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Ellul 's conception of the technological society has specifie 

implications for problems of democratic theory and the ~nalysis of the 

') forces of soci.al change 4n the modern world. The technological order ... ( 

l .. 

leads to ,stand~rdization, a preoccupation with means ~hat destroys the 

basis of ethics, and a tendency to usé technical (i.e. scientific 
, \ 

solutions), for all problems. Ellul does not explore the historical 

ëircumstances of the 0rigin of the technological society. Nor does he 

examine possible alternative currents in modern thought which could be 

used in the ~ormulation of a democratic theory which would incorporate 

planning.in a different manner. His failure to distinguish between 

ins.trumèntality, (as a capacity to ')lan, to innovate~ and technique 

severely limits his theory, The. the~is examines Ellul 's thought in the 
• 

context of democratic theoty, the rational detenmination of priorities 

for' scientific research. and the Pla~ni~ an interdependent world. ~ 
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RESUME 

La conceptionrde la sociaté technologique de Jacques Ellul a 

des implications spécifiques pour les questions, de la théorie democratique 

et pour l'analyse de la dynamique du changement social dans un monde 

. moderne. L'ordre technologique m~ne li la standardization, une préoccupation 

avec des moyens qui détruit la base d'une philosophie morale et un tendance 

â employer les solutions techniques (i.e. scientifiques) pour tous les 

problèmes. Ellul n'explore pas les circonstances historiques de l'origine 

de la societé technologique. III n'examine pas non plus tous les Courants 
t ~ 

possibles alternatifs dans une pensée moderne qui pourraient @tre employés 

.. la planification d'une manière différente. Il échoue A faire une distinc:t,ion 

entre l'instrumentalité, comme une capacité a planifier. A innover. et la 

technique; ceci limite donc {érieusement sa théorie. Cette thèse examine 

la pensée d'Ellul dans le contexte de la théorie democratique de la ~ 
1 

determination des priorités pour la recherche scientifique, et de la 

possibilité d'une théorie de planification politique dans un monde inter-

dépendent. 
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CHAPTER 1 

1 NTRODUCT 1 ON 

Ellul in Context 

Jacques Ellul is a professor of law at the University of Bordeaux, 

a lay theologian and a sociologist. Since h1s work La Technique wa~ ~ 

translated into English and published as The Technological Society, h~as 
, 

'" attracted much attention in North America, but seant serious academic 

criticism. 

Ellul 's well-honed rhetor1cal works elaborated several themes 

and provoked strong responses. He has never presented his work as a 

scientific or systematic investigation of social problems and, accordingly, 
, 

it would be dishonest to formulate a critic1sm of his work simply as 'being 

'unscientific'. In the tradition of the nineteenth century essayist, he 

has produced a prolific collection of social commentary, popular theology, 

and sociological essay. Ellul has explicaied from the ideology of the 

modern welfare state-technological society certain theses of social 

Organiz~~n: (i) that the technological order leads 1nexorably to standardiz-

atio%; fi) that it is impossible to discuss ethics in the method-conscious '~ 

"wor(d of odern technique; (111) that the notion of political solutions to 

con~por~ y problems 1s 1llusory; (iv) that the irrationalist responses of 

the counter-culture to institutionalized anomie offer no solution. Stung 

by insinuations that man's freedom was 111usory, and 'El1ul 's casual disdain 

for the fundamenta 1 suppos1t1Qn$,.of modernity, observers responded w'ith 

strong react10ns to h1s 'determ1n1sm ' • One rev1ew in the Christian Science 

\, 
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l' 
\ -Monitor (hardly a representative sampl e. but interesti ng nonethel ess) stated: 

Statesman: 

Just as post-war France estab1ished what we 
call the theatre of the absurd, Professor E11u1 
may now c1aim to have produced the sociology of 
the absurd w1th the continu;ng emphasis on man's 
bewi 1 derment , his helplessness, his utter futility 
in the world of technique. l 

A more substantive ériticism was made by W. Runc;man in the New 

, The Technolo9ic~1 Society ... (is) one of 
those wordy agglomerations of social philosophy 
and historical sociology which start with one ... 
interesting preoccupation and then work it to " 
death. In this case. the idea is the progressive 
dominance in our culture of '~echnique' in its widest 
and now metaphysica1 sense. E11u1's chilly ,vision 
of our mechanistic. over-1eisured .and disenchanted 
future will only convince those who fee1 as he does 
already: 'the stains of human passion will be lost 
amid the chromium gleam'. There 1s a}Ways something 
to be 1earned from an impassioned and scholarly over
emphas1s on the harm that science and rationa1ism have 
done to us a11. 2 

Not a11 reviews were negative. Sorne were openly appreciative 

of the warning contained .Jn h1s work. Yet in most previews there is a 
~, 

distinct element of defen~iveness. E11u1 has touched a very sensitive daubt 

in the modern intel1ectual mind. Ooes modern man have the capacity to 
1 

control his fate in a complex techno1ogical society? A notable exception 

to this defensiveness i~ George Lichtheim's review in the New York Review 
3 

of Books. 

work: 

Lichtheim's strongest remarks are reserved for, the style of El1ul's 

What is (the reader) ta make of M. E11ul who 
(a) provides no references and no factual information, 
(b) takes it for granted that his readers ha~e absorbed 
the numerous subjects he mentions in passing, and the 
few authors to whom he casua11y refers, and (c) develops 
his arguments by simple assertions?4 . 



In the intellectual history of post-war France. [l1ul is far ' 

from being theomost outstanding social philosopher. His significance 

" '_1 3 
, 

'l' 

cannot meaningful1y be ranked with Sartre, Lefebvre, Gurvitch. Levi-Strauss 

or Camus in French 1etters. It is an inadequate response to the que,stions 

E11u1 raises to attack the deficiençies of his style. Lichtheim points out 

that French sociological thinking accords greater prestige for a separate 

tradition that can be described as social phi10sophy than does the English-
5 

. language tradition. Lichtheim's distaste for Ellu1 1eads to a distinct 

unwillingness to concede E11ul any significant place in modern French social 

thought: 

... M. Ellul is basically interested in wh~ h~ calls ' 
the 'charactero1ogy of techniqpe'. by which he means its 
essence. 1 on1y wish 1 had more confidence in his ability 
to get to the bottom of this or any other matter. In a 
way it ought to be eayv for Him, since he is no lone1y 
pioneer. In 1950. four years before his work appeared 
(under the tit1e La Technique ou l'enjeu du siècle). 
Professor Friedmann, in Où va le travail humain?, had 
a1ready struck the keynote of a11 subsequent 1iterature 
on this toptc by writing: 'Notre monde est technique. 
c'est à dire scientifique'. With the best will l am 
unable to discover wherein ~~ El1ul's innovation is 
supposed to 1 ie. It is true that he' has a 1iistinctive 
phi1osophy: he is hostile to the modern uni verse created 
by scientific techno10gy .. But the c1aim that his work 
advances our understanding of this uni verse seems 
difficu1t to substantiate. Much of his writing is mere 
rhetoric. ' ... technique has taken over the who1e of 
civil ization'. One might equall,. we11 say: 'Conmerce 
has taken over the whole of civi1ization.' Indeed, not 
so long aga (a century ta be exact). M. El1ul 's predecessors 
fi11ed entire volumes with this kind of stuff. 

Lichtheim's review goes on to predict that E11u1 's work won't be 

~ discussed in twenty years. Veto it is important to note that E11ul is worth 

criticizing in a more ,substantia1 way. E11ul 's works have struck a 

responsive chord in<-North American society. One of the largest single 

impediments to social change in post-industria1 society 1s the overwhe1ming 

sense of drift that characterizes contempôrary history. El1ul 's work forms 

1 
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, '"""\ 
the clearest presentation of this perspective, and, like Filmer and Duhring, 

is of considerable importance. Anomie drift is a significant cultural 
, , 

attitude in modern society. 'Alienation ' has been misused and overused as 

an expression to the extent that it is no longer an appropriate description 

of what is essent1a1ly an anti-politica1 frame of mind. The uncommitted 

are uncommitted because there is an absence of a be1ief in personal efficacy. 

-"" Action is insignificant because we are prisoners of certain determinisms -

Marxian, Freudian, Darwinian. The modern experience i5 qua1itatively 

different from previous experiences of fatalism because of the relationship 

between the psychology of fatalism and the Drevalent social mythology. 

Providence, determined through faith, W3S an attitude-towards-the-world 

which integrated man into~-~ôsmic schema. Fata1ism within such a framework 
- ///' 

was de-alienating, or, to be more precise, existed as a conceptual category 

before a1ienation. The fatalism and inefficacy of the modern world are 

a]ienating because they are contradictions of the cultural myth of freedom 

on which meaning is supposedly based. 

• E11ul is important to study and to criticize because the sum 

total of his work presents a powerful challenge to the patterns of organization 

inherent in modern technologieal society. His polemics have focused on 

a set of problems and artic~lated an attitude which require analysis. The 

modern world may be a place ~routinized worsh1p, bureauera·tized charity, 

and commereialized sexuality, yet there do exist sorne effective remedies. 

Ellul's insights are important and challenging; to respond to them the 

political theorist must explore the def1ciencies and the merits of his total 

work. Ellul's major value lies i,n the.relentless moral inquiry whieh is 

essential to the replenish1ng of the sacred dimens10n to experience. Ellul's 

soc10logieal crit1cisms of modern society ad~ a refreshing perspective 

to the abstract analyses of the Frankfurt School. (Even William Leiss, 

/ 
-



,e 
whose werk The Domination of Nature will be quot~d favora~ly thro~ghout 

this text, must share this,criticism). Additionally, as an unde~standing . 
" of the interface between technology and society, Ellul's work is laudably 

6 
more subtle and compl~x than most English-language writing. 

"" ,. , 

Ellul must be'given credit for formulating a wide range of 
" , 

5 

questions with immediqte practical importance. His wide-ranging i~vestigations 
7 , . 

are demanding_and are rooted in real concerns. The Technological Society 
~ . 

details how al1 asoects of contemporary life have been subsum~d by technique. 
,8 

The Political Illusio"'ii oraises the question of the parameters and 
, 6' 

potentialities of politics in a mode~~~orld~hêre'images and distortions 
- _ _ -- 9- . - - __ 

abound. Propaganda questions the 'nature of publ ie opinion --~ 

where we suffer from infonnation pollution' and .the absence 'of a capacity 
,) , \ 

to examine events critiéally. These three works taken jointly force an 
'" .~ 

examination of the fundamental difficulties of a modern po~itical 'theory: 
\ 

(i) What are the limits of political actidn? 
~hat spheres of activ;ty should be protected against 
the ersartz' politization that Ellul laments? In 
~~e Human Condition, Hannah Arendt laments the death 
o the public in the modern world; Ël1ul, in The 
Political Illusion sees modernity as destroying the 
pr1vate. How 1s this apparent contradiction useful 
to the development of a contemporary political theory? 

(ii) What is the capacity of modern theory ta 
reconcile economic and social planning w~th a meaning
ful democracy. Does planning automat1cally mean the 
presence of a dominating technique, restructuring \ 
social reality according ta sorne autonomous'ly-derived 
blueprint? 

(ii1) How have the developments 1n,modern 
cOllll1unicat;ons effected the fonnation of public, 
opinion? What are the consequences of these trends 
for the institutions of classical democrat1c theory? 

~ . ~, .\ 
r 

Ultimately, ElTul puts forward an articulate challenge to 
1 

-----

~. "-

contemporary demoeratic t'h~b~Y::,:' ~ s 'wO'rk, as L1c~hthe1m point, out, 1S itsel·f 
.\ ,{ , 

atheoretical, -"elying tao often Ô~\ polem'1cs, and unsupported 'rhetor1c. Yet, 

o • 

f 
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,r}lul hl\~ succeoded ln Iloc;inq th(,,,,, quc~t.ionl\ I\nd tllt'y Il1erft consfdc..'t'At.lon. 

'\. 

Thl' tt1~k of pnlftlcal ttwory le; t.u Ilrnvldf' Il moral 1;.,"1-; for 

pffl'cttvC' l\rtton fn tht' t'l'Al wot'ld. MAny l'lrdIHlUC; prohlf'lIll\ of t.Ilrnrv i1t't' 

re!\olvrd fil UU' l'H'~tlvHfl'~ of millionc; of pf'oplr ln t.hf'h' di'dly nccomplhh-

Illf'nt ... Auc1 thrt'f' t'trt' millions of fnlll1rfU i. [)cw" tilt .. IIlenn tllnt thf' cne 

CMIf't'AIIIIHI fl!mlnl) tht' clfoiruptlofl of 1\ hfqhwily-rOflc,tructloll prnJl'cI. h 

'int.hfyinq tilt' rf'qu1r'f'l1Ipntc; of qood polHlcl'Il Umory? TI\(' l1rnitc; Ilf 

culturnl throrfl''' of polit!!,e; (H't' cl('IU'l,V 11lu~trl\tf'd h,Y lhh c'XI\lIIpll'. 

) "Sound t.ht\Ot'y mll"t prohfl fnt' Ilt'ynfld c;ub.lN:t Iv!' 1 frnftl\t IOIle;.· Inc;tlt.utln"" \ 

'\ 

• 
l\f'C' " fil ne t 1 on nf po 1 Hic" 1 flCOnOI1l'y " c; wC' 11 n" po 1 ft f en 1 LU 1 ttH'C'. IIlt' 

laudnhlC' nttC'llIpt of 'lomp ptlC'no",~Jl(.)loqlcAl ',trlHlde; of rnod('rn pollt.fc/'ll thouqht 

nt1W ,\(\l of lll111tnt 1()1l~ for Invl'"UqI1UolI. Th(\v hnvf' df'ntC'd tilt' Ilho;trtlCt Ion 

of Qrll"d thNWY wlth the Ilh"t.r(\ctnf's~ of 1'1 thf'ory UHtt, d(~'l\ft\'\ thr (I)(lo;t('I1('(' 

of l\ny oh.lN:t.1Vf' rt'c\lity. TIll' "U(:c{),,~flll wnttH'C\I" 'of t.he persof\(\l (thf' 

cultur,'\lly-inflIH\llrt'(l) And thf' tot.n11tY (moc;t~ ohvlolJc;l,Y. N:onol1\lc<;) lin" 

r'rh\ly hf'Nl IH .. hif'vf'd in pollt1cl'll thorJQht. To focus (\)(co~"iv('\V CHI UIC' 

per'\oll~l le; tn fl'lll Intn the rl\dlcl'Il c;ub.lf'ct1vf"t trnp of "elf-valfdntfo'l; 

To focu.;; (')(c~c;C\1v('ly on thf' tntnlHy (of l' qlvpn c;tructurnl unit) 1 .. ' tn 

IMke rN,"I1.y ,\hstr"ct Ilnd therpfor(l dl'terlTlln1c;tlc. Polftlcc'll tlWOf'y c;hould 

Ilot bfl l1110wed to bec omo ft plcwt.htnq for ro11cy-maker~. Bpcc'lu'\(\ ft le; 
.' 

theory. ft muc;t bp permltted 1'1 certain luxur,Y of pur1ty - but tilts cannot 

jùstHy ab'\trl,ct utop1an1e;m. It 15 a theor:etJcal'task to underc;tl!nd why 

cert~1n fdeas led to'1nef~ect1ve act1onc;. why, fo~ eXI'IllIple, the Weimar 

Social Oemocrats fal1ed . .wac; .. 1t becau5e of concrpte polft1cal mistakes or 

Irreversible structurally-located trends? Alternat1vely. it must seek to 
.' expla1n why certain actions succeeded. why, for example, t~e Spad1na 

Expressway was stopped. Was it because of random DPPortun1sm. or a ' 



.................. --------------------~~--
brilliantly-effective interest group action? Similarly, ethics requ1res 

an understarrding beyond the immediate subjectivity (intentiona1ity) of an 

individual 's actions. There must also be an understanding of the social 

forces operating around the individual at the given moment he chooses ta 
10 

act. 

Why does El1ul make a valid subject for politica1 theory g;ven 

these considerations? Within the context of his continuing explication of 

the notion of 'technique', four central propositions emerge. Technique 

and technology arè not, according ta E11u1 (see also be10w 1 From technology 
11 

to technique') synonymous. He writes 

Whenever we see the word technology or technique, 
we automatically think of machines. Indeed, we 
common1y think of our world as a wor1d of machines. 
This notion - which is in fact an error - is found in 
the works of Oldham and Pierre Ducasse. It arises from 
the fact that the machine 1s the mast obvious. massive 
and impressive example of technique, and historically. 
the first. 

El1u1 's characterology of technique presents it as an autonomous 
t/ • 

force which has an impact on society rather than as a related one which 
12 

interacts with it: 

The self-augmentation of technique also has two 
aspects. At the present time, technique has arrived 
at such a point in' its evolut1on that 1t 15 being 
transformed and ts progressing almost without decisive . 
intervention by men. Modern men are sa enthusiast1c 
about technique, so assured of its superiority, sa 
immersed in th~ ~~chn1cal milieu, that without exception 
they are oriented toward technical progress. They all 
work at it, and in every profession or trade everyone 
seeks to introduce technical improvement. Essentially, 
technique progresses as a result of th~s common effort. 
Techrrical progress and comman human efTort come to the 
same th1ng. 

7 

This the5is i5 the kernal of Ellul1s insights into toe modern world • • 

Formally stated, they are: 



(i) Because of the autonomy and the dominance'of 
technique, the possible 1nexorably becomes the necessary. 
Science progresses in a linear fashion and technica1 
solutions will be favoured for social problems. 

(ii) Planning becomes il1usory. Because man is an 
object of these technlcal forc~s, he cannot ca1cu1ate 
the s~inoff consequences from each new technical 
intervention (plan or scientific discovery). 

{iion All of modern societ Because 
organization succum s to tec n que, an the individual 
is integrated into mass society by means of propaganda, 
there is no democracy. 

(iv) Technique has resu1ted in the centra1ization 
of the modern state. This is hanmful to cultural 
pluralism and lndiv1dual freedom, and, accordingly is 
undesirab1e. However, it 1s also inevitab1e. 

8 

E11u1 articulate1y cha11enqes modern democratic theory. The 

incompatibi1ity of contemporary notions of planning with contemporary notions 

of democracy is a constant within his work. Second1y, an interest in E11ul 

is justified by his abi1ity to see the limitations of his own 'po1icy .,. 
recommendations'. Accordingly. the tension between 'micro' and 'mac~o' 

analysis is dramatical1y revealed as is the deficiency of any theory not 

rooted sol idly in both culture and economics. In e1aborating on this i "1 

hope to make some sma11 contribution to the new directions political theory 

must fo11ow after breaking through this hurdle. Third1y, the popularity 

of an E11ul-type ana1ysis 1s paral1e1ed by a retreat from institut10nal 

activity by a significant number of political actors. This conta1ns grave 

implications and the reasoning which leads to such a praxis must be at 

1east seriously debated. 

El1u1's social philosophy has become the starting point for a 

large number of examinations of modern technological soéiety. E11u1'5 

critique of modern society contains a very important examination of 
. ~ 

'commonplaces', social1y-defined truisms which are acted upon uncr1t1cally. 



Ironically, his work is vulnerable to many of the same criticisms. He 

becomes known as a latter-day Luddite or a Protestant fundamentalist with 

a rigorou$ system of ethics. Political alignments are such today that he 

can be seen both as a guru of the counter-culture and as one of its mast 

9 

acid-tongued conservative crities. He is seen as a conservative, and calls 

himself a socialist. Above a11, he is the 'philosopher of technique', who 

"'" sees the forces of techni que produc i ng a modern worl d characteri zed by 

anomie drift. Despite Ellul 's protestations, technique quickly becomes 

technology in the readers' common mind, and Ellu1 does indeed become a 

latter-day Luddite. Some observers have blamed the translation of La 

Technique into The Technolog1cal Society for this. This is inaccurate 

because the confusion in Ellu1 's 'characterology of technique' 1s much 

deeper than a simple flaw in translation. According1y, his name is invoked 

in wide-ranging series of arguments abou'( technocracy, al ienation, ecology 

and the re1ated issues that are the cornerstone of political debate in the 

technological society. 

E11u1 's work contatns sorne briliiant insights into the functioning 

of modern 'technostatist politics'. Ellul's insights are, 'however, 

representative of a wider tendency to reject the modern world as irremediably 

ev;l. The rejection by the disappointed utopians is based primarily on 

a conceptua1 confusion between technique and instrumental reason-. 

Characteristics of the Technological Order 

Ellul '5 definition of technique is contained in a note to the 

reader at the beginning of The Technologfcal Sgciety (p. xxv): 

In our'technological society, technique 15 the 
totality'of methods rat10nally arrived at and having 
absolute efficfency (for a given stage of development)' 
in every field of human actfvity. Its characterfstics 
are new; the technique of the present has no common 
measure w1th that of the pasto 



\ 

Modern technique, according to Ellul. has seven characteristics: 

(i) rationality (p. 79) Best exemplified in 
systematization, division of labour, creation of 
standards, production norms, and the like, involves 
two distinct phases: first, the use of 'discourse' 
in every operation; this excludes spontaneity and 
persona1 creativity. Second, there is a reduction 
of method to its logical dimension alone. 

(ii) artificialitf (p. 79) Technique is opposed 
to nature. Art, arti ice, artificial: technique as 
art is the creation of an artificial system. This 
i 5 not a matter of opi ni on. The means man has at hi s 
disposa1 as a function of technique are artificial 
means. 

(1ii) technical automatism (p. 79) When everything 
has been measured and calculated mathematically 50 
that the method which has been decided upon 1s 
satisfactory from the rational point of v;ew, and 
when, from the practical point of view, the method is 
manifestly the most efficient of al1 those hitherto 
employed or those in competition with it, then the 
technica1 movement becomes se1f-directing. 

(iv) self-augmentation (p. 85) At the present 
time, technique has arrived~at such a point in its 
evolution that it is being tl'ansformed and ils 
progressing a1most without decisive intervention by 
man ... Technical progress and common human effort come 
to the same thing. 

(v) mbnism (p. 95) The techn1ca1 phenomenon, 
embracing all the separate techniques, forms a who1e. 
This monism of tethnique was already obvious to us 
when we determined. on the basis of the-evidence, that 
theAtechnical phenomenon presents, everywhere and 
essentia11y the same characteristics. 

(vi) technical universalism (p. 116) From the 
geographical point of v1ew, it 1s easy to see that 
technique is constant1y ga1n1ng ground, country by 
country, and that its area of action is the whole wor1d. 
In al,. countries, whatever their degree of 'civilisation', 
there ;s a tendency·to app1y the same technical procedures. 
(p. 125) Technique cannot be otherwise than tota1itarian. 
It can be tru1y efficient on1y if it absorbs an enormous 
number of phenomena and brings into play th~imum of 
data. In order to coordinate and e~p1oit synthetica11y. 
technique must be brought to bear on the great masses 1n 
every area. 

/ 

10 

" 



(vii) autonomy (p. 133) The primary aspect of 
autonomy 1s perfect1y expressed by Freder1ck Winslow 
Taylor, a leading technician. He takes, as h1s point 
of departure, the view that the industria1 plant is 
a whole in ftself, a 'c1osed orqanism', an end in 
itself. '1' 

This explication of Ellu1 's characterology of technique leads 
- \ Il 
eJ' 

to three broad areas of investigatlon: stan~ardization, unîv 

and autonomy. Standardization raises the question of the development 

'integrative propaganda' and mass society. Universalization points to 

11 

'the totalitarianism of technique' and implies the impossibility of a 

democratfcallv-based resistence to the forces of modern technique in an 

inevitably-centralized state. Autonomy raises questions about the develop

ment of science and the proliferation of new technologies in the modern 

world: can techniques be subjected to plans? does science 'proqress' by 

self-augmentation, inexorably turning the ~ossible into the necessary? 

'"'- . , 

The radical indictment o! ~~ern society put forward by Ellu1 in 
.' e 

The Technological Society prompted the denunciations of his pessimistic work 

which were rererred to earl1er. In the concluding section of his more 
~ 13 

recent essay 'The Technologica1 Order', Ellul e1abor~tes a bluepr1nt for 

the remedying of the modern condition. It 1s interesting to no·te that 

these proposals, which, are themselves relatjve1y mi1d (compared to the 

severe tone of his other work) address the sodia1 framework in wh1ch 

technology occurs. They are primari1y concerned with cultural remedies 

(changes in cOAsciousness) without any attempt to analyse·the relationship 

between consciousness and the soc1al forces which influence technology. 
1 

The political formula suggests f1ve precond1t1ons for the reduction of 
14 

the dominance of technique: 

• ,J 

(1) a correct d1agnosis of the extent to which 
technique permea~s our perspective on the world; 



(11) the ruthless destruction of the 'myth' 
of Technique, i.e., the whole ideological construction 
and the t~ndency to consider technology something 
possessing sacred character ... Men must be convinced 
that technical progress 1s not humanity's supreme 
adventure, but a commonplace fabrication of certain 
obje~ts which scarcely merit enthus1ast1c delirium 
even when they happen to be Sputn1 ks. 

(ii1) ... it is n~cessary to teach man in h1s 
employment of Techn1qwes a certain detachment, an 
i ndependence with respect to them - and humor. It 
fs naturally very difficult to accomplish this; and 
above all to get him to give up his illusions', not , 
pretending to be completely free with respect to 
automobiles, television sets, or jobs, when the pTain 
fact i s tha t he i s tota 11 yens 1 aved to them. 

( i v) II -return to phil osophy in the sense of a 
philosophy which allows for a suceessful mediation 
between man and the world: "Authentic philosophy 
of real meaning would bring us to precisely that 
possib1lity of mediation between man and the technical 
phenomenon without which any legitimate attitude is 
inconceivable. But for such a philosophy to ex;st 
would mean that phi losophy would first have to cease 
to be a purely academ1c technique with a hermetically 
sealed vocabulary, to become again the property of 
every man who thinks whil e he i s engaged in the 
business of being alive." 

(v) the creation of a dialogue between the 
technicians and those who are enligntened as to the 
limits of technique: "It seems to me that this dialogue 
can only come about by making contact whieh will 
represent a permanent and basic confrontation between 
techn1que's pretensions to resolve all human problems 

« and the human will to escape technical determini sm. Il • 

12 

\ 
1 

What ;s the nature of the technological order? It is character;zed 

by a sense of the divorce of actfon and purpose. One reaction to the 

era of linear progress and the technocratie custody of hi story has been 

that poli tics should be purel y representat i onal, devoid of mani pul ation 

(and instrumenta11ty and a teleolog1cal dimension). In many senses, thi s 

1s a response of sensitive people to a world where it 1s impossible to 

discover an effective personal Archimedean point. Another response to 
15 

the scale of the technological order 1s, of course, anomic violence. 

,-
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In a clear synopsis of Arendt's view of modern violence, a reviewer of 
16 

her essay On Violence offers the following insight into the operation 
17 

of the techno10gical order. 

(Dominion over man) is today exercised by a 
bureaucracy or the rule of an intricate system of 
bureaucracy in which no man, neither one nor the 
best, neither the few nor the many, can be he1d respon
sible, and which properly could be ca11ed ru1e by 
Nobody. If we identify tyranny as government that is 
not held to give an account of itself, rule by Nobody 
is clear1y the most tyrannica1 of al1, since there 1s 
no one 1eft who could even be asked to answer for what 
is being done. It is this state of affairs, making it 
impossible ta localise responslbil ity and ta identify 
the enemy, that is among the most patent causes of the 
current worldwide rebellious unrest, its chaotic nature 
and its dangerous tendency to get out of control and 
to run amuck. 

Ellul 's tendency is to accept the Kafkaesque inefficacy of modern 
18 

man as a given. The roots of this situation lie, for Ellul, in an 

elastic concept of 'technique' wh;ch ultimately ;5 extended to include ny 
~ 

attempt by groups of men to organize their instrumentality. Technolog'cal 

society is qualitatively different from its antecedents because of the 

apparent rapidity of technological changes and the consequent difficulty 

in adapting'to them. The incalculable number of spin-off consequences from 

each new innovation reinforce the notion that events are unforeseeable and 

13 

consequently, beyond human control. It is difficult to localise responsibility 

for the role of United Fruit in Nicaraguan politics. The corporate economy 

and the scale of the social order reduce the sense of individual efficacy 
, 

to its minimum. Yet fame can come to any obscure non-person who can commtt 

a sordid enough crime; and 'efficacy' can result from a prankst~r's phoning 

a ~omb-threat,which forces the United State Navy to protect an ocean liner. 

There are predominantly two respdnses to the technological malaise: the 

first is a profound search for efficacy, for a simplification of the 

relationship between action and purpose. (This involves a scient1f1c and 

, . , 



theoretical understanding of historical forces);' The second 1s the 

development of a capacity to ratlonalize the non-existence of efficacy 

and ta surrender the notion of instrumental action. (This suqgests that 
') 
it is the myth of instrumental action which created the problem in the 

first place.) 

Within this second approach ta the technological order, achieve

ment, design, praxis and instrumentality become illusary. Dcmocracy is 

restricted ta the self-exoression of a reliqious festival; politics is 

purely representational. Ellul's response is elearly of this category. 

Certainly, it is true tha in abandoning linear progress, the 

14 

'post-modern' theorist must aband n the technoerat's quest for a predictable 

policy with calculabl~ conseque ces. The question that emerqes from a 

disCl,Jssion of Ellul'S( analysi~ of the technological order is whether that 
\ 

makes an instrumental\politics impossible. Tt also requires that our notion 

of a social science b~ examined further: the technocratie notion of science 

has at the heart a quest for perfect calculabil1ty and instrumental 

transparency. To the extent that this quest ,has become standard operating 

procedure for the social sciences. they remain deservedly discredited. 

If 'means' and 'ends' are to be used as categories in the discussion 

of pol{ti~al ethics, there must be an assumption about the possibility of 
\ ) 

ass1gning causality to events and actions. 
j 

Similarly in policy-making, 

expectations of 'foolproof' or 'certain' techniques are technocratie 

illusions. They are doomed either to resounding failure or to totalitar1anism. 
19 

depending on the context. Since there is no attempt to distinguish 

between instrumental reason and technique in Ellul's analysis. Ellul 's 
", . 

remedy con'sists of consciotJsly non-instr:umental suggestions. Politics will ~. 

become life, once tne individual admits the illusion of political efficacy. 
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Presumably (although this is not made clear) the need for efficacy (il 

Ellul 's theory of human motivation concedes such a thing) will be . ~ 
sublimated into art or craftsmanship. Presumably, also, such a need did .. 
not exist in'the organic community of (e.g.) ancient Athens. 

.'/ 
~ince E11u1's 

arguments are predicated on precisely the difference in conceptua1 frame

works between ancients and moderns, his suggestions become b1andly that 
21 

we cease to be what we have become. Since E11ul makes no attempt to 

examine the telationship between conceptual frameworks and social conditions, 

his re~edy is based on non:in~trumental suggestions that attemp 0 alter 

consciousness alone. The ahistorical focus of his investigat on of 

technique combined with an unclear understanding of human r 
22 

these limitations. These methôdological limitations to Ell 

lead ta 

work are 
. 23 

worth noting for they consistently limit his analy~is. s been observed: 

ODes he really mean to suggest that primitive 
technical operations are irrational, instinctual, 
or undertaken independently of consciousness? At 
times, in fact, this is exactly what he asserts. 
Yet surely it would be more correct to say that 
primitive technical operations involve and represent 
a different kind of consciousness and a different 
type of rationality. Ellul 's appeal to the dominance 
of consciousness and rationality in the modern wotfd 
recalls the Romantic critique of reason, a critique 
which fai1ed to recognize that Enlightenment rationality 
was not the only type of reason there is. 

Ellu1 's thesis is unclear about the concept of technologica1 monisme 

Can it be said that there is a single style of technique, any more than that 

there is a single type of reason? E11ul recognizes this difficulty in 

making a dubious distinction between the 'irrational' technique of the 

primitives and the 'rational' techniques of the modern. The evo1ution of a 

planetary culture 1s seen as t function of the homogenizing application of 

modern technology, especial1y communications techno1ogy. Ellul never explores 

the possib11ity that there is an alternative to the theory of a single 
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universal technique, inexorably activating a series of technolog1cal 

1nnovation~ and the correspondinq consciousness. It 1s dubious that a .. 
trial society would evolve towards an exact simulation of electric 

.rs and digital computers without sorne direct external influence. 

serips of quest~ons about the usefulness of ~lldl 's'concept 

of technique in explaininq cultural chanqes~ these will be considered in 

the concludinq section. 

What explains the pattern of industriali(alion in different 

cultures? E11ul is willinq to leave the question a 'mystery', yet that 15 

hardly satic:;factory. Certainly, it is impossible to adequately sugqest an 

anthropoloQical theory tn explain the origins of industr,ialization wit"out 

" an immense amount of research into demoqraphic, economic, and cultural 

factorc:;. Thp loqic of h1s proof rests on such arquments as the following: 

technique 1s universal because both democratic and totalitarian police 
24 

forcè'i arp concerned with efficiency and accumulate data. '(et the same 

obc:;ervatlon can be stated as follows: there are certain structural 

similarities between the processes by which laws are enforced in state A 

and state B. Suçh a statement is not siqnificantly startling nor controver-

sial, althouqh there may be stronq difference of opinion with regard to 

its importance. There is a continual tension in Ellul's writ1ngs between 

tne necessity of arguing the autonomy (the neutrality) of technique and 

the importance of the social frameworks in which technique operates. 

Philosophically, he 1s concerned with what Mitcham and Mackay call a 

'metaphysics of relations'. Thus he can state in 'The Technological 

Revolution and Its Moral and Political Problems' certain meliorative 

proposals which amend the framework in wh1ch modern technology is applied. 

Whether technique rema1ns autonomous on1y by will of. social decis1on

makers to use it as if it were so 1s, of course, unclear. Mitcham and 
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Mackay observe: 

Now although this theory rightly places the burden 
for altering technological tyranny on a change in 
consciousness, the emphasis is vaguely at adds with • 
Ellul's concepts of the origins of modern technology, 
in which changes in man's conceptual attitude towards 
the world were played down in favour of sociological 
factors. And contrary to expectations generated by his 
analysis of the necessity with which machines remake the 

~ social environment in their own image, he also thinks 
that a revitalized Christian consciousness could leave 
the technical infrastructure in tact. The apparent 
contradiction between Ellul 's radical rhetoric about the 
evils of technological tyranny and his concrete proposals 
for action can only be ~plained through an appeal to the 
metaphysics of relations. Since a thing has being through 
its relations rather than relations subsisting through 
things, give a thing a new set of relations, enclose it 
in a new consciousness and you have a new thinq. 

Mitcham and Mackay's analys;s of Ellul's theory on the origins 

17 

of technology and its implications ~equire two comments: (i) Ellul 's 

argument is not as cle~r as they imply it is. His emphasis of 'sociological' 

factors rather than 'man's conceptual attitude' is not explored as a coherent 
26 

theory of the sociology of science. There is no mention, for example, 

of Braudel or Foucault with their correspqnding material and ideational 

theories of the origins of modernity. The uncertainty as to this point is 

hardly unique to Ellul. Nevertheless, it must be explicated if Ellul 's 
27 

works are to be built on. (ii) It 1s unclear from his theological writings' 

the extent to which Ellul would accept a 'metaphysics of relations'. Grace 

;s grace, and ;t is contained within the individual. However, that is 

beyond the competence of this investigation. 

Ellul's confusion with regard to the origins of modernity 1s 
28 

revealed in hfs discussion of the s1xteenth century: 

Society was at a crossroads. More and more the 
need was fèlt to create new means; even the structure 
these must.take was clearly perceived. But the frame

,works of soçiety, the 1deas 1n currency, the 1ntellectual 
positions of. th~ day were not favorable to their 

~ 



realization. It was necessary to employ techn1cal 
means in a framework foreiqn to them; these 
techniques were powerless to force a dacision or 
to 'el1minate outmoded means. They ran up aga1nst 
the profound humanism, issue of Rena~sance 
humanism, which still haunted the séventeenth 
century - it believed not only in knowledge and 
respect for the human being but in the genuine 
sUpc'emacy of man over means. This human1sm, 
bound up with the 1dea of universa1fsm, dfd _ot al10w 
technique to grow. Man refused to conform to any 
uniform law, even when ft operated for their own 
qood. 

This passage attaches great lmport to 'cultural attitude'. 

18 

However, its impM'cat1ons .aile even more tantalizing. E11ul 15 aware of 

the in~dequacy of a cultural explanation; sim11ar1y to view the origins of 

modern technoloqy simply as being functions of certafn material conditions 
" 29 

is inadequate. Unfortunat
e
e1y, Ellul fails to explore this fertile paradox'; 

r Technique and Instrumenta 1 Reason 

El1ul makes no effort to distinguish betweén productive activity, 

technical activity, and instrumental activity. Nor does he examine the 

psychological or anthropological oriqins of instrumental activity. In 

explain1ng this omission, Ellu1 doesn't apoear concerned that his thesis 

1s in any way jeopardized: 

Technical activity is the most primitive 
act1vity of man. There 1s the technique of 
hunting, of ffshfng, of food gathering; and later 
of weapons, cloth1ng and building. And here we 
face a mystery. What 1s the origin of this activity? 
It i5 a phenomenon wh1ch adm1ts of no complete 
explanat1on. By patient teSearch, one finds areas 
of imitation, transitions from one technical form 
to another, examples of penetration. But at the core 
there 1s a closed area - the phenomenon of invention. 

p 

It can be shown that"techn1que 1s absorbed into 
man's psychology and depends upon that psychology and 
upon what has been cal1ed technical motivation. But 
we have no explanation of how an act1v1ty wh1ch once did 
not ex1st came to be. 

" 

• 



How did mean come'» to domeSticate animal s, to 
choose certain plants to cultivate? The mot1vating 
force, we are~told,. was religious, and the first plants 
were cultivated with sorne magical end in mind. This is 
1 ikely, olJ..t how was the selection made? And how dfd 
it happè-n -that the majority of these plants were ed1ble? 
How did man come te-refine metals and make bronze? Was it 
chance, as t~€,1e9èQd of the discovery of Phoenic1an 
glass has it? Thf5 'is obviously not the answer. 

......... .. ' 

One i s 1 eft wi th.. an en; gma; and there 1 s so~ poi nt 
in emphasizing that tnere is here the same mysterfous 
quality as in the appearance of lite itself. 30 

Ellul certainly cannot be faulted for h;s failure to answer the 

question of the origin of cognitive activities. However. his failure to 
<::> 
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elaborate on the difference between technique and instrumental reason leads 

to a fundamental conceptual confusion. Is technique a description of 

certain means of organizing scientific knowledge and applying it to 

specifie goals; the establishment of a technocraFY? Or iOchniq~e any 

mode of lnstrumental thouqht which attempts to apply knowledge in a 

systematic manner? There are, of course, limits to the beneficial uses 

of instrumental reason, but before these parameters S~n be mapped, a 
\' 

definitional distinction bet~elo:,technique and instrumental reason must be 

'established. At no point does Ellul do this. Consequently, Ellu' 1s 

prepared to abandon man's claim to instrumental action; and",is theory is 

inherently limited in responding to the political problems of the technolog~cal 

society. His failure to examine the motivational and intentional dimension 

of politicnl action produces a strikingly one-dimensional portrait of public 

life. Basically, Ellul ;s accepting what Theodor Adorno has descr1bed as 

the sense of 'inextricable fatality' permeating modern thinking and defining 

it as the no~m of human experience. Fears of social engineering, Stalinism, 

technocra ti c management, and authoritari an mani pul ation have made modern 

political theorists extremely conscious of the di]emma of acting-in-the-world 

with an in.~~,nt1on of aChiev1ng specifie goals. Unfortunate1y, in Ellul t 
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the str6ng who. in turn. justifies his position 
by endowing the jurid}ca1 system with new ~riteria 
of 1aw. 32 

This critique of juridica1 technique and legal positivism lends 

substance to the argument that E11u1 is concerned with eradicating the 

value-frée uncritica1 tendencies of the modern wor1d. However, his later 

work founders on his fai1ure to deve10p hi~_distinction between technique 
1 

and the means of ~chieving an end. E11u1 IS theo1ogica1 writings revea1 

the gradua1 presentation of a philosophy that can only be termed anti-
33 

instrumental. 

In The Presence of the Kingdom. E11u1 writes: 

Th~ whol e object of ethics i s not to attain 
an end (and we know very we11 that for a genuine 
Christian ethic there is no such thing as a 
striving for ho1iness), but to manifest the gift 
which has been given us, the gift of grace and of 
p~ace, of love and the Ho1y Spirit, that is, the. 
very end pursued by God and miraculously present 
within us. Henceforth'our human idea of means is 
âb~lute1y overturned; its root of pride and of 
power has been'éut away. The means is no longer 
ca11ed tO,'achieve ' anything. It is delivered 
from its uncertainty about the way to follow. and 
the success to be expected. We can easily give up 
the obsession with means. from which our tdme is 
suffering, and in the Church, we must 1earn that 
it is not our possibilities which cont~Ql our action, 
but it is God's end present within us. 34 

... 

In this passage, the assumptions of E11u1 IS investigation are 

revealed. Man, it fo11ows, must not want to be free. Those who have 

21 

interpreted The Techn010gical Society as a lament for man1s imprisonment 

within a social structure infused with tec~que are missing" the point. 
'"', ·V 35 

-,~e,~in prob1em, according to E11u1, is th~t technique has e1im1nated God. 

In defending h1mself against charges, of excessive individua1ism (elaborated 

below) E11u1 responds that he 1s not thi~k1ng ofôthe ind1vidua1 but of God. 
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Technique and Abundance 

Even the most extreme critics of'modernity must concede that 

technological society has generated material abundance such that except 

for' political reasons of surplus-accumulation and inadequate distribution, 

the elimination of poverty would be possible. Modernity rnay be characterized 

by sorne as the experience of an absence of integrated lifestyles and 

complementary relationship's between work and leisure, tradition and 

innovation, contemplation and planning. Few societies have achieved 

harmonious balance between these activities. Ellul fails to ask to what 

extent the negative (fragmenting) forces are endernic to the positive aspects 

of modernity (the potential for material abundance). He remains satisfied 

with a set of ernotionally-based proposals that suggest that an organic 

community will grow to replace the structures that have survived due to 

their S~~Vic~to instrumental reason. There are two possible responses 

to this argument: (i) The characterization of the traditional is hopelessly 

naive, positive and romantic. (ii) Even if the characterization were 

~ccurate. we cannot r~4rn to a previous style of life. Proposa1s based 

on these nostalgie pinings are a waste of time. 

In understanding the relationship between technique and 4bundance, 

the political theorist must ask two questions: (i) does the e1imination 

of scarcity in a subsistence-material sense necessitate the design of , 

new social structures and institutions? (ii) do the characteristics of 

modern technology bring about the elimination of scarcity only at the cost 

of democratic practices. Although both questions form the cornerstone of 

the third section of this thesis, it is important to establish sorne 

pre1iminaryobservations. 
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The concept of scarcity i s difficult to employ prec; sely. It 
II t' " l 

'~ 
, '~I 

is perhaps useful to distinguish between searcity and deprivat;on. 

Barrington Moore's idea that misery is a universal concept with a single 

meaning, whereas happiness is diverse is also useful in such a discussion. 

This distinction puts excessive emphasis on industrialization though. There 

are societies of pre-industrial abundance (a category describing many 

Polynesian societies before being integrated into the world economie-system) 
. 

and pre-industrial po vert y (the sub-Saharan African nations which remain 

poor for demographic reasons and remain essentially unintegrated in the 
36 

world economie-system). Consequently. there is an important analytical 

distinction between pre-industrial scarcity (demographically and geo

graphically-determined, even though it may be reinforced by feudal and 

early capitalist activities. as in Ethiopia) and the post-industrial 

scarcity existing in the cities of Lima and New York. An effective 

exploration of the relatlonship between culture and social structure would 

pose several questions. The most important of these would be: how does 

the relationship between the psychology of resignation (fatalism) and the 

ideology of the elites (the groups that benefit from the overall social 
1 

sltuation) compare in (e.g.) Chad and Peru. A comparison of these cognitive-
"\ 

systems would be an exercise in structural analysis which would be 

immensely valuable for an understanding of social change. 

It is a telling criticism of Ellul that the question of the 

alleviation of misery does not seem to interest him in discussing technology, 

he does not mention longer life-spans or the other welfareist advances of 

the teehnologi~al society. E11u1 repeatedly spurns the Luddite image 

which seems to fo11o~ logical1y from his analysis by referring to his 

distinction between techntque and technology. He states at some points 

that what must be changed 1s the framework in which technology and society 



relate. 

24 

But Ellul's distinctions between levels ~ society is never clear: 

scarcity does not seem to be a category that can be used in classifying 

groups. EaOrly technology i s di stingui shed from technique because the 

latter excludes the immediacy and the spontaneity that can be found in 
38 

the former. Ellul writes that: 

The activity of sustaining social relations and 
human contacts predominated over the technical scheme 
of things and the obligation to work, which were 
secondary causes. 

Modern society is hallmarked by the failure of the individual 
39 

to lead a contemplative life. Ellul continues: 

The constr~ints to wh1ch (pre-modern man) 
was subject did not funct10n decisively because 
they were of a non-technical nat~re,and could be 
broken through. In an active ciY1Tization, even 
one with a fairly good technical gevelopment. the 
individual could always break away and lead, say. 
a mystical and contemplative life. The fact that 
techniques and man were more or less on the same 
level permitted the individual to repudiate 
technique~ and get along without them. 

Such choice would be a revelation to most peasants working in 

a pre-industrial world. The discussion of ~ermits, vagabonds. ascetics 

and myst;cs as the criteria to assess a society's freedom 1s obv1ously • 
inadequate. Ellul's failure ta examine the relationship between technique 

and abundance and the distribution of abundance is a notable f~aw in 

his analysis. Having briefly discussed these preliminary aspects in 

Ellul 's work. it is now possible to turn to the major themes whlch he 
" -< 

and a discussion of their merits and limitations. 

( 
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FOOTNOTES 

Beichman, Arnold, The Christian Sciençe Monitor, Sept. 24, 
1964, p. 7. 

2 Runciman, W.G., 1 Impending Plenty', The New Statesman, 
April 23, 1965, p. 654. 
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3 Lichtheim, 'A Nous la Liberte', New York Review of Books, 
November 19, 1964; a review which a1so considered Ou va le travail humain? 
by George Friedmann; Machinisme et Bien-Etre by Jean Fourastie; Introduction 
à la Modernité by Henri Lefebvre; The French Bureaucratic System by Michel 
Crozier; La nouvelle classe ouvri~re by Se~ge Mallet. 

4 Ibid., p. 22. 

5 George Lichtheim discusses in ~ parenthetica1 remark the 
importance of George Gurvitch, an importance which he notes has not been 
fo1lowed up in the Anglo-American social sciences. Since he wrote, Paul 
Bosserman has written an excellent study of Gurvitch entitled Dia1ectical 
Socio10gy: an ana1ysis of the socio1ogy of George? Gurvitch, (Boston, 
P. Sargent, 1968). This, plus Gurvitch's work on the sociology of 1aw and 
the socio10gy of know1edge, form a substantia1 part of the critique of 
Ellul that 1 will attempt to deve10p in the concluding section. 

6 See, for examp1e, the journal Technology and Culture, which 
although primarily concerned with the history of technology, a1so dea1s 
in theoretical work. See a1so the publications of the Harvard Program 
on Technology and Society, specifical1y Emmanuel Mesthene, Techno10gica1 
Change: its impact on man and society, (Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University 
Press, 1970). A refreshing exception to this is Victor Ferkiss ' Techno1ogical 
Man: the myth and the rea1ity, (New York, Braziller, 1968). 

7 Ellu1, Jacques, The Techno1ogical Society, Vintage Books, New 
York. 1964. 

8 , The Political Illusion, Vintage Books, New York, ------1967. 
9 Propaganda, Vintage Books, New York, 1973. • 

10 In overcoming the e1itism inherent to theory (subsistence 
farmers cannot be expected to formulate a critique of domination, by the 
very nature of their cognitive-systems. The egalitarianism of Gurvitch's 
method as opposed to, say, Habermas' recommends 1t to political theorists. 
However, this cannot be explored here), the individual theorist 1s just 
beginning to explore the medium of film. At the risk of calling anything 
that discusses life political theory. Marcel Ophuls' film Le Chagrin et 



la Pitié must be discussed. It provides a depth study of the Nazi 
occupation of France. It explores motivations, behaviour and ideology 
at a11 leve1s of French society, and, as such, is an outstanding example 
of po1itica1 analysis. However, by explicating certain features of the 
role of social forces and individual activities under stress, it becomes 
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a piece of normative social theory. Whether or not such a use of film 
will qualitatively change the nature and ro1e of po1itica1 theory is of no 
slight importance, but that tao must be reserved for consideration at 
another time. 

11 The Technological Society, op. cit., p. 3. 
12 Ibid., p. 85. 

13 'The Technological arder' in Stover (ed.) The Technolorical arder, 
Proceedings of the Encyclopedia Britannica Conference on the Tèchno ogical 
arder, Detroit, Wayne State University Press, 1963. 

14 The Technologica1 Society, op. cit., p. 25-28. 
15 ' 

The correlation between violence and a restorative sense of 
personal efficacy is clearly illustrated in Franz Fanon's Wretched of the 
Earth, New York, Grave Press, 1968. 

16 Arendt, Hannah, On Violence, New York, Harcourt, Brace and 
World, 1969. 

17 Review of On Violence by Fred J. Cook, The Nation, April 6, 
1970, p. 606. 

18 Kafka,' in his utopian moments, saw the cause of the malaise 
of modernity in the scale of the social arder and consequent1y thought 
that the malaise could be rectified through dece"tralization. 

19 Totalitarianism in the sense in which the word is most 
commonly used in discussing Ellul. The tota1itarian political mentality 
is essentia11y a radical attempt at simplifying a complex situation. Wh en 
dissensus becomes unmanageab1e, or immanent dissensus undesirab1e, a ru1ing 
elite thr~ugh terror and structured, hierarchical organization imposes a 
simple Eastonian mode1 on the society. Thus, when confronted with the 
fai1ure of traditional planning techniques, the e1ite turns to more stringent 
measures. If econometric models cannot control inflation, then the society 
must be simplified. 

20 See Jacques Ellul 'Between Chaos and Paralysis', Christian 
Century, June 5, 1968, for an e1aboration of the key values in a new order. 

21 The new characteristics of technique are elaborated by El~ul 
(p. 79 of The Techno1ogica1 Society), where he writes: 

'In technique, whatever its aspect or the domain in which 
it is app1ied, a rational process is present which tends to bring mechanics 
to bear on all that 1s spontaneous or irrational. This rationa1ity, best 
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exemplified in systematization. division of labout. creation of standards. 
production norms. and the 1ike. involves two distinct phases: first the 
use of "discourse" in every operation; this exc1udes spontaneity and 
personal creativity. Second. there is a reduction of method to its logica1 
dimension alone. Every intervention of technique is. in effect. a 
reduction of facts, forces. phenomena, means and instruments to the schema 
of 10g;c.' 

\ El1u1 continues by presenting artificia1ity as another 
characteristic of modern technique. Artificia1ity as a concept becomes 
extremely difficu1t ta define. 15 an SST artificial? It follows certain 
design-phenomena which are rooted in nature. Is a man-made computer natural? 
The debate is circular and of 1imited conceptual value. 

, 
E"u' 's preceeding points are of considerab1y more inte~est. 

The existence of standardized procedures, denigrating spontaneity and 
creative rnorality is unique ta modernity. However, the existence of 
irrationalist counter-forces is also a unique ingredient of the modern 
condition which E1lu1 exc1udes from consideration. What does'1~ mean to 
oppose standardization, codification? Comman 1aw is based on the accumulation 
of precedents {at least according to a legal idealist interpretation of 
what occurs}. Since Thomas Kuhn's Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 
(Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1962), it has been current to observe 
that scientific progress is not made by the accu~~làtion of immense amounts 
of raw data, but that innovationa1 paradigms ~reatjv~ly respond to new 
social conditions. (See Leslie Sklair, Socio~ogy~f Progress, London, 
Rout1edge and K. Paul, 1970). Critical thinking must negate and initiate. 
But should we reject any type of systemization? It sounds desirab1e in 
everyday language-use to reject 'the system', to start each day anew, 
to create meaning ex nihilo. E"ul starts off by correctly criticizing 
moral and political formulae that are uncritically applied, yet~ it might 
be fair to see the final product as a socio10gy of the absurdo Modernity 
and standardization cannot be facilely equated either. Although it too 
is beyond the scope of this inquiry, it can be demonstrated that moral-
types (standards) which should be emulated (a schema of logic) exist in 
all culture~, and that the argument about standardization is therefore 
fallacious. (Cf Claude Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, Loijdon, Weidenfeld 
and Nicolson, 1966). In fact, defenders of modernity wou1d propose to 
El'u1 that the qualitative difference between modernity and its historical 
antecedents is the development of a capacity for negative thinking - of the 
type which Ellul laments the absence of. 

22 1 have stated that it is not my intention to engage in a 
methodo10gical critique of El1u1. His insights are far too wide-ranging 
and addressed to fundamentals for the nit-picking approach. However, 
three observations are of suffic;ent importance for mention in a footnote. 
(Ther~ is a fourth - Ellul 's conceptual confusion of the instrumental, 
the technica1 and the productive - which is of sufficient significance 
to merit a separate sectio~) 

(i) Ellul's work is primarily ahistorical. His work with 
regard to technique and politicization contains a sociology of technique, 
a sociology of propaganda, a socio1ogy of law, without examining the 
historical roots of 'the modern crisis'. He admits that his work is 'not a 



history' and proceeds on th1s assumption. The work Autopsy of Revolution. 
(New York, Knopf, 1971). containing much historical reference. is. not 
c01nc1dental1y, his most solid work. 

(11) El1ul IS ph110sophy of religion omits discussions within the 
discipline wh1ch are of importance. E11u1 IS category 'the sacred ' often 
appears as static and autonomous from the profane. This methodologica1 
predisposition towards abstract and static categories is, of course, 
apparent in El1ul IS discussion of technique. A reading of Mircea Eliade's 
The Sacr~ and the Profane (New York. Harcourt. Brace 1959) offers an 
a1ternatlve image of 'the sacred ' , one which exists as cl dynamic category 
comp1ement1ng the profane. 

(111) The 1iterature of po1itical theory is fil1ed w1th attempts 
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to explore the balance between compromise and intentionality in po11t1ca1 
action. Bernard Crick's Oefence of Po11tics (Ilarmondsworth. Pelican. 1964) 
and Mer1eau-Ponty ' s 1 Notes- on Machiavell i ' in ?l9.~ (Northwestern University 
Press. Evanston, 1964) are attempting to address the same theme: the 
e1ementary political question of the difference between individual and 
collective goods. E11ul ' s 1ack of interest in this problem leads him to 
d l1mited understanding of the political. Indeed. his moral vision al10ws 
little room for compromise (êspecially hic; critique of the new cOl1111onplace 
Iyou Canlt Act Without Gettinq Your ~lands D1rty ' in A_(r:..itique_oJ_JJ1_e Ne_~ 
Ç~l11l1onp dC~. New York, Knopf, 1968). 

23 Mitcham, Carl and Mackay, Robert. l,Jacques El1ul and the 
ecll,"o 1 Dg i ca 1 Soc i e ty 1, ~hJJ.2...SSlJ~l~L J otta.Y, Vo 1 ume X V, No. 2. Summer 1971. 

p. 12. 

24 See Ihe~~hno~~)_5oci_~~, p. 100-101. p. 411-412. 
25 

Mite ham and Mac kay. 0..p .... ~ .... cjJ .... " p. 118. 

26 This is a crfticism of his later works like 'The Technological 
Order ' • ~ cit. for Braudel and Foucault published the1r main works in 
the 1960 s. (For example, Braudel Capitalism and Materia1 Life 1400-1800, 
Harper & Row. New York, 1973 and Michel Foucaulr,- The ~rder of Thinrs: 
an archaeology of the human sciences, Tavistock Publications, London,970.) 

27 The most important of these 1s Ihe Theol~ca1 roundations of 
~~~, New York, Seabury, 1969. 

28 The Technological Society. op. cit., p. 41-2. 

29 A detailed examination of the theological aspects of El1ul IS 

works is, as 1 have stated, -far beyond my competence. However. sorne 
preliminary observations on the implications of Mitcham and Mackayls notion 
of a 'metaphysics of relations ' seems to be in order. In their excellent 
review article of Ellul, they do consistently make one mistake. Instead 
of accepting the contradictions in his work and building on them, they 
attempt to make Ellul more consistent a thinker than he actually is. This is done 
by arguing that a thing has being BOTH because of its own essence and 
because of the context in which that essence exists. That is why El1ul ls 
consistent uncertainty as to whether a change in the 'metaphysics of relations ' 



29 

co itions of the techno10gica1 society. Certainly, at tfmes he sees , 
(C~SCiOusness, the ideational context) will suffice ta ameliorate the 

no h1ng incompatible between a revitalized Christian1ty and a technical 
framework. However, th1s is primarily in his theolog1cal writfngs. Ellul's 
experience of the sacred is notably abstract, as 1 pointed out in a previous 
footnote with comparison to Eliade. Because ft is abstract, ft can be 
seen to be total, permeating al1 of life. At no time does Ellul attempt 
to explore within a psychological framework the possibility for the co
existence of sacred and technical values. Nor does he attempt to 
demonstrate their incompat1bility. U1timately, we are left with the hope 
that they are compatible. rt remains a rewarding exercise of theology and 
cultural anthropology to demonstrate under what circumstances they are. 
See Robin.Horton's article 'African Traditional Thought and Western Science' 
in Africa, Jan. 1967. 

, 

30 The Technological Society, op. cit., p. 23. 
31 ' 

The concluding chapter attempts to deal with the relationship 
between structural and ideological factors in a general way. 

32 The Theological Foundations of Law, op. cit., p. 32. 

33 In waiting for a divine intervention, Ellul 's definition of 
technique must change. It looses its organizatianal insights, which 
parallel the still cagent observations of Roberto Michels; and replaces 
it with a passive view of man's role in an ethical world. The theme of 
the organization of know1edgè as a major problem of modern po1ifD:s and 
economics is beginning to receive appropriate attention. See Leslie Sklair, 
Organized Know1edge. St. Albans, Hart-Davis MacGibbon, 1973. 

34 Ellul, Jacques, The Presence of the Kin~do~, New York, 
Seabury Press, 1967. p. 82. 

35 Ibid., p. 83. 

36 An argument can be made that these societies have experienced 
drought on1y because of changes Qrought about in the world climate as a 
result of industrial production in other continents. At this point, the 
argument becomes too abstract for practical use. Previously, societies 
which failed to adapt to changing c11matological conditions simply became 
extinct. To those still possessed with remnants of Social Darwinism. perhaps 
such an alternative is acceptable even today! 

37 But it is far beyond the' scope of thts effort. It would be 
useful to understand the role of technology in eliminating scarcity to 
develop such a comparison between the social dynamics of pre and post 
industrial scarcity. 

38 The Technological Society, op. cit., p. 65. 
39 Ibid., p. 77. 
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CHAPTER Il < 

EllUl'S CONTRIBUTIONS TO POlITICAl THEORY 
-----~ ------. -";;';"---'---

L~..ros s i b.l e a n~_t-'!~}!e5_~s~a r:l 

The autondmy and self-augmentation of technique 1mply that 

there 15 ô tcndency within the technological arder to transform the 

technically pos~iblr 1nto the socially necessary. Technique can be 

seen as the phenomenon of ever-expanding GNP' s. and random R & 0 budgets. 

rational1zed w1thin the ideology of pure science. The process of 

technolog1cal chanqe become the accumulation of novelties. In thfs regard, 

[llul accurately discerns one of the basic tendencies of technocratie 

pol1tics with regard to its relationship to science and technolo~y'. However, 

he stops short of posfng one key Questio~: what forces are re5ponsible for 

this translation of the possible into the necessary? How is thfs expon

entially-expanding innovation generated and just1fied? Ellul l1mits his 

capacity to deal with such questions because, from the inceptfon, he has 
, 

oriented himself towards a perspective which fails to see man as a part 

of the technological processes that surround him. A new series of questions 

must be posed as a result of Ellul's theories. Whatever the cantemparary 
,12 

er~s ta be called, the technetron1c age, the cyberculture, past-
3 4 

fndustrial society, the planetary culture, H has suff1c1ent qualitative • 

uniqueness to just1fy the refocus1ng of the key questions of po11t1cal 

theory. A critique of Ellul must foeus on the broad strokes. Ellul's 

conceptualizatfon of the modern arder, if left unmed1ated by a complementary . . 

brand of th1hking. cannot adequately explore the context. They leave the 



individual with a reinforced sense of impotence in facing the new 

challenges of the technological society. 

Technocracy means, by definition. the tendency to suggest 

technological solutions to proble~ that are more amenable ta other 

procedures. Implicit within such a doctrine is the idea that such 

'problems' can be 'solved' and that there is an objective1y-calcu1ab1e, 

non-ideo10gical remedy. The social sciences must rigorous1y examine this 

aspect of technocracy and the exact causes of the automatic. autonomous 

decisions to further technological innovations. 

A further examination of the theme of the equation of the 

possible and the necessary in modern decision-making will be reserved for 

the following section. A full exploration of decision-making with regard 

to technology and the supposed autonomy of technique is long overdue. 

What are the'policy-positions of various groups in society with regard to 

transportation policies? Who supports the argument for new airports and' 

who for improved rapid transit systems? Under what circumstances is hard 
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technology vulnerable to politica1 restraints? Certainly there is a strong 

basis of ideologica} support for the technological-growth-because-it-can-be

do ne attitude. Yet the 5ST was stopped; and there is no attempt to dis,tribute 

on a mass sealé cars that can go 200 mph even though their technologica,l 

feasibility is demonstrated annually at Indiannapolis. The debate surround

ing economic growth splits the socialist and liberal capitalist communities: 

Liberal 
Capitalist 

Socialist 

Pro-Growth 

standard 
Wall 'Street Journal 

Monthly Review5 Peace Research ~ 

Anti-Growth 

Cl ub of Rome 

Frankfurt School 

" 
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Yet, despite this split (revolving largely around the interpretation of 

thé scientific evidence regarding the availability of world resources) it 

is indisputable that surplus accumulation and the generation of new markets" " 

are a fundamental incentive to novel products. The possible becomes 

necessary at least in part for reasons that stem from an economic 

imperative. Economic man, whether socialist or capitalist, still suffers 

from an expansionist ethic as distinct from a redistributionist one. The 

proliferation of new technologies is not entirely without human inter-

vention, however. 

6 
William leiss writes: 

The crucial question 'is: what is the h1storical 
dynamic that spurs on the mastery of internal and 
external nature in_the modern period? Two factors shape 
the answer. One is that the domination of nature ;s 
c~nceived in terms of an intensive exploitation of 
naturels resources, and the other is that a level of 
control over the natural environment which would be 
sufficient (given a peaceful social order) to assure 
the material well-being of men has already been attained. 
But external nature continued to be·viewed primarily 
as an object of potentially-increased mastery, despite 
the fa ct that the level of mastery has risen dramatically. 
The instinctual renunciation - the persistent mastery 
and deni~l of internal nature - which is required to 
support the project for the mastery of external nature 
(through the continuation of the traditional work-
process for the sake of the seemingly endless productive 
applicGtions of technological innovations) appears as 
more and more irrational in view of the already attained 
possibilities for the satisfaction of needs. 

( 

Thus the propulsion towards the production of technological 

gadgetry and the biological research into genetic engineering can be seen 

to stem from the same cultural consciousness. Exponential growth and the 

psychology of the Itechnological fix l are fundamental insights into 
7 

technocratie politics which can be gleaned fram Ellul. leiss has 

suggested the appropriate questions for further exploration. If we see, 
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8 
in Walter Benjamin's expression the essence of human technique as not 

the domination of nature but the mastery of the relat1onsh1p between nature 

and humanity. then we Cdn begin to formulate a po11tical theory that can 

humanize and naturalize the technological society. It is imperative to 

formulate questions with regard ta the relatianship between technique and 

decision-making processes of the state. questions like these: (i) haw 

was a decision like the James Bay project undertaken? accarding ta what 

criteria? (ii) how was a decision like the building of the Aswan dam 

made? were the possible lasses of fisheries at the mouth of the Nile 

foreseen? was the tradeoff a valid choice? were alternatives avatlable? 

Similar questions could be asked about almost any high-v1sibl1ity. high-

prestige. large-technology project. whether supertankerports, the Volta 

Dam. innumerable airports. etc. Each innovation has correspond1ng negative 

consequences - either foreseen on certain groups whose interests are not 

wel1-represented - or unforese~n on the polit y as a whole. Policy-making 

becomes a tradeoff between interests. Vet Ellul would see that aspect of 

decision-makinq as a function of, technological determinism. Naturally, 

within a pluralist framework. the 'tradeoff approach l to decision-making 

means a tac i t acceptance of the seH -out of l4flder,-represented groups (lndians 

in the James Bay area. fi?hermen. in Newfoundl'and outports, etc.) Bachrach 

and Baratz critique of plur~list theory af,decis1an-making in Power and 
9 

Poverty 'remains applicable in this context. It is ,impossible 'ta bul1d a 

game theoretical model which quantifies different interests in calculating " 
1 

'}1.. ' 

the 'tradeoffs ' in a particu'ar 4~novation. However. the social cost of. 
~ .~, 

·,d..e~tsians and non-gecisJqn:s m~s,t bé calculated within the policy process. 
J;J \ • ~ 

It can be argued that ~ach.decision ta allocate x amount of resources of 
c 

, 

a given society means that n namber of projects requir1ng nx resources are 

not funded. Vet assuming that scarce re~ourc~s are endem1c to any society 

-l, 

, " 
'/' 
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(even that which is materially affluent) the key question will remain 

what criteria are used for public choice, and the extent ta which that 
10 

process is accountable and responsive to adversary proceedings. The 

re1ationship between techno10gy and po1itics is more comp1ex than the view 
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that technology is autonomous suggests. In North American politics, 

technological innovations and pork barrel politics have been closely related. 

Further research must be done on the dynamics of the 'technological fix', 

decisions which emphasize high-technology innovations instead of a re-

distributionist politics. In the American ethos, this economic tendency 

has been reinforced by the idea that technology is the cornerstone of the 

New World utopian order. Together, these factors have created a political 

climate in which almost any technological change is viewed as inherently 

good. This, plus the relationship between new technologies and corporate 

R & 0 orient the concrete deçjsions of the policy-making process. Thus, 

for particular reasons, the possible does become necessary, sometimes even 

-urgent. It is uSf!less to speculate as to the degree that this is a function 

of the ideology of technological progress and the degree that it is a functi'on " 
J-

of the relationship between the new technology and corporate America. 

Suffice it to sayat this point that the combined and related effects of the 

-,~two forces have led to many decisions whlCh 'can too easily be construed as 

simple technological determ;nism. 

The Illusion 01 Planning 

Ellul concludes his appendix to The Political Illusion with the 

following indictment of planning: 

1 believe that the formula of democràtizing 
planning, or of bringing together politics and 
technique within a planning system is a characteristic 
example of a po11tical illusion, of empty verbiage. 
It is a consolation that one gives oneself when 
confronted with this planning power, and of the 
consequent questioning of d~cracy. l~ 



.................. ------------------~------
) 

In this highly provocative secHant Ellul lists the obstacles 

to democratic planning: the irrationali~y of the citizen-consumer, the 

concentration of technicians and planners removed from the consequences 

of their plan, the lack of information of the deputes, the ambivalent 

attitude of unionists tow~~~ active participation in these economic 

plans, the determi~ing effect of long-range plans on middle-range plans. 

etc. Then, he adds a point which recurs throughout his writing that he 

considers as fundamental: the imposs;bility of calculating effects: 

It is wel1-known that it ;s often necessary 
to bring about modifications and rectifications of 
the plan wh11e it 1s being put into effect, not 
necessarily because of errors in the plan, but 
because of circumstances. What is then sometimes 
spoken of is 'active planning'. For instance, how 
can our plan be adapted to the bad harvest of 1963, 
to the inflow of refugees fro~ A1geria, to the fourth 
week of paid vacations, etc.?12 

Accordingly, Ellul sees talk of democratic planning slipping 

into hypnotic verbalism. The plan itself becomes a factor of technical 
c 1:Z 

power, he adds, favorably citing Meynaud's work on technocracy. 

In an extended conwnent on' this point, Ellul discusses in The 
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Technological Society the work of J. de Castro entitled The Geography of 

Hunger. He exp1icates his analysis of the illusory nature of planning: 

According to de Castro certain regions were 
deforested in order to grow sugar cane. But only 
the immediate technical productivity was considered. 
In a further work. de Castro seeks to show that the 
hunger problem was created by application of the 
capitalist and colonialist system to agriculture. 
His reasoning. however, is correct only to a very 
limited extent. It 1s true that when an agriculture 
of diversffied crops is replaced by a single-crop 
economy for commercial ends (tobacco and sugar cane), 
capita11sm is ta blame. But most often crop diversi
fication 1s not disturbed. What happens 1s th~t new 
areas are brought under cultivation. producing"\jf~ 
population increase and also a unilateral utilii~tion 



of the labor forces. AND THIS IS LESS A CAPITALIST 
THAN A TECHNICAL FACT. If the possibility of 
industrializing agriculture exists, why not use it? 
Any engineer, agronomist. or economist of a hundred 
years ago would have agreed that bringing uncultivated 
lands under cultivation constituted a great advance. 
The application of European agricultural techniques - . 
represented an incomparable forward step, when compared. 
for example, ta Indian methods. But it involved certai,n 
UNFORESEEN CONSEQUENCES: the resulting deforestation -

.modified hydrographie features, the rivers became torrents, 
and the drainage waters produced catastrophic erosion. 
The topsoil was completely carried away and agriculture 
became impossible. The fauna, de pendent on the existence 
of the forest, disappeared. In this way, the food-producing 
poss.ibilities of vast regions vanished. The same situation 
is developing as a result of the cultivation of peanuts 
in Senegal, of cotton in the South of the United States, 
and so on. None of this represents, as is cOlTITIonly saïd. 
a poor application of technique - one guided by selfish 
interest. It is simply technique. And if the situation 
is rectified 'too late' ny the abandonment of the old 
technique. it will only be as a consequence of sorne new 
technical advance. In any case. the first step was 
inevitablej man can never foresee the totality of 
consequences of a given technical action. HjSTORY 
SHOWS THAT EVERY TECHNICAL APPLIcATION FROM ITS BEGINNINGS 
PRESENTS CERTAIN UNFORESEEABLE SECONDARY EFFECTS WHICH 
ARE MUC~.MORE DISASTROUS THAN THE LACK OF THE TECHNIQUE 
WOULD HAVE, BEEN. THESE EFFECTS EXIST ALONGSIDE THOSE 
EFFECTS WHICH WERE FORESEEN AND EXPECTED AND WHICH 
REPRtSENT SOMETHING VALUABLE AND POSITIVE. (my emphasis 
added) 14 

The conservative logic of th;~ passage is evident: 'Because 
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we don't know what negative consequences may ensue. we should refrain from 

doing anything.' Nevertheless. Ellul is correct in pointing out-thfi? 

unforeseen and unintended consequences of any technological innovation (or, 

for that matter, any human action). No science of technolo,gical change. no 

matter how sophisticated. could calculate all the variables. Perhaps 

unforeseen consequences could be minimized, however. Yet it is certain 
15 

that no world-systems modelling can calculate all conceivab1e eventualities. 

The currency of such conceptual frameworks as 'progress' obscure this 

uncertainty by assuming unilinear trends in history. This provides one 
\ 



important bas1s of the technocratie orientation. the management of h1story. 

However. 1s it correct to assume that the only alternative to this (the 

technocratie management of history, and the alche~ of turn1ng the possible 

into the necessary) 1s the complete status-quo orientation impl1ed in 

E"u1's discussion of the Green Revolution. El'ul's inadequate approach 

to the problem is revealed here by hfs failure to formulate the underlying 

and essential question: why 1s ft easier ta employ technological means 

ta alleviate certain ecological conditions (1n this case insufficient 

production of food for the subsistence level of the population) than to 

reorganize the politi~al economy of the region involved? Would such a 

reorganization inevitably succumb ta the rules of technique? E"ul has 

replfed elsewhere that any such attempt at 'revolutionary' change would 
16 \ 

\ 
inevitably be bureaucratized. E1lul 's warnings are wise if interpreted 

"; as beinq a polemic against the psychology of the technological 'fix'. 

However, in the overall~ cantext of his theological and sociological 

wri~ings, this 15 not the1r sole meaning. 

El'ul 's proposals, as elaborated below in this section, are 

related to attempts to change,consciousness. Similar problems arise 

throughout Ellul's work, with regard to planning, law, propaganda. What 
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relationship exists between consciousness and the polit1cal and 1nstitutfonal 

basis of society? If consciousness ehanged to accept the necessity of a 

global and long-range dimensions to economic planning, what obstacles would 

there be to the 1mplementation of this new tendency'? Concurrently, what 

1s the relationship between rational persuasion, public opinion, cultural 

consciousness, and social change? His view of planning fails to take this 

into account. The dynamics, of the fa1lure of plans 1s more compl1cated than 

the truism that 1t 1s d1fficult to reconcile long-range planning w1th 
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democracy without a massive consciousness-change. Ellul 's basic anti-

politics do not provide a reply to the question of how such ameliorat1ve 

réforms as those he suggests in 'The Technological Order' can bé obta1ned. 

His distaste for compromise and the bargaining inherent to an effective 

politics severely limits his praxis. His theory is limited by his 

unwillingness to examine the causes of the problems he discerns: why do 

interdisciplinary research groups receive so little support from the 

scientific establishment? What tendencies have supported the abstractness 

of modern philosophy? Why is it easier to export a high-technology. 

capital-intensive 'Green Revolution' than to achieve a rational land~use 

policy in an underdeveloped area? 

From Ellul's analysis. a series of questions about the obstacles 

to social planning and instrumental social change emerge. They are best

stated now. although they will be responded to in the final section: 

.' 

(i) Without entering into the complex data-war 
between the neo-Malthusians and their adversaries. 
what would the probable"corlsequences of a large-
scale rejection ef'tec~nique (and its most obvious 
manifestation. the\machine) be? How would this affect 
the possibility of reallocating resources in a world 
still dominated by scarcity? 

(ii) Why are technological resources directed 
towards centralized 'big science' projects such as 
space programmes. cancer research. construction 
technology? What is the relationship between such a 
technology and the pre-ecological philosophy of science 
still permeating the scientific establishment? Is this 
of any significance ~ an attempt to reach a dialogue 
w1th the tethn1cians and to revive philosophy. 

(iii) Ooes technocràcy emerge ine~orably from the 
differéntiation of society endemic to the process of 
industrialization? Even if th1s exists as a propensity 
of social structures, what alterndtive possibilities 
exist for post-industrial society? 

1 
(1v) To what extent does a philoso~hy of science 

emphasizing control and manipulation Of nature Tl 

(including human 'nature') deserve to be viewed as the 
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on1y correct v1ew of sciance. Ta what extent 1s 1t 
an aberration emanating from unique historica1 and 
ideolog1cal conditions? 

(v) To what extent has E11u1 exc1uded man from 
a role in (and a responsibility for creat1ng) the 
processes that engulf him?17 

" P.9JJ_t_t~JJ~!1 __ t!..nd J~~ajl~~--=_J_he Fai l_ur~_.?J_ 'p~!OOcr_a~y 

E1lul 's work on propaganda, communications systems, and the 

soc~logy of knowledge disp1ays many para11el concerns to his ear1ier work 

39 

.' on technique. The conditions of the modern wor1d are such that it ;s 

impossible, he argues, to be an authentic individua1, and, correspondingly, 

a democratic ~itizen. Communitations have become standardized through the 

mass media. Discontinuous events are presented sequential1y as 'news'. 

Such a system, in E11ul's view, becomes a machine for consensus-making and 

pOlitical integration essential for the functioning of the modern technostate. 

The process trivializes ideas and reduces criticism to the repetition of 

commonplaces that have no effect except ta reinforce the individual as a 

part of mass society. Propaganda, he writes, no longer serves to convince 

people,' if that was ever its role: 

... Propaganda is very frequently described as a 
manipulation'for the purpose of changing ideas and 
opinions, of making individua1s 'believe' sorne idea or 
fact, and final1y of making them adhere ta sorne 
doctrine - a11 matters of mind. Or, to put 1t differently, 
propaganda is described as dealing with be1iefs or ideas. 
If the ind1vidua1 is a Marxist, it tries ta destroy his 
conviction and turn him into an anti-Marxist, and 50 on. 
It calls on al1 the psycho10gica1 mechanisms, but appeals 
to reason as well. It tries ta convince, to br1 ng about 
a decis1on, to create a firm adherence to sorne truth. 
Then, obviously if the conviction is suff1ciently strong, 
after sorne soul searching, the ind1vidua1 is ready for 
action. 

Ihis line of reasoning is completely wrong. To 
view propaganda as still being what 1t was in 1850 
is to c1ing to an obsolete concept of man and of the means 
to influence him; it is to condemn oneself to'vnderstand 



nothing about modern propaganda. The a;m of modern 
propaganda is no longer ta modify ideas, but to provoke 
action. It 1s no longer to change adherence to a 
doctrine, but ta rnake the individual c1ing irrationa11y 
ta a process of action. It is no longer to lead to a 
choi ce, but to 1 oos en the ref1 exes . 1 t i s no longer 
ta transform an opinion, but to arouse an active and 
myth i ca 1 be l i ef. 18 

Certain1y El1ul has demonstrated that in a fragmented mass 
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society, the technology of modern communications is essential for political 

integration. (Most 1iterature on po1itical integration has deve10ped 

similar insights, primarily under the influence of Karl Deutsch). Ellul's 
19 

distinction be~een 'integration propaganda' and 'a~ttation propaganda' 

is helpfu1 in understanding the ro1es of cOl1l1lunications systems. 

The question remains how the communications systems of modern 

society structura11y differs as an integrative and stabi1izing system from 

those of a non-;ndustrial society. Part of the nove1ty of Ellul 's argument 

stems from his resolute unwillingness to consider political integratlon 

as a desirable 'en~'. (See the following section on centralization, where 
, 

integration and development are discussed.) Also, E11ul makes no attempt 

to consider any contemporary developments in communications technology 
20 

and their possible implications for his thesis. 

21 
'Propaganda no longer obeys an ideology,' [llul writes. After 

22 
describing ideology in terms of a set of beliefs on which society rests, 

Ellu1 uses a phraseology which is inherent1y misleading. Propaganda obeys 

a technocratie orientation, and, accordingly. attempts to forge a distinct 

consensus out of a highly-differentiated social fabric.' Ellul sees all 

aspects of modern life as politicized. meaning that activity is subject 

to rational calcu1ation, compromise, and is devoid of any intrinsic value. 

For El1ul, technique has destroyed the private; whereas for another observer, 
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like Hannah AreAdt, modernity has created a 'social' world to replace 

the 'public'. The different value-systems of these two authors is revealed 

in their different conceptualization of what is essentially the same analysis. 

It ;s more than incidental that Ellul sees propaganda as inducing a sense 

of participation (undesirable in that it politicizes social activity). On 

the oJher hand, the traditional pluralist approach emphasizes the non

participation of the average citizen. His participation is the act of 

delegating authority, and excessive activity is considered dangerous. Such 

a non-participatory society tends more towards privatization than mass 

engagement. This is the significant difference between the technocratie 

state and the 'mass participation' totalitarian states so familiar to the 

literature of political science. Framing the argument: in this way, however, 

requires Ellul 's entire thesis to collapse. His concern with the illusions 

of Ipolitical man l and a hopelessly politicized society arç the pre-. 
conditl~ns for the non-existence of Christian fellowship. 

Propaganda. for Ellul (as for Mcluhan, who writes an extremely 

~rable' review of PT_op_a.9_a_n~_a in .!3~~_k_!l..e..e_k. This will be referred to in 

the second section.) induces these effects regardless of the content. Ellul's 

presentation of modern communications is 50 conscious of standardization 

that it fails to elaborate key differences. If the media are such that 

content is irrelevant, Ellul's thesis becomes more credible. But there is 

no argument to support this underlying contention~' For example, muckraking 

as a philosophy of social responsibility rests on certain assumptions about 

the potential for effective political action in an open society. Ellul's 

thesis on propaganda would make such journalism just another random display 

of disjointed information. The mass of infonmation (so massive that it 

must be stored in computerized data-banks) is not the potential negation of 

) 
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technological propaganda, but, according to Ellul, 1s its very prerequisite: 

This informed opinion i5 indispensible for 
propaganda. Where we have no i nfonned opi nion 
with regard to political and economic affairs, 
propaganda cannot exista For this r~ most 
of the older countries, propaganda was localized 
and restricted to those groups which had d-irect 
contactwith politicallife; it was not designed 
for the masses indifferent to such questions -
indi fferent. because they were uni nformed. The 
masses cannot be interested in pol itical and 
economic questions or in the great ideological 
debates based on them, unless mass media of cOlTlTlunic
ation disseminate information to the publ ic. We 
know that the most difficuH to reach are the 
peasants, for a variety of reasons already pointed 
out; but another essentiill reason is that they are 
uni nfonned. , 

There is' an obvious logic to this point. If a pers on does not 

know what 'Vietnam', i s, he i s not 1 i kely to respond to a debate about the 

existence or non-existence of American imperialism there. This 10g1c also 

produces a frontal assault on the logic of meritocracy and expert i se. What 

is the role of scientific proofs in political discourse? Is a 'limits 

to growth'-type 5tudy worth anything? A relatively-complex computer

prograrrming model digested vast data to document what, to many, 'was, obvious. 

Certainly, the study was worthwhile as part of process that could awaken 

and convince a society succeptible to scientific arguments. 

But the surplus of information does serve to legitimize technocracy: 

the existence and the perceived importance of large quantities of specialized 

information leads to the bel ief that experts alone are capable of making 

contemporary political decisions. Yet, as noted above, Ellul fails to 

attempt a qual itative evaluation of the information dispensed through the 

cotm1unications systems. Critical works on the soc;ology of mass communications 
24 25 

such as Boorstein's The Image, Cirino's Oon't Blame the People and 
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Schiller ' s Mass Communications and American Empire. are not mentioned. 

Vet these works emphasize the importance of content in reinforcing pre

vailing elite ideologies. The operation of media systems within a corrmercial 

corporate economy has been the subject of much speculation. As also noted 

above. many have observed that cable tele~ision has the potential to negate 

the corrmercializing, banalizing tendencies of the mass media, by relating 

more directly to personal and immediate problems. This remains. of course, 

to be demonstrated in practice. 

No political era i5 without its ironies. Ellul',S' cntique of the 
.' 

.. 

relationship between information, opinion, and action stand~'_as a comprehensive 

challenge ta the theories of meritacracy and scientific administration. 

Yet this challenge to the 'rule of experts' has itself become a 'corrmonplace' 
27 

of the modern era. Not only the corrmonplaces he lists in ~ __ CT_i_tJ5lu_e_9J 

.t_h_e __ ~_w_ S:_o~~_'lPJ ~_c~_s but a 1 sa the; r l ogi ca l appos it; ons have come to be 

elements of the modern political discourse. In shor~, the debate is 

banalized. and language loses its power. Arendt is correct 

in arguing that politics is either speech the tensions of 

modern society become more readily explicable. 

The media are receptive to new images. Ellul's useful ins1ght 1s 

that a completely open system standardizes as repressively as a closed 

system. By presenting all sides of each question. all debate 1s coopted. 

The intricate dynamics of this cooptation need ta be explored more fully. 

If the proliferation of new cultural 1deas can initiate structural changes 

" in social organization. Ellul's argùments about standardization are refuted. 

In this sense, the debate regard1ng the cooptation of ideas versus the 

use of ideas to erode,by cultural means a dominant consciousness is of 



considerable signifieance. The pUblication of Reich's Greening of America 

was immediately condemned by the American New Left as an example of the 
<J 

cooptation and defusion of Marcusian philosophy. Ellul IS theory of socia1 

change, which, to its credit, emphasizes consciousness, hinges on this , 

conceptual problem. Whether an idea contains the potential to erQde the 

dominant consciousness o~ whether it"is being coopted by an elàstic image-
, 

'J 

constructing power structure depends primarily on the theorist's perception 

of the relationship between the ideational and structural dynamics of a 

society. How can we mea5ure the effect of Ford Motors showing 50cia11y-
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concerned advertisements. or large corporations using T-groups for personnel 

management? A ~ll exploration of this is impossible. but an attempt will 

be made to refocus this question in the final section. 

I~_e_ J_"-e_v_i _t~_b_,-lJ_t1- _o_f_ S~..!1_tT3D; za tJ_o_,,-

It is an axiom of the literature on political integration that it 

is necessary to have an integrated polit Y before one can proceed with 

economic planning and national policies. However, since effective planning 

is. in El1ul IS thesis, illusory, se1f-deceptive, there is scant value in ,. 

achieving an integrated state. The argument that rational planning at a 

world 1eve1 is a prerequisite to fair distribution of the wor1d ' s resources 

is an effective response to E11ul ' s lament concerning the inevitab1e 

concentration of power in the modern technostate. In the language of 

po1itica1 realism, 1arge-sca1e'(fecentralization and a socialist wor1d 

economie-system are highly unli~e1y. Planning will continue ta develop 

a10ng the 'muddling through ' approach suggested by Albert O. Hirschman's 
28 

'possibilism'. It is simi1arly a truism of much international relations 

theory that increased contact brings about increased awareness of inter-

dependence, and therefore increased cooperation which under certain 
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circumstances can become political or economic integration. 
• c 

As discussed earlier-, E11u1 's concern is with the standardization 

engendered by the place of technique in mass society. At a global scale, 

this standardization can 1ead to a cultural homogenization under the guise 

of technica1 planning. Yet E11u1 's perspective is sufficient1y distorted 

to 1imit his capacity to formulate a1ternativ~ models of political 

organization for the post-industrial wor1d. However, E11u1 's understanding 

of organizationa1 pr;ncip1es, derived in some significant way from the 

phi10sophy of Teilhard de Chardin, points out the forces propel1ing 

integration and homogenization in a technological world: 

The point is that the integration of nations and 
peoples into lndependent power blocs very great1y 
reduces possibilities for independent decisions. A 
typical case is that of the new nations. Three months 
after Fidel Castro came, te power l wrote (and rece;ved 
no praise and much criticism for my 'simplistic' views) 
that he would be forced to enter the Soviet bloc~ that 
he would not be able to carry out his personal policy; 
and that this al ignment would lead to internal 
communization ... Once the African and Arab people have 
consolidated themselves they will be ob1iged to enter 
a rigorously closed and determined system. Let no one 
sayat this point that the entrance of nations into a 
vast body on1y shifts the ~cus of decisions, and that 
decisions can be made just the same. Some say: 'We 
are only 90in9 through a p'eriod of adaptation. Po1itical 
decisions thus far taken on the national level now become 
decisiQns at a higher 1evel, but remain Just as free. A 
difficulty on1y arises from the inconsistency between 
theSé twp levels. and the difficu1ty of bringing them 
together.' We know that argument; but we are referring 
pn1y to one of the constants that cannot be demonstrated 
here for reasons of space: EVERY TIME AN ORGANISM 
INCREASES IN DIMENSION AND COMPLEXITY, THE RATE OF 
NECESSITY INCREASES AND THE POSSIBILITIES OF CHOIeE AND 
ADAPTATION DECLINE. IN REALITY, BIG BLOCS OBEY MUCH MORE 
RIGOROUS MECHANISMS AND THEIR POLITICAL ACTIONS BECOME 
INCREASINGLY SIMPLISTIC AND PREDICTABLE. THE SIZE AND 
COMPLEXITY OF THE MECHANISM IS SUCH THAT, IF WE WANT IT 
TO FUNCTION, IT MUST FUNCTION IN AN AUTONOMOUS FASHION, 
WITH THE FEWEST POSSIBLE DECISIONS ~ND INNOVATIONs.29 

This argument opposes complexity and scale to autonomy in El1ul '5 cybernetic 

theory of organ1zation. It proposes the ax'iom that comp1exity el1minates 



the capaclty to choose except through a comp1icated cybernet1c game theory. 

In accepting this 10gic borrowed from sys-::ems theory, E11 u1 has accepted 

the basic philosophical premise on which modern technocracy is based. He 

does not question the extent and the manner whereby Arabs and Africans 

will be absorbed into a c10sed and determined system. The global conmunity 

is part of the same ecosystem. With that awareness, modern political 
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theory is intrinsically 1imited in its suppositions regarding the possibility 

of local autonomy. However, as will be e1aborated in the next section, 

the differentiation and comp1exity of the global system on1y e1iminates 
30 

cholce within a certain mode of thing: 

Certain1y, it follows 10gica11y from these assumptions that a 

prerequisite to the attainment of a dignified society is the reduction 

of the current scale of social orgal1;zat;on. The autonomy of technique 

is re1ated to the sca1e of social organizat;on. Change, of course, is 

occurring, by most indicators, more rapidly (disorienting1y) than ever 

before; that i s a fundamenta 1 feature of moderni ty. However, the process 

of social change is becoming more and more associated with technological 

innovations as distinct from po1itical pol icles. In this manner, the 

d1fference tietween the indus trial revo1ution and the emerging cybernetic 

revolut,ion might be in the re1ationship between concrete choice and the 

direction,of innovations. At one leve1, El1ul's ana1ysis of technological 
, 

society is tauto1ogical: the expanding 'scale of social operations limits 

the capacity of human action to grapple with the forces that are directly 
1 

effecting peop1es' lives. 

If the' possibility of inmed1ate, direct action 1s lost, a1ienation 

apparent1y is inevitab1e. Post-industrial society is a product of diversi

f'cation which has developed in turn special ized labour activ1t1es aJld an 
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accommodative theory of consensual politics. The 1ndividual 1s no longer 

part of an organic unity. Commun1ty has been replaced by a preeminent 
4 

technostructure that renders the individual part of an inert mass subject 

to the behaviour of a 'rigorous mechanism'. The technocratie ideology 
.j 

-p 
necessary for the functioning of such a society seeks ta impose a 

consensual blueprint on the social teality. This is to be the new consensus. 

Just as this attempt to reintegrate a fragmented social realtty is inadequate, 
9 

it is simi1ar1y insufficient to suggest that who1eness can be attained , 

subjective1y. That is to say, an ~dividual consciousness cannot naively 

project an integrated psychological viewpoint onto a fragmented society as 
31 

an ultimate political act. Society must be organized according to certain 

cri teria which facil itate the di sclosure of "faning within the macrocos~. ~~ 

Ellul's analysis ;s useful ;nsofar as he focuses on the technostructure 

as a determinant of the style of contemporary politics. The value of this 

is diminished by his insistence that the 'r;gorous mechanisms' of 

contemporary technique exist autonom~ly. 

Ellul' s reactJon has come full circle. In rejecting ideology 

and dogma~ he is prepared to exclude explanation or the pofssibility of 

explanatory knowledge. In restoring a sense of wonder, he is prepared to 

live in doubt. In condemning 'psycho-soc101og1cal manipulation', he 1s 
/ 

prepared to ~void the search for the soc1o-philosophical causes of that 

manipulation. Ultimately someone as concerned w1th ethics as Ellul is 

must confront the question: if there 1s no· poss1bility of explaining 

causality in history, how can moralists assig~ responsibil1ty without 

being arbitrary? El'lul's world, strippedof sè\1entific 'pretens1ons' 
, \ 

would be curiously amoral. \ 
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E11u1's Solution: Radical Subjectivity, Resistence and Modernity 
l " 

urtimately, E11u1'5 solutions to the paradoxes a~d'~i1e~s 

of modernity rest with the ind1vidual, and are inf1uenced by E11u1 's 

perception of the instrumental reason and the ro1e of collective action. 

It is plausible that the developments in modern science have 

s~ffi ciently c~pl icated the worl d that the percepti on o'l" the i ndi vidva 1 

actor is radically restructured. For example. the same elementqry 

technical capacities which provided the ancients with a sense of effi~acy 

(however they articulated the relationship between their technique and 

their efficacy and sense of worth) fail ta induce similar responses today. 

The concept of self. defined in terms of instrumentality, is signifitantly 
32 

modern. 

, , 

Modern technique does render man 'incapable of contrplling 

~ society's present forms - the organizing. systematizing forces that suppress 
33 

p~rsonality and destroy the flexibility of life.' In the essay 'Between 

Chaos and Paralysis'~ E11u1 expresses hts personalist and re1igious 

synthe~is. He p~e5ents a justification for radical subj~ctivity. Authentic 

action is reduced to faith and worship, singu1ar1y non-instru~ental and 

reprèsentational in the;r political forms. In discovering that the indïvidua1 

is lost in the standardizing, homogenizing world of technique, El1ul correc~ly 

wants ta estàblish a place of meaning for the personal. yet his description 

of the individual noticeably emphasizes his passivity, an9 there is no 

attempt to discuss the origins of the critical· spirit: 

Forwhat i~ under attack in our present society 
1S the autonomy of the citizen, his ability to-judge 
for himself. He is up against networks of information, 
public reTa~~-prQPaganda in diverse forms. Hence we 
can attain democracy ;Twe--star~ out fr<>m _the poss~bil ity 

----- l ' 
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of critical renewal, but not if we start out from 
1 new instltutional systems, or by joining a party or 

by propagandizing for some group that may seem to be 
bet~er than another. 

This radical subjectivity will inform also the 
three human passions which seem to be the essential 
ones - the passions to create, to love, to play. 
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Ellul searches for a spontaneous and original creat'\vity, 

originating in the self, that cannot be coopted by social systems. It is 
1 

a perpetual rebellion, a radical social phenomenology which negates through 
~4 

irrationalist non-conformity. Ellul astutely points out that 'the 

creative project of a hobby is a good thing. but it has become a fashion. 

it has 'been corrmercialized and .turn.ed into a means of integration into 

society'. Ellul cornes very close ta advocating a consistent non-conformity. 

This attraction to 'deviance for deviance's sake' leads Ellu) away fram 

·the vital question that he has tentatively formulated: ,What are the 

processes of modern 'society which enable it to draw strength from deviant 

behaviour and incorporate it easily into the pluralist whole? Ellul's 

conundrum is that of the professional rebel. Advocating non-conformity in , 

a given context. he finds that non-conformity developing into an extreme 
d 

opposition to anything remotely suggesting collectivism. Socialization 

~tudies of extremists could perhaps be ~sed to test this tendency. Thus. 

eventually, integration into mass society, fellowship in a gr9up, citizen-

ship in a carrmunity are all phrases that must basically reflect the same 

dangerous collectivist impulse to Ellul. Each contalns ,the potential for 

standardization. Resistance to these tendencies 1s a consistent problem 

of political 
,\ . 

theory. surfacing in such debates as t~t 
" 

surroundi n9 'permanent 

revolution' . 

~ , 
E11 ul seems to be proposing a distancing, the interposing of an 
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aesthetic category as a mediation in the pursuit'of the truly rational. 

As discussed above, Ellul neglects the complementarity between s~lf and 

community. Consequently, he presents his radical subjectivity as an end, 

instead of as a mediation which activates a radical consciousness capable 

of instrumental action. In calling for each individual to become a 

creator of his own life. he realizes that each individual: 

... not only will have to oppose the forces of 
conformity but (at least in many cases) he will have 
to carry on his trade or profession or fulfill other 
obligations at the same time. Thus he will be operating 
not on the margin of society, but in it. A person must 
not use his free time to distract or cultivate himself, 
but to create his own life. 36 

Leisure becomes th~ locus of self-realization, something which 

is shared by the ideology of consumer society. Yet the passage is also 

a profound insight into the virtues of individuation, the desirability of 

a flexibl~t complex environment in which experiences can be diversified 

in an authentic manner. (Compare, for example, the diversified world in 

Ellul 's image to the absence of real cholce in the one-dimensional world 

of technocratic pluralism. Or, similarly, the absence of cholce in the 
n 

scarcity society which may have an organic community arranged around a 

culture of poverty.) 

50 

Ellul's choice of words is ironically modern though. He talks of 
i 

the individual creating meaning, instead of discerning it within the inter-

subjectivity of his life-world. Participation is prompted by a passion to 

play (which i~ free, spontaneous). Any other inducements to participate, 

however, are not free, and consequently become part of the politics of a 

technical structure which itself must be opposed. 

In this framework, ~llul's ideas of politics in the technologieal 



society take on their anti-co11ectivist bias. Robert Nisbet's review 

article states this tendency succinctly: 

Ellu1 views po1itics and particularly leftist. 
militant politics as a prime example of the triumph 
of means and mere action over ends. For any end ever 
to be ~ctual1y achieved wou1d, as he notes, spel1 the 
end of the militant action seeking that end. 

Ellu1' s dilemma is that he defines pol itization in such a way 

that by definition it deprives man of his individua1ity. Commitment 

(imp1icitly instrumental, oriented towards a goal) is dichotomized with 
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faith. Tt is a truism that revolutionary militancy succumbs to inevitab1e 

institutiona1ization. From this truism, El1ul deve10ps a notion of political 
37 

action as illusory. Any reply to Ellu1 which attempts to restore purpose 

to the living of history runs the risk of being branded eschatological. Yet, 

-despite the implications of Nisbet's remark, purpose does not necessarily 

mean a single hi5torical goal, upon which the attainment of al1 meaning rests. 

Purpose can be a possibilist goal, a 'sequence of projects integrated by a 
-., , 

theoretical understanding of soci~l:~ction. 

El1ul 's radical subjectivity is part of his theological task of 

render~g the gospels relevant to modern man. One critic has observed: 

Ellul helps ta revive individualism, perhaps more 
accurately, subjectivity as a respectable starting 
point. Liberate a Barthian respect for the Bible from 
accumulated fundamentalist roots and you get a pretty 
free sort of person whose liberty is centred on the Christ 
eyent, but whose int~llectual range is nuanced by the 
range of the entire Bible and (beca~~e he is free) the 
whole range of the perceived wor1d. 

(J 
El1ul 's view of radical subjectivity sees the critica1 vision as 

being of paramount importance. Tts importance to him 1s as an end in itself. 

Certainly, such cr1tical ref1ection is necessary to negate the cumulative 

effect of propaganda in the modern world. In his work on the meqia. Ellu1 
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offers so~ perceptive observations. The pursuit of knowledge has become 

nbjectified. -Accordingly, on1y a radical bearing-witness on the world will 

suffi ce. 

E1lul's critique of the commonplaces reveals his distrust for 

action and public life. The commonplaces he selects for his most devastating 

remarks include 'We must follow the current of history'; 'Vou can't act , 
without getting your hands dirty'; 'Politics First!'; 'Publ ic interest 

cornes before private interest'; 'The machine is a neutral object and man 

; s its mas ter 1; 1 The end jus t ifi es the means' etc'. The domi nance of these 

cOllll1onplaces dramatizes the difficu1t'ies of democratic citizenship. In a 

subt1e way, E11ul IS commonp1aces display the tendency within modernity to 

seek a restorative purity in action and exper;ence. This utopianism, 

mediated by practical considerations, is indispensib1e to a humanist 

political theory. The difficulty-of aChieving a balance between these 

categories is endemic to E11u1, who is left trying to negate the totalitar-

ianism of technique with the monism of radical subjectivity. In discussing 

the commonplace 'Vou canlt act without getting your hands dirtyl, this point 

i5 demonstrated by Ellul 's rejection of the fundamental tenets of democratic 

practice: 

.. . the on1y respectable decision is to refuse 
all compromise in advance. It is to know, of course, 
that in action, in practice, in combat, 'ev;l eventually 
creeps in', but never ta accept it, never ta tolerate it, 
never to justify it; to know that killing 1s k1lling. and 
that there ;s no way to resign oneself to it. 39 

Compromise and impurity are the fundamental characteristics of 

politics for E11ul. Politization means two things, both negative deve10p

ments: (1) all actions are seen as means to further ends and resu1t1ngly 

devalue 1mmedlate exper;ence; (11) Marx;sm and other forms of modern social 

• 
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science which attempt to see events in larger context (totalities) tend 

to 1imit the role of the individual, Becaus~ this mode of exp1anation is 

viewed in this way, E11ul 's praxis cannot extend beyond the parameters 

of his rigorous demand for authenticity on the part of the individua1. He 

seems to be saying that if the individual feels himself power1ess, let 

him declare himself ta be powerful. At no point is he willing to ex tend ~ 

this analysis into the role of social institutions. 

Consequently, Ellul is concerned with resistance as the key 

concept in his individualized praxis. This becomes apparent in his dis-

cussion of revolution. !\_u_tp.P.~ .. L...Qf __ ~_y"0J..'!.~ . ..i.Q_n is the one non-theological 

piece of work which presumes to undertake an historical examination.' Ellul 

53 

distinguishes between revolutions within history (which are not manifestations 

of human freedom because they follow certain 'necessary' trends) and 

revo1utions against history (which do manifest freedom because they resist 

these trends). For po1itical theory, this is one of Ellul 's most interesting 

in~ights. Definitional1y, it transcends the simplistit left-right dichotomies 

which characterize most of the social science literature on revolution. 

Similarly, a distinction between millenarian movements and structural, 

organized revolutions, encouraged by the deve10pments of Marxist scho1a~ship. 

can offer useful insights in the debate regarding organizational rigidification. 

The re1ationship between 'popu1ist' upsurges and real structural change 
40 

remains a con~eptually vague point in the literature. 

It is by overcoming the 'society of spectacle' (the techno10gical 

society, consumer society) that man is asserting his freedom in El1ul's 

framework. Human will is a force whfth must be used to resist history and 

as sert faith, but, of course, in no way is it permitted to become instrumental. 

In the conclusion to Autopsy of Revo1utiP!l, Ellul addresses' this issue. 

"-, 'y 



Extending on the consciousness-amending formula presented in 'The 
~ 

Technological Order', Ellul writes: 

Of course, if revolution occurs, it must oppose 
al1 attempts to integrate individuals into the totalitarian 
~ial body by means of intermediary groups and communities. 
But that integration operates through an extraordinarily 
complex networ~ of psychological devices ranging from 
harmless public assistance to tranquilizing propaganda. 
Revolution must aim at countering the psycho-sociological 
manipulation which ;s part of the spectacle. A certain 
spontaneity he1ps to create the society of spectacle. but 
also a deliberate effort to absorb the human community 
through propaganda, psychologica1 pressures, public 
relations, as well as through a frenzied barrage of 
information which is not beneficial because it imprisons 
man (by distorting his perspective) in a purely fictional 
universe - and strangely enough, it a1so arouses hostility 
to a society or culture in which artistic and inte11ectual 
creativity has lost its authority and méaningfulness, and 
in turn has become mere consumption, illusion, triviality, 
diversion and mystification. 

42 
Ellul states explicitly that 'revolution's only possible focus 

is on the development of consciousness, but once again makes no effort to 

explore the relationship between consciousness and structure. ln rep1ying 

to the reviews of the earlier works which so criticized his pessimism, he 
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moderates sorne positions. But he still writes that 'conscious effort a10ne 

has no effect whatever on technology and science. 1 Ellul recognizes the 

necessity of something more but is entrapped by his own fear of instrumental 

thin~irlg and consequently refrains from developing this critical insight 

further. His theory of social change remains confused as he concedes that 

'revolution cannot result un;que1y from individual awakenings ta the 

global nature of society.' 

El1u1 is aware of the inadequacy of his theor;es and yet merely 

stops his analysis short of deve10p;ng the problems of the remedy. What 

;s needed, as is developed ;n the next section, ;s not the instrumental1y 

transparent universe of the technocratie planner. nor the crude positiv;st;c 



" , view of certainty of the behavioral sciences. Instead there must be the 

deve10pment of a formula for po1itical action which assesses the probable 

consequences of'po1icies and emphasizes intentiona1ity to compensate for 

the preoccupation of economic man with uti1ity. 

The ro1e of rationa1ity in the processes of change a1so requires 
\ 

carefu1 ana1ysis. The mis1eading notion that there is on1y one species 

of reason in human thought has wrought sorne disastrous consequences. E11u1 
43 

is vaguely aware of this prob1em, but leaves it undeveloped. In the 
44 

?olJJJ_~J_JJ)~?io~_, E11u1 writes: 

The problem is, first of al1, rational man, which, 
to be sure does not mean rationalistic man. There can 
be human democracy on1y if man is determined to dea1 with 
everything by the use of proper reason and sorne cool 
1ucidity based on great inte11ectual humility at the 
1eve1 of reason. 

In ~_u_tQP~.Y_.9_t Revolution, he writes: 

It is pointless to say that pure1y spontaneous 
revolutions have occurred in the past, or that man's 
continuous social existence accounts for his semi
awareness: yesterday is not today. The aggression 
he must contend with now is ca1cu1ated and manifest1y 
willful. On1y reason and intelligence can combat it. 
We have reached the stage of rational organization; a 
revolution cannot be founded in irrationality, and demands 
greater discipline than ever. No longer can revo1ution 
be made by doing the opposite. In our present stage of 
deve1opment, technica1 ski11 can sa1vage explosive 
irrationality, can integrate and utilize it. That wou1d 
be propaganda's function, for examp1e, to make rational 
use of spontaneous impu1ses. 45 

• 
E1lul's blend of rationalism and individualism does not lead to 

ah effective anti-technocratic praxis. It is curious how aware he is of 

the limitations of spontaneous outbursts of irrationa1ity and yet how un-

concerned he is with his fai1ure to attempt to formu1ate a praxis. After 

writing this, he can still discuss radical subjectivity in the same manner 
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as in ·Between Chaos and Paralysis·. For Ellul, to be authentically 

revolutionary is to be contemplative. Certainly, this succeeds in negating 

the value placed on frantic activity by the modern world. However, in 

terms of changing the current situation, Ellul seems to offer little but 
46 

a confession of human limitations: 

Man must face the fa~ts of technological society 
and, in his private self, go beyond them. He must 
crea te values, therefore, not artificial values, but 
common ones that can be shared, and the values he 
creates should not be the products of revolution: they 
should be the motive, the source, and the meaning of 
it. His revolution will be motivated and oriented by 
the values he chooses. 

Underlying this passage is the hope that a society can be created 

in which what is valued will be what is authentically needed. Ellul·s 

anti-naturalism is demonstrated by the choice of the expression ·creation 

of values· as distinct from, say, the discernment of values in the inter-

subjective, the public. This may be semantic sloppiness on Ellul·s part, 

yet it seems ta be evidenèe of more than that. As long as the discussion 

of technological society takes place in a vocabulary which is'itself 

technological (e.g., the creation of values), the task of humanizing 

technique will be virtual1y impossible. 
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Ultimately, Ellul·s vision is completely personalist. For 

example, in discussing the contribution of situa~ionism to his understanding 

of revolution, he writes: 

Situationism should be credited for advocating 
individual decision-making and the exercise of 
imagination free of the irratiqnality we have discussed. 
The individual is committed to scrutinize his daily 
existence and to create a potential new one. In an 
organized, rational, tota1itarian society, he will have 
to eliminate the disorder and reorganize its elements. 
The concept of a ·constructed situation· conveys that: 
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la moment of existence, concretely and purposefully 
constructed by the collective orderings of a consistent 
climate and a series of events'. Situationists insist 
on challenging 'basic banalities l which include most 
of the beliefs of our society. ~ 

Ellul correct1y hai1s the arrival of a conscious awareness as 

an important soc1010gical phenomenon in itself. It corrects the distorted 

focus which had marked our technocratie orientations. After we have 
- , 

attaine~ a elearer insight, 'we need every spark of defiance and self-

assertion we can muster, a new spirit wholly distinct from traditional 

individualism and from everything heretofore d'escribed as revolution. We 
48 

have no legaey to fall back on; everything must be initiated. 

The concession of these limitations is unfortunate. Ellul has 
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failed to note the potential for eomplementarity between ecological thinking 

with its emphasis on the whole and eommunitarian decentralization. In 

aecepting a rigid dichotomy between the theories of 'central ization a~d, 

deeentralization, Ellul falls short of initiating a new synthesis. The 

task is te construct a social theory which faci1itates the development of 

this potential complementarity. Such an investigation must examine the 

problems of the underlying theory behind regulatory agencies which in 
, 

atternpting to control technology instead proliferate bureaucratic techniques. 

Ellul's explanation cannot include an analysis of this or of the exact 

process by which planning becomes social engineering. This is partly because 

it 1acks a firrn historical examination of the causes of the contemporary 

situation. It is a1so part1y because E11u1 's examination is predicated on 

sorne of the assumptions that have fragmented the worldview of modern man. 

In Autops~, E11ul appears ta be more aware of this (especial1y in his 

discussion of spontaneity and organ1zation, which too frequently are 

simp1istically opposed to each other). Nevertheless, he projects other 

, 
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dichotomies 1nto his social theory which result in a l1m1ted analys1s. 

The next section will attempt to go beyond these conceptual d1ff1cult1es. 
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CHAPT ER 1 II. ~ 

pOLIeY AND PRAXIS IN THE TECHNOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

The Role of the State in Uirecting Innovation: 
The Necessary and the Possible 

Two insights into thè relationship between science and technology 
<t 

may clarify sorne of the following discussions. ln h1s discussion of 

Scheler's wark, William Leiss writes the following: 

The fi na 1 important poi nt in Scheler' s ~\ " 
argument is the attempted demonstration Of an" 
inner connection between the theoretical 
scientific structure and the technological ' 
applicability of sci~nce. Scheler contends 
that technology is not the subsequent 
application in practice of a 'theoretical
contemplative science'; rather HERRSCHAFTSWISSEN 
is primarily characterized by the unit y of its 
theGretical and practical'aspects. The actual 
forms of thought and intuition which make up its 
conceptual apparatus themselves operate according 

.? to a principle of selection 'guided by the practical 
objective of asserting mastery over the environment. 
Th; s does not mean that -the science i s /governed by 
specifie or inmediate technologftal ~al$ whic,h 
shape ;ts theoretical structure, but on1~ that in 
general it embodies the drive for power. 

Also, Ha~s Jonas writes in his article 'The Scientific and 

Technological Revolution 1
: 

We latecomers, t~sters of the bitterness of 
the Baco,nian fruit, smitten w~h the w1sdom that 
co~ after the fact. may Just be moving. with the 
,I;>urden of science on our shou1 ders. 1 nto a humb 1 er 
postmodern age. The ~c1ence we take with us wi 11 -
still be that whfch Bacon, unsuspecting of the 
darker consequences. was the first to cQnceive of 
as a utilit~rian too1 of civilisation, a collective 

" " 
. . 

.............. ------------------------------_. 

l 



--~ -------

'- , -

---~terprise of society. institutionalized. organized. 
sPitt-YR i nto subcontracted ta sks. its results fit 
for the ~ of wealth and the destruction 
thereof. for the f~ of li fe and the 
annihilation thereof.2 ~ 

~--------
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It must be conceded that the complexity of post soc i et y 

means that control of technological innovations. like other .fov:ms 

planning and pol icy-making, is subject to the same 1 imitati'ons in terms 

of the predictabi1ity of the effects (sée the followin~ section on. planning). 

It is naive to suggest that each innovation can be subjected to an exact 

cost-benefit assessment of its societal implications. For example. the 

te1escope ' s military consequences were foreseen; but it would be impossible 

to imagine anyone replicating the implications of such an invention ad 

infinitum ë}S they ripple through history. The concession that the develop-

ment of technology is the development of unforeseen effects in no way 

indicates that reliable technology assessment is impossible; it simply 
3 

locates severe obstacles. 

E11ul points out that a1though state aid to scientific research 

is not new, it is, nevertheless on an unprecedented scale today. The 

implication is that 'through the authority of the state, technology is no 

longer at the service of private interests; and this g;ves the state, if 
4 

not real freedom, at least additional justification. ' The technostate 

determines the proliferation of new technologies. Yet Ellul IS sociology 

of science dissolves into severe conceptual confusion at this stage. He 

writes that although in principle science can still be independent, in 

fact, it is not. Referring to the Nazi concept of Zweckwissenschaft 

('practical or'llurposive science ' ), E11ul writes: 

The s ta te mobil i zes a 11 techni c,i ans and 
scientists, and imposès on all a precise and , 
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, , 
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limited technical objective. It forcas them to 
spec1alize to a greater and greater degree, and 
rema1ns itself the ordering force behind the 
specialists. It forbids all research which it 
deems not to be in its own interests and institutes 
only that research which has utility. Everything 
1s subordinated to the idea of service and utility. 
Ends are known in advance; science only furnishes 
the means. 5 

His discussion of the soc1010gy of science reveals a major flaw 

in his analysis. In the characterology of technique, Ellul asserts the 

autonomy of technique. Yet in this section, he is showinq the utilit~rian , 
,< 

of Zweckwissenschaft and argues that these permeate the modern 
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scientific The development of the technology necessary for moon-

flights, the ecocide and 9 ide against Vietnam, or the mobilization of 

----------scientific resources for a battle aga~~ are exa~ples of modern 

Zweckwissenschaft. This seenrs to contradict his 'eàrlier arguments that 

technique is autonomous, for the se are quite carefully chosen political 

goals. The complex problem underlined by this contradiction ii only 

tdngen~ial1y explored: the cries for relevance, a,socially-useful science 

have been met in the past with the notion of scientific objectivity and the 

necessity of pure research. Accordingly, the problem of relevance and 

responsibility is a complex one in the scientific community. It can always 

be argued that a research group often does not know what its experimentation 

will uncover-:-:' Yet many cries for relevance are genuine demands t~at abstract 

research procedures be scrapped in favour of a set of priorities which 

meaningfully reflect human needs. In this sense, the possible would probably 

not move so inexorably towards the necessary; and such morally unsound and 

practically' useless projects as biological engineering would be scrapped by 
6 

the post-technological consciousness. 

The interface between technology and politics raises another 

.. 



... 

question: what does this discussion of Zweckw1ssenschaft s1gnify for any 

attempt to' direct s~ience and techno1ogy to human requ1rements? Can the , 
state play a role in the red1rection of techno1ogical priorities? This 

comp1ex questiori of 'research in whose interests' i11ustrates the prob1ems 

of Ellul 's analysis of the role of the state. The radical critique of 

scientific research in the 1960'5 dispelled the myth of researchers' 
7 

neutrality. E11u1 is critical of ,lweckwissenschaft' whi1e not focusing 

on the 'types of research' in modern science. As other observers have 

written, there is a distinct re1ationship between the organization of the 

scientific community, its relationship to external interests (military, 

industrial, governmental) and the type of research conducted. Whether we 

use the expression ,industria1ization of science' or ,Organization of 
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8 
knowledge', we are characterizing specific tendencies within modern society. 

Instead of Ellul's formula, the question remains: what is the contemparary 
-" ... 

reality of scientific research. Either (i) the technostate directs reseârch 

accarding ta its awn criteria; (ii) modern corporations and universities 

(in addition ta the military, scientific institutes, hospitals etc.) are 

perpetrating their own commercial-military Zweckwissenschaft without anything 

',l:1ût fiscal assistance fram the state; or (iii) scientific knowledge 'progresses' , 
by accumulation according to sorne inexorable internal 10g1c. 8y not 

exploring the as-yet unclear relationship between these three phenomena, 

E11 ul (i n his l a ter work as we11 as J_h_e_J~_chno19..9..tc~J_ .socj~_tyJ avoi ds the 

major issues. In the organization of the know1edge-community there are 

'tative changes in the nature of scientific research. As discussed 

the proce~s of institutionalization creates an organizational ethos 

to the development of hierarchy but also ta the blurring 
.. 

ausality and responsibility. (No one can explain why things happen; 
9 

consequently no one is to b1ame). According to this fatal-istic fear of 
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organization, any process of determining criteria for research priorities 

or any attempt to formulate policies that disclose communitarian potential 

wi11 succumb to the hierarchical tendencies of institutionalization. Yet 
1 

the 'inevitability' of such a tendency can be met in part, as Ellul 

recognizes, by attempts to create zcnes of tension within the organization. 

A 'critical science' (expounded by Ravetz or Barry Commoner in Ip~ Closing 
10 

Circ1e) or the activities of a group like Scientists for Social Responsibility ---...... -

in ScieQ,s.do exactly that, forcing a discussion of the underlying questions 
"'"'i" ..... ~ f tJ 

of stand8rds and priorities. Yet what remains unclear in the 'zones of 

tension' formula is the relationship to external forces of political power y 

i.e., the state, that these counter-technocratic~groups should develop. 

Ultimately questions such as whether pure research is wasteful 

cannot be decided without sorne specifie knowledge as to the operation of 

the scientific process. It can be said, however, that in organizing the 
11 

finances for research the state inherently assumes the responsibility for 

establishing priorities. Whether or not a politically-responsible science 

policy can be effected must remain at this time a' separate question (to be 

cons;dered at a later date). Yet s;nce it is by no means as clearcut as 

Ellul 's analys;s of the interface between science and society would have us 

believe, this also casts a deep question on the adequacy of Ellul 's under-
12 

standing of the state in the technological order. 

The state's determination of policy is an attempt to address a 

specifie set of needs. In the community of science, laissez-faire techniques 

largely rationalize the existence of non-decision5. The ideology of pure 

science means that the emphasis ;s on the possible rather than on the 

necessary. The criteria of new policies of scientific research could be 

the capacity to address satiable material needs. 8y cbnceptualizing material 
"t .. 

r 



needs as 'satiable', the politica1 theorist undertakes a radical departure 

from the phil~sophies supporting contemporary modes of scientific research. 

PJ _a)1_n.i.n.9':'_ . _T.h_e .. Sy.n.t_h.e.s.i .s. ~r J_o.1.i ~.Y. ~_n_d_J!A.XJ~. J.n. ~ _ ~~~_i ~)1~_1. '?P.E.i ~~y 
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Plannillg in a rational society requires the disclosure of community 

within the existing structures. Ellul 's thesis that post-industrial society 

is- chara~terlzed by the proliferation of spinoff consequences which render 

purposive action impossible is based on the same dubious logic that was 

discussed in the ~ection in instrumental reason. He is saying, in effect: 

since we cannot anticipate alt the possible ramificatf6ns of a given inter-

vention in the world. we should refrain from any purposive action. Since 

our calculations are fallible, and our actions must be pure, we should 

limit ourselves to reflection, contemplation and faith. The problems are 

complex, but Ellul definç~ them as impossible. 

1t must also be pointed out that attempts by the technostate to 

coordinate society's activities have met with a notable lack of success. 

This reveals another problem in Ellul's analysis: he fails to explain why 

technique fails when it does. On the one hand, technique is described as 

homogenizing, standardizing; on the other, it is obvious that there have 

been widespread failures in the technocrats' attempts to impose their 

rationaliz;ng blueprints on society. Firstly, there are the very visible 

manifestations of rejection hallmarked by the countercultural protests of 

the 1960's. Secondly, there is the clash between the long-range require-

ments of modern society and the economic assumptions that underlie short

range political decisions that Ellu1 fails to discuss. The post-industria1 
1 ~, 

po1itica1 economy is predicated on the a\sumptions of a competitive market 
, . 13 

system a'n<:l'the notion of man qi,consumer-appropriator.' The modern 
) '~ ~ 

" ' 

We1fare State's involvement in the economy is inconsistent, based~lternatively 
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on short-run adjustments and long-run econometr1c blueprints. The 

cumulative effect is that the economy is predicated more on principles of 

waste (conspicuous consumption, prdduction for production's sake, job

c~eation programmes) than on any coherent strategy. The need for a rational 

allocation of resources conflicts with the contemporary tendency tbwards ad 

hoc adjustments. 

Certainly this does not in itself invalidate Ellul's central 

assumption regarding the permeation of modern society by technique. However, 

it is possible that technique is failinq within its own frame of reference. 

Technique may be the dominant characteristic of an entropie political system 

which, by virtue of its fragmented approach to social problems, is exacerb

ating them. The political actions of the technocra~s, in this view, have 

little influence on the complex structures of post-industrial society. It 

is doubtful that the policy-making process of post-industrial states can 

be explained by the existence of a confluent and coordinated set of techniques. 

Ellul has ~verstated his valuable insight. The.important question now 

becomec;.; is it feasible to suggest that decision-making in the modern 

state could exist by any other process than that which has been described 
14 

as 'technocratie'? 

Stateeraft in the modern context. then, must become either: (a) 

bargaining between units for a 'rational' tradeoff that potentially could be 

detrimental to a11, or (b) a technocratic totalitarianism or carefully 
-

managed resource-planning (with the managerial implications of Buckminster 

Fuller's world-game plan,). The latter may be the subtle predisposition of 

public opinion towards the technocracy by means of propaganda. Alternatively, 

(c) it may consist of a response to real or perceived crises (energy shortages~ 

ecological catastrophes) as a result ôf which government regulatory agencies , 

• 



would be given wide powers (for example, "there wi 11 be no construction 

here even though there is a high unemployment rate in this area because 

this zone is a Igreen belt 'll ). Such planning styles as the latter wou1d 
15 ' 

obvious1y contravene the basic tenets of democratic theory. Yet the 
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reduction of politics to an ineffective bargaining process between political 

units. subject to the influence of such factors as the relative economic 

wealth of the units is equally unacceptab1e. This problem of, political 

economy under1ies El1u1 1 s thesis and will be exp10red throughout the 

remaining parts of this work. 

Until recent1y, the centralized state was perceived as a means 

of equalizing the material basis of society. In this sense, it was opposed 

to the conservative tendencies which articu1ated the democratic merits of 

brokerage-pluralist policies. In the democratic socialist tradition, the 

state i s perce; ved as providi n9 the opportunity for the coordination of 
,~ 

the otherwise random forces of economic growth. Al so, according to the 

democràtic socialist tra<1ition. the state contains the leg;slat;ve and 

the moral powers to offset the concentration of econom;c power. The under-

lyi.ng 10gic of this myth is still of considerable importance tOday, and 

stands as a structured everyday argument to the 10g;c of neo~anarchist 
\ 

decentralization. The confusion in perceptions of the state stems from 

the rapidity of its change of roles. The self-denyi ng ni ght-watchman of 

the ear1y theor;es of the liberal state has become the twentieth century 

regulatory state, reinforced by_ the ideology of consensus which stabilizes 
16 

society and incrementalizes change. This uncertainty as to the potential 

Û'f the modern state facilitates the persistence of technocratie decision-
, 

making. T~ bl ithe and abstract rejection of the s tate as a means for 

political reform merely strengthens the forces of technique. As Harris 

". 
1 " 



suggests. the modern state 1s an extension of a property-based political 

economy and a contract-based legal theory. Contemporary disequilibrium 

results from the fact that the nature of technique has rendered both 

concepts obsolete. Ellul deserves much credit for his role in focusing 

the debate on technique, the previously-discussed inadequacies of his 

formulation notwithstanding. Can there be a concept of the state which 

enables it ta formulate policy that negates technique, as well as securing 

integrated cOlTl11unity and distributing services? If such an image is 
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possible, the perspective of neo-anarchism becomes unacceptable and unnecessary. 

However, such a image of the state is predicated on the possibility of its 
, 17 

of tension already existing in society. 

The technostate. of course, did not emerge suddenly. Its 

historical ntecedents require exploration, something which Ellul fails 

to do. This;s imperative for an understanding of the relationship between 

the technostate and new technologies. One of the most important questions 

ta be examined emp;rically is why new technologies occur when they do. 

By relating the development of technologies to developments in scjence, the 

sociologist of-science answers that critical breakthroughs are established 

by the accumulation of sc;entific knowledge. ,Yet as was demonstrated in 

an earlier section this fails to explicate the purpos;ve dimension in the 

'" direction of scientific inquiry. Responsibility (to be a meaningful 

concept) must be understandable within, a specific cultural environment. In 

a period of heightened ethical debates regarding scientific activity, the 
\ 

action of NOT deliberating apout one's work is ~s purposeful ap action as 

deciding to drop an atomic bomb on Hiroshima. Thus, the framework of 

inquiry is also of extreme importance to an understanding of the way in 

which new technologies are generated in t~e technostate. Jonas illustrates 
J 



. , 

how the emphasis has shifted in post-Baconian science: 

Under no Baconian pressure of coping with 
human necessity, which justified all previous 
t~chnology - of the melioristic or creative short -18 
WQuld bi~logical engineering be wholly gratuitious. 
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\ 
The organization of society which leads ta the translation of the technically 

possible into the socially necessary derives from an orientation which 

pl,ces high value on techniçal knowledge. Modern society (Democratic-
. ' 

Liberal) is, within Gurvitch's.descriptive analysis, a cognitive-system 
" . 

\ . 
which puts scientific and technical knowledge well ahead of other categorie~ 

19 
of knowing in importance. 

The promotion of scientific knowledgê to first 
place can be confirmed in several ways. First, it 
was generally acknowledged that all technical knowledge 
was but a practical application of science. The same 
thesis was advanced with regard to political knowledge 
particularly that which was formulated in doctrine, or 
at least in party programmes. We shall observe. when 
we analyse these two types of knowledge. that this 
almost unanimous conviction is far from being verified 
by the facts, and that we should see in it merely the 
expression of ~~e exceptional prestige enjoyed by the 
sciences in th15 cognitive system. 

1 \ 

Gurvitch's cognitive-systems, as Foucault's epistemes, are 

attempted descriptions of prevalent consciousnesses in a given era. What 

Gurvitch1s work enables the theorist to do is to explore the relationship 

between the 'prevalent consciousness' and the iQterests of a particular set 

of political and economic elites. In this ~nner, the operation of forces 

in the technostate can be better understood, and suggestions for their 

countering more critically evaluated. To the technocrat, the modern state 

possesses a capacity to produce an equilibrium within socie~. The state 

is the means by which an integrated system of techniques can be projected 

/ 

ontb the society. In the post-industrial world, this is seen as a compensation 
~ 

for the fragmentation of the soc~al order. This hope for the avoidance of 
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disorder in the process of reintegrating society is the hallmark of the 

end-of-ideology theorists. In this view. the state 1s transformed fram a 

concrete embodiment of spirit into a reification of human instrumentality. 

an abstract cybernetic ca1culator of interests and creator of consensus-

building formulas. However. it ;5 imperative ta maintain a comparative 
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perspective on this trend in order ta examine the ideological factors which 

have supported this view of the state. 

If Ellul's analysis is correct and the post-industrial state 

(whether liberal democratic. Communist. or social democratic) ;s imbued 

with the,ethos of technique. then it follows that there is scarcely any 

alternative to the wholesale dismemberment of the state by whatever means 

pos~ib1e. 
d 

However. the role of technique cannot be considered in isolation 

from other political factors. Has the technological order resulted in 

a 17S of the state's efficacy. contrary to E11ul's theory? Certainly. 

thi argument at least merits serious consideration especial1y given the 

prol;fera~;on of a non-i~terventionist po1itical phi1osophy. (In the 

guise of Nixonian conservatism, and its ideologica1 counterparts in the 

Heath apd Pompidou governments. for example.) 
' .. 

E1lul 's confusion with regard ta the state is a direct function 

of his confusion with regard to the differences between instrumental reason 

and technique. It;s impossible at this juncture to explore fully how 
20 

the concept of a rational society can integrate individual perspectives 
a 

into a coherent social policy. However. it is extreme1y important to 

distinguish between different types of reason. In Jhe~omination __ of_Jiature, 

Leiss discusses this with respect to the work of Horkheimer: 

pl 

" 
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. Hor'kheimer di ffers from Nietzsche in 
attempting to distinguish two basic types of 
reason. Al though ..i n themse l ves a 11 structures 
of 10g1c and know1edge ref1ect a comman origin 
in the will to domination, there is one type of 
reason in which this condition ;5 transcended 
and another in whieh it ;s not: the former he 
calls objective reas.on, the latter, suliJective 
reason. The first ~onceives of human reason as 
a part of the rationality of the wor1d and 'regards 
the highest expression of that reason (truth) as an 
ontological category, that is. it views truth as 
grasping the very essence of things. Objective 
reason ls represented in the philosophies of Plato 
and Aristot1e, the Scholastics and German idealism. 
It includes the specifie rational ity of man 
(subjective reason) by which man defines himself 
and his goals, "but nct exclûsively, for it is 
oriented toward the whole of the realm of beings; 
it strives to be. as Horkheimer remarks. the voiee 
of a 11 that i s mute i n natu~e. On the ot'ner hand. 
subjective reasorl exclusively seeks mastery over 
things and does not attempt ta consider what extra
human things may be in and for themselves. It does 
not ask whether ends are intrinsically rational but 
on1y how means may be fashioned to achieve whatever 
ends may be sel ected; in effect i t de fi nes the 
rational as that which is serviceable for human 
interests. Subjective reason attains its most fully 
developed form in pos;tivism. 21 

''-'_ AI - , 

The capacity to formulate alternatives to existing institutions 

is a basic characteristic of modernity. Carrespondingly, the idea that 

instrumentality can be extended through organization has consolidated 

collectivist social movements. Similar1y. the subjective reason described 
1 

by Horkheimer mutates into'technocratic rationality, based on an ideology 
22 

of control and order. 

Ellul is correct insofar as the dominance of technocratie 

rationality has distorted the capacity ta act as an individual. Deprived 

of its purposiv~ dimension, action 1s reduced to frenetic activity, 
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expressionistic pol itic s. It c~forms ta style or disruption or psychodrama' 
(' -, 

rather than being to the attainment of a certain. plan or' vision. 

J' 



Therefore, the modern worl<\ is replete with,examples' of ineffective 

violenc~ like Black Sep~ember and the wil1ingness of student revolutionaries 

of Paris May 1968 to allow their 'revolution' to dissolve into pure 

expression or theater. The potency of modern man has been misinterpreted· 

as his ability to create ex nihilo a utoptan order; to deny the existence 

of nature and tradition in the process of historical change. The ,strength 

of instrumental man, primarily his capacity to n69a~e and to plan has been 

diffused into frenetic attempts to fabricate ersartz apocalypses. A morally 

effective Uteory for post-industrial society must pe-rceive the necessity of 
~ 

diselosing the communitarian potential inherent wahin a given social 

structure 'rdther than attempt,ing to constr!lct the new ex nihilo. In the 

technocratie world-view, instrumentality has been reduced to manipulation 

and the imposition from above of an ideolog;cal blueprint. Means must he ' 
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found to restore the concept of 1 instrumentality' to its original meaning. , 

Aecordingly, it is i~portant to develop an organization which 

is not susceptible to the exigencies of tèehnique. The maintenance of an 

intense level of moral fervour is an impossibil i ty in pol Hies. It is 

doubtfu"l that any serious examination of the subject could find it desirable. 

The question of permanent revolution is har,dly novel to modern politie5. 
, 

The utopian portrait of a permanent cultural revolution i5 still a remote 

and naive suggestion. j'et it is equally inaccurate to suggest that a11 

methods of institutionalization ar.e the same and that routinization is 

endefTlic to any process of social change. 
/ 

/ 
~ 

Sinee the post-industri~l state 15 pred1cated On /.ass~mPt1on 
that reality can be changed, that planning can be effective, governments 

~ , 1 

are held accountable for economic Nilures and social1malaise. In this 

sense (one neglected by Enul) all ;s politicized through a form of scapegoat 
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effect. Yet tll1s phenomenon servus ta refnforce the el i tist tN\dencies of 

modern institutfonalized dcmocracy. By 'locatin~l responsibility fn such 

abstract terms, it obscures the fact tt:ic\t th(lre can only be demotracy when 

il citizen exercj<;(~c; d role in the total1ty of the deci<;ionc; that eff(lct 

his everyday life. Th(~n he will particfp(lt<> in regllldtofY aqencie'i. 
?3 

industri.tl dctivitie<;, lic(~nsinq procedures dnd conrnunity plttnninq. 

ï 

1 The realities of post-indll':.tridl soci(lty reqlJire dn ,attempt to 

conc;truct rl political theory sOIl!(lwher(l'between 'iocidlisrn and,t'llpo-anarchism 

(as f1arrinqton Moore suqqe<;tc;. discussed below in the section on centrrll ilil-

tian). Any theory of cH"tion consic;t(lnt with 'luch ,1 new "politiLill tfie{wy 

-------
lIlust trdrlscend thp f(~e.lin(; of impotence ~;riles 1110St rec\ctiolls 

Lü the "calf' and Lornplexity of ~c1etY. 
/ 

[llul unn~ce~ly lirnits his creativP' insiqht about the 
./ 

functioninq ~ive poles of tension. l11s r~~nsf'. phrased in ter·ms 

of radicaL-Subjectivic;m, and the personalization of et/lies, 1S d des.perdte 

atte t to escape from the ambiguities of collective action. It encouraqes 

he response of alienated individuals to a technocratical1y-int~grated 
. , 

soc iety wh; ch fias propagated rlOO refl ectedl (t- fa l se consensus. As a response 

ta this 
\ , 

r 

o~fér~ an illusory potency b~ 

constructtl"i~ a earn-reality with whie11 the~nd;vidual can lrore easily cope.' 
'" ,/ 

,.. - 1~ 

Within tttk-new reality, the individual can crèate an artificial sense of 
r~ /?4 

.,)A€f~trty. f 

,Hùw can the sta~e respond ta these 'existential' dilemmas. 

accentuated as they a~e by modern technological reality? The question rema1ns 

as ta whether the state should attempt ta. Perhaps the function of the state 

should b~ restricted to questions of economic and legal justice. Yet, under 

o .\ 
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certain circumstances, the state can~~hose norms which activate 
~/ ('" 25 

tendencies contributing to-the ev~#ment of community. , 

For Ellul, i is in~nceivable that the state can play this role 
// 

l ' 

is the disclosure of community. Having rejected the notion tnat democratic 

participation and plannlng can be rendered compatible. Ellul fails to 
26 

explore alter'natives to the technocratie forms of f)lanning. 

A theory of democratic planning which seeks to disclose community 

cdnfr'on'ts the necessity of reconcillng lonq-range an~ short-range goals plus 

local and global needs. A new framework of planning must be evolved accord-

ingly., If each policy lS simply a tradeoff betwee~ groups (as developed 

"' through a rational bargaininglsystem for d~stributing public goods) , then 

what criteria can be posed fO) the construction of a community of interests 
\ 

, \ 

between these groups? How does a policy (plan) reflect or demonstrate 

that a community of int,eres'ts exists between a region and the ecological 

whole? ,For example, how cauld a policy be opvised ta demonstrale such a 

cOll1llunity of interests existing "between an auto industry worker in Oshawa 

and a fisherman in a Newfoundla~d outport? The problem is a fundamental one 

of modern politics, wh'ere the state initiates large-seale economic planning 

as a ~atter of course. Regardless of the specifies of this example, though. 

it.seems that most planning theori~s have failed ta disclose the inter-, 
relationships and communities of lntèrests that exist between different 

groupings ln a linked economy. The conceptualization of planning as a trade-
CC) 

off between bargai"ning groups inhèrently preeludes suéh a planning theory. 

Th1S is not to say that a harmonious reconcili~tion of diver~" interests 

l js always feasible; the notion of the attainability of a per, ~ct consensus 
'!o. "} 27 

is, of c~se, a keystone of the technocratie worldview. 1n practical 

terms. how is such a 'community of interest discl'Osed? Can it take place 

, 
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w;thout a globalist plan, redistributing resources according to need, 

instead of according to the unequal exchange of international bargaining? 

More importantly, for the present examination, will such a procedure, if 
28 

it is possible, render democracy unfea~ible. as Ellul argues? It must be 

demonstfated in practice that democratic procedures can be maintained and 
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utillsed for the balancing of interests and goah;. The liberal democratic 

state with its adver~~ry leqal proceedings and its potential for the 

guarantee of clvil fiberties could provide tne framework for the reconciliation 

of such umflicts if zones of tension outside the institutions remain dyn~mic 

forces. In that framework, perhaps. Leiss' conditions for the liberation of 

nature could be met: 

The secular foundations for the mastery 
of nature in this new sense would be a set of 
social institutions in whlch respons;bility 
and authority are distributed widely amongst the 
citizenry and in which all individuals are 2 
encouraged to develop their critical faculties. 9 

Thus, through a legislative program which consciously negate 

technocratie priorities, the state could create circumstances in which 

it 15 less l1kely that there will be widespread alienation. However, the 

state's primary goals cannot be psychological, for that would represent 

just another form of social engineering, The notion of a therapeutic state 

is anothêr variant of technocratic thought, this time mutating the science 

of psychoanalysis i~to an agent of control. The state ran mobilize anti-, 

technocratie forces as part of an overal1 social po1ici (e.g., day-care 

centres, e~phasl~ on community health clinics, etc.); also symbolically it 

can provide a moral fulcrum for cultural and personal initiatives. However, 

its prime responsibilities are economic and legal. Attempts to ;ntervene 

therapeutically in the behaviour of its citizens are replete.with totalitarian 
30 

implications. 
, , 
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From these observations it is apparent that most discussions of 

the modern predicament miss the point that initiative~ at the state 1evel 

are directed towards differen g ls and predicated on different assumptions 

than cultural action. prerequisite 

to a theory which acknow1e le potential reciprocity of cultural action 

and state po1icy. way can the facile arguments of the de-

centra li zat ion-centra 1 i ~ati on debate di5c,ussed above be transce~ded. ror 

it is apparent that the centralizers are concerned with economic and 

ecological goals. and the decentralizers with personal and cultural ones. 

A theory must be developed which emphasizes the interrelationships between 

, .' these two 1 eve l s of ana l ys i s. The process of i nterveni ng to act' te 

certain social forces must understand the necessity of act' 9 at both levels 

and such an understanding must ,~.e developed ln a theory counter the 

prevalent technocratie logi~ .. foction at both levels is equired for an 
,~ . 

effective transformation of the technological b~der and\ guarantee that 

policy will not become technique and that the cultural sistance to 

technique wilt not be naive. 

Synergetic praxis provides a useful conceptual framework for the 

discussion of an alternative mode of theo~izing. As a counter-philosophy 

to technocratie ideology, it maintains the necessity of ïnitiating both r 

cultural and economic actlon. Synergy focuses on the necessary inter-
31 

relatedness of a11 human activities. The concept of praxis maintains an 

emphasis on the possibility of organizing our collective instrumentality 
32 

/ to activate certain forces and accordingly to implement new prioritiès. 

Thus the classica1 formula of democratic theory must be restatéd 

in the form of a relationship oetween initiation and par.ticipation, policy 
33 

and praxis. 
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Ellul·s dismissal of the possibility of a coexistence between 

planniD9 and democracy reflects his persistence in using a vocabu1ary 

which dichotomizes centralized statism from decentralized federalism 

(colllJ1unity organization). It further reflects his expectation of a 
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perfect po1itital formula for the reduction and adjudication of conf1icts, 
l 

• 

a "streak that he shares with the technocrats. As a pol1tical theory, this 

can lead only to disillus;onment or totalitarianism. 

firstly, it is important to discuss the formal administrative 

aspects of decentralization. The questlon of centralization-decentralization 

as a theoretical problem reflect~ ât a theorctical level the inability to 

perceive the reciproclty between cultural and economic initiatives. At an 

administrative level, it rest~ on the notion that if power exists at the 

centre, then it must be reduced at the periphery. There is no evidence to 

support the assumption that as communities become mdre active, they draln 

power from the central authority. In facto the 10gical argument suggests 

that as the political life of the local groups becomes more active, power 

(defined in the sense of the capacity to achieve objectives) is increased 

throughout the po1itical grouping. Po1itical scientjsts will point out 

" the danger~ inherent in premature mass mobilfzation. bdt thut part1cular 
\ ' 

argument i~ irrelevant to a discussion of advanced iod~6trial society. 

In two senses then, the logic of the dichotomization of de~ 

centralization and centralization is dubious. In the first s~nse, (cultural 

versus economic) it is demahstrable that the argument 1s about different 

and complementary o-bjectives. -~In the second sers-e".administrat;ve diffusion), 

it is demonstrable that activity at the local level can strengthen central. 

power. Thus, the attempt to act at one level (either through the state 

alone. or through poles of tension alone) without developing a theory that 

,t 
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accounts for developments at the other level wil,l ultimately be self-
34 

81 

defeating. In this manner, it can further be demonstrated that a community 

of interestsftxists between the pcological or economic planner (concerned 

with the development of a rational political econamy) and the communitarian 

neo-anarchist (concerned with the development of a participatory political 

culture). A dis~losure of such a community of interests will' not produce 

a conflict-free perfect social order, but mlght form the basis of a 

realistic political theory for falli'ble but democratic wen. 

Ellul's representation of the state reflects this conceptual 

,confuslon. It 15 important to fOCU5 on the role of the state in countering . \ 
technique, and the random proliferation of technological forces. 

P_e!l1.o.cT_aJJ.c. J.h.e.o!J .. a.n.d .. P25_t_-J~.c~_~o.C!~J;J_c. ?9J.(t_i_c5 

The crisis of democracy is located by Ellul in the development of 

a technocracy, the diffusIon of propaganda by modern communications and 
35 

the political illusion of the reconcillation of planning and demoeracy. 

The relationship t)etween llltellectuals and the hlerarchy of 

power has recelved mueh examlnatlon in the last deeaoe. Chomsky's indictment 

of the new mandarins and Ellsberg's attempts at public atonement have 
36 g 

refocused the question of meritocracy. Expertise in particular subjects 
. 

is undeniably important to creative policies for the amelioration of 

certain conditions. The question is again one of the manner ·in which 
.' , 

intellectuals use power. The question is primarily one of the aecountability 

of thf ~eritocrat to the people effected by whatever decision he is advising 
,. 

on and the manner of the interactlon between them. A body of literature is 
.. 1 

growing up with regard to the effect of advocacy planning, community health 

cl~nics. neighbourhood legal offices etc. In terms of the availability of 
• 

particular skills, these new tendencies are of tremenQous importance. In 

\. 

:' 



terms of new tensions, they create major debates within the' respective 
\' 

communities of interest (as dNstinct from communities of place). However, 

such tendencies are not taking place outside of a framework of state 

influence. Government policies can be conducive to the deye10pment of such 

counter-technocratic trends, or they can destroy the~~ by wlthdrawing 

funds on legitimity (certification, e.g., bar exams). 
" 

Whether these pressure groups canl~erve as the poles of tension 
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around which a creative politics can be con~â,ructed rema;ns tb be demonstrated. 

The task of a political theory 15, at lea5t in part~ to demonstrate how 

creativeapluralism can replace standardization and how these counter-

technocratie forces can be supported without succumbing to the exigencies 

of technique. However, Ellul's feJection of t ,e state as an effective arena 

for democratic politics is predicated on his analysis of the,modern state, 

which shares many of t~e deficiencles of his analysis of technique in 

general. He lacks (i) an exploration of the historical roots of the , 
, 

technostate, and especially the ''relationship between the state's actions 

(legislation, law) and the cultural factors (consciousness); (ii) a 

theoretical e~amination of the role of the state with regard to instrumentality 

and how that Gonception of the state has changed in, the modern world. The 

first deficiency results in Ellul's failure to expl~re t~le dynamics of social 

change which could integrate action at a cultural level (the decentrallzing 

forces) and àction at a structural level (the centralizing forces). Con-
.. , 

sequently, a potential1y prilliant insight remains undeveloped. 

What exactly, according to Ellul, constitutes a 'pole of tension'? 

This is never really developed. Certainly, at first glance, it appears to 

be simil.ar ta the philosophy of the cOlmter-culture represented by the 
. Q 

American New Left in the mid-1960's. Significan~y, fllul, who has at 

/" 



different times been branded a reactionary conservative, an anarchist 

primitivist. and a New Left social theorist, was widely popular among this 

group. It was a popu1arity which Ellu1 found- necessary ta denounce a10ng 
• 

witll the movement which he found to be 'irrationa1' j The coul'lter-culture 

lacked the capacity to question and the uncompromising individua1ism which 
n 

apparently was to be a prerequisite for an authentic 'pole of tension'. 

The lmportance of his concept of ten~10n i~ reiterated in 'Between Chaos 

and Paralysis': 

This lndividua1 (the one who does not 1end 
himself ta society's game) must make a radical 
diagnosis of the situatioR, must live in ever re
newed tension with the forces of society. But at 
the same time he must watch himself lest he play 
a superficia1 game .. Thus the hippies do not at 
al1 have the needed orientation. Strictly speaking, 
the hippies question nothing, but limit themselves 
to attempting to destroy forms that are already 
peripheral and indeed do not exist save insofar as 
the technico-economic infrastructurê of socie~ 
exists. The hippies can exist only because o~t- : __ 
side their ranks there 1s a society that functfon~f~' 
work5, admi ni s ters and 50 on. They are as it Mere ~ 
the human product of that very super-1 uxur; ousnes~ " 
of society that must be resisted. 38 

Nowhere i 5 Éll u1' s conceptual difficulty m<1re transparent. If 

83 

modern society is qualitatively different, then we are a11 'human products' 

of super-1uxllriousness, Ellu1 too. The 1eisure for reflection and contempla
J 
1 

tion is a luxury that is not shared by a cholera-infected Bengali. El1u1 ' s 

philosophy of praxis consists of living in 'renewed tension with the forces 

of society'. It means 'resisting' the technocratie determinants of the 

modern social order. Ellu1's analysis wishes for a notion of individua:l J 

39 
alltonomy which is 'post-modern' in itself. According to Ellul, our 

Qreatest hape lies in 'the revival of citizens~ip, a reawakening of the 
40 

virtues of individua1ity, and the cultivation of democratic human beings.' 

TheSe.are noble aspirations, and, as was stated in the previdUs section, 
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. 
essential ones. Praxis requires both a restorative 'àn~ purposiv 

dimension. This does not mean that the ,. 

IN THEMSELVES lS not an important aim. But does the culti atiCll.!:..jf these 

virtues necessarl1y preclude the ,possibility of being lnstrumental? 

Polltical activists scoffed at such developments as 'back-to-

nature' communes as being privatizing. They were correct insofar as a 
41 
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theory based solely on such actlons would be grossly insufficient. However, 

such criticisms were the~se~ves representative of the over-politicization 

that Ellul criticizes. That line of argument expects everyone to 'aet' in 

some way or another. (But visibly.) It is tantamount to the frenzied, 
, 

guilt-ridden. and futlle rage fot participation on the part of intellectuals 

signlng petitlons agalnst every known injustice. Surely what t~ needed is 

an analysls that explores the socio-economic potentialities of sueh 
42 

'spontaneous' negations of technocratie values. These qUestlOns(of theory 

must be explored; yet Ellul "s attempts are more personal. The perpetual 

recurrence of the religious theme leads to the pùsltion that the ethical 
\ 1 

is simPl~ a personal expression of the sacred. Worship. the bearing of 
, 

an authéntic consciousness becomes the only acceptable (non-instru~w:!ntal,) 
43 

mbde of actlOn. 
~ , 

The question remains, however, whether such m~an\ are 
r ' 

th-e only moral and appropriate ones for the eradicatioR of the ttfchnocratic 

menta 1 ity. 

Accoraingly, the~espo~sibility of contemporary political thought 

must be tO'construct a new framework for inquiry. Many questions of 

democratic thought remain unchanged: what is the correct attitude towards 
~ '44 

a conflict of values? What are the means of limiting the state's powers? 

Two re~ponses provide a bac~ground for the contemporary debate. 
Q 
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The holists (including Buckminister Fuller and other systems theorists, 

ineluding maJly Marxists) view the world as an integrated whole. As such, 

the ensuing interrelationships between groups requires centralized 

coordinated po11cy-making. The second group (including f:.llul) dre thoC)(! 

whose concern 1s primarily the devolution of complex societiec; into morr 

cOlallunitarian pol i t1ca1 groupinqs. The first approach cannot escape from 

the contradictions between their humanitarian intent and tlleir use of d 

technological vocabulary. [llul has ddequùely demonstrated the tendencies 

of the technostate, if not its causes. Vet, in cancre te polit ka l terrns. 
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the second alternative is plainly unrealistic, and. d~ such, not qood theory. 

Certainly ;t is n~ive to continue to sugqec;t as sorne Marxists do that 
45 

control of the rneans of production will alleviate human rnisery. 

" 
Accordingly, the emergent po1it1cal theory must reemphasize 

associational contacts as a oonstituent elernent of democratic thought. 
, 
1 

Similarly, the futility of attaining political changE' sole1y throllqh the 
• 

apparatus of the Gentralized state has been qrollldtized by Ellul's exarninatlOn ; 

of the technostate. The difficulties of an examination ~f t~e role of 

'the state' are compounded by the lack of a cl ear consensus as to what 
46 

'the state' i 5 and i s supt)osed to do. Insofar as he is concerned with 

60wer and 0lder, the modern technocrat is rnerely using an extension of 

,Machiavell;' 5 statecraft. If the state is ta be judged by criteria other 

than 'systems.maintenance', then the a~surnptions of the technocracy are 
47 

largely invalidated. The technostate continues to be a we1fare-state 

~ which ostens~rantees the physical well-being of its citizenry. Thus t 

. its ideology consists of more than just the maintenance of social stability. 

Even though the process of welf~reism is oUen paternalistic, it reflects 

a value of' the technological arder which if unfulfilled could mobilize 



, 

widespread diseontent. 

, 
W1thout a clear consensus as to what the state 15 , should be, 

or could be, it i) difficult for E1lul ta foeus hlS criticisms on its 

operations. Before returning to the question of technocracy and ls 

challenqe to clemocratic theory. it ,js important to examine the question 

of Wchether the s ta te ha,> become a 'pri soner of techni que' or whether i t 
li 

i s endemi c to the operation of 'the s tate' that it operàtes in a 

technocratie manner in the modern world. Is"the creation of1he techno-
48 

state 1 imited speci1ïcally to developments within the western tradition? 

Yet the question persists-as to whether he is confusing technique with 

politlcs and so reaucinq his argument to the dubious solecism that man's 

capacity ta plan, when distorted. can become technique and can pervade a 
49 

social ethos. 
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Ellul refers to the conjunction of the state and technique as the 
~O 

most important phenomenon of history. He out1ines several cause~ for this 

interre1ationship. Briefly annotated, they are' that: 

(1) the state is intervening in areas where it 
had not previously been invo1ved; 

< 

(iJ) the applications of technique are extremely 
exoens ive 

(iii) there has been a transforma)ion of'the role 
of the state amon9st those lnvqlved in 
goveY;nment 

., 
~ ,., 

This ana1ysis is especially i~t~~sting in'light of E11ul J s 
51 

statement that: 

In spite of the frequent mention of Machiave11i's 
Prince, the truth 1s that until the beginning of the 
twëntieth century no one ever drew on the technical 
consequence of that work. What existed then ~as a 
kind of original chaos in which the man of genius 
always outclassed hi~ adversa~ies because they never 



had at the1r disposal a technique which sufficed ta 
redress the balance. Thè beginnings of a po1itical 
teènnique had to await the appearance of lenin. And 
ev en lenin's po1itical technique in many respects had 
ta be based On cerfain other techniques which he did 
not have at his disposal; for examp1e, techniques 
for obtaining scientific knowffi!dge of the masses and 
the modes of action applicable ta them, techniques 
of temporal and spatial coordination, techniques of 
strategy, and social techniques on a global scale. 
Al1 of these are only today in the process of being 
elaborated. 52 

lllu1 has detected d philosophica1 congruence between the 

origins of technical activity and the origins of instru'ental politic.s. 
53 
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The work of the frankfurt School will exrlore this theme. However, El1 ul 

has fai1ed to accurately focus the question again. The western path to 

1Il0derllity has produced (1) a technology which fails to discloc;e the ener~< 

within nature and accordingly ta utilise resources ln il manner which 
'> 

respects ecologica1 pr1nciples, and, (ii) congruent1y, has produced a 
• l 

manipulative, fabricating P01it1cs which instedd of disclosing the 

cOlllllunitarian potential inherent in structure (culture) s7eks to either 
\ 

f 

secure or remake the existinq-order., The mechanism of thé-technostate is 
. 

an extension of this trend in ideo1ogica1 terms whether in a liberal 

demo,Çra.t1c or a Marxist state. The contention of this cr~ique is that this 
... 

is a sing.le form of instrumental po1itics. and in Ellu1's criticism of 

these technocratie trends, he is prepared to reject anything remote1y 

suggesting other forms of human instrumentality. In this regard. he is , , 

1ike; too Olally of his d4sillusioned fel1ow-moderns. 

By failing to distingu;sh welfareism and social democracy from 

technocracy. Ellu1 fails ta deveTop his analysis of the causes of the 

technostate. the social origins of the transformation of charity into 

bureaucratie management. Stakhonovite and Tay10rist become indistinguishable . 

in terms of their activitiès. The two ten~ncies which should be of ( 
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E11ul and are nat impede his sociologica1 investigation. 

'~ial origins of the technocracYt (ii) the manner 

of technological innovations has effccted the 

conduct of po1itics (e.g .• te1evision. mass cOlll11unications). The prob1ems 

of the we1fare state must be understood a1so in terms of its dch1evements. 

On tl11s point. Alvin Gouldner's ana1ysis in J!l~_çp!"J_n.9_.C.ri_~J_s_~f. .w~_sJ.~.rr' 

5~_c_i.OJ99Y .de serves quot i nq at l ength: 

50ciological Functiona1ism's emphasis on the 
role of moral values and on the significanee of 

Jlloralit:y more generally. often 1eads it ta 10cate 
cootemporary social problems in the breakdown of the 
social system; for example, as due to defects in the 
systems of socia1ization and as due to their failure 
to train people to behave in conformity with the 
moral norms. To that extent. a1so. Functionalism's 
accommodation to the instrumental and techno1ogica1 
emphases of the Welfare State must be tensionful. 
requiring considerable internal readjustment in its 
own traditiona1 theoretical emphases. Moral' 
conceptions of social problems may 1ead ta new programs 
of education or-training or even to an emphasis on the 
importance of more effective police systems and 
punishment. But this moral vision of social problems, 
however, does not readi1y lend itse'lf to the instrumental 
management of adu1t populations in industria1 societies. 

,It is, rather. technological conceptio~s_of and 
solutions to social problems that tend ta pro11ferate 
with and ~re demandeH for the deve~pment of the Welfare 
State. ;- The Welfare State becomes infusèd with techno1-
ogiea1 ~pproaches to social prob1ems and becomes 
inçreasin91y staffed .by ~ral technologues. It 
becomes:the centralized pla~ng board and fund1ng agent 
for num'rous ad hoc technological solutions to modern 
social pr~b~éms; these, in turn, are congenial to the 
working assumptions of bureaucratie elites and the 
technostruetu~e in the priv~te sector as well. On one 
of its sides, then, Funetionàl1sm, as a social theory" 
with an embedded vein of social utilitarianism, can and' 
i s ready to adapt to the Wel fa re State; on another of .' 
its sides, however, as a theory with a focus on moraYity, 
it may be expeeted to have difficulties in adapting to 
the technologiec}l and, instrumental emphasis of the 
Welfare State. 54 

This analysis 1s a much more sophisticated approach than the 

one offered by Ellul. Ellul cannot examine the re~ationship between 

~ ; 
" 

" '. . ç 
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interests, industrial bureaucracy and the technocra,tic. ideology, an· 

lmmense task which~ouldner undertakes with co~petence. ·Indeed,-to 

return to an earlier point, Ellul has diffiG~lty explicating the 
55 

philosophical premises of technocracy. 

89 

The monism of technique results from the linking of ~tandardiza-

tian with the imposition of a from-the-top-down consensus. It 1s with 

j 

regard to this theme of the 'totalitarianism of technique' that Ellul _~ 

prompted the qreatest favorable response amongst New Left adherents. For 
~ 

[llul, as discussed in the previous section, propaganda serves a similar 
\ 

'integratlve' role in a democracy as it does in a dictator~hip; sin'tilarly 

1 f . . d di' codified law is dn agent of ormalizatlon an standar zatl0n: However 

basi~ political cle~vages may appear ta be in the technostate, it ~êems,.the 
56 

undirlYing societal assumptions remain ~naltered. 

What 1s the role of the state vis-à-vis the development of the 

:technological apparatus? According to Ellul, the mode"rn state oper:ates i~ 

the fallowinq way which, infer-entially,' is why modern burealJcracies .. perpetrate 

inappropriabe technological solutions'ta social problems and the equation 

of the possible and the necessary in technolagical Iprogress' se~ms inexorable: 

The basic effect of state actions on techniques 
is ta coordinate the whole complex: The state 

,possesses the power of unification, since it is 
the planning power par excellence in the society. J 
In this, it plays the true role, that of coorJinating, 
adjusting and equilibrating social forces. It has 
played this role with respect ta techniques for half 
a century by bringing hitherto unrelated techniques 
into contact with one another, for example economic 
and propaganda techl)iques. It relates them by , 
establishing organfsms responsible for this function, 
as, for example; the simple orgarrs of .liaison between 
the mi ni steries. It integrates the 'Whol e compl ex of 
techniques into a plan. Planning itsèlf is the' result 
of well-applie~techni~~es, and on1y the state,is in 
a position to ~tab1ish plans which are valid on a 
national level. 57 - - ' 
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lIt must be noted that coordination, adjustment and equilibrium 

are not synonymous. As will become clear in later arguments, the 

coordin~tion of divergent activities is the prerequisite to any attempt 
, 

to nega/te the technoloqical arder. (The idea that there should be an 

equili~rium between social forces is distinctly an ideological precursor 
1 ~ • 

of te9hnocratic consciousness.) 
1 

1 " ~ 
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~ Centrblj_~~tJi'!. :I"!..d' Decentra 1 ihti on: A Fa 1 se Di chotomy 

, \ E11"1" theme that centra1izat\pn 15 Inevitable in :he mo~ 
era deserves close attention. It is by no means ax;omat;c that the~~L ~ 

concentration of significant amounts of political powe~ reduces the rich-

ness of political participation at the base of the polity. Nor 1s it 

axiomatic, as the management systems theorists suggest, that centralization 

brings about more effective control. Consequently, the key issue for 

contemporary political thought must be related to styles Of centralization 

and decentra 

mos t si gnlfi 

has 

political actAvity and organizational structures, 

state. 

. 
st theor)sts of progress (development), centralization 

in highly positive terms. The recent remark of a 

to a New York Times correspondent that 

class defects because he centralized 

the Mongolian tribes is indicative of this tendency. Certainly, in" the 

early modern era, the centralized European stat~ had a distinc~ econom~ 
J 

advantage over the less-centralized state. Having explicated what "appears 

to be an historical axiom, the political theorist must ask whethe~ 
, 

centralization aQd economic development are necessarily related. Then, 

the supplementary question ~st be posed: does the central1zed technostate 

pro~ide the basis for a creative pol1t1cal cit1zensh1p; 15 it adequate for 

)' 

1-



" 

the needs of modern society? 1 

Ellul's attitude towards centralization evolves from the French 
58 

experience.' In a book review on.propaganda, McLuhan puts this provoca-

tively: 

Environmentally speaking, for example, the 
French exist in a land-mass that makes a great 
deal of centralism quite natural. French 
individualism is inseparable from thé acceptance 
of a vast state bureaucratic structure that is 
reg a rded by them as the na tura l énemy of a 11 -
mankind ... The English, in their maritime structure~ 
are entirely decentralist by trad~tion and outlook. 
They fought Napoleon's effort (his 'continental 
system,} .•. 

No~the paradox of the electronic a~e is 
that it creates an environment that ;s total but 
also decentralist. Jacques Ellul is quite blind 
to the decentralist aspects of the instant 
electtonic culture. A' true Frenchman, he sees 
the electronic' or tech.nologica/l society as a 
hideous enlargement of centralist bureaucracy, just 
a~' he is sure that the same electronic culture is 
an extension of the machine ... 

.... 
. It is also true that the most mechanized and 

centralized societies are those least able to make 
an easy transition to electronic culture. The 
specialist and bureaucratically organized societies 
have more to liquidate and unlearn than the Orient, 
for examp le ... 

Without necessarily agreeihg with the totality of McLuhan's neat 
-

analysis, one can appreciate his criticism that Ellul lacks a certain 

se-nsitivity to the re.lationship between centralizing and decentralizing 
59 ~ 
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tendencies in.~Qern society. Two questions are crucial to this section: 

'Jii) Does Ellul's pres~ion of centràlization 
and decentralization, so typical of 
contemporary thinking in its simple opposition 
of these.two words.60 adequately reflect the 
theoretical poss'bilities? Ellul cannot be 
blamed for sharing such a wide~pread linguistic 
concept. However, it requires a much more 
substantial examinat10n before his neo-anarchist 
conclusions are accepted. 

" 
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(i1) Does a radical decentralization of society, 

implic1t within Ellul's analys1s, contain 
any hidden dangers? For example, would the 

.widespread tendency to turn the possible into 
the necessary be averted by radical de
centralization? Or would it be more desirable 
to construct an institut10nal framework more 
conducive to the,negation of thls modern tendency? 

Ellul 's development ot this theme alters somewhat in the decade 
, 

between The fe~hnolog;cal Society and The Political Illusion. In the 6' , 
former" he writes: 

-De~entra 1 i zat i on, then t has experi enced a rad i ca~ 
setback. Econom1sts who have analysed this setback 
conclude that in order to decentralize industrially 
it is necessary to effect total decentralization, 
including administrative, financial and cultural 
decentralization. Total action, however, would be 
difficult to achieve; precise and adequate technical 
motives for it do not existe Furthermore, it would 

, have to be implemented by authoritarian measures. 
The state would have to act to constrain the citizens 
with authoritarian penalties corresponding to 
authoritarian decisions. It is easily seen that the 
proposed decentralization would have to rest upon a 
major aggrandi zement of centra li zeâ authority. 

In this passage, Ellul astutely pinpoints one of the major 

problems of any large-scale decentralization based on devolution of 

authority as distinct from federation. In Thé P~lttical Illusion, Ellul 

offers one ef his more original .suggestions: 

The point is no!,to give free reign to a 
state that'.would no 'fnger encollnter even the 
obstacle of an illusory public opinion, but on 
the ~ontrary to erect in the face of the state 
a rigorous arbiter whose several poles of attraction 
would force the state to adjust itself to them. 
The point is no longer t~ orient all channels of 
publie action in the sense and direction~f the 
state, in the way our railroad network isroriented 
toward Paris. • This does not mean at all that we 
must rediscover"local autonom~es. It would be '~ 
iJJusory to go against the trend of the times. When 
labour unions increasingly enter the state's unitary 
structure there caQnot be any question of asking them 

92 
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to rediscover the seriousness of their mission. Unions 
were, in their time, definitely poles of tension - 1n 
France, for example, between 1880 and 1906.62 

Below, E11ul states that above a11 we must not ask the state 

to help us. His proposal, he admits, might not work, but it requires 
, 

trying because it is the only possible alternative. In this passage, 

E1lul has focused oùr inquiry. In the technological society, what are 

potentia1 poles of tension and how are they mobi1ized? What is their 

relationship to the state, and how can we demarcate the zone between 

cooptation and constructive assistance? it is important to ask the 

question: if who1esale decentralization were feasible at this moment, 
63 

what wou1d its effects be? Edmund Leach's anthropological s~dies of 
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the tribes of highland Burma have indicated that cyclical tendencies exist 

between periods of federation and fragmentation. It is possible that a 

global system will simi1arly oscillate between periods of formal centra1iza

tion and formal decentralization. However, what is of most importjce ta 

an analysis of the dynamics of social change is the tension betwee the 

center and the intermediate groupings at any given moment. In another 

important piece of political theory (which similarly to The Technological 

?~sj~ty has predominantly been characterized as pessimistic), Barrington 

Moore questions the structural limitations of syntheses of ideas within 

such categories as capitalism, socia1ism and neo-anarchism. His critique 

of the neo-anarchist solutions is particularly relevant to the present 

discussion, as is thé implication that thinking within the confines of 

such categories limits our capacity ta grasp the essential problems of the 

world-system: 

The degree of feasible de-industrialization might 
turn out ta be the hardest question of all to answer 
in a way that would command assent even among neo
anarchists themselves. It is obvious that no modern 
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city can grow enough food to feed-its inhabitants 
and that exchanges with the countryside are 
necessary unless one 1s willing to exterminate 
the 1nhabitants of the city. ~hese exchanges can 
be governed either by market relationships or by 
centralized allocations of goods and services (or 
some combinat1on of the two) both of which the neo
anarchists reject as basic principles of social 
orqanization. The same basic consideration applies 
in connection with the differential endowment of 
neo-anarchist communities with natural resources. 
Suppose that some community is able to produce sorne 
good, say lettuce or oranges, that other communities 
badly want or need. Can one realistically expect 
that a new ethic will take such strong hold that the 
fprtunate community will not try to exploit 1ts 
advantages? And by what criteria coul~ one decide 
that it was not trying to extract the most possible 
frQm this advaotage? Once again we are left with tne 
c~ice of letting market forces have full play, which 
amounts to refraining from applyîng any ethical standard 
to the relationship, or else using some kind of force 
majeure at the disposal of a central authority ta impose 
a pattern of distribution that was accepted on ethical 
and political grounds by the rest of society. But bo{h 
these choices imply a form of society very different 

~~ from the anarchist ideal. For the latter to work there 
"i~ evidently necelsary sorne sort of invisible hand that 
is'~t Adam Smith's market, and certainly not the very 
visible hand of the bureaucratie state. 64 

.. 
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Moore's insights into the 'dead ends' reached by capitalist, (~ 
"t ,j 

socialist and neo-anarchist theory in the modern world is useful for a 
65 

discussion of Ellul. Ellul and Moore, arguing from different perspectives 
. 

(and from different levels of achieveruent as prac'titioners of a social 

'science') share a certain pessimism with regard to the fate of the modern 

world. Is< this disillusion nothing more than the inevitable reaction to 

the reali2ation that the universe is uncertain, political action is 

ambiguous, and that there is not a single Archimedean point (even 

theoretically) from which the en~re world can be remade? This characteristic 

of 'disillusioned utopians' requires that an examination of the role of 
• 

utopian1sm in polit1cal thought be undertaken, at least w1th regard to th@ 
;, 

" 

.. 
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question of decentralization. 0 The evanescence of utopian theary can never 

bec~me concretized through the ambiguous mediation of human action":Jnd 
66 

institutions. Vet utopian speculation is a prerequisite for a 

consciousness in a world permeated by reductivist empiricism and the form 

of pragmatism which has produced modern technocratie consciousness. Utopian 
) 

thinking, then, is the act of redirecting praxis away from the immediate 

contingencies. Certainly, the restoration of the self and the establishment 

of authentic relat;onships is praxis. But praxis must have bath a 

restorative and a Py(posive dimension or it will surrehder ta a set of 

• limitations that ulNlnlitely will seal its ineffectiveness. Ellul's 

'u~opianism' fails to acknowledge this. 

But even though neo-anarchism serves an important 'carrective' 

role as a form of utopian thought, it cannot be seen as a plausible modern 

praxis. The 10gic of Moore's argument is accentuated by the ecological 

and econom;c relationships of the world-system. It follows, then, that it 
, 

is necessary ta rethink the relevance of these political "categories 'for 

"an analysis of post-iJldustria1 society. The questi9n remai,ns, however: 

given the pl:!rsistence of traditions, 'how does one embark on a radical 

departure using the political institutions of a scarcity era? 

Eve~ on the utopian level, neo-anarchism requires examination. 

Wholesa1e decentralization at any given moment (treating the subject as a 

tendency, or a theoretical possib1lity) would result in the removal of the 

powers which' are required for the redistribution of resources or the 
67 

alleviation of regional disparities in a global political economy. 

Exponents of decentralization usual1y" argue that a sense of 

participation and effective involvement essential to the psychic well-being 

J 
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of the individual, can only be attained through the organizatfon of 

society into smaller groups,. V,nder scrutiny, it is .ap~rent that this 

assumes that effectiveness can only be correlated to specifie issues. 

If the issue is the allocation of non-existent resources. it is doubtful 

that this form of participation can increase a sense of psychic worth. 

96 

Once the linguistic opposi'tion of th,e terms centralizat;on and decentraliza

tion is overcome t the possibi1ity of reconci1ing these ~wo tendencies in 

a meaningfu1 cOllll1unity ~1J..Ve demonstrated. Ellul discards this possibility 

too quickly; and restricts his.theory according1y. 
1 

J~_c_h_n_i~u_e __ a_n_d __ t_h_e_ p)'_n_a!"_i_c_s_ ~_( _S9_c_i~J __ C_hil_n~~ 

E11u1 is~ correct in pointing out that the paramount problem for 

post-industrial socïety is the negation of technique. In practice, this 

also means the control àf technology sa that what is possible doesn't 

axiomatically occur. This is a precondition of a rational society. 

Techno1ogica1 innovations are not panaceas and techno1ogi~al solutions to 

political p-roblems are demon~trably' inadequate. Scientific progress does 

not exist if we mean by 'progress' a linear. accumulation-of-novelties 

eftect. It is nec~ssary to replace the idea of progress witn the more 

political and less deterministic notion of potentiality. 

E11ul's thesis ;St as has been indicated inconsistent. At times, 

. 
of evil ytr)a world which God has created, which: in inany ways it is; but at 

~ - • 68 
othe'r times, E11ul shares insights which are of undeniable importance • 

.. 
At times Ellul shows an awareness of the contributions of technology and 

t~e beginning of a deeper examination of the problems he raises. For -example, the fo}lowing passage from Autopsy of Revolution: 

j -



e' 
/ 

Nothing short of an explosion will disintegrate 
the technological society: that,is a vitpl issue. 
Whatever form the explosion iakes (a federalist 
community. or a self-direction hostile to planning. 
for exa~ple) will involve, as always, a sacrifice. A 
revo1ution against the technological society (not 
against technology) implies decreased efficiency fn 
all areas (total yield, product;vity, adaptiveness, 
integration), a.lowered standard of living, the ,c;: 
reduction of large~scale public programmes, and t~ 
erosion of a mass ou1ture~ If we are unwi11ing ta pay 
the combined priee of these four reductions, then we 
are not ready for the revolution, the only revolution 
that is a necessit:y today. 

5uch a dis,tinctïon between spiritual and material values is , 
dangerous. Nowhere does E11ul explore other possibilities such as 'the 

mobi1ization of groups who are implieitly or explieit1y qu~stioning the 
69 

rule of technique. 

o 
The origins and inadequacies of E11u1's praxis of radical 

97 

subjectivism has been discussed throughout this work. Ellûl is uncomfortable , 

with many of his own conclusions, bOt the framework of his inquiry precludes 

the possibility of alternat1ves. His discomfort is revealing and worth. 

,reiterati ng: 

Revolution cannot result uniquely from individua1 
awakenings to the~Obal nature of society. It is 
pointless to say th t purely spontaneous revolutions 
have occurred in- t e past, or that man's continued 
social existence ccounts for his semi-awareness. 
Yesterday is not today.70 , 

Ellul states that a revo1utionary attitude must consist of the 
71 

replacement of frantic activity with contemplation. If t~is were read 

to mean that contemplation must supplement action, it would tesult in a 

substantially different conclusion. But E11u1 writes: ' 

lndividual initiative is often cited as a way 
of making the revolution a personal issue. Al1 to 
the good. But today the usual effort 1s ta arouse 
irrationa1, emotional, impulsive and erotic behaviour 

'. 
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in a chaotic, explosive, ,fest1ve and 'totally 
uninhibited atmosphere. The rationale advanced 
1s that if w~ are to combat a systematized and 
stultifying society that negates individuality, 
we should act just the oPPosite. But it.1s only 
a facade. SuC'h .explosions have no impact"Whatever 
on our society, w~ich is perfectly capable of, , 
integrating and absorbing the shock, devitalizing 
it, diverting its thrust, and ,n1Oulding it into a 
compensatory system or safety valve.72 .. 

, 
Ellul's notion of con~itment ;s pr~dicated on the limits of 

personalism and situationism: 

We must repudiate al1 appeals to 1rrat10nalism 
and promises of liberat10n through the imagination, 
for one ought not to juggle words and claim that 
imagination is not the opposite of reason because 
when imagination exceeds rever1e or ecstasy its 
results are enduring and constitute universal forms, 
whereas reason, in,order to be creative, must draw 
on the imagination ... . , 

Irrationality is totally ineffective in 
contending w;th our society and can only reinforce 
the technoldgical system in one way or another. In 
contrast, necessary awareness means greater self
control; intellectual alertness, and persistent 
determinat10n. There is no place for 'delirium, only 
for pa~sion, determinat10n and commitment. 73 

.' 

• • 

The critique of counter-cultural irrationa11sm 1s mQst perceptive. 

YetoEllûl cannot develop the obvfous point that his 'reason' 1s ~ery 

different from the 're-ason' of the technocrats. Ellul'''$ remedies lack a 
-iN 

concrete dimension. that passion, determ~nation 'and commitment àre pre

requ1sites of a more Jlleaningful form of political action is ~ndisputable. 

The limitations of a subjectivist politics lie in the denial of instrumentality. 

Thus any pol1tical theoYy which views personalknras more than a restorati.ve', 

phase in the formation of a praxis reinforces the status quo . .. 

Ellul '5 slmilarity with the 'consciousness theorists' ends w1th 

these self-doubts and this rejection of irrationalisme Yet E11:1 d~e~/·n~1 
explore the possibl1ities ·or the. potent1al implications of fundamental 

./ 
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consciousness reOrientations. Thus he is on1y correct in a 1imited sense 

when he 'wri tes: -

We attack nothing by taking this imaginary 
escape routé from society. What is more, th~ 
escapism induces even gre~ter adaptation, for once 
man has hàd his f1ing at freedom, he 'will accept 
other-Jorms of restraint more readily. A~ ,a 
revolutionary act, it is totally sterile; it leads. 
not towards greater freedom but away from it. 74 

A po1itica1 theory which hopes to address the implications of 

techno10gica1 consciousness in an effective manner must probe~more deeply 

than does Ellul 15 personalism. Indeed, one of its major tasks is to 

create a new language of politica1 d;scourse. This remains part of the 

task of reorienting consc;ousness away from the technological language 

of means-ends calculus and into the appropriate int~ubjective language 

of the politica1. The creation of a new po1itica1 language and other forms 

of cultural action are intrinsically 1imited; too often they are abstract 

and serve as an excuse to avoid the difficu1ties of concrete po1itical 
'~ 

situations. El1ul l s use of history in his work is vague. He r~alizes 

its import1nce, as is clearly articulated in the following passage from 

~y_t..9'p_SL·~o! __ R_e_v..ol ut,i..9.!l: 1 

We haNe tried to approach the revolt-revo1ution 
comp1ex through the data of historical experience, 
which is the on1y valid way to interpret it 
i nte 11i gent 1 y . But with in tha t conceptua 1 framework, 
(the pfe-~odern), what was found was an ant1-historical 
attitude ... Until the eighteent, century, on the rare 
oCcasions when the nature of re~lution preoccupied 
such men as Machiavelli, Bodin and Hobbes, for instance, 
it was always with the intent of finding ways to prevent 75 
popular unrest, to maintain authority, to que~l disorder. 

Vet against this sociologieal acknowledgement of histori,cal under

standing as being 'the only v~id way to interpret (~evolution) intelligently', 
) 

Ellul ,is writing a wor~it1cal of the 'nonnal1zation of rèvolution' •. 

"" ). 

'\ 
\ 
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Norma1ization (Marxis.t theory) betrays the humanizin9 potentia1 of the 

revo1utionary (resisting) impetus by 10cating the revolution within history. 

Revolution, .for Ellul, i,s .lot authentic un1ess it is resisting historica1 

·tendencies. !he logic of E11ul 's argument is that those who aet within 

history, with a scientific understanding of its eruptions akin to a 

seismological understanding of geology; are not really revolutionaries. 
" . 

They surrender jthe freedom of their resistaQce to the inevitabi1ity of a 

social process. On the one hand, then, E11ul, the socio1ogist, pra~ses 
" historical understanding. On the other, Ellu1, the philosopher, rejects 

'11 
the search for historical explanations. Nowhere in his analysis is it 

suggested that this understanding of history cou1d be a prerequ~site to the 

formulation of a eritieal perspective. Historical prediction is not 

·seismo1ogy. The implieit assumptio~ of modern social science (espeeially 

Marxist variants) is that there 1s a recurring pa~tern of social forces in 

oper~tion which can be interpreted by actors in a contemporary setti~~ 

The rejection of the historical examin~tion is parallel to the rejection 
• of instrumenta1ity. Since we are not to be concerned with the transformation 

of society, or the amelioration of social conditions, we have no need for an 

historical understanding. Ooes an historica1 understanding necessari1y' 

mean the 'normalization' of social change? The 10gic of Ellul 's argument 

here is structurally identical to his discussion of scientific standardiza

tion. The sci~ntific enterprise does not'mean· (unless it is a very shoddy 

attempt' at social science) that historical events can be predicted with 

the accuracy of vo1canic eruptions. Ellul assumes that it does. Simi1arly\ 

classification i~ not a prodûct of t~ scientific mentality alone. Levi

Strauss demonstrates the universality of the c1assificatory enterprise ln 

The Savag~ Mind. It remains to be exp1ained how the relationship between 

action based ~n an historical understanding of the probable consequences 

of action A in context (a) means the surrendering of ~uman freedom in any 
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sense of the word. Surely, the 10gic of everyday discou.rse dicta'tes aga1n~t 
• '1. ' 

'such a statement as adequate1y as the language of. se\entific inquiry. At 

times,' Ellul is prépared to concede that standardiz'àtion and routinization 

are ~ot synony~~, b~t'thiS development on Weberian sociology i~ never 
, . 

incorporated into thè totality of ~is work. 
0.. ' 

\ 
Certainly~ the problems of his~o~ography and,futurology are not 

dissimi1ar. Both require thè evaluation of deèisions and actions against a 

background of man's historic)ty. Both assume a structural symmetry in 

historical e~perience., The latt~r assumption reqUireS~rification regarding 

the supposed uniqueness of modernity. Just as it would be naive to suppose 
c 

1 

that actio~ is the same concept today as it was in the sixteenth century, 

it is lncorrect to assume that there is no connection. The latter argument 
76 

can only be sustained through a complete denial of a human 'nature'. 

How does an understanding of history enhance our capacity to 

make rational, non-technocratie choices within the techpologieal order? How. 
, . . 

in political practice. is the b~lance between expedlent needs. lon~-range 

goals and democratic procedures to be attained? For example. if a thousand 

people can b~ given ten years of income security as a result of jobs 

produced from the destruction of a forest (no other job alternatives are 

conceivable in ~his scenario; the only alternative is relocation), can the 

decision to harvest the forest be justified? By refraining from the 

exploitation of available-'natural resources in a world visibly su~fering 

from scareity, what 10gie can be used to justify the sacrifice of the 
, 

c~r~ent generations? The d1lficulty in responding to this and 1ike-questions 
\ 

, . 
. ,is not eliminated by an historical understahding, °b,ut 1t can be ~ueed. 

A rational ~ociety. would not be able to allocate goods in a conflict-f.ree 

manner; t~ has been ~st~blished. However. it would be concèrned with 
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the construction of a fair ~nd distributionist economy. rather than the 
l~ ,maintenance of a technocratie order concerned with pr.ocess ·and mere 

77 
surviva1. , 

In coming to grips with the pro~lems of using hi~torical under

standing in publie choice, Ellu1 favorab1y quotes Camus in a footnote. 

Criticizing the imp1icat~n~ of the establishment of a rule of history, 
, 

endemic to Marxian theories. E11u1 quotes L'homme revo1te, in which is 

offered a much more substantive investigation of the point: 

History as a totality cou1d exist only,in 
the eyes of an observer beyond history and the 
uni verse. On1y for God 1s there an utmost 
1imit'of hfstory. It is impossible, therefore. 
to act according to plans embracing the tota1ity 
of universal history. Every historie undertaking 
can on1y be an adventure, more or 1ess rational 

~ and we11-founded. It\is a risk at the outset. 
As a risk. it does not warrant any exceS$ or fixed 
and immutabl~ posture. 78 

Yet El1ul ' s understa~d;ng of history fails to lead him to a~ 

historical methodojogy in approaching the subject of technique. He presents 

us with a soc1010gy of technique, of law, and of instituti~~s. and in the 

prcrcess exc1udes the complex question of çausality. Is technocracy the 

inevitable conse~uence of the interface between technology and the~odern 

state? 

r 

, 
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FOOT NOTES 

1 Leiss. JJl_e __ ~!,,_i_n~_tJ_o_n __ oJ_~.a_t..u!~, p. 111-112. 

2 Hans Jonas. 'The Scientific'and lechnological Rev61ution ' in 
P_hJ Lo_spp_hl_Jp~.aY, V<;> 1. XV. No. 2. SUll1Tler 1971. p. Q6. " 

3 Thè telescope, of course, was ta 1rrmediately chanqe the nature 
of naval warfare. That perhaps was·foreseeab1e. but the spinoff effccts 
on shipbuilding. balance of military (and e~onomic) power etc. ripple throuqh 
a sociological fnqu1ry. Lynn WhHe's faroous example in ,Mediaeval Techno1ogy 
~!ld _~..cJa_l __ CJ1~_n~ (Oxford Uni v,ers i ty Press. Oxford 1 1962r nrusYr~:ùè-s- -thé' 
effect dramatically. The happènstance introduction of the stirrup into 
Iberia in tne 8th Century was not expected to effect the social, 5tructure~ 
in the manner in which White argues it did. 

Th~ whole question comes down to the key question of the viability 
of the concept of causal aetton. Can the stirrup be sa1d to cause the 
transition in Iberian feudalism? ~ould it have occurred in any event? 
R~trospective determinism is a characteri~tic of too mueh histor10graphy. 
But a certain hopelessness confronts any historical 1nvestiqator if he 
replaces dete~m with an a4mlssion of the signlfjcance of random events. 
It must ~e stated that real ehoiees exist tn historieal moments, and that 
our conc~pt of aetio becomes meaningless if this 15 not acknowledged. There 
eanno~t action witlout a complementary ~peetation. intention .. At this 
point, it m st suff to say that El1ul ' s arguments with regards to con-

'séquenc 0 es that cannot be anticipatèd app11es loglcally to any 
an~ all human actions. Hi~ response is perhaps an extreme overreact1on to 
thè e~cesses Qi French e~1stentfa11sm. 

4 E1lul, T.h.e_J~5Jl_n5'12..9J~~_1_ ?p.c_i~_ty, p. 311. , 
5 

J!>J~"!' p. 317. 

6 A careful study of technocratie language might shnw ·sorne 
valuable insights. It is possible that ttie nguage of utilitartanism 15 
ftequently used as a justifylng rhetor1c or. echnocratlc procedures. 
However. 1n rea li ty. technocracy i.s no concerned with goa 15. even the 
pragmat.1c. short-éun Objectives that e aracteri ze much of mQdern uti11 tartan
thought. Thus. even though technique S often couchéd in this utii1tarian 
rhetor1c, 1t 1S much more a mutation of original utilitarian instghts~ 

~ 1here are some moral assumptions in utilitar1anism\(1nadequate, 1 would 
arg~, but, nonetheless existent) wh1ch are erased by the emphasls on 
process and order 1mpltcit w1th1n technocratie reasoning. 

, 7 • 
See ~rtieularly the work of Noam Chomsky American Power and 

the New Mandarins '(New Vor,k t Pantheon Books. 1969) withrëgara to therole 
of scienttsts in th~ Vietnam war effort. . 

\ l, .. 
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, B s~~respectivelY Jerome Ravetz Sc1entific Knowledre and Its 
Social Problems (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1971) and Leslie Sk air, 
9Iganiz~~~po~ ~ (St. Alban's, Hart-Davis MacGibbon, 1973). 

9 A~n this borrows substantia11y from the insights of Roberto 
Michels. More ~ecent1y, work 1ike Ivan Il1ich's Deschoo1ing Society 
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(Harper and Row, New York, 1971) as we11 as Paolo Freire's A Pedagogy for 
t~~PI~~5e~ (New York, Herder and Herder, 1970) have focused on the 
difficu1ties of organizing and simultaneous1y retaining the original impetus 
of a movement. Insofar as these latter works focus on the possibi1ity of 
effective action outside of the organization-sty1es of modern techno10gical 
thought, t~y are of tremendoug importance. They are responses at one 

,leve1 to the prob1ems that El1ul raises about the inevitability of technique 
in organizations. To reiterate, technique, in sorne fOrm is a function of 
organization; however, to state this and to fai1 to explore the circumstahces 
under which techno10vical _logic becomes dominant is to miss the point. 

10 As expounded by Ravetz ~t. or Barry Commoner in The Closing. 
çJ!_c.1i:: .. _c~nf!_o_n_tjJl~J~_h~~~viron~!ltar crTsi~_, London, Cape 1972. 

11 See Sk1air's 9!EÊ~_tzed Know1edJ}~, QP~_Jj~, especial1y Chapter II 
on 'Biq Science'_ 

12 As a further point, the question of pure research and priorities 
remains a comp1ex one. Who, for examp1e, cou1d dictate the impractica1ity 
of a pure science 1ike astronomical physics when the ramifications of the 
new insights deve10ped within this science have had marked effects throughout 
society?) 

13 See especially thé works of C.B. McPherson, The Po1iticaf Theor1 
of Possessive Individualism (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1964) and Democratie 
JJl_e:9~r.i:~~J.s~s~Y"J;~-iïi_R_e-tY'ievaJ (Oxford', Clarendon Press. 1973). ir-----

14 This raises the important question of what the 1imits of the ~ 
'technica1' in po1icy-makirig are. Consider the example of a rich community 
which questions the format of a revenue-sharing scheme? Is it meaningfu1 
to say that the criterion emp10yed in the dispute was 'technica1' and not 
'po1ifical '? It is a tru;sm of most post-industrial political theories 
that the nature of decision-makinq must be altered. But does th;s neeessarily 
mean the expansion of the 'technical '? Is this inevitable when the paradigm 
of "spaceship earth" is used to replace the anachronistic conceptua1ization 
of market society as a basis for economic plans? See, for example, Kenneth 
Bauld; ng '-s 'Eeonomi c for Spaceship Earth' in Beyond Economies: es'says on 
society_~eJJ..9ion aM ethjcs (Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 1968). 
In repudiating the notion of trading autarchies (see also below in the 
discussion of Barrington Moore, and decentalization), we are a1so' rejecting 
certain myths about the,inevitability of eeopomic man. See also George 
Dalton (ed.) Primitive, Archaic and Modern Economies: essays of Karl 
Pol_a_Y1YJ.'New York, Anchor Books, 196ft . 

15 Simi1arly, of course, any attempt at world planning wou1d 
present even greater problems for d~ocratic theory, a point that -sha11 be 
returned to later. The experience of such reg10nal econom1c integration 
groups as the EEC reveals th~ problems of large-scale economic planning. 
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16 See David Harris in his essay~uropean Liberalism and the 
S~,ate' in Lubasz (ed.) The D~ye1EE!n_ent of th~Mo~ern State, (New York,
Macmillan, 1964), especialÎÏy p. 77 where he discusses the concept of the 
'self-denying night-watchman'. The implications of laissez-faire non
interventionism have been standard fare in modern political ~ience. A 
more substantive challenge to the theory of the modern state is offered 
by Gabriel Kolko in The Triu~h of Conser~atism (New York, Free Press of 
Gl encoe, 1963). In tl,ê-nascent Sta-ges~oTl1ïe--ê-o'rporate economy, he 
demonstrates the advantages for the devel,pment of monopoly capital of, 
piecemeal requlations. 
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17 Certainly, the idea of the modern ~tate assumes in everyday 
discourse its rèsponsibi1ity for the maintenance of services and the 
distribution of resources. That is the basis of the Welfare State. In 
this section, the debt to the ~ections in Georges Gurvitch's Social Frame
~orks_.of ~n5tw1e_<!9..e. (Oxford, Basil B1ackwell, 1971) dea1ing wit11-ïhe rise
oTthe ffieraT-(femocratic and centralized state will be obvious. 'Within 
this framework the interr'elntionship between scientific innovations, 
religious r~formations, the rise of philosophical skeptic}~m and the 
development of capitalism can be emphasized. Initiation~n one area has 
ramifications in the others. Accordinglyj the importance Qf a new 
vocabu1ary of politics wjll ,become cle~in the discussion of the relat·ion
ship between consciousness and cult,ure. 

18 Hans Jonas, 'The Scientific and Technological Revolutions', 
9P_. __ c_i.(., p. 99. .. 

19 Georges Gurvltch, 9P ... _c.i_t_., p. 190. , 

20 See Jurgen Habermas JQ_w3!_d~3 __ Ratio_n2J_..?ocieJy.: ___ s..tuden!. 
P!9..t~_s_t_,._s_c_i_e_n~~_.a_n~_P9_1J..!:_i~_s., Boston, Beacon Press, 19fù. 

21 L . 't 149 elSS, ~p_. __ C_l __ ~, p. . 

22 Technocratic rationality then appears as an extension of the 
calculations of 'rational' economic man, motivated by self-interest and a 
praxis which emphasizes mastery and manipulation. In discussing Ellul and 
the counter-culture. 1 emphasized E11ul 's distaste for irrationalist 
movements, but nowl1ere does he develop his notion of rationality and its 
qualitative difference from the rationality of the technocrats. Thus his 
theory continual1y stumbles on the problem of comprehending organization. 
If perception can lead to lnstrumentality in the individual; similarly 
organized perception (theory) can lead to the capacity ta actively transform 
society through the co1lectivity. Just as subjective reason in the 
individual can be mutated into technocratie rationality in the collectivity, 
a like-happening can take place with objective reason. 

23 for an interesting description of sorne of the prob1ems 
involved in sucn a participatory democracy, see Michael Walzer's essay 

~~ 'A Day in the' Life of a Socialist CitHen' in Obligations (Cambridge, 
Harvard University Press, 197D). Even a widespread orientation towards 
participatory democ~cy ~ll not remove the need for representational 
institutions and déregat~d authority. It is 'a distortion of the concept 
of citizenship to expect the citizen to spend the full day 'participating'. 
Hence, the notion ot accountability remains important and it is accurate 
to say that the actions of demanding accountability may be th~ most 



meaningful form of participation. As has been discussed above, the 
justification for the non-participatory tendencies of modern politics 
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rests on a mixture of meritocratic and end-of-ideology arguments. 'Issues' 
are defined in a manner which excludes them from social considerations 
and places them outside the rea1m of dialogue and within the realm of 
expertise. Participation, to be meaningful, must. of course, not simply 
be issue-oriented. but must be an ongoing involvement in the choice of 
alternative futures. 

24 Within this context Rollo May's suqges.tion in ~..9y_e __ a_ni.!JnJ 
.(New York, Norton, .1969) that the modern era is comparable to the Athens 
of the Stoics and the Epicureans deserves serious examination. Unab1e 
to handle the ambiguities of the politica1 or corrmunitarian condition 
in crisis and exacerbated by the ex;genc;es of t~chnique, man turns ta 
apo1itical perspectives. ' 

, 25 T,his does not necessarily' mean a devolution of authority. 
The stite cauld choose as ~ co"scious policy to support the sources of 
tensi~n within the society. 

26 El1u1's discussion of de Castro's Green Revolution is 
paralleled in a critique of Le Corbusier's failûre1n-'urban-(fesign. See 
his essay 'The Technological Order'. Le Corbusier, sensing that the 
modern city was characterized by jsolation and 10neliness, had attempted 
tb design a city ~hich would faci1itate people's meeting one another. 
E11u1 correctly notes that Le Corbusier's plan accentuate~,the very 
problems it had attempted ta remedy. What Ellul fails tofcriticize is 
Le Corbusier's technocratic 10gic whieh prompted him to talk in' a 
vocabularyof 'creating corrmunity', reqardless ,of the desires and the. 
culture of the residents. Again, Ellulls instght is redueed ta the 
truism that all actions have sorne unforeseen consequences. Le Crobusierls 
attempt reveals sorne important problems: how realistic is an urban 
design scheme to 'build' community \'ihich deals solely with the mechanlcs 
of architecture? There are two possible responses: (i) that 'planning 
community' is nonsense; (ii) that we can facilitate the disclosure of 
community only with an ;ncrease of the understanding of the cultures and 
traditions involved. See Herbert Gans, Peopl.e_and_J'..!ans: _e_s_s_ay..? __ tn 
urj)~.!L.2.!:.o_bJ~..!)l"? an(_solution.?_ (New York, Basic Books, 1968T, In a sense, 
the latter reply is facile: hire sorne eommunity sociologists and the 
plan will work. There is, of course, no guar&ntee that the sociologists 
or the planners will be non-technocratie. 

27 It is evident that the Phil~soPhical origins of these two 
concepts are widely divergent. One stems from a contractual uti1itarian 
basis; the other assumes that a community of interests is endemic to man's 
sociality. 

28 . 
That does not mean that it can realistically be expected that 

a harmonious reconci11ation of all social conflicts is desirable, let 
alone possible. Coser's work on The Functions of Social Conf1ict (Glencoe, 
Ill., Free Press, 1956) illustrates the necessity~conflict for a ~ 
viabl~soeiety. What 1s perhaps a reasonable goal is the type of legal 
cu1tute where any citizen can make the agencies responsible for any decision 
account for that decision. In the context of the Oshawa-Newfoundland 
example, it meags that those with legit1mate claims on the political system 

1 
" 



J 

107 

be treated fair1y. As my argument that the state's role is inevitable, 
and potentia11y positive, unfolds, it is hoped that a correlation between 
accountability and fairness can be interpolated. However, there ;s no 
attempt on my part to present this as infal1ible; it 1S merely a response 
to Ellul's rhetoric. Any centr~lized decision-making agency must be 
responsible to 'poles of tension', but it must a1so play a part in the 
rea1location of political goods. An EEC agency must balance (and account 
for the way in which it does it) the demands of Dutch apple-growers with 
the Community's policy on apples. If this sounds like a traditional 
appeal to a rational bureaucracy with appeal mechanisms, it is, in par~ 
The mechanisms (legal) for challenge must, however, legitimize the pol . 
of tension. It is here that the argument regarding cooptation becomes 
particularly important. It is important to note that the-argument becomes 
less traditional when it is accompanied by the insight that this relation
ship between accountability and fairness can on1y transpire in a framework 
where economic power is not concentrated either in the manner of monopoly 
capital or monopoly state capital. a compfex prob1em far beyond the scope 
of this efft'Jrt. ' 

?9 L - -t 197 el s s, 9 p_. __ c _,_ .. ' p. . 

30 It can be argued that the theoret\cal hallmark of the 
classical liberal state is its refusal"to do precisely this. Of course, 
the interrelationship between the individua1 and 'economic and 1egal' 
considerations is much mo~e complex than presented in this paragraph. 
However, the point remains that within the confines of democratic theory 
nei,ther Babt.itt nor the modern organization man c~n be legislated out of 
existence. However, the structural condiJ~s which perpetua~ their . 
existence can be addressed. Cultural action. as~rgued be10w. must take 
place at a differ~nt level; possibly a complementary one. 

,31 It is a term originally borrowed from cultural anthropology. 
specifically the later WOPK of Ruth Benedict. As she was interested ln the 
level of integration in different societie~. she formu1ated the notion of 
high and low-synergy cultures. ln the former the indivjdual 's own actions 
and wants were to a large degree in harmony with that wh; ch was necessary 
for the social good. AIn the latter. the àp~os;te was true. She ooly 
applied this to relatlvely-undifferentiated soci~ties; neverthe1ess, the 
concept is. 1 think, replete with potential. Unlike s~tems theory, it 
emphaslZes the cultural. However, like systems theory it tlûlds out the 
hop~ that individual activities can be integrated harmoniously into a 
larger framework of activity. System~ theory has become too equilibrium
oriented and prone to use by technocratie thought, despite the potential 

1 . 

of such work as Ludvig von Berta1anffy, General S stems Theor: foundat·;ons, 
develo~ment, applications (New York. Braziller, 1969. For a development:--
or-fh-f s-theme-, seë-BoguSTaw' s cli scuss i on of these l atter-day Saint-Simon; ans 
in.The_~~w U~9pi~ns~a study of system design and social change (Englewood 
C11tfS, N.J., "P"rentlce-Hall, 1965). 

j In many ways, synergetic praxis may be Just another attempt 
to define the limits of individual right~ against those of the collectivity. 
It is impossible to speculate on how a perfectly-balanced formula could ever 
be imp1emented. It is, in part, a function of the relationsh1p of the 
polit y to concepts of scarcity. The defined 'energy shortage' means the 
sacrificing of certain personal freedoms (joy-riding, for examp1e)~ 
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Insatiable needs can then be seen to mean unlimited restrictions. And 
the propagandizing of false needs is a means of integrating and controlling 
individuals. However, not believing in the satiability of the needs of 
the human condition (is there'a 'need' to explore the universe?), 1 think 
it is important to distinguish between scarcity societies and materially
sufficient societies, and to derive an objective measure for such societies. 
A world-planning body that attempted to be democratic would confront all 

,the difficulties that are raised in a discussion of Ellul. Even assuming 
a massive consciousness-shift where~y people transcended their own interests 
and talked in global terms about the implications of the productive and 
consumptive activities. there would be conflict. That concession is not 
necessarily disillusioning; utopian tRought is notoriously static. See 
Jdhn Schaar' s di scuss ion of Eri ch Frorrm, ~.s_c~j>~_!I.9!l1_ j\.u.!J~.9Ii_ty_: __ .t_h~ 
p_eI5P_e.c_t_iy.e.s._o!_JT.i.c_h_!I_O~ (New York, Harper and Row, 1964). 

32 The general U~e of the word 'praxis' may reveal thât it is, 
in some \'1ays. limited for the stated purposes of this section. Praxis 
includes the activity of reordering discourse to escape from technological 
language into a vocabulary rooted in cultural and ecological factors, 
like 'synergy' and 'synergetic' thouqht. Yet it must not De limited to 
action and initiation at a cultur31 level. 'Praxis' also has connotations 
which are dangeroù~ for this argument. A science of praxiology (see Tadeusz 
Kotarbinski, Praxiolo~J: an introduction to the sciences of efficient 
action (Oxford-,- Tfègàmon·,- T9b5T Ts· rooYed Tn- tllé- -samë- -e-pTstemolàèficar 
a-s·s·u-m-ptions as technocracy. It remains a Marxist variant of this theory. 
Praxis must become a personal concept. A sc;entific understanding of 
the social forces doef not mean that human ac;tion can be abstractly 
calculated. 

1 

1 introduce this conce~tualization purely to illustrate the 
necessity of organizinq our perspectives on social change in a new style. 
'Synergetic praxis' as we shall point out below, can be the theoretical 
basis for activities such as the stopping of the random expansion of 
technology and technological solutions by opposinq the construction of x 
new a1rports. Howéver, opposition must go beyond the interests of those 
immediately effected by the dislocations involved in that construction. It 
must address the overall needs of post-industrial society and seek ta 
redress the forces that proliferate technique. Otherwise, decentralized 
opposition, cultural action, will remain an ineffective scattergun approach. 

It ;s interesting to note tangentially that a 'synergètic 
praxis' is not exactly the same as recent attempts a~ a phenomenological 
Marxism. although a cross-fertilization of'ideas is Jikely to be mutually . 
beneficial. (On practical issues,'the radical liberal, see Arnold Kaufmanls 
book by that titl~, and the 'phenomenological Marxist l are likely to find 
themselves taking identical positions. This is an important point, which 

~ deserves the same inquiry into language that Hanna Pitkin appTies to the 
arguments of Thrasymachus and Socrates in her Wittge,stein and Justice: 
on the significance of Ludwig Wittgenstein for·socia and political thougRt 
[Berkeley, Univérsity of California PressJ. In this unit y of prax;s, 
new communities of interests can be disclosed), Phenomenology adds the 
life-world as a rehumanizing dimension to Marxism; but it is limited' 
to a subjective perspective rather than the 'ecocentric' perspective offered 
by a development of the philosophical traditions leading to a 'synergetic 
praxis'. On these points, see .~specially Enzo ~acJ, The Function of.the 
?ciences ~nd the_~eanin9 of Man (Evanston, I11ino;s, Northwestern University 
Press, 1~72}. 

, 
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33 There was an interesting attempt to provide the institutional 
framework for that in an article by David Apter entitled 'Premises for 
Par 1 i amentary Pl anni ng' (Wi nter 1973, Government and_9JP_ositLollJ where he 
presents a utopian scheme in which a'bicameral legislature accomodates 
.both long-range planners and interest groups. This is designed to ,balance 
the tensions inherent to policy-making in post-industrial society within 
classical democratic parameters. 

34 As has been ~iscussed. activities in different regions or 
groups might differ. The task of theory is to provide a unifying focus 
around which attempts to encounter and limit technique can be organized 
democrat i ca 11 y . 

35 It is important ta point out the pro-technocratie argument is 
based on the perceived complexity of issues and the consequent necessity 
of employinq specialized skills to deal with them. This argument requires 
a much more substantial explication than can be undertaken here. However, 
it is essential to make, a few preliminary observations: In a sen~e, the 
concept of technocracy is as old as the metaphor of the statesman as 
physician. In modern society, it is predicated on the notion that 
individuals and groups only act out of ilTlTlediate self-interest. They are 
the 'rational' actors of utilitarian game theory. Occasionally, it is 
conceded that they are cancerned with lon9-ran~e goals like status, from 
which presumably, benefits will be aecrued at sorne later date. The science 
of technocratie management is a science of order, integrating such naturally
clashing interests into an artificially-induced consensus. ' 

36 Originally used in Michael Young's essay The Rise bf the 
't1eritoeracy, (Baltimore, Penguin, 196"1), examining the notion as it 
effeeted d~velopmen~s in the British civil service. 

37 See Jerome Ravetz, _Scientific Knowledge an~_L~s_5_<?_c-,_aJ 
Problems (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1971) especially the' section on a 
cri-ticâl science, p. 422-436. 

38 'B~tween Chaos and Paralysis', Çhristia~ur1, June 5, 1968, 
p,748. Ellu1 's use of the word 'hippies' is confusing. From the cont~xt, 
1 think it 15 clear he ;s talking generally about the youth movement as 
a whole and not that small group which more precisely would be called 
'hippies'. It is a point that Ellul would scarcely consider important. 

39 Ellul 's individual is notably det~ched. H!s relationship 
with others. who presumably are like him because they share a symmetrical 
r.elationship to Gad, is not discussed. 

40 Recent deveiopments in democrati~ theory raise sorne questions 
about the type of 'democ·ratie human beings' that will be created. Will 
'democratic man' necessarily be committed? Concerned about the rslationship 
between his actions and life-style and the conditions of misery that prevail 
in other regions of the world? Or will he be conç,erned about equitable 
representation and the maintenance of a symbollic order, r~flecting an 
ideal eommun1ty (with specifie parameters). This question must emerge from 
a reading of Pranger's Action, Symbollism and Order: the existential dimensions 
of modern citizenship (Nashville, Vanderbilt University Press, 1968) and 
Robert Dahl's After the Revolution: authorft" in a ood societ (New Haven, 
Yale University Press, 0 among Dt he restorat ve 
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(educative) of praxis can perhaps be served by the cultivation of democratic 
man in Ellul '5 sense, but this still avoids the fundamental question regard
ing how (and if) restoration (of the self, the cit~'zen) and purpose 
(instrumental man organ;z;ng ta achieve the minimizat'on of·misery) can be 
synthesized into a praxis. How does democratic man r late to his co
citizens? To those outside his polis? Is democratic man, in Ellul's 
sense, imp1icit1y non-instrumenta)? After al1 to effect Ghanges he must 
be prepared to be intolerant, manipulative, compromising (i.e., political). 
Democratic citizenship, reduced to discussion and debate, surrenders its 
capacity to effect chanqes. Here, it seems, Ellul is posing t~e clear 
political choice: democracy, which has been remarkably ineffective, or the 
possibility of effectiveness, and in his eyes, the certainty of technique. 

41 It is inhumane insofar as it implies toleration "(through 
inaètion) ,of what was occurring in Vietnam and e1sewhere at the peripheries 
of t~ world-system. 

42 This means, in effect, a distinction between that which is 
'actively ev il , 'and that \'Ihich is under certain circumstances 'tolerably 
ev il , (e.q., apathy). There are grave problems, of course, in submitting 
such a distlnction. These cannot be elaborated here. Ellul's own position 
opens up many extremely complex q~est;ons of ethics: He consistently. and 
correctly, ridicules the notion that 'al1 our hands are stained'. To state, 
for example, that a11 Americans are equa1ly complicitous in the Indoc~inese 
war i 5 to reduce the search for pol itica 1 ethi cs to a sham. However, can 
apathy be condoned in such a case? To say that, the apathetic must be held 
accountable seems reasonable, even though it means a large-scale polit;c;za
tion. Perhaps Ellul's observations W041d be more persuasive if he attacked 
the notlon (illusory) that everyone must be held responsible for everythin~. 

43 There is a significant similarity here to images of action 
WhlCh appear wlthin the conceptual frameworks of non-Western civilizations, 
especially Hlndu. In such views. it is possible to effect a project WithOMt 
mou1ding or remaking. In the return to the question of instrumental reason 
below, this will be reeonsidered. But essential1y, it is an attempt to . 
circumvent the category of the' instrumental'. By living in a certain way, 
it is assumed that certain consequences will follow. That assumption is 
frequently unwarranted ana can result in such tragic misconceptions as 
Gandhi's advice to the European Jews. As a theoretical insight, it maintains 
its attraçtiveness by denyinq the necessity of 'dirty hands' or compromise 
in order to be effective. 

44 The outline which follows must rema;n sketchy. The contours 
of the argument within organization theory must be explicated. It should 
be pointed out that both Fuller and Ellu1 disp1ay seant interest in the 

,! dynamics of compromise-construction, the essence of democratic politics. 
fi:.s such, they are hardly representative of the poles ;n theory with regard 
to the question of democratic po1itics. However, their opinions can be 
contrasted with regard ta the issue of centralization. 

45 Structures where the means of production are controlled offer 
an easier way of adapting new technologies to social needs, and instituting 
appropriate selections of priQrities. However, the internal ,dynamics of 
such an organizational structure tend to 1ead to a proliferation of techniques 
through the central ized bureaucracies. In this sense, Ellul's caveat to 
convergence theory contains sorne accurate insights, something which deserves 
to be re-emphasized . ., 

"" 

/ 
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46 This applies to both the everyday language of public opinion 
and the jargonized rhetoric of the t-echnocrats. Th6J e~ymologica1 and 
theoretical difficulties of the concept of repr~sentation (See Hanna 
Pitkin' s The _c...once2-.t_oJ _~e..Q!'ese}l...t..ation, Berkeley, University of Cal ifornia 
Press, 196iT app1y to the notion oT'lhe state'. In democratic theory, ;s 
'the state' supposed to produce outputs that correlate as perfectly as 
possible with 'the inputs~ of public opinion~ or is public office and 
policy-makinq 'a trust'. in which physi~ians tend too easily to become 
technocrats. The nature of Easton's 'black-box' is increasingly enigmatic. 
In any modern state (using the expression in its s;mplest geographical sense) 
a wide variety of interpretations of the ro1e of the 'state coexist. The 
state is the instrument of the maintenance of order, the articulator of 
morality. the dispenser of justice, the administrator of service functions, 
etc. This semantic confusion makes the current task more difficul t. but 
in the passages that follow.'it is hoped that some light will be shed on 
these questions. 

47 Attempts to provide criteria for the assessment of a 'just 
state' are timeless. They are important not only in such debates as those 
which attempt to establish the legitimate parameters of disobedience, but 
also in illustrating the diverse expectations that ex;st of the modern state. 
Certainly, John Rawls' attempts to revive a notion of natural justice in 
A TheoI.Y_2J~~_s_t_i_c~_ (Cambridge, Mass .• Belknap Press of Harvard University, 
i 972) contains several impressive achievements in thi s regard. In going 
beyond the 'systems maintenance' criteria of the technocrats, a wide variety 
of factors must be included: diversity of culture engendered; generation 
of certain religious or moral values which form the symbollic basis of 

, community; successful distribution of materia1 resources to guarantee the 
maintenance of certain elementary standards of subsistence; a legal culture 
which emphasizes accountabi1ity of all those engaged in po1icy-making, and 
a notion of fairness along the lines articu1ated by Rawls. Wolfgang 
Friedmann's article 'A Theoll'Y of Justice: A Lawyer's Critique' in the 
Columbia Journal of Transnational Law (Vol. II, No. 3, Fall 1972) points 

)/" ouTtiat-TrîpracticâTTurlsprude-n-cê-:--the arguments of Raw1 s reach the same 
conclusions as many legal positivists. Nevertnè1ess, in the process of 
overcoming technocratie thinking. the articulation of a non-pos;tivist set 
of legal standards is an important task. 

48 Ellul's works contain many references to Third Wor1d developments 
which purport to show the application of his thesis to situations other than 
that of western Europe. His examination of the Communist states. reveals 
his implicit support of the 'convergence theories 1 which have been the 
reflection of 'end of ideology' theory in international relations. 

49 There are forces endemic to organization. That is a t~uism. 
The autonomy of a tribe in the Cameroons will be reduced by its ;ntegration 
into a modern state framewQrk which tries to, e.g., industrialize and 
reallocate national resources. In this sense, technique and the state are 
closely intertwined. The efficacy of a given technique relates to its 
ability to either reflect or destroy ex'isting traditions. That is a truism 
of modernization theory in political science which will be returned to in 
the discussion of centralization below. 

50 Jhe Techno l ogica 1 '?lociety, p. 233". 

51 Ibid., p. 232. 
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, 52 The beginn1ngs of po1itical tecnnique in the sense in which 
Ellu1 me.ns it probably ·had their b nnings with the English Utilitarians. 
See Ha1evy The Growth of Philoso Radica1ism (London, Faber and Faber, 
1952). The concept of t e nstrumenta ty 0 aws predates them in its 
nascent form by certain strands of Enlightenment thinking. Certain1y, 
Lenin's was the most dramati~ (revolutionary) application of such insights, 
to that time. 

53 Se: especia11y Adorno, Theodor and Horkheimer, Max, The 
PJi!l.ect Lc __ ~_J:n "!lg!l~ef'!!11~nt, New York, Herder. and Herder, 1972. --

54 GOll} dner, Alvin, Jhe Co~!J2.i_s_i>i.J'L~ster"-_SocJQJ2JLY_, New 
York, Basic Bod~s, 1970, p. 343-344. 

55 Even though, in fa~rness to him, he examines ancient techniques 
anthropologically. He writes on pg. 23 of The Technol~al Society: 

'Technica1 activity is the most primitive activity--of man. 
There is the technique of hunting, of fishing, of food gathering; and later 
of weapons, c10thing and building. And 'here we face a mystery. What is 
the origin of this activity? It is a phenomenon which admits of no complet~ 
explanation. ' 

And again (pg. 229) 

'The state has always exoloited techniques to a greater or lesser 
degree. This is not new. But the techniques of the state, corresponding 
to the 1imited functions of the state were hitherto encountered ~nly in 
l imited doma i ns. 1 

The first passage suggests that the psychology of technology 
and th~ psychology of artistic creativity may be rooted in the same cognitive 
functions, an important supposition for El1ul 's overall theory. If one 
imagines a too1 as a metaphor, then there is the basis of a different 
insight into technology. This point shall be discussed more b~lbw. 

56 Ellul does not offer expr5nations as to the origins of the wide
spread disarray of post-industrial sbciety even in his later works. In 
these arguments, Ellul accepts the end-of-ideology position. Un1ike many 
who use the concept, though, E11ul is pessimistic about this deve1opment. 
Such po1arization as does exist in the technological society tends to revo1ve 
around the issue of the role of the technocrats. E11u1 '~ pessimism seems 
to develop fram what he sees inèvitably happening to these ~ounter-forces., 

57 Ihe Technol09ical Society, p. 307. 

58 McLuhan, Marshall, 'Big Transistor is Watching You ' , Book Week, 
November 28th, 1965, p. 5. 

59 Two other points emerge from McLuhan's statement. (i) The 
pecu1iar 'Frenchness' of his (E11\11 ' s) writings: Ellul 1s part~f a 
tradition in which centra1ization versus loca1ization has long been the 
fundamenta1 issue of po1itical organization. The question must be pose. 
whether certain 'universa1 ' characteristics El1ul discerns are not themse1ves 
peculiar1y French. (ii) McLuhan's geopo1itical interpretation w1th its 
materialistic assumptions sheds a new light on the culture-structure relation
ship which was referred to several times in the 1ast section. It 1s doubtfu1 

) 
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that McLuhan Wou1d extend this ana1ysis into a strict, causal explanation 
of cultural tendencies, but it wou1d be interesting to re-examine his 
notion of 'media! in light of this observation. 
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:, 60 It i s unfortunate that these two express ;on's conjure up images 
of oppositlon in their linguistic construction. There is an argument for 
us;ng the expression centralization and localization, to present a more 
accurate representation of the concepts. However, the predominance of 
the former juxtaposition in everyday language-use makes it unnecessarily 
awkward to avoid it, in my opinion. 

61 JJ1_e_}_e_cJ:I_n_oJ_0.9..i_c_aJ __ S_o_cieJy, p. 199-200. 

62 rh~_ ?_oJ_iJ_i~_aJ_JJJ~_sJ_o-", p. 221. 

63 Edmund Leach, P~lJ_ticaJ3?tems of Highland Burma: ~!.!I_<!l 
9fh~~_hJ_n_5_o_cJ~J __ s_t!_U_c_t_U!~, Beacon Press, Boston, 1965. 

64" Moore, Jr. Barrington, Reflections ~n the Causes of Human 
Mi s!Ë_r:1. ~_nE_ 9RoP __ C~!_t..~"t~_ E"t9Jl.9_S~J~ _t_o El imi nate Them, Bo'ston ,- Beâcon- Press, 
1972, p. 75-76. -

65 Barrington Moore 'S certainly one of the most creative 
• practitioners of American social science. A man of deep liberal humanist 

convictions, his examination of massive historical evidence reveals to him 
the deferred violence of 'gradualist' assumptions of social change. This 
tension in his major work, So~iaJ __ O~i~ins of Dictatorship and Démocrb,Y, 
(Boston, Beacon Press, 1966}makes lt one of the most significant pu ;cations 
of the last decade. Moore's limitations as a political theorist are disp1ayed 
by his lack of consideration of the ·cultural· as a dimension in the 
historical proce~s of change. His materia1ist analyses, taken alone, may 
lead to the formation of a deterministic formula which overlooks the real 
historical potentia1ities in certain cultural phenomena'

l 

66 This is a conceptual certainty. See Frank Manuel,(ed.) ~ Y..!:P..Eias_ 
~ !I_d _U_~.92 J_ap_ }_~o_ug~ t_ (Bos ton, Hough ton Miff1 in, 1966). 1 ron i ca 11 y, the 
technocrats are t emselves 'utopians'. By their belief in the pbssibi1ity 
and the desirabi1ity of fabricating a new and more stable social order by 
a process of social engineering. they seek to impôse an artificia1 consensus. 
In this anti-politics which excludes conflict and disequilibrium (perceived 
as harmful). they are utopian. 

67 1 am not dealing at this time with the proplems of maintaining 
services at a certain 1evel of maximum efficiency that neo-anarchists 
~eldom attempt to address. The rationalization of administration, for 
example, results in the possibi1ity of constructing efficient 'health-c~re 
delivery systems'. It is important ta emphasize that this isn't the only 
goal that should be accentuated. Depersona1ized hospitals run in the name 
of efficiency are not a meaningful goal. But; surely, before these issues 
are addressed, it is necessary ta guarantee access to services in an 
equitable manner. 

; 

68 El1u1·s qualification of his indictment of t~hnique appears 
in his 1ate works. Yet such works as The Meaning of the City (Grand Rap1ds, 
Eerdmans, 1970) indicate an antipathy r11ul has towards modernity. If 
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technology is to be viewed as inherently evil (whi'ch Ellul denies advocating 
but which is attributed to his thesis 1egitimately), then 'evil' in a 
theological sense must derive from man's capacity to ~trive or desire. 
Whereas this may be sound theology (I cannot judge), it,"is inadequate 
political theory. Mystery and reverence are only incompatible with an 
exploitative science. Manipulative and reductionist actions are,rooted 
in the unchecked triumph of what Horkheimer calls 'subjective reason'. 

69 If political choices accentuate the reàlity of tradeoffs in 
any decision, then political choices with regard to technologies in 
technological society dramatize this truisme For example, a,cQmmunity 
rejecting an airport location is likely to, in the event that it ;s 
successful, have to be prepared to ex;st without the jo~s wnich would 
accompany an a;rport construction. Simi1arly a practical problem results 
from the necessity of convincing an auto worker that his interests are 
served by the subsidizing of a technologically-outdated' fishing village in 
Newfoundland. Ellul impliçitly denies the possibility of such an'under
standing. However, Ellul '5" faith in democratic man is not notably strong. 

70 ~topsL_of __ R~~oJ_l!-tj_o~, p. 283. 

71 Lbid .. p. 285. 

72 Jlb~~, p. 286. 

73 
}bi~_. , p. 289-290. 

74 
lpJ~, 297. p. 

75 
J_bjd .• p. 65. " 

76 Certainly. the existence of a science of neuropsychology means 
that our presuppositions about human motivation are qualitatively different 
from a pre-modern. The scale of examples from which we can chodse has 
similarly enlarged our conceptual framework. The Enlightenment interest in 
the Amerindians was the first attempt to come to grips with the dilemma of 
our modernity. Structural anthropology has indicated th~ existence of 
cert~in universals in linguistics', and organizational theory. On this as 
a preliminary basis. a justification of the h;storic~l ~terprise in under
standing modernity can be constructeh. Ellul. in systemalïcally delineating 
the modern from the pre-modern i s, committ i ng a major theoret i ca 1 avers i ght. 
Firstly, from an historical perspective. where does modernity begin? With 
Galileo's reorientation 'of the cosmos, or Einstein's reinterpretation of 
the cosmos. Certainly, modernity is qualitative1y different by ,virtue of -
the fact that this is, in Heidegger's expression. the age of the world-view. 
Science i n's i sts on systemati zation, total i zat ion, and ah awareness of 
interrelationships (not just in ecology, but most dramatically in the every
day consciousness) which makes us doubt the validity of our subjec~ive 
insights. But against the emergence of this worldview, there 15 a related 
awareness of our particularities, .. the cultural or1g1ns of our identity. (This 
i5 particularly evident in Quebec). Such an awareness can either lead to 
an 'exclusivism l (either through sorne mfld natfonalism, or through the 
attempt to locate a new totality in a race or a culture, as was Naz1sm), or 
it can be the basis of a moral commun1ty. This is far beyond the scope of 
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" the current etfort 9 but of such import that it must be mention~d, ev en if \ 
only tangentially. It must suffice at this time to rephrase the argument 
from a previous section: Ellul is aware of the effects~of the worldview 
unmediated by cultural factors. ~Systematization (totalization) becomes 
standardization. The impl ications of this for a n,~ ~raxis: have been , 
discused in the section on the synthesis of pOlicy ~ praxis above. 

. 77 Even in th~'most rational society, the'art of public choice 
would require the de-empbasis of one or two of the three factors (democracy, 
the plan, the ameliorative) in given contexts. It is impossible ta 
formulate a moral rule to calculate the 'utils' of forests versus economic 
security of x people. A;lY su<::h enterprise is inherently dishane,st becausè 
it puts moral values in technocratie language. However, it is important 
to maintain an awareness of the prob1ems between the necessities of short- , 
run decisions and the goals of ~ong-range projections. In concrete 
situations, the rhetoric of 'shgrt-run necessity' often obscures the non
existence of a long-range oQjective. Hence, this 1anguag~ 1s generally 
suspect. Des pite the fact tha,t it has been discredited, its importance 
remains and such considerations shou1d not be excluded from a theoretical 
examination of technocracy. 

, ~ > 

78 Quoted in Autopsy of Revolution, p. 121. 
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CHAPTER IV 

1 SUMMARY 

, 

Concl uding Postscri.pt on Science 
1 

Ellul's own evolution beyond Marxism has caused him to leave 

behind many of its better insights and yet to ma1ntain its detenm1nism. 

For example, Ellul's thesis would benefit from a consideration of the recent 

work by Alfred Schmidt, Jhe Concept of Natu~e in Marx. in which is offered 

the following assessment of Marx's understanding of technology: 
, ' 

Stnce the tool 1s itself already a produc~, 
'already IN ITSElF the 'UNITY of subjective and 
objective' which was to have bèen established 
by the product, and to which natur~ as a whole 
has not yet attained, it can also be consumed 
in the course of labour in such a way that it 
enters into the material of the product. Marx 
was thinking here above all of chemical 
manufacture, in which accessories are added to 
the raw ma teri al, 'i n order to produce some 
mQdification thereof, as chlor1ne 1s added to 
unbleached l1nen, coal to 1ron, and dye-stuff 
to wool •.• ' Instrument of labour aod object of 
l abour ~ere merge into each other. Z 

If the tool 1s the means for the transformation, of labour into 

an object, then technology ~as been appl ied creatively. accord1ng to the" 

10g1c of objective reason. Technology serves. in such an instance, for' 
"-

'the disclosure of an object,which has been planned. Ellul's key jnsight 

that- modern technology operates autonomously means that the te~hnol~1cal 

society experiments with perpetual.~ovelt1es. Teclinological t~ought means 

the rel1ance on techn1cal solutions over contextual ones. It is represented 

by medical schools emphasizing surgery ahead of preventative medic1ne. It 
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~s demonstrated when food .shortages prompt the develnpmen~of new artificial 
1 " 

strains of crops rather\han the reorganization of a po1itica1 economy 
/ 

whlch results in.irrational production and the destruction of surplus crops. 

The 'green.revolution' has its place in a rational \s'cheme, but its place 

is,not as technological fix or panacea. Even the p1anned interventions 

of .9bJective reason h~ve unforeseen spinoff f'Onsequences. However, as 

discussed be~owt othe attempt to render action unambiguous is in itself 

unscientific. 

Therefore pol Hi ca 1) theory i s -confronted with the ta sk of 
" . 

creating a fram~work which can a~ticipate most unfor~seen sp,inoff 

consequences of techno1ogical policies. This does not mean that there , . 
should be sudden massive attempts to accumulate data on the 'impact' of 

1 

new technologies; it does mean an increased focus on our policY'attitudes 
" 3 ) 
tQwards them. Political decisions base~'on contemporary values and insiQhts . 

mày appear to be ill-ad~sed at a future date of evaluation. (There is 

nothing new about this as an historical fact; our appreciation of it is 

qualified by the nature of modernity conditioned tO notions of scientific 
) 

certaillty;) The diffusion of consequences makes democratic accountabil ity 

difficult, but not impossible. If policy-maklnq is to be coordinated, 

there must-be a cons~nsu~"surrounding the basic goals of society (e.g., 

reduction in energy-use, environmental protection versus increase in energy-

supply, ignor1ng environmental safeguards). How anticipatory democracy 

can be made to reso1ve conflicts ;s a cornerstone di1emma of post-industria~, 

political theory. As revealed in the discussion of Barrington Moore's 

observations, decentralizing theory fails to coherentTy address the 

question of conflict regulation. The search for pure community (without 

d1ssensus) is as apolitical as the search for a technocratie consensus. 

At th1s point. democrat1c theory reaches a crisis point: Should conventional 
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rules of majoritarian decision-making be followed? Who, for example. 

should decide on the location (and the need) for an airport? (Answers 
< 

include: (i) the local residents; (ii) the technocrats (iil) al1 citlzens 
, . 

of the entire polit y; (iv) the people who are most likely to use the 

ai rport.) Who wi 11 dec ide whether a .set amount of resources will be 

allocated to the development of a new toothpaste or the construction of 

law-incarne housing? Certainly, a formula for the creative resolution of 

such conflicts is impossible withfn the emphasis that consensus-pluralism 

places on the short-run. However, to admit the difficulty of creating a 

'perfect framework' is not ta de-ny the possibility of establisl1ing a viable 

democratic formula. 

[llul assumes that any collective action will be subsumed by 

technique. Despite tilts, he realizes that his own remedies are inadequate 

for the purposes of negating the role of techriique. From this impasse. 

lt is obvious that a new conceptual framework for the discussion of 

politicnl tfleory is rtecessary. 1 have tentatively introduced the concept 

of 'synergetic praxis' as a direction to be exp19red. It places the 

emphasls on the notion that IN CONTEXT~ WITH THEO~ETICAL BASES, organizing 
1 

to block the implementation of a 'routine ' decision to bu11d a new airport . 
or expressway may be one ofothe most creative political acts possible 

today. Teclmical knowledge must be challenged in each case wherè it is 

presented as the sole manifestation of man1s instrumental capacities. In 

the evolution of the technocracy~ man has lost his ability to formulate 

political goals which can an{1 must be solved by poljitical means. 

The technocrats themselves argue that the spinoff consequences 

of modern policies (social, economic, and technological planning) complicates 

the process sufficiently to limit the potential of democracy. This 



reflects the assumption that current trends will continue unamended. Yet 

the role of science, where this problem will be most clearly manifested. 

can be made subject to norms of democratic accountability. This can be 

demonstrated from Ellul's own discussion of Zweckwissensehaft. How then 

is seientifie research to b'c demoeratized? Most major technological 

innovations today dre spinoffs from either military research or such 

prestige projects as space proqrams and cancer research. Regulatory 
/ 

functions are ta a large extent 1neffective. serving either corporate or 

technocratie interests and legitimizinq the status quo. Yet there is a 

process of decision and control. It is decided ln advance which research 

is likely to be valuable and for whom. Choices are made between biological 

engineerinq and an lnterdisClplinary project to design imprnved community 

health-care facilities. Traditionally, before Einstein and Oppenheimer, 

scientists could ar~e that thev were not re,pons;bl. for the applications 

that politicians made of their discoveries. Today, however, it is simply 

dishonest ta deny the consequences inherent in research priorities. The 

idea of 'pure research' is a facade lcft over from the days of supposed 

scientific neutrality. Accordingly, there is already political direction of 

science. The question is how the direction is chosen. 

Ellul has devastatinqly and correctly c~iticized a way of 

thinking. Yet by failing to address the vital question of how the state 

evol~es and haw the technocratic persuasion came to prevail to the exclusion 

of other possible modes of orqanization. Ellul limits his analysis to a 

single aspect of tHe problem. An alternative to technocratie management '\ 

as a problem-solving and policy-making formula has been suggested by 

Laurence Tri be . Although his analysis is limited to the policy dimensions 

of modern politics, it represents an attempt ta respond ta the complexity 

of structure in a non-technocratie mould: 

.1 



All of the proposals appe~r to point in the 
general ditection of a subtler, more holistic, 
and more complex style of problem-solving, 
undoubtedly involving several iterations between 
problem-formulation and problem-solution and 
relying at each stage on careful articulation of 
a wide range of. interrelated values and constraints 
through the development of several distinct 
• perspectives' on a given proble~, each couched in 
an idiom true to its internal str~cture ra!her than 
translated into sorne 'common deno~inator'. 

120 

Such a formula would make policy more receptive and complementary 

to the praxis of the centres of tension than it presently is. It is 

facile to state that policy-making must be based on a new set of priorities, 

yet·it is also unavoidable. Tribe suggests that a more complex policy

making apparatus will more readily reconcile divergent aspirations. Such 

policy-making will frequently be confronted with the necessity of choosing 
5 

between groups with competing claims~ to resources. As 1 have repeatedly 

pointed out, the one-sided foc~s on 'policy-makinq suggested by Tribe is 

as inadequate as Ellul's dismissal of the state. Equally apparently, the 

difficult decisions confronting post-industrial society cannot be made by 
6 

a day-to-date ad hocism. 

The renaissance of political life requires action at both the 

policy and cultural levels. The revitalization of goal-oriented public 

policy is essential to counter the technocratie dominance within modern 

society. Similarly, Ellul's critique of the technocratie way-of-thought 

should provide the focus far the creation of a new language of palitical 

discourse. In contributing to the creation of such a new language, the 

task of political theory includes the necessity of avoiding the naiveté 

that characterizes much of the 'consciousness theorists'. Thus, it is 

important to go on ta study the role of culture as a transforming agent, 
7 

and the relationship between culture and economic and social structures. 

Under what circumstances, it must be asked, catr symbollic action be 
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conSidered?8 An exploration of the CQncePt~ 'centrali~tion' and 'policy' 

versus 'decent~alizat10n' and 'cultural praxis' shows thet within a ~ew 

political languaqe, these need not be d1chotomized. There 1s a nece5sity 

for the orqanization of the decentral1zed counter-structures (poles of 

tensions) to counter technique. The5e include communes, work-groups, 

organizations of critical scientists, etc. It 15 fmperative that such 

groups function within a political framework complementary to thefr 
q . 

activities ahd responstve to the;r goals. In this manner a desirable 

tension between poles will facilitate the opposition to routinization 

during institutionalization. To surrender either planning or participation 

would be to admit that democr,acy is just another outdated utop1an vision 
1 1 . and that technique is the only answer. If that is unacceptable, then the 

1 new political language must be developed . 

;' 
/ 

/ 

1 

./ 
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/ 
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FOOTNOTES 

1 See his letter introducing his personal development in Holloway, 
James V., Introducing Jacques E11u1 (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1970) where 
he wrHes W.--SY-""TTranftffiïttTnfë-ori (when he started read1ng the Bible) 
the great prob1em for me was ta know if 1 could be Marx1st and Christian. 
On the philosophica1 plane, 1 realized very quickly that 1 could not, and 
so chose decisively for faith in Jesus Christ. 1 

2 Schmi dt, Alfred, _T_h_e __ C.9.r..c_ey_t __ or !(a_t_l!!~_ .i-" __ M.a !_X, London, New 
Left Books. 1971. p. 106. 

3 ; . 
Of course, much empirical work on the dispersal of new. 

technologies ~nd the role that state policy plays in this process is essential. 
Polaroid and Xerox are two important examples that could be investigated 
with great benefits. The study of multinational corporations R & 0 and 
new technologies is just beginning. An empfr1cal science of technological 
inno~tion (attempted in sorne brands of futurology) has great merits. 
However, if technology assessment becomes the too1s of a new meritocratic 
elite, calculating according to a computerized game-theoretical model what 
shou1d be innovated at a certain moment, the prospects for a revival of 
po1itics and the negation of technique are more remote than èver. There is, 
as discussed above, a potential tendency towards h1erarch1alization e~en 
within critica1 science. Technology assessment must, then, be strong enough 
to dam the tide of technique, a tide which runs in favour of the status quo 
in which new innovations are dispersed through ~NCs, mi1itary industries, 
and occasiona11y medica1 research centers. Yet, with E11u1 's warnings in 
mind, it itse1f must not succumb to technique, and then turn into the new 
meritocracy. 

4 Tribe, Laurence, 'Policy Sciences: Analysis of Ideology', 
Ph_LLosopJ1-,L~ __ nE_ PubJJs:_l'Jf~J!_s __ • Fa 11 1972, p. 107. . 

~ 5~Ideally, th~ c1assical distinction between 'wants' and 'needs', 
~ a remnant of the scarcity po1itical economy, disappears. In a sense, the 

new vocabulary of political theory, whether it be based on the concept of 
'synergy' or something else, must transcend this distinction between the 
subjective and the objective, the cultural and the economic. This, then, 
beco~es another manifestation of the same metatheoretical'dilemma. 

6 For example, the process of adjudicattng.claims between mineral 
resources and leisure facilities is part of a much larger question of overal~ 
societal priorities. Under certain circumstances (e.g., severe unemployment 
unable to be alleviated within the present political economy except'in a 
ten- to twenty-year time-frame), would it be right:to consider the sacrifice 
of a lei sure region to obtain mineral resources for a stop-gap 1ndustrial 
strategy? How far can such th1nking be tolerated? How will day-to-day 
alternatives be formulated w1thin the framework of institutional democrat1c 
pol itics? 
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7 Political theory must explore these dynamics of social change 
more thoroughly. There 1s often a very thin l1~e between anomic action 
and symbol1ic action; for the formulation of an ethical theory and an 
effective praxis, that line must be cléarly drawn. For example, in the 

'-recent case of the justification of the bombing of the University of 
Wisconsin's Army Mathematics Research Center, the defense argued, in 
effect, that Armstrong's actions were a symbollic act of protest, 
calculated to avoid any destruction of life. Of course, one physicist was 
k1lled. The argument as to whether this action was anomic (desperation, 
frustration and a lack of a capacity for effective action) or symbollic 
(a protest which was to ignite resistance, demonstrate opposition an~ \ 
impede war research) is of great significance. Can it be allowed that 
the difference between anomie and symbolliç(iviolence is the intention 
and the po11tical sophistication of the actor? Herein also lies the 
importance for democratic theory of defining what a 'political' crime is. 
Howe~er, that must remain a future effort. -

8 Again. the importance of understanding the relationship between 
cultural action and social structures is imperative. In this regard, see 
again the work of Paolo Freire. 

' .. 
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