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For questioning is the piety of thought.

! Martin HeideggerThe Question Concerning Technology, p. 35.
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INTRODUCTION

This book is about the hopes, dreams, fears andlgerf our technological
age. While most of us can appreciate and acknowldug many advances
of this age, our appreciation is often accomparigdan irrepressible
disquiet about our capacity to sustain the pressatof development. The
mechanisation of food production, for example, hiasight great capacity
for food manufacture but at what environmental 2o8Yill nuclear
technology ever deliver on its promise of virtualiylimited energy
without threatening present and future generati@ws@nline environments
and networks support or displace those direct hunetationships that
sustain and nourish our identities? Are developmédnt autonomous
robotics encouraging us to see human beings asare than complex
organisations of functional but replaceable elesferks numerous and
overwhelming as such questions are, we strugglguastion technology
itself, rather we limit our concerns to specifichaical problems for
which we seek particular solutions.

Our one-dimensional culture has grown accustomedhé¢o general
sensibility that all is not well with technologicalogress; despite the
celebration of many technical achievements, thexéstetoo many
unknowns for anything more than a muted ambivalexpzessed both by
a confidence in humanity’s power and an inarti@laesistance to
overzealous manipulation of the given patterns athire. In this book |
will present some of the main forms of this serigihiand consider the
responses made by philosophers of technology begpast 100 years. My
general aim will be to show that many of the consenf these
philosophers point to a question that they seldbaver, ask: with what is
technology ultimately concerned?

Many philosophers would immediately point out thallaicious
assumption within this question. For technologyndeeutral, is concerned
with nothing at all. Human beings have concerrnshitelogy is simply the
means to some concern expressed by a human adwrste philosophers
who have some familiarity with the philosophy otheology might not
fall into the common error of assuming that tecbgglis simply a neutral
tool. But surely, these more sophisticated mindksaly, | am projecting a
human attribute (having concerns) onto technoldgyen if we could
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grant that technology is not simply a neutral tea, cannot suppose that it
has concerns or designs for the future.

Precisely what is meant by the idea that technolisggot simply a
neutral means to an end is fundamental to my dssocasand goes to the
heart of the hopes and fears of the technologipal But | want to be very
explicit about my overall intention: | will arguédt the technological
project has an implicit ultimate concern that, altbh obscured by a
thousand preliminary interests, cannot be postpdo/er. The question
of ultimate concern bears upon the fundamentajicels questions of any
age. In other words, insofar as technology expeeasalltimate concern, it
expresses a religious concern.

This religious concern is necessarily nebulousesihés only implicit
within technology. Technology is not simply the ukf some particular
religious attitude established by, say, Protestdmistianity. The fact that
modern technology established itself first and iewet in a Christian
culture is probably no accident and some commergal@ve made
persuasive cases for an essential correlation keetivés religious attitude
and technological progreSsNotwithstanding such historical analyses,
intend to go into what | regard as a more fundaalerlation between
technology and the philosophy of religion. In otherds, | will show that
a general religious orientation is an inescapabtesypposition of
technology, while acknowledging that no simple doed response to the
problems of the technological age would be appabderiThat is why | am
leaning upon a more general philosophy of religiatiner than a specific
theological tradition. Moreover, | will argue thahe philosophy of
technology is hampered by its own tendency to assarsecular attitude
to questions of meaning and ultimacy. This tendeweyards secularism
will be explored throughout the book, since for magrhilosophers of
technology the question of the meaning of techriolgction is not itself
a meaningful one.

In the end, the news is neither simply good nor. baepeatedly return
to a negative capability from which arises thegdhsithat, in the realm of
technological action, w&now not what we dorThis is very different to
most philosophers of technology who urge some kihdolitical, social,
psychological or philosophical reform. | commend particular solution
since mere solutions tend to unwittingly reflectdaneinforce the
metaphysical orientation behind the aggressivepaogressive technological
paradigm. Instead | am calling for an end to theaithat we know what

! See WeberThe Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitaljsidhite, Medieval
Technology and Social Change
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we are doing, or that we can solve the problemsctir as they arise. Is
this just false modesty expressing a denial bothindéllectual and
technical progress, or perhaps a false consciosshgsed as it is, on a
laptop and by the light of technological progrek&lieve not, though |
must say more about the assumptions | am makinghese suspicious of
any theological orientation that seem to be assurmedsh to assert the
strictly philosophical nature of the task at hatedrecognise that we know
not what we do is a purely negative insight thaees nothing positive. It
is true that only after a thoroughgoing declaratioin our failure to
understand our present denial of ignorance may tongeelse, something
positive (either in poetic or prophetic form), bespible, and to that extent
a theological orientation must be admitted from ttart. But that
orientation depends upon nothing given through vihaften taken to be
revelation or doctrine.

Our negative capability offers us, then, the hogeaoprofound
reorientation in which being reveals itself in wigohew ways. At this
stage we can say no more about this reorientatioer shan affirming its
possibility. Thus we can agree with Heidegger tioaly a god can save
us”. And even though this seems to express passsignation to our
technological faté,it is, in fact, the most active form of real engament
since it acknowledges our indebtedness to sometitimgy than ourselves,
and perhaps other than being, that gives the diffire. The gift of
Prometheus cannot be returned, and the call torstaohel this gift is only
just beginning.

2 See Heidegger “Only a God Can Save Us”. Thisestant is made in this
important interview foDer Spiegelwhich Heidegger asked to remain unpublished
until after his death and which has subsequentinhbmlled Heidegger's last will
and testament by William Richardson. Heidegger leereferring to our inability

to resolve the problems of our technological ageady, a central theme which |
will return to later in this book.



CHAPTERONE

TECHNOLOGICAL AMBIVALENCE

1.1 Questioning Technology

We are surrounded by technologies that have tremsfb life over the last
100 years. Yet that transformation is far too carplo be considered
simply positive or negative, good or bad. So wee liwith an acute
ambivalence towards modern technology, an ambicalethat can be
understood as the expression and combination eétheneral attitudes to
technology.

First of all there is the popular optimism deriviedm the progressive
view that technological power liberates human begirffgppm natural
enslavement. Second, there is a general concetncéntain forms of
modern technology are bringing about unanticipattvironmental
problems, some of which are there for all to seg. halidomide; DDT;
asbestos) and others which are yet to be cleaglytiiied but demand that
we employ a stringent precautionary approach toustréhl and
technological progress (e.g. genetically modifieghaisms). The assumption
is that these environmental problems must be utatetsso that they can
be solved. This does not amount to a critique ofitelogy as such since
these problems are thought to be highly specifierofrequiring very
particular technical solutions. In other words,réhés no problem with
technology per se, but with particular technologii&h nuclear waste,
with genetically modified organisms or with excesstarbon emissions.
Indeed when we isolate the concept ‘technology’ mfrgarticular
technologies, it can appear to lack any meaninggukent. This brings us
to the third general attitude: an anxiety aboutedogy itself.

Like the second position, this third attitude itated to the growing
awareness of the great dangers that modern teahnplaces our world
in. What primarily distinguishes this view is the-clledsubstantivisation
of technology — it tends to regard the varied peoid to be related to the
structure of an identifiable entity: technologyeifs Technology represents
a distinct attitude and approach to reality thas fr@herent problems.
Consequently the real solution to problems arisfrgn the use of
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technology should be sought outside the technicalain. From this point
of view any technical solutions to particular teiclah problems tend to
conceal a more fundamental problem. Simply statieel,answer to the
problems of technology cannot be more technology.

This characterisation of three typical attitudesnodern technology is
somewhat artificial. For the most part the firstotvattitudes are
intermixed: a general optimism about the progrédeahnology need not
be undermined by specific concerns relating toiqaer technologies.
There will always be technical issues that needluéisn, but that need
not imply any unease with the general directiomoflern technology.

There are also a great many people for whom teolgyoldoes
represent a serious concern. When pressed maryesé tpeople would
admit that the problems are specific to particdlchnologies and so
would hesitate to rail against ‘technology’ as subbit nevertheless a
general unease is widely felt and often expressegopular forms of
media — in the newspapers, in films and on telewisiThis deep anxiety
concerning technology can sometimes be relatechéaific problems —
from mobile phone radiation to genetically modifiedjanisms to nuclear
waste. But very often the rhetorical tone and ramaflights of the
popular media provides a fertile ground for demimigigechnology as such
without a clear ‘target’. At the same time, a l6jaurnalism assumes the
unquestionable value of the progress of technol&gy.whichever side a
given journalist chooses to represent, an ambicalén technology seems
to be general attitude of the media as a whole.

| want to argue that this technological ambivaleneffects a poorly
expressed concern over three aspects of existbatare under threat: the
cosmological, the anthropological, and the thedalgiSo far we have
mentioned only the threat to the world itself. Thissmological threat
arises largely through the environmental pollutitmat increasingly
threatens life on earth. Secondly it is important anore difficult to
consider the extent to which technology is resgaasfor social and
existential alienation and therefore how much o&athropological threat,
a threat to our humanity, technology is. In antlopical terms C. S.
Lewis has argued that the instrumental attitudeiriaeltechnology that
drives man’s conquest of nature must inevitablyltes the loss of man'’s
essential humanity: “[m]an’s final conquest hasvebto be the abolition
of man.™ Finally, and perhaps most elusively of all, | wékamine how
technology can bring about nihilism and the spalitdegradation that
nihilism entails, a threat that | will call theologl. | will examine, with

! Lewis, The Abolition of Manp. 64.
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particular attention to Martin Heidegger, the threabeing itself which |

shall relate to this theological dimension. Althbutis theological threat
expresses itself directly in the nihilism of the daon age, it also impacts
upon how we treat the environment, each other amsketves. It is crucial

to understand that our attitude to the cosmologtbel anthropological and
the theological are interrelated. A changing atituo one inevitably
affects the others. The death of God, the abolitidnman, and the
destruction of the environment, all emerge as iatated phenomena. It is
interesting to ask whether these phenomena aréngent upon a more
essential change. What deep metaphysical assursptéonbring about so
fundamental a shift? And what connection could sassumptions have
with modern technology?

In attempting to question technology as such, gbittners have sought
the essential aspect of technology, and perhape tf@m anyone else,
Heidegger has generated a literature debatingHiliesophy in terms of its
technological essentialism. What exactly does Hgjde mean when he
speaks of the essence of technology? Although tditesessentialism
may encourage a misreading of Heidegger's reflastion technology, it
is understandable that he has been labelled in whig? Heidegger
famously states that the essence of technologythking technological
thus asserting that what drives this ‘juggernautpadgress’ is not the
devices themselves. Heidegger says:

The essence of technology is by no means anytleidignblogical. Thus

we shall never experience our relationship to geeece of technology so
long as we merely conceive and push forward then@ogical, put up

with it, or evade it. Everywhere we remain unfreed achained to

technology whether we passionately affirm it orydirf

Heidegger’'s concern for technology ranges acrosshnad his life’s
work. He provides the foundation for a philosophicuestioning of
technology as such, taken up by such thinkers abdfeMarcuse, Jirgen
Habermas, José Ortega Y Gasset and Albert Borgmarmgdo not regard
technology simply as a tool but as a challengitiguae that pervades all
areas of life and thought. The philosophy of tedbgyp owes more to
Heidegger than any other single figure in the istd philosophy.

Philosophers of technology should not forget thenynblessings of
technological power that surround us. There aredmas of our lives that

2 See Feenberuestioning Technologypp. 14-17; and ThomsorHeidegger on
Ontotheologypp. 58-76.
% The Question Concerning Technology4.
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have not been entirely transformed by technologigast in their outward
aspect. New technology becomes integrated in @es lseamlessly such
that we often remark that we cannot imagine howliwed without such
and such. Indeed our world picture of pre-modern,roé classical Greece
or medieval Europe, can sometimes appear to be totadly different
world. As a schoolboy, the image presented of thark Ages’ of
medieval Europe seemed barely conceivable, therdiite being framed
particularly in technological terms — the lack efting, of clean water and
sanitation etc. Many teachers recognise that they wa surprise
schoolchildren is to have them imagine a world withgames consoles,
mobile phones and televisions. Thus, from a cerfadint of view,
technology appears to transform human life in aamisiguous way.
Moreover, we might be said to inhabit a technolabjigorld such that the
engineer-philosopher, Billy Vaughn Koen can sape“environment of
man is a collage of engineering problem solutibn®lost of us do live
within a world of technology from the moment tharah goes off in the
morning. We probably operate over 10 technical deviin the first hour
of an average day.

Moreover, there are many today who would not qoesfrrancis
Bacon’s view that metaphysics has done less togehdine world than
have gunpowder, printing and the compaskhe outward signs and
wonders of technology are there for all to seede&ni too are some of the
detrimental consequences of certain specific teldgmes, such as the
environmental damage of nuclear waste, or the tii@s of environmental
habitats due to mass deforestation. But thereldrties effects that present
themselves: the social changes from dispersed oam@munities to the
development of urban centres with certain uncorafilet consequences
(the London tube on a Monday morning, for example¢; change in our
relation to other places that comes about throbghatailability of travel.
Still more subtle are the changes in thought amdgpion that technology
may precipitate. Do we see human beings in termthef productive
output, or forests in terms of the leisure actgtithat may be pursued
there? Indeed the more obvious problems can bededas consequent
upon the subtler changes to thought and percefiiatroccur in the age of
technology; outward signs of inner changes. We asky for example, do
we see the world as inherently inanimate and palpss because we are
able to manipulate atoms, genes and chemical sgstermthe purposes

4 Koen, Definition of the Engineering Methpdjuoted by MitchamThinking
Through Technology. 139.
5 See Francis Bacohlovum OrganumAphorisms Book One, CX.
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projected by us? Or is such manipulation the prbdofc the slow
breakdown from the ordered cosmos of Aristoteliad @hristian thinking
and the rise of nihilisnf?

We have already made a provisional distinction kbetwthose who
would question particular aspects of modern teargyl most clearly
articulated in environmental concerns, from thos® \uestion technology
as such. The former view is widespread and gemeralicerns itself with
the direct actions of human beingThe latter view is based upon an
essentialist or substantivist notion of technolegye idea that technology
is not simply a neutral tool, but has a decisivieafon our manner of
being in the world, to be found particularly in Hegger, Jacques Ellul
and Albert Borgmanf. The environmental problems of technological
society are not unrelated to this essentialist eanarather they represent
symptoms of a deeper problem that cannot be addielg technical
solutions.

These so-called technological essentialists whengit to question
technology as such have particular difficultiesrsFiof all, they are
criticised for their substantivism which appearsoterlook the complex
empirical details of technological change. Consatjueecent philosophers
of technology have reacted to this attitude by l#isaing an empirical
turn in the philosophy of technologySecondly, technological essentialism
has been associated with technological determimisfiatalism: the idea
that technological systems and rationality are rdaiténg our thought and
action in fundamental ways. This fatalism seemsqtmstion human
freedom and capability which for some philosophisrenough to reject
substantivism out of hand. The philosopher and ipfstsMario Bunge,
for example, critically undermines what he seesaamsantic critiques of
technology which “fail to distinguish technologyin its applications, and
endO\‘(lv0 it with an autonomous existence and, moreavigh power over
man.’

But have those who seek to question technologif itkentified a real
issue beyond the difficulties that specific teclogis throw up? Can we

% See DupréPassage to Modernitgspecially, pp. 72-4.

" See Stephanie Mills (EdTurning Away from Technology: A New Vision for the
21st Centuryfor a representative sample of the critique ofioxes technologies
most often on ecological and social grounds.

8 Technological essentialism is described in Feenb@uestioning Technology
especially pp. 15ff.

® See Peter Kroes and Antonie Meijers (EdBhe Empirical Turn in the
Philosophy of Technology

19Bunge, ‘The Five Buds of Technophilosophy’, p. 67.
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identify patterns of thought or behaviour that eefl fundamental
limitations set up by a technological paradigm2hiése patterns are in
place, then they are by nature elusive. From tliiic&@ stance technology
is associated with a way of thinking, which itsedtricts how we might
go about raising the question concerning technoldgy example, the
dominion of what | will calltechnological thinkingcould mean that we
only seek technical solutions to specific technimalblems and deny the
existence of any substantivised notion of technpldgrom this point of
view technological thinking might place us in déndd the essential
problem. So those thinkers who question technolagysuch identify a
characteristic form of understanding that envelalb&fforts to resist the
technological imperative. From this point of viet@chnology represents
far more than the array of devices and processdsand for man to take
or leave as he wishes. For Heidegger in partictgzhnology is regarded
as a manner of apprehending reality, which invobhestwofold aspect of
revelation, namely the giving and receiving of tgalMan apprehends
reality inasmuch as reality gives itself to be ahwnded. Thus Heidegger
calls technology a mode of revealing, which revésksf not justto man,
but alsothroughman®*

Thinking itself is involved in this manner of reVieg and so modern
philosophy has come to characterise a similar manhdechnological
disclosure. For Heidegger thinking itself has beeom branch of
technology, a technical activity which can, in thgobe replicated by
devices. Utilitarianism, for example, is an obvidbeoretical counterpart
to technology, in which everything real is defiriaderms of its utility or
value. From a utilitarian point of view, technolegican be quantitatively
assessed in terms of their ability to deliver theatest happiness to the
greatest number. The ubiquity of modern cost-béaetlysis, the modern
expression of the utilitarian approach, gives cnedeto the notion that
utility itself is an idea that goes unquestionedddy we would scarcely
admit to pursuing something with no utility, stitss, no value. The
attempt to question technology can appear almasbrsymous with the
attempt to question value as such, and we will idensthe interesting
connections that Heidegger in particular, but @isogmann and Marcuse,
have offered on this matter.

The fact that the good — which is of supreme valueannot be
determined by subjective will must be consideredstatle’s definition of
the good life éudaimonia as something rooted in the activities of virtue
or excellence dretg reorients a conception of value from subjective

1 The Question Concerning Technolpgy12.
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experience to being itseff. From the point of view of early Greek
philosophy, virtue is neither easily accomplished simply defined? It is
this incapacity to determine the nature of the googurely subjective
terms that allows it to escape the nihilism of nrodgubjectivity. This is
because, to quote a cliché, virtue is its own rewarreward that yields
not simple subjective pleasures, but an ontologiegith that draws the
human spirit towards its fulfilment, itelos

In simple terms we have considered how for somdogbphers
formal** rational/technical discourse cannot question teldgy as such:
its only concern can be for specific technical &suVe now turn to poetic
and romantic discourse. The clearest example tgidenwill be science
fiction, a popular form which is able to questiectinology in an informal
way. However, it will become clear that such infafndiscourse, in the
work of science fiction in particular but also imet Romantic movement
generally, has not been able to seriously undernim® prevailing
technical rationality. On the contrary, the powéraesthetic forms has
been marginalised and neutralised by the one-diimeality of modern
discourse.

1.2 The Oblique Discourse of Science Fiction

It is striking to consider how potent a critic obdern technology science
fiction is. Very often this popular cultural formas the question of
technology as a central theme even though critigétechnology is most
often informal and unsystematic. The arts havenoftevided a space in
which oblique critique of conventional social forwen take place, and if
guestioning technology is problematic at the lesElphilosophical and
political discourse, then it is not surprising tiszience fiction offers a
good place for such questioning. The heritage @hee fiction is rarely
acknowledged though it must be borne in mind siihdgears upon the
critique of technology.

The emergence of Romanticism in the latter parthef eighteenth
century provided a concerted challenge to the Btdigment dream of
man’s control of nature. This tradition of uneas&hwscience and

12 Aristotle, Nicomachean EthigBook 1, Chapter 7.

13 plato’s sustained contemplations on virtue ard webwn, particularly inThe
Republicand theMena The history of philosophy bears witness to tHiénce of
Plato’s legacy and the tension Plato seems to geh westablishing a form of
transcendental idealism.

14 We should note that in the context of the questitiechnological rationality the
termformal refers specifically to that which has no intrinsétation to ends.
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Enlightenment rationalism is powerfully presenttie poetry of Blake,
Coleridge and Wordsworth in England, as well asBheopean thought of
Goethe, Schiller, Nietzsche and Schelling. Indak&in and modern
science were clearly at the forefront of the pratmm, and although it
would be one-sided to reduce the Romantic movenwny to its
reactionary elements, it is not surprising that Rotitism later became
identified with the ‘Counter-Enlightenmerif.

From the nineteenth century, the genre of sciemt@ri began to
develop a number of these Romantic concerns abwuttrajectory of
rationalism within the context of an extrapolati@f technological
progress. These extrapolations can be seen madilpwah Mary Shelley’s
Frankenstein Aldous Huxley’sBrave New Worldand modern-day myths
such asStar Warsand The Matrix As technology develops, questions
about our relation to it become ever more urgerd. Mike Alsford
comments,

Writers from Shelley, Verne and Wells, through AsimHeinlein and
Vogt to Gibson, Stephenson and Cadigan have, iir then way,
speculated upon humanity at its various crossro&izce we have
harnessed nuclear power, where will we allow italee us? Once we are
able to create thinking machines, how will theyeaff our sense of
identity? And once we are able to recreate andgineer ourselves, who
and what will we becomé?

While science fiction cannot fully perform the faion of
philosophical reflection, its relation to Critickheory has been explored
in some deptfi! It is an imaginative discourse that can raise oaldi
guestions about the nature of present and futussilpitities. Despite its
often futuristic context, it is our present attisdthat are the primary
concern of science fiction.

Aldous Huxley’'s Brave New Worldis a classic example. First
published in 1932, Huxley imagines the London o#@A&D in which
reproductive technology has released women frombthrden of natural
birth, and social stability is ensured through &ple conditioned caste
system. Social conditioning takes place throughagety of means that
include mood-altering drugs and hallucinogens mlog a consistent
assurance that everyone has the best possibleygoéllife. The story
does not, of course, end there. The drama unfaddghe world outside
state control is brought into contact with thishiealogical vision.

15 Garrard Counter-Enlightenments: From the Eighteenth Centarhe Present
16 Alsford, What If2 p. 18.
17 See Carl Freedma€yitical Theory and Science Fictiaand Alsford What If?
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The hedonistic nihilism expressed Brave New Worldclearly
provokes the question of what pleasure is actufdly and whether
meaningful happiness can be administered. Sindetdagy seems so apt
to deliver the better life illustrated by Huxleydaathers, we can recognise
in Huxley’s allegory a highly pertinent critique tfe restricted notion of
happiness and the good life that technologicaletp@eeks. Comparisons
with Orwell’s 1984 are especially illuminating, as Neil Postman shows

What Orwell feared were those who would ban bodkhat Huxley
feared was that there would be no reason to baok, tfor there would be
no one who wanted to read one. Orwell feared thdsewould deprive us
of information. Huxley feared those who would give so much that we
would be reduced to passivity and egoism. Orwedrdd that the truth
would be concealed from us. Huxley feared the twathld be drowned in
a sea of irrelevance. Orwell feared we would becaneaptive culture.
Huxley feared we would become a trivial culturegqarcupied with some
equivalent of the feelies, the orgy porgy, anddabetrifugal bumblepuppy.
As Huxley remarked ilBrave New World Revisitethe civil libertarians
and rationalists who are ever on the alert to oppggsnny "failed to take
into account man's almost infinite appetite fortdistions.” In 1984
Orwell added, people are controlled by inflictingimp In Brave New
World, they are controlled by inflicting pleasure. In gh®rwell feared
thaltgwhat we fear will ruin us. Huxley feared thdtat we desire will ruin
us:

Along similar lines to Postman, | will argue thatis precisely the
circumscription of the good life by a narrow notiaf technological
availability that most characterises the threatewhnological thinking.
But should we not resist the literary conceits aftavs and storytellers
who express their own prejudices against moderinitprovocative but
largely unsubstantiated allegories? What couldipbsbe wrong with the
desire to eliminate suffering and death that dritless structure of this
Brave New World? Have such emotive dystopian visibampered our
attempts to develop legitimate therapies to altevisuffering? Are the
critiques of Huxley and other science fiction writeeffective in
encouraging a genuine questioning of the trajeadbmpnodern technology?
On the whole my answer to these questions woulchdgative. The
trajectory of modern technology is not brought iméal questioning by
science fiction. In fact the broadly rationalisisahurse established by
modern culture has neutralised the critical powerthis literature by
locating it in the realm of subjective aesthetiSémilarly poetry might

18 postmanAmusing Ourselves to Deaih. vii.
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occasionally be read for pleasure but it no lorfgems a significant part
of cultural discourse in the technological age. &tner, it is possible that
the relative popularity of science fiction suggestghing more than an
interesting distraction that acts as a pressunevi@leasing the tensions of
rationality and bureaucracy. Science fiction hasbast achieved an
oblique challenge to the status quo, or even, asclde would argue,
provided a resource for maintaining the one-dinmmai thinking of
technological society by provisioning forms of ‘aptable protest’ that
simply suppress effective and genuine critiqueidaa we shall develop in
chapter 3?

It is often remarked that within the genre of scefiction, science and
technology provide only the context for consideringn’s relation to the
world, that the farther reaches of time and spawwige thresholds in
which human nature can be seen more clearly bgdtgrast to other
conceptions of life. Indeed, Alsford calls the stific and technological
context of science fiction accidental rather thaseatiaf® While there is
some truth to this, it is worth remembering theeektto which the genre
grew directly out of the European Romantic traditishose concern with
science and technology was explicit and reactianiarng also significant
to consider that science fiction could only emengethe context of a
modern understanding of progress and linear tim# bf which can be
understood as essential to science and technofmywhile it might be
more accurate to designate this genre ‘futureciictes Alsford argues,
that futurity is always tightly bound up with thetepolations of present
science and technology. There seems to be a stamgent of
technological ambivalence in science fiction thahmot be adequately
explained away as narrative context or the esdgntiebitrary structural
element of what Robert Scholes calls ‘structurdbufation.”* This

19 See Marcuse)ne-Dimensional ManChapter 5.

20 what If? p. 17. It may be true that “Science fiction is mwre written for
scientists than ghost stories are for ghosts” (BAddiss, Quoted inVhat If? p.
18), yet equally true is it that philosophical eefion is not written for scientists as
scientists. That is to say that philosophical aften is undertaken not by the
scientist as scientist, but by the philosopher.c@irse a scientist may take up
philosophical reflection, but in doing so he entarsealm of questioning that,
unlike modern science, is uncircumscribed. Thensge present themselves as
circumscribed domains with discrete methods, whiéosophy eschews any a
priori domain and method.

2! Scholes,Structural Fabulation: An Essay on the Fiction detFuture The
recognition of the continuity of the fictional wdrbnd our own is the recognition
of the structural within an otherwise fabulous wlostience fiction. Thus science
fiction must remain at once immanent and transasnde
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ambivalence pervades the work of, for example, ri. Clarke 2007,
H. G. Wells Things to Comjeand Philip K. Dick Do Androids Dream of
Electric Shee) and is particularly evident in the dystopiarastrwithin
the genre. We now turn to the concept of utopiactvhis especially
significant to science fiction.

The idea of utopia, literally meaning ‘no placeasha rich history from
Plato’s Republic, through Augustine’City of God,to Thomas More’s
Utopia. While religious mythology often refers to thegin and destiny of
the world, the beginnings and ends of things acatkd in a primordial,
that is, an ahistorical place. To be sure, thetifleation of utopia, as ‘no
place’, might be just as ahistorical, yet in thedexm age the development
of a strong notion of historical time and progrggempted perhaps by the
historical character of the Jewish and Christiamlenstandings of the
world, seems to have been taken up somewhat ditfgrén modern
literature and film. Utopia may well be informed kiye eschatological
emphasis in Christianity in which the ‘things tana need not reside in a
world beyond the world. Science and technology app® have
reconfigured man’s relation to ultimate possil@ktiby providing a new
source for imagining what might be to come. Thaurfetseems to be ‘in
our hands.” Science fiction, in particular, hasrfduan important place
within our culture to reflect on what we might like do with our new
powers.

Nevertheless, the notion that utopia might be megras the
establishment and perfection of the technologicaliety, has become
what Paul Ricoeur calls, “a rationalist corruptifrChristian eschatology®
Only since Francis Bacon'slew Atlantisdo science and technology
become an important, perhaps the decisive aspdtieimevelopment of
utopia. First published in 1624, Bacon’s utopiawvaiadescribes an ideal
land in which technical discovery and knowledgeateea society of
human virtue and enlightenment. Prior to BaconKimgdom of God was
often believed to be ‘at hand’ in a different, morans-historical, sense.
Consequently, iThe End of Timdosef Pieper asks whether the Utopian-
millenarian hope for an intra-historical salvatigoes hand in hand with
the secular historicism that discloses the abseheegenuine philosophy
of history born from the presence and continuityhidtory as being in
time. Perhaps only a technological society can lyhighore the presence
of a philosophy of history by assuming the passolgectivity of

2 History and Truth p. 81. Ricoeur is here specifically referringthe secular
view of uninterrupted progress, rather than ‘utbpgasuch. Nevertheless, the point
is entirely consonant with the view presented here.



Technological Ambivalence 15

‘historical time’. In his affirmation of a philosty of history, Pieper
presents history as necessitating theology, themyying a central
presumption of modern historicism, that history thus even can, be
secular. ‘Historical development’, ‘progress’, &ady’, ‘still’; these notions
imply a historical sense that itself assumes actiom towards, a teleology
that cannot be uprooted from its theological $bievertheless, | must be
fair to Bacon and others who would wish to reaisehatology in a more
literal sense and through the direct action of humeaings. We must not
be too quick to assume that traditional theologreakerence was simply
displaced by modern scientific arrogance. It igaialy not so simple. A
figure such as Pierre Teilhard de Chardin remirgdthat the call to action,
to physical, scientific and technological actionynize fully consonant
with the response of man to his spiritual natutteat there is no necessary
opposition between technological action and diiaking?*

While utopia can be regarded in social and spiritaga well as
technological terms, and can further be seen itrasinwith the problems
of the manifest society, the much later idea oftalys is more, albeit
negatively, explicit about its technological contefhe Baconian dream
becomes a technological nightmare in which marasiiity to understand
and control his technological creativity results imforeseen and
devastating results. The technological initiatigenirested from humanity
in dramatic ways, not only indicating a deep-seatatease with
technological power, but also questioning the agdiom that technology
is something that human beings are in control ofaryM Shelley’'s
Frankenstein, or The Modern Promethgd818) is among the first and
purest forms of this technological ambivalence, hwiritz Lang's
Metropolisand Chaplin’sviodern Timeslso providing powerful expressions
of similar concerné’

It is interesting to note that visions of utopiaeof turn out to be
structurally flawed and lead to the question conicey technology being
raised. H. G. WellsThings to Comeand ‘The Masterpiece Society’ from
Star Trek: The Next Generati@re more than a little ambiguous in their
presentation of the perfect society, while HuxleBisve New Worldand
Burgess’A Clockwork Orangeare more explicit in their critique. To be

2 pieper,The End of Timepp. 24-8.

24 Teilhard saw his work as a palaeontologist andlutiemary biologist as a
natural expression of his spiritual nature andirgliMany of Teilhard’s writings
reveal this continuity though the more biographiesisays are of particular
interest: ‘My Fundamental Vision’ iTowards the Future‘How | Believe’ in
Christianity and Evolution

25 See Alsford’sWhat If?
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sure narrative structure demands the unfolding oftay in which
perfection is always underway and only ever fubtglised — if at all — at
the end. It could be said that the ambivalence itdsvaocial transformation
can be explained by the stylistic necessities afrditic narrative. But this
explanation does not seem sufficient. Within thategt of thought and
action two aspects are always implied which mightshmmed up in the
not yet The not yetboth prefigures the presence of utopia as well as
recognising its absence, just as any action alwayplies an
uncircumscribed, often obscure telos.

The point here is that utopia cannot be a secuiom any more than
the parousia because both rely upon the realisafitimt which will never
be simply historically actual. This idea of utopistablishes and reinforces
the view that philosophy cannot define a domain lyhimdependently
from its transcendental conditions. Likewise, higtcannot be viewed in a
secular way with the overplus of theological bebef an optional extra.
History, progress, and development are essentthiplogical notions
though philosophers often assume that they carneyeed in secular ways.
Theologians such as Paul Tillich and Teilhard dar@im often affirm the
theological view that an ultimate concern is imglia any conception of
progress and are thus able to indicate the cotyirfogtween matter and
spirit that forestalls a secular conception of drgt This point becomes
clear when we see that a secular history is, ih taseries of essentially
unrelated happenings — which indeed is not histeegular progress and
development become quantitative additions to theofoman — which
denies the teleological character of progress. Aspd? says “A
philosophy of history that is severed from theolapes not perceive its
subject matter®®

While it is true that science fiction often addesssspecific
technological problems, these specifics tend tovidma context for a
general questioning of technology that in the infal context of the
narrative is neither fully articulated nor philosagally rigorous. Science
fiction stories provide an oblique focus on thelpeons of technology
without having to present a coherent theoreticabant of the problematics
involved. That is to say that the narrative form cgiestion and challenge
on its own terms, without having to adhere to th&tematic discourse of
modern positivist philosopHy. This is a double-edged sword: it is able to
articulate a concern which cannot normally be diyeconfronted, but at

2 pieper;The End of Timep. 24.
27 Of course | would argue that philosophy does mally adhere to this systematic
positivist caricature of itself.
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the price of being too often dismissed as unréalidiantastical or
philosophically irrelevant. It is worth asking whymantic poetry has been
so much more influential in modern philosophicaadissions than science
fiction. Obviously it has the advantage of a lomgl ampressive heritage,
but is not even this influence becoming increasinglarginalised as
philosophical discourse gives way to positivism?

Although | hope to give some voice to the technimalgambivalence
of modern culture, | also want to acknowledge thatconcerns expressed
by this ambivalence have little rational grounds-l@eng as rationality is
conceived in the narrow sense that technical laigpenands. Unease
concerning particular technologies such as nuclgawver or genetic
modification can certainly be given a rational agwp but, as has already
been noted, questioning technology as such is praiglematic. It seems
to introduce an untenable essentialism that isradited both by our
common sense view of technology as the neutraicgifn of science, as
well as the more philosophically astute observatibat the category
technologyhas no substantive content.

So | will attempt to sketch out the elusive chaljerio technology that
cannot take the form of simply questioning particdbrms of technology.
For many critical theorists and philosophers ohtedogy the fact that
such discourse distances itself from a consideratiospecific forms of
technology reveals a major limitation. Carl Mitchiarseminal work in the
philosophy of technology makes a clear distinctibetween the
humanities and engineering approattEngineers have the benefit of
practical experience with the specifics of techggl@and often find the
humanities discourse obtrusive, prejudiced and fammed. Mitcham
argues that humanities philosophers of technology bften close
themselves off in a “romantic subjectivity” whichhaunts to an uncritical
critical stance — a naive anti-technoldgyVhile Mitcham may attempt to
be even-handed in his account of humanities antheegng philosophy
of technology, in my view he fails to appreciate thierarchical relation
that must exist between science (engineering)opbphy and theology.
This hierarchical relation is based upon the notioat philosophy and
theology attempt to understand their own metapkydly way of
articulation, while technology, and accordinglyiesice ignores (or even
conceals) its metaphysical commitments by ignororg denying the
presence of metaphysics at all. It is for similaagons that Heidegger

28 Mitcham, Thinking Through Technologpgp. 62f.
2% Mitcham, Thinking Through Technology, 64.
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makes the radical claim that science cannot tffifithe basic concepts of
all art and science constitute the domain of pbidy while ultimate
concerns remain the proper domain of theology andak cultural
enterprise begins in these ‘primary sciences’. 8amwuast consider further
our relation to metaphysics, since metaphysics prvdvide the ground for
all thought, and thought the ground for all actiamluding, of course,
technological action.

The notion that modernity shall rid us of the sajtyi and illusion of
metaphysics has run its course. Certainly, the pmgtical realm has been
displaced in a variety of ways, but this displacetris not substantial.
Speaking theologically we might say that the godsehwithdrawn, not
that they have vanished altogether or that theywewer there in the first
place. They remain beneath a thin veneer of an kmoadedged
metaphysics which discloses itself in countlessswvdihe very existence
of ethical, aesthetic and creative spheres of éf@ress a depth to
existence that cannot be circumscribed by ratiow@atatives. Moreover,
the orientation to the future implicit within pragsive and technological
societies does itself speak of, what Teilhard dar@in calls our faith in
the future® It may, then, be proper to acknowledge the theokdg
dimension of our relation to the metaphysical -t ffivat philosophy, as
Aristotle believed, intimates theolo§y- but no doubt too many readers
will be shifting uneasily in their seats at thisedkogical leap.
Consequently we will first take the long route tigb philosophical
reflection.

1.3 Dialectical Thinking in Affirming the Ideal

Philosophy, we are told, begins in wonder. Won@emss to be evoked as
we recognise the infinite mysterious depth of teinghat all things have
an infinite depth may not appear immediately obsjobut the simple
presence of anything at all is entirely mysteriolghat scientists and
engineers can say about the chain of causality eraimg any thing
actually tells us surprisingly little concerning isimple presence about
which science has nothing to say. Not only hasnseienothing to say
about presence, its very manner of investigatioeclpdes ontological

30 HeideggerWhat is Called Thinkingp. 7-8.

31 The Future of MarChapter 9.

%2 For a penetrating discussion of Aristotle’s untmrding of the theological
ground of first philosophy see HanlBgeing and God in Aristotle and Heidegger
especially chapter 3.



