sought release from responsibility for
their society through performing and suffering violence in radical po-
litical struggle. The stage was set for a decade of bloodshed and cruelty.
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Technique and Value
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Doctor wearing plague outfit during the Middle Ages. The beak of the mask
contains sweet-smelling substances meant to counteract the stench of decaying
bodies. Colored engraving, 1725. Courtesy Germanisches Nationalmuseum,
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Technocracy
Thesis Revisited

Adorno, Foucault, Habermas

The difficulty, which Marcuse has only obscured with the
notion of the political content of technical reason, is to
determine in a categorially precise manner the meaning of the
expansion of the rational form of science and technology . . .
to the proportions of a life form, of the “historical totality”

of a lifeworld.
—Jiirgen Habermas 1970: 90

DIALECTICS OF ENLIGHTENMENT

In Marcuse’s work, Critical Theory combined with the dystopian
tradition in an explosive mixture that resonated with the emerging po-
litical movements of the 1960s. This was the first and only time that
the Marxism of the Frankfurt School reached a wide public and entered
history as a force. But the Frankfurt School had been moving in this
direction for many years. Long before Marcuse’s One-Dimensional
Man, Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s classic Dialectic of En-
lightenment explored the intertwining of the domination of nature,
psychological repression, and social power. Marcuse’s theory was fore-
shadowed in their interpretation of the authority system of advanced
society, the technologies that integrate it, and the art forms that resist
its hegemony.

Dialectic of Enlightenment was a profoundly pessimistic book that
offered no strategy for overcoming the evils it denounced. Despite Mar-
cuse’s extraordinary efforts to define a radical alternative, his work too
is most persuasive as a fatalistic philosophy of history that shows the
human species enslaved by the very technical apparatus that gave it
mastery of nature. Because the Frankfurt School rejected as metaphysi-
cal anything like the Heideggerian appeal to being, the link it forged
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between scientific-technical progress and progress in social domination
appeared indissoluble.

Habermas’s revision of the Frankfurt School overcame some of its
most serious limitations through the application of communication the-
ory, but lost much of its critical edge. His sober acceptance of the gen-
eral framework of both academic discourse and the welfare state suited
the calm that followed the historical storms of the 1960s and early
1970s. But even in Habermas technology appears as an oppressive
force rather than as a medium of human self-expression. As a result,
he too ends up pessimistically decrying the rising tide of technocracy
without providing a persuasive alternative.

This negative vision is contested by Axel Honneth in The Critique
of Power: Reflective Stages in a Critical Social Theory. Honneth’s dis-
cussion culminates a process of self-critique among contemporary so-
cial thinkers influenced by the Frankfurt School. In this chapter I will
use Honneth as a foil for reviewing this development and extending it
in the direction of a communication-theoretic approach to technology.

Although Adorno and Horkheimer thought of themselves as updat-
ing Marx’s social theory, their emphasis on the critique of instrumen-
tal domination completely overshadowed the traditional Marxist prob-
lematic. They interpreted class struggle on the model of the conquest
of nature as the instrumentalization of a passive human raw material.
Lost is what Honneth calls “the social,” that is, collective, interhuman
struggle over identity, meaning, and value. Not only does this model
obscure the sources of resistance, Honneth points out the difficulties
it places in the way of understanding structures of domination that
are rooted in consensually agreed on norms rather than instrumental
control.

The idea that domination is primarily anchored in norms seems
paradoxical at first, but it corresponds more closely with the realities
of advanced societies than theories of instrumental mass manipulation
such as Adorno’s and Marcuse’s. Indeed, effective manipulation pre-
supposes a cultural context of identities and understandings elaborated
by the members of society in the course of their spontaneous interac-
tions. The flaws in that deeper cultural consensus are precisely what
exposes the society to manipulation.

But far from recognizing the limitations of his approach, Adorno
radicalized them in his later works. He argued that conceptual thought
is itself a form of domination; the task of philosophy became the cri-
tique of concepts in view of recovering a nondominating relation to
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nature, which, Adorno believed, was also and indeed primarily the
achievement of great art. Critical Theory had come a long way from
its Marxist origins.

This distance can also be measured in Adorno’s conviction that
advanced industrial society is capable of containing all those opposi-
tional forces on which Marxism had traditionally relied. Honneth
blames his pessimism on a rather simplistic identification of the sphere
of individuation with the traditional competitive market. On this as-
sumption, bureaucratic capitalism and media manipulation signal the
disappearance of individuality itself; society appears now as a smoothly
oiled machine. But this is far too easy. As Honneth (1991: 80) writes,
Adorno “could not perceive the patterns of group-specific value ori-
entations and everyday interpretations that, as horizons of meaning,
guide the individual in working through the flood of media informa-
tion. . . . Therefore, he could not believe that the suggestive influence
of the culture industry could find its limits in the fact that the process
of cooperative production of group-specific horizons of orientation
was itself not subject to manipulation.” This interpretation of Hork-
heimer and Adorno forms the background to the second part of Hon-
neth’s book, in which Foucault and Habermas, the two leading con-
temporary social theorists, are contrasted with the earlier Frankfurt
School and each other.

The problem of domination lies at the center of Foucault’s later
work, but for reasons different from Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s. Fou-
cault’s approach is based on a Nietzschean theory of the social as a
network of shifting power struggles out of which temporary equilibria
emerge. He does not attribute the alienation of the subject to instru-
mentality as such, but on the contrary, attempts to show how the sub-
ject is first constituted in the course of its instrumentalization as the
object of a variety of social practices. Despite this difference in starting
point, the end result is similar: a theory of total social integration.

Since Foucault has defined the subject as a derivative result rather
than as an irreducible foundation of social life, he must now identify
something more basic from which it can be derived. Neither theories
of cultural values, nor ideology, nor psychodynamics can help him here
since they presuppose the subject rather than explain it. Instead, start-
ing with Discipline and Punish, bodily training by disciplinary tech-
niques is shown to integrate society while simultaneously producing
the human individual, the subject.

As in the Frankfurt School, science is associated with domination,
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but for different and more historically precise reasons. Science (at least
social science) depends on the availability of institutional techniques of
control of the body that expose the individual to representation in a
discourse. Once established, science contributes new techniques that
intensify that control. Thus here knowledge is related to social domi-
nation rather than to the domination of nature.

Honneth argues that Foucault’s picture of a society submitted to an
ever more effective and totalitarian rationalization process contradicts
the Nietzschean strand in his thought. Once individuality is reduced to
a reflex of bodily training, no locus of resistance to power supports the
idea of social struggle from which he originally set out. The action-
theoretic starting point is abandoned in a systems theory that treats
power as a functional response to growing population and expanded
economic reproduction. This shift takes place tacitly in Discipline and
Punish, which also blurs the line between total institutions and civil
society in such a way as to further obscure the autonomy of the social.

From Adorno’s theory of introjected domination we have passed
to an equally one-sided view in which social integration is achieved
through bodily discipline. The domain of the social is lost in both be-
cause neither adequately conceptualizes the normative foundations of
social life. Honneth therefore turns to Habermas, whose communica-
tion theory promises precisely to explain those foundations.

THE TECHNOCRACY THESIS

Habermas argues that both Marxism and the dialectic of enlighten-
ment systematically reduce communication to technical control. This is
the result of generalizing instrumentalization to embrace society as a
whole, as do Adorno and Foucault. Instead, Habermas situates the so-
cial functions of integration and individualization in an independent
communicative sphere.

Communicative understanding involves acceptance of the subjectiv-
ity of the other; it is regulated by norms of truthfulness and sincerity
which, even though they suffer constant violations in practice, form the
horizon of interaction. Communication presupposes not control but
agreement, not prediction and mastery but a common world of norms
and meanings, an identity. In this conception stable accomplishments
rest not on force or manipulation but on shared commitments. Hon-
neth (1991: 243) comments approvingly, “For the first time in the his-
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tory of Marxism, communicative understanding is treated systemati-
cally as the paradigm of the social.” But there are unresolved problems
here too.

Habermas’s theory was originally based on a sharp distinction be-
tween symbolic interaction and purposive-rational action. He later
reformulated this distinction in terms of two “principals of societal
integration”: communicative understanding achieved through discus-
sion and success-oriented action in “media” such as money and power
(Habermas 1984: 342-343). In each case, the first term involves ratio-
nal consensus regarding facts and norms, while the second is limited to
practical control, power. Habermas thus saves the social by clearly dis-
tinguishing its communicative dimension from technique.

Honneth does not so much deny the usefulness of Habermas’s dis-
tinction as object to the identification of its terms with actual institu-
tions. Then the mutual exclusion of understanding and control tends
to be transferred to the institutions with which they are identified. The
result is an elaborate account of mere sociological “fictions,” purified
ideal-types of family and state, public sphere and economy, stripped of
the inherent ambiguity of real social life in which understanding and
control are inextricably intertwined (Honneth 1991: 298).! Honneth
blames Habermas’s error on his ambivalent critique of the “technoc-
racy thesis,” which takes over some of the functions of the dialectic of
enlightenment in his thought. This is the belief, widespread at a for-
mative period for the development of Habermas’s views, in “an irre-
sistible autonomization of technology and, hence, of a necessary sub-
ordination of social evolution to the causal constraints of technical
operations” (Honneth 1991: 248).

For Habermas the technocracy thesis is a “false consciousness of a
correct praxis” (Honneth 1991: 218). Thus he does not reject the idea
of a self-expanding technical sphere (eventually called the System), but
argues that it must be theorized in a conceptual framework that also
includes a normatively regulated social “lifeworld.” Habermas accepts
the System’s “neutrality,” its claim to legitimacy in its own sphere. Ac-
cordingly, he “bid[s] a farewell to the notion of alienation” and aban-
dons hope in a fundamental transformation of economy and state
(Habermas 1992: 444). He strives instead to maintain the boundaries

1. See McCarthy (1991) for a persuasive statement of this objection. Habermas
(1991b: 250ff.) contests this critique in Honneth and Joas.
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between spheres not only conceptually but also practically. This bound-
ary work is what Habermasian critique offers in place of traditional
radical goals.

In Honneth’s view, Habermas’s critique concedes too much to tech-
nocratic ideology and so ends up in a reified functionalism. Haber-
mas’s early theory (developed in Knowledge and Human Interests)
suggested a different path based not on the institutional correlates of
the types of action but on social struggle. In that alternative the dis-
tinction between symbolic and purposive-rational action is merely an-
alytic, crosscutting every type of institution whatever its function. The
issue is not norms or power, but norms and power, as mutually com-
plementary “double aspects” shaping every institution (Feenberg 1992:
311). This approach shatters the framework of Habermas’s later the-
ory and justifies a partial return to the more radical formulations of
earlier Critical Theory.

To be sure, Honneth continues to frame many problems in terms of
Habermas’s theory of communicative action. For example, he relies on
the notion of distorted communication, distorted, that is, with respect
to an ideal of uncoerced agreement. But he applies this concept to
aspects of modern life that Habermas had regarded as governed in
principle by neutral instrumental rules. Honneth thus reinstates social
struggle over meaning and value at the heart of the System. The issue
now is not merely the System’s range of influence, as in Habermas, but
its specific normative biases.

Among the consequences of Honneth’s new position, two are of par-
ticular relevance to the question of technology. First, the social model
threatens the neutrality of technology, an essential Habermasian as-
sumption from his early essay “Technology and Science as ‘Ideology’”
(1970) down to the present. Second, Honneth raises doubts about
whether anything like a technocratic evolution is actually taking place.
It is not immediately clear how to apply his social approach to the
dystopian logic of expanding technical subsystems. But is not technical
control an important source of power in modern societies even if Hab-
ermas has failed to explain it adequately with the distinction between
system and lifeworld?

At this point, two alternatives emerge that are not necessarily mutu-
ally exclusive: (1) one might bracket the technocracy thesis and revive
a more traditional account of class struggle or substitute a theory of
social struggle based on determinations such as ethnicity or gender; or
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(2) one might reformulate the idea of technocracy in social terms, show-
ing how the dross of technical control is transmuted into the gold of
hegemonic power in the course of social struggle.

This chapter addresses the second alternative. I agree with Haber-
mas that modern societies are dominated by ever more powerful orga-
nizations legitimated by their technical effectiveness. But this outcome
cannot be understood as the triumph of a disembodied “technical ra-
tionality”; rather, it is the way in which specific social groups gain
control of society through their leading role in technical organization.
The problem is thus to reconstruct the dialectic of enlightenment in-
side a theory of the social instead of substituting the one for the other.

FROM THE SYSTEM TO THE ORGANIZATION

Habermas’s notion of “system,” derived as it is largely from Niklas
Luhmann, is peculiarly reified and depersonalized. As Honneth points
out, this notion contradicts the findings of organizational sociology,
which highlights the normative understandings that underlie functional
groups and enable them to pursue instrumental goals. Neither mere
command and obedience nor simple bureaucratic rule following are
likely to be effective without background agreements on legitimate pur-
poses, procedures, and human relations. Often informal networks based
on these background agreements do the real work, supplementing of-
ficial organizational forms that have become dysfunctional. Success-
oriented action is thus never “differentiated” and “autonomous” to the
extent Habermas appears to claim, but is inextricably embedded in a
normative lifeworld even in the most thoroughly modernized society.

Habermas’s categories are abstractions from this organizational com-
plex. Thus if something like the technocracy thesis is to survive Hon-
neth’s critique, the rationalization of society must be treated as an ef-
fect of organizational expansion and control rather than vice versa.
Honneth argues accordingly that social theory must explain not just the
alternatives—technical control or rational consensus—but the intertwin-
ing of both in real situations and institutional complexes. “The institu-
tional forms in which social labor or political administration is orga-
nized must then be grasped as the embodiments of a moral consensus
formation that the social groups, in their interaction, have (as always)
attained through compromise. That is, the apparently purposive-rational
organizations are also codetermined by moral practical viewpoints that



82 Technique and Value

must be conceived as results of communicative action” (Honneth 1991:
274).

This looks like a promising approach, but there are several ambi-
guities to clear up before it can be applied to a revised account of tech-
nocracy. My first question concerns where Honneth intends to locate
the normative aspects of organizational life: in extratechnical beliefs,
or in the technical sphere as well? In the former case, where, for exam-
ple, the organization is integrated by bourgeois notions of merit, reli-
gious faith, or national loyalties, the result is not technocracy but tra-
ditional ideological legitimation. The technocracy thesis requires that
bias enter the process of consensus formation at least to a considerable
degree through technical aspects of organizational life.

But here another ambiguity arises. A hermeneutic of suspicion would
immediately seize on the rhetorical value of terms such as technical
and efficient. Technocracy might lie in ideologically distorted claims
and manipulations based on doubtful credentials, jargon and mystifi-
cation, artifical monopolizing of information, and suchlike. While these
are clearly effective strategies in the world we live in, it is hard to see
how they add up to a catastrophe on the enormous scale claimed by
the technocracy thesis.

No, for that, the “technical” and the “efficient” would really have
to be biased. Here the “double aspects” reappear in deepest tension:
the technical, as it is embodied in particular machines and systems,
does not merely apply cognitive-instrumental understandings but is in-
trinsically normative and distorts the formation of consensus. This view
diminishes the difference Habermas tries to maintain between a neu-
tral instrumental sphere responsive to a generic project of control of
nature and a communicative sphere distorted by inequality and technoc-
racy. Technology would then have some of the characteristics of ide-
ology, as Marcuse famously claimed. But doesn’t this contradict our
commonsense belief that some things really work and others don’t?

Honneth suggests an answer, a technical equivalent of the under-
determination thesis familiar from philosophy of science. “Technical
rules incompletely prescribe the respective form of their transposition
into concrete actions. Possibilities for action are closed not by a re-
peated recourse to purposive-rational considerations but only through
the additional application of normative or political viewpoints” (Hon-
neth 1991: 254). If this is so, technology is not governed by species in-
terests but is just another social battlefield. Hence one cannot simply
hand over decisions about technical matters to experts and their bosses
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without risking an outcome biased by their self-interested choice be-
tween alternatives that are technically equivalent.2

With this application of the concept of underdetermination, Hon-
neth opens the way to a technical turn which Critical Theory has so
far resisted in the wake of disappointment with Marcuse’s utopian pro-
posals for a new science and technology. But Honneth does not him-
self take this turn. While enormously suggestive, his book shies away
from technical issues as much as Habermas’s communication theory.
The reluctance to engage these issues is understandable but, I believe,
misplaced. The last decade of research and political action has so un-
dermined confidence in the autonomy of technology as to enable us to
reopen the old debate on new terms.

This is what I intend to do in the pages that follow. I will try to ex-
plain how technical choices both presuppose normative choices and
have normative consequences, how they function within groups, and
how iterative group processes can take on qualities of self-expansion
partially captured in Habermas’s systems-theoretic reprise of the Dia-
lectic of Enlightenment.

DELEGATION AND CONSENSUS FORMATION

Control over technique and control over society go hand in hand in
the modern world. But that control cannot be identified without fur-
ther ado with a normatively legitimate authority. The revised technoc-
racy thesis must explain how one gets from one to the other, how the
modern power system is legitimated without the traditional reliance
on ideologies extrinsic to the technical sphere. This is where our ap-
proach must be validated by demonstrating the essential intertwining
of understanding and control in the social, that is, more concretely, in
an organizational context. We must show how normative consensus
emerges not only out of the sort of social struggles Honneth discusses,
but also out of the technical roles and tasks of the different groups
that coexist in modern organizations.

The question might be phrased as how mechanisms can be norma-
tively compelling as well as technically effective. Bruno Latour’s (1992)
concept of “delegation” suggests an answer. Latour argues that norms

2. Does this notion of “pure” technique reinstate Habermas’s distinctions? Not re-
ally, because it refers to an abstract property of technical systems—measurable effective-
ness at a task—and not to concrete technical objects, technologies, which possess many
other properties.
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are routinely embodied in devices that serve to enforce obligations of
one sort or another. He offers the humble example of the automatic
door closer, which substitutes for the deficient sense of obligation of
those who go in and out. The moral imperative “Close the door” is
materialized in the mechanism, “delegated” to it in Latour’s sense of
the term.

What is the evidence that technical devices embody some sort of
normative consensus? Are their effects not better explained in purely
strategic terms? When we “delegate” the privacy of property to a lock,
we substitute a strategic intervention for an ethical appeal. But that is
not the whole story. The lock also has a communicative content easily
identified by those who see it: the affirmation of ownership, or per-
haps of ownership asserted in all its seriousness rather than tacitly pre-
sumed. Similarly, the door closer signals the desired state of the door
as well as closing it. Strategic interventions important enough to be
embodied in techniques do not just change the world, they teach us
how the world is supposed to be. In this respect they go beyond mere
strategy and participate in the communicative processes by which so-
cial consensus is shaped.

The examples I have offered so far may seem trivial, but more seri-
ous issues are raised where the definition of social roles is at stake. As
Latour (1992: 232) puts it, “I will call . . . the behavior imposed back
onto the human by nonhuman delegates prescription. Prescription is
the moral and ethical dimension of mechanisms. In spite of the con-
stant weeping of moralists, no human is as relentlessly moral as a ma-
chine. . . . We have been able to delegate to nonhumans not only force
as we have known it for centuries but also values, duties, and ethics. It
is because of this morality that we, humans, behave so ethically, no
matter how weak and wicked we feel we are.” It would be a mistake
to dismiss this position as purely verbal. There is a substantive thesis
here, namely, the idea that the social bond is mediated by technical
objects as well as by intersubjective communication. That mediation
supports a sui generis form of normativity. In fact, Latour argues, the
cohesion of society would be incomprehensible without technical medi-
ations since traditions, laws, and verbal agreements simply could not
do the whole job.

Delegation may not exercise the plenipotentiary powers in the moral
domain Latour claims for it, but his explanation does suggest an inter-
esting organizational application. The prescriptions contained in de-
vices also define a division of labor with its distinction of white and
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blue collar, conception and execution, command and obedience. To
the extent that a generalized consensus consecrates the roster of roles
and especially the desirability of good performance in them, techni-
cal choices are normative choices. And, since power and obedience
go along with membership, these choices also legitimate the organiza-
tional hierarchy. The value attached to the organization’s products or
activities is transferred downward to legitimate its structure and the
individuals’ place within it.

Latour’s point can be reformulated in terms of Habermas’s (1987:
183) version of Parsonian “media theory.” Parsons had proposed a
rather elaborate scheme in which a variety of nonlinguistic mediations
such as prestige regulate different aspects of social life on the model
of the market. Habermas strips Parson’s original proposal down to
two “delinguistified media of action coordination,” money and power.
These institutions simplify and integrate social life by replacing under-
standings arrived at through discourse with systematically objectified
interactions. If the account offered here is correct, technology would
be another such medium.

However, Habermas’s media theory has a limitation that becomes
obvious in the context of this discussion of technology. He objects to
mediation only where it takes the place of communicative action, for
example, in politics. This is the famous “colonization thesis,” which
criticizes the intrinsically instrumental bias of media that renders their
application inappropriate in domains of social life where noninstru-
mental values are at stake. But this approach seems to imply that the
only thing wrong with media is their application outside their “proper”
sphere, and so it provides no basis for criticizing whatever is inside
that sphere. At that level, a different discourse is needed which con-
cerns itself with what I will call the implementation bias of technology.
This bias results from the selection of one among a multiplicity of
technically underdetermined designs in accordance with social norms
or interests. The assembly line, which is further discussed in the next
section, offers a classic example of an implementation bias. The prob-
lem with the assembly line is not that it exemplifies an intrinsic instru-
mental bias, but that its implementation bias is hierarchical.

This distinction makes for a more concrete critique of coordination
media than the colonization thesis alone. In the case of markets, for
example, one must add to the effects of the intrinsic bias of imposing
a system of exchange of equivalents the specific implementation bias
introduced by the property system (public or private ownership of
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capital), the responsibility for externalities, the role of discrimination
by age, race, and gender in access to work and credit, and so on.
A similar account of power is also needed. In any case, in consider-
ing technology, one would have to look beyond the generalized ori-
entation toward success characteristic of all purposive-rational action
to take into account the normative implications of specific technical
decisions.

With this modification, the media theory begins to bear a certain re-
semblance to Foucault’s genealogy of power and in fact suggests a way
of correcting the latter’s one-sided emphasis on bodily discipline, which,
as Honneth points out, has a suspiciously behaviorist aspect. If the
normative function of devices were recognized along the lines sketched
above, then one could make better sense of the texts in which Foucault
attempts to define his own double-aspect theory of power/knowledge,
such as the following description of the Panopticon: “The exercise of
power is not added on from the outside, like a rigid, heavy constraint,
to the functions it invests, but is so subtly present in them as to in-
crease their efficiency by itself increasing its own points of contact. The
panoptic mechanism is not simply a hinge, a point of exchange be-
tween a mechanism of power and a function; it is a way of making
power relations function in a function, and of making a function func-
tion through those power relations” (Foucault 1977: 206-207). What
is this subtle presence of power in mechanism if not the shaping and
invoking of a special type of nonverbal normative consensus?

To me this seems like a promising, indeed almost an obvious line to
take. And yet the word “technology” does not even appear in the in-
dex of The Theory of Communicative Action (Habermas 1984, 1987).
I suspect there is a deep reason for this reticence. What would hap-
pen to the structure of the theory if the most basic form of purposive-
rational action were socially relative? Habermas would lose the sharp
distinction between communication and technical control that insures
the independence of the former and guarantees social theory against
regression to a productivist labor myth of the Marxist sort.

Despite these legitimate worries, the price Habermas pays for his
methodological caution is too high. We live in a world of ecologi-
cal crisis, generalized computerization, emerging biotechnologies, new
forms of electronic communication and military hardware. If Critical
Theory does not address this world and its problems, it will soon be-
come irrelevant. I will therefore continue to test the hypothesis sketched
above.
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THE TECHNOCRATIC TECHNICAL CODE

The technocracy thesis holds that human beings have become mere
cogs in the social machinery, objects of technical control. Habermas’s
reformulation explains this condition in terms of the substitution of
action coordination through objective media for living human commu-
nication in the pursuit of consensus. Honneth objects to these formu-
lations on the grounds that the incorporation of human beings into
technical systems implies certain normative conditions that are absent
where the object of control is a thing. To this I would add further that
these normative conditions can be at least partially delegated to tech-
nology and that that is what technocracy is all about.

The revised technocracy thesis agrees with Habermas that consid-
erations of efficiency increasingly replace communicative interaction.
However, it adds that technical design is not neutral but is normatively
biased through delegations that favor the hegemonic interests. These
most general delegations form a background of unexamined cultural
assumptions literally designed into technology itself. I call these assump-
tions the “technical code” of the society (Feenberg 1992: 313-315).
Under capitalism and its Communist imitators, this code biases techni-
cal design toward centralization and hierarchy, systematically diminish-
ing agency and participation, hence also communicative rationality.

The emergence of a technocratic technical code appears most clearly
in two types of cases. First, there is the substitution of automation for
workers’ skills. Deskilling reduces the initiative of workers associated
with traditional craft labor in favor of ever more top-down control.
While this is not new, its significance has changed with the weakening
of traditional ideological justifications of capitalism such as labor and
property rights. Today the delegation of human competences to ma-
chines not only changes the balance of power between workers and
employers, but also changes the very meaning of what it is to be a
worker. Where formerly the worker was conceived primarily as an in-
dividual economic agent, the owner of a commodity—labor power—
today’s workers are “human resources,” integral “component[s] of a
mechanical system.”3

3. The quoted phrase is from Andrew Ure’s prophetic The Philosophy of Manu-
factures, published in 1835. Ure (1835: 18) wrote, “By the infirmity of human nature it
happens, that the more skillful the workman, the more self-willed and intractable he is
apt to become, and, of course, the less fit a component of a mechanical system, in which,
by occasional irregularities, he may do great damage to the whole. The grand object

therefore of the modern manufacturer is, through the union of capital and science, to
reduce the task of his work-people to the exercise of vigilance and dexterity.”
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Struggles to reverse the tendency toward deskilling and centraliza-
tion of administration are usually one-sided since management con-
trols the innovation process and selects options adapted to its needs.
Weaker parties usually have no technical alternatives to offer, and so it
appears that management’s choices are the “one best way” to higher
productivity. Opposition to deskilling thus appears as opposition to
“rationality,” the new dominant ideology.

But sometimes these struggles succeed in significantly modifying the
installation and application of new technologies, dramatizing the nor-
mative bias of what are usually taken for straightforward consequences
of progress. In the context of greatly weakened unions, management
itself sometimes chooses to return a certain amount of control to the
shop floor in the hope of solving motivational problems. This too illumi-
nates the arbitrary nature of the so-called “technological imperatives.”

Second, organizations responsible for delivering public services re-
structure them around technical mediations that impose centralization
and control. Modern medicine has emerged transformed from such a
process in recent years. Vast bureaucracies now mobilize the labor of
physicians and through them patients’ bodies; these bureaucracies draw
their power not from their role in healing, but from control of build-
ings, instruments, and financial tools such as accounting systems and
computers.

The redefinition of treatment as a form of technical intervention al-
ters the roles of physicians and patients. The delegation of communi-
cative or “caring” functions to drugs is a particularly significant con-
sequence of these changes. In the past, when physicians could offer no
cure, they were expected to talk patients through their problems, to
help them understand their condition and how to cope with it, and to
assure them that everything possible was being done. Today, physi-
cians in this difficult situation often prefer to give patients a technical
symbol of concern, a marginally effective or even ineffective medica-
tion. As a result, patients are disempowered, left with few resources
for understanding and managing their situation and no basis for fur-
ther claims on medicine.

Chapter S discusses how the incorporation of thousands of incur-
ably ill AIDS patients into this system destabilized and changed it. The
key issue was access to experimental treatment. Clinical research is
one way in which a highly technologized medical system can care for
those it cannot yet cure. But until quite recently access to medical ex-
periments was severely restricted by paternalistic concern for patients’
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welfare. AIDS patients were finally able to open up access. At the time
their disease was first diagnosed, they belonged to social networks mo-
bilized around gay rights that paralleled the networks of contagion in
which they were caught. Instead of participating in medicine individu-
ally as objects of a technical practice, they challenged it collectively and
turned it to new purposes. Their struggle represents a countertendency
to the technocratic organization of medicine, an attempt at a recovery
of its symbolic dimension and caring functions.

A common pattern emerges from these examples. Despite occa-
sional resistance, such as that of AIDS patients, the technical media-
tion of work, medicine, and other social activities creates a society that
disqualifies its members from meaningful social and political participa-
tion. The division of labor becomes the model for the division of soci-
ety into rulers and ruled. As in the factory or hospital or school, so in
society at large, expertise legitimates power, and “citizenship” consists
in the recognition of its claims and conscientious performance in mind-
less subordinate roles. Habermasian “communicative rationality” is in-
hibited at the source by these conditions, which are not due merely to
“colonization of the lifeworld,” but also to normatively biased techni-
cal designs parading in the neutral cognitive-instrumental mask Hab-
ermas appears uncritically to endorse.

These examples indicate a way of revising the technocracy thesis
to take Honneth’s objections into account. The very same process that
subjects the individuals to a technical apparatus also elicits a tacit nor-
mative consensus. In such cases delegation effectively suppresses pub-
lic discussion. The assembly line not only forces workers to pace their
work according to management’s will, it also defines good work as
keeping up with the pace it sets. A medical diagnosis and prescription
not only holds out a certain prospect of healing, it also signifies the
meaning of medical care. In such instances, controversies could arise
that would be difficult to resolve through discussion: What is good
work and who should control it? What claims can the dysfunctional
individual make on society? Technocracy is all about the settlement of
these controversies through delegation.

ACTION AND CONSENSUS FORMATION

Honneth insists not only on the normative dimension of techni-
cal institutions but also on the role of social struggle in the establish-
ment of norms. But how to do justice to social struggle in this context
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without falling back into discredited approaches such as class essen-
tialism? Honneth (1991: 275) suggests a starting point: “The collective
actors that relate communicatively to one another need not be un-
derstood as macro-subjects; they can be understood as social groups
whose collective identity itself is the fragile and always threatened
product of a process of socialization carried out between individuals.”
The inner life of groups must then be studied as a hermeneutic process
in which the articulation of situations, interests, and spontaneous ac-
tion orientations establishes shared beliefs and projects.

While this is an attractive program, it implies far greater instability
than advanced societies actually exhibit. Groups appear “fragile” to
Honneth because of the fragility of the mechanism of group formation
he identifies: interpretive understanding. As I will show, there are ways
of shoring up this mechanism to achieve a more realistic account.

Honneth refers to Lucien Goldmann’s genetic structuralism for sup-
port. Goldmann’s theory derives from the early Marxist Georg Lukics.
For both, class formation depends on the articulation of the implicit
content of collective action in common understandings (“class con-
sciousness”). Group identification involves generalization from every-
day actions in particular local situations to a broader social conception
that implies correspondingly broader (class) solidarities and actions.
This is a special type of reflexive cognitive procedure which differs
from theoretical reflection in that here thought is embedded in action
and action is grasped metonymically as displacing a larger framework
of social determinations (Feenberg 1988b).4 (Phenomenological sociol-
ogy offers a similar approach.)

Two significant breaks with traditional Marxism are required to ap-
ply this reflexive theory of consciousness to the problem of technoc-
racy: first, class actors must be reconceptualized in terms of their roles
in the inner life of modern rationalized social organizations such as
corporations and state agencies; second, the actions reflected in con-

4. The position of Lukacs and Goldmann could be interpreted deterministically and
teleologically as a theory of a latent macrosubject slumbering unconsciously like a fairy
princess awaiting the kiss of Theory to awaken to life. Furthermore, since the class’s
boundaries and interests are defined by the very theory that claims to be its hermeneutic
self-understanding, there is a risk of dogmatism. What, outside the theory itself, guaran-
tees this identification? However, to avoid a crude theoreticist misinterpretation of the
reflexive account, it is sufficient to keep in mind the specificity of the learning process in
which class consciousness consists, namely, the articulation of originally unclarified local
actions. The problems Lukacs and Goldmann leave unresolved result not from Stalinist
faith in the party, as some critics maintain, but from the failure explicitly to problema-
tize the theoretical constructions that play the articulating role. Bourdieu’s (1981) soci-
ology of representation offers a model of a successful approach to this objective.
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do not like the direction in which the arrow of time is pointed,
rocess of development is rational, necessary, dictated by system
chnological imperatives. Honneth charges Adorno, Foucault, and
ermas with substituting functionalism for an account of the social
ggles in which the increasingly uneven distribution of power is ac-
lly decided.

I am sympathetic to this critique insofar as it restores the contin-
ncy of the social order and therefore also the potential for effective
.sistance. But Honneth fails to explain the obvious fact that control

f technology serves as a power base in advanced societies. 1 believe
this is because he overlooks another type of system effect that is nei-
ther functionalist nor deterministic.

Not all long-term cumulative social processes are responses to func-
tional imperatives; some of the most important result from positive
feedback cycles. Economic theory is full of examples: the workings of
inflationary expectations, the self-fulfilling prophecies of currency mar-
kets, the snowballing effects of urban decline, and so on. I will argue
here that technocratic power is of the same type, a foundationless,
contingent, but nevertheless unidirectional developmental tendency.

The concept of underdetermination is once again useful for my pur-
pose when given a Marxist twist. Marx notes that capitalism liberates
the technical selection process from tradition. He shows how the re-
placement of traditional techniques and division of labor founds a new
type of organization—the enterprise—and creates within it a new post
in the division of labor—the entrepreneur. This process is the cumula-
tive result of introducing methods and techniques that reinforce capi-
talists’ control over the labor process. The deskilling and mechaniza-
tion of work consolidates capitalists’ power in the new organizations
they have created. Rationalization theory and its various descendants—
critiques of enlightenment, power-knowledge, technocracy—generalize
from this model to explain similar concentrations of power wherever
instrumental rationality mediates social activities.

Unfortunately, Marx’s ideas about technical progress are vague and
subject to contradictory interpretations. If, as is widely assumed, he
was a technological determinist, the failure of proletarian revolution
would irretrievably refute his theory. But, as we saw in chapter 2, an-
other interpretation of his position is possible. Capital contains several
passages in which Marx argues that the choice between technical alter-
natives is made on social rather than technical grounds. For example,
he remarks that “it would be possible to write quite a history of inven-
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The technical code that shapes the design of artifacts is thus
taneously the basis of a tacit organizational consensus awaiting a
lation. Making that consensus explicit in a technocratic group .
sciousness stabilizes the group by giving it a firm basis for coordina
action. When problems and conflicts arise, management can often a
fuse them by reference to the technical requirements of the work pro
cess. This is one effective strategy for enlisting subordinates into a con-
sensus concerning behavior and goals. The frequent, even predictable
success of this strategy is due to its resonating positively with the evi-
dent facts of the case. This explains why, instead of the fragile and
shifting allegiances Honneth predicts from a purely hermeneutic the-
ory of group formation, relatively stable organizations structure mod-
ern societies.

UNDERDETERMINATION AND
OPERATIONAL AUTONOMY

These considerations take us far along the way toward reformulat-
ing the technocracy thesis in the social, but not quite all the way be-
cause we still need an explanation for the accumulation of techno-
cratic power in a self-expanding rationalization process. This is the
sort of problem in social dynamics that is frequently addressed with
functionalist or deterministic models. Such models are reassuring: even
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tions, made since 1830, for the sole purpose of supplying capital with
weapons against the revolts of the working class” (Marx 1906: 1, 476).
Here the capitalist is said to aim not only at the accumulation of capi-
tal but also at control of enterprise; his technical decisions reinforce
his power and maintain his ability to make similar decisions in the fu-
ture. The implication is that he will introduce no new device, no mat-
ter how productive, that diminishes his control. This passage suggests
a nonfunctionalist systems theoretic alternative to traditional Marx-
ism. In this interpretation the possession of technical initiative builds
on itself just like the possession of capital. Technocracy would not be
the effect of “technological imperatives” but of the pursuit of class
power under the special circumstances of advanced society.

This approach explains the role of social conflict in the technical
sphere. If otherwise comparable technical alternatives have differential
effects on the distribution of organizational power, it is not surprising
to discover that the choice between them often becomes the object of
intense struggle. This has been the case with deskilling and medicine
on occasion, as discussed above. Similar conflicts over technical choices
appear in education, transportation policy, mass communications, do-
mestic telecommunications, and many other spheres. Here too the ex-
tension of organizational control is mediated by technical choices, and
sometimes resisted from below. To the extent that our society is in fact
technocratic, this is due to the formation of a technocratic consensus
through the defeat of these resistances.

I use the term “operational autonomy” to describe the accumu-
lation of power through the iterative selection among viable techni-
cal alternatives in view of maximizing technical initiative (Feenberg
1991: 28-29). The preservation and enlargement of operational au-
tonomy lies at the heart of the capitalist technical code. Any society in
which technical development is governed by this code will exhibit the
chief traits of capitalism regardless of its property system or political
arrangements.

This account of technocracy also helps to explain why it is often
conceived outside the context of social struggle, as it is in Habermas.
The concept of operational autonomy describes both agents and the
social structures that empower them. In making technical decisions,
capitalists operate relatively autonomously with respect to traditional
codes; at the same time these decisions create a centered structure
from out of which just such autonomous decisions can be made. When
the organization is viewed sociohistorically, the focus is on capitalists’
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active role in introducing techniques favorable to their own growing
technical initiative. But viewed structurally, the capitalists’ place in the
organization is laid out by the design of the techniques they employ.
Which perspective is fundamental?

Since Communist systems are also based on operational autonomy,
it has been suggested that a “new class” similar to the bourgeoisie has
taken power in them. However, it is even more plausible to abstract al-
together from the role of class agents, since their differing ideologies
and property rights are irrelevant, and to focus primarily on the struc-
tural facts of the case. Technology, it appears, requires hierarchical ad-
ministration whatever the political system. Here is the origin of many
common formulations of the technocracy thesis which end up affirm-
ing the supremacy of the structure of instrumental action over the so-
cial. What is obscured in all these formulations, of course, is the essen-
tial role of agency and norms in any underdetermined system.

Foucault attempted to avoid the dilemma of class agency versus
structure by basing everything on the structure of (disciplinary) prac-
tices conceived as founding for their agents and objects. For example,
a technology such as the Panopticon is explained as a materialization
of the practice of observation. Foucault describes the workings of such
practices in great detail in modern organizations such as prisons, clin-
ics, schools, and factories, but lacks a similarly concrete account of the
dynamics of technocratic power, the “capillary” spread of disciplinary
techniques from one institution to another. Honneth understands Fou-
cault to argue that this development is a functional response to popu-
lation and economic growth, but might it not just as well be due to the
self-perpetuating imperative to preserve control and technical initia-
tive? An iterative process of successive rationalizations would then ex-
plain the rather mysterious “subjectless” evolution of modern society
in Foucault.

CONCLUSION: THE TECHNOCRACY
THESIS REVISITED

Three aspects of a revised technocracy thesis emerge from this dis-
cussion: (1) the distortion of the process of organizational consensus
formation by “delegating” normative understandings to devices, (2)
the role of the articulation of action in that process, and (3) the role of
operational autonomy in the accumulation of technocratic power.

Technocracy results from the systematic, long-term selection of those
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\IDS and the Crisis of Experimental Medicine

There is no ground for ontologically opposing the organic,
the technical, and the textual.
—Donna Haraway 1991: 212

CYBORG MEDICINE

Social norms and technology belong to different realms in the world
of everyday common sense, meeting only when the goals of a technical
intervention are set. Goals thus resemble the Cartesian pineal gland
that allowed mind and body to enter into an impossible but necessary
communication. Value and nature are joined externally in the techno-
logic of efficiency.

In this framework, medicine combines objective knowledge of the
body, understood scientifically as an elaborate biological machine, and
the subjective value invested in health. Objectivity and subjectivity con-
front each other across the institutional gap that divides practitioners
from patients, and medicine is a compound of the two with carefully
prescribed roles for each. Medical authority derives from mastery of
technical knowledge, while patients have rights reflected in physicians’
professional obligations. But of course these rights do not extend to
interference with medicine’s technical side, any more than physicians’
authority cancels the social norms under which medicine is practiced.

Or so it is widely believed, especially by physicians. But there is rea-
son to doubt the accuracy of this simple picture of the healing arts.
Recent struggles by AIDS patients attempting to influence the organi-
zation of research and treatment have challenged it more openly and
effectively than any earlier patient protest. These struggles demonstrate
practically that medicine incorporates norms in its technical structure,

96



1nc 1ecnnocracy 1nesis nevisiea

¥
technical alternatives that favor hierarchical com (
be purchased and introduced at strategic times an.
used to transform the normative structure of org. X

technical delegations that embody a new normative
apparently unchallengable medium of technical advanc

The technocracy thesis can now be reformulated as th
use of technical delegations to consolidate and legitima.
ing system of hierarchical control. The more pervasive la
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functions of institutions such as workplaces or prisons becom
features of social life. Organizations are encountered at every t\
ily seeking to resolve normative disputes through technical deley
that reinforce their power and legitimacy. To the extent that such
nizations proliferate and grow, the technocracy thesis gains plausib.
justifying the dystopian projections of the dialectic of enlightenment

The extrapolation of such a system into the future paints a gloon
picture indeed. Yet this is not quite the picture found in Adorno o
Marcuse of a “one-dimensional” society lacking a space for social con-
flict. Operational autonomy is the result of practices that can be con-
tested through the emergence of new groups and challenges. Delega-
tions can be problematized, although with difficulty, as we have seen
in a variety of struggles over work organization, medical policy, and
the environment in recent years. Debate in the new technical public
sphere brings the normative content of technical decisions to the sur-
face far more frequently and systematically than in the past. Although
the expanding technocracy is a real threat, it is not an irresistible force.
An account of it needs to be incorporated into a contemporary “cri-
tique of power.”
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in the design of tools and procedures. And from these struggles one
also learns that patients’ understanding of healing, and of the obliga-
tions and rights it prescribes, is itself relative to the state of technique
in a variety of ways.

The idea that the body is a machine is a model, not a reality, and
like all such models it has its uses but also its limits. An endless stream
of studies shows the role of depression in health, of authoritative com-
munication and explanation in the control of pain, of social support in
survival after cancer, of superstition in excess mortality, and so on.
Here the supposedly distinct realms of objectivity and subjectivity are
fused in unexpected combinations that defy common sense. Now, it is
possible to explain such cases as exceptions and to dismiss the bound-
ary problems they raise as trivial. On the other hand, the growing vis-
ibility of these “exceptions” suggests a more radical critique of the
whole framework within which they appear as such. That framework
is a certain conception of the human body.

The body is the site of medical knowledge and action. It enters medi-
cine as both object and subject insofar as it is both the thing on which
medical technique operates and the bearer of the person who com-
mands medical services. This coincidence of two bodies in one person
is normalized by reference to the distinction between nature and culture.
As object, the body is a mechanism, just as René Descartes defined it
centuries ago. As subject, the body is a moral-legal entity that makes
claims in discourse. The two bodies are distinct, like the two bodies of
the king in medieval political theology, one natural, the other spiritual.
Psychology, which is supposed to account for the anomolous impact of
subjective experience on health, hovers uncertainly between them.

But the artificiality of the two-body conception is already apparent
from these historical references. Descartes’ notion of the body arose
with the new mechanical worldview, a vision of nature transparently
related to the social changes that accompany early capitalist develop-
ment. Supposedly nonsocial mechanism is thus as social as the machines
that supply its model of the universe. Similarly, the humanistic defini-
tion of the legal-moral subject is indebted to a theological concept of
the soul in which it is increasingly difficult to believe. Attempts such as
Habermas’s to save the substance of this view through defining a tran-
scendental basis for values have not on the whole carried conviction.

Once the soul dissolves in the acid of modernity, the two bodies col-
lapse back into one. Mechanism has recently made a comeback on this
basis as neurobiological speculation. Consciousness can be reduced to
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the brain in principle, without remainder, but unfortunately this is an
empty boast from a medical standpoint, as current neuroscience can
scarcely begin to understand the manifold involvements of what we are
still obliged to call the “mind” in health and sickness.

Meanwhile, postmodern arguments against the universality and ob-
jectivity of science inspire an organicist discourse of the embodied self.
Skepticism about science leads to a fideism of immediate experience,
much as doctrinal skepticism once justified Protestant faith in the inner
light. Instead of addressing the claims of the person indirectly, through
objectifying the body, medicine is now supposed to treat the person di-
rectly, to participate in the immediately given world of the self. While
this view at least recalls medicine to the realities of patients’ experience,
it cannot explain the obvious effectiveness of scientific treatment. Thus
neither of these approaches is satisfactory and we are forced to look
elsewhere for a solution.

Perhaps what is needed is neither a monistic reductionism nor a du-
alistic doctrine of separate spheres. Both views hypostatize the objects
of the incommensurable discourses in which medical knowledge and
experience are expressed and then attempt to reconcile those discourses
in one way or another. Instead, we need to reverse the perspective in
which medicine is seen as compounded of two separate types of ob-
jects—science and society, body and norms—and reconceptualize those
dimensions as products of a system of practices I will call “cyborg
medicine” following Donna Haraway’s suggestive metaphor. For Har-
away, the cyborg is a useful symbol because it joins soul and machine
in a social, and hence promiscuous, combination without the conve-
nient mediation of a naturalizing psychology or a transcendental con-
structivism, two versions of the Cartesian pineal gland, joining mind
to body, that we must now learn to live without.

In cyborg medicine, nature and culture no longer function as primi-
tive terms. Nature is already social, both in the metaphors and models
that define it in scientific discourse and in the practices and procedures
by which knowledge of it is constructed. The special epistemological
privilege accorded the objective medical body, as mechanical nature, is
withdrawn. But at the same time, Haraway also rejects the humanistic
ideology of the moral-legal person transcending empirical conditions
or, in romantic formulations, rooted in an ideal of lived nature. The self
too is constructed socially, and so cannot judge science and technique
from a nonalienated beyond. The solution is neither naive faith in the
objectivity of science nor return to a natural unity prior to culture.
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To emphasize the practical production of body and mind, Haraway
describes the objects of science and lived experiences as texts rather than
as substantial things. The textualization of nature brings it into closer
proximity to culture, indeed, makes of it a kind of culture called “na-
ture.” At the same time, Haraway is careful not to reduce nature to a
free self-expression of human actors. That postmodern move risks ob-
scuring the conditions of our own finitude, our continuing incapacity
to incorporate the world around us into our projects, the unexpected
“tricks” it plays on us, and the ways in which our understandings of it
both illuminate and obscure the context of our lives and actions.

How then can we reconceptualize the unity of a body on which two
very different kinds of writing are inscribed? How does scientific writ-
ing coexist with the writing in which identity consists? What transla-
tions between the two are defining for medicine? These are the new
questions suggested by Haraway’s reflections. In what follows I will
argue for the central importance of ethics in answering them.

The cyborg image is ambivalent and indicates two evolutionary pos-
sibilities of advanced societies: either the total incorporation of all as-
pects of subject and object into textual technologies of control such as
genetic engineering and computerized automation, or the “friendly” co-
existence of technology and body in a prosthetic prolongation of de-
veloping human capacities (Haraway 1991: 178). “The machine is not
an it to be animated, worshipped, and dominated. The machine is us,
our processes, an aspect of our embodiment. We can be responsible for
machines; they do not dominate or threaten us” (Haraway 1991: 180).

This ambivalence is apparent in medicine, where it determines dif-
ferent images of the physician-patient relationship. Where the patient
is simply the bearer of a mechanical body, medicine applies its tech-
niques to passive objects. Where, on the contrary, patients succeed in
encompassing medicine’s bodily text within strategies of identity, a
very different picture emerges in which medical technique mediates a
collective subject of knowledge and healing that includes physicians,
scientists, patients, and others involved in research and treatment.

Medical research is a privileged site for studying this ambivalence.
In research it is difficult to maintain the sharp separations that com-
fort common sense. Science is obliged, as always, to follow the mecha-
nistic paths that have been opened to it by its tradition. Yet at the
same time, human subjects have recently begun to subvert the mecha-
nistic view by dramatizing the medical implications of their own con-
crete experience of research. The paradox issues in ethical demands



100 Technique and Value

for innovations in research design which patients, especially those with
AIDS, have attempted to reconcile with the requirements of scientific
objectivity. The result is a remarkable breakdown of accepted institu-
tional roles (Epstein 1991; Treichler 1991). In this chapter I will ex-
plore this fruitful starting point for a theory of cyborg medicine as a
collaborative healing practice.

CARING AND CURING

The nature and function of medicine has gradually shifted over the
past century. What was once a largely communicative activity aimed at
caring for the sick has become a technical enterprise able to cure them
with increasing success. While few would want to renounce these tech-
nical advances and go back to the past, medicine’s traditional caring
functions have been eclipsed by the new dispensation, and it is criti-
cized now for losing the human touch that made it so helpful to pa-
tients even before it knew how to cure them.

The issue looks simple: human communication versus technique,
Habermasian lifeworld versus system. We seem to be back in the dys-
topian framework, and indeed there is something dystopian about a
certain vision of medicine as a purely technical activity in which pa-
tients are little more than specimens.

But there is nothing simple about medicine. As noted above, research
on medical practice shows that patients’ physical condition is often af-
fected by the quality of the medical communication that contextualizes
treatment. Even such elementary forms of care as explaining the likely
effects of a procedure can have an impact on outcomes. What is more,
techniques such as surgery or prescription drugs are themselves sym-
bols of care, not just more or less effective cures, and so the style of
technical intervention matters to patients in a way physicians do not
always suspect. Paradoxically, medicine as a purely technical activity is
already a form of communication, and communication has what would
normally be considered technical effects.

These complexities usually lie safely in the background, where they
are only dimly perceived by the doctor and patient, but in certain cases
it is impossible to ignore them. These are difficult cases where medi-
cine still does not have effective cures, and where, therefore, the need
for old-style care is particularly strong. Here the inextricable intertwin-
ing of body and mind, technique and norms, in modern medicine raises
ethical issues to a new prominence.
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Physicians cannot simply shrug their shoulders when confronted with
patients whose condition is difficult to understand. Instead, they must
enlist the patients’ cooperation in elucidating obscure symptoms, un-
dergoing tests or procedures, trying a variety of treatments, perhaps
even including experimental treatments, and so on. To give up is to fail
the patient, to press forward to expose an already sick person to ex-
pense and risk. A whole vocabulary of rights and duties arises around
the mutual obligations of physicians and patients in this situation.

This context resonates with Haraway’s (1991: 199) demand for “the
‘activation’ of the previously passive categories of objects of knowl-
edge.” In medicine, of course, those objects include ourselves, and the
pursuit of knowledge and healing in the clinical setting is therefore as
much a normatively regulated communication in which we are involved
as it is a technical enterprise. Ethics and, as we will see, even politics
are thus constitutive of medical knowledge from the very beginning,
and are not humanistic afterthoughts. “Accounts of a ‘real’ world do
not, then, depend on a logic of ‘discovery,” but on a power-charged so-
cial relation of ‘conversation’” (Haraway 1991: 198). That conversa-
tion must be carried on at the intersection of ethics and technique.

Medicine’s difficult cases have acquired a new and disturbing visi-
bility in recent years with the urgent demands of AIDS patients for par-
ticipation in medical experimentation. AIDS has only dramatized a long-
standing conflict between incurably ill patients and physicians. These
patients often wish to participate in clinical research, yet opportunities
to do so are scarce. As the Report of the National Commission on Or-
phan Diseases (1989: xiii) concluded, “A majority of patients and fam-
ilies are willing to use investigational drugs but find it difficult to lo-
cate information on research projects in which they could participate.”
As a result, they feel driven to unsupervised self-experimentation and
often enroll in unconventional treatment programs. In their eyes ex-
perimentation is a legitimate form of care for incurable disease even
though they know that the prospects of success are quite poor, a form
of care from which they feel arbitrarily excluded by the medical com-
munity and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). Until recently,
most physicians and ethicists dismissed this view of experimentation
as irrational, a consequence of false hope. But AIDS patients have
nevertheless significantly weakened the regulation of research on hu-
man subjects.

In what follows, I attempt to justify this trend in terms of the con-
cept of “participant interests” in clinical research, which I distinguish
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from the rights of human subjects. But before turning to these matters,
I would like briefly to survey the evolution of regulatory politics in the
domain of clinical research. It was only in the context of that evolution
that the recognition of participant interests finally dawned.

THE REVOLT AGAINST ETHICAL REGULATION

Ethical regulation of human experimentation is supposed to prevent
drug company profiteering and to protect patients from researchers
more concerned with science than humanity. Codes of ethics are de-
signed to guarantee the patient’s right to refuse to lend his or her body
for use by others, the right to information about risks, the right to
withdraw at any time, the right to treatment for complications arising
out of experimental participation, and so on.

In 1966 the FDA issued strict regulations on human research, and
since then the ethical climate has in fact changed for the better (Curran
1969). These regulations were designed to achieve both ethical goals
and consumer protection, the first by codifying the rights of human
subjects and the second by preventing the sale of drugs lacking scien-
tific proof of safety and effectiveness.

The negative emphasis on rights is understandable given the ori-
gins of our current ideas about legitimate clinical research in the post-
World War II revulsion against the abuse of patients and prisoners. In
that context, experimental participation appears primarily as a sacri-
fice of the individual to society. Patients’ desire to enlist is therefore
prima facie evidence of a misconception on their part. After all, it is
frequently said or implied, only desperation can explain why a sick per-
son would want to join a scientific experiment he or she cannot under-
stand and which probably will not work anyway (Ingelfinger 1972:
466; Mackillop and Johnston 1986: 182-183). Hans Jonas (1969: 239)
writes that “everything connected with his condition and situation
makes the sick person inherently less of a sovereign person than the
healthy one. Spontaneity of self-offering has almost to be ruled out;
consent is marred by lower resistance or captive circumstance.”

Yet in recent years, these “desperate” patients have provoked a cri-
sis of experimental medicine that promises to change it as radically as
did the earlier reaction in favor of ethical procedures. The AIDS pa-
tients who are bringing this about entered the medical arena at the
height of a major political organizing drive in the gay community that
equipped them fortuitously to resist paternalism better than any previ-
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ous group of patients. Energies mobilized around social and political
rights during the preceding decade were turned on the medical system,
and networks of patient education and support arose on a scale never
before seen in connection with any other disease. They quickly won ex-
panded access to experimental drugs and weakened the shield of pro-
tections enforced by the FDA and other medical institutions with such
pride until quite recently.

The collapse of barriers to the use of unproven drugs occurred grad-
ually under intense political pressure from 1987 to 1989. At first the
FDA proposed accelerated administrative reviews of AIDS drugs (the
“1AA review process”) and an expanded program of “compassionate
investigational new drug exemptions,” or “treatment INDs,” to make
it possible to sell as-yet-untested drugs to dying victims of AIDS. The
FDA also announced publicly the legality of importing unapproved
drugs for personal use.

Although the new regulations were not in fact very effective in open-
ing access to new drugs, they did tend to shift the burden of proof from
drug manufacturers to the FDA, a change noted with concern by Sen-
ator Edward Kennedy (Marwick 1987: 3020). Kennedy was not wrong
about the implications of the new policy. In June of 1989 the agency
caved in completely and, in conjunction with the National Institute of
Allergy and Infectious Diseases, instituted a new “parallel track” drug
testing system. Under this system, physicians were authorized to pre-
scribe unproven drugs that had passed toxicity tests just as they would
a licensed drug, even before the results of regular controlled studies
were in. ‘“It’s a great step forward,” said Dr. Mathilde Krim of the
American Foundation for AIDS Research. “It represents a new consen-
sus on how to handle drug development for AIDS and life threatening
diseases in general”’ (Kolata 1989: BS).

These measures contributed significantly to resolving the political
crisis over AIDS drug testing, but Dr. Krim was unrealistic to invoke a
new consensus. Many researchers are concerned about the harm the
rules may do both to patients and to the scientific evaluation of new
drugs (Marwick 1987: 3020; Reidenberg 1987: 599-560). They ask:
How can patients be recruited to studies with placebo controls when
they can obtain the very same experimental drug directly through their
physicians (Goyan 1988: 3052-3053)? How can drugs be compared
when patients can obtain and use all of them at the same time? And
how can the results of the rather informal parallel track be rigorously
assessed?
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These questions are still unanswerable today, but the new rules are
probably less to blame than they appear to be. In fact, controlled trials
were already breaking down before the rules were changed (Barinaga
1988: 485). Unruly actors, AIDS patients and their community orga-
nizers opened all sorts of illicit channels to promising drugs. In the
long run, that trend would have had the same consequences as the lib-
eralized rules. The problem is thus not really a regulatory one but is
due to a shift in the public perception of the balance between the sci-
entific and the caring functions of clinical research, and correspond-
ingly, between the passive and active roles of patients and physicians.

That shift will force the research community to rethink the relation
of research and treatment. Up till now, researchers have been able to
rely on the absence of alternatives to recruit incurably ill patients to
controlled trials. These most rigorous trials may be used less frequently
in the future, and more reliance may be placed on clinical experience
and historical controls. But for certain purposes it will always be nec-
essary to have the cooperation of patients who agree to be controls
and to take only the medications approved by the clinician.

If experimental drugs are available outside the research framework,
new ways must be found of recruiting participants to controlled trials.
Two alternatives beckon: exporting research to poor countries where
Western ethical restrictions can be evaded, or establishing a new frame-
work for patient education and treatment within which recruiting for
controlled trials can compete with the parallel track. The latter option
is obviously preferable, but it can succeed only where medicine recov-
ers some of its traditional responsibilities toward patients with incur-
able diseases.

Medicine has been forced by the AIDS crisis to recognize the desire
for experimental participation as an interest of patients which can
no longer be paternalistically dismissed. Science will have to find new
ways to adjust to the problems posed by this moral advance, just as it
adjusted to earlier limitations placed on research out of concern for
patients’ rights. Then and only then will a new consensus truly emerge.

PARTICIPANT INTERESTS

The intrusion of politics into medical policy provokes very different
reactions. Those who continue to dismiss patients’ demands condemn
their political successes as demagogic intrusions into “science,” identi-
fied with the established code of experimental medicine. The already
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social nature of that code is simply ignored. This way of responding to
new demands is unfortunately typical. On the other hand, some argue
for rejecting professionalism altogether in favor of the absolute right
of medical “consumers” to select whatever treatment they desire (Illich
1976: 252-253). If this were the only alternative to the present system,
the case for reform would indeed be weak, given the very real differen-
tial between the knowledge of physicians and patients.

But there is another possibility: to preserve professionalism while
changing its technical codes to enhance knowledge sharing and patient
initiative (Ladd 1980: 1128). As Paula Treichler (1991: 69-70) writes,
“The strongest challenge to current conditions comes not from those
who dismiss or denounce technology, but from those who seek to seize
it for progressive political purposes and for the deployment of science
and scientific theory in everyday life.”

This is by no means a utopian project. There are many examples of
medical practice changing for the better under public pressure. Some-
times new norms reflect patient demands in defiance of the division of
roles supposedly constitutive of medicine as a technical field. In recent
years obstetrics and gynecology have accepted childbirth training, the
presence of spouses or coaches in labor rooms, and breast feeding, all
under pressure from social movements of women. In these cases the
technical code was modified to take into account the new demands,
and now it hardly occurs to medical personnel to go back to earlier
practices that used to seem so rigorous and scientific. After changes
such as these enter official practice, their popular origin is lost and the
illusion of technical autonomy is restored. The arduous work of estab-
lishing new norms is forgotten once they have been effectively incor-
porated into a technical code.

I will argue that the existing regulatory framework and technical
code ignore important benefits to patients of experimental participa-
tion. It is this oversight that is responsible for the current challenge to
professionalism. I will call the specifically health-related incentives for
patients to accept the role of human subject “intrinsic” or “partici-
pant” interests.!

1. Medical ethics would classify these overlooked effects as incentives to participate
in research. The literature generally treats incentives with great caution because of the
difficulty of distinguishing between positive benefits and subtle forms of coercion (Freed-
man 19785). In fact, I do not believe these concerns to be relevant, but they must be men-
tioned because it is sometimes claimed that the hope of cure is a “reward” sought by the
sick on the same order as payment by a volunteer. This identification is confusing. To
treat cure as a mere extrinsic reward overlooks the tragic dimension of the patient’s
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As we have seen, achieving recognition of these interests is in part a
political process. We take it for granted that all interests are repre-
sented to some degree in the public debates that determine social pol-
icy and law in a democratic society. But in fact the demands of social
groups are not automatically credited as “interests,” but become so
only through an authorized interpretation of some sort. In the case of
clinical research, the wishes of millions of citizens were systematically
dismissed for lack of such an interpretation. These citizens were not so
much judged to be wrong as incompetent.

In technical fields such as medicine, client interests must be embod-
ied in a technical code to carry any weight. That code translates be-
tween the two discourses of the cyborg body and represents the moral-
legal person to science. Ethics is thus central to medicine, not simply
insofar as it posits goals or controls abuses, but more fundamentally,
in the way it shapes devices and systems to adapt them to a specific
conception of its mission. Delegation of norms, in Latour’s sense, is
thus at the heart of medical technology.

What I am proposing, therefore, is a new sociotechnical interpreta-
tion of medical ethics. Like other branches of professional ethics, med-
ical ethics is usually formulated to offer rules for deciding individual
cases. Ethical questions are treated against an unexamined background
consensus concerning procedures, physician-patient relations, and other
institutional aspects of medicine (Lowy 1987: 597-601). As a result,
the discussion is artificially confined to what can be done within an
institutional context unconsciously identified with the scientific basis
of medicine and thereby sheltered from critique and discussion. But
I will argue that what appears most “scientific” about medicine is of-
ten better understood as a technical mediation of a social interest. As
such, it is penetrated through and through by normative considera-
tions. Bringing out that normative dimension of medicine dispels the
illusion of technical necessity that forms the background to individual-
istic approaches.

Socially considered, ethics appears as a sort of switching post be-
tween social demands and technical interventions. For such demands
to be taken up by the medical profession they must be translated into
the legitimating discourse of medicine; once that happens they tend

dilemma in accepting the risks of experimental participation, reduces a moral sacrifice to
a mere market relationship, and makes a fool of the patient who dies despite joining a
research program.
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to be institutionalized. New patient rights become standard protocols
as medicine internalizes the social constraints under which it operates.
Only a dereifying analysis of medical institutions can reverse the flow
and expose the hidden connections between the technical code of medi-
cine and the history of needs it represents.?

Until recently the technical code of clinical research recognized no
interest of patients in participation. On the contrary, patients’ desire to
participate was delegitimized by emphasizing such incapacitating fac-
tors as ignorance and irrational hopes. The result of this negative judg-
ment was not left to chance but was embodied in a technical code that
sharply distinguishes an “experiment” from “treatment” both to pro-
tect patients from false claims and to justify procedures that have no
therapeutic function, such as the use of placebos. To assert their inter-
ests in this situation, patients had to mobilize politically to reclaim
hermeneutic authority and to impose changes in the code that governs
research.

In the next section I will attempt to establish the existence of such
interests from the standpoint of medicine, that is to say, in terms of ar-
guments that are internal to the system of medical knowledge. I will
rely on the existing medical literature to show that certain classes of pa-
tients have a legitimate interest in experimental participation. Although
political pressures can manifest new needs, these needs must be rear-
ticulated by such arguments to bring about change in the technical code.
Short of some such demonstration, the mere fact that lay people pro-
test is not very interesting; the case does not go beyond politics to ef-
fect the self-understanding of the profession. Obviously, under sufficient
pressure medicine might make many “unmedical” concessions to pop-
ular demands; the point here is to show that some of these concessions
sketch the outlines of an institutional alternative.

I hope in this way to provide an example of the close communica-
tion between ethics and technique that belies their apparent separate-
ness. If I am successful, this example will confirm the claims made in

2. It is of course commonplace now, on a certain Left at least, to dismiss ethics as an
irredeemably individualistic enterprise. This stance finds its relative justification in the
often overblown claims for pure, ahistorical rationality in the Habermasian and
Rawlsian schools. Nevertheless, a place must be made for ethics in any theory of the
professions, medicine in particular. Even where the origins of a medical problem are
clearly social, no one wants to visit a doctor more dedicated to social change than to pa-
tient welfare. Of course, where commitment to patients is lacking it is usually for less
creditable motives, but this is a reason to restructure the profession to ensure that stan-
dard procedures embody ethical values, not to reject ethics itself as irrelevant.
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the first chapters of this book for the possibility of democratic inter-
vention into technology. Indeed, we are dealing here with a particu-
larly well-guarded technical fiefdom where such intervention seems most
implausible. And yet I will show that not only do lay people make in-
novative claims on medicine, but those claims can be justified medi-
cally and incorporated eventually into the practice of medicine.

In what follows, I discuss three bodies of research that are espe-
cially helpful for understanding participant interests. These concern
(1) the “placebo effect” as an instance of the nonspecific healing power
of medical care; (2) the “sick role” in its connection with problems
of chronic illness; and (3) the ethical significance of collaboration be-
tween researchers and subjects.

Participant interests arise naturally in the experimental context and
include not only the hope of cure but also access to physicians, test re-
sults, advice, and patient education. The importance of these concerns
to volunteers is widely recognized although insufficiently studied. Bar-
rie R. Cassileth found that over half of his respondents gave the desire
for the best medical care as their main reason for willingness to par-
ticipate in research (Cassileth et al. 1982: 968-970). In justifying the
parallel track, Dr. Anthony Fauci of the National Institute of Allergy
and Infectious Diseases said that “many people join clinical trials for
altruistic reasons and also to obtain the medical care that goes with
participation—even knowing they may not receive the experimental
drug” (Kolata 1989: BS). In the next section, I will offer a fuller ac-
count of these surprising explanations for patients’ desire to participate
in research.

Recognizing participant interests would not tell against moral re-
straint in recruiting poorly informed or incompetent individuals as sub-
jects, nor would it detract from the principal purpose of experimenta-
tion, which must be the acquisition of new knowledge. However, even
within these limits, participant interests could be better served by in-
creasing opportunities to participate.

Until recently, the supply of places was regulated entirely by scien-
tific considerations without regard for the number of patients wishing
to participate. Many physicians and ethicists considered the scarcity of
places to be a blessing in disguise since it protected masses of presum-
ably self-deluding patients. This attitude has now proven untenable;
the statistical minimums required to determine safety and effectiveness
no longer regulate the number of places, but rather places are multi-
plied in response to patients’ demands.
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This point has been made effectively in the political arena, but there
remains a subtler implication of the new respect for patients that is
not yet sufficiently appreciated. Certain experimental designs further
participant interests, while others frustrate them, independent of the
scientific validity of the alternatives. Thus one AIDS activist rejects
“perspectives [on design] categorically deemphasizing the needs and
rights of patients in favor of the primacy of data collection” (Smith
1989: 1547; see also Epstein 1991: 56-57). The National AIDS Treat-
ment Research Agenda (1989) prepared by ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to
Unleash Power) summarizes a host of detailed suggestions for human-
izing experimental treatment. In response to such concerns, some med-
ical commentators have come to believe that “we need to consider al-
ternative study designs that allow the patient maximum hope for cure
and the opportunity for some control over his or her destiny” (Goyan
1988: 3053).

In sum, medicine has an obligation not simply to obtain informed
consent and to avoid harm so far as possible, but to design experi-
ments that serve patients while simultaneously serving science. The
case recalls Honneth’s discussion of the underdetermination of organi-
zational life, the patterns of which are not unambiguously defined by
technical rules but depend also on appeals to norms. Here too we have
a scientifically underdetermined range of options among which ethical
considerations must finally choose.

The social consequences of this underdetermination are also of in-
terest: the same technical “moves” satisfy multiple social demands. In
the right technical context, those demands are no longer mutually ex-
clusive and need not be traded off against each other. The point is not
the old idea that technology overcomes social conflict through an ever-
expanding supply of consumer goods; rather, technology itself is a po-
tentially pluralistic social mediation. I will return to this idea in chap-
ter 9 in relation to the game of Go. There I will show how tradition
and modernity coexist in the apparently value-neutral moves of a game.
Here the issue is similar: research and treatment must coexist as dou-
ble aspects of the practice of medical experimentation.

THE SOCIOTECHNICAL ETHICS OF
MEDICAL EXPERIMENTATION

Once participation in research is recognized as a legitimate form
of treatment, many more patients are likely to become involved. It is
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necessary to rethink the whole structure of their care. The fact is that
medical institutions rarely accept the heavy responsibility for patient
education that could alone give meaning to informed consent. This
flaw, which has been tolerated for so long, risks becoming a source of
egregious abuse as access to clinical research broadens to include mil-
lions of incurably sick individuals. That abuse, in turn, could justify
rearguard struggles to reestablish restrictions on opportunities to par-
ticipate, or it could inspire reforms in the practice of experimental
medicine. The choice will depend on the extent to which participant
interests are recognized by medical institutions.

EXPERIMENTAL TREATMENT AS A FORM OF CARE

Participant interests can only be legitimated within the profsssional
framework if clinical research can be shown to confer a properly med-
ical benefit on subjects. Then the appropriate means of delivering that
benefit can be inscribed in the technical code of research. The hope of
cure is not enough because it is usually disappointed. There is simply
no way to know if the small chance of success outweighs the risks of
participation. Even in the case of dying patients, where risk is of less
concern, cure is such an improbable result of research that it is dishon-
est to hold up tantalizing promises (Glaser and Strauss 1972: 1098-
1100). Thus while an argument can be made for the generally benefi-
cial character of hope, from a medical standpoint that argument alone
cannot justify the current loosening of regulation.

Where the focus is on hope, there is a serious conflict between pa-
tients’ desires and their interests as physicians interpret them. This con-
flict can only be resolved by discovering benefits of participation that
are independent of cure. In fact a voluminous literature shows that pa-
tients place at least as great store on the “caring” functions of med-
icine as on actual healing (Powles 1973: 16-24). R. H. Fletcher and
his collaborators found, for example, that what patients most valued
in their doctor was compassion and availability rather than technical
achievements (Fletcher et al. 1983).

Studies of homeopathic and chiropractic medicine indicate that many
patients, especially those with chronic illnesses, seek alternative ther-
apy because they miss these caring benefits in the conventional setting
(Avina and Schneiderman 1978; Kane et al. 1974). Since medical cul-
ture marginalizes the chronically ill, it is not surprising to find wide-
spread dissatisfaction in this group (Kutner 1978). Negative attitudes
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are sometimes signaled quite crudely to the patients themselves, as in
the case of one multiple sclerosis patient whose doctor reportedly said,
“You have multiple sclerosis; don’t worry; get a book from the library
and read about it; if you have any questions, call me” (Hartings et al.
1976: 68).

The emphasis on caring does not necessarily imply a rejection of
medical technology. Compassion is often expressed through the ad-
ministration of drugs or procedures even when they are known to be
of little value. John Powles (1973: 20) writes that “the almost exclusive
concentration, within modern medical culture, on the technical mas-
tery of disease is more apparent than real. For in addition to counter-
ing the challenges to human well-being on the biological level, this
technology is serving also to meet the emotional and existential chal-
lenges that disease involves.”

If participation in research were seen as an effective mode of caring
rather than as a defective mode of curing, it could be more easily justi-
fied. Participation in clinical trials would then come to possess some-
what the same significance for physicians and patients as the com-
monplace prescription of symbolically charged but marginally effective
drugs. Although the game must be played more honestly in the case of
research, clinical trials may be another way in which a highly technol-
ogized medical system can offer care to the incurable.

The so-called placebo effect is at work here, and it is clearly the
only predictable benefit of experimental participation. Now, if the pla-
cebo effect were recognized as a normal dimension of medical care,
then experimental participation would fall into place as a form of
treatment most particularly suited to patients with incurable diseases.
Unfortunately, the very term “placebo” connotes deception; we seem
to have fallen back into the dilemma of false hopes versus medical
responsibilities.

But something very much like the placebo effect occurs constantly
in medical practice without the deceptive administration of sugar pills
or other fraudulent substitutes for “real” medicine. The simple fact of
getting a diagnosis often provides significant relief from pain and other
symptoms. Many of medicine’s benefits are due not to technical effec-
tiveness but to what anthropologists call “symbolic effectiveness,” and
this in fact explains most of its value in premodern societies (Lévi-
Strauss 1968: 198). The intertwining of mind and body this situation
implies has given rise to all sorts of speculations on the neurologic
basis of immune response and suchlike. However, for physicians and
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patients the problem is not scientific but is posed in individual terms,
and the solution must lie in respect for patients’ needs as an ultimate
indicator of as-yet-uncomprehended natural processes.

In view of the widespread role of placebos in ordinary medical
practice, Arthur Shapiro and Louis Morris (1978: 371) propose the fol-
lowing rather loose definition: “Any therapy or component of therapy
that is deliberately used for its nonspecific, psychological, or psycho-
physiological effect, or that is used for its presumed specific effect, but
is without specific activity for the condition being treated.” This defi-
nition suits a wide variety of medical interactions that benefit patients
through mechanisms that are still unclear (Brody 1980: 8-24).

Howard Brody (1980: 110) argues that since deception is not ac-
tually required to achieve the placebo effect, patients should not be
deceived to obtain its benefits. Thus even if the placebo effect is all
patients are likely to get out of participation in clinical research, that
would not justify lying to them about the likelihood of success or
enlisting them in incompetent or purely symbolic experiments “for
their own good.” The demand inscribed in all codes of experimental
medicine—that patients be honestly informed and research scientifically
sound—stands as before, although this approach recognizes that the
research will and indeed ought to have a very different significance for
scientists and patients.

Herbert M. Adler and V. B. O. Hammett’s account of the placebo
effect suggests an approach to the design of more therapeutically effec-
tive participation in research. They focus on the therapeutic power of
meaning. By this they mean that making sense of one’s illness is a con-
dition of well-being and health. Meaning depends in turn on the pa-
tient achieving a “systematic” understanding of disease—that is, some
sort of rational account of the experience of illness—and on the avail-
ability of social support, which they call “group formation.” These
two factors, according to the authors, are the basis of the placebo
effect: “Group formation and system formation . . . are as essential
to psychic functioning as nourishment is to physical functioning. . . .
[These,] the basic factors composing what is subjectively experienced
as a feeling of ‘meaning,” are invariably used in all successful interper-
sonal therapies, and are the necessary and sufficient components of the
placebo effect” (Adler and Hammett 1973: 597). If this is true, physi-
cians can maximize the beneficial effects of participation by organizing
the medical intervention in a “symbolically effective” way to promote
“group formation and system formation.” These goals should therefore
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be coordinated with scientific objectives in experimental design. This re-
quirement holds, incidentally, regardless of whether the trial aims to
cure patients or merely to contribute to knowledge.

THE SICK ROLE

The AIDS crisis dramatized two interconnected failures of modern
medicine: patients with chronic illnesses are more and more dissatis-
fied, and medicine delivers experimental treatment poorly. The conflict
between the social structure of the institution, the needs of the chroni-
cally ill, and the requirements of research accounts for such problems
as misinformed subjects, the consequent dubious validity of consent,
the interruption of continuity of care on exit from experiments, re-
cruiting difficulties, poor compliance, and so on. These problems can
only worsen as the public comes to see the research mission less as a
scientific activity than as a treatment system.

These problems suggest the urgent need for reforms in the social
organization of medicine. The place to begin consideration of this
complex question is the so-called sick role, one of the foundations of
the medical institution. The maladaptation of medicine to the needs
of human subjects is due in large part to a definition of the sick role
which obstructs “group formation and system formation.” This in turn
explains why few patients understand the reality of the research enter-
prise, and hence why researchers have such problems recruiting partic-
ipants for controlled trials once access to unproven drugs is eased.

Contrary to a commonplace usage, the sick role is not a state of
pathological psychological withdrawal. The term was originally intro-
duced by Talcott Parsons to define illness in its social aspect as a form
of “deviance” involving legitimate temporary release from normal so-
cial responsibility in exchange for a sincere effort to recover.3 “The
sick role,” he wrote, “channels deviance so that the two most danger-
ous potentialities, namely, group formation and successful establish-
ment of the claim to legitimacy, are avoided. The sick are tied up, not
with other deviants to form a ‘sub-culture’ of the sick, but each with a

3. Medical “deviants,” on Parsons’s hypothesis, must demonstrate a will to health,
which makes no sense for many chronic patients. Parsons’s model therefore requires
some modifications. It is obvious that the provision for conditional exemption from re-
sponsibilities has no application to individuals who will never recover. Freidson (1970:
238-239) removes this difficulty by offering an “expanded classification” of illness types
which recognizes the unconditional legitimacy of withdrawal from social responsibility
in the case of serious chronic illness.
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group of non-sick, his personal circle and, above all, physicians. The
sick . . . are deprived of the possibility of forming a solidary collectiv-
ity” (Parsons 1964: 477).

In sum, the sick are condemned to social isolation. While not par-
ticularly onerous for individuals suffering from brief acute illnesses,
isolation is undoubtedly bad for the chronically ill. There is consider-
able evidence that they benefit from contact with others who suffer from
the same disease. Renée Fox’s classic study of clinical research shows
the overwhelming importance of the shared experience of mission and
risk. Her observations are particularly interesting in the light of the role
ascribed to meaning above. “Seen in the broadest possible perspec-
tive,” she writes, “what we observed in the conference room, labora-
tory, and on the ward were two groups of men who were faced with
common stresses of magnitude: great uncertainty, limitation, kazards,
and death. Through a process of interaction with members of their
own group and with one another, physicians and patients arrived at
comparable ways of dealing with their stresses. . . . Each derived sup-
port and guidance from the tight-knit group to which they belonged,
and also from their intimate contact and close identification with one
another” (Fox 1959: 253).

While the Parsonian isolation is not always maintained, it remains
the norm from which departures such as this only occasionally occur,
sometimes against considerable medical resistance (Brossat and Pinell
1990). Research on group activity by patients is rare, perhaps because
physicians and researchers are not normally present when patients get
together, but there are a few studies of the application of group ther-
apy to the chronically ill. I would like to look briefly at three studies
that, without intending to, offer excellent reasons to end the social iso-
lation of chronically ill patients.

The studies describe therapy groups designed to reduce anxiety
and depression, but in fact discussion was superficial and helped pa-
tients in unexpected ways. Despite their original intentions, the re-
searchers actually demonstrated that when patients form a “subculture”
through voluntary association, they supply each other with social sup-
port, a widely recognized factor in maintaining health (Nuckolls et al.
1972). In addition, other aspects of the experiments reflect Claude Lévi-
Strauss’s and Adler and Hammett’s explanation of the role of symbolic
meaning in the placebo effect.

Typically, the researchers described the patients as plunged at first
into self-imposed isolation, regardless of the severity of their condition,
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and sometimes beginning immediately on diagnosis (Chafetz et al. 1955:
961-962). Yet in the groups they quickly opened up to exchange infor-
mation about symptoms and complaints about the medical profession,
particularly its slowness in diagnosing their illness (Chafetz et al. 1955:
962; Hartings et al. 1976: 68). Education, which was not always in-
cluded in the original protocols, turned out to be one of the patients’
chief demands (Chafetz et al. 1955: 963). It helped the “patient . . .
resist faddish cures, plan realistically, and feel more in control of his
life” (Hartings et al. 1976: 66). In one group medical experts were
actually invited to address the patients (Buchanan 1975: 529). In an-
other, “the emphasis on research in the clinic, which carried over as
one of the purposes of the group, provided tangible proof of interest in
them and in the course of their disease” (Chafetz et al. 1955: 962).

In fact, it is clear from these descriptions that the benefits of the
groups had less to do with psychology than with sociology, specifically
with the reform of the sick role. In the most successful case, a group of
multiple sclerosis patients broke with the expected passivity and isola-
tion and published a newsletter disseminating information on finances,
entertainment, treatments, and equipment (Hartings et al. 1976: 73).

Patients requested further meetings long after the experiments were
over, but in two of the three cases, the organizers concluded inexplicably
that “the advantages of more protracted groups are questionable” (Cha-
fetz et al. 1955: 963; see also Buchanan 1978: 426). These researchers
wanted their patients to return to the conventional sick role as soon as
possible, despite the latter’s interest in creating new relationships.

Only one of the physicians was more accepting of his patients’ wishes
and allowed his groups to continue meeting beyond the planned end
of the experiment. This position seems appropriate given the manifold
functions the groups performed for their members. These functions and
the new sick role they imply suggest a collaborative model of care for
the incurably ill such as has begun to emerge with AIDS. As can be seen
from the examples discussed above, this model offers a variety of im-
provements in the situation of such patients, including, I will argue, a
more favorable environment for responsible research and experimental
participation.

THE COLLABORATIVE MODEL

Ethicists frequently argue that patients suffering from incurable ail-
ments are “coerced” into experimental participation by their illness.
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This position is reasonable if patients are ignorant victims of a process
that is likely to yield only knowledge. But it is paternalistic if they are
well informed and, perhaps without renouncing the hope of cure, pur-
sue participant interests that can be routinely served by appropriately
designed experiments. In other words, as with ordinary treatment, only
the informed patient is qualified to weigh risks against benefits. The
ethical obligation of medicine is best fulfilled not by prohibitions but
by ensuring that patients are well equipped to make such a judgment.

In the absence of a significant effort of this sort, looser regulation
may result in vast numbers of uncomprehending patients entering ex-
periments they would never have joined had they known what they
were getting into and felt really free to refuse. Studies tend to support
E ]. Ingelfinger’s (1972: 466) fear that “the process of obtaining in-
formed consent with all its regulations and conditions is no mcre than
an elaborate ritual, a device that, when the subject is uneducated and
uncomprehending, confers no more than the semblance of propriety
on human experimentation.” The sad truth is that most “patients con-
sent to trials simply because they trust their doctors” (Mackillop and
Johnston 1986: 187).

There is some evidence that this pessimistic conclusion is less appli-
cable to chronic patients. One study reports “striking differences” in
the attitudes of acute and chronic sufferers toward their physicians
(Lidz et al. 1983: 542). The former are usually passive, while the latter
often participate actively in medical decision making, discussing op-
tions and suggesting or rejecting treatment alternatives. The study re-
lates these differences to the different attitudes of acute and chronic
patients toward the conventional passive sick role. The authors con-
clude that “with certain types of chronic patients and in certain types
of organizational structures, an active patient role is feasible” (Lidz
et al. 1983: 543). These conclusions concur with Thomas S. Szasz
and Mark H. Hollander’s (1956) theory of “mutual participation” of
patient and physician in the search for the best course of action in
chronic care.

Such mutual participation can be routinely observed in the symp-
tomatic treatment of chronic illness and in the decisions about treat-
ment during the final weeks or days of life. For example, physicians
skilled in managing illnesses such as amyotrophic lateral sclerosis
(“Lou Gehrig’s disease”) or multiple sclerosis learn to listen to pa-
tients’ discoveries about how to live with their illness and often pass
along suggestions from one patient to another. Patients themselves ex-
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change information about symptomatic treatment whenever they meet.
Relief of symptoms has implications not only for comfort but also for
life extension, and here too patients and physicians often work to-
gether to achieve results that could not be achieved in the conventional
physician-patient relationship. Finally, patients who depend on such
aids as respirators are increasingly involved in the timing of their own
death.

This is the context in which it makes sense to talk about experimen-
tal medicine as a collaboration between researchers and subjects. This
frequently expressed hope, which appears quixotic with regard to the
majority of acutely ill patients, may not be so far off the mark in the
case of chronic patients who have already learned to participate in
their own treatment. In this case, the ethical obligation to the patient
is better fulfilled by extraordinary efforts to achieve a higher quality of
consent rather than by restricting opportunities to participate. If this
obligation is taken seriously, then physicians and patients with chronic
incurable illnesses will be able to find relief from some of the tensions
surrounding the transformation of modern medicine into a technical
enterprise.

Unlike cure, which is essentially an individual matter, experimen-
tal treatment involves joining a collective effort to solve a scientific
problem (Parsons 1969: 350-351). Admission to that collective should
properly be open only to those who share its spirit, whatever personal
benefits they may also expect. In a powerful article on this theme,
Hans Jonas argues that consent alone does not make the subject some-
thing more than the proverbial “guinea pig.” “Mere ‘consent’ (mostly
amounting to no more than permission) does not right this reification.
The ‘wrong’ of it can only be made ‘right’ by such authentic identifica-
tion with the cause that it is the subject’s as well as the researcher’s
cause—whereby his role in its service is not just permitted by him, but
willed. That sovereign will of his which embraces the end as his own
restores his personhood to the otherwise depersonalizing context” (Jo-
nas 1969: 236). Perhaps a sense of these moral issues motivated the
founders of the clinical research center at the National Institutes of
Health in 1953 when they laid down the following principle for them-
selves: “The patient or subject of clinical study is considered a member
of the research team” (Curran 1969: 575).

Identification in Jonas’s sense is an ideal to which experimental
medicine does not always aspire and which it rarely achieves. But de-
spite the difficulties, the collaborative model is not merely a pious
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wish. It shaped life in the experimental ward Renée Fox studied. Jean
Dausset, discoverer of human leukocyte antigen (HLA) typing, de-
signed his experiments around it. He organized an elaborate series of
informational meetings and conferences to explain his research to the
hundreds of volunteers he required. Dausset’s subjects have been called
“les heros instruits”—educated heroes—a term which ought someday
to apply to all human subjects (Bernard 1978: 197).

The isolation imposed by the conventional sick role is the most
important obstacle to this goal. It prevents patients from forming a
community within which to receive education and extend social sup-
port. How, without such a community, can patients learn enough about
research to appreciate the risks of participation, gain a realistic idea of
the therapeutic prospects, and understand the usefulness of nonthera-
peutic experiments and controlled trials? Perhaps the crisis brought on
by AIDS will finally result in the institutionalization of an alternative
system of care for the chronically ill. Instead of being mere objects of
medicine, awaiting cure, patients might then become active partners in
a larger research enterprise.

Concretely, this implies two basic changes in traditional practice:
(1) to remove all pressures to participate by implementing clinical tri-
als in the context of a program of continuing symptomatic care and
support for patients that does not require their experimental partici-
pation and that is not tied to the duration or success of experiments;
and (2) to ensure adequate understanding by using patient meetings to
educate patients concerning their disease, the role of human subjects in
research, and the experimental options.

SCIENCE AND ETHICS

We are now in a position to consider the questions raised at the
beginning of this chapter from a different angle. The problem is no
longer to decide which is fundamental, body or mind, mechanism or
lived experience. Our incomplete understanding of each refers us to
the other and our chief concern ought to be coordinating the two in a
way that achieves both humane and scientific objectives.

Ethically sound experimental design aims at this goal, in the process
breaking down the usual boundary separating patient care from sci-
ence. But the weakening of that boundary allows movement in both
directions, and so far we have discussed only the implications of de-
sign for participant interests; on the other side, a cyborg medicine yields
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a certain epistemological authority to patients. As Steven Epstein (1991:
37) notes, the AIDS movement tries “to stake out some ground on the
scientists’ own terrain. These activists wrangle with scientists on issues
of truth and method. They seek not only to reform science by exert-
ing pressure from the outside, but also to perform science by placing
themselves on the inside. They question not just the uses of science,
not just the control over science, but sometimes even the very contents
of science and the processes by which it is produced. Most fundamen-
tally, they claim to speak credibly as experts in their own right—as
people who know about things scientific, and who can partake of this
special and powerful discourse of truth. Most elusively, they seek to
change the ground rules about how the game of science is played.”

Clearly, informal self-training may not be worth much in technical
fields such as virology. And this is a case where arrogance could be
particularly self-destructive. Yet despite the risks, there is something
in this new situation for science as well as for patients. Only a well-
informed community of patients is likely to bring forward volunteers
to aid the research effort despite the ready availability of unproven
drugs. Their participation would be known to their community and
their generosity perceived by actual beneficiaries instead of remaining
an abstract supposition as it is for most human subjects today. And, in
a society where respect for medical authority is in sharp decline, par-
ticipants with such a background are more likely to work responsibly
for the success of the research effort, to take medications regularly,
keep records and appointments conscientiously, warn clinicians of prob-
lems, make useful suggestions, challenge unworkable or inhuman de-
signs from the knowledgeable standpoint of those subjected to them,
identify as prejudices pseudoscientific ideas rooted in long practice, and
so on.

Although much of what patients can do will be banal, their prac-
tices have a more than instrumental status. It is the daily performance
of a variety of small tasks, and not simply the passive lending of their
bodies, that constitutes a collective research subject. As Haraway (1992:
298) writes, the study of nature “is not about disengaged discovery,
but about mutual and usually unequal structuring, about taking risks,
about delegating competences.” It involves manipulation and control,
to be sure, but also challenge, courage, and self-mastery. The research
subject is constructed of living human beings linked together through
experimental design forged in negotiated ethical bonds.

These bonds are not merely extrinsic constraints placed on free
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inquiry; they are cognitively significant. They offer a kind of practi-
cal insight into aspects of nature (i.e., health) still closed to medical
knowledge by the limitations of its mechanistic paradigms and theo-
ries. Ethics too gives access to nature, an other nature understood nei-
ther as a lost utopia nor as a mechanism, but as the essentially unfore-
seeable that rises up unexpectedly even in the midst of cognitively and
technically mastered domains. This is why ignoring patients’ attempts
to redefine the research process as a form of treatment is a violation of
medicine’s mission and of the bodies of patients enrolled in clinical
trials.

This conclusion has a certain resemblance to Marcuse’s notion of
an aestheticization of technology. Just as the aesthetic investment of
technology promises to bring values to bear on it that reflect scientifi-
cally uncomprehended dimensions of nature, so too medical ethics pro-
jects a different conception of nature, one that is more fully reconciled
to human needs, a liberated and liberating conception that cannot be
represented scientifically but which we can hope to live as “human sub-
jects” in a new sense of the term.
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CHAPTER SIX

French Theory and
Postmodern Technology

From Lyotard to the Minitel

CRACKING THE MODERN FACADE

It is the computer that has put the “post” in postmodernity. No
other technology so dominates discussion of the changes our society is
undergoing today. No other technology so shapes the image of the fu-
ture by its promise and its threat. Perhaps the same would have been
said of nuclear power or space exploration a generation ago, but these
technological marvels promised more and better modernity, growth
within the paradigm, not change in the meaning of the modern. This is
where the computer is unique: it cancels centuries of certainty about
who we are and what we want as members of a modern society. In-
deed, some theorists argue that it cancels modernity itself.

Despite the association of postmodernity with computers, it began
as an architectural revolt against the International Style, familiar from
the tall glass towers that surround us in every major city in the world.
“Form follows function,” the Bauhaus slogan, gave engineering con-
trol of aesthetics. Decorative elements from the past were rejected as
artificial and irrational, and the new clean-lined buildings cut loose
from history as supposedly rational structures.

Postmodern architecture refuses this distinction between the irra-
tional and the rational, but without it functionalism itself is just an-
other style. Time is no longer an arrow aiming higher; it has been
flattened into a menu of styles none of which can claim to be more ad-
vanced than the others. Smooth facades are no less ornamented than

123



124 Postmodern Technology

neoclassical ones, complete with Doric columns; the pathos of ratio-
nality, which makes functionalist architecture seem distinctively mod-
ern, is lost. Confronted with the smorgasbord of historically inherited
possibilities, the postmodern architect constructs an ironic pastiche
made up of bits and pieces of styles from different periods.

I have recalled these well-known facts about the origins of post-
modernism the better to introduce a discussion of Jean-Frangois Lyo-
tard’s The Postmodern Condition. This book first introduced the
concept to a wide audience outside architecture and it still rewards
rereading now that many of its theses have been tested by time.! The
outcome of that test is also discussed below.

Lyotard repeats at the philosophical level some of the gestures char-
acteristic of contemporary architectural theory. The most important sim-
ilarity lies in the treatment of modern rationality, which both the ar-
chitects and the philosopher view as a local phenomenon, not as a set
of universal rules valid for all times and places, or, as Lyotard would
put it, in all “language games.” However, Lyotard has no intention of
rejecting modern science. The notion that there are multiple rationali-
ties, that modern science is not alone in understanding the universe, is
intended to level the playing field, to allow for difference and variety
in a way that the old positivist faith in science would not.

The new element that made Lyotard’s interpretation of postmoder-
nity so influential was the link he forged between the computerization
of society, scientific advances, and the latest French theory. A look back
to the origins of the linguistic turn in French thought will help explain
this unusual combination.

During the 1960s a reaction against the existentialism of the post-
war period transformed French intellectual life. The principle represen-
tative of this trend was the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, who
developed an original analysis of culture under the influence of linguis-
tics, especially the work of Ferdinand de Saussure. Saussure sharply dis-
tinguished between the structure of language and the practice of lan-
guage and abstracted from the latter to concentrate exclusively on the
former. He argued that language is built up from contrasts between ar-
bitrary signs and that meaning emerges from a system of differences
among inherently meaningless elements. The concept of “structure”
referred in the first instance to the underlying logic of such a system.

As Lévi-Strauss adapted this model to anthropology, it revealed dis-

1. For his most recent (and rather similar) position on the issues of this paper, see
Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1991a: chaps. 2 and 4).
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turbing implications. The modern idea of the autonomous subject rests
on the irreducibility of meaning, disclosed in the immediacy of some
primary experience. If structuralism is confined to language, meaning
can be located in other domains, for example, perception, life expe-
rience, art, or rational insight, and the autonomy of the subject pre-
served. However, if all of culture is structured like language, every-
thing pertaining to meaning is reducible to a system of differences. As
Lévi-Strauss (1963: 641) has commented, “What is meaning according
to me? A specific flavor perceived by a consciousness when it tastes a
combination of elements none of which taken by itself would offer a
comparable flavor.”?

This theory has deterministic implications, since along with mean-
ing, agency and history are reduced to consequences of structure. Is it
a coincidence that such a theory became popular in the midst of France’s
first flirtation with the notion of a technocratic order? There is room
for speculation on the similarity between structuralism and the systems
approach to social management that began to gain influence in this
same period.? Although there are certainly important differences, both
eliminate the traditional notion of history in favor of a deterministic
model of rational order.

Naturally, howls of protest went up from Jean-Paul Sartre, from
phenomenologists like Paul Ricoeur, and from orthodox Marxists as
structuralism invaded intellectual territory each claimed as its own.
But none of these reactions was able to stem the structuralist tide. At
most they contributed to an antitechnocratic social consciousness that
finally emerged in the events of May 1968 as the basis of a new form
of radicalism.

But in the intellectual world, the really effective reaction against
structuralism came not from the old theories it challenged but from
within the linguistic camp itself. In the late sixties and seventies so-
called poststructuralist thinkers proposed new theories of agency.* These
were younger intellectuals who had renounced the old concept of the
autonomous subject but who also rejected a determinism that reduced

2. See also Paul Ricoeur’s remarkable critique of Lévi-Strauss in the same issue of
Esprit.

3. Needless to say, this comparison is irrelevant to the specifically anthropological
contribution of Lévi-Strauss.

4. Apart from the well-known works of Foucault and Deleuze, which represent un-
usually radical formulations of the position, its influence can be seen throughout the
French literary theory and philosophy of this period. For examples, the reader is referred
to Michel de Certeau (1980), Marcel Détienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant (1974), and
Louis Marin (1978). For a broad interpretation of the relation of poststructuralism to
technology, see Mark Poster (1990).
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participation in history to an empty illusion. They created a new con-
cept of agency by reevaluating the pragmatics of usage and argued that
the practice of a structure can alter its form. Today, Foucault’s analysis
of strategies of power is the most influential survival of this attempt in
France to reconstruct agency in the framework of a theory of cultural
coding.

Like Foucault’s theory of strategies, Lyotard’s pragmatics of lan-
guage games attempts to reestablish the claims of agency in a struc-
tural universe. And both Foucault and Lyotard arrive at a similar con-
clusion, the rejection of a single model of rationality, and hence also of
any form of technocratic determinism. In Lyotard this position takes
the form of a “paralogic” of multiple rationalities, which may be con-
ceived as islands of order in a radically contingent world. Scientific ra-
tionality is just one of these islands, the hegemonic one, to be sure, but
by no means the only one. Here we are at the opposite extreme from
Lévi-Strauss’s attempt to find an underlying rational structure to all of
language and culture.

This, then, is the background that shaped the special sensibility Lyo-
tard brought to the notion of postmodernity. He offers a sober evalua-
tion of the hegemony of scientific rationality in contemporary society
and eschews humanist regrets. The order of the day is not romantic
protest against dystopian rationality, but exploration of the margin of
maneuver opened unintentionally by the new system.’

THE CRISIS OF NARRATION

The Postmodern Condition is above all an attack on what Lyotard
calls “grand narratives” or “metanarratives.” These are the stories we
tell ourselves about our destiny as members of a nation, race, class, or
species. Grand narratives define the community and legitimate its en-
terprises. They are most obviously associated with traditional socie-
ties and religious myths, but despite secularization modernity contin-
ues to depend on narrative legitimation. Postmodernity arises from a
general crisis of modern narration under the impact of its own self-
contradictions and changes in science and technology.

Lyotard’s social theory is based on a contrast between narrative and
denotative knowledge. Narrative knowledge is the cultural repository
of societies in which tradition is transmitted through storytelling. Lyo-

5. See Feenberg (1991: chap. 4) for a discussion of de Certeau’s theory of tactics as
margin of maneuver.
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tard explains it in terms of the three positions in discourse: the narra-
tor who tells the story, the narratee who listens to the story, and the
hero, the object of the narration, whose name is taken by members of
the community who are themselves therefore represented in the story.
The narrator draws his authority from his own past experience as nar-
ratee, ultimately from the community itself.

Here knowledge consists in illustrative examples rather than factual
propositions, and it is presented through social interactions, such as
performances, against the background of a solidary community. This
type of knowledge mixes the denotative, the prescriptive, and the aes-
thetic in indissoluble combinations that are as important for establish-
ing the identity of interlocutors as for their positive content.

In traditional communities, denotative knowledge has not yet sepa-
rated out as a specific domain. When it does so, it transforms the prag-
matics of cognitive discourse, establishing the rule of proof for distinct
factual claims. However, narration merely changes functions in response
to this autonomization of the denotative. It ceases to bear the whole
content of the culture and instead legitimates denotative knowledge,
which now contains the chief stock of things known.

Plato is the model of this notion of narrative legitimation. In The
Republic, when it comes to justifying philosophy, he has nothing bet-
ter to offer than a story about escape from the cave. That story itself
illustrates why people listen to stories rather than engage in rational
discourse. Plato was surely aware of the ironic paradox of pursuing a
narrative legitimation of denotative knowledge. It is a paradox that
characterizes the whole philosophical tradition.

In the modern world, there are two principal grand narratives, one
based on the notion of enlightenment, and the other the story of politi-
cal liberation. These metanarratives about knowledge and freedom re-
quire metasubjects, such as the People, the Human Race, the World
Spirit, whose adventures provide the content of the story. Lyotard dis-
cusses two of these stories at length: the adventure of knowledge in
Hegel, who describes the long struggle in which the special sciences
are drawn together in the life process of an absolute knower, and the
adventure of freedom in Kant, who conceives the human race as a moral
agent in pursuit of autonomy and freedom.

But Lyotard shows that these narratives undermine themselves. For
example, to motivate the legitimating metanarrative, Hegel must be-
gin by placing all specific knowledges in question. Although his skepti-
cism about the immediate claims of knowledge is finally overcome in
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absolute enlightenment, it could also be prolonged in a crisis of knowl-
edge in general. This is exactly what happens in Nietzsche, where rea-
son turns on itself and questions its own claims most radically.6

Lyotard believes that grand narratives have broken down in recent
years; no metasubject can have an adventure of which our present
would be the legitimate outcome. At this point, his story begins to
involve technology significantly, for technical change—essentially the
emergence of information technology—underlies the social generaliza-
tion of the crisis of narration. The computer serves here as a symbol of
all these new technologies, whether they be electronic, biological, or
managerial.

For Lyotard computers depersonalize and mechanize knowing, which
becomes a functioning element in society, a kind of technique and a
market good, rather than a “true” representation of reality. This is also
the end of the humanistic ideal of knowledge as the self-construction
of the subject.

Along with the hegemony of computers comes a certain logic, and therefore
a certain set of prescriptions determining which statements are accepted as
“knowledge” statements.

We may thus expect a thorough exteriorization of knowledge with re-
spect to the “knower,” at whatever point he or she may occupy in the
knowledge process. The old principle that the acquisition of knowledge is
indissociable from the training (Bildung) of minds, or even of individuals, is
becoming obsolete and will become ever more so. . . . Knowledge is and
will be produced in order to be sold, it is and will be consumed in order
to be valorized in a new production: in both cases, the goal is exchange.
Knowledge ceases to be an end in itself, it loses its “use-value.” (Lyotard
1991b: 4)

The computer is thus both a device and a cultural transformer. In its
double role, it resembles the Panopticon in Foucault’s theory of the
rise of social discipline. Both the computer and the Panopticon do a
technical job of work while at the same time encoding social reality
in new forms. In Lyotard’s terminology, the language system that cor-
responds to the computer is the “cognitive regime of phrases,” similar
to the Foucauldian “regime of truth” that emerges from modern disci-
plinary techniques. But there is also an important distinction between
the two approaches. Lyotard’s sense of systematic construction is es-

6. This is the typical move of the dialectic of enlightenment, in which reason chal-
lenges its own legitimacy.
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sentially Kantian. In Foucault all language systems are historical in char-
acter, whereas in Lyotard they are based on faculties—the faculty of
knowing, the moral faculty, and so on.

Lyotard concludes that computer technology shatters the modern
constellation formed by cognitive discourse and its narrative legiti-
mation. Denotative knowledge alone can now claim cognitive validity,
but it cannot establish its own ultimate legitimacy. It is cut adrift like
other language games, and it is this situation that creates the space
within which the illusions of modernity, its faith in progress in particu-
lar, can be demystified. The structuralist critique of history is an obvi-
ous consequence of this situation. Indeed, it articulates that situation
so clearly that it no longer seems meaningful to seek a route back to
an integral community with its self-evident meanings and immediate
certainties. “Most people have lost the nostalgia for the lost narrative”
(Lyotard 1991b: 41).

This is where Lyotard parts company with the Frankfurt School. Its
critical ideal is an outmoded utopianism, the myth of a unified self and
society. That myth may be projected back into the past as an organic
origin or into the future as a Habermasian rational consensus. In either
case, with the failure of class struggle, the agent corresponding to uto-
pian ends in Marx, the Frankfurt School’s opposition becomes a hu-
manistic point of honor without practical consequences. At the same
time, it overestimates the efficiency of modern societies, their ability to
reduce the social bond to an effect of technical mastery. Instead of at-
omized masses whose truth is conserved in high art or philosophical
critique, Lyotard sees an unstable and pluralistic social ferment that
continuously generates new ideas and values. The task of the thinker
today is neither to restore a lost unity of man and nature (Marcuse,
Adorno) nor to rekindle the dying embers of the Enlightenment (Hab-
ermas), but rather to reflect on the the emerging language games of a
postmodern society.

POSTMODERN PRAGMATICS

As narrative strategies of legitimation break down, postmodern so-
cieties develop two alternative ways of attempting to recover their le-
gitimacy: “performativity,” or efficiency, and “paralogy,” or the pur-
suit of originality.

The technocratic notion that knowledge and the social order can
be legitimated simply by the continuous perfecting of means, without
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appeal to either traditional symbols or modern ideals, has enjoyed in-
creasingly widespread currency since World War II. It responds to dis-
illusionment with “ideology,” that is, with the narrative myths of both
capitalism and communism. But the idea of technocracy depends on
two self-contradictory premises: confidence in the validity of science,
which technocracy undermines by subordinating research to the mar-
ket, and belief in the possibility of constructing deterministic systems,
which science itself has now discredited.

Modern science needs ever more technology for the production and
verification of facts. This leaves it increasingly dependendent on cor-
porations and the state, which supply the technical means of knowing.
But what these institutions want from science and technology is not
their truth but merely the efficiency they make possible. Such different
expectations create potential for conflict and raise questions about the
possibility of incorporating science into the social system as just an-
other more or less operational component. Can technocratic adminis-
tration digest this peculiar morsel which it desperately needs but which
appeals for its legitimacy to an ideal of truth that transcends the system?

Meanwhile, science itself is gradually penetrated by the ethos of the
institutions on which it depends. As the pursuit of truth becomes just
another business, a new concept of truth as “performativity” replaces
traditional realism. But can mere command of the techniques of proof
substitute for any larger notion of cognitive legitimation; in other words,
can knowledge be nothing more than the product of an agonistic in
which alliance with funding souces is the key to victory??

These questions raise a doubt, but for Lyotard the decisive argument
against legitimation by performativity lies elsewhere, in the content of
science itself. He is skeptical of the entire technocratic project because
the ideal of total control simply has no place in the messy world we in-
habit. Modern science has betrayed its technocratic offspring by decid-
ing not to purge disorder from theory but to make sense of a frag-
mented universe. Quantum mechanics, Gédel’s theorem, chaos theory,
the theory of fractals, and other new approaches signal such a funda-
mental epistemological shift.

The evolution of scientific knowledge discredits legitimation by mere
performativity while suggesting a postmodern alternative. Lyotard calls
this alternative “paralogic legitimation”—that is, legitimation through

7. It would be interesting to study the emergence of the social constructivist school
of sociology of science in the light of Lyotard’s analysis.
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originality, innovation, and difference which, he claims, prevails at least
in scientific institutions. The goal of science is not efficiency but inven-
tion; the successful scientist does not streamline the system but modi-
fies it. Given the fact that science has provided models for social legiti-
mation in the past (for example, by objective knowledge), might not
paralogy have a similar destiny? Perhaps we can reconceptualize free-
dom in postmodern society in terms of a new understanding of science.

This is Lyotard’s gamble. In his view contemporary society is torn
between two possible futures, the terroristic pursuit of a total system,
dedicated to maximizing efficiency at the price of uniformity and un-
freedom, and an emerging model of temporary contracts between indi-
viduals and groups who recognize the local character of all agreements
and claims. This latter model is paralogical in its respect for difference,
for the multiplicity of language games. This respect for difference dis-
tinguishes it from dialectical opposition, which is merely an antisystem
awaiting its chance at power. Paralogy is a micropolitics that rejects
totalization and favors the specific and the local. It represents a new
type of resistance.

The computer once again plays a decisive role in the argument.
According to Lyotard (1991b: 67), “We are finally in a position to un-
derstand how the computerization of society affects this problematic.
It could become the ‘dream’ instrument for controlling and regulating
the market system, extended to include knowledge itself and governed
exclusively by the performativity principle. . . . But it could also aid
groups discussing metaprescriptives by supplying them with the infor-
mation they usually lack for making knowledgeable decisions. The line
to follow for computerization to take the second of these two paths is,
in principle, quite simple: give the public free access to the memory and
data banks.”

POSTMODERN TECHNOLOGY

The Postmodern Condition was published in 1979. Its analysis of
the computer was necessarily speculative at that early date. At times
Lyotard’s speculations prove no more prescient than those of earlier
prophets of postindustrialism. Like them, he overestimates such ini-
tially promising losers as public access to data banks and computer-
aided instruction. Indeed, his understanding of computers seems rather
limited. He worries, for example, that in the future knowledge will be
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restricted to what can be expressed in “machine language” (Lyotard
1991b: 4).8 Machine language is a technical term referring to the most
basic level at which instructions are encoded in computer hardware.
While the structure of the computer at this level may indeed restrict
what can be calculated, there is no reason to worry that machine lan-
guage will restrict the representation of knowledge in computer read-
able formats, and this would seem to be the important question for
the humanities. One might just as well worry about the poverty of a
twenty-six-letter alphabet, yet Shakespeare comes through alright!

Despite these limitations, Lyotard grasps what I have called the
“ambivalence” of the computer. By this I mean that the computer can
serve both as a control system and as a medium for disseminating
knowledge and communication opportunities throughout a fluid net-
work (Feenberg 1991: chap. 5). If postmodernity, as a world of multi-
ple rationalities, is to have a technical base, the computer must possess
both these contradictory potentialities. Were the archetype of technical
advance merely an instrument of control, the theory would end in dys-
topian pathos and lack the hint of an alternative path. But is there any
evidence that the computer can play such an emancipatory role?

To answer this question I want to turn briefly to French telematics,
which emerged in the early 1980s just as the theme of postmodern-
ity came under discussion. (The next chapter offers a more detailed ac-
count.) The Minitel system was introduced quite deliberately by the
French state as a means of accelerating the postindustrialization of
French society. The system was originally conceived as a domestic in-
formation utility, a first step toward that universal dissemination of
data Lyotard, among others, was demanding at the time.

Videotex was chosen as the system software. Videotex transmits in-
formation over networks from large computers, which store data, to
terminals that can be located anywhere, including in homes. The net-
work can carry train schedules, legal information, and so on, and also
mediate certain kinds of transactions, for example, banking and tele-
marketing. In the late 1970s and early 1980s it was widely believed
that videotex would usher in the postindustrial age. But despite the
plausibility of the sales pitch, the results were disappointing everywhere
it was introduced except, strangely enough, in France. There the sys-
tem not only worked, it was a huge success with, at this time, over six

8. The translators render “langage de machine” (p. 13 in the French edition) inaccu-
rately as “computer language.”
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million terminals distributed and thousands of services running. There
is nothing like it yet in the United States.

The unique evolution of the French system partially confirms, par-
tially disconfirms, postmodern expectations. This is not surprising, since
Lyotard shared the illusions of the early prophets of telematics on whom
he relied for information about computers. Roughly speaking, they
believed that the computer age would, if pursued in the right spirit, fin-
ish the work of Enlightenment by raising the educational level of the
population and expanding its opportunities to participate in responsi-
ble self-government. Scientific-technical rationality would transcend its
professional origins and become the foundation of a general culture.
These rationalistic expectations led them to believe that the public
would respond positively to the offer of enhanced access to informa-
tion, which it would need to participate in an advanced society as they
imagined it.

Telematic rationalism reflected the hegemony of science and tech-
nology in modern bureaucratic and academic culture. That hegemony
was applauded by the designers of the system and accepted with resig-
nation but—significantly—without nostalgia by the postmodern theo-
rist. But this was not at all what the most active users had in mind,
and it was they who determined the evolution of the system. In fact,
they transformed it in the application.

In 1979 the standard view of the computer limited it to information
storage and calculating. Few foresaw its current success as a communi-
cations medium. It was in France that this redefinition of the computer
first occurred on a massive scale. Here, briefly, is how it happened.
Among the many host computers on the new telematic network were
some on which it was possible to send messages to the system opera-
tors or to place classified ads. Skillful users hacked the primitive com-
munication utility on one of these hosts and turned it into a messaging
system accessible to all. Soon messaging became one of the most popu-
lar activities on the network, which was transformed from an informa-
tion supplier to a new communication medium.

And a strange new kind of communication it is. In this bizarre
social universe, anonymity calls forth an original language game that
demands new types of moves. Everyone is a performer using language
as the sole medium of self-presentation and seduction. Here identity is
an outcome rather than a presupposition of the communication. Success
might consist in obtaining the other’s phone number and arranging a
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date, perhaps for a sexual adventure, or just as evidence of the power
of one’s discourse.® This type of communication practice represents the
epitome of a world of temporary contracts based on verbal inventive-
ness suggested in Lyotard’s paralogic of postmodernity. Here we have
a surprising prefiguration of an antitechnocratic society that invests
high technology with new forms of self-expression.

Yet it is difficult to find evidence here of the pursuit of the sort of
“local” rationality in which postmodernity is supposed to consist. In-
stead, telematics reveals the role of the computer in constructing new
forms of sexual and personal identity, and it is unclear just how iden-
tity, which Lyotard associates primarily with narrative, is supposed to
relate to local rationality. Like most of us at the time he wrote this
book, Lyotard did not feel the need to broach this problem since the
primary supports of identity, such as states and parties, seemed to be
losing credibility in the general crisis of narrative (Lyotard 1991b: 14).
Today, of course, the situation has changed radically and this problem
is of central concern.

SOCIAL MEMORY

The French experience with videotex indicates that we are head-
ing toward a “communication” rather than an “information” age. This
trend is evident in the rapid growth of communication applications on
many different types of computer networks. For example, the academic
Internet was originally created with the idea that researchers needed
to exchange files and data, but today its millions of subscribers use it
mainly to exchange personal messages. Meanwhile, local bulletin boards
and corporate networks link millions of other users around the world.
It is only a matter of time before computer-mediated communication
(CMC) becomes a standard feature of daily life. That evolution prom-
ises social changes quite different from the generalization of access
to information which Lyotard identified with the promise of the com-
puter. These changes will affect not just the distribution of knowledge
but the very structure within which the distinction between its narra-
tive and denotative modes has so far been defined.

The French system employs a very primitive terminal; as a result, it
has been largely confined to exploring anonymity in synchronous com-

9. There is an interesting literature on anonymity in electronic communications in
France. See, for example, Alain Briole and Adam-Franck Tyar (1987) and ]. Jouet and
P. Flichy (1991).
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munication. Its social impact is limited by the fact that the messages
exchanged by users are generally unrehearsed and ephemeral. Systems
that make a more extensive use of asynchronous electronic mail prom-
ise wider impacts.

The computer offers the first effective electronic mediation of the
small group activities in which most office work goes on. In fact,
mediated group activity has become commonplace among researchers
and in many large corporations. What happens in these new groups?
How do they differ from their face-to-face counterparts? In the remain-
ing pages of this chapter, I want to introduce a theoretical framework
for discussing these questions different from both the postindustrial
and postmodern models.

Lyotard’s distinction between narrative and denotative knowledge
systems is rooted in a theoretical tradition that contrasts oral and lit-
erate cultures. One powerful hypothesis about modern individualism
holds that it grew out of printing and literacy (McLuhan 1964; Ong
1977). The autonomization of the denotative language game, which
characterizes literate culture, is associated with a technology, writing,
through which knowledge can be recorded and transmitted separate
from the social interactions of narrator and narratee.

With the invention of printing, this new relation to discourse be-
came general. The community-centered mode of cultural transmission
by storytelling declined, and a new cognitive space opened within which
modern individualism developed. The spread of written discourse fos-
tered the corresponding spread of a new subjectivity: the eye (I) of the
reader is an individual. The organic community of speech, based on
repetition and performance, gave way to the privacy of the modern in-
dividual, suddenly distanced from the language of the community. In
this new position the individual gains control of a personal language,
which is “doubled” because the speaker-writer is no longer identified
with his or her own words but uses them for “effect.” This distance is
the essence of modern individuality. As distance is lost in the pseudo-
synchronous broadcasting of performance, individuality declines in its
turn and a mass society emerges (Ong 1971: 284-303; Katz 1980:
84-89).

Marshall McLuhan, for one, welcomed these developments and an-
nounced the end of literate culture and the rise of a new “oral” culture
based on broadcasting. He predicted the rise of a new form of collec-
tivism based on the replacement of “literate, fragmented Western man”
by “a complex and depth-structured person emotionally aware of his
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total interdependence with the rest of human society” (McLuhan 1964:
50-51).

McLuhan’s vision of electronic solidarity puts a pretty face on the
corresponding nightmare of a one-dimensional society. And insofar as
Lyotard rejects the one-dimensionality thesis as a vestige of a now-
transcended deterministic science, he would also reject McLuhan’s psy-
chological projection. His own vision of happy fragmentation modifies
rather than cancels the traditional notion of individualism. However,
Lyotard does not give us much in the way of an argument for the
developments he foresees. Unaware as he was of the role computer-
mediated communication was soon to play, he could not adapt the con-
trast between oral and literate cultures to the new situation it created.

In this situation, the basic concepts of that tradition require radical
generalization. I therefore propose to substitute for them the distinc-
tion between repeatable and retrievable discourse. Texts “stored” in
human memory are “accessed” through “repetition” or performance. In
cultures which rely heavily on repetition, cultural transmission is fre-
quently assigned to special individuals, and access to the text is not
under individual control but regulated socially through participation in
public functions and audiences. The very existence of the community
depends on a performance ethos that organizes its social memory. This
is the original paradise of narration Lyotard describes.

Retrieval, on the contrary, involves accessing a permanent text, such
as a book or diskette. In principle there is no reason why such access
should not be entirely under individual control since the technologies
of retrieval do not require the presence of other human beings. With
computer networking, we see whole communities organized around re-
trievability instead of around face-to-face oral interaction. Such com-
munities, existing in significant measure through an exchange of writ-
ten texts, have the peculiar ability to recall and inspect their entire past.
Nothing quite like this is available to a community based on the spo-
ken word. Here we have the invention of a new form of social memory
comparable to storytelling, books, and mass communications, each of
which supports recall of the past through different types of “iteration”
(Derrida 1972).

Today the difference between retrieval and repetition no longer
correlates neatly with the distinction between writing and speech: an-
swering machines routinely present us with speech as a retrievable text,
computer dialogue systems allow synchronous written conversation, and
sophisticated teleconferencing and phonemail systems and computer-
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ized voice management technology will soon shift the balance toward
retrievability in business communications. Thus we can agree with Der-
rida (1972: 392) that “we are not witnessing an end to writing which
would restore transparency or immediacy to social relations according
to McLuhan’s ideological representation.”

This shift has remarkable social implications. What if the dominant
medium of the next century is not structured like broadcast television
but like computer networking? CMC seems to promise that writing
will once again become a universal form of expression. Such a shift
toward generalized retrievability suggests a different future of “post-
modern” individualism, not as a retrograde reminder of the dying past,
but in response to the most advanced methods of mediating experi-
ence. Perhaps something like Lyotard’s notion of a paralogic society
would emerge. As Mark Poster (1990: 128) argues, “Computer writ-
ing is the quintessential postmodern linguistic activity. With its disper-
sal of the subject in nonlinear spatio-temporality, its immateriality, its
disruption of stable identity, computer writing institutes a factory of
postmodern subjectivity, a machine for constituting non-identical sub-
jects, an inscription of an other of Western culture into its most cher-
ished manifestation.”

THE LOSS OF THE CODE

It is commonplace to point out that such an evolution will be a mixed
blessing. The computerization of society may sharpen class differences
by disqualifying all those who do not master the new technology. Cer-
tainly something very much like this happens in sectors of the job
market that require constant upgrading of computer skills. But in fact
the problem is not so much that the masses will be left out of the com-
puter revolution as that the terms of their inclusion will be radically
unfavorable.

Lionel Gossman argues that the distinction between oral cultures
and literate cultures hinges on the relation between the code of in-
terpretation and the discourse to which it applies. In oral cultures, in
which the community is organized around synchronic speech, the code
is known immediately by all. The tradition is not an object of study,
and interpretation follows no explicit canon. Rather, individuals are
members of the community precisely insofar as the tradition lives in
them and they need therefore make no conscious interpretive effort to
understand any well-formed utterance. “Almost all the elements in the
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tradition are thus fully intelligible in the light of present experience.
There can be few problems of interpretation, since the process of pres-
.ervation is at the same time a process of interpretation” (Gossman
1971: 779).

A culture based on writing has a radically different structure:
“Written literature, on the other hand, is asynchronic, since texts from
various periods, crystallizations of various moments in the literary tra-
dition, are preserved graphically and are available to subsequent gen-
erations of readers and writers as well as to totally non-indigenous
groups” (Gossman 1971: 779). The meaning of these texts is not self-
evident because they have been detached from the author and from all
specific social contexts and purposes. “Codes and performance are sep-
arated, and interpretation becomes a central concern” (Gossman 1971:
779). Where the codes of interpretation are not universally available to
members of the community, those who do not have access must follow
the leadership of those who do.

In the (still continuing) era of broadcasting an attempt has been
made to retain some of the immediacy of an oral culture in the midst
of a complex society more and more dependent on writing. To the ex-
tent that common codes and ritual events persist, it has been through
television (Katz 1980). The full force of the passage to a world based
on literacy may have been blunted by this fact, even as television itself
contributed to delaying the incorporation of the lower classes into the
world of literary culture. The coding of experience remains relatively
unproblematical as a result, despite the weakening of traditional com-
munity since World War II.

It is this constellation that is beginning to break down. The new
communications technologies promise a transition to a world in which
structures of experience and interpretation we associate with literate
culture will become universal, replacing the pseudo-oral community of
broadcasting. Optimistic assessments of the prospects of this new form
of social communication, such as Lyotard’s, presuppose an underlying
base of literary competences, a universalization of fairly sophisticated
interpretive skills, the general availability of the codes of meaning in
terms of which an increasingly diverse and complex social reality can
be organized in sensible patterns.

If we do not share these optimistic assumptions, we face disturbing
possibilities. How will the fractured and disqualified population of the
new society use the technologies that give its work value and mediate
its social interactions? We have reached the point where what com-
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puter specialists call the problem of “interface design” has become a
social problem, and we do not yet know the solution.

Perhaps we are already drifting toward chaos in a radically disorga-
nized communicative environment increasingly inhabited by individu-
als who have lost the survival code of social meaning required in the
technological core of the society. Or will they be managed by subordi-
nating them strictly to the orders of ever smarter machines? Anarchy,
or artificial intelligence, chaos or a system of totally ritualized mass par-
ticipation in an incomprehensible set of mechanical routines?

There is a third possibility: perhaps humanized technological de-
signs will succeed in mimicking familiar objects so successfully that or-
dinary people will be at home in the world the computer makes and
able to exercise some control there. This is the promise of virtual real-
ity, which is less an attempt to realize fantasies in an imaginary world,
as journalistic cliché would have it, than to provide new and more
“intuitive” ways of operating machines. If that promise is fulfilled, the
pseudo-orality of broadcasting will be gradually replaced by a corre-
sponding form of interactivity. Some of the barriers to full participa-
tion in a technological society would be overcome by technology itself.

But ease of use has its price. In a user-friendly world, there would
be no clear boundary between reality and the fantastic constructions
of the computer. New forms of oppression might well arise in a society
that was so epistemologically impaired. Might that society also give
rise to new resistances? This is the theme of cyberpunk science fiction,
which explores the dystopian threat of the deep penetration of the psy-
che by machines and the new forms of struggle that arise when the
definition of reality has been turned over to technology.

EPILOGUE: ANTICIPATIONS OF INTERACTION

Lyotard’s paralogical alternative to both technocracy and dystopian-
ism anticipates current attitudes toward technology as they have been
shaped by the computerization of society. As I argued in chapter 2, tech-
nology increasingly appears as a contested zone we are within rather
than an enemy oppressing us from without. Paralogical action bears
precisely this sort of interactive relation to the technical field.

Cyberpunk science fiction is a familiar symbol of this change. Wil-
liam Gibson’s novel Neuromancer (1984) opened the era of virtual re-
ality by supplying a language and an imaginative system with which
to assemble existing simulation technologies into a new vision of the
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future. In Gibson’s totally computerized world the interface is a “con-
sensual hallucination” of solid objects and trajectories amidst which
users navigate with familiar gestures and bodily movements—also hal-
lucinated of course. The code of interpretation is no longer literate.
On-line activity does not consist in arcane strokes at the keyboard, but
now takes on the pathos of action: attack, defense, flight, struggle, and
so on. It becomes, in sum, narratable, confounding the strict demarca-
tion of science and story that seems to condemn an advanced society
to bland white-coated inhumanity.

The world Gibson describes is grim but not strictly speaking dys-
topian. It is true that elites rule it with immensely powerful means, but
those means are so complex that they give rise to all sorts of phenom-
ena over which no one really has control. There are many small open-
ings through which a clever hacker can enter the system and commit a
variety of unprogrammed deeds. The future is not clear but may yet be
altered by human action on the network.

Gibson’s work is a continuation of the new directions in science fic-
tion explored by authors such as J. G. Ballard, Samuel Delany, Philip
Dick, and Ursula Le Guin in the late 1960s and the 1970s. Looking
back, it is now clear that their break with the conventions of the “hard
science fiction” tradition of Jules Verne, H. G. Wells, Hugo Gernsback,
and John Campbell was not simply a personal inspiration but reflected
deeper social changes.

This final section examines three novels that prepare the theme
of postmodernity. They are Ursula Le Guin’s The Lathe of Heaven,
Philip K. Dick’s Ubik, and The Futurological Congress by Stanislaw
Lem. Like Lyotard’s work, these novels anticipated the contemporary
interactivist sensibility. They are tales of what I will call “absolute tech-
nologies” that, long before head-mounted displays and data gloves, al-
ready threatened the ontological core of reality itself.

The novels I have selected are all based on a sense of the fragility of
the real, which Lem (1974: 122) calls “actualysis,” or the “breaking
down, the eroding of reality” in the face of modern technology. There
is no longer any private retreat in which to constitute independent
individuality, or an immediate public space of reality testing through
direct social interaction and conflict. These stories exhibit a disturb-
ing undercurrent of worry about the unity and reality of the subject
caught in a hyperbolic doubt that now embraces the cogito itself. Total
technical mediation has destabilized both personal identities and ob-
jective reality.
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The fanciful premise of Le Guin’s The Lathe of Heaven (1971) is
the existence of a man whose dreams come true. George Orr alone re-
calls the world as it was before each change, so it seems no harm is
done. But responsibility for altering the fabric of the universe is too
much for him, and he sleeps as little as possible to avoid it. Eventually
his sleeplessness brings him to the attention of the authorities and he
falls into the hands of an unscrupulous psychiatrist who transforms
his native ability to have “effective dreams” into a tool for changing
the world.

The psychiatrist’s posthypnotic suggestions have an oracular qual-
ity. Diffracted by Orr’s unconscious, they never quite bring about the
intended effect. For example, the psychiatrist’s call for world peace pro-
duces an extraterrestrial invasion which does finally bring the nations
of the earth together on the same side. The good doctor possesses an
absolute technology, capable of dissolving the solid stuff of reality in
fantasy, but its unpredictability is in proportion to its power. Effective
dreaming as it is used and abused in the novel can stand for the inner
flaw of modern technological Prometheanism.

But Le Guin does not quite recommend passivity. Effective dream-
ing is an ontological revelation which, in the right hands, belongs to
the inherent process of the universe. “Everything dreams. The play of
form, of being, is the dreaming of substance” (Le Guin 1971: 161). The
trick is to learn how to do it, not arbitrarily, but in harmony with the
infinite complexity of the whole.

Philip Dick’s Ubik (1969) is even stranger than Le Guin’s tale. In
Dick’s story psychic skills such as telepathy are marketed as an ad-
vanced form of industrial espionage. In response, “prudence organiza-
tions” have emerged to restore threatened privacy once again by block-
ing psychic transmissions. Not only have the boundaries between egos
collapsed, but biological limits are blurred by the discovery of “half-
life,” the maintenance of psychic activity after death. The dead, frozen
in “cold pack” in “moratoria”—the best are in Switzerland, of course—
are electronically networked with each other and the living.

As far as one can tell, the main characters in the novel, members of
an ill-fated prudence team, are all dead throughout most of the story.
They continue to function as persons in a collectively hallucinated
world over several hundred astonishing pages. Their hallucination thins
out occasionally, and only judicious applications of the Absolute in the
form of an aerosol spray called “Ubik” can reconstitute the crumbling
fabric of their reality.
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Their condition represents an extreme case of the weakening of the
separate identities of persons and the independence and objectivity of
the real in a totally mediated society. But Dick’s universe is not the
deterministic technocracy of earlier science fiction; rather, it is a place
of such confusing complexity that no one is really in charge. Even in
their catastrophic situation the characters explore moral possibilities
and struggle against evil. Ubik is a black comic fantasy, to be sure, but
one that may reveal something important about a future in which (to
paraphrase a line from the story) the “definition of [the] self-system
lacks authentic boundaries” (Dick 1973: 45).

Lem’s Futurological Congress (1974) also explores the breakdown
of traditional notions of individuality under conditions of total media-
tion. His hero is caught in a cloud of hallucinogenic tear gas used for
crowd control in riot-torn Costa Rica, where he is attending a “futur-
ological congress.” The novel drifts in and out of the “real” world as
the hero hallucinates future societies, each stranger than the last. The
final and most consistent of these imaginary worlds is entirely orga-
nized around drugs. “Pharmacocracy” has replaced broadcasting as a
means of social control, and the world depicted in most of the novel is
a pure “virtual reality.”

This element of the story—deception of the masses—is more or less
familiar; however, Lem’s fantasy also includes an original component.
In his society of the future it is considered “civilized” to suppress all
personal spontaneity and to take the appropriate drugs, not so much
to control as to legitimate socially one’s own emotions and behavior.
The angry individual does not suppress his anger with a calmant but
establishes its reality by taking “furiol,” and similarly the happy in-
dividual must quickly consume a dose of “euphorium” to justify his
blissful smile. “The distinction between manipulated and natural feel-
ings has ceased to exist” (Lem 1974: 116).

Personal identity loses its natural immediacy, a point more crudely
made when Lem’s hero finds his brain transplanted into several differ-
ent bodies. At the same time, the individuals appear to have gained a
kind of technical self-mastery which exactly parallels the new mech-
anisms of social control. Here deterritorialization has reached so far
into the self that individuals identify with the technical subject of their
own lives. They are engaged in the constant “programming” of their
inner states through drugs, against the background of the larger pro-
gramming of social consciousness by the state. The inner world has
dissolved under the control of these technologies.
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The next chapter will return to some of the questions raised by these
novels. They contain remarkable anticipations of the structure of the
contemporary interactive relation to a computer-mediated society. To-
day the individual is constantly solicited by machines to participate in
their operations. At the same time, where human communication is me-
diated by computers, subjects’ power over their own self-presentation
and language is greatly enlarged. Shared virtual reality represents the
final realization of the astonishing fantasies depicted in these novels
(Lem 1984: 102). For those able to master the system, new possibili-
ties will surely open up, perhaps some version of the hopeful ones im-
plied in Lyotard’s paralogics, Le Guin’s effective dreaming, or at least
the moral universe of Dick’s half-life. For those who cannot grasp the
new codes, Lem’s dystopian fantasy beckons.

These visions of the future suggest an ominous conclusion: perhaps
the disagreement between optimists and pessimists is not really about
alternative futures but about a single future that contains different des-
tinies. These destinies would correspond roughly with the class divi-
sions that cut across our society today, divisions that may succeed in
reproducing themselves in new ways in a new technological setting.
The very same technological advances that enhance participation for
those able to master a postmodern society of fluid social and semiolog-
ical relations based on elaborate forms of written expression may spread
dystopian anguish among the excluded.

This divided condition recalls one of the strange features of the
nightmare world of Ubik. In Dick’s fantasy of “half-life” the inhabi-
tants’ remaining vital energies are expended in the effort to keep up to
date with current fashions. Dying consists in falling back through the
stages of form and mode, back through years and decades of evolving
style, toward ultimate nonexistence. This process affects the structure
of the individual’s world, which must be maintained in the present
through constant infusions of life force.

This bizarre image of death as “world deterioration” may serve as a
metaphor for the new hazards of postmodern society. Perhaps we are
beginning to see the first real signs of a threat promised from the be-
ginning of the industrial age: a society in which the rate of technologi-
cal advance has finally accelerated to the point where social position
will be determined by position in the continuum of change.



CHAPTER SEVEN

From Information
to Communication

The French Experience with Videotex

INFORMATION OR COMMUNICATION?

Notions like “postindustrial society” and the “information age” are
forecasts—social science fictions—of a social order based on knowl-
edge (Bell 1973). The old world of coal, steel, and railroads will evap-
orate in a cloud of industrial smoke as a new one based on communi-
cations and computers is born. The popularizers of this vision put a
cheerful spin on many of the same trends deplored by dystopian cri-
tique, such as higher levels of organization and integration of the
economy and the growing importance of expertise.

Computers play a special role in these forecasts because the man-
agement of social institutions and individual lives depends more and
more on swift access to data. Not only can computers store and pro-
cess data, they can be networked to distribute it as well. In the post-
industrial future, computer-mediated communication (CMC) will pene-
trate every aspect of daily life and work to serve the rising demand for
information.

In the past decade, these predictions have been taken up by political
and business leaders with the power to change the world. One learns a
great deal about a vision from attempts to realize it. When, as in this
case, the results stray far from expectations, the theories that inspired
the original forecast are called into question. This chapter explores the
gap between theory and practice in a particularly important case of
mass computerization, the introduction of videotex in France.

144
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Videotex is the CMC technology best adapted to the rapid delivery
of data. Videotex is an on-line library that stores “pages” of informa-
tion in the memory of a host computer accessible to users equipped
with a terminal and modem. Although primarily designed for consul-
tation of material stored on the host, some systems also give users
access to each other through electronic mail, “chatting,” or classified
advertisements. This, then, is one major technological concretization
of the notion of a postindustrial society.

The theory of the information age promised an emerging videotex
marketplace. Experience with videotex, in turn, tested some of that
theory’s major assumptions in practice. Early predictions had most of
us linked to videotex services long ago (Dordick et al. 1979). By the end
of the 1970s, telecommunications ministries and corporations were
prepared to meet this confidently predicted future with new interactive
systems. But today most of these experiments are regarded as dismal
failures.

This outcome may be due in part to antitrust rulings that prevented
giant telephone and computer companies from merging their comple-
mentary technologies in large-scale public CMC systems. The Federal
Communications Commission’s failure to set a standard for terminals
aggravated the situation. Lacking the resources and know-how of the
big companies, their efforts uncoordinated by government, it is not
surprising that smaller entertainment and publishing firms were unable
to make a success of commercial videotex (Branscomb 1988).

Disappointing results in the United States have been confirmed by
all foreign experiments with videotex, with the exception of the French
Teletel system. The British, for example, pioneered videotex with Pres-
tel, introduced three years before the French came on the scene. Iron-
ically, the French plunged into videotex on a grand scale in part out of
fear of lagging behind Britain!

Prestel had the advantage of state support, which no American sys-
tem could boast. But it also had a corresponding disadvantage: over-
centralization. At first information suppliers could not connect remote
hosts to the system, which severely limited growth in services. What is
more, Prestel relied on users to buy a decoder for their television sets,
an expensive piece of hardware that placed videotex in competition
with television programming. The subscriber base grew with pathetic
slowness, rising to only seventy-six thousand in the first five years
(Charon 1987: 103-106; Mayntz and Schneider 1988: 278).

Meanwhile, the successful applications of CMC were all organized
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by and for private businesses, universities, or computer hobbyists.
The general public still has little or no access to the networks aimed at
these markets and no need to use such specialized on-line services as
bibliographic searches and software banks. Thus after a brief spurt of
postindustrial enthusiasm for videotex, CMC is now regarded as suit-
able primarily for work, not for pleasure; it serves professional needs
rather than leisure or consumption (Ettema 1989).

As I will explain below, the Teletel story is quite different. Between
1981, the date of the first tests of the French system, and the end of
the decade, Teletel became by far the largest public videotex system in
the world with thousands of services, millions of users, and hundreds
of millions of dollars in revenues. Today Teletel is the brightest spot in
the otherwise unimpressive commercial videotex picture.

This outcome is puzzling. Could it be that the French are different
from everyone else? That rather silly explanation became less plausible
as Compuserve and the Sears/IBM Prodigy system grew to a million
subscribers. While the final evaluation of these systems is not yet in,
their sheer size tends to confirm the existence of a home videotex mar-
ket. How, then, can we account for the astonishing success of Teletel,
and what are its implications for the information-age theory that in-
spired its creation?

Teletel is particularly interesting because it employs no technology
not readily available in all those other countries where videotex was
tried and failed. Its success can only be explained by identifying the
social inventions that aroused widespread public interest in CMC. A
close look at those inventions shows the limitations not only of prior
experiments with videotex but also of the theory of the information
age (Feenberg 1991: chap. §).

THE EMERGENCE OF A NEW MEDIUM

While Teletel embodies generally valid discoveries about how to or-
ganize public videotex systems, it is also peculiarly French. Much that
is unique about it stems from the confluence of three factors: (1) a
specifically French politics of modernization; (2) the bureaucracy’s vol-
untaristic ideology of national public service; and (3) a strong opposi-
tional political culture. Each of these factors contributed to a result no
single group in French society would willingly have served in the be-
ginning. Together they opened the space of social experimentation that
Teletel made technically possible.



From Information to Communication 147

MODERNIZATION

The concept of modernity is a live issue in France in a way that is
difficult to imagine in the United States. Americans experience moder-
nity as a birthright; America does not strive for modernity, it defines
modernity. For that reason, the United States does not treat its own
modernization as a political issue but relies on the creative chaos of
the market.

France, on the other hand, has a long tradition of theoretical and
political concern with modernity as such. In the shadow of England at
first and later of Germany and the United States, France has struggled
to adapt itself to a modern world it has always experienced at least to
some extent as an external challenge. This is the spirit of the famous
Nora-Minc Report that President Giscard d’Estaing commissioned from
two top civil servants to define the means and goals of a concerted
policy of modernization for French society in the last years of the cen-
tury (Nora and Minc 1978).

Simon Nora and Alain Minc called for a technological offensive
in “telematics,” the term they coined to describe the marriage of com-
puters and communications. The telematic revolution, they argued,
would change the nature of modern societies as radically as the indus-
trial revolution. But, they added, “‘Telematics,’ unlike electricity, does
not carry an inert current, but rather information, that is to say, power”
(Nora and Minc 1978: 11). “Mastering the network is therefore an
essential goal. Its framework must therefore be conceived in the spirit
of public service” (Nora and Minc 1978: 67). In sum, just as war is
too important to be left to the generals, so postindustrial development
is too important to be left to businessmen and must become a political
affair.

Nora and Minc (1978: 41-42) paid particular attention to the need
to win public acceptance of the telematic revolution and to achieve
success in the new international division of labor through targeting
emerging telematic markets. They argued that a national videotex ser-
vice could play a central role in achieving these objectives. This service
would sensitize the still backward French public to the wonders of the
computer age while creating a huge protected market for computer
terminals. Leveraging the internal market, France would eventually be-
come a leading exporter of terminals and so benefit from the expected
restructuring of the international economy instead of falling further
behind (Nora and Minc 1978: 94-95). These ideas lay at the origin of



148 Postmodern Technology

the Teletel project, which, as a peculiar mix of propaganda and indus-
trial policy, had a distinctly statist flavor from the very beginning.

VOLUNTARISM

So conceived, the project fell naturally into the hands of the civil
service. This choice, which seems strange to Americans contemptuous
of bureaucratic ineptness, makes perfect sense in France, where busi-
ness has an even more negative image than government.

When it is the bureaucracy rather than the corporation that spear-
heads modernization, the esprit de corps of the civil service leaves its
mark on the outcome. In France this is not such a bad thing. French
bureaucrats define the nation in terms of the uniform provision of ser-
vices such as mail, phone, roads, schools, and so on. Delivering these
services is a moral mission predicated on “republican” ideals such as
egalitarianism. The French call this bureaucratic approach “voluntar-
istic” because, for better or worse, it ignores local situations and eco-
nomic constraints to serve a universal public interest.

One must keep this voluntaristic sense of mission in mind to under-
stand how the French telephone company, charged with developing
Teletel, could have conceived and implemented a national videotex
service without any guarantee of profitable operation. In fact, Teletel
was less a moneymaking scheme than a link in the chain of national
identity. As such, it was intended to reach every French household as
part of the infrastructure of national unity, just like the telephone and
the mails (Nora and Minc 1978: 82).

To achieve this result, the telephone company proceeded to distrib-
ute millions of free terminals, called “Minitels.” Although early adver-
tising was mainly directed at prosperous neighborhoods, anyone could
request a Minitel. Eventually all phone subscribers were to be equipped.
France would leapfrog out of its position as the industrial country
with the most backward telephone system right into the technology of
the next century.

An American telephone company would certainly have charged for
such an elaborate upgrade of the users’ equipment. Even the French
Telecom was a bit worried about justifying this unprecedented bounty.
The excuse it came up with was the creation of a national electronic
phone directory, accessible only by Minitel, but in fact the main point
of the exercise was simply to get a huge number of terminals out the
door as quickly as possible (Marchand 1987: 32-34). Free distribution
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of terminals preceded the development of a market in services, which
it was supposed to bring about. Just as roadside businesses follow
highways, so telematic businesses were expected to follow the distribu-
tion of Minitels.

The first four thousand Minitels were delivered in 1981 (Marchand
1987: 37); ten years later over five million have been distributed. The
speed and scale of this process are clues to the economics of the great
telematic adventure. The telephone company’s ambitious moderniza-
tion program had made it the largest single customer for French indus-
try in the 1970s. The daring telematic plan was designed to take up
the slack in telephone production that was sure to follow the rapid
saturation of that market, thereby avoiding the collapse of a major
industrial sector.

OPPOSITION

As originally conceived, Teletel was designed to bring France into
the information age by providing a wide variety of services. But is more
information what every household needs (Iwaasa 1985: 49)? And who
is qualified to offer information services in a democracy (Marchand
1987: 40ff.)? These questions received a variety of conflicting answers
in the early years of French videotex.

Modernization through national service defines the program of a
highly centralized and controlling state. To make matters worse, the
Teletel project was initiated by a conservative government. This com-
bination at first inspired widespread distrust of videotex and awak-
ened the well-known fractiousness of important sectors of opinion.
The familiar pattern of central control and popular “resistance” was
repeated once again with Teletel, a program that was “parachuted” on
an unsuspecting public and soon transformed by it in ways its makers
had never imagined.

The press led the struggle against government control of videotex.
When the head of the telephone company announced the advent of the
paperless society (in Dallas of all places), publishers reacted negatively
out of fear of losing advertising revenues and independence. The dys-
topian implications of a computer-ruled society did not pass unnoticed.
One irate publisher wrote, “He who grasps the wire is powerful. He
who grasps the wire and the screen is very powerful. He who will some-
day grasp the wire, the screen, and the computer will possess the power
of God the Father Himself” (Marchand 1987: 42).



150 Postmodern Technology

The press triumphed with the arrival of the socialist government
in 1981. To prevent political interference with on-line “content,” the
telephone company was allowed to offer only its electronic version of
the telephone directory. The doors to Teletel were opened wide by the
standards of the day: anyone with a government-issued publishers’
license could connect a host to the system. In 1986 even this restric-
tion was abandoned; today anyone with a computer can hook up to
the system, list a phone number in the directory, and receive a share of
the revenues the service generates for the phone company.

Because small host computers are fairly inexpensive and knowledge
of videotex as rare in large as in small companies, these decisions had
at first a highly decentralizing effect. Teletel became a vast space of dis-
organized experimentation, a “free market” in on-line services more
nearly approximating the liberal ideal than most communication mar-
kets in contemporary capitalist societies.

This example of the success of the market has broad implications,
but not quite so broad as the advocates of deregulation imagine. The
fact that markets sometimes mediate popular demands for technical
change does not make them a universal panacea. The conditions that
make such a use of markets possible are quite specific. Frequently, for
example, where large corporations sell well-established technologies,
they use markets to stifle the demands existing products cannot meet
or rechannel them into domains where basic technical change need not
occur. Nevertheless, consumers do occasionally reopen the design pro-
cess through the market. This is certainly a reason to view markets as
ambivalent institutions with a potentially dynamic role to play in the
development of new technology.

COMMUNICATION

Surprisingly, although phone subscribers were now equipped for the
information age, they made relatively little use of the wealth of data
available on Teletel. They consulted the electronic directory regularly,
but not much else. Then, in 1982, hackers transformed the technical
support facility of an information service called Gretel into a messag-
ing system (Bruhat 1984: 54-55). After putting up a feeble (perhaps
feigned) resistance, the operators of this service institutionalized the
hackers’ invention and made a fortune. Other services quickly fol-
lowed with names like “Désiropolis,” “La Voix du Parano,” “SM,”
“Sextel.” “Pink” messaging became famous for spicy pseudonony-
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mous conversations in which users sought like-minded acquaintances
for conversation or encounters.

Once messaging took off on a national scale, small telematic firms
reworked Teletel into a communication medium. They designed pro-
grams to manage large numbers of simultaneous users emitting rather
than receiving information, and they invented a new type of interface.
On entering these systems, users are immediately asked to choose a
pseudonym and to fill out a brief “C.V.” (curriculum vitae, or carte de
visite). They are then invited to survey the C.V.’s of those currently
on-line to identify like-minded conversational partners. The new pro-
grams employ the Minitel’s graphic capabilities to split the screen, as-
signing each of as many as a half-dozen communicators a separate
space for their messages. This is where the creative energies awakened
by telematics went in France, and not into meeting obscure technical
challenges dear to the hearts of government bureaucrats such as ensur-
ing French influence on the shape of the emerging international market
in data bases (Nora and Minc 1978: 72).

The original plans for Teletel had not quite excluded human com-
munication, but they certainly underestimated its importance rela-
tive to the dissemination of data, on-line transactions, and even video
games (Marchand 1987: 136). Messaging is hardly mentioned in early
official documents on telematics (e.g., Pigeat et al. 1979.) The first
experiment with Teletel, at Vélizy, revealed an unexpected enthusiasm
for communication. Originally conceived as a feedback mechanism
linking users to the Vélizy project team, the messaging system was
soon transformed into a general space for free discussion (Charon and
Cherky 1983: 81-92; Marchand 1987: 72). Even after this experience
no one imagined that human communication would play a major role
in a mature system. But that is precisely what happened.

In the summer of 1985 the volume of traffic on Transpac, the
French packet switching network, exceeded its capacities and the sys-
tem crashed. The champion of French high tech was brought to its
knees as banks and government agencies were bumped off-line by hun-
dreds of thousands of users skipping from one messaging service to an-
other in search of amusement. This was the ultimate demonstration of
the new telematic dispensation (Marchand 1987: 132-134). Although
only a minority of users were involved, by 1987 40 percent of the
hours of domestic traffic were spent on messaging (Chabrol and Perin
1989: 7).

Pink messaging may seem a trivial result of a generation of specu-
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lation on the information age, but the case can be made for a more
positive evaluation. Most important, the success of messaging changed
the generally received connotations of telematics, away from informa-
tion toward communication. This in turn encouraged—and paid for—
a wide variety of experiments in domains such as education, health,
and news (Marchand 1987; Bidou et al. 1988). Television programs,
for example, now advertise services on Teletel where viewers can ob-
tain supplementary information or exchange opinions, adding an inter-
active element to the one-way broadcast. Politicians engage in dialogue
with constituents on Teletel, and political movements open messag-
ing services to communicate with their members. Educational experi-
ments have brought students and teachers together for electronic classes
and tutoring, for example at a Paris medical school. And a psychologi-
cal service offers an opportunity to discuss personal problems and seek
advice.

Perhaps the most interesting experiment occurred in 1986 when a
national student strike was coordinated on the messaging service of
the newspaper Libération. The service offered information about is-
sues and actions, on-line discussion groups, hourly news updates, and
a game mocking the minister of education. It quickly received three
thousand messages from all over the country (Marchand 1987: 155~
158).

These applications reveal the unsuspected potential of the medium
for creating surprising new forms of sociability. Rather than imitating
the telephone or writing, they play on the unique capacity of telemat-
ics to mediate highly personal, anonymous communication. These ex-
periments prefigure a very different organization of public and private
life in advanced societies (Feenberg 1989a: 271-275; Jouet and Flichy
1991).

THE SYSTEM

Although no one planned all its elements in advance, eventually a
coherent system emerged from the play of these various forces. Com-
posed of rather ordinary elements, it formed a unique whole that fi-
nally broke the barriers to general public acceptance of CMC technol-
ogy. The system is characterized by five basic principles:

1. Scale. Only a government or a giant corporation has the means
to initiate an experiment such as Teletel on a large enough scale to en-
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sure a fair test of the system. Smaller pilot projects all founder on
a chicken-and-egg dilemma: to build a market in services one needs
users, but users cannot be attracted without a market in services. The
solution, demonstrated in France, is to make a huge initial investment
in transmission facilities and terminals in order to attract enough new
and occasional users at an early stage to justify the existence of a criti-
cal mass of services.

2. Gratuity. Perhaps the single most revolutionary feature of the
system was the free distribution of terminals. The packet switching
network and the terminals were treated as a single whole, in contradis-
tinction to every other national computer network. Gratuity dictated
wise decisions about terminal quality: durability and simple graphics.
It also ensured service providers a large base to work from very early
on, long before the public would have perceived the interest of the un-
familiar system and invested in a costly terminal or subscription.

3. Standardization. The monopoly position of the French telephone
company and the free distribution of Minitel terminals ensures unifor-
mity in several vital areas. Equipment and sign-on procedures are stan-
dardized, and service is offered from a single national phone number
at a single price, independent of location. (There is now a slightly more
complex price structure.) The phone company employs its billing sys-
tem to collect all charges, sharing the income with service providers.

4. Liberalism. The decision to make it easy to hook up host com-
puters to the packet switching network must have gone against the
telephone company’s ingrained habit of controlling every aspect of its
technical system. However, once this decision was made, it opened the
doors to a remarkable flowering of social creativity. Although the Min-
itel was designed primarily for information retrieval, it can be used for
many other purposes. The success of the system owes a great deal to
the mating of a free market in services with the flexible terminal.

5. Identity. The system acquired a public image through its identi-
fication with a project of modernization and through the massive dis-
tribution of distinctive terminals. A unique telematic image was also
shaped by the special phone directory, the graphic style associated with
Teletel’s alphamosaic standard, the adoption of videotex screen man-
agement instead of scrolling displays, and the social phenomenon of
the pink messaging.
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THE CONFLICT OF CODES

This interpretation of Teletel contradicts the deterministic assump-
tions about the social impact of computers that inspired Nora, Minc,
and many other theorists of postindustrialism. The logic of technology
simply did not dictate a neat solution to the problem of modernization
in this case; instead, a very messy process of conflict, negotiation, and
innovation produced a socially contingent result. What are these so-
cial factors and how did they influence the development of CMC in
France?

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVISM

Teletel’s evolution confirms the social constructivist approach intro-
duced in chapter 1. Unlike determinism, social constructivism does not
rely exclusively on the technical characteristics of an artifact to explain
its success. According to the “principle of symmetry,” there are always
alternatives that might have been developed in the place of the success-
ful one. What singles out an artifact is not some intrinsic property
such as “efficiency” or “effectiveness” but its relationship to the social
environment.

As we have seen in the case of videotex, that relationship is nego-
tiated among inventors, civil servants, businessmen, consumers, and
many other social groups in a process that ultimately defines a specific
product adapted to a specific mix of social demands. This process is
called “closure”; it produces a stable “black box,” an artifact that can
be treated as a finished whole. Before a new technology achieves clo-
sure, its social character is evident, but once it is well established, its
development appears purely technical, even inevitable to a naive back-
ward glance. Typically, later observers forget the original ambiguity of
the situation in which the black box was first closed (Latour 1987:
2-15).

Pinch and Bijker illustrate their method with the example of the
bicycle. In the late nineteenth century, before the present form of the
bicycle was fixed, design was pulled in several different directions.
Some customers perceived bicycling as a competitive sport, while others
had an essentially utilitarian interest in transportation. Designs corre-
sponding to the first definition had high front wheels that were re-
jected as unsafe by the second type of rider, who preferred designs
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with two equal-sized low wheels. Eventually, the low wheelers won
out and the entire later history of the bicycle down to the present day
stems from that line of technical development. Technology is not de-
termining in this example; on the contrary, the “different interpre-
tations by social groups of the content of artefacts lead via different
chains of problems and solutions to different further developments”
(Pinch and Bijker 1984: 423).

This approach has several implications for videotex. First, the de-
sign of a system like Teletel is not determined by a universal criterion
of efficiency but by a social process that differentiates technical alter-
natives according to a variety of criteria. Second, that social process is
not about the application of a predefined videotex technology, but con-
cerns the very definition of videotex and the nature of the problems
to which it is addressed. Third, competing definitions reflect conflict-
ing social visions of modern society concretized in different technical
choices. These three points indicate the need for a revolution in the
study of technology. The first point widens the range of social conflict
to include technical issues which, typically, have been treated as the
object of a purely “rational” consensus. The other two points imply
that meanings enter history as effective forces not only through cul-
tural production and political action but also in the technical sphere.
To understand the social perception or definition of a technology one
needs a hermeneutic of technical objects.

Technologies are meaningful objects. From our everyday common-
sense standpoint, two types of meanings attach to them. In the first
place, they have a function, and for most purposes their meaning is
identical with that function. However, we also recognize a penum-
bra of “connotations” that associate technical objects with other as-
pects of social life independent of function (Baudrillard 1968: 16-17).
Thus automobiles are means of transportation, but they also signify the
owner as more or less respectable, wealthy, and sexy.

In the case of well-established technologies, the distinction between
function and connotation is usually clear. There is a tendency to pro-
ject this clarity back into the past and to imagine that the technical
function preceded the object and called it into being. The social con-
structivist program argues, on the contrary, that technical functions
are not pregiven but are discovered in the course of the development
and use of the object. Gradually certain functions are locked in by the
evolution of the social and technical environment, as for example the
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transportation functions of the automobile have been institutionalized
in low-density urban designs that create the demand automobiles sat-
isfy. Closure thus depends in part on building tight connections in a
larger technical network.

In the case of new technologies, there is often no clear definition of
function at first. As a result, there is no clear distinction between dif-
ferent types of meanings associated with the technology: a bicycle built
for speed and a bicycle built for safety are both functionally and con-
notatively different. In fact, connotations of one design may be func-
tions viewed from the angle of the other. These ambiguities are not
merely conceptual, since the device is not yet “closed” and no institu-
tional lock-in ties it decisively to one of its several uses. Thus ambigui-
ties in the definition of a new technology must be resolved through
technical development itself. Designers, purchasers, and users all play
a role in the process by which the meaning of a new technology is fi-
nally fixed.

Technological closure is eventually consolidated in a technical code.
Technical codes define the object in strictly technical terms in accor-
dance with the most general social meanings it has acquired. For bicy-
cles, this was achieved in the 1890s. A bicycle safe for transportation
could only be produced by conforming to a code which dictated a seat
positioned well behind a small front wheel. When consumers encoun-
tered a bicycle produced according to this code, they immediately rec-
ognized it for what it was: a “safety” in the terminology of the day.
That definition in turn connoted women and older riders, trips to the
grocery store, and so on, and negated associations with the young
sportsman out for a thrill.

Technical codes are interpreted with the same hermeneutic proce-
dures used to interpret texts, works of art, and social actions (Ricoeur
1979). But the task gets complicated when codes become the stakes in
significant social disputes. Then ideological visions are sedimented in
technical design. This is what explains the “isomorphism, the formal
congruence between the technical logics of the apparatus and the so-
cial logics within which it is diffused” (Bidou et al. 1988: 18). These
patterns of congruence explain the impact of the larger sociocultural
environment on the mechanisms of closure (Pinch and Bijker 1984:
409). Videotex is a striking case in point. In what follows I will trace
the pattern from the highest level of worldviews down to the lowest
level of technical design.
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A TECHNOCRATIC UTOPIA

The issue in this case is the very nature of a postindustrial society.
The “information” age was originally conceived as a scientized society,
a vision that legitimated the technocratic ambitions of states and cor-
porations. The rationalistic assumptions about human nature and so-
ciety that underlie this fantasy have been familiar for a century or
more as a kind of positivist utopia.

Its principal traits are familiar. Scientific-technical thinking becomes
the logic of the whole social system. Politics is merely a generalization of
the consensual mechanisms of research and development. Individuals
are integrated to the social order not through repression but through
rational agreement. Their happiness is achieved through technical mas-
tery of the personal and natural environment. Power, freedom, and hap-
piness are thus all based on knowledge.

This global vision supports the generalization of the codes and prac-
tices associated with engineering and management. One need not share
an explicit utopian faith to believe that the professional approaches of
these disciplines are useful even outside the organizational contexts in
which they are customarily applied. The spread of ideas of social engi-
neering based on systems analysis, rational choice theory, risk-benefit
analysis, and so on, testifies to this new advance in the rationalization
of society. Similar assumptions influenced the sponsors of Teletel, not
surprisingly given the cult of engineering in the French bureaucracy.

At the microlevel these assumptions are at work in the traditional
computer interface, with its neat hierarchies of menus consisting of
one-word descriptors of “options.” A logical space consisting of such
alternatives correlates with an individual “user” engaged in a personal
strategy of optimization. Projected onto society as a whole in the form
of a public information service, this approach implies a world in which
“freedom” is the more or less informed choice among preselected op-
tions defined by a universal instance such as a technocratic authority.
That instance claims to be a neutral medium, and its power is legiti-
mated precisely by its transparency: the data is accurate and logically
classified. But it does not cease to be a power for that matter.

Individuals are caught up in just such a system as this in their inter-
actions with corporate, government, medical, and scholastic institu-
tions. Videotex streamlines this technocratic universe. In fact, some of
the most successful utilitarian services on Teletel offer information on
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bureaucratic rules, career planning, and examination results. These ser-
vices play on the “anxiety effect” of life in a rational society: individ-
uality as a problem in personal self-management (Bidou et al. 1988:
71). But the role of anxiety reveals the darker side of this utopia. The
system appears to embody a higher level of social rationality, but it is
a nightmare of confusing complexity and arbitrariness to those whose
lives it shapes. This is the “Crystal Palace” so feared and hated in
Dostoevsky’s “underground,” or an Alphaville where the computer’s
benign rule is the ultimate dehumanizing oppression.

THE SPECTRAL SUBJECT

Teletel was caught up in a dispute over which sort of postindustrial
experience would be projected technologically through domestic com-
puting. As we have seen, the definition of interactivity in terms of a
rationalistic technical code encountered immediate resistance from
“users” who ignored the informational potential of the system and in-
stead employed it for anonymous human communication and fantastic
encounters.

These unexpected applications revealed another whole dimension to
everyday experience in postindustrial societies masked by the positivist
utopia. As the gap between individual person and social role widens,
and individuals are caught up in the “mass,” social life is increasingly
reorganized around impersonal interactions. The individual slips easily
between roles, and identifies fully with none of them, falls in and out
of various masses daily, and belongs wholly to no community. The
solitude of the “lonely crowd” consists in a multitude of trivial and
ambiguous encounters. Anonymity plays a central role in this new so-
cial experience and gives rise to fantasies of sex and violence that are
represented in mass culture and, to a lesser extent, realized in individu-
als’ lives.

Just as videotex permits the individual to personalize an anonymous
query to a career planning agency or a government bureaucracy, so the
hitherto inarticulate relationship to erotic texts can now achieve per-
sonality, even reciprocity, thanks to the telephonic link supplied by the
Minitel. The privacy of the home takes on functions previously as-
signed public spaces like bars and clubs, but with an important twist:
the blank screen serves not only to link the interlocutors but also to
shield their identities.
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As with newspaper “personals,” individuals have the impression
that the Minitel gives them full command of all the signals they emit,
unlike risky face-to-face encounters where control is uncertain at best.
Enhanced control through written self-presentation makes elaborate
identity games possible. “Instead of identity having the status of an
initial given (with which the communication usually begins), it be-
comes a stake, a product of the communication” (Baltz 1984: 185).

The experience of pseudononymous communication calls to mind
Erving Goffman’s (1982: 31) double definition of the self as an “image”
or identity and as a “sacred object” to which consideration is due:
“the self as an image pieced together from the expressive implications
of the full flow of events in an undertaking; and the self as a kind of
player in a ritual game who copes honorably or dishonorably, diplo-
matically or undiplomatically, with the judgemental contingencies of
the situation.” By increasing control of image while diminishing the
risk of embarrassment, messaging alters the sociological ratio of the
two dimensions of selfhood and opens up a new social space.

The relative desacralization of the subject weakens social control. It
is difficult to bring group pressure to bear on someone who cannot see
frowns of disapproval. CMC thus enhances the sense of personal free-
dom and individualism by reducing the “existential” engagement of
the self in its communications. “Flaming”—the expression of uncen-
sored emotions on-line—is viewed as a negative consequence of this
feeling of liberation. But the altered sense of the reality of the other
may also enhance the erotic charge of the communication (Bidou et al.
1988: 33).

Marc Guillaume has introduced the concept of “spectrality” to de-
scribe these new forms of interaction between individuals who are re-
duced to anonymity in modern social life and yet succeed in using that
anonymity to shelter and assert their identities. “Teletechnologies, con-
sidered as a cultural sphere,” he has written, “respond to a massive
and unconfessed desire to escape partially and momentarily both from
the symbolic constraints which persist in modern society and from to-
talitarian functionality. To escape not in the still ritualized form of
those brief periods of celebration or disorder permitted by traditional
societies, but at the convenience of the subject, who pays for this free-
dom by a loss. He becomes a spectre . . . in the triple sense of the term:
he fades away in order to wander freely like a phantom in a symbolic
order which has become transparent to him” (Guillaume 1982: 23).
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Social advance appears here not as the spread of technocratic ele-
ments throughout daily life, but as the generalization of the commuta-
tive logic of the telephone system. To fully understand this alterna-
tive, it is once again useful to look at the technical metaphors that
invade social discourse. National computer networks are based on
the X.25 standard, which enables host computers to serve distant “cli-
ents” through the telephone lines. Although the network can link all its
hosts much as the telephone system links all subscribers, that is not what
it was originally designed to do. Rather, it was supposed to enable clus-
ters of users to share time on particular hosts. In the usual case, nei-
ther the users nor the hosts are in communication with each other.

Teletel was designed as an ordinary X.25 network in which the user
is a point in a star-shaped interaction, hierarchically structured from a
center, the host computer. But in the practice of the system the user be-
came an agent of general horizontal interconnection (Guillaume 1989:
177ff.). This shift symbolizes the emergence of “networking” as an
alternative to both formal organization and traditional community.
The computer system provides a particularly favorable environment in
which to experiment with this new social form.

In CMC the pragmatics of personal encounter are radically simpli-
fied, reduced, in fact, to the protocols of technical connection. Cor-
respondingly, the ease of passage from one social contact to another
is greatly increased, again following the logic of commutation. Pink
messaging is merely a symptom of this transformation, punctuating a
gradual process of change in society at large.

A whole rhetoric of liberation accompanies the generalized break-
down of the last rituals blocking the individuals in the redoubt of the
traditional self. Personal life becomes an affair of network manage-
ment as family and other stable structures collapse. The new postmod-
ern individuals are described as supple, adaptable, capable of staging
their personal performances on many and changing scenes from one
day to the next. The network multiplies the power of its members by
joining them in temporary social contracts along coaxial pathways of
mutual confidence. The result is a postmodern “atomisation of society
into flexible networks of language games” (Lyotard 1979: 34).

CMC profoundly alters the spatiotemporal coordinates of daily life,
accelerating the individual beyond the speed of paper which is still
the maximum velocity achieved by shuffling corporate and political di-
nosaurs. One achieves thereby a relative liberation: if you cannot es-
cape the postindustrial nightmare of total administration, at least mul-
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tiply the number of connections and contacts so that their point of in-
tersection becomes a rich and juicy locus of choice. To be is to connect.

The struggle over the definition of the postindustrial age has only
just begun.

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION
OF THE MINITEL

As we have seen, the peculiar compromise that made Teletel a suc-
cess was the resultant of these forces in tension. I have traced the terms
of that compromise at the macrolevel of the social definition of video-
tex in France, but its imprint can also be identified in the technical
code of the system interface.

WIRING THE BOURGEOIS INTERIOR

The Minitel is a sensitive index of these tensions. Those charged
with designing it feared public rejection of anything resembling a com-
puter, typewriter, or other professional apparatus and worked to fit
it into the social context of the domestic environment. They carefully
considered the “social factors” as well as the human factors involved
in persuading millions of ordinary people to admit a terminal into
their home (Feenberg 198956: 29).

This is a design problem with a long and interesting history. Its pre-
supposition is the separation of public and private, work and home,
which begins, according to Walter Benjamin (1978: 154), under the
July Monarchy: “For the private person, living space becomes, for the
first time, antithetical to the place of work. The former is constituted
by the interior; the office is its complement. The private person who
squares his accounts with reality in his office demands that the interior
be maintained in his illusions.”

The history of design shows these intimate illusions gradually shaped
by images drawn from the public sphere through the steady invasion
of private space by public activities and artifacts. Everything from gas
lighting to the use of chrome in furniture begins life in the public do-
main and gradually penetrates the home (Schivelbusch 1988; Forty
1986: chap. 5). The telephone and the electronic media intensify the
penetration by decisively shifting the boundaries between the public
and the private sphere.

The final disappearance of what Benjamin calls the “bourgeois
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interior” awaits the generalization of interactivity. The new communi-
cations technologies promise to attenuate and perhaps even to dissolve
the distinction between the domestic and the public sphere. Telework
and telemarketing are expected to collapse the two worlds into one.
“The home can no longer pretend to remain the place of private life,
privileging noneconomic relations, autonomous with respect to the com-
mercial world” (Marchand 1984: 184).

The Minitel is a tool for accomplishing this ultimate deterritorial-
ization. Its modest design is a compromise on the way toward a radi-
cally different type of interior. Earlier videotex systems had employed
very elaborate and expensive dedicated terminals, television adapters,
or computers equipped with modems. So far, outside France, domestic
CMC has only succeeded where it is computer based, but its spread
has been largely confined to a hobbyist subculture. No design princi-
ples for general distribution can be learned from these hobbyists, who
are not bothered by the incongruous appearance of a large piece of
electronic equipment on the bedroom dresser or the dining room table.
Functionally, the Minitel is not even a computer in any case. It is just a
“dumb terminal,” that is, a video screen and keyboard with minimal
memory and processing capabilities and a built-in modem. Such de-
vices have been around for decades, primarily for use by engineers to
operate mainframe computers. Obviously designs suitable for that pur-
pose would not qualify as attractive interior decoration.

The Minitel’s designers broke with all these precedents and con-
noted it as an enhancement of the telephone rather than as a computer
or a new kind of television, the two existing models (Giraud 1984: 9).
Disguised as a “cute” telephonic device, the Minitel is a kind of Trojan
horse for rationalistic technical codes.

It is small, smaller even than a Macintosh, with a keyboard that can
be tilted up and locked to cover the screen. At first it was equipped
with an alphabetical keypad to distinguish it from a typewriter. That
keypad pleased neither nontypists nor typists and was eventually re-
placed with a standard one; however, the overall look of the Minitel
remained unbusinesslike (Marchand 1987: 64; Norman 1988: 147).
Most important, it has no disks and disk drives, the on-off switch on
its front is easy to find, and no intimidating and unsightly cables pro-
trude from its back, just an ordinary telephone cord.

The domesticated Minitel terminal adopts a telephonic rather than
a computing approach to its users’ presumed technical capabilities.
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Computer programs typically offer an immense array of options, trad-
ing off ease of use for power. Furthermore, until the success of Win-
dows, most programs had such different interfaces that each one re-
quired a special apprenticeship. Anyone who has ever used early DOS
communications software, with its opening screens for setting a dozen
obscure parameters, can understand just how inappropriate it would
be for general domestic use. The Minitel designers knew their cus-
tomers well and offered an extremely simple connection procedure:
dial up the number on the telephone, listen for the connection, press a
single key.

The design of the function keys also contributed to ease of use.
These were intended to operate the electronic telephone directory. At
first there was some discussion of giving the keys highly specific names
suited to that purpose, for example, “City,” “Street,” and so on. It
was wisely decided instead to assign the function keys general names
such as “Guide,” “Next Screen,” “Back,” rather than tying them to
any one service (Marchand 1987: 65). As a result, the keyboard im-
poses a standard and very simple user interface on all service pro-
viders, something achieved in the computing world by Windows, but
only with much more elaborate equipment.

The Minitel testifies to the designers original skepticism with regard
to communication applications of the system: the function keys are de-
fined for screen-oriented interrogation of data banks, and the keypad,
with its unsculptured chiclet keys, is so clumsy it defies attempts at
touch typing. Here the French paid the price of relying on a telephonic
model: captive telephone company suppliers ignorant of consumer elec-
tronics markets delivered a telephone-quality keypad below current in-
ternational standards for even the cheapest portable typewriter. Need-
less to say, export of such a terminal has been difficult.

AMBIVALENT NETWORKS

So designed, the Minitel is a paradoxical object. Its telephonic dis-
guise, thought necessary to its success in the home, introduces ambigu-
ities into the definition of telematics and invites communications appli-
cations not anticipated by the designers (Weckerlé 1987: 1, 14-15).
For them the Minitel would always remain a computer terminal for
gathering data, but the domestic telephone, to which the Minitel is at-
tached, is a social, not an informational medium. The official technical
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definition of the system thus enters into contradiction with the tele-
phonic practices that immediately colonize it once it is installed in the
home (Weckerlé 1987: 1, 26).

To the extent that the Minitel did not rule out human communica-
tion altogether, as have many videotex systems, it could be subverted
from its intended purpose despite its limitations. For example, al-
though the original function keys were not really designed for messag-
ing applications, they could be incorporated into messaging programs,
and users adapted to the poor keyboard by typing in a kind of on-line
shorthand rich in new slang and inventive abbreviations. The Minitel
thus became a communication device.

The walls of Paris were soon covered with posters advertising mes-
saging services. A whole new iconography of the reinvented Minitel
replaced the sober modernism of official Telecom propaganda. In these
posters, the device is no longer a banal computer terminal, but is asso-
ciated with blatant sexual provocation. In some ads, the Minitel walks,
it talks, it beckons; its keyboard, which can flap up and down, becomes
a mouth, the screen becomes a face. The silence of utilitarian telemat-
ics is broken in a bizarre cacophony.

In weakening the boundaries of private and public, the Minitel
opens a two-way street. In one direction, households become the scene
of hitherto public activities, such as consulting train schedules or bank
accounts. But in the other direction, telematics unleashes a veritable
storm of private fantasy on the unsuspecting public world. The indi-
vidual still demands, in Benjamin’s phrase, that the “interior be main-
tained in his illusions.” But now those illusions take on an aggressively
erotic form and are broadcast over the network.

The technical change in the Minitel implied by this social change is
invisible but essential. It was designed as a client node, linked to host
computers, and was not intended for use in a universally switched sys-
tem which, like the telephone network, allows direct connection of
any subscriber with any other. Yet as its image changed, the Telecom
responded by creating a universal electronic mail service, called Mini-
com, which offers an electronic mailbox to everyone with a Minitel.
The Minitel was finally to be fully integrated to the telephone network.

Despite the revenues earned from these communications applica-
tions, the Telecom grumbles that its system is being misused. Curi-
ously, those who introduced the telephone a century ago fought a simi-
lar battle with users over its definition. The parallel is instructive. At first
the telephone was compared to the telegraph and advertised primarily
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as an aid to commerce. There was widespread resistance to social uses
of the telephone, and an attempt was made to define it as a serious in-
strument of business (Fischer 1988a; Attali and Stourdze 1977). In op-
position to this “masculine” identification of the telephone, women
gradually incorporated it into their daily lives as a social instrument
(Fischer 1988b). As one telephone company official complained in
1909, “The telephone is going beyond its original design, and it is a
positive fact that a large percentage of telephones in use today on a
flat rental basis are used more in entertainment, diversion, social inter-
course and accommodation to others than in actual cases of business
or household neccesity” (quoted in Fischer 1988a: 48).

In France erotic connotations clustered around these early social
uses of the telephone. It was worrisome that outsiders could intrude in
the home while the husband and father were away at work. “In the
imagination of the French of the Belle Epoque, the telephone was an
instrument of seduction” (Bertho 1981: 243). So concerned was the
phone company for the virtue of its female operators that it replaced
them at night with males, presumably proof against temptation (Bertho
1981: 242-243).

Despite these difficult beginnings, by the 1930s sociability had be-
come an undeniable referent of the telephone in the United States.
(In France the change took longer.) Thus the telephone is a technol-
ogy which, like videotex, was introduced with an official definition re-
jected by many users. And like the telephone, the Minitel too acquired
new and unexpected connotations as it became a privileged instrument
of personal encounter. In both cases, the magic play of presence and
absence, of disembodied voice or text, generates unexpected social pos-
sibilities inherent in the very nature of mediated communication.

CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF THE
COMMUNICATION SOCIETY

In its final configuration, Teletel was largely shaped by the users’
preferences (Charon 1987: 100). The picture that emerges is quite dif-
ferent from initial expectations. What are the lessons of this outcome?
The rationalistic image of the information age did not survive the test
of experience unchanged. Teletel today is not just an information
marketplace. Alongside the expected applications, users invented a
new form of human communication to suit the need for social play
and encounter in an impersonal, bureaucratic society. In so doing,
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ordinary people overrode the intentions of planners and designers and
converted a postindustrial informational resource into a postmodern
social environment.

The meaning of videotex technology has been irreversibly changed
by this experience. But beyond the particulars of this example, a larger
picture looms. In every case, the human dimension of communication
technology emerges only gradually from behind the cultural assump-
tions of those who originate it and first signify it publicly through
rationalistic codes. This process reveals the limits of the technocratic
project of postindustrialism.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The Problem
of Modernity in
Nishida’s Philosophy

What we call the study of the Orient today has meant only
taking the Orient as an object of study. As yet a profound
reflection about the oriental way of thinking, in order to
evolve a new method of thinking, has not been undertaken.
—Kitaré Nishida 1958a: 356

THE PROBLEM OF MODERNITY

In the 1930s and early 1940s, Japanese philosophy reflected the po-
litical climate by becoming increasingly nationalistic and authoritarian.
With a few honorable exceptions, the major thinkers, such as Shizo
Kuki, Hajime Tanabe, and Tetsurd Watsuji defended Japanese imperi-
alism.! Kitaro Nishida’s ambiguous stance was particularly significant
since he was the first Japanese philosopher able not only to understand
the major trends of Western thought but also to employ the Western
heritage to elaborate an original philosophy of his own. He is gener-
ally considered the founder of modern Japanese philosophy.

The association between philosophy and nationalist politics was not
forgotten after the war and sometimes caused the one to be rejected
with the other, especially on the Left. But philosophers’ enthusiasm for
government policy varied widely, and Nishida was by no means the
worst. As we will see below, his nationalism was primarily cultural, not
military, and he was critical of racist and totalitarian interpretations of
official policy. Nevertheless, his inner doubts about the war do not ap-
pear to have affected his theoretical conception until quite late, and his
ideas were turned to account by thinkers far more enthusiastic about

1. For the imperialist background to Japanese thought before the war, see Dale
(1986).
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imperialism than he was.2 So far as I can tell, he continued to hope
until near the end that Japan would emerge from the war as the center
of an original politicocultural sphere. One of his chief political essays
of the late 1930s summarized his cultural ambitions for Japan as fol-
lows: “Up to now Westerners thought that their culture was superior
to all others, and that human culture advances toward their own form.
Other peoples, such as Easterners, are behind and if they advance, they
too will acquire the same form. There are even some Japanese who
think like this. But . . . I believe there is something fundamentally dif-
ferent about the East. They [East and West] must complement each
other and . . . achieve the eventual realization of a complete humanity.
It is the task of Japanese culture to find such a principle” (Nishida
1965e: 404-405).3 Although there is much in this position that is still
of interest, it gradually became so mixed up with the fate of Japanese
imperialism that today it is difficult to extract its lasting significance
from the circumstances of its formulation. The aim of this chapter is to
explain Nishida’s views, and so far as possible to identify his contribu-
tion to debates on culture and modernity that are far from resolved
even to this day.

Recently there has been a revival of interest in a key intellectual
event of the war that sheds some light on Nishida’s position. In 1942
the theme of cultural originality inspired several seminars, the most fa-
mous of which was titled “Overcoming [European] Modernity” (Kin-
dai no Chokoku).* The meeting represented a wide range of views, some
irrationalist and anti-Western, others more moderate in their claims
for Japanese culture. A number of Nishida’s followers were present,
including Nishitani Keiji, who argued that Japanese culture is an origi-
nal and authentic spiritual dispensation, comparable with the Western
heritage in its ability to support a modern civilization. He thus rejected
the claim of European civilization to define modernity for the entire
human race. As H. D. Harootunian (1989: 74-75) notes, “The prob-
lem was to find a way to conceptualize a modernity that was made in
Japan, not in the West” (see also Najita and Harootunian 1988).

Also in 1942 Chuo Koron published several roundtable discussions

2. For an example of Nishida’s doubts, see his letter to Harada of June 1942 (Ni-
shida 1965g: 199-200).

3. Unless otherwise noted, all translations from the Japanese by Yoko Arisaka.

4. The “overcoming modernity” seminar papers were published in Chuo Koron,
July 1942. The participants included, among others, several writers, a famous literary
critic (Kobayashi) and three of Nishida’s students (Shimomura, Suzuki Shigetaka, and
Nishitani). For contemporary Japanese evaluations, see Hiromatsu et al. (1989) and
Hiromatsu (1990).



The Problem of Modernity in Nishida’s Philosophy 171

of Nishida’s students on “The Standpoint of World History and Japan”
(Sekaishiteki tachiba to Nihon).5 These discussions reflect Nishida’s si-
multaneous defense of traditional Japanese culture and affirmation of
modern scientific-technical civilization. This is a pattern familiar from
reactionary modernism in Germany, which, as Jeffrey Herf (1984)
explains, reconceptualized science and technology after World War I
as dimensions of a specifically German cultural heritage and thus sal-
vaged them from the traditional romantic critique of materialist civi-
lization in the West. However, in Nishida’s own writings the pattern
remains abstract, unrelated to the Nietzschean and nihilist themes of
his German contemporaries, and compatible with a variety of different
political positions that were in fact explored by his students.

His students’ comments in Chuo Koron concretize this pattern in
terms of the ideas of Ernst Jiinger and other German reactionaries.
They celebrate the fusion of “moralische energie” and modern tech-
nology that characterizes wartime Japan. They see the struggle in China
as a contest of cultures in which Japan will forcibly liberate Asia from
the West. Although they have their defenders, most readers find them
worrying too little about the justification of the war and showing too
much enthusiasm for the moral and aesthetic dimension of total mobi-
lization. In their defense, it might be said that the participants were en-
dorsing an imaginary war, but this is the common mode of engage-
ment in real warfare in an age of ideology. It is fair to say that in these
conversations, militarist nationalism acquired a paradoxically anti-
imperialist aura from Nishida’s philosophy of culture.

The idea of “overcoming modernity” foreshadows strangely the
later attempts of other non-European intellectuals in the anticolonialist
movement to declare their spiritual independence from the European
sources of their modernity. Today these discussions are cited with in-
creasing frequency as a precedent for the remarkable flowering of the-
ories of Japanese exceptionalism (nibonjinron) in the 1960s and 1970s.
The nihonjinron owe a subterranean debt to these predecessors, but
much of interest in the earlier formulations has been lost, along with
the more embarrassing traces of nationalism.

It is important to distinguish Nishida’s rather complex dialectical
universalism from the particularism of these various expressions of
cultural nationalism. Writing before World War II, Nishida was one
of many thinkers who attempted a positive philosophical expression of

5. Participants included Kosaka, Koyama, Suzuki Shigetaka, and Nishitani. For
these meetings, see Sakai (1989: 105ff.).
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Japan’s contribution to a world culture he experienced as still in the
making. Optimistically, he believed that “a point of union between
Eastern and Western culture can be sought in Japan” (Nishida 1958a:
365). And he argued, against all forms of isolationism, “To become
global Oriental culture must not stop at its own specificity but rather
it must shed a new light on Western culture and a new world culture
must be created” (Nishida 1965e: 407).

In this context, Western culture means, of course, the specific forms
of rationality associated with modern science and technology; the cul-
tural synthesis at which Nishida aimed involved investing these with
new meaning derived from the Eastern tradition. But for the nibonjin-
ron, written after the war, the historical possibilities have been fore-
closed. The highest expression of Japanese culture is now the produc-
tion of difference, particularity, in those regions of life still untouched
by scientific-technical rationality. Thus what was originally put for-
ward as a hypothesis about the formation of modern world culture, in
which Japan would be Europe’s equal and assimilate its science and
technology, is today expressed in terms of the ethnically unique devia-
tion of Japan from universal European models. That less ambitious
project has less sweeping implications.$

The next chapter of this book takes up the contrast between these
different approaches to rationality and culture in more detail. In it I
analyze the representation of modernization in a work by the great
Japanese writer Yasunari Kawabata. His novel The Master of Go de-
scribes a famous Go match that became for him a symbol of the mod-
ernization process. The match tested the universality of modern “ra-
tionality” by contrasting the traditional Japanese style of play with a
new Western-inspired style.

More effectively than the nibhonjinron, Kawabata’s novel brings into
focus the inadequacy of any simple identification of rationalization
with Westernization. Go was a rational system long before the arrival
of Europeans. As such it inspired a whole culture of strategic action
subtly different from comparable Western notions. Traces of that cul-
ture and its specific form of rationality may be seen in the traditional
elements of Kawabata’s story. We will find them also at the center of

6. As Naoki Sakai (1989: 105) writes, “Contrary to what has been advertised by
both sides, universalism and particularism reinforce and supplement each other; they are
never in real conflict; they need each other and have to seek to form a symmetrical, mu-
tually supporting relationship by every means in order to avoid a dialogic encounter
which would necessarily jeopardize their reputedly secure and harmonized monologic
worlds.”
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Nishida’s theory of action. While Kawabata drew no conclusions from
his story, Nishida argued explicitly that different cultures may give rise
to different types of rational social order. This aspect of his philosophy
is quite contemporary and has brought about a “return” to Nishida
on the part of some Japanese intellectuals who have found anticipa-
tions of a Japanese “postmodernity” in his thought, while others worry
about the renewal of nationalism this return appears to imply.”

EXPERIENCE AND SCIENCE

Like other literate non-Western peoples, the Japanese were easily
able to understand scientific-technical rationality and the material ad-
vantages it gave the West. The contradiction between that form of ra-
tionality and their own cultural tradition troubled them deeply. Should
they resist modernity altogether and remain loyal to their past? Would
they, on the contrary, have to abandon their way of life to acquire the
technical means of resistance to the West? Or could they adopt science
and technology for practical purposes such as defense while retaining
their traditional spiritual values?8

Each of these questions implies a naive exteriority, in the first case,
of a nation to its history and the encounters that irreversibly mark
its destiny; in the second, of a people to its culture, which cannot be
dropped like an old glove; and in the third, of a spiritual tradition to
the material life of society. Nishida rejected all these illusory solutions
and argued instead that Japan could forge a specifically Japanese mo-
dernity out of a synthesis of Eastern and Western elements. He hoped
to accommodate modernity to Japanese tradition not by rejecting West-
ern science but by encompassing it in a concept of experience that grew
naturally out of his culture.

Nishida understood modernity on fairly standard modern terms as
the emergence of rational inquiry in opposition to doctrine-bound tra-
ditions and prejudices. Since Western thought advanced through rigor-
ous attention to facts, any similar Japanese characteristics would con-
stitute an indigenous potential for modernization. Accordingly, Nishida

7. For an accessible example of these new approaches, see Yujiro Nakamura’s inter-
esting article in Critique (1983). For the major survey of Nishida and his school in a
Western language, see Ohashi (1990),

8. The latter position characterized forward-looking thinking in the nineteenth cen-
tury in China under the slogan “Chung-hsueh wei-t’i, Hsi-hsueh wei-yung” (Chinese
learning for fundamental principles, Western learning for practical applications); but the

balance at which these progressives aimed was never achieved. For this earlier experi-
ence, see Ssu-yu Teng and John K. Fairbanks (1954: pt. 3).
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(1958a: 352) believed that the Japanese orientation toward “the true
facts of things”—experience in its pure state—was protomodern even
before the encounter with the West.

But Nishida’s understanding of experience was radically different
from the prevailing Western view. As Yoko Arisaka (1993) has argued,
the Japanese idea of experience is neither empiricist nor romantic. Em-
piricism eliminates the “secondary qualities” of the object and abstracts
purified conceptual entities such as “sense data” or “brute facts” from
the immediate content of experience, while romanticism calls for a re-
turn from conceptual activity to pure immediacy. But for the Japanese,
experience is a paradoxical kind of cultural immediate. It involves re-
fining the web of associations to a universally shared remainder. Haiku,
for example, are often said to be concerned with the experience of
nature. But in fact they articulate the natural world poetically in all
its rich emotional and historical associations without distinguishing
a purely material content from the contributions of culture and the
subject.

This concept of experience is incompatible with Western natural-
ism. It makes sense to consider nature, abstracted from culture and
history, as the foundation of experience only if the object can be con-
ceived outside of any connection to a subject. Nishida claimed, on the
contrary, that not nature but experience is the ontological basis of re-
ality. In his account, the original “pure” experience is “as yet neither
subject nor object,” and in it “knowledge and its object are one”
(Nishida 1965a: 1). Undifferentiated into subject and object, it does
not consist in material things, but neither is it individual and psycho-
logical. Experience in this sense forms a shared realm of intersubjec-
tive meanings. It is external and culturally specific, “a kind of public
field,” not inward and universal like the idea of experience in the West
(Nishida 1970: 186). Yet like the latter, it possesses a unique founda-
tional pathos in the context of an absolute historicism such as Nishida
(1965e: 410) was eventually to elaborate.

Nishida’s fame dates from the publication in 1911 of his first book,
An Inquiry into the Good.® It was in this remarkable book that he
proposed his concept of an all-embracing field of experience. Nishida’s
later writings suggest that this concept and its various successors in his
thought express a peculiarly Japanese approach, not in any exclusive

9. See Zen no Kenkyu (Nishida 1965a), translated by Masao Abe and Christopher
Ives as An Inquiry into the Good (1990).
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sense, but simply as products of the natural sequence of development
of Japanese culture. He believed that Japanese philosophy was des-
tined to raise this feature of Japanese culture to universality much as
the natural sciences had universalized Western culture.

In what did this universalization consist? In fact, in the presentation
of Japanese ideas in Western dress. This becomes clear from the first
page of Nishida’s maiden effort, for he begins by appropriating Wil-
liam James’s concept of “pure experience” to explain his own idea. But
despite this similar starting point, real differences divide Nishida and
James. For example, while pure experience for James was simply an
explanatory category, in Nishida it also sometimes appears to signify a
version of Buddhist “no-mind,” a particular way of relating to experi-
ence. Here pure experience risks regressing to a special psychological
attitude, a kind of secular enlightenment (Feenberg and Arisaka 1990:
183-185).

Although Nishida’s borrowings from James call into question the
authenticity of his notion of a specifically Japanese culture of experi-
ence, his procedure is less absurd than it seems. For Nishida James
represented a quasi-universal logic of modernity with which Japanese
philosophy would have to come to terms in its break with traditional
Oriental modes of discourse. Yet the goal was not indiscriminate West-
ernization. It was precisely James’s critique of Western metaphysics
that made his thought a suitable vehicle for modernizing Japanese phi-
losophy. As Alfred North Whitehead (1925: 205) remarked, James did
not so much continue the Western philosophical tradition as introduce
a sharp break in its continuity comparable with the Cartesian revolu-
tion in scope and significance: he “clears the stage of the old parapher-
nalia” in harmony with profound transformations taking place through-
out European culture. Nishida believed that these innovations opened
the doors to a broader international participation in modernity. In the
early twentieth century, James was not a bad place to look for access
to this emerging world culture.

The oxymoron “quasi-universal” is thus appropriate in describing
Nishida’s evaluation of contemporary Western philosophy. While he
recognized its cultural limitations, he nevertheless rejected the idea of
an external critique of modernity from the standpoint of a construct
of a supposedly Eastern alternative. Instead, he chose to plunge into
Western philosophy in the confidence that the originality of his pecu-
liarly Japanese insight would shine through. As Torataro Shimomura
(1966: 16) explains, he took “Western philosophy as a mediation to be
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used in challenging Western philosophy itself.” Nishida’s confidence
was not misplaced, but the operation in which he was engaged was far
more difficult than he imagined in 1911. For over thirty years he was
occupied in the construction of one after another version of his sys-
tem, none of which ever satisfied him. In any case, his choice enabled
him to steer a new course between both imitative Westernization and
Eastern exoticism.1?

In Nishida’s later work, his already cultural concept of experience
became the basis for a historicist ontology. He argued that insofar as
the knowing subject is a human individual, it is not only a knower
but also an actor, related not only to things but also to history. If one
sees knowing as more than a contemplative encounter of a cogito with
truth, but also as a practical social activity, then it is plausible to ask
what else this activity entails besides pure knowledge. In question is
not merely the validity of theory or the goal of the activity it orients,
but even more its place in a life-form. Nishida (1965e: 408) called this
his “fundamental idea”: “Ordinarily, we think of the material world,
the biological world, and the historical world as being separate. But in
my view the historical world is the most concrete, and the material
and biological worlds are abstractions. Thus, if we grasp the historical
world, we grasp reality itself.”

Today such formulations resonate with the notion that the univer-
sality of reason is an illusion. Following Foucault, feminist theory, and
constructivist sociology of knowledge, a case can be made that our sci-
ence is really only one “ethnoscience” among others (Harding 1994).
However, in his historical situation, Nishida could not simply call for
a full-scale return to ethnoscientific traditions without surrendering to
reactionary obscurantism.!! Nativist ideas of “Japanese science” seemed
to him an excuse to resist the sincere confrontation with the cultural
achievements of the West required by the globalizing process of mo-

10. This aspect of his achievement is lost, however, in much recent scholarship.
Because Nishida attempted to reformulate a putatively Japanese worldview in the lan-
guage of Western philosophy, students of his thought often read it as an elaborately en-
coded version of traditional Mahayana metaphysics (Carter 1989). While decoding
Nishida’s writings in Eastern terms can be useful, unfortunately this approach has also
contributed to the widespread impression that Nishida was an antimodern, traditional-
ist thinker; but in fact, like most of his generation, he evaluated modern science and civi-
lization positively on the whole (a view, be it said, that is not incompatible with a sym-
pathy for Buddhism).

11. A Western reader who wants to understand the liberating impact of modern sci-
ence in Japan (as opposed to the fear of its military technology) should look at Genpaku
Sugita’s famous book Dawn of Western Science in Japan (1969). Sugita recounts his ex-
perience (in 1771!) examining the dissected body of an executed criminal while compar-
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dernity. Instead of proposing a return to an ethnically rooted “local
knowledge,” Nishida attempted to put science in its “place” in a his-
torical framework that reflected the values of his culture. Science was
to be given a new meaning in this context, not merely employed to
secure material wealth and national independence. Such ideas were
widely accessible to Japanese writers and intellectuals, caught in the
midst of a modernizing movement they lived simultaneously as a re-
sponse to both the universal—scientific truth—and the particular—
Western power.

Nishida sought the principle of an absolute historicism in the un-
derlying assumptions of Eastern culture. However, in turning to these
Eastern sources, he believed himself to be advancing forward rather
than backward in accordance with the tendencies of modern science.
This apparent paradox makes sense if we share Nishida’s view of the
revolutionary character of modern science along lines already antici-
pated less self-consciously in his earlier appropriation of James. He be-
lieved that recent physics and mathematics had already broken with
the West’s own most parochial limitations, such as Christian transcen-
dentalism and the substantialism inherited from the Greeks. But these
traditional views hung on in the historical sciences where they would
inevitably be overcome as other cultures appropriated modernity.

Eastern thought was uniquely qualified to contribute to this revolu-
tion in historical understanding. Like Greek thought, it defined reality
in this-worldly terms, but it lacked the substantialist prejudice of the
Greeks. Through its intervention, the historical world was to be swept
up in the same sort of whirlwind as nature; not Aristotelian “things”
or Cartesian “cogitos,” not even Newtonian “laws,” but tumultuous
processes of conflictual structuration operate over the abyss of noth-
ingness. To Nishida, Japanese modernity promised just such an up-to-
date vision.

DIALECTICS OF PLACE

Under Hegel’s influence, Nishida’s argument for this approach took
the form of a dialectical system. As a good Hegelian, he believed that

ing Chinese and Dutch anatomy books. All that he had been taught as a doctor was sud-
denly overthrown, and he devoted the rest of his life to translating the Dutch book in
which he had found the truth his eyes confirmed. Naturally, this does not exclude a later
recovery of a different level of meaning from Chinese anatomy once it is no longer taken
literally as an image of bodily organs.
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“the truth is the whole.” Isolated parts are “abstract moments” of the
“concrete universal,” that is, the totality to which they belong. His
system began with the abstract parts and worked toward the recon-
struction of the whole by continually shifting point of view to broaden
the context of explanation, moving from abstractions to the life-forms
that animate them. This method yielded a dialectical progression of
levels of knowledge, reflection, action, and experience, each of which
represented a more or less abstract dimension of the concrete totality
of experience; that totality itself was conceptualized, however, in a more
Heideggerian than Hegelian style as the absolute activity of presence.!?
At this highest level, Nishida located something he called the “place of
absolute nothingness,” a philosophical concept derived from his ear-
lier concept of pure experience and retaining its Buddhist allusion.

Here, schematically presented, are the four basic levels of Nishida’s
dialectic:13

1. Judgment, or knowledge of nature: the known abstracted from
the knower.

2. Self-consciousness, or the psychological self of knowledge and
action: the knower/doer abstracted from culture.

3. The world of meaning or values as ground of action: the self con-
sidered in its cultural significance.

4. “Absolute nothingness”: experience as a field of immediate sub-
ject-object unity underlying culture, action, and knowledge and mak-
ing them possible as objectifications of this prior unity.

Nishida called each level a basho, a “place” or “field.” Within the
various basho, he distinguished between an objective and a subjective
aspect. What is subjective at one level appears as objective at the next
level, and vice versa. For example, the subjective side of the level of
judgment is the “field of predicates,” the universal concepts employed
in describing things. To these predicates corresponds the specific objec-
tivity of the Aristotelian thing of which they are predicated. But what
is this thing? Its individuality is inconceivable from the standpoint of a
judgment that works exclusively with universals. Only an individual
can relate to an individual. An adequate approach to the thing known

12. That this similarity is no accident is argued in Parkes (1992).
13. The originator of this sort of systematic interpretation of Nishida is Koyama
(1935). See also Abe (1988).
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requires us to go beyond the horizon of logical predication to identify
a knowing thing, a subject that knows. This transition marks the pas-
sage to self-consciousness, the next level of the dialectic. The objective
side of the dialectic of predicates—the thing—is now thematized as the
knowing subject which transcends its predicates through embracing
them on the field of knowledge. The predicates which first inhered in
the thing now inhere in the consciousness that knows them. We have
in a sense moved from Aristotle to Kant.

But the dialectical progression continues. As we saw in the last sec-
tion, the knowing subject is more than a knower; it is a human being
necessarily situated in a cultural world. “‘Knowing’ itself,” Nishida
(1970: 96) wrote, “is already a social and historical event.” Paradox-
ically, although knowing is a culturally situated activity, culture ap-
pears arbitrary to it. Mere facts cannot determine the values that move
the person to action, or discriminate between the good and the bad,
the beautiful and the ugly. This is the function of culture, which can
only be explained by a theory of the will in its relation to meanings.
At that level consciousness appears to be determined by moral and
aesthetic values which embrace it and provide the wider context for
its actions. The subject—consciousness—becomes object in the frame-
work of the cultural system of which it is a manifestation or “self-
determination.” This notion refers us not to a scientific theory of cul-
ture, but to a cultural theory of action.

At each level, Nishida’s dialectic moves toward greater concreteness,
away from abstract knowledge toward “existence,” toward an experi-
ence so familiar we constantly overlook it in our attempts to catego-
rize and explain. That experience is the immediate unity of subject and
object in action. In most Western thought this unity is regarded as the
effacement of consciousness in mere reflex. Philosophy, as a form of
knowledge, quite naturally considers the objects of knowledge to be
the primary reality. But for Nishida, the reverse is true: the engagement
of the actor with the environment is more fundamental than cognition.
Knowledge must dethrone itself and learn to see through the eyes of
action.

That vision is not thoughtless, but the concept of self-consciousness
is inadequate to represent it. This is another reason why Nishida’s cul-
tural theory moves beyond the stage of self-consciousness to a unifying
intuition that is neither a knowing nor a doing as we usually conceive
them, but the knowledge implicit in action itself. At that level, we find
ourselves again in the world of pure experience, in which meaning and
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being are joined in cultural immediacy prior to the abstract distinction
of fact and value, situation and will.

This “action-intuition” is similar to Heidegger’s concept of “cir-
cumspection” (Umsicht) in that it too aims to liberate the subject-
object relation from the limitations of rationalistic models. That means,
among other things, overcoming a voluntaristic view of action as mere
implementation of preconceived plans in pursuit of subjective ends.
And like Heidegger, Nishida rejected the privilege of knowledge over
the culturally defined world of action in which it finds its roots and in-
stead asserted the relative priority of culture over knowledge.

However, Nishida believed that Heidegger’s approach was insuffi-
ciently dynamic. He claimed that “even though Heidegger’s idea of ex-
istence is historical, it is without movement or action” (Nishida 1970:
40). Here Nishida is at least partially unfair. Heidegger undeubtedly
attained the standpoint of action, but it is true that he concerned him-
self only with the circumspective understanding of things as objects of
practice and failed to grasp the self-constitution of the human subject
in interaction with the Other. Nishida’s philosophy, unlike Heidegger’s,
focused on the objectivity of the acting subject, its essential situated-
ness in a “place” (basho) out of which it must act and in which it is
acted on and shaped.

This focus points beyond hermeneutics toward dialectics. But here
too Nishida was unsatisfied with Western formulations. He believed
that Hegel, while developing all the basic categories of dialectics, had
remained stubbornly at the level of self-consciousness. “Hegel,” he
wrote, “sought reason behind reality rather than seeking reality be-
yond reason. In this his dialectical method was subjective and fell
into mere formalism in trying to understand concrete reality. . . . We
should not understand reality through logical formulas. Rather, reason
must be interpreted historically as one aspect of our lives. Instead of
understanding Hegel’s logic in terms of its developmental process, it
should be understood as an abstraction from concrete life as the self-
determination of nothingness” (Nishida 1965f: 80). In sum, Nishida
introduced action-intuition into Hegel’s dialectic and reconceptualized
it from the standpoint of practice, while introducing dialectics into the
hermeneutics of historical practice he had found in Wilhelm Dilthey and
Heidegger. As he put it elsewhere, “In the true historical world, the
world of true objectivity, the approach to things and the approach to
the Thou have become one” (Nishida 1970: 95 [translation modified]).

This unusual synthesis yields a kind of anticipation of systems the-
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ory. History is a process in which the “formed” becomes the “form-
ing.” Nishida deconstructed it into various circular processes of self-
production and self-transformation. The subjects whose actions create
history are themselves historical products. Values are at once objective
historical givens and dynamic principles of action. So understood, his-
tory cannot be reduced to a concatenation of stable naturelike things,
because it is composed ultimately of actions. Knowledge of the natural
scientific sort cannot comprehend this historical world, which must be
grasped instead by dialectics (Nishida 1970: 216ff.).14

So far in this exposition of his system I have emphasized the re-
lationship between Nishida and the Western thinkers who influenced
him and through whom his ideas become comprehensible. However, as
with James, here too Nishida’s thought cannot be reduced to its West-
ern sources because the Eastern tradition to some extent shaped his
use of them. This is especially apparent in the final stage of Nishida’s
dialectic. This stage, the “place of absolute nothingness,” is not some
sort of mystical intuition, but it is indeed difficult to understand with-
out reference to Buddhism.S It was here that Nishida most clearly at-
tempted to validate his notion of a unique contribution of the East to
modern culture. I can only sketch an approach to this difficult con-
cept, taking off from the historical and cultural problems that are my
principal concern.

There is a dimension of Nishida’s view of history that transcends
mere theory of practice toward existential realization. In Nishida, ac-
tors necessarily posit an environment against which they must assert
themselves to live, yet as they express their life they objectify them-
selves in the struggle and become the environment of each other. This
is the “identity of opposites” or “contradictions”: “Action means ne-
gation of the other, and means the will to make the other [an expres-
sion of] oneself. It means that the Self wants to be the world. But it
also means, on the other hand, that the Self denies itself and becomes
a part of the world” (Nishida 1958b: 171). “Acting,” in sum, “is es-
sentially ‘being acted’” (Nishida 1958b: 186).

The Leibnizian image of a community of monads each reflecting
the world in itself suggested a model of this dialectic of self and other.

14. For a different reading of Nishida’s conception of history (and the only other
one I have found in English), see Huh (1990).

15. Although he does not cite Nishida in this connection, Nishitani’s interpretation
of Sunyata could almost be a commentary on the Buddhist background to his concept
of absolute nothingness (Nishitani 1982). For further explanation, see also Nishitani
(1991).
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According to Nishida (1987: 58), “Each existential monad originates
itself by expressing itself; and yet it expresses itself by negating itself
and expressing the world. The monads are thus co-originating, and
form the world through their mutual negation. The monads are the
world’s own perspectives; they form the world interexpressively through
their own mutual negation and affirmation. Conversely, the concrete
matrix of historical actuality that exists and moves through itself en-
folds these monadic perspectives within itself.” The objectivity of his-
tory thus arises from the mutual perceptions of the individuals en-
gaged within it. Put another way, its objectivity is simply the necessarily
reciprocal relations of these actions because actor and object have be-
come perspectives on each other rather than distinct species.

The inner realization of this truth is the existential discovery of the
“field” (basho) on which self and other deploy their identity and dif-
ference. When the self identifies concretely with that field, it “discovers
the self-transforming matrix of history in its own bottomless depths”
(Nishida 1987: 84). That field is a scene of struggle understood in tra-
ditional Buddhist rather than Western individualist terms: one plays
one’s role without reserve but also with an immediate sense of the sys-
tem formed by one’s interactions with other individuals. The more one
identifies with the system as a whole, the more one is properly in one’s
own place within it and vice versa. This peculiar double structure of
action, operating as an ontological postulate, provides an original im-
age of the concrete totality as the “place of nothingness.”

Nishida’s conclusion is profoundly paradoxical. He founded an ab-
solute historicism that encompassed modern science in an account of
experience derived from the Eastern tradition. That account is itself
modern in the sense that it responds to the thoroughgoing epistemo-
logical atheism that underlies twentieth-century science and philoso-
phy. Yet in demonstrating that history is the ultimate reality, Nishida
brought back the science question from a different angle. As I will
argue in the next section, his own Eastern logic forbade a nativist re-
gression. Scientific knowledge, as the culture and action of the West,
cannot be dismissed, but must be encountered authentically in the strug-
gle for modernity. The dialectical system was intended to engage Japan
in that struggle.

In sum, Nishida grasped the cultural connections that threaten sci-
entific self-certainty and the social reciprocities that undermine subjec-
tive autonomy and yet affirmed science and subjectivity. He refused
the transcendence of culture in knowledge without adopting a com-
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forting relativism that would at least allow disengagement from the
hegemony of Western science. Nishida seems to have been determined
to leave himself no resting place. This ambivalence is related to Japan’s
difficult place in the system of world culture.

CULTURAL SELF-AFFIRMATION

Nishida’s philosophy of culture attempted to vindicate the self-
assertion of Japan as an Asian nation against European world hege-
mony. The new order emerging from the war would restore Japan’s
historic “world mission,” lost so long as “Asian nations were sup-
pressed by European imperialism and viewed from a colonial stand-
point” (Nishida 1965d: 429).

All modern cultures, including the Japanese, are equal, according
to Nishida, in the sense that each has a contribution to make to an
emerging world culture (Nishida 1965b: 267-268). There can be no
single universal replacement for national culture, for “when they lose
their specificity they cease to be cultures”; but neither does the unique-
ness of each culture authorize “a merely abstract advance in an indi-
vidual direction” (Nishida 1970: 254). “A true world culture will be
formed only by various cultures preserving their own respective view-
points, but simultaneously developing themselves through global me-
diation” (Nishida 1970: 254). All modern cultures must participate in
a fruitful intermingling and mutual contamination. World culture con-
sists in a field of dialogue and conflict rather than a specific substantive
way of life, comparable to the existing cultures. “Each people stands
on its own historical ground and has its own world mission, and that
is how each nation possesses a historical life. When I say that each na-
tion must realize itself while transcending itself and creating a world
culture, I mean that each nation must realize itself through its own
particular culture. It is in this way that particular cultures emerge from
the foundation of history and constitute a world culture. In such a
world each national culture expresses its own unique historical life
and, at the same time, through their world-historical missions they all
unite to form one world” (Nishida 1965¢: 428). This dialectic of world
culture is consistent with Nishida’s conception of action. The Oriental
engagement with the West embraced a deeper collaboration under the
surface conflict; it was to be a productive transformation of modernity
with global consequences.

Because modern cultures all share science, they now subsist generally
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in the “truth” and can no longer be described as mere errors or diva-
gations. But what then explains their multiplicity? Nishida’s historicist
ontology promised a “multicultural” bridge between national particu-
larity and rational universality. The categories of the various stages of
his dialectic can each be employed to describe the unique emphasis
of a cultural type. Cultures consist in horizons of thought and action,
paradigms or “archetypes,” in which one or another category is unilat-
erally absolutized (Nishida 1958a: 353-354). National struggles man-
ifest conflicts between the diverse conceptual frameworks of social
ontology at the level of whole peoples and their ways of life. In sum,
ontological and cultural categories are mutually translatable. Presum-
ably, cultures communicate and complete each other through the pro-
cesses of exchange and discussion in which ontological visions are
elaborated.

This view certainly owed something to Hegel’s Phenomenology, al-
though Nishida refused the final synthesis at which Hegel was tradi-
tionally said to aim. In this regard, Nishida was actually closer to con-
temporary Hegel scholarship, which argues that the ultimate “Begriff”
(concept) does not resolve contradictions metaphysically in a substan-
tive totality but embraces them methodologically, maintaining the op-
position between them. Such antimetaphysical readings of Hegel re-
spond to skeptical and neo-Kantian currents in contemporary thought
(Pippin 1991: 66-79).

Nishida’s reasons for rejecting synthesis were quite different: his em-
phasis on action excluded a purely conceptual resolution of the contra-
dictions. This would explain why his writings do not offer third terms
but rather endlessly alternating emphases among the fragmented field
of historical and cultural contradictions and their corresponding ac-
tion positions in the world system.

Alongside this affirmation of multiplicity, Nishida defended the ap-
parently contrary notion that Japanese culture has a global character.
Since modern culture is scientific in character, Japan’s global mission
cannot be merely religious or aesthetic as is sometimes supposed, but
must include a unique intellectual content, a “logic,” with the sort of
universal value attributed to other achievements of modern thought
(Nishida 1958a: 363). This logic was Japan’s culturally specific appro-
priation of modernity in terms of the “identity of contradictions” as
described in the previous section.

This is the same logic that underlay Japan’s long history of flexibil-
ity and assimilation of alien influences. In ancient times, Japan ab-
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sorbed Chinese culture, and so today will it assimilate Western culture,
serving thereby as a global point of junction (Nishida 1965e: 417).
According to Nishida, the “formlessness” or “emptiness” of Japanese
culture enables it to harbor unresolved contradictions in itself. This
formlessness reflects at the historicocultural level the philosophical no-
tions of pure experience and absolute nothingness. Here these appar-
ently abstruse philosophical categories turn out to signify a unique cul-
tural identity and role.

It is difficult to be sure what Nishida thought of the function of phi-
losophy in modern life, but it seems to serve as a cultural crossroads,
an essential point of translation and communication in an era charac-
terized by intensifying interactions between peoples. Nishida saw his
own thought as the product of the confrontation of cultures in the new
era of world culture. It did not offer a final synthesis but a language
in terms of which the philosopher can be at home in a multiplicity of
forms of thought. Nishida’s ambition was not to resolve these contra-
dictions, but to devise a method for thinking each moment in its rela-
tion to its Other. In this his philosophy reflected the emptiness which
opened Japan to universal experience (Nishida 1965e: 407).

But unfortunately, Nishida’s conception of cultural self-affirmation
seems to have gone well beyond the search for fruitful dialogue and
embraced military struggle as a positive moment. In conclusion, I must
discuss this disturbing aspect of his thought. This discussion is, how-
ever, limited by the confusion that surrounds Nishida’s role in the war;
he does not appear to have had any official or even semiofficial post,
and the texts from the period are so abstract they might be accommo-
dated to rather different political positions. Hence the inconclusive con-
troversy between those who hold Nishida, as a leading intellectual, in
some measure responsible for Japanese imperialism and those who see
him as a moderate who dissociated himself from the worst ideological
excesses of the time (Hiromatsu 1990: 207-208; Lavelle 1994; Yusa
1991). Nevertheless, I will argue that his late texts point at least to pro-
visional conclusions which I put forward below in the hope of provok-
ing further research and discussion.

GREEKS OR JEWS?

Hegel argued that war is a means of spiritual self-affirmation for
modern nations. Today this view has become shocking, but for several
generations Hegel’s doctrine merely articulated the common sense of
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nations in Europe and North America. Recall, for example, the vulgar
Hegelianism of our own concept of “Manifest Destiny.” In a later time,
conservative Japanese philosophers defended war on just such Hege-
lian grounds without understanding that it was too late in the day to
launch a colonial enterprise and carve out a sphere of influence of the
old type.

It seems that Nishida shared this view. Several future national lead-
ers (Konoe, Kido) attended his classes, and in 1941 he was even in-
vited to give a speech to the emperor (Nishida 1965b).1¢ It is not sur-
prising then that he was consulted by the government. He opposed
war with the United States and he emphasized the importance of cos-
mopolitan cultural interaction to an unusual degree, but otherwise his
occasional comments on world politics appear to follow the conven-
tional opinion of the day (Nishida 1965¢). Although he never explained
how to achieve it, he supported Japanese hegemony in Asia, and he was
an enthusiastic advocate of the emperor system. Indeed, for Nishida
the imperial house lay at the center of both the political and cultural
systems. As such, he called it the “identity of contradictions,” situating
it mysteriously beyond the reach of his own concept of action as a sys-
tem of reciprocities (Nishida 1965d: 336).17 This would seem to abso-
lutize the state as an expression of the emperor’s will; only the sus-
tained ambiguity of politics and culture in Nishida’s thought distances
it somewhat from the crude statist nationalism of the day by signifying
that will as a place (basho) of nothingness without particular content.

The flavor of his position, and much of the reason for our difficulty
in evaluating it today, is clear from the following thoroughly symp-
tomatic passage from his speech to the emperor:

Today, due to the extensive development of global transportation, the world
has become one. Today’s nationalism must be conceptualized from this
standpoint. It is not a nationalism in which each nation turns in on itself,
but rather in which each nation secures a position of its own within the
world, that is to say, each nation must become globally aware. When di-
verse peoples enter into such a worldhistorical (sekaishiteki) relation, there
may be conflicts among them such as we see today, but this is only natural.
The most worldhistorical (sekaishiteki) nation must then serve as a center

16. This was a great honor but not quite the union of philosopher and statesman a
Straussian might imagine. Other prominent intellectuals were given a similar opportu-
nity to educate the emperor in what was essentially a ceremonial occasion.

17. In Heideggerian terms, this is to ignore the ontological difference and to identify
Being itself with a particular being. As we know, Heidegger himself was not above mak-
ing a similar mistake.
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to stabilize this turbulent period. What do I mean by a nation having a
global character? It means that this nation embraces holism yet at the same
time does not deny the individual and, indeed, takes individual creation as
its medium. Today we usually conceive of individualism and holism as op-
posed to one another, but by itself, individualism is outdated, and any holism
which denies the individual is also a thing of the past. (Nishida 1965b:
270-271)

In the context of the ongoing war, these remarks can, but need not
necessarily, be read as a euphemistic defense of Japanese imperialism,
yet at the same time Nishida also appears to contest totalitarianism in
the name of individual and cultural creativity.

On reading Nishida’s war writings, the comparison with Heidegger
immediately springs to mind. But this comparison is misleading. It is
true that like Heidegger in his Nazi phase, Nishida could be heard
repeating imperialist slogans. But unlike Heidegger, whose “private
National Socialism” was expressed for a time in the official language
of the Nazi state he represented as a government official, the private
thinker Nishida always qualified offensive expressions of nationalism
from his own culturalist standpoint. Here, for example, is a passage
in which, without actually questioning the Imperial Way ideology that
justified the Pacific war, Nishida (1965d: 341) attempted to reformu-
late it culturally: “Japan’s formative principle must become the forma-
tive principle of the world as well. . . . But it is most dangerous to sub-
jectivize Japan. That merely militarizes the Imperial Way (kodo) and
transforms it into imperialism (teikokushugika). . . . In contrast we
must contribute to the world by discovering our own principle of self-
formation in the depths of our historical development; that principle is
the identity of contradictions. This is the authentic . . . Imperial Way.
This is the true meaning of ‘Eight Corners of The World Under One
Roof’ (hakko ichiu).”18

There is an even deeper distinction to be made between Nishida and
Heidegger in terms of their historical situation. Although Heidegger
claimed to look toward the future, he was unable to give any positive
content to his notion of a distinctively authentic modernity, and even-
tually he fell victim to the deluded hope that Germany could be the

18. Lavelle (1994) dismisses this apparently antiwar statement and assimilates Ni-
shida’s views to the moderate ultranationalism of the Konoe faction on the grounds that
anti-imperialist rhetoric was common even in the military at the time. I believe this goes
too far toward disambiguating the ambiguities Nishida appears to have purposely intro-
duced into his public statements.
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agent for his reactionary program of affirming man against technology
and mass society. This was the basis of his Nazi adventure, to which
he never counterposed another comprehensible, much less credible, al-
ternative (Herf 1984: 109ff.). Heidegger’s later thought of Being offers
an oracular discourse that strives nobly to reenchant the world, but it
falls far short of a concrete alternative.?

By contrast, as a non-Westerner in a newly developed country Ni-
shida seems to have experienced no particular anxiety about scientific-
technical progress. He was untouched by the gloomy mood fostered
by Weber, Jiinger, and Spengler and looked hopefully to the emergence
of an alternative modernity defined in the rich terms of his own living
Japanese culture. Accordingly, he had no need of a “politics of being”
to break with a despised present.

One might also recall Marcuse’s position, which offers a third point
of comparison. His early philosophy was in large measure a left Hege-
lian reaction to Heidegger’s thought in contrast with Nishida’s right
Hegelian turn toward national culture. Like his teacher, Marcuse sought
to reframe the “question of technology” in terms of an ontology of
practice. Methodologically, he too agreed on the need to found reason
phenomenologically in the world of everyday experience. But Marcuse
was also influenced by Hegel, who offered a historicized notion of that
world and hence suggested the necessity of a far more concrete foun-
dation than anything in Heidegger.

The search for a historical foundation becomes complicated due
to the hegemony of technology in the West. One could no longer look
to traditional culture for a solution, and only a political fool, which
Heidegger certainly was, would imagine that crude nationalism could
introduce a new ontological dispensation. Nor could one simply turn
to the culture of the present, which was already so colonized by
scientific-technical rationality that it offered no alternative. Thus Mar-
cuse could rely on no specific geographically situated culture for a
framework, as could Nishida.

As a Westerner, his sights had to be turned toward the future. The
notion of socialist revolution appeared to serve his purpose by widen-
ing the historical context of scientific-technical rationality to encom-
pass its potential transformation in a pacified society. But given this
approach, Marcuse would have had to be naive indeed not to notice

19. Unbelievably, Heidegger’s last interview expresses his conviction that “only a
God can save us” from modern technology. For a thorough study of Heidegger’s views
on technology, see Zimmerman (1990).



The Problem of Modernity in Nishida’s Philosophy 189

that the Soviet Union was engaged in modernizing along Western lines,
and in fact he kept his utopian distance from the Soviet experiment.
Resistance to a historicist unification of idea and actuality was more
difficult for Nishida. He had identified the principle of absolute noth-
ingness with the essence of his own national culture, which, in his
view, still maintained significant autonomy despite two generations of
development.

It was this hopeful conception that became entangled with Japanese
imperialism in his 1943 response to the War Cabinet’s request for a
paper on the New World Order. There he can be found telling the old
Hegelian story of national identity. According to this text, the Pacific
war would lead to the appropriation of modernity by Eastern cultures
that had so far participated in the modern world only as objects of
Western conquest. The war was interpreted here as a kind of struggle
for recognition out of which a new form of global community should
emerge.

Nishida did not explain why Japan would have to mimic Western
colonialism to achieve this laudable goal, and his understanding of
events appears strangely anachronistic. He naively compared the war
to the Greek struggle with Persia, as the military precondition of a
triumphant cultural self-affirmation of world-historical significance:
“Just as the victory of Greece in the Persian War long ago set Euro-
pean culture on a path it has followed up to this day, so too the con-
temporary East Asian war determines a path of development for the
coming epoch of world history” (Nishida 1965¢: 429). From that stand-
point Japan’s defeat would seem to represent the destruction of a cul-
tural universe, indeed of the very possibility of cultural plurality in the
modern world.

There is something of the Meiji man in this position. In the Meiji
period Japanese militarism had a much clearer anti-imperialist content
than later on. It is easy to sympathize with Nishida’s enthusiasm for
Japanese victories against the Russians in 1905, when Japan was still
subject to national humiliation by the Western powers. It is not so easy
to understand his apparent support for the war with China in the
1930s and 1940s when Japan was a great power.

Perhaps Nishida’s understated position reflected awareness of this
difference. No doubt he hoped that emphasizing Japanese cultural
rather than military leadership in Asia would contribute to an early
end to the war. But he continued to think in terms of power blocs;

_his writings do not reflect until quite late a clear understanding that
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Japanese colonial policy was not simply a normal mode of participa-
tion in global politics, but the very death of his own cultural pro-
gram.2 In our time freedom, equality, and trade have cultural implica-
tions, not the military conquest of weaker neighbors.

We can hardly miss this point today, given the postwar experi-
ence of decolonization. Had Japan won the Pacific war, it would have
founded an immense Asian empire at precisely the moment when Eu-
rope was giving up on colonialism. As honorary Europeans, the Japa-
nese would have arrived too late at this banquet table to enjoy the
fun. One imagines the consequences: Japan would have spent the next
generation fighting guerrilla wars all over Asia; fascism would have
remained in power for another generation. Far from the conquest of
Asia fulfilling Nishida’s cultural program, it would have resulted in a
terrible cultural catastrophe.

Toward the end of the war, Nishida seems to have understood his
epoch better. He and his circle engaged in intense discussions of post-
war policy in view of national-cultural survival. Several months before
the surrender, he wrote a final essay entitled The Logic of Basho and
the Religious Worldview, which hinted at a very different understand-
ing of Japan’s situation. This extraordinary essay sharply distinguishes
between the political and the religious dimension of human experi-
ence. The nation is an ethical-political unity in the Hegelian sense of
Sittlichkeit, but as such it belongs to the “corrupt” world of everyday
existence. Hence “the nation does not save our souls” (Nishida 1987:
122). Yet by the logic of the “identity of contradictions,” immanence
is transcendence and national life therefore also relates to the absolute.
“The reason that a nation is a nation lies . . . in its religious character
as a self-expression of historical life. A true nation arises when a peo-
ple harbors the world-principle within itself and forms itself histori-
cally and socially” (Nishida 1987: 116). The religious essence of na-
tionality is both culturally specific and global, and as such it contains
the secret of international coexistence in the modern age.

These ideas represent a radical break with contemporary Japanese
nationalism. Nishida’s earlier political writings had followed conven-
tional opinion in overestimating the philosophical significance of the
state, a natural enough tendency given the centrality of the state in re-

20. Power-bloc thinking was not of course confined to Japan. As late as 1949,
George Kennan could write that “realism will call upon us not to oppose the re-entry of
Japanese influence and activity into Korea and Manchuria” to hold back Soviet expan-
sion in Asia (quoted in Cummings 1989: 16).
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shaping Japan from the Meiji period on. However, this state national-
ism had proven a false path, and Nishida’s attempt to infuse it with his
own culturalism was a disastrous failure, as he would no doubt have
conceded had he survived the war.

As imminent defeat clarified the situation, Nishida innovated a new
nationalist discourse based not on the state but on culture. That dis-
course was still continuous with the old state nationalism in many par-
ticulars, and may, through the postwar influence of his followers, have
helped to provide the basis for the conservative reconstruction of Ja-
pan as an unarmed culture-nation. The important point was the shift
to a principled affirmation of ethnic identity, not of course on a primi-
tive racialist basis but in terms of a global cultural mission that ex-
cluded militarism. This shift showed up in a change in historical meta-
phors for Japan’s position in the world.

The implicit point of comparison was no longer the Greeks but the
ancient Jews. Their defeat and occupation by the Babylonians is re-
corded in the Bible, particularly in the prophetic Book of Jeremiah.
Nishida (1987: 116) noted that despite their conquest, the Jews main-
tained their “spiritual self-confidence” and transcended their merely
ethnic limitations to create a world religion.2! Just so, he argues, “the
Japanese spirit participating in world history . . . can become the point
of departure for a new global culture,” but only if Japan overcomes
its “insular” and “vainly self-confident” outlook (Nishida 1987: 112).
Then Japan would no longer have to compete with the West by vio-
lence to make its cultural contribution, but could, like the Jews, learn
to defend and spread its values from inside a system defined and domi-
nated by the Other.

Nishida found in the biblical texts a coded way of referring to the
impending defeat he predicted more openly in his letters of the period.
One easily understands the appeal of the Prophecies in the midst of the
bombing attacks of 1945: “For I have set my face against this city for
evil, and not for good, saith the Lord: it shall be given into the hand of
the king of Babylon, and he shall burn it with fire.” Astonishingly, as
MacArthur’s ships approached, Nishida (1987: 116) cited Jeremiah’s
warning that Nebuchadnezzer is also a servant of Yahweh. Even the
enemies of the chosen serve God’s ends by chastening his people. In

21. Cf. Nishida’s (1965g: 426) letter to D. T. Suzuki of May 1945: “Lately, reading
the history of the development of Jewish religion has made me think a lot. The Jews
built the foundation for the direction of development of their world religion in the

Babylonian captivity. The true spirit of the people must be like this. The nation which
combines self-confidence with militarism perishes when the military power perishes.”
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this bizarre passage Nishida seemed to anticipate a meaningful occu-
pation, which indeed it proved to be.

And none too soon! Japan’s role in the modern world could not
possibly conform to the old Hegelian model, but required a new one
the outlines of which were only barely visible in the months preceding
the defeat. The Jewish example indicated a way out through cleanly
separating cultural from politicomilitary self-affirmation. Nishida’s sur-
prising reference to the Jews suggests that he wanted Japan to accept
its defeat and choose its fate. He seemed to promise that if it did so
Japan would rise from the ashes as a great cultural force in the post-
war world.

CONCLUSION

For Nishida the globalization of world culture challenged philoso-
phy and science to recognize the contributions of non-Western peoples.
He believed that Oriental culture could offer a new paradigm of his-
torical understanding that would respond not only to the theoretical
problems of the times but also to the pressing need for a new mode of
coexistence between nations and cultures. That paradigm was based
on the notion of the identity of contradictions, global conflict grasped
as a process of self- and world-formation. Japanese culture seemed to
Nishida exemplary in this regard and capable of representing the new
paradigm as a specific national instance, much as Europe represented
the universal achievements of natural science to the world at large.

The contemporary relevance of these ideas is clear. The gradual de-
centering of the world system calls for renewed reflection on the equal-
ity of cultures. But it is not easy to reconcile that moral exigency with
the powerful cognitive claims of the hegemonic science and technol-
ogy. This is the dilemma Nishida faced. In responding to it, he showed
that world culture is plural not simply in the variety of its dying tradi-
tions but in the very spirit of its distinctive modern experiments.



CHAPTER NINE

Alternative Modernity?

Playing the Japanese Game of Culture

If games both fashion and reflect culture, it stands to reason
that to a certain extent a whole civilization and, within that
civilization, an entire era can be characterized by its games.

—Roger Caillois 1955

The writer’s irony is a negative mysticism to be found in

times without a god.
—Georg Lukdcs 1968: 90

GAMES AS RATIONAL SYSTEMS

In 1938 the great Japanese novelist Yasunari Kawabata witnessed a
turning point in the history of the game of Go. Kawabata was then
a young reporter covering the championship match sponsored by his
newspaper. Honnimbo Shusai, the “Invincible Master,” who had reigned
over the world of Go for a generation, was pitted against a young chal-
lenger. So popular was Go that Kawabata’s newspaper could offer the
players substantial sums for participating and pay all their expenses.
These were considerable as the match lasted many months.

Kawabata felt he had witnessed the end of an era at that Go match
in 1938. Many years later he brought out his old newspaper articles,
added new fictional material, and published a novel called Meijin, later
translated into English as The Master of Go. This novel is an elegy for
the world the Japanese lost as they modernized. But Kawabata’s rather
sentimental traditionalism is not so simple as it appears at first; nostal-
gia is a moment in the structure of modern consciousness, and a for-
tiori, novelistic form. This is why his story has much to tell us about
the nature and possibilities of modern society.

It may seem strange that Kawabata’s most sustained investigation
of modernity should be the story of a board game, but in fact games
exemplify formally rational systems. Like markets, law, and scientific
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and technical research, games break loose from the continuum of so-
cial life to impose a rational order on a sector of experience. Modern
institutions too are characterized by explicit rules, unambiguous mea-
sures, defined times and places of action, absence of predetermined con-
tent, equalization of participants’ positions. Their gamelike structure is
contrasted favorably in modernizing ideology to irrational, dogmatic,
and biased traditions.

We will see how Kawabata, through his narrative of the great Go
match, turns the argument around and develops an implicit critique of
the particularity and bias of formal rationality. He accomplishes this by
the peculiar literary technique of unfolding layer after layer of mean-
ing in the moves of the game. The apparently neutral forms of play
turn out to be loaded with social, cultural, and historical content. The
Go match can stand for the whole range of modern institutions invad-
ing Japan, each of which delivers far more in the way of social change
than appears on the surface.

In the concluding portion of this chapter, I attempt to enlarge the
scope of these reflections in three directions. I will first compare the
layered structure of Kawabata’s novel with the order of Nishida’s di-
alectic, discussed in the previous chapter. Second, I will compare his
literary technique with Lukdcs’s early theory of the novel. Using differ-
ent means derived from his own culture, Kawabata achieved a form
based on the same sort of double meanings Lukécs analyzes in terms
of the category of irony. It is this form which structures Kawabata’s
critique of Western modernity. Third, I will discuss the larger implica-
tions of Kawabata’s novel for the question of modernity. Japan’s cul-
tural specificity is often mentioned as a factor in its rise to industrial
power. Kawabata’s novel suggests a new way of thinking about why
this might be so.

THE RULES OF THE GAME

Millions of Japanese play Go much as Westerners play chess. Kawa-
bata’s novel assumes a passing familiarity with the game and, unfortu-
nately, we will not be able to discuss it without at least that degree of
acquaintance. I must therefore ask the reader to bear with me for a
brief description of the rules.!

Go is said to be more difficult than chess. Although the rules are

1. For more on Go, see Korschelt (1965).
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Figure 1. Typical configurations of stones on a Go board.
From O. Korschelt, The Theory and Practice of Go (Tokyo:
Charles E. Tuttle, 1965), 34. Reprinted by permission.

simpler, the play is more complicated if only because the board is more
than four times as “big” as a chess board. Black and white stones are
placed on this board at the intersections of a grid nineteen by nineteen
lines (see fig. 1). The number of possible moves is the factorial of 361,
more than the number of atoms in the galaxy.

The aim of play is to capture territory and enemy pieces by sur-
rounding them with one’s own pieces. Once placed on the board, pieces
cannot be moved; they remain where they were played until they are
captured. Every piece covers the intersection of two lines, which them-
selves intersect with other lines at four adjacent points. Each of these
points counts as an “eye” or “breathing space.” Adjacent pieces of the
same color share “eyes.” So long as a piece or a group of pieces has at
least one such “eye” uncovered by the opponent, it is “alive.” Once all
its “eyes” have been taken, it is captured and the space it occupied be-
longs to the opponent’s count (see fig. 1, a-d).

Because the board is so large, it is impossible to concentrate on any
one portion of it for long without losing the initiative to a more mo-
bile adversary. Thus contests break out everywhere and the players pe-
riodically return to one or another of them, advancing battles toward
an eventual conclusion a few moves at a time. Beginners are bewildered
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by the frequent interruption of these apparently inconclusive struggles,
but this is the essence of the game.

The game moves through roughly three phases. At first territory is
staked out by posting isolated pieces around the board. Gradually bat-
tles emerge around conflicting claims, none of which are entirely se-
cure in the early phase of the game. Finally, the board is filled in, the last
ambiguities removed, and the captured spaces and pieces counted. Un-
til the last phase, there are always many incomplete conquests, broken
lines, lost pieces left in place, and so on. Although significant stakes ride
on clearing them up properly, these housekeeping tasks are generally
left till the end while the players confront more serious challenges.

The rules of Go are a model of simplicity and clarity, but they con-
tain one logical flaw. An oscillating pattern can emerge in which both
players have a disproportionately large incentive to repeat their last
move. This situation occurs when the piece used to take an enemy piece
is itself exposed to immediate capture, reproducing the status quo ante
(see fig. 1, e and h). This situation is called a k6, from the Sanskrit
kalpa, meaning an epoch or eternity. To prevent endless repetition, the
second player is obliged to play away from the k6 for a turn, breaking
the pattern. Then the first player can fill it in. (If white plays in the
space on figure 1, h, after removing the black piece, the k6 disappears,
as in figure 1, i.) We will have to return later to this idea of “playing
away.”

THE WAY OF GO: AUTONOMY
AND REFLECTION

Go was introduced into Japan from China thirteen centuries ago. In
Japan, it gradually evolved into a discipline, a kind of sedentary mar-
tial art. As such Go came to be seen as a d6, or Way of self-realization,
and not primarily as a contest, although obviously the best player was
honored. Kawabata writes, “The Oriental game has gone beyond game
and test of strength and become a way of art. It has about it a certain
Oriental mystique and nobility” (p. 117). And he compares it to the
N6 drama and the tea ceremony as belonging to “a strange Japanese
tradition” (p. 118).2 With this background in mind, one is less aston-
ished to learn that the champion of the leading school of Go took Bud-
dhist orders and was called the Honnimbo.

2. For Kawabata’s relation to this tradition, see his Nobel Prize acceptance speech
(1969), and Petersen (1979: 129-132). Quotations from The Master of Go in this chap-
ter will be indicated by page number only.
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This characteristically Japanese concept of Way has a two-tiered
structure. For an activity to support a Way, it must be abstracted from
the contingencies of everyday life and constructed as an autonomous
“field” with its own logic. Then, this field must become a locus of re-
flection and self-transformation for the agent engaged in activity on it.

The autonomization of Go involves the following features which it
shares with other board games:

1. Every move in the game must conform to an explicitly formu-
lated, unambiguous rule.

2. Moves are stripped of semantic content and reduced to unambig-
uous acts that can be represented diagrammatically with precision.

3. The purpose of each move and of the game as a whole is clearly
defined and immanent in the rules.

4. The game discriminates between winners and losers by a precise
quantitative measure, leaving no room for doubt about the outcome.

5. Moves can always be clearly distinguished from other events in
the social surroundings of the game, and can therefore be assigned a
specific “space” and “time” of play.

6. Insofar as the rules are concerned, players’ positions in the game
are equivalent in every possible respect, the major and unavoidable ex-
ception being the first move.

7. The game is a collaborative performance requiring various forms
of reciprocity, from the simplest—alternating and mutually responsive
moves—to the most complex—attention to the competitor’s state of
mind or physical needs.

Two features of this list seem particularly significant. They are
(1) the care with which ambiguity has been eliminated from the field
of play through such means as explicit rules and quantitative measures
and (2) the artificial equalization of the players who, in everyday life,
are sure to be subtly differentiated in ways the game ignores. These
features of the game indicate its remoteness from the surrounding so-
cial world in which ambiguity and inequality are the rule. And by this
very token, these features seem to echo strangely our modern notions
of scientific and political rationality. We will return to this surprising
coincidence.

Autonomy is not an end in itself, but is linked to reflexivity. Because
the game can be separated from its environment, its characteristic situ-
ations can be endlessly retrieved and studied. Self-criticism, repetition,
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and practice can refine specialized abilities. Performance can be judged,
play can be perfected, degrees of competence can be measured in matches.
Reflection not only improves performance but also recontextualizes
the autonomous game in the player’s life process. Play is a practice of
self-realization modifying the player through discipline. This is the
core of the notion of Way; in Western societies the idea of “vocation”
plays a similar role, describing the effect on the subject of activity in a
relatively autonomous domain such as a profession.

The recontextualizing practice of the game as a Way has the para-
doxical effect of reinforcing its autonomy. The game is wholly absorbed
in a way of life that is itself wholly absorbed in the game. As Kawa-
bata says of the old Master, he was “a man so disciplined in an art
that he had lost the better part of reality” (p. 32). What Erving Goff-
man (1961: 20) calls “rules of irrelevance” that anchor attention on
play and abstract it from the social surround have taken over his
whole life.

This is a well-known hazard of Go. There is an ancient Chinese tale
of a woodcutter who comes upon two old men playing in the forest
and stops to watch. Eventually the game ends and the players disap-
pear into thin air. The astonished woodcutter discovers that his own
hair has turned white during the play, and the handle of his axe has
rotted through. For Kawabata the game has a demonic quality. “From
the veranda outside the players’ room, which was ruled by a sort of
diabolic tension, I glanced out into the garden, beaten down by the
powerful summer sun, and saw a girl of the modern sort insouciantly
feeding the carp. I felt as if I were looking at some freak. I could
scarcely believe that we belonged to the same world” (p. 27).

NO-MIND: THE STRUCTURE OF CONFLICT

The Way of the game is not about victory but about self-realization
through discipline. But paradoxically, self-realization through disci-
pline yields victory. Kawabata tells the story of two high-ranking young
players who ask the advice of a clairvoyant on how to win. “The proper
method, said the man, was to lose all awareness of self while awaiting
an adversary’s play” (p. 42).

One immediately recognizes here the Zen concept of “no-mind” as it
appears in Japanese martial arts, the peculiar form of self-forgetfulness
involved in effective sport or combat. But this is surely an odd applica-
tion of Buddhism, a religion of ascetic detachment from the world. As
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Suzuki (1970) explains it, the principle of “nonattachment” can be ex-
tended down to the level of attentive processes, freeing the actor from
inhibiting concentration on either self or other. This loosening of fo-
cus banishes hesitation and fear and improves fighting performance.
“‘From this absolute emptiness,’ states Takuan, ‘comes the most won-
drous unfoldment of doing’” (Herrigel 1960: 104).3

This is not the place to discuss the religious implications of no-
mind. What interests me more in any case is the structure of the con-
cept which is derived, by a subtle transformation, from the traditional
Hindu and Buddhist notion of nonduality. According to that notion, con-
flict is illusory, as in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s famous poem “Brahma”:

If the red slayer think he slays,

Or if the slain think he is slain,

They know not well the subtle ways

I keep, and pass, and turn again.
(quoted in Suzuki 1970: 207)

Jorge Luis Borges’s story “The Theologians” reaches a similar con-
clusion. Here is the heavenly coda to this account of a metaphysical dis-
pute that ends tragically with one of the disputants burned at the stake
at the instigation of the other: “In Paradise, Aurelian learned that, for
the unfathomable divinity, he and John of Pannonia (the orthodox be-
liever and the heretic, the abhorrer and the abhorred, the accuser and
the accused) formed one single person” (Borges 1964: 126).

These works appear to invite us to occupy a “third” position above
the fray: the “I” of Brahma or the theologians’ God. Presumably, if
the swordsmen and the theologians could occupy this position them-
selves, their strife would cease and they would be reconciled in perfect
understanding.

The doctrine of no-mind agrees that apparent dualities reveal a more
fundamental unity. But what makes it so interesting is the elimination
of the third position. Struggle itself is shown to be prior to the parties
it joins, an underlying unity of which they are mere projections. True
nonduality therefore cannot be achieved by observing the conflicts in
which others are plunged, no matter how dialectically. Such an ob-
server would still stand in dualistic opposition to an object. Rather,
no-mind is a particular way of living duality, an existential position
within it, and not a modality of knowledge transcending it. Hence the

3. The reader interested in the concept of no-mind should consult Suzuki (1973), the
chapters on swordsmanship in Suzuki (1970), and Herrigel (1960). See also Loy (1988),
especially page 123, for the issue of the “third” point of view discussed below.
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Zen master’s reply to the impertinent question of how the enlightened
deal with hunger and cold: “When hungry, I eat, and when cold I put
on more clothes” (Suzuki 1973: 75).

This reply indicates why Zen turned out to be peculiarly available
to the martial arts, and ultimately, I will argue below, to literature as
well. For this doctrine, the goal is not to rise above conflict in reconcil-
iation but to achieve total identification with the context of struggle in
the very midst of struggle. If conflict can be transcended, it must be
from within, without setting up a “third” consciousness above the fight.
This no-mind is not a mystical state, but a consciousness that has be-
come one with the formal requirements of the activity frame and that
sees its role within that frame as in some sense “logically” entailed
rather than psychologically motivated.

The same point can be made in relation to Go. Insofar as the play-
ers identify completely with the situation on the board—that is, with the
“whole”—they assume their role unreservedly and carry it out without
concern for survival or victory. Good play thus has nothing to do with
one-sided personal aggression; at the height of the most intense com-
petition, the players are joined in harmony in the construction of the
board, much as singers respond to each other in a piece of complex
choral music. Their collaboration, expressed in mutually responsive
moves, takes precedence over their struggle. Ultimately, they “form one
single person.”

THE PATTERN DISTURBED

In Japanese culture, the pursuit of self-realization through a Way
manifests itself aesthetically, in this instance as the beauty of the board
on which the dance of adversaries produces a magnificent and com-
plex pattern. Of course, the aim of Go is to win; however, Japanese
commentators always note that this aim is transcended by a higher in-
terest in the aesthetic achievement of “harmony” and pattern. Go is
the collaborative production of aesthetic form through competitive play.
Both moments, collaboration and competition, are equally important,
for without struggle there is no beauty. The weak player who offers no
resistance cannot share in the production of a satisfying board, full of
symmetry and surprise. There is thus a promise of aesthetic redemp-
tion contained in the hard-fought game; Kawabata’s novel is the story
of the betrayal of that promise by the modern focus on victory and de-
feat for its own sake.



Alternative Modernity? 201

®@)
(2830 0
) 2)-(54 8
Q) 20)-E)24 10 3
19318 % 67 Y0 i2)
.-esn14—¢
{o:b 7 7
) \sooon
)
()Y 39 3@ J
)
2\
@J G 21020
“ o
46 ‘11} (h 0
G 1€ ® 6 0630
—@ 0)®)@)—16 % €
OO0 \ -

Figure 2. 1938 match between the Master (White) and the
challenger Otaké (Black).

That new focus becomes apparent in the climactic move of the great
1938 match. After many months of difficult play, interrupted by the
illness of the Master, the game seems perfectly poised with no advan-
tage to either side. A decisive struggle breaks out in the center of the
board. As the day comes to an end, the challenger, Otaké, seems un-
sure of his course. He writes his final play of the day—move 121—on
a card and seals it in an envelope, to be opened by the referees the fol-
lowing morning, and with that the players retire (see fig. 2).

When the seal is broken at the next session, the move is not in the
central battlefield at all, but strikes at the Master far away near the
top of the board. Yet it compels at least a brief response of the house-
keeping sort; it resembles the move the disadvantaged player makes
away from a ko to distract the adversary with a sharp diversionary
blow. Soon the players return to the center of the board where the
Master plays poorly, making the mistake that costs him the game.

What is the meaning of this incident? The organizers of the match
granted each player a total of forty hours to consider their moves. Sealing
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the final move of the day is supposed to prevent the players from add-
ing the time between sessions to this already generous total. But by
tying the master up for a turn with his trivial sealed play, Otaké ap-
pears to have frozen the most important action so as to have a lei-
surely look at it overnight. The Master is convinced that Otaké used
the sealed play to gain time to reflect on the difficult position in the
center of the board, time he desperately needed, as he was rapidly
using up his allotment.

Despite the suspicious appearance of move 121, it is not certain
that the challenger actually used it to gain unfair advantage. Although
at one point the narrator says that Otaké “would avert defeat even if
in the process he must chew the stones to bits,” he is not portrayed
unsympathetically (p. 178). He is even described as reading the Lotus
Sutra to calm himself before playing. And the narrator, who is full
of admiration for the Master, also respects his challenger and, at one
point, intervenes effectively to prevent him from forfeiting the match.

This ambiguous situation crystallizes the action of the novel. And
because the human significance of the climactic move is ambiguous,
the specificity and the concreteness of the actual play persists even after
the novel appears to assign it a meaning. It remains in fact a permanent
stumbling block to final interpretation, an ambiguous intersection of
the multiple codes that structure the novel.

But whether Otaké made good use of the extra hours or not is ulti-
mately irrelevant since the Master is so upset by the sealed play that he
can no longer concentrate properly on the game. The challenger’s ap-
parent thrust toward victory disturbs the pattern and undermines the
spiritual significance of the game. It is as though the delicate work of
producing the board, which has as its secondary consequence victory
and defeat for the players, was interrupted by a mere tug of war be-
tween roughnecks who have no conscious relation at all to the com-
bined effects of their labors and no purpose other than winning. The
incident brings out into the open the potential conflict between collab-
orative and competitive dimensions of the game and thus between its
roles in supporting a Way and in discriminating between winners and
losers.*

Because the Master is upset, his feelings come out momentarily in
the presence of the reporter who narrates the tale. Kawabata writes,

4. It is important not to miss the specific emphasis on winning characteristic of tra-
ditional play. Ritual is of course significant for it to a degree that differentiates it from
modern play, but it would be wrong to describe it as merely formalistic in opposition to
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“The Master had put the match together as a work of art. It was as if
the work, likened to a painting, were smeared black at the moment of
highest tension. That play of black upon white, white upon black, has
the intent and takes the forms of creative art. It has in it a flow of the
spirit and a harmony as of music. Everything is lost when suddenly a
false note is struck, or one party in a duet suddenly launches forth on
an eccentric flight of his own. A masterpiece of a game can be ruined
by insensitivity to the feelings of an adversary” (p. 164).

Later the Master has his doubts or in any case is more reticent. His
published account of the game, like that of the new champion, con-
tains no criticism of this decisive move which, despite its odd timing, is
perfectly ordinary in other respects. Thus the waves quickly close over
the suspicions that ruined the match; all rally around to protect the
image of their art.

METARULES: ETIQUETTE OR EQUITY

Rationality does not enter social life for the first time in the modern
era. Every culture has domains governed by formal rules. These rules
can be considered “rational” in the sociological sense of the term on
two conditions: first, that they employ tests of experience or impose
principles of equivalence, implication, or optimization on thought and
action, and second, that they do so with an unusual degree of preci-
sion. So it is, for example, with accounting rules designed to ensure
the equality of income and outgo, or legal rules that affix punishments
to crimes. Or the rules of Go that create a domain in which the differ-
ence between better and worse play is not open to dispute.

Although all societies produce such domains, modernity can never-
theless be clearly distinguished from every other type of society by its
unique way of dealing with rationality. In modern societies certain for-
mally rational activities are liberated from traditional recontextualiz-
ing strategies that reconcile them with rituals and the social hierarchy.
In the case of a game like Go, potential conflicts between the require-
ments of the one and the other are resolved in advance by what I will
call “metarules” that regulate the social relations of the players con-
gruent with the requirements of play.

a modern instrumental orientation toward victory. One would have the same problem
distinguishing formal from instrumental motives in evaluating bullfighting. And the
same problem Kawabata’s novel describes would arise, but in a ridiculous form, if a new
“modern” style were introduced that consisted in shooting the bull.
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In the old Japan, etiquette inscribed agents’ identity in all their ac-
tivities without exception. The constraints of etiquette were perhaps
more strongly felt in this society than one can imagine in the West.
True or not, only in Japan could the story be told of the feudal general
who washed and perfumed his hair before battle in case, in the event
of defeat, his decapitated head were to be presented to the victor and
the ladies of his court.

Etiquette recontextualizes formally rational activities to ensure that
they take a subordinate place in a world ordered according to quite dif-
ferent principles, for example, ranking by age, which relates all human
activity to the mortality of the agents and their role in family life. Def-
erence in this context not only expresses a social prejudice but con-
tains the socially dangerous equalizing potential of formal rationality.s

This cultural framework had completely enveloped Go in compli-
cated quasi-religious rituals until the match of 1938. That match marks
the breakdown of an older vision of the game as a spiritual discipline
and the emergence of a new one in which it is essentially a test of
strength. The modernization process that had been gnawing at tradi-
tional Japanese culture in every domain since the Meiji Restoration
finally reached this odd holdout.

The modalities of this shift are linked to what I will call the textual-
ity of Go as a board game. The decontextualized character of the play,
which suits it to be a Way, also makes it possible to define the state of
the game at any moment by simply recounting the sequence of moves.
In fact, games resemble writing in producing an object that can be sep-
arated from any particular material support, such as a piece of paper
or a board, and circulated as a system of signs.

The quasi-textual nature of the game suits it for dissemination
through a newspaper. Like his earlier reporting, Kawabata’s novel dra-
matizes the Go match, the twists and turns of which it follows exactly
despite the poetic license he took with many human details. This exac-
titude is in itself significant: the narrator is a reporter, like Kawabata,
and the same kinds of charts that appeared in the newspaper articles
are reproduced in the novel.

The involvement of a newspaper in the championship match results
in a significant shift in emphasis. The game, which used to be a unique

5. Other recontextualizations are of course possible. For example, technical systems
were incorporated into social life through guilds in premodern Europe. Socialism might
be interpreted as the demand for a similar recontextualization of modern technology in
democratic forms. See Feenberg (1991: chap. 7).
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spiritual performance, is reduced to a mechanically retrievable specta-
cle, a “match.” Of course, there was always an element of show in
it, but a transformation occurs when mediated mass spectatorship
replaces the burdensome ritual of personally following the players to
their meeting place and remaining silent in their presence. Newspaper
readers are in immediate contact only with the contextless chart of the
unfolding game, the thrust and parry of successive moves, the final
drive toward victory, all of which can be printed exactly as played.
This change, made possible by the formal autonomy of the game, elim-
inates its “aura” and diminishes interest in it as a Way, which now be-
comes a kind of folklore or ornament of the record in the press (Ben-
jamin 1969: 224-225).

The newspaper and its readers are less interested in these traditional
aspects of the game than in its fairness, so new metarules are intro-
duced to ensure the victory of the better player. “The modern way was
to insist upon doing battle under conditions of abstract justice, even
when challenging the Master himself” (p. 52). The uniformity of the
game, in which nothing distinguishes the players but the color of their
stones, must be reflected in their roles in play. The social institution
that corresponds to this notion of equity is the contract, and the orga-
nization of the match is therefore settled contractually.

Several of these new rules are imitated from Western chess, such as
time limits on play and sealed plays at the end of the day. The players
are even sequestered to prevent outsiders from contributing advice. Of
this code, with its cold rationalism, Kawabata says, “It later came to
seem like a foreshadowing of death” (p. 58).

There can be no objection to such rules, especially not if one wished
to receive the generous rewards for playing the game under conditions
that would increase newspaper sales. Yet these rules ran roughshod
over precious Japanese sensitivities in their exclusive concentration on
the question “Who is the best player?”

Traditional etiquette prescribed not an equal but an unequal rela-
tionship between the older and the younger player, the champion and
his challenger. Accordingly, the Invincible Master had the right to ex-
pect that his age and eminence would be recognized not merely through
outward signs of respect but through obedience to his decisions about
the play, the length and timing of sessions, and related matters. There
is a certain conflict of interest implied in this arrangement, but pre-
sumably the Master’s position is too visible and his responsibility too
heavy for him to abuse his discretion. Considerations of honor limit
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the asymmetry between the players. Was it not rude then to place them
both on an equal footing? Was it not demeaning to the art of Go to
imply, by imposing these rules, that the players are mainly interested in
victory? Was finding out who plays best important enough to excuse
these offenses?

In one sense the answer is obvious. Kawabata’s narrator is a good
newspaperman and knows all the dirt, even on the old Master. He
does not hide from us that the Master dodged a match with his chal-
lenger’s teacher, Suzuki, who might well have beaten him. One of his
disciples is suspected of having whispered the winning move to the
Master in a previous match. And worst of all, he treated his own posi-
tion as “a commercial asset” and “sold his last match to a newspaper
at a price without precedent” (p. 53). So much for virtuous old Japan!

And yet the narrator nevertheless describes the Master as “forever
true and clean,” which he is by comparison with slick modern players
(p. 109). Kawabata explains that the disappearance of favoritism is
not the innocent gesture it appears to be, for “new rules bring new
tactics” (p. 165). And he notes, “When a law is made, the cunning that
finds loopholes goes to work. One cannot deny that there is a certain
slyness among younger players, a slyness which, when rules are writ-
ten to prevent slyness, makes use of the rules themselves” (p. 54). The
sealed play containing move 121 is an example.

Rules that claim universality in the equal treatment of all are ap-
plied in a world of particular circumstances. Far from standing above
the struggle, they end up being instrumentalized in individual strate-
gies as means to the end of victory. The shrewd grasp of loopholes in
the new rules replaces the honest subtlety of the really insightful player.
Thus the ideal of fairness as a quasi-mechanical equality between play-
ers is never achieved. Once again, therefore, one must rely on honor to
restrain abuse. But now honor has been weakened by the alibi of con-
formity to the letter of the rules which takes its place in the modern
mind.

There is a further unfortunate consequence of the introduction of
the new rules: the loss of aesthetic values. Etiquette is of course extrin-
sic to the play itself and as such may interfere with the logic of the
game. But in fact the novel is not about the Weberian struggle between
ascriptive values such as age and a new achievement-oriented ethos.
Far from emphasizing the unfairness and distortions deference causes,
the novel presents etiquette as a context of play uniquely suited to
bringing out the aesthetic achievement of a truly heroic match. Mean-
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while, it is the orientation toward success that is shown to distort play
through relying on mere technicalites. The narration thus deconstructs
the familiar opposition of ascription and achievement.

The novel lets us understand that the mere establishment of the bu-
reaucratic framework already marked the Master for defeat. It is not
just that he is bound to be less clever than a younger man at manipu-
lating the system. No, it is the distrust embodied in the very nature
of the rules which was bound at some point to demoralize and upset
him beyond endurance. Against this background some event was sure
to cast doubt on the position and lead to the collapse of the Master’s
spirit. Kawabata writes, “It may be said that the Master was plagued
in his last match by modern rationalism, to which fussy rules were ev-
erything, from which all the grace and elegance of Go as art had dis-
appeared, which quite dispensed with respect for elders and attached
no importance to mutual respect as human beings. From the way of
Go the beauty of Japan and the Orient had fled” (p. 52).

Because etiquette privileges the collaborative over the competitive
dimension of play, it opens up a space within which the aesthetic ideal
of Way can flourish. But in the new Japan, the social context of play is
a matter of simple fairness abstracted from personal considerations.
Fairness projects other aspects of the game, such as equality and strug-
gle, into the social environment. When social activity is treated as a
mere competition, the structure of the game, with its clear decision be-
tween winners and losers, reaches out to simplify life itself.

LAYERS OF MEANING

This approach has a remarkable (if no doubt coincidental) simi-
larity to Nishida’s dialectic. Nishida attempted to accommodate mo-
dernity to Japanese tradition in an original way. Rather than focusing
on the obvious sociohistorical issues, he sought their basis in the rela-
tion between Western scientific knowledge and a more fundamental
level of concrete practical engagement with the world. As we saw in
the previous chapter, his theory of practice culminated in something
he called the “consciousness of absolute nothingness,” a philosophical
version of the concept of no-mind discussed above. Nishida’s project
was to encompass knowledge in practice through situating the West-
ern contribution—scientific rationality—in a larger scheme with Eastern
foundations.

Of course Kawabata need not have read Nishida to share a similar
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perspective. The Japanese intelligentsia confronted a confusing juxta-
position of levels of meaning derived from East and West, past and
present. There were only a limited number of ways to order the confu-
sion and give it form. At a certain point in their careers Nishida and
Kawabata, like many others, approached this task in a similar spirit in
the otherwise quite different media of philosophy and literature.

This difference between the forms of expression has perhaps a his-
torical significance of its own. As we have seen, Nishida’s philosophy
was an expression of cultural ambitions that seemed justified before
the war. For Kawabata, writing after the war, the highest expression
of Japanese culture was the production of what he called “elegies,” lit-
erary works recounting its fall. Placing these elegies in the context of
Nishida’s philosophy explains many things.

How does Kawabata develop the dialectic in his novel? The Master
of Go is based on multiplying codes in terms of which to interpret an
apparently simple move in a game. The order and connection of mean-
ings at each level parallels that at the other levels. The same action can
be identified at all levels, unchanged except in terms of its contextual-
ization and significance. It is not possible to relate these levels causally,
to explain one level by another, because each has its own “logic.” Such
multilayered entanglements are characteristic of formalized fields. Any
act that has an apparently technical or formal motive reveals double
or triple meanings when placed in its social context.é

Kawabata’s novel is an attempt to understand and encompass
the increasingly intrusive lower levels of the dialectic, privileged by
modernity, in a higher aesthetic form. In Nishida’s terms, the game is
a formal-rational system, a “field of predicates” that can be isolated
from its practical context as a set of spatial coordinates, a chart. This
representation of the game abstracts from the process of production in
which it appears as the object of individual action, that is, of “self-
consciousness.” Recontextualized as a performance, the abstract chart
is animated by a practice of play; it becomes this particular game
played by these players in a definite time and place. A completely self-

6. See Latour (1987: 138): “If you take any black box and make a freeze-frame of
it, you may consider the system of alliances it knits together in two different ways: first,
by looking at who it is designed to enroll; second, by considering what it is tied to so as
to make the enrollment inescapable. We may on the one hand draw its sociogram, and
on the other its technogram.” “Black box” here refers to facts and artifacts produced
by scientific and technological research and development. Their social and scientific-
technical logic are inextricably intertwined. The equivalent in Go would be the results of
a match.
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sufficient account of the action is possible at the level of the game, its
rules, and the strategy of play, and such an account is plausibly offered
in published descriptions of the game.

Of course, there is always more going on than is deemed fit for pre-
sentation in such publications. The novel takes us behind the scenes
by revealing the psychological meaning of the player’s actions. At this
level the game appears as a structure of social relations, mixing respect,
fairness, aggression, and anxiety in a surprisingly complicated narra-
tive flow.

But even this description is incomplete; it abstracts from a still
wider context: the social background. The players, after all, are not
isolated beings but members of a society. The game is thus further en-
compassed in the wider practical field of social, cultural, and histori-
cal meanings. These meanings are embodied in the different metarules
of etiquette and equity with their different emphases on Way and win-
ning. Here we reach the third level of Nishida’s dialectic where ratio-
nality and individuality are encompassed in history.

The conflict between the newspaper’s rules and the old etiquette
reflects a larger historical conflict dramatized in the match. The Hon-
nimb6 Shusai was not just a Go master, but the champion of a dying
civilization, the old Japan, a world in which a certain kind of aristo-
cratic idealism and aestheticism prevailed over modern worries about
success and money. For the Master, the game is the occasion for an
aesthetic revelation beyond any merely personal contest. But in mod-
ern times there is no longer any “margin for remembering the dignity
and the fragrance of Go as an art,” and the challenger plays simply
to win (p. 52). As Kawabata writes, “The Master seemed like a relic
left behind by Meiji” (p. 63). In fact he died shortly after the finish
of the match. His challenger, however decent a man, was the agent of
the modern world. His victory meant the end of the old Japan and the
emergence of a new spirit, dominated by business and the media.

For Kawabata the 1938 championship match was emblematic of the
modernization of Japan. He repeats the usual contrast between moder-
nity and tradition familiar from Japanese literature: the struggle be-
tween ideals and interests, feeling and reason, beauty and power. But
despite the clichés, his narrator cannot entirely disapprove of the mod-
ern; it will bring, he says, “new vitality in the world of Go” (p. 145).

In fact the novel seems to soften the epochal differences between its
two principal characters. No doubt we are intended to discount the ru-
mors about the Master and to believe the worst of his challenger. But
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the ambiguities indicate that the problem of modernization is not just
about psychology or ethics; the game has different potentialities that
are reflected in historically typical forms of personality. The personal
level thus depends on an underlying change in the place of the game—
of rationality—in social life.” A perfectly respectable move from one
standpoint is an outrage from the other. The players are in effect play-
ing different games. Their encounter must lead to a profound misun-
derstanding, a conflict of “doubles” in which each participant operates
according to a different code.?

It is the journalist narrator who carries the burden of explaining
these larger implications. He can do so because he embodies in his per-
son the very ambiguity of the match. On the one hand, just as the Mas-
ter reduces himself to nothing before the game, so the narrator says, “I
reduced myself to nothing as I gazed at the Master” (p. 115). On the
other hand, his relation to Otaké is characterized by egalitarian affec-
tion and esteem. His doubleness reflects the doubleness of Japan itself
(Pilarcik 1986: 16-17).

Yet it would be a mistake to see the narrator as passive. His actions
flow from the logic of the situation with grace and immediacy, and he
plays an essential role in the unfolding match through the comfort and
advice he gives the players. It is through this practical engagement that
his consciousness, as pure receptiveness, embraces the whole.

The profound ambiguity of the narrator’s identity opens a space that
encompasses all the lower fields in a sort of literary no-mind, a Nishi-
dan “absolute nothingness.” In his Nobel Prize acceptance speech, Ka-
wabata (1969: 42) endorses such a view of his writing. He quotes the
poet Saigyd: “Confronted with all the varied forms of nature, his eyes
and his ears were filled with emptiness. And were not the words that
came forth true words?” And he concludes, “My own works have been
described as works of emptiness” (Kawabata 1969: 43).

AESTHETICISM, EAST AND WEST

The Master of Go represents a type of aesthetic critique in which
Japanese spirit survives outside of history as a peculiar and quite con-

7. Pilarcik (1986) offers a skillful analysis of the various ways in which characteriza-
tion is used to express the epochal transition. See especially her description of the play-
ers’ use of time (pp. 12-13) and their strategies (pp. 14-15). Cf. Thomas Swann (1976:
105-106). But for a novel in which the same transition is treated as essentially a matter
of changing character, compare Endo (1980).

8. The concept of doubles employed here derives from René Girard. For an applica-
tion of his approach to the role of economics in the novel, see Feenberg (1988a).
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tingent doubt haunting triumphant modernity and revealing its limits.
Perhaps this is the sort of thing Jun’ichiro Tanizaki foresaw already in
1933 when he wrote his famous essay In Praise of Shadows. Despairing
of the survival of traditional Japanese culture under the brightness of
electric light, he writes, “I have thought that there might still be some-
where, possibly in literature or the arts, where something could be
saved. I would call back at least for literature this world of shadows
we are losing. In the mansion called literature I would have the eaves
deep and the walls dark, I would push back into the shadows the things
that come forward too clearly, I would strip away the useless decora-
tion. I do not ask that this be done everywhere, but perhaps we may
be allowed at least one mansion where we can turn off the electric
lights and see what it is like without them” (Tanizaki 1977: 42).

The aestheticism of these Japanese writers has interesting similari-
ties with Lukdcs’s early pre-Marxist theory of novelistic irony as a kind
of “negative mysticism.”? The coincidence is important because it sug-
gests a wider context for Kawabata’s critique of modernity: the novel-
istic tradition. Furthermore, Lukdcs’s theory indicates a way of distin-
guishing Kawabata’s novels, as aesthetic forms, from merc sentimental
nostalgia for the past.

According to Lukacs, the novel is the original and most profound
critique of modernity. That critique, at least in the French and Russian
novels Lukacs took for typical, is aesthetic rather than moral or politi-
cal. These novels are the product of an irony that is half within, half
without the conflicts of the world. The novelist neither stands in po-
lemic opposition to modern society on the ground of tradition or pas-
sion—usually exemplified in the hero—nor justifies modernization and
its costs with what Lyotard would call a “grand narrative” ending in
the present or leading to a shining future. Indeed, were the writer to
identify purely and simply with either the world or the hero, the novel
would lapse into the pamphlet or the lyric.

Novelistic irony is thus peculiarly ambivalent. On the one hand, it
demystifies modernity’s claim to universality by revealing the contrast
between the facade and the realities of economic, political, and legal

9. “The writer’s irony is a negative mysticism to be found in times without a god. It
is an attitude of docta ignorantia towards meaning, a portrayal of the kindly and mali-
cious workings of the demons, a refusal to comprehend more than the mere fact of these
workings; and in it there is the deep certainty, expressible only by form-giving, that
through not-desiring-to-know and not-being-able-to-know he has truly encountered,
glimpsed and grasped the ultimate, true substance, the present, non-existent God. This is
why irony is the objectivity of the novel” (Lukécs 1968: 90). For a critical discussion of
this passage, see Bernstein (1984: 195ff.).
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institutions. Often (in Dickens or Balzac, for example) this leads to
a certain sentimentalizing of tradition. On the other hand, the novel’s
ironic structure subverts any idea of a return to the past by showing
how deeply tradition has been intertwined with modernity. Indeed, tra-
dition, like other hopeless ideals the heroes oppose to modernity, serves
primarily as a marker for an impossible transcendence that can be in-
dicated only from within the tensions and oppositions of society. The
novelist may seem to take sides, but his irony nevertheless situates him
in what Lukdcs calls a “transcendendental place” from which alone
the whole is visible.

Formally, this ironic stance resembles the consciousness of Way, the
no-mind that plays its role to the fullest while identifying with the whole
to which it contributes its conflictual share. Just so, Kawabata’s narra-
tor sides nostalgically with the old Master and yet manages to depict
the contradictions of Japanese tradition and Western modernity in a
way that avoids tendentious polemic. He is a mysteriously neutral ob-
server of the real struggle of the book, which produces the aesthetic
patterns suitable to literary representation, the graceful move and coun-
termove in a conflict of cultures. To depict this struggle in a “work of
emptiness” is to transcend the opposition of tradition and modernity
aesthetically. Lukdcs’s remarkable intuition of the novel’s religious con-
tent is confirmed by this echo from another culture.®

There is, however, an important difference between Western and non-
Western forms of ironic consciousness of modernity. In the West, one
typical heroic type embodies ideals from the past that are doomed by
social advance. But the old Master, a similar heroic type depicted in
a non-Western setting, exemplifies not merely the tragedy of historical
lag, but a contemporary clash of cultures in geopolitical space. That
clash takes place in the context of Western cultural imperialism in
which Japan appears doomed to defeat not so much because its time

10. In the larger context of contemporary world literature, the novelistic turn is
reached by different peoples at times reflecting comparable levels of development and
carried out with means supplied by their cultures. Thus behind the similarity of the
Hungarian Lukics and the Japanese Kawabata, writing a generation apart, lies a deeper
cause in the rhythms of modernization in different parts of the world. It is perhaps
no coincidence that the Iwakura mission, which visited Europe from 1871 to 1873 in
search of insight into how to modernize Japan, focused on the example of Hungary, a
country which seemed to point the way. Their report notes: “The various nations who
today are delayed in their enlightenment will be deeply impressed by studying the cir-
cumstances of Hungary” (Soviak 1971: 15). The artistic and theoretical opening made
possible by the novel corresponds to a moment of critique in a process of development
undergone by both countries.
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has come as because it has met a superior force that has acquired a
corresponding but perhaps undeserved prestige. The later development
of Japanese society shows how important it is not to overlook this
difference.n

Today, in a world in which Japan has become a leading industrial
power, we can ask whether the continuing signs of the vitality of Jap-
anese culture do not refute the aestheticizing pessimism of authors such
as Tanizaki and Kawabata. Their position belonged to the period of
cultural trauma that began with the Meiji Restoration and culminated
in the occupation. The novel prospered as a literary form during this
period. It opened a space within which Western modernity could be
exposed in its particularity without regression to discredited theologi-
cal or ideological prejudices. Its structure was thus modern even though
the surface message was often traditionalist. But if the novel, an im-
ported form after all, could achieve such critical distance from its West-
ern origins, why despair of the possibility that similar adaptations and
amalgams might occur in other spheres, giving rise to a specifically Jap-
anese modernity?12

This speculation recalls a rich tradition of reflection on the possibil-
ity of alternative modernities that has been invoked since the 1930s to
explain how Japan can preserve its cultural originality inside the mod-
ern project rather than through reactionary retreat (Nishida 1958a;
Ohashi 1992). Despite Kawabata’s despair over the apparent defeat
of this prospect, it finds ambiguous support in the underlying struc-
ture of his novel. The Master of Go shows us that modernity too is a
culture, or, as we will see, several possible cultures confronting each
other through a process of generalized “contamination” (Vattimo 1991:
158).

CULTURAL GENEALOGY

What is meant by the notion of an alternative modernity, and is it
really plausible? What I will call the “content approach” to alternative
modernity emphasizes such ethnic and ideological differences as the
kinds of food people eat, the role of family or religion, the legal forms

11. Explaining the philosophy of history of Nishida’s student Koyama, Sakai (1989:
106) writes, “History was not only temporal or chronological but also spatial and rela-
tional. The condition for the possibility of conceiving of history as a linear and evolu-
tionary series of events lay in its not as yet thematized relation to other histories, other
coexisting temporalities.”

12. On the culturally specific modernity of the Japanese novel, see Miyoshi (1989).
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of property and administration, and so on. These are weak bases for
an alternative because modernization, as we should know since Marx
and Weber, consists precisely in erasing or incorporating such ethnic
and ideological contents in a convergent model of civilization. The uni-
versalist view, which uncritically confounds Westernization and mod-
ernization, is still persuasive compared to this.

If an alternative modernity is possible, it must be based not on
contents but on deeper differences in cultural forms. Nietzsche’s “ge-
nealogical” method suggests an approach through following the prog-
ress of a way of life from one historical period to the next. Judeo-
Christianity in this Nietzschean sense is not a particular religion but a
way of being in the world that can reappear in different ideological
and institutional guises over thousands of years of history. Nietzsche
would claim that this form is still active in the West as capitalism, so-
cialism, and democracy.

Inspired directly or indirectly by Nietzsche, other philosophers such
as Heidegger and Derrida have developed far-reaching models of the
most fundamental metaphysical assumptions of Western culture. These
philosophers tend to assume tacitly that since modern institutions and
technical rationality arose in the West, they are essentially incompati-
ble with other cultures.!3 As “postmodernity” or “multiculturalism,”
this view leads to a revalorization of tradition and ethnic particularity,
and in the worst case it collapses back into the content approach.

The Master of Go practically invites such a traditionalist reading, at
least to Westerners who tend to see in it a struggle between Japanese
particularity and the universality of modern culture. On those terms,
Kawabata would be arguing that etiquette, self-realization, and aes-
thetics are substantive ends that must be sacrificed for instrumental
efficiency in a modern society.

This interpretation of the novel agrees with a commonplace univer-
salist view of Japanese culture as different precisely insofar as it is still
marked by feudal survivals which presumably will dissipate as mod-
ernization proceeds (Morley 1971: 19). Of course, it is harder to be-
lieve this today than it was when the theory was originally proposed
by Marxists in the 1930s. Now that Japan is the most advanced capi-
talist country, it seems unlikely that feudalism could be alive and well
there, but the universalist view is still popular among observers who
find Japanese culture oppressive and authoritarian.

13. For a useful evaluation of related issues, see Arnason (1992).
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Kawabata’s novel appears deceptively compatible with this univer-
salist framework because the old Japanese values it endorses share the
pathos and fragility of the Master whose defeat marks the entry of
Japan into modernity. But the novel is nevertheless incompatible with
the Weberian framework. Its Japanese elements are not merely sub-
stantive “contents” sacrificed to formal rationality since they include a
specific strategic practice of the game. Thus the fateful necessity of the
outcome does not flow smoothly from an Enlightenment grand narra-
tive of progress, even in Weber’s disillusioned version. In sum, it is not
easy to fit Kawabata’s novel into the currently fashionable paradigm of
ethnic protest against totalitarian rationality. I believe that Kawabata
is not so much a defender of particularity against universality as he is
a critic of the pretensions of false universality. In this too he is true to
the novelistic tradition as the early Lukacs defined it.

The reorganization of Go around Western notions of fairness is not
a move from particular to universal but merely shifts the balance of
power in favor of a new type of player. As deference falls, it carries
down with it the values of self-realization and aesthetics that flourish
in the context of traditional etiquette. Henceforth Go will be a business
rather than a spiritual discipline. The best player, in the sense of the
one who produces the most perfect game, will be replaced by the player
who is best at winning—not precisely the same thing as we have seen.

Reflection on Kawabata’s novel thus suggests the limits of the iden-
tification of rationality with Western culture and offers starting points
for a genealogy of non-Western modernity. From that standpoint, the
progress of Japanese modernity would roughly parallel Western devel-
opments, that is, the emergence of new secular expressions of basic
cultural forms amidst the gradual decline of the feudal-Christian tra-
dition that had once been a vigorous expression of that same culture
(Dore 1987).

Admittedly, given the recentness of the opening and modernization
of Japan, it is often difficult to distinguish survivals from modern in-
stances of deeper cultural forms. That ambiguity emerges as a central
theme of Kawabata’s novel. | want to turn now to the task of unravel-
ing it.

THE CULTURE OF PLACE

To this end, I will focus briefly on the category of “place,” which
plays such an important role in Japanese philosophy and social
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thought.’ This notion underlies the concept of no-mind that we have
seen at work in Kawabata’s novel. As a general cultural phenomenon,
it articulates an everyday experience available to every member of the
society. This is the experience of seeking one’s “place” in the system of
social relations in which one finds oneself.

It would be easy to assimilate this category to the notion of social
status and to treat it as evidence of the persistence of hierarchy in Jap-
anese culture. This is Chie Nakane’s (1970) famous theory of the tate
shakai (vertical society), which she proposed to explain Japan’s success
in the modern world. This theory has come in for much criticism be-
cause of its implicit appeal to culture to justify submission to authority
(Dale 1986: 44-45). It is tempting to reject the whole notion of place
as an artifact of an ideologically contaminated cultural theory, a pseudo-
traditionalism in the service of rampant exploitation.

The ambiguities of Nakane’s social theory are similar to those we
encountered in The Master of Go. In both cases a quasi-feudal defer-
ence is joined to the rational manipulation of a formal system (econom-
ics, Go). But if anything, the novelist is a more provocative observer
than the social theorist. He delineates clearly the unique formal ratio-
nality that is already present in traditional Japanese culture. This raises
the question of whether values and practices linked to that rational di-
mension of the traditional culture might survive the disappearance of
the old deference and accommodate themselves to modern conditions.

This is not a question that occurs to Kawabata, but I would like
to consider whether the logic of place may not be independent of tra-
ditional authoritarianism. It seems to be built into the structure of
Japanese culture and language at a much more basic level than differ-
ences in prestige or power and signifies a far wider range of distinguish-
ing attributes. Perhaps, like Western individualism, it is a cultural form
in the broad genealogical sense, capable of reproducing itself across ep-
ochal institutional changes, including changes in the distribution and
exercise of authority.

There is considerable evidence for this interpretation. For example,
speakers of the Japanese language (like several other Asian languages)
must choose pronouns, verb forms, and forms of address that reflect
differences in age, gender, and status that might be signified only tac-
itly—for example, by dress—in the West. There is a clear enough dis-

14. See Nishida (19584 and 1990); Abe (1988); Watsuji (1987); Berque (1986).
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tinction between the way in which men and women speak—one of the
most important differences of place—that some grammar books actu-
ally offer dialogues in both male and female versions. Masculine and
feminine speech no doubt reflect gender hierarchy, but they are experi-
enced as exemplifying the whole range of connotations of masculinity
and feminity, not merely an authority relation. A similar observation
applies to formal language, which persists despite the rapid softening
of distinctions in social rank (Miller 1971).

Linguistic coding appears to add tremendous force to social differ-
ences or perhaps reflects their unusual force in social reality. The Jap-
anese belong to a culture in which you have to know your place in the
social setting in order to open your mouth. This can be quite inhibit-
ing when they first arrive in the West and speak a language like French
or English that does not offer any obvious way of signifying place.

The notion of place does not imply unquestioning submission to the
authority of social superiors. In institutions such as companies and gov-
ernment agencies, a good deal of attention is paid to building consen-
sus through group discussion. While things go smoothly, such consen-
sus building is a two-way street that constrains the authorities as well
as subordinates. Naturally, things do not always go smoothly. Self-
assertion is often necessary, and while it is typically more restrained
than it would be in the West, the Japanese certainly did not have to
await the arrival of Western individualism to learn it. It is already pres-
ent in their own culture, but qualified and concretized by the demands
of place rather than conceived in universal terms as role transcendence
as it would be in the West. Place is thus not about whether one plays
one’s own game, but about who one is and how, accordingly, that
game must be played.

Place not only shapes everyday speech and social relations but also
religion and art. As we have seen, Japanese martial arts have evolved
into spiritual disciplines in part under the impact of this concept, rein-
terpreted through the Buddhist concept of no-mind. The combatants
are trained to concern themselves less with winning than with imme-
diately and swiftly interpreting their place in the system of moves so
as perfectly to fulfill its situational requirements. In aesthetic terms,
each gesture of combat is part of a pair, the other part of which must
be and can be supplied only by the adversary. Every move in the
game is in some deeper sense an element of a larger pattern produced
through the collaborative competition of the players. In these artistic
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and religious applications of place, it is especially clear that traditional
authority relations overlay a more fundamental cultural form that could
perhaps survive without them.

PLACE AND ALTERNATIVE MODERNITY

Something like this martial approach to place is at work in Kawa-
bata’s depiction of the traditional game of Go, with its emphasis on
the values of self-realization and aesthetics. He contrasts a way of life
based on playing out of one’s position in a larger system with the West-
ern focus on fairness and winning. The difference between the two is
not that one is tradition-bound while the other concentrates on the
logic of play. Both are totally involved in the logic of play; both are
therefore “rational” in the broad sense, although one emphasizes as-
pects of play most relevant to a culture of place and the other aspects
that complement an individualistic culture.

The novel shows us two alternative ways of playing Go constructed
around different formal dimensions of the game. Both ways aim at vic-
tory but under different aspects. The Western emphasis on equality
stems from the equivalence of “sides” in the game, which does indeed
conflict with traditional deference. But the Japanese concern with aes-
thetics is not opposed to the formal rationality of the game; it real-
izes another immanent dimension of it, the essential dependence of the
players exemplified in the thrust and parry of struggle.

The aesthetic values that predominate in traditional Japanese play
are thus not extrinsic to the essence of the game but rather represent
dimensions of it that only appear clearly in a non-Western context.
Nor are these values merely particularistic. Aesthetics is usually under-
stood as a matter of subjective taste, but mathematical and technical
systems have well-known aesthetic qualities rooted in objective ratio-
nality. A glance at any Go textbook immediately shows this to be true
of games as well. The aesthetics of Go flow from the conditions of for-
mally rational action just as rigorously as the values of the young chal-
lenger, while fulfilling a very different cultural agenda. Kawabata rees-
tablishes the symmetry between tradition and modernity by showing
that success as such is no more rational than deference. Both are exter-
nal to the inner logic of play, differing primarily in the aspect of that
logic they privilege.

In sum, certain traditional values possess at least as much “univer-
sality” as the supposedly modern value of fairness. In a sense, what the
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novel describes, perhaps without entirely intending to, is two alterna-
tive types of rationality, each of which is a candidate for modernity, al-
though only one is triumphant, only one actually organizes a modern
society.

We have here a model for thinking about alternative modernity.
Japan is a good test case because it combines a very alien culture and
a very familiar technology and institutional framework. Technologies,
markets, and democratic voting, as rational systems, resemble the game
of Go: they too can be practiced differently in different cultural set-
tings. In this context, Japanese culture is not an irrational intrusion
but rather emphasizes different aspects of technical rationality which,
as we have seen, includes self-realization and aesthetics as well as the
narrow pursuit of success ethnocentrically identified with it in the
West.1$

In Kawabata’s match each move obeys the same rules but has a dif-
ferent significance in the different systems that invest it. Different cul-
tures inhabit the board and influence its pattern of development. Per-
haps all modern institutions and modern technology itself are similarly
layered with cultural meanings. Where a vigorous culture, whether it
be old or new, manages to take hold of modernity, it can influence the
evolution of its rational systems. Alternative modernities may emerge,
distinguished not just by marginal features such as food culture, style,
or political ideals but by the central institutions of technology and
administration.

Perhaps Kawabata’s elegy was premature and something like this
is already beginning to occur in Japan. A number of experts have at-
tempted to show that the Japanese economy draws on unique cultural
resources to achieve extraordinarily high levels of motivation and ef-
fectiveness (Dore 1987). They point to the importance in Japan of
ideals of belonging, service, quality, and vocation by contrast with
which the individualistic West appears ethically handicapped.

Unlike certain forms of deference which seem to be in the sort of
steep decline Kawabata deplored, these ideals are not survivals doomed
by the process of modernization; rather, they are the specific forms in
which Japanese culture invests modernity. Indeed, the prevalence of
these values may account for both the strengths and the weaknesses of
the Japanese model. Industrial societies too can use a maximum of voca-
tional commitment, attention to the whole, collaborative competition.

15. For more on the different moments of technical rationality, see Feenberg (1991:
chap. 8).
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But modern political systems function best when they rid themselves
of the conformism that still characterizes the essentially bureaucratic
ethos of the Japanese state. Hence the peculiar combination of ef-
fective economics and mediocre politics that characterizes this model
(Van Wolferen 1989).

What remains to be seen is how far the process of culturally specific
modernization will go and how much transformation the Western tech-
nical heritage will suffer as Japan liberates itself more and more from
its original dependency on the Western model of modernity.



CHAPTER TEN

Conclusion
Culture and Modernity

THE CRITIQUE OF MODERNITY

Rational systems such as technology play a privileged role in mod-
ern societies. This is what distinguishes modernity from premodernity.
That distinction is usually interpreted temporally, as progress beyond
merely contingent and particular local customs through discovery of
universal and necessary truths.

Rationality appears to be independent of the social world that sur-
rounds it, and even determining for that world. This appearance of au-
tonomy is not accidental. It stems from the abstraction, precision, and
decontextualization of rational systems, as we have seen in the pre-
vious chapter. Yet beginning with Marx, critical theory and sociology
have uncovered the social basis and bias of one rational system after
another—the market, bureaucratic administration, law, science, technol-
ogy. Today postmodernism and constructivism confirm that “techno-
science” is not the independent infrastructure of society postulated by
traditional Marxism and modernization theory, but a dependent vari-
able, intertwined with other social forces.

These observations do not obliterate the distinction between mod-
ern and premodern societies as a shallow relativism pretends. How
without that distinction could we explain or even signify the planetary
triumph of Western civilization? But we cannot rely on the old idea of
autonomous rationality any longer to make the distinction. Moder-
nity is characterized not by the actual autonomy of reason but by a
necessary illusion of autonomy. That illusion appears full blown in
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technocratic and dystopian fantasies of total administration. Here too
is the source of Habermas’s ambition to bound technical rationality
in order to reestablish communication in its rightful place. But if the
technical and the social are essentially interconnected, then we must
abandon both the fear of dystopia and the hope in a purified commu-
nicative sphere.

Despite the very real changes introduced by modernity, rational co-
herence and cultural embeddedness are not alternatives but analytic
layers of technology in modern as in premodern societies. There is no
such thing as a “pure” technology, anymore than there is a “pure”
grammar. Technical competence, like linguistic competence, is realized
only in concrete forms. Rationality in the most abstract sense is nei-
ther a neutral means nor is it specifically Western; like linguistic struc-
ture, it is a dimension of behavior and artifacts in every culture.

But how then are we to describe modernity, what are its distinguish-
ing features?

One approach to answering this question that has become increas-
ingly popular in recent years is simply to deny the existence of the
“great divide” between modern and premodern societies (Latour 1987:
211ff.; Bloor 1991: 138ff.). Constructivism, for example, argues that
reasoning processes are similar in all societies and rational beliefs are
relative to social interests like any others. Thus modern science would
not be fundamentally different from the supposedly prerational beliefs
of premodernity.

This line of argument appears to be motivated less by sympathy for
tribal peoples accused of irrationality by anthropologists than by a con-
cern to save the richness and diversity of experience and culture from
naturalistic reductionism. I share this motivation, and accordingly have
argued above that aesthetic and ethical experience give access to di-
mensions of reality that the natural sciences do not comprehend. It is a
matter for speculation in what way science might someday illuminate
these phenomena, at least until actual research has something to offer.
The arrogant insistence on universal reductionism in advance of the
data is in any case far removed from the intimate convictions of many
scientists, and serves primarily in the public relations campaigns of such
funding initiatives as the Human Genome Project or research in artifi-
cial intelligence. Relativism can be useful in fighting against these pre-
tentious claims, but it jousts with a simulacrum of science and technol-
ogy, not the real thing.

Furthermore, the relativist approach achieves its victories at the risk
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of collapsing the distinguishing features of rationality. One might wish
to deny that scientific-technical rationality is inherently superior to every
other mode of thought and cultural experience without assimilating it
indiscriminately to nonrational social practices. Can we mitigate the
ethnocentric implications of the great divide without denying the speci-
ficity of scientific-technical rationality, which is after all not merely an-
other ideology but one of the essential contested terrains of modernity
(Harding 1993: 14)?

Marcuse and Nishida interest me because they relativize not the
content of rational beliefs but the form of rationality as such. They are
too conscious of the immense and problematic social consequences of
rationalization to ignore the discontinuity between reason and the rest.
Yet they reject the ontological conclusions usually drawn from this rec-
ognition and refuse to see the triumph of the modern as proof that its
representation of nature provides the last word on being and noth-
ingness. They would agree with Whitehead that it is a “fallacy of mis-
placed concreteness” to identify our theories with an underlying re-
ality that would presumably explain the presence of the world. We
cannot, for example, reduce that world to an external combination,
operated unconsciously by the brain, between natural phenomena rep-
resented in sensations and subjective feelings. Rather, theories about na-
ture must be understood as abstractions from experience, abstractions
that have a special but not a unique role to play in our dealings with
the world.

As Hegelian praxis philosophers, Marcuse and Nishida understand
rationality as an activity rather than as a passive reflection of what is.
That activity has specific traits that distance it from ordinary experi-
ence, but it is also significantly bound up with other practices structur-
ing the social and cultural world. Rationality thus arises on a practical
background it can never entirely transcend and to which it necessarily
returns in the form of rationalized institutions and technical achieve-
ments. Its reentry into the world involves specific recontextualizing
practices because abstractions are not fully “real” apart from some
sort of social concretization. Critique consists in deciphering this net-
work of practice and theory so as to grasp the historicity and the
potential of the given rational framework of experience.

These theories treat experience as ontologically fundamental. Nat-
uralism is rejected, but so is nostalgia for a pure immediacy of the
phenomenological sort. Instead, experience is interpreted as both irre-
ducible and bistorical. This is a paradoxical view. How can a product
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of human action serve as an ontological foundation? How can a foun-
dation be culturally conditioned and therefore local in space and time?
How can multiple cultural actors enter into communication with each
other without reference to an unconditioned nature shared by all? These
puzzles of a philosophy of finitude need not detain us here; the dif-
ficulties may explain why this Hegelian approach has given way to
Habermas’s neo-Kantianism and postmodern relativism.

However, the paradoxes have returned recently in France in the
work of several decidedly non-Hegelian students of modernity. In the
writings of Michel Serres (1987), Bruno Latour (1991), and Augustin
Berque (1990), experience is treated as an irreducible “hybrid” of nat-
ural and cultural moments. They do, of course, retain the distinction
of nature and culture, but they reject both naturalistic and sociologi-
cal reductionisms. Instead, they reverse the usual relation between the
terms of the distinction and the experiential substratum it cuts across.
Experience forms a whole that is more basic than the “parts” which
compose it, and which are only identified after the fact through what
Latour calls a practice of “purification.” It is an interesting question
whether this reformulation of experiential ontology can solve the prob-
lems praxis philosophy left in suspense.

HYBRID REALITIES

This is a book on technology and modernity, not ontology, so rather
than pursuing these deep problems I would like to return to the ques-
tion with which this chapter began regarding the difference between
modern and premodern societies. Perhaps a look at the premodern way
with rationality will help to reconstruct that difference without ethno-
centric self-congratulation.

Premodern societies do not need a praxis philosophy or a construc-
tivist sociology to tell them that the uses of rationality are always so-
cial at bottom. By contrast with modern societies, they invariably en-
compass each rational element, whether it be a game, a production
method, an exchange, in symbolic systems, myths, and rituals that
highlight social dependencies. Their technical processes seamlessly ab-
stract natural objects from their original contexts, incorporate them
under causal principles into some sort of device, and embed them in
new social contexts. Abstraction from nature and social recontextual-
ization do not appear to be separate in these societies, as they do in
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modern ones, but are so intimately bound up with each other as not to
be easily distinguished. This intermingling of practices we would dis-
tinguish is not merely a limitation of simpler times, a “lack of differen-
tiation” in Habermas’s terms. On the contrary, it reveals an important
truth about technical objects, that they too are human products, as-
pects of social life like any other, and that they inevitably vehiculate
cultural meanings.

Every society produces a world of artifacts which, in addition to
their simplest practical functions, support social roles and symbolize
mythic or ritual forces. So long as artifacts remain relatively simple
and technically independent of each other, as they generally do until
modern times, they are culturally encoded by embedding them individ-
ually in a nontechnical symbolic framework (Lévi-Strauss 1955: chap.
22; Guillaume 1975: chap. 2). Craft and art are joined in a practice that
simultaneously transforms the world and the producer. Artifacts ac-
quire symbolic connotations supported by design features, ornaments,
and ritual links to other nontechnical practices. Making an artifact is
not merely “work” in our modern sense; it is an act of self-production
and a ritual performance. A house is a house, but it is also a symbol of
the cosmos, and building it defines the builder as a member of the
community; an axe is an axe, but it is also the totem of a social group,
and making it defines the maker as the head of a household, and so on
(Bourdieu 1972: chap. 3; Sharp 1952: 69ff.).

I call this symbolically expressive design because here a cultural sys-
tem speaks through its artifacts. The case of the stone axe in the Aus-
tralian Yir Yoront tribe offers a particularly illuminating example of
this kind of design. The Yir Yoront were a Stone Age people whose tech-
nology was as simple as can be, yet whose adaptation to their desert
environment was remarkably sophisticated. Their principal tool, the
stone axe, was used to cut brush, prepare food, and build shelter. Only
adult males could make and own the axes, which they lent out to their
dependent women and children. The axe was also the center of a trade
circuit that brought them into contact with other tribes and a totem
that played a certain role in their understanding of the cosmos. Here
we have a single simple artifact that mediated not only technical tasks,
but authority, gender, social relations, and belief systems (Sharp 1952).

The Yir Yoront’s axe is a “hybrid” in the sense defined above. The
hybrid status of such tribal artifacts is perfectly clear to those who
make and use them. They have no problem discoursing intelligently on
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both their technical and symbolic features. But unlike us, they never
wonder how nature and culture came to be joined in a unique and con-
tingent configuration. Their technical world appears necessary to them
in a way ours does not, and so they experience their hybrids as funda-
mental realities instead of decomposing them into abstract natural and
cultural constituents as we do.

It is paradoxical that we moderns, who are so culturally self-
conscious and who have organized practically everything around tech-
nologies, find it far more difficult to perceive the hybrids we have made.
According to Bruno Latour (1991: 23ff.), this is due to the “Modern
Constitution,” that is, the basic self-understanding of modernity that
separates technical rationality from social meaning. Artifacts are not
grasped as unities from which these two dimensions are abstracted as
they would be in any premodern society, but instead are seen as an ex-
ternal combination of two independent orders of phenomena: means
and ends, facts and values, function and form, nature and culture, and
so on. Under this dispensation rationality involves perfecting the first
term of each pair regardless of the consequences for the second term.

So conceptualized, modern artifacts seem radically different from
premodern ones, when really, Latour contends, they are quite similar
in nature. The difference, such as it is, consists not in achieving a higher
order of rationality, but in breaking with traditional taboos in order to
draw ever more nonhuman objects into the social process: “the exten-
sion of the spiral, the breadth of the enrollments it brings about, the
greater and greater lengths it goes to to recruit these beings,” in sum,
the construction of technology in the form of a system or network
(Latour 1991: 147). This process requires a tolerance for social and
symbolic change without common measure with the premodern men-
tality. The daring with which the moderns have shattered the symbolic
order is thus worthy of note, but it is not evidence of a great epistemo-
logical divide.

TYPES OF DESIGN

Much of Latour’s argument is persuasive, but I wonder if he has not
overcompensated for the tendency to attribute uniqueness to the West
at the risk of obscuring real differences. These become clearer when
the focus is shifted to the design process. From that standpoint, it is
clear that the “Modern Constitution” includes a new way of investing
technology with cultural significance that largely replaces the old prac-
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tice of expressive design. My hypothesis is that modern technology
only appears “pure” to us because we view it in the old way while del-
egating values to it in this new one.

How in fact do technologies acquire broad cultural meaning and
significance? There are three chief means: (1) rhetorical procedures
that invest them with symbolic meaning, such as myths or advertising;
(2) design features that embed values in the artifact; (3) interconnec-
tions with other technologies in a network that imposes a specific way
of life.

First, rhetorical investments are too familiar to need much elabo-
ration. There is, however, a significant difference between the way in
which premodern peoples situate artifacts in a mythic framework and
modern advertising. Traditional symbolic systems are relatively rigid
and embrace discursive and material productions indifferently in a tight
network of inherited significations. Advertising, on the other hand,
belongs to the realm of the “imaginary,” to arbitrary associations be-
tween words and things subject to organizational control or individual
innovation, and in any case to a chaotic process of change such as that
described in chapter 3. In premodern societies, the symbolic system
structures the imaginary, and technical rationality as well, to contain
their potential for disorder (Guillaume 1975: 29). As that system broke
down in the transition to modernity, the imaginary took over many of
its functions. The Yir Yoront’s axe and masculine authority formed
a symbolically inseparable unity, but steel axes arrived uncoded and
available for multiple and manipulable significations.

Second, the incorporation of values in artifacts through intrinsic de-
sign features takes two different forms. Most obviously, it involves what
we think of as ornamention, for example, designs symbolizing desir-
able attributes such as prestige or personal strength. However, an “or-
nament” is an aesthetic supplement to an original function, and this type
of supplementarity is characteristically modern. The unity of produc-
tion and ornamentation in premodern societies reflects the rigorous and
exhaustive symbolic coding of artifacts and of the rituals of their pro-
duction. The artifacts themselves do not therefore appear as “basically”
functional but as symbolically embedded in a web of social relations
that crosses all the boundaries of our “differentiated” society. The con-
cept of aesthetics, at least in its application to design, is our impover-
ished version of this radical social embeddedness.

In addition to the aesthetic encoding of artifacts, a bias toward hege-
monic practices can be designed into them. This bias may only become
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clear through comparisons between competing techniques. Then one be-
gins to understand why specific technical choices were necessary given
the practices encouraged by the symbolic framework of the society.

The story of the remarkable withering of firearms in Japan from the
seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries illustrates this process. Once the
country was unified, killing was no longer primarily a matter of num-
bers and a wider variety of practices and values could influence techni-
cal decisions about weaponry. The Japanese aristocracy was faced with
a choice between two very different technologies of killing, guns and
swords. They preferred the latter to the point of gradually abolishing
firearms. Guns were a democratic weapon requiring little training and
so might possibly have shifted the class balance of the society. But per-
haps more significant, shooting was impersonal in a world where com-
bat was supposed to represent the valor of a family tradition through
the individual champions who bore its crest on the battlefield. Even
the physical postures associated with polite behavior were incompati-
ble with those required to use a gun (Perrin 1979). Thus the failure of
the gun in this environment reflected the tight constraints of a system
of practices in which it simply had no place.

The third way in which values are realized in technologies is far more
difficult for us to perceive because it is both privileged and masked
by our modern “Constitution.” Modern technology lacks much of the
symbolic richness imparted to premodern artifacts by traditional craft
because aesthetic and ethical norms are no longer systematically em-
bedded in the individual devices themselves. This is why it seems as
though our machines are technically innocent, rational, stripped down
to a bare causal nexus. But the peculiar exactitude and precision of
modern technique, which allows it to be organized as a system, means
that design consists largely in adjusting each artifact to its “fit” in
the whole. It is the system that embodies values, not the individual
devices. The meaning of complex modern technologies is in the con-
nections. I will call the work of making those connections system-
congruent design.

The intricately interlocking network or system of technologies ap-
pears value-free but in fact inducts us into a normative framework as
we adapt to it in our daily activities. The unending chains of depen-
dencies arising out of everything we use, from ballpoint pens to auto-
mobiles, from canned chili to computers, include us too. Our way of
life, our very gestures are programmed by our artifacts with a rigidity
that has no precedent in premodern societies. Indeed, in such societies
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only the symbolic system can determine a way of life, while techniques
are fairly flexible and therefore available for use in a multiplicity of
cultural systems.

I discussed the political dimension of this third relation of values
and technologies in chapter 4. The automobile can serve here as an ex-
emplary reminder of the characteristics of this type of design. The in-
terlocking requirements of cars, urbanism, the petrochemical industry,
production and consumption systems, and, as we have recently seen,
the defense industry, all form a system dictating a specific lifestyle. One
seeks in vain a precise place where valuative elements can be found in-
truding on this smoothly oiled machinery. Yet the system undoubtedly
locks in a way of life and even a sort of worldview reflecting the prac-
tices enabled by these technologies.

These three ways of signifying and designing technology are not
mutually exclusive. They usually function together to assign relatively
univocal meanings to technical objects. Technologies are always already
invested with aesthetic, ethical, and cultural values through a combi-
nation of rhetorical procedures, intrinsic features of devices and sys-
tems, and network congruences. What changes with the emergence of
modernity is the proportions between these determinants.

Something rather like this analysis of design is mythologized in Hei-
degger’s critique of modern technology. Heidegger contrasts the pious
work of the Greek craftsman making a chalice with the destructive ap-
propriation of the Rhine by a modern dam. The craftsman brings out
the “truth” of his materials through the symbolically charged rework-
ing of matter by form. The modern technologist obliterates the inner
potential of his materials, “de-worlds” them, and “challenges” nature
to fit into his methodically planned and controlled system (Heidegger
1977: 7-17). Not man, but pure instrumentality, holds sway in this
“enframing” (Ge-stell); it is no merely human purpose, but a specific
way in which being reveals itself, a way that obscures the entire prob-
lematic to which Heidegger’s work is addressed, namely, the coming to
presence of being in a world.

What I think Heidegger is pointing out is the transition from a cul-
tural system based on expressive design to one based on congruent de-
sign. That transition has costs; indeed, it involves the destruction of a
world. It was just this process of destruction which the Japanese nobil-
ity knew to resist on time. The Yir Yoront were less fortunate. Lauris-
ton Sharp describes how the free distribution of steel axes by mission-
aries undermined their way of life. Males lost their social role as women
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and children received axes from the mission; intertribal relations broke
down; the tribe’s totemistic worldview collapsed in the face of the un-
classifiable steel axe. A simple tool without symbolic significance in
itself struck down an entire culture by enrolling its members on the
periphery of the industrial system (Sharp 1952).

Like Habermas, Heidegger seems to find in technology a universal
instrumental essence that would exhaust its social meaning. No doubt
they would find that meaning in the story of the Yir Yoront. But that
seems to me a rather ethnocentric interpretation. The Yir Yoront were
not victims of “progress” in instrumental control of nature; they had
achieved such a high degree of instrumental control of their particular
branch of nature, the Australian desert, that no Westerner could hope
to compete with them. For example, they could survive for weeks with-
out carrying water. But of course this Aboriginal form of control was
primarily individual. To show the Westerners’ advance one must shift
the criterion of control from the individual to the technically mediated
group. That shift is of course defining for modern Western culture but
it can claim no universality. Once the notion of control of nature is rel-
ativized, it becomes clear that this is a story about the triumph of one
quite specific culture over another. This would have been the result of
the introduction of guns in Japan too; indeed, that is what happened
there at a later date.

Concrete social study of technology does not discover the grand nar-
rative of pure instrumentality forcing its way through the barriers of
ignorance and tradition. Rather, it finds congruent design everywhere
accomplishing much the same work that premodern societies accom-
plished through expressive design; that is, the technical object is fully
accommodated to a particular culture, the culture of the West. The
planetary triumph of that culture results not so much from superior
rationality as from the fantastic accumulation of political and military
power in the long networks built by congruent design. Here a real
asymmetry exists which no relativism can discount. Absolute criteria
measure victory and defeat in the struggle for control over human be-
ings. Colonialism has taught us to know those criteria: the loss of na-
tional and cultural independence, of identity, of time and resources.

FROM UNITY TO DIVERSITY

If this is true, Western capitalism is not the rational universal mod-
ernization theory takes it to be, not the untranscendable horizon of
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technical possibilities. Yet it does have what might be called a “practi-
cal universality” that has imposed itself on a planetary scale. No mod-
ern society can forego basic technical discoveries such as antibiotics,
plastics, or electricity, and none can withdraw from worldwide com-
munication networks. The cost of an entirely independent path of de-
velopment is just too high (Rybczynski 1983: chap. 5). But significant
innovations are possible with respect to what has been the main line of
development up to now.

The terrain of practical universality is accessible from many stand-
points for many purposes. It first emerged in the West around a partic-
ular panoply of technologies and rational systems. Today, as Western
hegemony weakens, the different requirements of the various cultures
that have adopted modern technology may provide contexts within
which to reopen lost roads to progress or to discover new ones in the
search for locally adapted alternatives.

The scope and significance of such change is potentially enormous.
Technical choices establish the horizons of daily life. These choices
define a “world” within which the specific alternatives we think of as
purposes, goals, uses, emerge. They also define the subject who chooses
among the alternatives: we make ourselves in making the world through
technology. Thus fundamental technological change is interactive and
self-referential. At issue is becoming, not having. The goal is to define
a way of life, an ideal of abundance, and a human type, not to obtain
more goods in the prevailing socioeconomic model.

But are new and diverse directions technically possible? One com-
monplace view holds that as modern technology becomes more com-
plex, its structure constrains future developments more and more, even-
tually approximating a deterministic system (Ellul 1964). This is not
what the evidence shows. In fact, new degrees of freedom open up
inside the system at critical junctures and points of passage. Public in-
terventions sometimes succeed in bringing advancing technologies to
a halt or changing their direction of development. Fatalism is wrong
because technology is essentially underdetermined, crisscrossed by a
variety of demands and restrictions to which new elements are con-
stantly added in unpredictable evolutionary sequences.

Technologists themselves discuss these matters in a language that has
social implications of which they are not generally aware. In everyday
technical usage, realized multiplicities of purpose are called “elegant”
by contrast with designs that are restricted to a single function. Gil-
bert Simondon (1958: chap. 1), the French philosopher of technology,
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defined this notion more precisely as “concretization.” Technology is
“concrete” in Simondon’s sense when a single cleverly conceived struc-
ture in the object corresponds to many different functional require-
ments. Simondon offers apparently neutral examples such as the elimi-
nation of spark plugs in the diesel engine, which uses the energy of
combustion not only for power but also to reignite itself from cycle to
cycle.

So long as functions are traced back to human nature or some
other nonsocial source, this observation is of narrow technical interest.
But constructivism has now shown that social groups stand behind
functions. Thus in uniting many functions in a single structure, con-
cretizing innovations do not simply offer technical improvements, they
gather many social groups around artifacts or systems of artifacts. “Ele-
gance” and “concretization” refer not merely to improvements in effi-
ciency, but also to the positioning of technologies at the point of inter-
section of multiple standpoints and aspirations. Efficiency may in fact
increase, but new social constellations also develop in tandem with tech-
nical changes.

The examples of experimental medicine and videotex discussed in
this book illustrate this process. In each case, the technical system was
conceived and implemented by a scientific-technical elite in response
to a rather technocratic set of functional requirements. That starting
point constituted an initial functional layer that sooner or later en-
countered resistance from a public with other ideas in mind. The resis-
tance took the form of incorporating the technical system into another
set of functional requirements through concretizing innovations on its
margins. Thus a second layer was added to the first, not substituted for
it, through reconciling several different types of functions in the same
structures. Experiment and treatment, information and communica-
tion, were united in multifunctional systems. There is no limit in prin-
ciple on the extension of such concretizing strategies in the democratic
reconstruction of the technical base of modern societies.

Technological creativity is a form of imaginative play with alternate
worlds and ways of being. A multicultural politics of technology is
possible; it would pursue elegant designs that reconcile several worlds
in each device and system. To the extent that this strategy is success-
ful, it prepares a very different future from the one projected by social
theory up to now. In that future, technology is not a particular value
one must choose for or against, but a challenge to evolve and multiply
worlds without end.
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Philosophy/Cultural Studies/History of Science

In this new collection of essays, Andrew Feenberg argues that conflicts over the
design and organization of the technical systems that structure our society are
shaping deep choices for our future. A pioneer in the philosophy of technology,
Feenberg demonstrates the continuing vitality of the critical theory of the Frankfurt
School and calls into question the anti-technological stance commonly associated
with its theoretical legacy. Technology need not always oppose human values, he
claims. On the contrary, it contains potentidlities that could be developed as the
basis for an alternative form of modern society.

Entering into a dialogue with the ideas of Jirgen Habermas, Herbert Marcuse,
Jean-Francois Lyotard, and Kitard Nishida, Feenberg contests the prevailing
conception of technology as an unsfoppable force responsive on|y to its own
internal dynamic. His argument is substantiated in a series of compelling and well-
grounded case studies. He explores science fiction and film, AIDS research, the
French experience with the “information superhighway,” and the Japanese
reception of Western values to show how technology, when subjected to public
pressure and scrutiny, can respond to ethical and aesthetic criteria. Alternative
Modernity lifts the debates surrounding the social and cultural construction of
technology to a new level. It is certain to interest philosophers, social theorists, and
cultural critics.
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