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DREAM OF CONSCIOUSNESS 1

Once invited to join Captain Beefheart’s Magic Band,
today Langdon Winner is possibly the only
Beefheartian philosopher of technology around.
Here he talks about, among other issues, Captain
Amerika’s state of mind regarding its abiding
obsession with the technical imperative.

angdon Winner, the American Philosopher

of Technology, has over the last two decades

carved out a unique place in his stated disci-
pline. In his carly work, 1977s Antonomous
Technology, Winner investigated what he calls the
logic of runaway or, as the title has it, autonomous
technology’ Throughout this work his concerns
return to the principle of technological limits. In
recent years this concern has been expressed by
turning his focus towards computerisation, the
Science Wars and GM technology.

Winner comes from a perspective of techno-
logical pessimism, informed both by Lewis
Mumtord, and the currently forgotten French
sociologist Jacques Ellul, whose overarching view
of ‘la Technique” was signally influential in the
carly sixtics. Winner was also an early rock writer,
with a particular soft spot for eco-dadaist Captain
Beetheart. Perhaps his is the closest we will get to
a Beefheartian philosophy of technology.

Ellul’s book, La Technigue translated as The
Technological Socicty has been viewed as a tour de
force in delineating how Western socicty has
become party to the thrall of *la technique’ which
he believes organises and orders modern human-
ity’s entire existence. The work is a grim, all
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embracing dystopian vision of the system and hos
technological society contains within it a logic ol
ever-increasing and totalising expansionism. Thr.
was, unsurprisingly, influential in activating th.
green Radical Technology movement in the sivie
and seventies, La Technique’s central concept
be “the totality of methods rationally arrived .
and having absolute efficiency (fora given stage
development) in every  field of = hun
activity...advocating the entire remaking ot Ir
and tolerating no judgement from without™,
This theme of autonomous technology, oul
control, is developed in Winners work. It, "lollo:
its own exponential course, independent
human direction... It has fashioned an omnr
rous world which obeys its own laws and wh
has renounced all tradition...Far from being
trolled by the desired and rational ends of hur
beings, technology in a real sense now govern
own course, speed and direction.” Winners
nosis may be gloomy, however its a s
which those involved in or advocating the ¢
new media route need also o contemplale.
much can the green movement siphon ol!
technological developments it likes and fecls
make use of i these are only offcuts fron



megamachine, albeit fashioned for new and laudatory
green ends? Ought any green engagement with new
media technologies, also integrate strategies and sce-
narios for limiting the exponential growth and devel-
opment of technology, and the runaway condition it
has arguably assumed? Winner’s critical technology
philosophy also easily extends to thinking about states
of mind; how, for instance, our time and pace cultures
are organised. One interrelated conclusion is that with
acceleration of our pace and time cultures, societies
and other forms of organisation are moving both fur-
ther from balance, and from a capacity for creating cul-
tures of balance. In Western cultures this speeding up,
from the effects of ‘runaway’ technology or an assem-
blage of other influences, has produced cultures which
are palpably ‘out of balance” These sorts of questions
are only too absent from green think tanks excursions
into new media, such as Forum for the Future’s Digital
Futures; living in a dot com world, the research of which
appears loath to acknowledge this dimension of digital
life and livelihood. Since Autonomous Technology,
Winner has also published The Whale and the Reactor,
a series of essays. Many other essays have followed, and
he is currently working on another major book,
Technology and Human Experience, although it may be
some time before this sees the light of day. This inter-
view also took place some time ago, when the Internet
was all the rage, but it has been updated, suitably
enough, via subsequent email correspondence.

What is the map of the philosophy of technology,
and where does your particular perspective fit in with
that?

Langdon Winner: (laughs) — Well the map is quite
complex and diverse. There are techno-enthusiasts,
pragmatists, libertarians, socialists, Heideggerians,
anarchists, and many others. At the center of the debate
is a vast mainstream that sees the history of science and
technology das an ongoing march of improvements.
Philosophies in this vein stress the continuing expan-
sion of scientific knowledge, technical means and mate-
rial productivity, promising better living conditions for
all. This has been the dominant viewpoint for two cen-
turies and is likely to remain so. What's interesting is
that ‘progress;, a term long associated with this point of
view, has recently gone out of fashion. This reflects an
awareness that the continuing poverty of a major por-
tion of the world’s population along with obvious signs
of énvironmental crisis don’t exactly add up to progress
in the grand sense. A more popular term in business
and government these days is ‘innovation) a concept
that suggests dynamic change but something detached
from dreams of universal benefit emphasised during
the Enlightenment.
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Who else is on the map?

LW: Another important way of thinking about
technology remains primarily Marxist, arguing that
there needs to be fundamental change in the ownership
and control of the means of production before the
promise of modern technology can be secured. As you
know, this philosophy has taken a beating in recent
years because it became strongly associated with the
failure of the Communist states that adopted Marxism
as an ideology. However, there are still a good number
of thoughtful left wing thinkers arcund who talk about
making technological choices that include social justice
as a central goal, something totally ignored in today’s
high tech boosterism.

I'm especially interested in a tradition of technolog-
ical sceptics that begins in the nineteenth and twentieth
century thinkers -~ William Morris, John Ruskin,
Herman Melville, and Henry Adams, among others —
and their twentieth century counterparts, including
Mahatma Gandhi, Lewis Mumford, Jacques Ellul,
Theodore Roszak, Vandana Shiva, and others. A consis-
tent theme of this way of thinking is that the actual
course of technological change is often a betrayal of the
well-being of humanity rather than its fulfilment. The
crucial quest in this way of thinking is to suggest alter-
native paths in modern material culture.

And your own point of view?

My understanding of technology begins with ques-
tions in political theory. What’s always fascinated me is
the powerful reweaving of the fabric of political society
during periods of technological change. These episodes
have tremendous positive potential because there is
much in our world that desperately needs reform. But
again and again people sleepwalk through what are
called ‘technological revolutions) ignoring possibilities
for genuine change. What we see are old patterns of jus-
tice and concentrations of power endlessly reproduced
in new sociotechnical settings.

I emphasise some very old questions — questions
about freedom, power, authority, order, justice, and
democracy — noticing how they appear within the
structures and processes of various technologies. For
example: What is a reasonable definition of ‘democ-
racy’? Does could the internet be structured in ways
that realize truly democratic conditions? Raising these
questions is often taken as ‘anti-technology’ because the
prevailing religion of our time requires that we ought
to celebrate wildly, applauding whatever technological
change happens to bring. I like to encourage people to
criticise and agitate rather than nod off.
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Has philosophy of technology moved beyond the
academy?

Yes. Skeptical discourse about technology is more
refined and widely understood today than it was, say,
thirty years ago. At at meetings of Computer
Professionals for Social Responsibility, for example, you
find people who have read a great deal of philosophy
and technology. They know the issues of surveillance
and information technology, they know the critiques of
later stage Marxists on labor process and inequality,
and they know what Foucault might say about the
applications of computer power/knowledge.

In environmental politics and movements in anti-
globalization, the level of critical thought, is far more
sophisticated than was common 30 years ago.
Technology criticism used to be rather a extraordinary
topic, but it in many ways it has become a common
theme in public discussions, enough so that some of its
central themes are now targets for attack in the mass
media. An hour long program on network in the US,
‘Tampering with Nature, tried to portray concerns
about global warming and genetic engineering as hys-
terical extremism. The producer, John Stossel, a right-
wing journalist known for fabricating stories, tried to
show a group of children supposedly being brain-
washed by environmental educators in the public
schools. Fortunately, the parents of the children rose up
in anger, pointing out that it was Mr Stossel who actu-
ally exploiting the kids.

Would you call yourself an Ellulian?

Do we need labels? My thinking owes a lot to Plato,
Aristotle, Marx, Arendt, and dozens of other writers,
not the least of whom was Lewis Mumford. But I resist
being identified with any particular school because 1
want to remain free, learning from a variety of sources.
I am, however, proudly a member of two international
organisations both called The Jacques Ellul Society.
One of them is a group of scholars who want to foster
continued study of Ellul’s writings and ideas. The other
is a loosely knit band of technology critics — writers and
activists — who support each other in agitation of var-
ious kinds.

Jacques Ellul seems to be a major player, although
forgotten today.

Yes, I consider him a major thinker. He describes in

the clearest form the kinds of techno-mania that seized
Western society in early modern history and have held
on tenaciously ever since. Ellul’s basic insight, in my
view, has to do with the role that ‘la technique’ plays in
making judgments of all kinds. What was once a rather
limited way of thinking about narrowly defined instru-
mental choices eventually became our culture’s pri-
mary way of thinking about every decision, even the
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most personal ones. We always opt for efficiency, ‘get- ;

ting more from less’ even when that involves sacrificing
more fundamental ends.

Do you think Ellul still has a contemporary
relevance for present day technological matters such as
the internet and VR. And do you think he would have
foreseen such technologies?

Oh absolutely. At the very end of the Technological |
Society, Ellul predicts that ‘la technique’ will eventually

claim the human body itself. Humanity will relinquish
its primacy and dissolve as technique achieves total
supremacy. There are any number of ways that this

could happen. The symbiosis between human bodies -

with electronic devices is one; the retailoring of species

through biotechnology is certainly another. Eltul hoped .1
that people would rebel against the total colonization of -
human being by technology. The next several decades -

will reveal whether or not his hopes were justified.

What sort of things do you think Techno
communities, Silicon Valley etc, would learn from an
exposure, as it were, of Ellul’s thinking?

A great many people in Silicon Valley are true -

believers more than willing to cram new technology
into every pore of our existence. Now and again, how-
ever, there are members of that community who recoil
in horror when they notice where the path leads. Bill
Joy, computer scientist and Sun Microsystems, has

recently sounded a warning about several high tech -

paths — robotics, nanotechnology, and biotechnology, |

and others — that spell trouble for humanity in the
decades ahead. What Mr Joy and others might learn
from Ellul is the challenge to our freedom that the slide
into total technology involves. Perhaps they would rec-
ognize how difficult — and yet how crucial it is — to
say ‘no’ to technical renovations, even some that appear
to have a lot going for them.

What is it that makes it difficult? Can you give an
example?

What’s most difficult in our time is to pay any

attention to first questions, basic concerns that ought to -

engage us as moral agents, when the lure of powerful
technical application beckons from all sides. In Silicon

Valley and elsewhere the past twenty years there’s been
a major push to incorporate computers and electronic
communications into education. What’s happened in -
the process is that the fundamental purposes of educa- -
tion have been all but ignored. Teachers, administrators .
and parents have been absorbed by decisions about
hardware and software. Is Macintosh better than IBM? -

Which email package should we adopt? Should kids

learn PowerPoint? It’s as if the world of education had :

suddenly been seized by a bizarrg fascination with

plumbing. But if you ask people to talk about what






