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It is sometimes said that your criticism of the "technological society" amounts to an attempt to give a theoretical
justification of a deepseated fear of the modern world: that you are in some ways the archetype of the reactionary
rejecting novelty, technology, the liberalisation of morals, the state -- in short, progress.

I'm a historian, so I know very well that you never go back in time. | have absolutely no kind of desire to bring
back the life-style of the Middle Ages. I have never been a reactionary, but I should like to see attention paid to today's
problems, not the problems of yesterday and the day before yesterday, as the Socialists are doing. I should like people
to get out of a sort of myth of progress. Contemporary man, it's clear, doesn't seem to be any more intelligent or
advanced or moral than fifth century BC man. The question I have ventured to ask myself is whether technical tools
facilitate man's positive development or whether they hamper it. What | see everywhere today is a negation of the
individual, of the person. And as a Christian, I say "no". We must go beyond the technical phase we have reached and
discover new social forms and technical resources for restoring an order fit to live in. But first, it's necessary to push
criticism to the very end.

You were an ecologist before ecology became fashionable. You must be thinking that ecology has gone astray in
the "political illusion". Does this "exploitation" have only harmful effects? How do you sum up your own struggle?

I should refer to Bernard Charbonneau's excellent critique of ecology ("Feu vert," 1980). The struggle which has to
be fought is on the fringes of the political territory. I find it disastrous that ecologists should be going back to this field.
What happened with the unions once upon a time is now being repeated: as soon as there is politicisation, divisions
appear and a multitude of rival groups springs up. The main thing for the ecologists was to ask the right questions.

You systematically reject Marxism. In your opinion, was Lenin contained in Marx? Don't you feel some
admiration for the latter, a sense of intellectual gratitude?

I don't think I'm negatively critical of Marx, to whom I owe a great part of my intellectual growth. He threw good
questions at me. What I admired in him was his ability to integrate new facts. Lenin is indeed the man who carried on
Marx's work, but the Lenin who took over power was not the same man who wielded it. This is where the separation
took place. He was trapped by his own power.

Is there an anti-authoritarian Marx?
Of course.
But his methods -- as in the First International, for example?

You're right. But he does search thoroughly in order to free man and here he is anti-authoritarian. It's got to be
understood how tempting it is ina movement to give primacy to what one believes to be true and sweep all objections
aside.

You have written tht the Left has betrayed its own values, Western values. Entrenched in the most sterile of
conformisms, it sees freedom no more than the draft of its own dictatorship. You also say the Right doesn't exist.In
your opinion, it has neither legitigacy nor future.

Look where you like, but there isn't the shadow of a thought or doctrine on the Right. That might seem wicked for
the new philosophers, but there has been nobody since Maurras, nothing new, just rehashes.

There is at least some scientific thinking which is finding expression on the right of the political spectrum?
No, there are ideologues who transform scientific discoveries.

It is not scientists who defend the ideological consequences of genetic engineering. But if the official Left has
indeed betrayed its initial vocation, the fact is the brightest hopes for progress in mankind surface in this Left. I take the
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example of my own experience in the university. Everytime I had students who were outstanding, who delved deep into
questions, they were students who came out of a traditional Left. That was obvious for me during the past ten years.
This Left is still the reservoir of a potential future. The Right has held and continues to hold powers in a world it is
incapable of managing. The Right is heading towards disasters. But that doesn't mean that a left-wing government will
work miracles.

Has Mitterrand's victory changed something for you? Is it really true that "nothing important happened" on May
10?

Socialism is the only answer, but not just any socialism. French socialism at the moment seems to be suffering
from major weaknesses. I fear it won't be able to meet the dual challenge represented by international constraints on the
one hand, and the extension of technique on the pretext of economic development on the other.

Isn't there in you that Confucian idea that man, unable to find happiness, sinks into pleasure?

I'm not very sure I know the real thinking of Confucius.What I see is Western man is obsessed by Happiness and
that experiencing well-being does not make will happy. He also thought that happiness lay in a total absence of
repression, restraints and rules. He wanted a non-purposive education. Whereas, the fact is man becomes very unhappy
when he has no principles, no frames of reference. He is in a desert without a compass. It's only when you have learnt
certain behavioural rules that you can assert your freedom from them. In my view, no morality is definitive. There is
no Christian morality. There is a revelation from which Christians can, at a given moment of time, draw a certain
morality in keeping with the period in which they are living their faith.

Doesn't your severity towards intellectuals and their moral responsibilities arise from a kind of idealism?

Opinion leaders are responsible because of their influence, and if they make mistakes it is the others whom they
deceive. I can't stand an intellectual who says: "Yes, I have been a Stalinist, but I have owned up to my mistake." But
how many young people has he misled? We don't have the right to speak when we make mistakes.

Does that mean you don't make any mistakes?

Of course I do. I've been mistaken many a time. But not on subjects where I was likely to drag others. 1 tried to
influence others only when I was quite certain and with the aim of freeing my interlocutors.

Isn't your defence of the university a rearguard action? Isn't the university that criticises and innovates doomed for
ever?

In the first place, for me it's a rearguard action because I have retired. But I think that the university as it is today
will continue being dismantled. It's not a question of someone in the government deciding to do it: it's an imperative of
power and technology, but intellectual power will go on existing in a society such as ours. Only a free university
independent of the state will really be able to accomplish its critical task.As for the other sort of university, the one that
hands out sheepskins, it will split up into a very large number of specialised institutes.

You are accused of being pessimistic and dualistic. You generally like to swim against the tide. Through love of
paradox? Or rather, loyal to dialectics, do you believe in the positivity of negativity?

I'm not at all dualistic, I take no pleasure in swimming against the tide. But I firmly believe in the positivity of
negativity. I should say like Jean Guehenno that man's first duty is to say "no", or like Descartes to accept nothing as
true without first having examined it.

My attitude isn't any more pessimistic than that of a doctor who, after examining a patient, diagnoses a cancer. 1
have always tried to warn, to put on guard. [ have always been convinced that man can still begin something other than
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what seems inevitable.

Does non-violence seem to you to be an effective counter-power in this society? Is it desirable to allow the state to
have the legitimate monopoly of violence?

I am firmly non-violent and I am for non-power. It's surely not an effective technique. Looked at realistically, it is
power that wins. In my opinion, it is here that faith comes in. God is on the side of the non-powerful; it is they who are
right, but it doesn't mean they are successful. I should say it is bad policy for the state to use violence. Mercy pays off,
even politically. But for that, they will have to be real policies, and we don't have them anymore. They only have one
thing in mind -- repression.

For you, the ends pursued are not independent of the means used?

You can't fashion a just society using unjust means. You can't create a free society with slavish means. That, to my
mind, is the crux of my thinking.

LANGUAGE: ENGLISH

Copyright 1981 Guardian Publication, Ltd.



