
mcnted, generally valid but neverthe- 
less dominantly’ Marxist exposition, 
telling LIS what most of us knew but 
didn’t get too depressed (or depressed 
enough!) about: that no matter what 
the New York Tim& and Walter Cron- 
kite tell lis, we arc neither given ”all 
the news thai’s fit to print” nor told 
prccisely “the wily i t  is”-only some- 
thing close. rw-q 

THE TECHNOLOGICAL SYSTEM 
by Jacques Ellul 
(Continuum Books, 368 pp., S19.50) 

Koi Hong 

The main argument of Jacques Ellul’s 
The Technologicul System is that tech- 
nology is 3 force unto itself, indepen- 
dent of human goals or desires. While 
dismissing futuristic fantasies such as 
the simplistically anthropomorphic 
compiiter in 2001, Ellul goeson to write 
that technology is indcpcndent of polit- 
ical, niorcil, ant1 ’ economic influences. 
He claims in fact that technology erases 
political and nioral distinctions and 
actudly dictates ccononiic progress. If a 
technology is tlevelopcd, ;I use will be 
found for ir-bnd with that use a whole 
siibstructiire of social organization will 
lx created. ”Man in his hnhris ... still 
Ixlieves thiit his mind controls tcchriol- 
ogy,” writes El lul ,  but “the technician 
docs not tolerate any insertion of moral- 
ity in his work.” Neither docs the “sys- 
tem“ of wh’ich the technician is a ser- 
v;int. Growth is the impcrative of the 
technological systcm, and whatever 
docs not serve tcchnologiciil growth 
will Ixcomc obsolete, or at best bc toler- 
ated as an irrelevancy. The system 
itself consists of numerous subsystems 
that mutually influence each other in 
particularly complex fashion- too 
complex, no doubt, for the human 
mind to iindcrstand. “The dccision- 
making processes are no longer indc- 
pendent. A .decision is the obligatory 
and incvit;il)lc result of those multiple 
connections.” 

A main diffcrcncc Ixtwccn Elliil’s 
earlier volume The Technological Soci- 
ety ;and The Technologicul System is 
that he now claims “the system cxists 
in all its rigor, but it exists within the 
society, living in and off the society and 
grafted upon it.” Yet in the chapters 
called “Technology as the Determining 
Factor,” “Tcchnology ;IS ;I System,” 

“Autonomy,” and’ “Totalization” the 
overwhelming presence of technology 
implies its dominance over every 
sphcrc of human activity. This is not 
the only contradiction in Ellul’s book. 
Perhaps the most glaring is his claim 
early on that technology dictates c c o  
nomic development, while in a latcr 
chapter he writes: “Among the ohsta- 
clcs exterior to technological growth, 
the most striking is the economic obsta- 
cle.” Ellul’s contradictions arise from 
his exclusive iisc of general terms. 
How, for instance, is the term “exteri- 
or” to be defined in the almvc quota- 
tion? ”System,” “totalization,” “social 
reality”- Ellul is full of general terms 
with virtually no specific examples or J 

analyses of tcchnologiciil subsystems at I 
work. 

To  point out a particularly emhar- 
rassing error, Ellul seems to think that 
[‘chess playing machines arc still in the 
rciilm of fancy.” This will come 3s a 
surprise to the thousands of consumers 
who ‘have bought chess programs for 
their home mini-computers. Indeed, 
large chess-playing computers have 
hcen in the chess columns of the press 
for at least ten years. Forthcrinorc, 
when Ell id  claims that ”anything that 
can lx: done must be done: this is once 
again the fundamental law of automa- 
tism,” one wonders if the author has 
ever taken a ride on a Ncw York City 
subway train. If he l i d ,  he would have 
discovered that certain technological 
capahilitics, though developed, have 
not heen applied. An investigation into 
the I x k  of U.S. Government support 
for independent research and develop- 
ment in the field of solar energy woiild 
provide an example of the “system” 
militating against technological prog- 
ress. An example of economic factors 
determining technological direction is 
the development of nuclear energy 
without the development of safe meth- 
ods for disposing of nuclear waste- a 
prolilcm that could bc solved but has 
not hecause it would cut into profits. 

The tone of the whole h k ,  particu- 
larly the concluding chapters, is deeply 
pessimistic. Man will possess “only an 
occasional and not creative role” in the 
future society. But while seemingly a 
critic of technology and the amorality 
of technicians, Ellul has at once a cold- 
blooded and romantic notion of tech- 
nology’s efficiency and omnipotence. 
He seems to forget or, worse, not to real- 
ize that in computer prograniming the 
burden of crcativity lics with the hu- 
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viet-American relations, Maddux docu- 
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man being, not the machine. An excel- 
lent example of this is coinpiiter niiisic. 
When conipiiiers ;ire left rclativcly 
alone, they creatc passable- which is to 
say mediocre- music. It is only when a 
h i m ”  hcing- :i coiiiposcr mid not n 
mere technicim - spcntls hundrctls of 
hours programming md rcprogram- 
niing the machine, milking i t  reach 
beyond its normative c:ip;il)ilitics, that ‘ 
interesting music is created. 

What is lacking in Ellul‘s itnalysis is 
any appreciation of human cip;ibilirics. 
Notoriously discountctl is emotion. Dc- 
sire is mrrcly a means 10 nianipulalc ii 
consumer. Yet one of the lessons the 
U.S. was forccd’to fncc in Victn:irii and 
thc Soviet Union is Iciirnilig prcscntly 
in Afghanistan is thnt human k ings  
with sulficicnt motivation will find a 
way to defeat siipcrior technologies. 
Elliil’s strange reliance on general 
terms is reminiscent of the Pcnt;igon’s 
iisc of such wonderful catch phrases as 
“pacification” during the 1960s. 

Ellul does, however, make ;I viral 
point: I-luman beings in the technologi- 
cal system tend to beha& more and 
more like components of a system (a 
behaviorist‘s dream come true). This is 
the real issue concerning technology’s 
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effect on human behavior. The correc- 
tive for such one-dimensional thought 
and bchavior-and Ellul does not say 
this- is subtlety and incisive analysis. 
Nevertheless, The Technological SYS- 
tern is on important book. If it raises 
more questions than it answers, the 
questions are extremely important. El- 
lul's next book, on "the dysfunctions of 
the technological system," will have to 
address the specifics that have k e n  
neglccted so far. 

CRY OF THE PEOPLE 
by Penny Lernoux 
(DoLlbleday & CO.; 535 pp.; S12.95) 

Richard Armstrong 

There arc several ways to read this 
important book. As a religious docu- 
mcnt i t  witnesses the rebirth of the 
Catholic Church in Latin America 
through the ages-old path of persecu- 
tion. As a political thesis it shows how 
the seizure of power by military forces 
in at least eleven Litin American coun- 
tries has made the United States, which 
fought a world war to defeat fascism in 
Europe, actively promote the rise of fas- 
cism in our own hemisphere. As an eco- 
nomic analysis it provides an update to 
the Barnet-Muller argument in Global 
Reoch (1974) that responsibility for the 
underdeveloped world's worscning con- 
dition must lx fixed to the masthead of 
multinational corporations. 

The political and economic facts 
havc k c n  presented more extcnsivcly 
elsewhere, though it is no bad thing to 
have thc facts of U.S. support of rcpres- 
sive regimes brought to our attention 
once again. But it is not the CIA-ITT- 
assisted overthrow of Allende in Chile, 
the economic "miracle" of Brazil at the 
expense of the poor, the ruthless repres- 
sion of lcftist guerrillas in Argentina, or 
that country's indigenous form of anti- 
Semitism that commands our attcntion. 
It is, rather, that out of the blood and 
ashes of a continent that is politically 
and economically worse off than it was 
fifty years ago an unlikely institution 
has arisen as the sole champion of 
human rights; the Catholic Church. 

It is a divided church. Archbishop 
Lopez Trujillo of the Latin America 
Bishop's Conference, Roger Vekemans, 
the kin-again right-wing Jesuit, and 
their Vatican supporters are on one 
side; progressive or moderate leaders 
like Cardinal A m  of 80 Paulo, Brazil, 
a2 

are on the other. And it is not mainly 
the foreign clergy who have led the 
people to a greater sense of personal d i g  
nity and thirst for justice but local bish- 
ops, priests, nuns, and thousands of no 
longer fatalistic pcople. A striking ap- 
pendix lists the clergy and laity known 
to have been murdered from 1964 to 
1978. Under the Doctrine of National 
Security derivcd from tlie Pentagon's 
training courses for Litin Amcrican 
military officers, anything was justified 
to defend the region from commu- 
nism-dcfamation, prison, torture, 
death. 

With the help of a grant from the 
Alicia Patterson Foundation and sup- 
port from the editors of The Nation, 
author Lcrnoux was ablc to travel 
throughout Latin Aherica starting in 
1976 to collect first-hand information 
and documentation for her book. Ex- 
perts. like Josir Ignacio Torres of the 
Indo American News Scrvice in Bogota 
guided her through the maze of church 
politics and showed the journalist the 
importance of the comunidodes de base 
that form the popular foundation of the 
people's awakening to their rights. 
Therc arc said to be a hundrcd thou- 
sand of these small prayer-and-action 
groups in Brazil alone. 
Cry of the People is also a guide to 

the infighting that prcccdcd the 1978 
conference of Latin American bishops 
at Puebla, Mexico. According to Lcr 
noux, the speeches of Pope John Paul 11, 
despite early reports to the contrary, 
encouraged the progressive forces in 
the Church. Although John Piiul never 
mentioned the controversial "theology 
of liberation" by name and discouraged 
the participation of thc clergy in poli- 
tics, his strictures against the rich and 
ringing a l ls  for activism among the 
poor represented a major stcp beyond 
the 1968 Medellin Conference, which 
had launched the spirit of liberation 
theology. The Puebla document re- 
flects the split among the prclates: an 
activist stance regarding the poor and 
human rights, and a conservative, scho- 
lastic treatment of Church doctrine. 
"In some cases," writes Lernoux, "there 
is considerable repetition, even contra- 
diction. But both the document and the 
tensions that produced it are signs of a 
vigorous church." 

This powerful volume concludes 
that the best thing U.S. Christians can 
do for the people of Latin Ameriu is 
not to x n d  more missionaries, invest- 
ment, or foreign aid, but to reexamine 

and reverse those policies which give 
aid and comfort to the oppressors of the 
people. That would require an awak- 
ening of North 'American Christians to 
the activist elements in  their own faith. 
Short of a Pinochet-like regime in the 
U.S., one wonders what could bring our 
collective faith to that testing point. 

SOCIAL JUSTICE 

by Bruce A. Ackermen 
(Yale University Pres$; 392 pp.; S17.50) 

IN THE LIBERAL STATE 

1. F. Donnelly 

Thc  "A" to "Z* of Ackerman's politeia, 
Social lustice and the Ll3eral State, runs 
fror: "abortion" to "zoosemiotics." 
Ackerman's treatise is admirable for its 
range of topics but is, in my vicw, n a r  
row and csscntially unhistorial in its 
definition of "citizen,"' the subject of 
justice in the liberal state. Though I 
disagree with the most important point 
of Ackerman's book, it is comprchcn- 
sive, clear, and fnirmindcd. 

Ackerman's l ik ra l  state comprises 
people who arc "citizens," and he dc- 
fines "citizens" as people who can 
assert a claim to equality whilc cngag- 
ing in dialogue with other "citizens." 
For Ackcrman "the only context in 
which a claim of right has a point is 
one where you anticipate the possibili- 
ty of a conversation with some poten- 
tial competitor." Such a conversation 
must LK' rational, consistent, and "neu- 
tral." The rationality and consistency 
of our political conversation guarantce 
that my use of a power for my lxncfit 
that you want to use for your knefi t  is 
truly defensible, since "whenever noth- 
ing intelligible can k said in iustifi 
cation of a power, its cxcrcisc is illcgiti- 
mate." But "God told me so" has served 
so many persons and polities as an intel- 
ligible and consistent nomi for conver 
sations a b u t  distributing shares of 
power that Ackcrman has added "neu- 
trality" as the third leg of his ncgotiat- 
ing table. "Neutrality" is a set of con- 
vcrsational restraints based iipon the 
conviction that political life is only pos- 
sible when nobody "has the right to 
vindicate political authority by assert- 
ing a privileged insight into thc moral 
universe which is denied the rest of 
LIS.'' The norms of rationality and con- 
sistency mark the civilized state; the 
constraints of neutrality mark thc liber- 
al state. 


