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PREFACE


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


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


The case studies discuss the early image of nuclear disaster in post-World War II science fiction, dystopian themes in the popular spy films of the 1960s, the impact of AIDS on medical experimentation on human subjects, the surprising success of the Minitel in France, and the Japanese response to modernization as illustrated by Yasunari Kawabata's famous novel The Master of Go.


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


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


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


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


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


Introduction:

Technology and Freedom


Democratizing Technical Change


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


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


But some public interventions do not have such a happy ending. At about the same time women were joining movements for natural childbirth, rising public concern over the safety of the nuclear industry prepared the collapse of one of the major technological projects of modern times. Nuclear power promised to free industrial society from dependency on the bottleneck of fossil fuels. But the nuclear industry became fixated on unsafe designs in the 1960s and was unable to adapt to the standards of the seventies and eighties. In the head-on confrontation with public opinion that followed, technology lost (Morone and Woodhouse 1989). Today conversion initiatives multiply as the owners of old nuclear plants switch back to fossil fuels.


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


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


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


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


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


Underdetermination and Public Intervention


To begin, I would like briefly to describe the results of my own recent book, Critical Theory of Technology (1991), which reflects several current trends in technology studies. This book attempted to establish three principal points: (1) technological design is socially relative, contrary to deterministic arguments or theories of technical neutrality; (2) the unequal distribution of social influence over technological design contributes to social injustice; and (3) there are at least some instances in which public involvement in the design of devices and systems has made a difference. (This last point is developed much further here in chapters 5 and 7.)


These points from the necessary foundation for a theory of democratic technical change. Indeed, were any of them false - were technology determined or neutral, were the unequal access to the design process without consequence, or were there no examples of constructive public involvement - the idea of democratic technical change would make no sense.


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


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

  
  





PART I

DYSTOPIAN ENLIGHTENMENT




  

  Klaatu/Mr. Carpenter (Michael Rennie) and Gort (Lock Martin) in The Day the Earth Stood Still.
TM and © 1951, 1995 Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation. All rights reserved. Used by permission.
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Chapter Two

Marcuse and the Critique of Technology:

From Dystopia to Interaction


The task to be accomplished is not the conservation of the past, but the redemption of the hopes of the past.
Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno 1972: xv


Prologue: Obstinacy As a Theoretical Virtue


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


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


Marcuse's solution to the problem had two parts. First, he believed that the historically evolved ideals of peace, freedom, and happiness still provide criteria in terms of which to measure the existing society. These ideals are not merely subjective but have roots in nature itself. They drive the historical process forward through the formation of new needs reflecting as yet unrealized human potential.


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


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


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


The Protest Against Progress


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


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


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


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


Formerly, the distinction between modernity and tradition was supported by a naive faith in reason. Modernity was said to be rational in the strong sense that its cognitive foundations - science and technology - were superior to those of any earlier society. According to positivism, rationality was universal, independent of social and historical conditions. To question or criticize it was not only to challenge the legitimacy of the modern age but to undermine the only reliable standpoint from which to make judgments about the world.


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


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


Rationality and Dystopia


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


A city traversed by freeways is not the same place as the old pre-automotive urban center. This obvious fact indicates the limits of the neutrality of technology. Of course, the automobile is indifferent to its driver's destination, but not to the infrastructural preconditions it requires to be operated at all. Supplying those preconditions actually reshapes the world in which destinations are chosen, transforming fields and neighborhoods into roadbeds. This example is characteristic: what in modern societies we call progress in "efficiency" is precisely the employment of means with such massive impacts (Berman 1982: 166-168).
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Chapter Three

Dystopia and Apocalypse:

The Emergence of Critical Consciousness


Critique As Mass Culture


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


An End to History



  I suppose there's no way of putting the mushroom cloud back into that nice shiny uranium sphere./

  Isaac Asimov 1972b: 236




Science Fiction in the Nuclear Age


Science fiction, at least a significant fraction of it, is the literature of the ''other" culture, the culture of science and technology. Its double audience has always included not only scientists and technicians but also the general public in search of diversion. It communicates the experience and speculations of the former to the latter, representing the scientists' worldview to those who participate only passively in an increasingly mechanized society (Bainbridge 1986: chap. 3). This was particularly true after World War II. With the invention of the atom bomb, the dilemmas confronting scientists and technicians became universal concerns.


The late forties and early fifties were times of unusual literary activity by scientists and engineers. John Campbell, editor of Astounding, began to encourage scientists to write science fiction prior to World War II. In the wake of World War II this participation increased dramatically, both in quantity and quality (Stover 1973). The war and its aftermath apparently struck some resonant chord that drew serious scientists and engineers like Fred Hoyle, Isaac Asimov, Arthur C. Clarke, and Leo Szilard into the world of the imagination. Indeed, many of the themes still treated in science fiction by nonscientists acquired their current forms in the postwar scientific community.


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


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


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


Of course, some scientists gained an immensely increased power and sense of power from this change, while most others found their material situation dramatically improved. On the whole the new era was well received, and scientists felt their usefulness was recognized at last. But even so, increased influence implied increased dependency and top-down control, and traditional value systems and role models were subverted by the new organization of scientific labor. A widespread sense of "wrongness" in the scientific community was expressed in hostility to government control, the new security systems, worry over the bomb, the fate of Oppenheimer, and related issues. These concerns appeared metaphorically in the science fiction of the period, which can thus be viewed as a reflection of the problems confronting this social group (Kevles 1979: chap. 23).


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


How nice to be a physicist in 1947,

To hold finance in less esteem than Molotov or Bevin,

To shun the importuning men with treasure who would lend it,

To think of money only when you wonder how to spend it.

Research is long and time is short!

Fill the shelves with new equipment,

Order it by carload shipment,

Never give a second thought:

You can have whatever can be bought.

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

To see the scornful world at last admit your rightful place,

To see the senators defer to every wise pronouncement,

To fascinate the women's clubs and star at each commencement.

Research is long and time is short!

Drink your fill of adulation,

Glory in the new sensation.

Never give a second thought:

Sinatra holds a place that many sought.

But have you sought a physicist and place for him to dwell,

And searched the town in vain to find a vacant dungeon cell,

Or tried to teach a thousand students who can't do a sum,

The girls who'd like to be Greer Garson finding radium?

Research is long and time is short!

Board the thesis, drive the student,

Physics was his choice imprudent.

Never give a second thought:

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

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

Or wonder while you lectured what you could or could not tell,

Or try to get declassified some nuclear equations,

Or wonder if the work you do was done at secret stations?

Research is long and time is short!

If you find a fact essential,

Classify it confidential.

Never give a second thought:

The FBI's approval must be sought.

How nice to be a physicist in 1947 ...

How nice?

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


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


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


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


Monsters from the Id


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Although science fiction representative of scientists' own views rejected this condensation of knowledge, power, and evil in their person, it remained within the sorcerer's apprentice problematic of these movies. As scientists' hopes for disarmament and world government were disappointed, they too identified the source of the problem as "monsters from the id," the id of the crowd, of dictators, of politicians, in short, the irrationality of a species too powerful for its own good.


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


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


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


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


Dreams of Transfiguration


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


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


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


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


Of course, space travel had been treated before in science fiction.


But the excitement lay in the conquest of space itself, the technical procedures, the astonishing discoveries of the first explorers. It was the adventure of lonely intelligence in the infinite spaces that so frightened poor Pascal. Stories like this continue to be written, but now they are old hat. The demystified space of the nuclear era requires new fantasies of exploration. As André Benedetto (1966: 58) has written, "Il y a longtemps qu'on a cassé / A double bang le silence éternel / De ces espaces infinis" (The eternal silence of these infinite spaces was shattered long ago by a double bang).


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Totalitarian Enlightenment


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


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


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


As a result, images of nonconformity and individualism were also ambiguous. On the one hand, the scientists wished to defend their freedom of thought, which necessarily made them nonconformists with respect to the increasingly repressive society around them.

  
  




PART II

TECHNIQUE AND VALUE
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  Doctor wearing plague outfit during the Middle Ages. The beak of the mask contains sweet-smelling substances meant to counteract the stench of decaying bodies.

  Colored engraving, 1725. Courtesy Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg (HB 13157).






  
  



Chapter Four

The Technocracy Thesis Revisited:

Adorno, Foucault, Habermas




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

  Jürgen Habermas 1970: 90



Dialectics of Enlightenment


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Honneth does not so much deny the usefulness of Habermas's distinction as object to the identification of its terms with actual institutions. Then the mutual exclusion of understanding and control tends to be transferred to the institutions with which they are identified. The result is an elaborate account of mere sociological "fictions," purified ideal-types of family and state, public sphere and economy, stripped of the inherent ambiguity of real social life in which understanding and control are inextricably intertwined (Honneth 1991: 298).

  
  




Chapter Five

On Being a Human Subject:

AIDS and the Crisis of Experimental Medicine



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



Cyborg Medicine

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


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


Or so it is widely believed, especially by physicians. But there is reason to doubt the accuracy of this simple picture of the healing arts. Recent struggles by AIDS patients attempting to influence the organization of research and treatment have challenged it more openly and effectively than any earlier patient protest. These struggles demonstrate practically that medicine incorporates norms in its technical structure, in the design of tools and procedures. And from these struggles one also learns that patients' understanding of healing, and of the obligations and rights it prescribes, is itself relative to the state of technique in a variety of ways.


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


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


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


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


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


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


In cyborg medicine, nature and culture no longer function as primitive terms. Nature is already social, both in the metaphors and models that define it in scientific discourse and in the practices and procedures by which knowledge of it is constructed. The special epistemological privilege accorded the objective medical body, as mechanical nature, is withdrawn. But at the same time, Haraway also rejects the humanistic ideology of the moral-legal person transcending empirical conditions or, in romantic formulations, rooted in an ideal of lived nature. The self too is constructed socially, and so cannot judge science and technique from a non-alienated beyond. The solution is neither naive faith in the objectivity of science nor return to a natural unity prior to culture.


To emphasize the practical production of body and mind, Haraway describes the objects of science and lived experiences as texts rather than as substantial things. The textualization of nature brings it into closer proximity to culture, indeed, makes of it a kind of culture called ''nature." At the same time, Haraway is careful not to reduce nature to a free self-expression of human actors. That postmodern move risks obscuring the conditions of our own finitude, our continuing incapacity to incorporate the world around us into our projects, the unexpected "tricks" it plays on us, and the ways in which our understandings of it both illuminate and obscure the context of our lives and actions.


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


The cyborg image is ambivalent and indicates two evolutionary possibilities of advanced societies: either the total incorporation of all aspects of subject and object into textual technologies of control such as genetic engineering and computerized automation, or the "friendly" coexistence of technology and body in a prosthetic prolongation of developing human capacities (Haraway 1991: 178). "The machine is not an it to be animated, worshiped, and dominated. The machine is us, our processes, an aspect of our embodiment. we can be responsible for machines; they do not dominate or threaten us" (Haraway 1991: 180).


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


Medical research is a privileged site for studying this ambivalence. In research it is difficult to maintain the sharp separations that comfort common sense. Science is obliged, as always, to follow the mechanistic paths that have been opened to it by its tradition. Yet at the same time, human subjects have recently begun to subvert the mechanistic view by dramatizing the medical implications of their own concrete experience of research. The paradox issues in ethical demands for innovations in research design which patients, especially those with AIDS, have attempted to reconcile with the requirements of scientific objectivity. The result is a remarkable breakdown of accepted institutional roles (Epstein 1991; Treichler 1991). In this chapter I will explore this fruitful starting point for a theory of cyborg medicine as a collaborative healing practice.


Caring and curing


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


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


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


These complexities usually lie safely in the background, where they are only dimly perceived by the doctor and patient, but in certain cases it is impossible to ignore them. These are difficult cases where medicine still does not have effective cures, and where, therefore, the need for old-style care is particularly strong. Here the inextricable intertwining of body and mind, technique and norms, in modern medicine raises ethical issues to a new prominence.


Physicians cannot simply shrug their shoulders when confronted with patients whose condition is difficult to understand. Instead, they must enlist the patients' cooperation in elucidating obscure symptoms, undergoing tests o procedures, trying a variety of treatments, perhaps even including experimental treatments, and so on. To give up is to fail the patient, to press forward to expose an already sick person to expense and risk. A whole vocabulary of rights and duties arises around the mutual obligations of physicians and patients in this situation.


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


Medicine's difficult cases have acquired a new and disturbing visibility in recent years with the urgent demands of AIDS patients for participation in medical experimentation. AIDS has only dramatized a longstanding conflict between incurably ill patients and physicians. These patients often wish to participate in clinical research, yet opportunities to do so are scarce. As the Report of the National Commission on Orphan Diseases (1989: xiii) concluded, "A majority of patients and families are willing to use investigational drugs but find it difficult to locate information on research projects in which they could participate." As a result, they feel driven to unsupervised self-experimentation and often enroll in unconventional treatment programs. In their eyes experimentation is a legitimate form of care for incurable diseases even though they know that the prospects of success are quite poor, a form of care from which they feel arbitrarily excluded by the medical community and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). Until recently, most physicians and ethicists dismissed this view of experimentation as irrational, a consequence of false hope. But AIDS patients have nevertheless significantly weakened the regulation of research on human subjects.


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


The Revolt against Ethical Regulation


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


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


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


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


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


Although the new regulations were not in fact very effective in opening access to new drugs, they did tend to shift the burden of proof from drug manufacturers to the FDA, a change noted with concern by Senator Edward Kennedy (Marwick 1987: 3020). Kennedy was not wrong about the implications of the new policy. In June of 1989 the agency caved in completely and, in conjunction with the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, instituted a new "parallel track" drug testing system. Under this system, physicians were authorized to prescribe unproven drugs that had passed toxicity tests just as they would a licensed drug, even before the results of regular controlled studies were in. '"It's a great step forward," said Dr. Mathilde Krim of the American Foundation for AIDS Research. "It represents a new consensus on how to handle drug development for AIDS and life threatening diseases in general"' (Kolata 1989: B5).


These measures contributed significantly to resolving the political crisis over AIDS drug testing, but Dr. Krim was unrealistic to invoke a new consensus. Many researchers are concerned about the harm the rules may do both to patients and to the scientific evaluation of new drugs (Marwick 1987: 3020; Reidenberg 1987: 599-560). They ask: How can patients be recruited to studies with placebo controls when they can obtain the very same experimental drug directly through their physicians (Goyan 1988: 3052-3053)? How can drugs be compared when patients can obtain and use all of them at the same time? And how can the results of the rather informal parallel track be rigorously assessed?


These questions are still unanswerable today, but the new rules are probably less to blame than they appear to be. In fact, controlled trials were already breaking down before the rules were changed (Barinaga 1988: 485). Unruly actors, AIDS patients and their community organizers opened all sorts of illicit channels to promising drugs. In the long run, that trend would have had the same consequences as the liberalized rules. The problem is thus not really a regulatory one but is due to a shift in the public perception of the balance between the scientific and the caring functions of clinical research, and correspondingly, between the passive and active roles of patients and physicians.


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


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

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


Participant Interests


The intrusion of politics into medical policy provokes very different reactions. Those who continue to dismiss patients' demands condemn their political successes as demagogic intrusions into "science," identified with the established code of experimental medicine. The already social nature of that code is simply ignored. This way of responding to new demands is unfortunately typical. On the other hand, some argue for rejecting professionalism altogether in favor of the absolute right of medical "consumers" to select whatever treatment they desire (Illich 1976: 252253). If this were the only alternative to the present system, the case for reform would indeed be weak, given the very real differential between the knowledge of physicians and patients.


But there is another possibility: to preserve professionalism while changing its technical codes to enhance knowledge sharing and patient initiative (Ladd 1980: 1128). As Paula Treichler (1991: 6970) writes, "The strongest challenge to current conditions comes not from those who dismiss or denounce technology, but from those who seek to seize it for progressive political purposes and for the deployment of science and scientific theory in everyday life."


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


I will argue that the existing regulatory framework and technical code ignore important benefits to patients of experimental participation. It is this oversight that is responsible for the current challenge to professionalism. I will call the specifically health-related incentives for patients to accept the role of human subject "intrinsic" or "participant" interests.
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Chapter Six

French Theory and Postmodern Technology:

From Lyotard to the Minitel


Cracking the Modern Facade


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


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


Postmodern architecture refuses this distinction between the irrational and the rational, but without it functionalism itself is just another style. Time is no longer an arrow aiming higher; it has been flattened into a menu of styles none of which can claim to be more advanced than the others. Smooth facades are no less ornamented than neoclassical ones, complete with Doric columns; the pathos of rationality, which makes functionalist architecture seem distinctively modern, is lost. Confronted with the smorgasbord of historically inherited possibilities, the postmodern architect constructs an ironic pastiche made up of bits and pieces of styles from different periods.


I have recalled these well-known facts about the origins of postmodernism the better to introduce a discussion of Jean-François Lyotard's The Postmodern Condition. This book first introduced the concept to a wide audience outside architecture and it still rewards rereading now that many of its theses have been tested by time.

  
  







Chapter Seven

From Information to Communication:

The French Experience with Videotex



Information or Communication?


Notions like ''postindustrial society" and the "information age" are forecasts - social science fictions - of a social order based on knowledge (Bell 1973). The old world of coal, steel, and railroads will evaporate in a cloud of industrial smoke as a new one based on communications and computers is born. The popularizers of this vision put a cheerful spin on many of the same trends deplored by dystopian critique, such as higher levels of organization and integration of the economy and the growing importance of expertise.


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


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


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


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


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


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


Prestel had the advantage of state support, which no American system could boast. But it also had a corresponding disadvantage: over-centralization. At first information suppliers could not connect remote hosts to the system, which severely limited growth in services. What is more, Prestel relied on users to buy a decoder for their television sets, an expensive piece of hardware that placed videotex in competition with television programming. The subscriber base grew with pathetic slowness, rising to only seventy-six thousand in the first five years (Charon 1987: 103106; Mayntz and Schneider 1988: 278).


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


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


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


Teletel is particularly interesting because it employs no technology not readily available in all those other countries where videotex was tried and failed. Its success can only be explained by identifying the social inventions that aroused widespread public interest in CMC. A close look at those inventions shows the limitations not only of prior experiments with videotex but also of the theory of the information age (Feenberg 1991: chap. 5).


The Emergence of a New Medium


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


Modernization


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


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


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


Nora and Minc (1978: 4142) paid particular attention to the need to win public acceptance of the telematic revolution and to achieve success in the new international division of labor through targeting emerging telematic markets. They argued that a national videotex service could play a central role in achieving these objectives. This service would sensitize the still backward French public to the wonders of the computer age while creating a huge protected market for computer terminals. Leveraging the internal market, France would eventually become a leading exporter of terminals and so benefit from the expected restructuring of the international economy instead of falling further behind (Nora and Minc 1978: 9495). These ideas lay at the origin of the Teletel project, which, as a peculiar mix of propaganda and industrial policy, had a distinctly statist flavor from the very beginning.


Voluntarism


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


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


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


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


An American telephone company would certainly have charged for such an elaborate upgrade of the users' equipment. Even the French Telecom was a bit worried about justifying this unprecedented bounty. The excuse it came up with was the creation of a national electronic phone directory, accessible only by Minitel, but in fact the main point of the exercise was simply to get a huge number of terminals out the door as quickly as possible (Marchand 1987: 3234). Free distribution of terminals preceded the development of a market in services, which it was supposed to bring about. Just as roadside businesses follow highways, so telematic businesses were expected to follow the distribution of Minitels.


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


Opposition


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


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


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


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


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


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


Communication


Surprisingly, although phone subscribers were now equipped for the information age, they made relatively little use of the wealth of data available on Teletel. They consulted the electronic directory regularly, but not much else. Then, in 1982, hackers transformed the technical support facility of an information service called Gretel into a messaging system (Bruhat 1984: 5455). After putting up a feeble (perhaps feigned) resistance, the operators of this service institutionalized the hackers' invention and made a fortune. Other services quickly followed with names like "Désiropolis," "La Voix du Parano," ''SM," "Sextel." "Pink" messaging became famous for spicy pseudonymous conversations in which users sought like-minded acquaintances for conversation or encounters.


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


The original plans for Teletel had not quite excluded human communication, but they certainly underestimated its importance relative to the dissemination of data, on-line transactions, and even video games (Marchand 1987: 136). Messaging is hardly mentioned in early official documents on telematics (e.g., Pigeat et al. 1979.) The first experiment with Teletel, at Vélizy, revealed an unexpected enthusiasm for communication. Originally conceived as a feedback mechanism linking users to the Vélizy project team, the messaging system was soon transformed into a general space for free discussion (Charon and Cherky 1983: 8192; Marchand 1987: 72). Even after this experience no one imagined that human communication would play a major role in a mature system. But that is precisely what happened.


In the summer of 1985 the volume of traffic on Transpac, the French packet switching network, exceeded its capacities and the system crashed. The champion of French high tech was brought to its knees as banks and government agencies were bumped off-line by hundreds of thousands of users skipping from one messaging service to another in search of amusement. This was the ultimate demonstration of the new telematic dispensation (Marchand 1987: 132134). Although only a minority of users were involved, by 1987 40 percent of the hours of domestic traffic were spent on messaging (Chabrol and Perin 1989: 7).


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


Perhaps the most interesting experiment occurred in 1986 when a national student strike was coordinated on the messaging service of the newspaper Libération. The service offered information about issues and actions, on-line discussion groups, hourly news updates, and a game mocking the minister of education. It quickly received three thousand messages from all over the country (Marchand 1987: 155158).


These applications reveal the unsuspected potential of the medium for creating surprising new forms of sociability. Rather than imitating the telephone or writing, they play on the unique capacity of telematics to mediate highly personal, anonymous communication. These experiments prefigure a very different organization of public and private life in advanced societies (Feenberg 1989a: 271275; Jouet and Flichy 1991).


The System


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


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


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


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


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


5. Identity. The system acquired a public image through its identification with a project of modernization and through the massive distribution of distinctive terminals. A unique telematic image was also shaped by the special phone directory, the graphic style associated with Teletel's alphamosaic standard, the adoption of videotex screen management instead of scrolling displays, and the social phenomenon of the pink messaging.


The Conflict of Codes


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


Social Constructivism


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


As we have seen in the case of videotex, that relationship is negotiated among inventors, civil servants, businessmen, consumers, and many other social groups in a process that ultimately defines a specific product adapted to a specific mix of social demands. This process is called "closure"; it produces a stable "black box," an artifact that can be treated as a finished whole. Before a new technology achieves closure, its social character is evident, but once it is well established, its development appears purely technical, even inevitable to a naive backward glance. Typically, later observers forget the original ambiguity of the situation in which the black box was first closed (Latour 1987: 215).


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


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


Technologies are meaningful objects. From our everyday commonsense standpoint, two types of meanings attach to them. In the first place, they have a function, and for most purposes their meaning is identical with that function. However, we also recognize a penumbra of "connotations" that associate technical objects with other aspects of social life independent of function (Baudrillard 1968: 1617). Thus automobiles are means of transportation, but they also signify the owner as more or less respectable, wealthy, and sexy.


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


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


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


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


A Technocratic Utopia


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


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


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


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


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


The Spectral Subject


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


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


Just as videotex permits the individual to personalize an anonymous query to a career planning agency or a government bureaucracy, so the hitherto inarticulate relationship to erotic texts can now achieve personality, even reciprocity, thanks to the telephonic link supplied by the Minitel. The privacy of the home takes on functions previously assigned public spaces like bars and clubs, but with an important twist: the blank screen serves not only to link the interlocutors but also to shield their identities.


As with newspaper "personals," individuals have the impression that the Minitel gives them full command of all the signals they emit, unlike risky face-to-face encounters where control is uncertain at best. Enhanced control through written self-presentation makes elaborate identity games possible. "Instead of identity having the status of an initial given (with which the communication usually begins), it becomes a stake, a product of the communication" (Baltz 1984: 185).


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


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


Marc Guillaume has introduced the concept of "spectrality" to describe these new forms of interaction between individuals who are reduced to anonymity in modern social life and yet succeed in using that anonymity to shelter and assert their identities. "Teletechnologies, considered as a cultural sphere," he has written, "respond to a massive and unconfessed desire to escape partially and momentarily both from the symbolic constraints which persist in modern society and from totalitarian functionality. To escape not in the still ritualized form of those brief periods of celebration or disorder permitted by traditional societies, but at the convenience of the subject, who pays for this freedom by a loss. He becomes a spectre ... in the triple sense of the term: he fades away in order to wander freely like a phantom in a symbolic order which has become transparent to him" (Guillaume 1982: 23).


Social advance appears here not as the spread of technocratic elements throughout daily life, but as the generalization of the commutative logic of the telephone system. To fully understand this alternative, it is once again useful to look at the technical metaphors that invade social discourse. National computer networks are based on the X.25 standard, which enables host computers to serve distant ''clients" through the telephone lines. Although the network can link all its hosts much as the telephone system links all subscribers, that is not what it was originally designed to do. Rather, it was supposed to enable clusters of users to share time on particular hosts. In the usual case, neither the users nor the hosts are in communication with each other.


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


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


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


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


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


The Social Construction of the Minitel


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


Wiring the Bourgeois Interior


The Minitel is a sensitive index of these tensions. Those charged with designing it feared public rejection of anything resembling a computer, typewriter, or other professional apparatus and worked to fit it into the social context of the domestic environment. They carefully considered the "social factors" as well as the human factors involved in persuading millions of ordinary people to admit a terminal into their home (Feenberg 1989b: 29).


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


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


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


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


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


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


The domesticated Minitel terminal adopts a telephonic rather than a computing approach to its users' presumed technical capabilities.


Computer programs typically offer an immense array of options, trading off ease of use for power. Furthermore, until the success of Windows, most programs had such different interfaces that each one required a special apprenticeship. Anyone who has ever used early DOS communications software, with its opening screens for setting a dozen obscure parameters, can understand just how inappropriate it would be for general domestic use. The Minitel designers knew their customers well and offered an extremely simple connection procedure: dial up the number on the telephone, listen for the connection, press a single key.


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


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


Ambivalent Networks


So designed, the Minitel is a paradoxical object. Its telephonic disguise, thought necessary to its success in the home, introduces ambiguities into the definition of telematics and invites communications applications not anticipated by the designers (Weckerlé 1987: I, 1415). For them the Minitel would always remain a computer terminal for gathering data, but the domestic telephone, to which the Minitel is attached, is a social, not an informational medium. The official technical definition of the system thus enters into contradiction with the telephonic practices that immediately colonize it once it is installed in the home (Weckerlé 1987: I, 26).


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


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


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


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


Despite the revenues earned from these communications applications, the Telecom grumbles that its system is being misused. Curiously, those who introduced the telephone a century ago fought a similar battle with users over its definition. The parallel is instructive. At first the telephone was compared to the telegraph and advertised primarily


as an aid to commerce. There was widespread resistance to social uses of the telephone, and an attempt was made to define it as a serious instrument of business (Fischer 1988a; Attali and Stourdze 1977). In opposition to this "masculine" identification of the telephone, women gradually incorporated it into their daily lives as a social instrument (Fischer 1988b). As one telephone company official complained in 1909, "The telephone is going beyond its original design, and it is a positive fact that a large percentage of telephones in use today on a flat rental basis are used more in entertainment, diversion, social intercourse and accommodation to others than in actual cases of business or household necessity" (quoted in Fischer 1988a: 48).


In France erotic connotations clustered around these early social uses of the telephone. It was worrisome that outsiders could intrude in the home while the husband and father were away at work. "In the imagination of the French of the Belle Epoque, the telephone was an instrument of seduction" (Bertho 1981: 243). So concerned was the phone company for the virtue of its female operators that it replaced them at night with males, presumably proof against temptation (Bertho 1981: 242243).


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


Conclusion: The Future of the Communication Society



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


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







  
  





PART IV

MULTICULTURAL MODERNITY





Telephone cards issued by NTT.

The card at center right shows Kitarō Nishida.





  
  




Chapter Eight

The Problem of Modernity in Nishida's Philosophy


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

Kitarō Nishida 1958a: 356


The Problem of Modernity


In the 1930s and early 1940s, Japanese philosophy reflected the political climate by becoming increasingly nationalistic and authoritarian. With a few honorable exceptions, the major thinkers, such as Shuzo* Kuki, Hajime Tanabe, and Tetsuro* Watsuji defended Japanese imperialism.
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Chapter Nine

Alternative Modernity?:

Playing the Japanese Game of Culture


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

Roger Caillois 1955


The writer's irony is a negative mysticism to be found in times without a god.

Georg Lukács 1968:90


Games As Rational Systems


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


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


It may seem strange that Kawabata's most sustained investigation of modernity should be the story of a board game, but in fact games exemplify formally rational systems. Like markets, law, and scientific and technical research, games break loose from the continuum of social life to impose a rational order on a sector of experience. Modern institutions too are characterized by explicit rules, unambiguous measures, defined times and places of action, absence of predetermined content, equalization of participants' positions. Their gamelike structure is contrasted favorably in modernizing ideology to irrational, dogmatic, and biased traditions.
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  	We will see how Kawabata, through his narrative of the great Go match, turns the argument around and develops an implicit critique of the particularity and bias of formal rationality. He accomplishes this by the peculiar literary technique of unfolding layer after layer of meaning in the moves of the game. The apparently neutral forms of play turn out to be loaded with social, cultural, and historical content. The Go match can stand for the whole range of modern institutions invading Japan, each of which delivers far more in the way of social change than appears on the surface.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Rules of the Game
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Millions of Japanese play Go much as Westerners play chess. Kawabata's novel assumes a passing familiarity with the game and, unfortunately, we will not be able to discuss it without at least that degree of acquaintance. I must therefore ask the reader to bear with me for a brief description of the rules.1
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Go is said to be more difficult than chess. Although the rules are
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  	1. For more on Go, see Korschelt (1965).
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  	Figure 1.

Typical configurations of stones on a Go board. From O. Korschelt, 
The Theory and Practice of Go (Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle, 1965), 

34. Reprinted by permission.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Way of Go: Autonomy and Reflection
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Go was introduced into Japan from China thirteen centuries ago. In Japan, it gradually evolved into a discipline, a kind of sedentary martial art. As such Go came to be seen as a do*, or Way of self-realization, and not primarily as a contest, although obviously the best player was honored. Kawabata writes, "The Oriental game has gone beyond game and test of strength and become a way of art. It has about it a certain Oriental mystique and nobility" (p. 117). And he compares it to the No* drama and the tea ceremony as belonging to "a strange Japanese tradition" (p. 118).2 With this background in mind, one is less astonished to learn that the champion of the leading school of Go took Buddhist orders and was called the Honnimbo*.
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  	2. For Kawabata's relation to this tradition, see his Nobel Prize acceptance speech (1969), and Petersen (1979: 129132). Quotations from The Master of Go in this chapter will be indicated by page number only.
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  	This characteristically Japanese concept of Way has a two-tiered structure. For an activity to support a Way, it must be abstracted from the contingencies of everyday life and constructed as an autonomous "field" with its own logic. Then, this field must become a locus of reflection and self-transformation for the agent engaged in activity on it.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	1. Every move in the game must conform to an explicitly formulated, unambiguous rule.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	6. Insofar as the rules are concerned, players' positions in the game are equivalent in every possible respect, the major and unavoidable exception being the first move.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	7. The game is a collaborative performance requiring various forms of reciprocity, from the simplestalternating and mutually responsive movesto the most complexattention to the competitor's state of mind or physical needs.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	No-Mind: The Structure of Conflict
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	One immediately recognizes here the Zen concept of "no-mind" as it appears in Japanese martial arts, the peculiar form of self-forgetfulness involved in effective sport or combat. But this is surely an odd application of Buddhism, a religion of ascetic detachment from the world. As
	

	

	















 



  
  page_199
  



  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page 199

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suzuki (1970) explains it, the principle of "nonattachment" can be extended down to the level of attentive processes, freeing the actor from inhibiting concentration on either self or other. This loosening of focus banishes hesitation and fear and improves fighting performance. "'From this absolute emptiness,' states Takuan, 'comes the most wondrous unfoldment of doing'" (Herrigel 1960: 104).3
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This is not the place to discuss the religious implications of nomind. What interests me more in any case is the structure of the concept which is derived, by a subtle transformation, from the traditional Hindu and Buddhist notion of nonduality. According to that notion, conflict is illusory, as in Ralph Waldo Emerson's famous poem "Brahma":
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  	If the red slayer think he slays,

Or if the slain think he is slain,

They know not well the subtle ways

I keep, and pass, and turn again.

        (quoted in Suzuki 1970: 207)
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Jorge Luis Borges's story "The Theologians" reaches a similar conclusion. Here is the heavenly coda to this account of a metaphysical dispute that ends tragically with one of the disputants burned at the stake at the instigation of the other: "In Paradise, Aurelian learned that, for the unfathomable divinity, he and John of Pannonia (the orthodox believer and the heretic, the abhorrer and the abhorred, the accuser and the accused) formed one single person" (Borges 1964: 126).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The doctrine of no-mind agrees that apparent dualities reveal a more fundamental unity. But what makes it so interesting is the elimination of the third position. Struggle itself is shown to be prior to the parties it joins, an underlying unity of which they are mere projections. True nonduality therefore cannot be achieved by observing the conflicts in which others are plunged, no matter how dialectically. Such an observer would still stand in dualistic opposition to an object. Rather, no-mind is a particular way of living duality, an existential position within it, and not a modality of knowledge transcending it. Hence the
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  	3. The reader interested in the concept of no-mind should consult Suzuki (1973), the chapters on swordsmanship in Suzuki (1970), and Herrigel (1960). See also Loy (1988), especially page 123, for the issue of the "third" point of view discussed below.
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  	Zen master's reply to the impertinent question of how the enlightened deal with hunger and cold: "When hungry, I eat, and when cold I put on more clothes" (Suzuki 1973: 75).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Pattern Disturbed
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In Japanese culture, the pursuit of self-realization through a Way manifests itself aesthetically, in this instance as the beauty of the board on which the dance of adversaries produces a magnificent and complex pattern. Of course, the aim of Go is to win; however, Japanese commentators always note that this aim is transcended by a higher interest in the aesthetic achievement of "harmony" and pattern. Go is the collaborative production of aesthetic form through competitive play. Both moments, collaboration and competition, are equally important, for without struggle there is no beauty. The weak player who offers no resistance cannot share in the production of a satisfying board, full of symmetry and surprise. There is thus a promise of aesthetic redemption contained in the hard-fought game; Kawabata's novel is the story of the betrayal of that promise by the modern focus on victory and defeat for its own sake.
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  	Figure 2.

1938 match between the Master (White) 

and the challenger Otaké (Black).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	But whether Otaké made good use of the extra hours or not is ultimately irrelevant since the Master is so upset by the sealed play that he can no longer concentrate properly on the game. The challenger's apparent thrust toward victory disturbs the pattern and undermines the spiritual significance of the game. It is as though the delicate work of producing the board, which has as its secondary consequence victory and defeat for the players, was interrupted by a mere tug of war between roughnecks who have no conscious relation at all to the combined effects of their labors and no purpose other than winning. The incident brings out into the open the potential conflict between collaborative and competitive dimensions of the game and thus between its roles in supporting a Way and in discriminating between winners and losers.4
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Because the Master is upset, his feelings come out momentarily in the presence of the reporter who narrates the tale. Kawabata writes,
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  	4. It is important not to miss the specific emphasis on winning characteristic of traditional play. Ritual is of course significant for it to a degree that differentiates it from modern play, but it would be wrong to describe it as merely formalistic in opposition to
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	(footnote continued on next page)
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  	"The Master had put the match together as a work of art. It was as if the work, likened to a painting, were smeared black at the moment of highest tension. That play of black upon white, white upon black, has the intent and takes the forms of creative art. It has in it a flow of the spirit and a harmony as of music. Everything is lost when suddenly a false note is struck, or one party in a duet suddenly launches forth on an eccentric flight of his own. A masterpiece of a game can be ruined by insensitivity to the feelings of an adversary" (p. 164).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Metarules: Etiquette or Equity
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Although all societies produce such domains, modernity can nevertheless be clearly distinguished from every other type of society by its unique way of dealing with rationality. In modern societies certain formally rational activities are liberated from traditional recontextualizing strategies that reconcile them with rituals and the social hierarchy. In the case of a game like Go, potential conflicts between the requirements of the one and the other are resolved in advance by what I will call "metarules" that regulate the social relations of the players congruent with the requirements of play.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	(footnote continued from previous page)
	

	

	


	[image: a496e67d5f8473fe17241fdcd1fb996a.gif]
  	
  	[image: a496e67d5f8473fe17241fdcd1fb996a.gif]

		



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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Etiquette recontextualizes formally rational activities to ensure that they take a subordinate place in a world ordered according to quite different principles, for example, ranking by age, which relates all human activity to the mortality of the agents and their role in family life. Deference in this context not only expresses a social prejudice but contains the socially dangerous equalizing potential of formal rationality.5
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The involvement of a newspaper in the championship match results in a significant shift in emphasis. The game, which used to be a unique
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  	5. Other recontextualizating are of course possible. For example, technical systems were incorporated into social life through guilds in premodern Europe. Socialism might be interpreted as the demand for a similar recontextualization of moder technology in democratic forms, See Feenberg (1991: chap. 7).
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  	spiritual performance, is reduced to a mechanically retrievable spectacle, a ''match." Of course, there was always an element of show in it, but a transformation occurs when mediated mass spectatorship replaces the burdensome ritual of personally following the players to their meeting place and remaining silent in their presence. Newspaper readers are in immediate contact only with the contextless chart of the unfolding game, the thrust and parry of successive moves, the final drive toward victory, all of which can be printed exactly as played. This change, made possible by the formal autonomy of the game, eliminates its "aura" and diminishes interest in it as a Way, which now becomes a kind of folklore or ornament of the record in the press (Benjamin 1969: 224225).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

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

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Layers of Meaning
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This approach has a remarkable (if no doubt coincidental) similarity to Nishida's dialectic. Nishida attempted to accommodate modernity to Japanese tradition in an original way. Rather than focusing on the obvious sociohistorical issues, he sought their basis in the relation between Western scientific knowledge and a more fundamental level of concrete practical engagement with the world. As we saw in the previous chapter, his theory of practice culminated in something he called the "consciousness of absolute nothingness," a philosophical version of the concept of no-mind discussed above. Nishida's project was to encompass knowledge in practice through situating the Western contributionscientific rationalityin a larger scheme with Eastern foundations.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Of course Kawabata need not have read Nishida to share a similar
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  	perspective. The Japanese intelligentsia confronted a confusing juxtaposition of levels of meaning derived from East and West, past and present. There were only a limited number of ways to order the confusion and give it form. At a certain point in their careers Nishida and Kawabata, like many others, approached this task in a similar spirit in the otherwise quite different media of philosophy and literature.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This difference between the forms of expression has perhaps a historical significance of its own. As we have seen, Nishida's philosophy was an expression of cultural ambitions that seemed justified before the war. For Kawabata, writing after the war, the highest expression of Japanese culture was the production of what he called "elegies," literary works recounting its fall. Placing these elegies in the context of Nishida's philosophy explains many things.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	How does Kawabata develop the dialectic in his novel? The Master of Go is based on multiplying codes in terms of which to interpret an apparently simply move in a game. The order and connection of meanings at each level parallels that at the other levels. The same action can be identified at all levels, unchanged except in terms of its contextualization and significance. It is not possible to relate these levels causally, to explain one level by another, because each has its own "logic." Such multilayered entangements are characteristic of formalized fields. Any act that has an apparently technical or formal motive reveals double or triple meanings when placed in its social context.6
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Kawabata's novel is an attempt to understand and encompass the increasingly intrusive lower levels of the dialectic, privileged by modernity, in a higher aesthetic form. In Nishida's terms, the game is a formal-rational system, a "field of predicates" that can be isolated from its practical context as a set of spatial coordinates, a chart. This representation of the game abstracts from the process of production in which it appears as the object of individual action, that is, of "self-consciousness." Recontextualized as a performance, the abstract chart is an imated by a practice of play; it becomes this particular game played by these players in a definite time and place. A completely self-
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  	6. See Latour (1987: 138). "If you take any black box and made a freeze-frame of it, you may consider the system of alliances it knits together in two different ways: first, by looking at who it is designed to enroll; second, by considering what it is tied to so as to make the enrollment inescapable. We may on the one hand draw its sociogram, and on the other its technogram." "Black box" here refers to facts and artifacts produced by scientific and technological research and development. Their social and scientific-technical logic are inextricably intertwined. The equivalent in Go would be the results of a match.
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  	sufficient account of the action is possible at the level of the game, its rules, and the strategy of play, and such an account is plausibly offered in published descriptions of the game.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Of course, there is always more going on than is deemed fit for presentation in such publications. The novel takes us behind the scenes by revealing the psychological meaning of the player's actions. At this level the game appears as a structure of social relations, mixing respect, fairness, aggression, and anxiety in a surprisingly complicated narrative flow.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	But even this description is incomplete; it abstracts from a still wider context: the social background. The players, after all, are not isolated beings but members of a society. The game is thus further encompassed in the wider practical field of social, cultural, and historical meanings. These meanings are embodied in the different metarules of etiquette and equity with their different emphases on Way and winning. Here we reach the third level of Nishida's dialectic where rationality and individuality are encompassed in history.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The conflict between the newspaper's rules and the old etiquette reflects a larger historical conflict dramatized in the match. The Honnimbô Shusai was not just a Go master, but the champion of a dying civilization, the old Japan, a world in which a certain kind of aristocratic idealism and aestheticism prevailed over modern worries about success and money. For the Master, the game is the occasion for an aesthetic revelation beyond any merely personal contest. But in modern times there is no longer any "margin for remembering the dignity and the fragrance of Go as an art," and the challenger plays simply to win (p. 52). As Kawabata writes, "The Master seemed like a relic left behind by Meiji" (p. 63). In fact he died shortly after the finish of the match. His challenger, however decent a man, was the agent of the modern world. His victory meant the end of the old Japan and the emergence of a new spirit, dominated by business and the media.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	For Kawabata the 1938 championship match was emblematic of the modernization of Japan. He repeats the usual contrast between modernity and tradition familiar from Japanese literature: the struggle between ideals and interests, feeling and reason, beauty and power. But despite the clichés, his narrator cannot entirely disapprove of the modern; it will bring, he says, "new vitality in the world of Go" (p. 145).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In fact the novel seems to soften the epochal differences between its two principal characters. No doubt we are intended to discount the rumors about the Master and to believe the worst of his challenger. But
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  	the ambiguities indicate that the problem of modernization is not just about psychology or ethics; the game has different potentialities that are reflected in historically typical forms of personality. The personal level thus depends on an underlying change in the place of the gameof rationalityin social life.7 A perfectly respectable move from one standpoint is an outrage from the other. The players are in effect playing different games. Their encounter must lead to a profound misunderstanding, a conflict of "doubles" in which each participant operates according to a different code.8
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	It is the journalist narrator who carries the burden of explaining these larger implications. He can do so because he embodies in his person the very ambiguity of the match. On the one hand, just as the Master reduces himself to nothing before the game, so the narrator says, "I reduced myself to nothing as I gazed at the Master" (p. 115). On the other hand, his relation to Otaké is characterized by egalitarian affection and esteem. His doubleness reflects the doubleness of Japan itself (Pilarcik 1986: 16-17).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Yet it would be a mistake to see the narrator as passive. His actions flow from the logic of the situation with grace and immediacy, and he plays an essential role in the unfolding match through the comfort and advice he gives the players. It is through this practical engagement that his consciousness, as pure receptiveness, embraces the whole.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The profound ambiguity of the narrator's identity opens a space that encompasses all the lower fields in a sort of literary no-mind, a Nishidan "absolute nothingness." In his Nobel Prize acceptance speech, Kawabata (1969: 42) endorses such a view of his writing. He quotes the poet Saigyô: "Confronted with all the varied forms of nature, his eyes and his ears were filled with emptiness. And were not the words that came forth true words?" And he concludes, "My own works have been described as works of emptiness" (Kawabata 1969: 43).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Aestheticism, East and West
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Master of Go represents a type of aesthetic critique in which Japanese spirit survives outside of history as a peculiar and quite con-
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  	7. Pilarcik (1986) offers a skillful analysis of the various ways in which characterization is used to express the epochal transition. See especially her description of the players' use of time (pp. 12-13) and their strategies (pp. 14-15). Cf. Thomas Swann (1976: 105-106). But for a novel in which the same transition is treated as essentially a matter of changing character, compare Endo (1980).
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  	8. The concept of doubles employed here derives from René Girard. For an application of his approach to the role of economics in the novel, see Feenberg (1988a).
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  	tingent doubt haunting triumphant modernity and revealing its limits. Perhaps this is the sort of thing Jun'ichiro Tanizaki foresaw already in 1933 when he wrote his famous essay In Praise of Shadows. Despairing of the survival of traditional Japanese culture under the brightness of electric light, he writes, "I have thought that there might still be somewhere, possibly in literature or the arts, where something could be saved. I would call back at least for literature this world of shadows we are losing. In the mansion called literature I would have the eaves deep and the walls dark, I would push back into the shadows the things that come forward too clearly, I would strip away the useless decoration. I do not ask that this be done everywhere, but perhaps we may be allowed at least one mansion where we can turn off the electric lights and see what it is like without them" (Tanizaki 1977: 42).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The aestheticism of these Japanese writers has interesting similarities with Lukács's early pre-Marxist theory of novelistic irony as a kind of "negative mysticism."9 The coincidence is important because it suggests a wider context for Kawabata's critique of modernity: the novelistic tradition. Furthermore, Lukács's theory indicates a way of distinguishing Kawabata's novels, as aesthetic forms, from mere sentimental nostalgia for the past.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	According to Lukács, the novel is the original and most profound critique of modernity. That critique, at least in the French and Russian novels Lukács took for typical, is aesthetic rather than moral or political. These novels are the product of an irony that is half within, half without the conflicts of the world. The novelist neither stands in polemic opposition to modern society on the ground of tradition or passionusually exemplified in the heronor justifies modernization and its costs with what Lyotard would call a "grand narrative" ending in the present or leading to a shining future. Indeed, were the writer to identify purely and simply with either the world or the hero, the novel would lapse into the pamphlet or the lyric.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Novelistic irony is thus peculiarly ambivalent. On the one hand, it demystifies modernity's claim to universality by revealing the contrast between the facade and the realities of economic, political, and legal
	

	

	


	[image: a496e67d5f8473fe17241fdcd1fb996a.gif]
  	
  	[image: a496e67d5f8473fe17241fdcd1fb996a.gif]

		



	
  	9. "The writer's irony is a negative mysticism to be found in times without a god. It is an attitude of docta ignorantia towards meaning, a portrayal of the kindly and malicious workings of the demons, a refusal to comprehend more than the mere fact of these workings; and in it there is the deep certainty, expressible only by form-giving, that through not-desiring-to-know and not-being-able-to-know he has truly encountered, glimpsed and prasped the ultimate, true substance, the present, non-existent God. This is why irony is the objectivity of the novel" (Lukács 1968: 90). For a critical discussion of this passage, see Bernstein (1984: 195ff.).
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  	institutions. Often (in Dickens or Balzac, for example) this leads to a certain sentimentalixing of tradition. On the other hand, the novel's ironic structure subverts any idea of a return to the past by showing how deeply tradition has been intertwined with nodernity. Indeed, tradition, like other hopeless ideals the heroes oppose to modernity, serves primarily as a marker for an impossible transcendence that can be indicated only from within the tensions and oppositions of society. The novelist may seem to take sides, but his irony nevertheless situates him in what Lukács calls a "transcendendental place" from which alone the whole is visible.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Formally, this ironic stance resembles the consciousness of Way, the no-mind that plays its role to the fullest while identifying with the whole to which it contributes its conflictual share. Just so, Kawabata's narrator sides nostalgically with the old Master and yet manages to depict the contraditctions of Japanese tradition and Western modernity in a way that avoids tendentious polemic. He is a mysteriously neutral observer of the real struggle of the book, which produces the aesthetic patterns suitable to literary representation, the graceful move and countermove in a conflict of cultures. to depict this struggle in a "work of emptiness" is to transcend the opposition of tradition and modernity aesthetically. Lukács's remarkable intuition of the novel's religious content is confirmed by this echo from another culture.10
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	There is, however, an important difference between Western and non-Western forms of ironic consciousness of modernith. In the West, one typical heroic type embodies ideals from the past that are doomed by social advance. But the old Master, a similar heroic type depicted in a non-Western setting, examplifies nto merely the tragedy of historical lag, but a contemporary clash of cultures in geopolitical space. That clash takes place in the context of Western cultural imperialism in which Japan appears doomed to defeat not so much because its time
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  	10. In the larger context of contemporary world literature, the novelistic turn is reached by different peoples at times reflecting comparable levels of development and carried out with means supplied by their cultures. Thus behind the similarity of the Hungarian Lukács and the Japanses Kawabata, writing a generation apart, lies a deeper cause in the rhythms of modernization in different parts of the world. It is perhaps no coincidence that the Iwakura mission, which visited Europe from 1871 to 1873 in search of insight into how to modernize Japan, focused on the example of Hungary, a country which seemed to point the way. Their report notes: "The various nations who today are delayed in their enlightenment will be deeply impressed by studying the circumstances of Hungary" (Soviak 1971: 15). The artistic and theoretical opening made possible by the novel corresponds to a moment of critique in process of development undergone by both countries.
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  	has come as because it has met a superior force that has acqwuired a corresponding but perhaps undeserved prestige. The later development of Japanese society shows how important it is not to overlook this difference.11
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Today, in a world in which Japan has beocme a leading industrial power, we can ask whether the continuting signs of the vitality of Japanese culture do not refute the aestheticizing pessimism of authors such as Tanizaki and Kawabata. Their position belonged to the period of cultural trauma that began with the Meiji Restoration and culminated in the occupation. The novel prospered as a literary form during this period. It opened a space within which Western modernity could be exposed in its particularity without regression to discredited theological or ideological prejudices. Its structure was thus modern even though the surface message was often traditionalist. But if the novel, an imported form after all, could acheive such critical distance from its Western origins, why despair of the possibility that similar adaptations and amalgams might occur in other spheres, giving rise to a specifically Japanese modernity?12
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This speculation recalls a rich tradition of reflection on the possibility of alternative modernities that has been invoked since the 1930s to explain how Japan can preserve its cultural originality inside the modern project rather than through reactionary retreat (Nishida 1958a; Ohashi 1992). Despite Kawabata's despair over the apparent defeat of this prospect, it finds ambiguous support in hte underlying structure of his novel. The Master of Go shows us that modernity too is a culture, or, as we will see, several possible cultures confronting each other through a process fo generalized "contamination" (Vattimo 1991: 158).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Cultural Genealogy
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	What is meant by the notion of an alternative modernity, and is it really plausible? What I will call the "content approach" to alternative modernity emphasizes such ethnic and ideological differences as the kinds of food people eat, the role of family or religion, the legal forms
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  	11. Explaining the philosophy of history of Nishida's student Koyama, Sakao (1989: 106) writes, "History was not only temporal or chronological but also spatial and relational. The condition for the possibility of conceiving of history as a linear and evolutionary series of events lay in its not as yet thematized relation to other histories, other coexisting temporalities."
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  	12. On the culturally specific modernity of the Japanese novel, see Miyoshi (1989).
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  	of property and administration, and so on. These are weak bases for an alternative because modernization, as we should know since Marx and Weber, consists precisely in erasing or incorporating such ethnic and ideological contents in a convergent model of civilization. The universalist view, which uncritically confounds Westernzation and modernization, is still persuasive compared to this.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	If an alternative modernity is possible, it must be based not on contents but on deeper differences in cultural forms. Nietzsche's "genealogical" method suggests an approach through following the progress of a way of life from one historical period to the next. Judeo-Christianity in this Nietzschean sense is not a particular religion but a way of being in the world that can reappear in different ideological and institutional guises over thousands of years of history. Nietzsche would cliam that this form is still acgive in the West as capitalism, socialism, and democracy.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Inspired directly or indirectly by Nietzsche, other philosophers such as Heidegger and Derrida have developed far-reaching models of the most fundamental metaphysical assumptions of Western culture. These philosophers tend to assume tacitly that since modern institutions and technical rationality arose in the West, they are essentially incompatible with other cultures.13 As "postmodernity" or "sulticulturalism," this view leads to a revalorization of tradition and ethnic particularity, and in the worst case it collapses back into the content approach.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Master of Go practically invites such a tradityionalist reading, at least to Westerners who tend to see in it a struggle between Japanese particularity and the universality of modern culture. On those terms, Kawabata would be arguing that etiquette, self-realization, and aesthetics are substantive ends that must be sacrificed for instrumental efficiency in a modern society.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This interpretation of the novel agrees with a commonplace universalist view of Japanses culture as different precisely insofar as it is still marked by feudal survivals which presumably will dissipate as modernization proceeds (Morley 1971: 19). Of course, it is harder to believe this today than it was when the theory was originally proposed by Marxists in the 1930s. Now that Japan is the most advanced capitalist country, it seems unlikely that feudalism could be alive and well there, but the universalist view is still popular among observers who find japanses culture oppressive and authoritarian.
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  	13. For a useful evaluation of related issues, see Arnason (1992).
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  	Kawabata's novel appears deceptively compatible with this universalist framework because the old Japanese values it endorses share the pathos and fragility of the Master whose defeat marks the entry of Japan into modernity. But the novel is nevertheless incompatible with the Weberian framework. Its Japanese elements are not merely substantive ''contents" sacrificed to formal rationality since they include a specific strategic practice of the game. Thus the fateful necessity of the outcome does not flow smoothly from an Enlightenment grand narrative of progress, even in Weber's disillusioned version. In sum, it is not easy to fit Kawabata's novel into the currently fashionable paradigm of ethnic protest against totalitarian rationality. I believe that Kawabata is not so much a defender of particularity against universality as he is a critic of the pretensions of false universality. In this too he is true to the novelistic tradition as the early Lukács defined it.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The reorganization of Go around Western notions of fairness is not a move from particular to universal but merely shifts the balance of power in favor of a new type of player. As deference falls, it carries down with it the values of self-realization and aesthetics that flourish in the context of traditional etiquette. Henceforth Go will be a business rather than a spiritual discipline. The best player, in the sense of the one who produces the most perfect game, will be replaced by the player who is best at winningnot precisely the same thing as we have seen.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Reflection on Kawabata's novel thus suggests the limits of the identification of rationality with Western culture and offers starting points for a genealogy of non-Western modernity. From that standpoint, the progress of Japanese modernity would roughly parallel Western developments, that is, the emergence of new secular expressions of basic cultural forms amidst the gradual decline of the feudal-Christian tradition that had once been a vigorous expression of that same culture (Dore 1987).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Admittedly, given the recentness of the openion and modernization of Japan, it is often difficult to distinguish survivals from modern instances of deeper cultural forms. That ambiguity emerges as a central theme of Kawabata's novel. I want to turn now to the task of unraveling it.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Culture of Place
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	To this end, I will focus briefly on the category of "place," which plays such an important role in Japanese philosophy and social
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  	thought.14 This notion underlies the concept of no-mind that we have seen at work in Kawabata's novel. As a general cultural phenomemon, it articulates an everyday experience available to every member of the society. This is the experience of seeking one's "place" in the system of social relations in which one finds oneself.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	If would be easy to assimilate this category to the notion of social status and to treat is as evidence of the persistence of hierarchy in Japanese culture. This is Chie Nakane's (1970) famous theory of the tate shakai (vertical society), which she proposed to explain Japan's success in the modern world. This theory has come in for much criticism because of its implicit appeal to culture to justify submission to authority (Dale 1986: 44-45). It is tempting to reject the whole notion of place as an artifact of an ideologically contaminated cultural theory, a pseudo-traditionalism in the service of rampant exploitation.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The ambiguities of Nakane's social theory are similar to those we encountered in The Master of Go. In both cases a quasi-feudal deference is joined to the rational manipulation of a formal system (economics, Go). But if anything, the novelist is a more provocative observer than the social theorist. He delineates clearly the Unique formal rationality that is already present in traditional Japanese culture. This raises the question of whether values and practices linked to that rational dimension of the tradtional culture might survive the disappearance of the old deference and accommodate themselves to modern conditions.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This is not a question that occurs to Kawabata, but I would like to consider whether the logic of place may not be independent of traditional authoritarianism. It seems to be built into the structure of Japanese culture and language at a much more basic level than differences in prestige or power and signifies a far wider range of distinguishing attributes. Perhaps, like Western individualism, it is a cultural form in the broad genealogical sense, capable of reproducing itself across epochal institutional changes, including changes in the distribution and exercise of authority.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	There is considerable efidence for this interpretation. For example, speakers of the Japanese language (like several other Asian languages) must choose pronouns, verb forms, and forms of address that reflect differences in age, gender, and status that might be signified only tacitlyfor example, by dressin the West. There is a clear enough dis-
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  	14. See Nishida (1958a and 1990); Abe (1988); Watsuji (1987); Berque (1986).
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  	tinction between the way in whcih men and women speakone of the most important differences of placethat some grammar books actually offer dialogues in both male and female versions. Masculine and feminine speech no doubt reflect gender hierarchy, but they are experienced as examplifying the whole range of connotations of masculinity and feminity, not merely an autholrity relation. A similar observation applies to formal language, which persists despite the rapid softening of distinctions in social rank (Miller 1971).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Linguistic coding appears to add tremendous force to social differences or perhaps reflects their unusual force in social reality. The Japanese belong to a culture in which you have to know your place in the social setting in order to open your mouth. This can be quite inhibiting when they first arrieve in the West and speak a language like French or English that does not offer any obvious way fo signifying place.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The notion of place does not imply unquestioning submission to the authority of social superiors. In institutions such as companies and government agencies, a good deal of attention is paid to building consensus through group discussion. While things go smoothly, such consensus building is a two-way street that constrains the autholrities as well as subordinates. Naturally, things do nto always go smoothly. Selfassertion is often necesary, and while it is typically more restrained than it would be in the West, the Japanese certainly did nto have to await the arrival of Western idividualism to learn it. It is already present in their own culture, but qualified and concretized by the demands of place rather than conceived in universal terms as role transcendence as it would be in the West. Place is thus not about whether one plays one's own game, but about who one is and how, accordingly, that game must be played.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Place not only shapes everyday speech and social relations but also religion and art. As we have seen, japanese martial arts have evolved into spiritual disciplines in part under the impact of this concept, reinterpreted through the Buddhist concept of no-mind. The combatants are trained to concern themselves less with winning than with immediately and swiftly interpreting their place in the system of moves so as perfectly to fulfill its situational requirements. In aesthetic terms, each gesture of combat is part of a pair, the other part of which must be and can be supplied only by the adversary. Every move in the game is in some deeper sense an element of a larger pattern produced through the collaborative competition of the players. In these artistic
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  	and religious applications of place, it is especially clear that traditional authority reliations overlay a more fundamental cutural form that could perhaps servive without them.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Place and Alternative Modernity
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Something like this martial approach to palce is at work in Kawabata's depiction of the tradtional game of Go, with its emphasis on the values of self-realization and aesthetics. He contrasts a way of life based on playing out of one's position in a larger system with the Western focus on fairness and winning. The difference between the two is not that one is tradition-bound while the other concentrates on the logic of play. Both are totally involved in the logic of play; both are therefore "rational" in the broad sense, although one emphasizes aspects of play most relevant to a culture of place and the other aspects that complement an individualistic culture.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The novel shows us two alternative ways of playing Go constructed around different formal dimensions of the game. Both ways aim at victory but under different aspects. The Western emphasis on equality stems from the equivalence of "sides" in the game, whcih does indeed conflict with tradtional deference. But the japanese concern with aesthetics is not opposed to the formal rationality of the game; it realizes another immanent dimension of it, the essential dependence of the players examplified in the thrust and parry of struggle.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The aesthetic values that predominate in traditional Japanses play are thus not extrinsic to the essence of the game but rather respresent dimensions of it that only appear clearly in a non-Western context. Nor are these values merely particularistic. Aestchetics is usually understood as a matter of subjective taste, but mathematical and technical systems have well-known aesthetic qualities rooted in objective rationality. A glance at any go textbook immediately shows this to be true of games as well. the aesthetics of Go flow from the conditions of formally rational action just as rigorously as the values of the young challenger, while fulfilling a very different cultural agenda. Kawabata reestablishes the symmetry between radition and modernity by showing that success as such is no more rational than deference. Both are external to the inner logic of play, differing primarily in the aspect of that logic they privilege.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In sum, certain traditional values possess at least as much "universality" as the the supposedly modern value of fairness. In a sense, what the
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  	novel describes, perhaps without entirely intending to, is two alternative types of rationality, each of which is a candidate for modernity, although only one is triumphant, only oen actually orgainzes a modern society.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We have here a model for thinking about alternative modernity. Japan is a good test case because it combines a very alien culture and a very familiar technology and institutioanl framework. Technologies, markets, and democratic voting, as rational systems, resemble the game of Go: they too can be practiced differently in different cultural settings. In this context, japanese culture is not an irrational intrusion but rather emphasizes different aspects of technical rationality which, as we have seen, includes self-realization and aesthetics as well as the narrow pursuit of success ethnocentrically identified with it in the West.15
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In Kawabata's match each more obeys the same rules but has a different significance in the different systems that inyest it. Different cultures inhabit the board and influence its pattern of development. perhaps all modern institutions and modern technology itself are similarly layered with cultural meanings. Where a vigorous culture, whether it be old or new, manages to take hold of modernity, it can influence the evolution of its rational systems. Alternative modernities may emerge, distinguished not just by marginal features such as food culture, style, or political ideals but by the central institutions of technology and administration.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Perhaps Kawabata's elegy was premature and something like this is already beginning to occur in Japan. A number of experts have attempted to show that the Japanese economy draws on unique cultural resources to achieve extraordinarily high levels of motivation and effectiveness (Dore 1987). They point to the importance in Japan of ideals of belonging, service, quality, and vocation by contrast with which the individualistic West appears ethically handicapped.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Unlike certain forms of deference which seem to be in the sort of steep decline Kawabata deplored, these ideals are not survivals doomed by the process of modernization; rather, they are the specific forms in whcih japanese culture invests modernity. Indeed, the prevalence of these values may account for both the strengths and the weaknesses of these values may account for both the strengths and the weaknesses of the Japanses model. Industrial societies too can use a maximum of vocational commitment, attention to the whole, collaborative competition.
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  	15. for more on the different moments of technical rationality, see Feenberg (1991: chap. 8).
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  	But modern political systems function best when they rid themselves of the conformism that still characterizes the essentially bureaucratic ethos of the Japanese state. Hence the peculiar combination of effective economics and mediocre politics that characterizes this model (Van Wolferen 1989).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	What remains to be seen is how far the process of culturally specific modernization will go and how much transformation the Western technical hertiage will suffer as Japan liberates itself more and more from its original dependency on the Western model of modernity.
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  	Chapter Ten

Conclusion:

Culture and Modernity
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Critique of Modernity
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Rational systems such as technology play a privileged role in modern societies. This is what distinguishes modernity from premodernity. That distinction is usually interpreted temporally, as progress beyond merely contingent and particular local customs through discovery of universal and necessary truths.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Rationality appears to be independent of the social world that surrounds it, and even determining for that world. This appearance of autonomy is not accidental. It stems from the abstraction, precision, and decontextualization of rational systems, as we have seen in the previous chapter. Yet beginning with Marx, critical theory and sociology have uncovered the social basis and bias of one rational system after anotherthe market, bureaucratic administration, law, science, technology. Today postmodernism and constructivism confirm that "technoscience" is not the independent infrastructure of society postulated by traditional Marxism and modernization theory, but a dependent variable, intertwined with other social forces.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	These observations do not obliterate the distinction between modern and premodern societies as a shallow relativism pretends. How without that distinction could we explain or even signify the planetary triumph of Western civilization? But we cannot rely on the old idea of autonomous rationality any longer to make the distinction. Modernity is characterized not by the actual autonomy of reason but by a necessary illusion of autonomy. That illusion appears full blown in
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  	technocratic and dystopian fantasies of total administration. Here too is the source of Habermas's ambition to bound technical rationality in order to reestablish communication in its rightful place. But if the technical and the social are essentially interconnected, then we must abandon both the fear of dystopia and the hope in a purified communicative sphere.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Despite the very real changes introduced by modernity, rational coherence and cultural embeddedness are not alternatives but analytic layers of technology in modern as in premodern societies. There is no such thing as a "pure" technology, anymore than there is a "pure" grammar. Technical competence, like linguistic competence, is realized only in concrete forms. Rationality in the most abstract sense is neither a neutral means nor is it specifically Western; like linguistic structure, it is a dimension of behavior and artifacts in every culture.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	But how then are we to describe modernity, what are its distinguishing features?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	One approach to answering this question that has become increasingly popular in recent years is simply to deny the existence of the "great divide" between modern and premodern societies (Latour 1987; 211ff.; Bloor 1991: 138ff.). Constructivism, for example, argues that reasoning processes are similar in all societies and rational beliefs are relative to social interests like any others. Thus modern science would not be fundamentally different from the supposedly prerational beliefs of premodernity.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This line of argument appears to be motivated less by sympathy for tribal peoples accused of irrationality by anthropologists than by a concern to save the richness and diversity of experience and culture from naturalistic reductionism. I share this motivation, and accordingly have argued above that aesthetic and ethical experience give access to dimensions of reality that the natural sciences do not comprehend. It is a matter for speculation in what way science might someday illuminate these phenomena, at least until actual research has something to offer. The arrogant insistence on universal reductionism in advance of the data is in any case far removed from the intimate convictions of many scientists, and serves primarily in the public relations campaigns of such funding initiatives as the Human Genome Project or research in artificial intelligence. Relativism can be useful in fighting against these pretentious claims, but it jousts with a simulacrum of science and technology, not the real thing.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Furthermore, the relativist approach achieves its victories at the risk
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  	of collapsing the distinguishing features of rationality. One might wish to deny that scientific-technical rationality is inherently superior to every other mode of thought and cultural experience without assimilating it indiscriminately to nonrational social practices. Can we mitigate the ethnocentric implications of the great divide without denying the spcificity of scientific-technical rationality, which is after all not merely another ideology but one of the essential contested terrains of modernity (Harding 1993: 14)?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Marcuse and Nishida interest me because they relativize to the content of rational beliefs but the form of rationality as such. They are too conscious of the immense and problematic social consequences of rationalization to ignore the discontinuity between reason and the rest. Yet they reject the ontological conclusions usually drawn from this recognition and refuse to see the triumph of the modern as proof that its representation of nature provides the last world on being and nothingness. They would agree with Whitehead that it is a "fallacy of misplaced concreteness" to identify our theories with an underlying reality that would presumably explain the presence of the world. We cannot, for example, reduce that world to an external combination, operated unconsciously by the brain, between natural phenomena represented in sensations and subjective feelings. Rather, theories about nature must be understood as abstractions from experience, abstractions that have a special but not a unique role to play in our dealings with the world.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	As Hegelian praxis philosophers, Marcuse and Nishida understand rationality as an activity rather than as a passive reflection of what is. That activity has specific traits that distance it from ordinary experience, but it is also significantly bound up with other practices structuring the social and cultural world. Rationality thus arises on a practical background it can never entirely transcend and to which it necessarily returns in the form of rationalized institutions and technical achievements. Its reentry into the world involves specific recontextualizing practices because abstractions are not fully "real" apart from some sort of social concretization. Critique consists in deciphering this network of practice and theory so as to grasp the historicity and the potential of the given rational framework of experience.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	These theories treat experience as ontologically fundamental. Naturalism is rejected, but so is nostalgia for a pure immediacy of the phenomenological sort. Instead, experience is interpreted as both irreducible and historical. This is a paradoxical view. How can a product
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  	of human action serve as an ontological foundation? How can a foundation be culturally conditioned and therefore local in space and time? How can multiple cultural actors enter into communication with each other without reference to an unconditioned nature shared by all? These puzzles of a philosophy of finitude need not detain us here; the difficulties may explain why this Hegelian approach has given way to Haberman's neo-Kantianism and postmodern relativism.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	However, the paradoxes have returned recently in France in the work of several decidedly non-Hegelian students of modernity. In the writings of Michel Serres (1987), Bruno Latour (1991), and Ausustin Breque (1990), experience is treated as an irreducible "hybrid" of national and cultural moments. They do, of course, retain the distinction of nature and culture, but they reject both naturalistic and sociological reductionisms. Instead, they reverse the usual relation between the terms of the distinction and the experiential substratum it cuts across. Experience forms a whole that is more basic than the "parts" which compose it, and which are only identified after the fact through what Latour calls a pratice of "purification.'' It is an interesting question whether this reformulation of experiential ontology can solve the problems praxis philosophy left in suspense.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Hybrid Realities
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This is a book on technology and modernity, not ontology, so rather than pursuing these deep problems I would like to return to the question with which this chapter began regarding the difference between modern and premodern societies. Perhaps a look at the premodern way with rationality will help to reconstruct that difference without ethnocentric self-congratulation.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Premodern societies do not need a praxis philosophy or a constructivist sociology to tell them that the uses of rationality are always social at bottom. By contrast with modern societies, they invariably encompass each rational element, whether it be a game, a production method, an exchange, in sympolic systems, myths, and rituals that highlight social dependencies. Their technical processes seamlessly abstract natural objects from their original contexts, incorporate them under causal principles into some sort of device, and embed them in new social contexts. Abstraction from nature and social recontextualization do not appear to be separate in these societies, as they do in
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  	modern ones, but are so intimately bund up with each other as not to be easily disgingushed. This intermingling of practices we would distinguish is not merely a limitation of simpler times, a "lack of differentiation" in Habermas's terms. On the contrary, it reveals an important truth about technical objects, that they too are human products, aspects of social life like any other, and that they inevitably vehiculate cultural meanings.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Every society produces a world of artifacts which, in addition to their simplest practical functions, support social roles and symbolize mythic or ritual forces. So long as artifacts remain relatively simple and technically independent of each other, as they generally do until modern times, they are culturally encoded by embedding them individually in a nontechnical symbolic framework (Lévi-Strauss 1955: chap. 22; Guillaume 1975: chap. 2). Craft and art are joined in a practice that simultaneously transforms the world and the producer. Artifacts acquire symbolic connotations supported by design features, ornaments, and ritual links to other nontechnical practices. Making an artifact is not merely "work" in our modern sense; it is an act of self-production and a ritual performance. A house is a house, but it is also a symbol of the cosmos, and building it defines the builder as a member of the community; an axe is an axe, but it is also the totem of a social group, and making it defines the maker as the head of a household, and so on (Bourdieu 1972: chap. 3; Sharp 1952: 69ff.).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I call this symbolically expressive design because here a cultural system speaks through it s artifacts. The case of the stone axe in the Australian Yir Yoront tribe offers a particularly illuminating example of this kind of deign. The Yir Yoront were a Stone Age people whose technology was as simple as can be, yet whose adaptation to their desert environment was remarkably sophisticated. Their principal took, the stone axe, was used to cut brush, prepare food, and build shelter. Only adult males could make and own the axes, which they lent out to their dependent women and children. The axe was also the center of a trade circuit that brought them into contact with other tribes and a totem that played a certain role in their understanding of the cosmos. Here we have a single simple artifact that mediated not only technical tasks, but authority, gender, social relations, and belief systems (Sharp 1952).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Yir Yoront's axe is a "hybrid" in the sense defined above. The hybrid status of such tribal artifacts is perfectly clear to those who make and use them. They have no problem discoursing intelligently on
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  	both their technical and symbolic features. But unlike us, they never wonder how nature and culture came to be joined in a unique and contingent configuration. Their technical world appears necessary to them in a way ours does not, and so they experience their hybrids as fundamental realities instead of decomposing them into abstract natural and cultural constituents as we do.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	It is paradoxical that we moderns, who are so culturally selfconscious and who have organized practically everything around technologies, find it far more difficult to perceive the hybrids we have made. According to Bruno Latour (1991: 23ff.), this is due to the "Modern Constitution," that is, the basic self-understanding of modernity that separates technical rationality from social meaning. Artifacts are not grasped as unities from which these two dimensions are abstracted as they would be in any premodern society, but instead are seen as an external combination of two independent orders of phenomena: means and ends, facts and values, function and form, natura and culture, and so on. Under this dispensation rationality involves perfecting the first term of each pair regardless of the consequences for the second term.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	So conceptualized, modern artifacts seem radically different from premodern ones, when rally, Latour contends, they are quite similar in nature. The difference, such as it is, consists not in achieving a higher order of rationality, but in breaking with traditional taboos in order to draw ever more nonhuman objects into the social process: "the extension of the spiral, the breadth of the enrollemtns it brings about, the greater and greater lengths it goes to to recruit these beings," in sum, the construction of technology in the form of a system or network (Latour 1991: 147). This process requires a tolerance for social and symbolic change without common measure with the premodern mentality. The daring with which the moderns have shattered the symbolic order is thus worthy of note, but it is not evidence of a great epistemological divide.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Types of Desing
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Much of Latour's argument is persuasive, but I wonder if he has not overcompensated for the tendency to attribute inqueness to the West at the risk of obscuring real differences. These become clearer when the focus is shifted to the design process. From that standpoint, it is clear that the "Modern Constitution" includes a new way of investing technology with cultural significance that largely replaces the old prac-
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  	tice of expressive design. My hypothesis is that modern technology only appears "pure" to us because we view it in the old way while delegating values to it in this new one.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	How in fact do technologies acquire broad cultural meaning and significance? There are three chief means: (1) rhetorical procedures that invest them with symbolic meaning, such as myths or advertising; (2) design features that embed values in the artifact; (3) interconnections with other technologies in a network that imposes a specific way of life.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	First, rhetorical investments are too familiar to need much elaboration. There is, however, a significant difference between the way in which premodern peoples situate artifacts in a mythic framework and modern advertising. Traditional symbolic systems are relatively rigid and embrace discursive and material productions indifferently in a tight network of inherited significations. Advertising, on the other hand, belongs to the realm of the "imaginary," to arbitrary associations between words and things subject to organizational control or individual innovation, and in any case to a chaotic process of change such as that described in chapter 3. In premodern societies, the symbolic system structures the imaginary, and technical rationality as well, to contain their potential for disorder (Guillaume 1975: 29). As that system broke down in the transition to modernity, the imaginary took over many of its functions. The Yir Yoront's axe and masculine authority formed a symbolically inseparable unity, but steel axes arrived uncoded and available for multiple and manipulable significations.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Second, the incorporation of values in artifacts through intrinsic design features takes two different forms. Most obviously, it involves what we think of as ornamention, for example, designs symbolizing desirable attributes such as prestige or personal strength. However, an "ornament" is an aesthetic supplement to an original function, and this type of supplementarity is characteristically modern. The unity of production and ornamentation in premodern societies reflects the rigorous and exhaustive symbolic coding of artifacts and of the rituals of their production. The artifacts themselves do not therefore appear as "basically" functional but as symbolically embedded in a web of social relations that crosses all the boundaries of our ''differentiated" society. The concept of aesthetics, at least in its application to design, is our impoverished version of this radical social embeddedness.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In addition to the asethetic enconding of artifacts, a bias toward hegemonic practices can be designed into them. This bias may only become
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  	clear though comparisons between cometing techniques. The one begins to understand why specific technical choices were necessary given the practices encouraged by the symbolic framework of the society.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The story of the remarkable withering of firearms in Japan from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries illustrates this process. Once the country was unified, killing was no longer primarily a matter of numbers and a wider variety of practices and values could influence technical decisions about weaponry. The Japanese aristocracy was faced with a choice between two very different technologies of killing, guns and swords. They preferred the latter to the point of gradually abolishing firearms. Guns were a democratic weapon requiring little training and so might possibly have shifted the class balance of the society. But perhaps more significant, shooting was impersonal in a world where combat was upposed to represent the valor of a family tradition through the individual champions who bore its crest on the battlefield. Even the physical postures associated with polite behavior were incompatible with those required to use a gun (Perrin 1979). Thus the failure of the gun in this environment reflected the tight constraints of a system of practices in which it simply had no place.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The third way in which values are realized in technologies is far more difficult for us to perceive because it is both privileged and masked by our modern "Constitution." Modern technology lacks mut of the symbolic richness imparted to premodern artifacts by traditional craft because aesthetic and ethical norms are no longer systematically embedded in the individual devices themselves. This is why it seems as though our machines are technically innocent, rational, stripped down to a bare causal nexus. But the peculiar exactivide and precision of modern technique, which allows it to be organized as a system, means that design consists largely in adjusting each artifact to its "fit" in the whole. It is the system that embodies values, not the individual devices. The meaning of complex modern technologies is in the connections. I will call the work of making those connections systemcongruent design.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The inrricately interlocking network or system of technologies appears value-free but in fact inducts us into a normative framework as we adapt to it in our daily activities. The unending chains of dependencies arising out of everything we use, from ballpoint pens to automobiles, from canned chili to computers, inclue us too. Our way of life, our very gestures are programmed by our artifacts with a rigidity that has no procedent in premodern societies. Indeed, in such societies
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  	only the symbolic system can determine a way of life, while techniques are fairly flexible and therefore available for use in a multiplicity of cultural systems.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I discussed the political dimension of this third relation of values and technologies in chapter 4. The automobile can serve here as an exemplary reminder of the characteristics of this type of design. The interlocking requirements of cars, urbanism, the petrochemical industry, production and consumption systems, and, as we have recently seen, the defense industry, all form a system dictating a specific lifestyle. One seeks in vain a precise place where valuative elements can be found intruding on this smoothly oiled machinery. Yet the system undoubtedly locks in a way of life and even a sort of worldview reflecting the practices enabled by these technologies.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	These three ways of signifying and designing technology are not mutually exclusive. They usually function together to assign relatively univocal meanings to technical objects. Technologies are always already invested with asethetic, ethical, and cultural values through a combination of rhetorical procedures, intrinsic features of devices and systems, and network congruences. What changes with the emergence of modernity is the proportions between these determinants.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Something rather like this analysis of design is mythologized in Heidegger's critique of modern technology. Heidegger contrasts the pious work of the Greek craftsman making a chalice with the destructive appropriatio n onf the Rhine by a modern dam. The craftsman brings out the "truth" of his materials through the symbolically charged reworking of matter by form. The modern technologist obliterates the inner potential of his materials, "de-worlds" them, and "challenges" nature to fit into his methodically planned and controlled system (Heidegger 1977: 717). Not man, but pure instrumentality, holds sway in this "enframing'' (Ge-stell); it is no merely human purpose, but a specific way in which beging reveals itself, a way that obscures the entire problematic to which Heidegger's work is addressed, namely, the coming to presence of being in a world.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	What I think Heidegger is pointing out is the transition from a cultural system based on expressive design to one absed on congruent design. That transition has costs; indeed, it involves the destruction of a world. It was just this process of destruction which the Japanese nobility knew to resist on time. The Yir Yoront were less fortunate. Lauriston Sharp describes how the free distribution of steel axes by missionaries undermined their way of life. Males lost their social role as women
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  	and children received axes from the mission; interrtribal relations broke down; the tribe's totemistic worldview collapsed in the face of the unclassifiable steel axe. A simple tool without symbolic significance in itself struck down an entire culture by enrolling its members on the periphery of the industrial system (Sharp 1952).
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Like Habermas, Heidegger seems to find in technology a universal instrumental essence that would exhaust its social meaning. No doubt they woudl find that meaning in the story of the Yir Youront. But that seems to me a rather ethnocentric interpretation. The Yir Yoront were not victims of "progress" in instrumental control of nature; they had achieved such a high degree of instimental control of their particular branch of nature, the Australian desert, that no Westerner could hope to compete with them. For example, they could survive for weeks without carrying water. But of course his Aboriginal form of control was primarily individual. To show the Westerners' advance one must shift the criterion of control from the individual to the technically mediated group. That shift is of course defining for modern Western culture but it can claim no universality. Once the notion of control of nature is relativized, it becomes clear that this is a story about the triumpt of one quite specific culture over another. This would have been the result of the introduction of guns in Japan too; indeed, that is what happened there at a later date.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Concrete social study of technology does not discover the grand narrative of pure instrumentality forcing its way through the barriers of ignorance and tradition. Rather, it finds congruend design everywhere accomplishing much the same work that premodern societies accomplished through expressive design; that is, the technical object is fully accommodated to a particular culture, the culture of the West. The planetary triumph o that culture results not so much from superior rationality as from the fantastic accumulation of political and military power in the long networks built by congruent design. Here a real asymmetry exists which to relativism can discount. Absolute criteria measure victory and defeat in the struggle for control over human beings. Colonialism has taught us to know those criteria: the loss of national and cultural indepdneence, of identity, or time and resources.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	From Unity to Diversity
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	If this is true, Western capitalism is not the rational universal modernization theory takes it to be, not the untranscendable horizon of
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  	technical possibilities. Yet it does have what might be called a "practical universality" that has imposed itself on a planetary scale. No modern society can forego basic technical discoveries such as antibiotics, plastics, or electricity, and none can withdraw from worldwide communication networks. The cost of an entirely independent path of development is just too high (Rybczynski 1983: chap. 5). But significant innovations are possible with respect to what has been the main line of development up to now.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The terrain of parctical universality is accessible from many standpoints for many purposes. It first emerged in the West around a particular panoply of technologies and rational systems. Today, as Western hegemony weakens, the different requirements of the various cultures that have adopted modern technology may provide contexts within which to reopen lost roads to progress or to discover new ones in the search for locally adapted alternatives.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The scope and significance of such change is potentially enormous. Technical choices establish the horizons of daily life. These choices define a "world" within which the specific alternatives we think of as purposes, goals, uses, emerge. They also define the subject who chooses among the alternatives: we make ourselves in making the world through technology. Thus fundamental technological change is interactive and self-referential. At issue is becoming, not having. The goal is to define a way of life, an ideal of abundance, and a human type, not to obtain more goods in the prevailing socioeconomic model.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	But are new and diverse directions technically possible? One commonplace view holds that as modern technology becomes more complex, its structure constrains future developments more and more, eventually approximating a deterministic system (Ellul 1964). This is not what the evidence shows. In fact, new degrees of freedom open up inside the system at critical junctures and points of passage. Public interven tions sometimes succeed in bringing advancing technologies to a halt or changing their direction of development. Fatalism is wrong because technology is essentially underdetermined, crisscrossed by a variety of demands and restrictions to which new elements are constantly added in unpredictable evolutionary sequences.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Technologists themselves discuss these matters in a language that has social implications of which they are not generally aware. In everyday technical usage, realized multiplicities of purpose are called "elegant" by contrast with designs that are restricted to a single function. Gilbert Simondon (1958: chap. 1), the French philosopher of technology,
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  	defined this notion more precisely as "concretization." Technology is "concrete" in Simondon's sense when a single cleverly conceived structure in the object corresponds to many different functional requirements. Simondon offers apparently neutral examples such as the elimination of spark plugs in the diesel engine, which uses the energy of combustion not only for power but also to reignite itself from cycle to cycle.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	So long as functions are traced back to human nature or some other nonsocial source, this observation is of narrow technical interest. But constructivism has now shown that social groups stand behind functions. Thus in uniting many functions in a single structure, concretizing innovations do not simply offer technical improvements, they gather many social groups around artifacts or systems of artifacts. "Elegance" and "concretization" refer not merely to improvements in efficiency, but also to the positioning of technologies at the point of intersection of multiple standpoints and aspirations. Efficiency may in fact increase, but new social constellations also develop in tandem with technical changes.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The examples of experimental medicine and videotex discussed in this book illustrate this process. In each case, the technical system was conceived and implemented by a scientific-technical elite in response to a rather technocratic set of functional requirements. That starting point constituted an initial functional layer that sooner or later encountered resistance from a public with other ideas in mind. The resistance took the form of incorporating the technical system into another set of functional requirements through concretizing innovations on its margins. Thus a second layer was added to the first, not substituted for it, through reconciling several different types of functions in the same structures. Experiment and treatment, information and communication, were united in multifunctional systems. There is no limit in principle on the extension of such concertizing strategies in the democratic reconstruction of the technical base of modern societies.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Technological creativity is a form of imaginative play with alternate worlds and ways of being. A multicultural politics of technology is possible; it would pursue elegant designs that reconcile several worlds in each device and system. To the extent that this strategy is successful, it prepares a very different future from the one projected by social theory up to now. In that future, technology is not a particular value one must choose for or against, but a challenge to evolve and multiply worlds without end.
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