
PREFACE 

Must human beings submit to the harsh logic of machinery, or can 
technology be redesigned to better serve its creators? This is the question 
on which the future of industrial civilization depends. It is not primarily 
a technical question but concerns a fundamental issue in social philos-
ophy: the neutrality of technology and the related theory of technological 
determinism. If technology is neutral, then its immense and often dis-
turbing social and environmental impacts are accidental side effects of 
progress. Much current debate polarizes around the question of whether 
these side effects outweigh the benefits. The advocates of further prog-
ress claim "reason" as their ally while the adversaries defend "humanity" 
and "nature" against machines and mechanistic social organizations. 
The stage is set for a struggle for and against technology. 

The Critical Theory of Technology rejects this alternative and argues 
that the real issue is not technology or progress per se but the variety 
of possible technologies and paths of progress among which we must 
choose. Modern technology is no more neutral than medieval cathedrals 
or the Great Wall of China; it embodies the values of a particular 
industrial civilization, especially those of elites that rest their claims to 
hegemony on technical mastery. We must articulate and judge these 
values in a cultural critique of technology. By so doing, we can begin 
to grasp the outlines of another possible industrial civilization based on 
other values. This project requires a different sort of thinking from the 
dominant technological rationality, a critical rationality capable of re-
flecting on the larger context of technology. I address these issues from 
several different angles in the chapters that follow. 

The Introduction defines critical theory of technology and situates it 
in relation to other approaches to technology. Part I argues that for all 
its insight Marx's critique of industrialism lacks a plausible strategy of 
change. The historical experience of communism shows that states are 
not the primary agents of radical technological transformation, as Marx 
believed. Part II addresses the alternative in a discussion of the rela-
tionship of human initiative to technical systems, both in general and 
specifically in the field of computers. Since modern hegemonies are 
increasingly organized around technology, this relationship is central to 
the exercise of political power. Part III considers the larger cultural 



PREFACE 

context of technological change. Too often technology and culture are 
reified and opposed to each other in arguments about the "trade-offs" 
between efficiency and substantive goals such as participation or envi-
ronmental compatibility. A better understanding of the relation of tech-
nology and culture dissolves these apparent contradictions. The 
Conclusion develops this argument further through a discussion of tech-
nology's democratic potentialities. Although suppressed today, these 
potentialities may become the basis for a society that reconciles wider 
freedoms with more meaningful forms of material well-being. 

* * * 

Portions of this book are adapted from the following articles with the 
permission of the publishers: "Transition or Convergence: Communism 
and the Paradox of Development," in Frederick Fleron, ed., Technology 
and Communist Culture (Praeger Publishers, 1977); "Technology Trans-
fer and Cultural Change in Communist Societies," Technology and Cul-
ture, April 1979; "The Bias of Technology," Pippin, Feenberg, Webel, 
eds., Marcuse: Critical Theory and the Promise of Utopia (Bergin & 
Garvey Press, 1987); "The Ambivalence of Technology," Sociological 
Perspectives, Spring 1990; "The Critical Theory of Technology," Cap-
italism, Nature, Socialism, Fall, 1990; "Democratic Socialism and Tech-
nological Change," in P. Durbin, ed., Philosophy of Technology: Broad 
and Narrow Interpretations, Philosophy and Technology, Vol. 7 (Dor-
drect and Kluwer, 1990); "Post-Industrial Discourses," Theory and So-
ciety, 1990. Reviewers for these journals gave me much good advice. 
Chapter 4 is based on a paper written with Andreas Huyssen and pre-
sented in 1980 to the conference on the "Rhetorics of Technology," 
Center for the Study of Linguistics and Semiotics, University of Urbino. 
We received precious help from Michel de Certeau in the preparation 
of that paper. 

The first essays on which this work is based were written at the sug-
gestion of Frederick Fleron, Jr. I am grateful to him for introducing me 
to the problems treated here. Gerald Doppelt read through so much of 
the background material to this book over the years that it is impossible 
to thank him enough for his many contributions. The complete manu-
script was read by Robert Pippin, Marc Guillaume, Douglas Kellner, 
James Merod, and Mark Poster. Their comments, especially those of 
Pippin and Guillaume who discussed their impressions with me at length, 
have made a great difference in the final result. My wife, Anne-Marie 
Feenberg, also read everything and helped me to better formulate my 
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ideas. Matthew Robbins's editorial advice was invaluable. I am more 
grateful than I can say to my assistant throughout this project, Yoko 
Arisaka. Individual chapters, in various stages of disarray, were read 
by so many colleagues over the years that I fear I will overlook some 
here. In any case I want to thank Ellen Comisso, Frank Cunningham, 
Jean-Pierre Dupuy, Henry Ehrmann, David Harvey, Sharon Helsel, 
Martin Jay, Kathleen Jones, Michael Levin, Robert Marotto, James 
O'Connor, Thomas Rockmore, and Langdon Winner. Thanks are also 
due to Ruth Heifitz, Paul Thomas, and Sandra Djikstra. 

This book was written at the Western Behavioral Sciences Institute 
where I have enjoyed the encouragement and support of Richard Farson 
over the years. I would like my gratitude to WBSI to extend also to the 
staff with whom I have worked on many projects that brought me a 
practical understanding of the nature of technology. The patience of my 
colleagues in the Philosophy Department at San Diego State University 
is once again warmly acknowledged. 

La Jolla, Calif. A. F. 
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