NATURE, TECHNIQUE AND
ARTIFICIALITY

Jacques Ellul

For the past two decades the question of the refation between Nature
and Culture appears to have been examined from every angle. Yet I
believe that despite everything | have read on the topic, the implications
s ot been fully drawn for a slightly different formulation of the
Question—viz., that between Nature and Artificiality. We remain implicit-
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o4 "““k of the distinction so often made between **natural needs ™ (always
legitimate and justified) and those **artificial needs™" that are the butt of
'"““‘ﬁiiﬁmimm? those of the consumer society. It must be
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1as always been impossible to draw; and. finally, that so-called artificial
needs always have a natural basis, that it is impossible to create human
mﬂln{m_ We have to relearn Marx’s lesson that man is a
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unique being: as is not the case with animals. when man gratifies one need
uricﬂlﬂnnrdﬁufmﬁd&-lwhukntwurdﬂﬂmw
unfolds for him. Even if we know all this, spontaneously we still judge
natural needs positively and artificial needs critically. This is simply one
example of a rather general attitude relating to many components of our
civilization. .

One might say that this belief dates from the acceptance of the ideas of
Rousseau. but in reality it is a very old attitude which. at least since 500
s.C. in the West, presents nature as a model, an excellence, a good. or 2
value. As a result, we consider law or morality in terms of the *demands
of nature; we set up a model of law in natural law; and we try fo construct
a natural theology. (This adjective legitimates the theological enterprise.)
Now, the movement of technique, the formation of an almost totally
artificial world, pushes us to the wall and forces a more
reflection. At the same time, this development leads directly to a more
extreme evaluation of nature. Nature is endangered by technigue. &
appears as the sole refuge. the only remedy. the only compensation
vis-a-vis the excesses of the technical system. It is enough to think of the
reaction of hundreds of thousands of young people in the world, the
founding of communes, the search for revolutionary *'spontaneity. ﬂ“
flight into an apparent nature during vacations as an escape from technical
work. These are wholly disparate signs, but they spring from the same
convictions.

With this in mind. let us try to start from some simple givens in order 10
sce what consequences follow. The two basic givens arc that man

essentially artificial and the producer of artifacts and that theorization o8
the basis of nature is an error.

I. ARTIFICIAL MAN
lfﬂn:dmmﬁmmm.hhummymwﬂﬂ
man does not reveal himself as such until he manifests an artificial crea-
tion. We must be precise. According to some thinkers, one can be sure
that human beings are present only when a tool. however rudimentary. 1
produced. Ith.hﬁ:wdﬁsmmmﬁﬂﬂ
uwfmﬁnﬂmmmlhtwﬂdmrkﬂwuppﬂmﬂﬂﬂm
For others, it is language that makes man. They mean a language that
would be neither mechanical, nor a simple automatic transmitter of con-
crete data. but a language that brings into play. for the speaker and the
hearer. the realm of the imaginary and something beyond mere reality-
Consequently. it is a language totally different from the establishment of 3
code of communication such as we find among bees and ants. The debatc
on this subject is not closed. Some thinkers (e.g., Laborit) estimate thal
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language s a recent development—that man as such existed long before
language and that language refers only to the material elements (tools). On
the other hand, a very fruitful school (e.g., Leroi-Gourhan) teaches that
man and language are consubstantial—that man is always a talking man.
In both cases, however, we should note that language is an artificial
creation of man. It is not the same thing to say **man from the beginning is
one who talks'" and “‘dogs have four legs.”” Man is not endowed with
language in itsclf. Language is instituted progressively and it does not
change by natural evolutions, but by invention and imagination. There is
N0 “natural” unfolding of a language. Man is no more a “language-er™
than a “*maker. " The production of language is as artificial as the produc-
tion of tools and the two obviously go together.

Furthermore, Marx (but following others!) is equally right to insist on
mermumwfmisam.mmﬁsﬁfemm.ﬂc
changes his environment through work. Already (as a third example of the
same view of artificiality) we have here a basic question of ecology. Each
ammal is integrated inlo its environment. We have all seen diagrams of
the balance of nature showing that such and such an animal—nourishing
nself in such and such a way, diverting the course of a stream, etc.—by its
very being contributes to the balance of the environment through a sort of
mechanical system. As soon as the aspect of work appears, there is a
disturbance in the environment by a nonnatural intervention that cannot
be integrated. That is to say. man as worker does not obey the laws of the
environment and the ecological balance, but rather he obeys his own
“law."" has desire, his power, his interests—that is lo say. a collection of
voluntary and sometimes calculated factors (for example, the hunters or
fishermen who respect the game in order to allow reproduction). It is no
longer spontaneous adaptation, but the choice of balancing and succes-
sively making adjustments among three factors—what man desires, what
the natural environment gives, and the means man has available (the
mstruments of action). Thus, when a balance is re-cstablished, it is no
longer a fact of nature, but of choice and artifice (for exampie, the birth
control practiced in the Polynesian islands in terms of what is possible for
subsistence). _

humanity, we find a second grouping with probiems that can be called
morality. For some people. man is man only after he poses a norm
different from what his spontaneity leads him 1o do, and this norm s
essentially: “Thou shall not kill.” Not to kill is nothing innate in the
nature of man.' Even if you cannot sce yourself as a carmivore pure and
simpie. a killer by mature. you still have to recognize that the formulation
of the norm (whach is very general) 15 an a-natural intervention. When
_ﬁu“nﬁﬂmwhﬂrm.hmu
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artificial act. Let us understand this properly: ethnology shows us certain
correspondences between animal behavior and human behavior. The
- unique factor, however, is that this behavior is made explicitly normative.
The rule establishes a behavior as obligatory or else it opposes that
behavior and prohibits it. This is what is human and, at the same time,
artificial.

We can consider two examples. If we accept Konrad Lorenz's thesis
about the natural restraints on animal aggression against animals of the
same species (namely, that the restraints are more powerful in proportion
to the harm the animal can do), then on man the **natural’” restraints, the
physiological ones, are obviously very weak, since the natural human
resources for agression (nails, teeth) are very weak. A shift takes place
when man invents artificial resources for aggression (weapons); from this
moment, he is dangerous. But his physiological restraints are fixed. In
order to counterbalance the power of these formidable new resources, for
himself as well as for his neighbor, he has to come up with command-
ments, prohibitions, a morality which is also both essential to man and, at
the same time, artificial. The other example concerns organization. A
complex system of taboos in relationships, prohibitions (for example.
against incest), etc., is neither the sign of primitiveness nor the expression
of crude interests.” On the contrary, it is the sign that man is not a simple
animal. None of these things are “‘inscribed’” on his *‘nature’’—neither
the prohibition against incest, nor the durability of sexual relationships
transformed within marriage, nor the length of the educational rela-
tionship between the mother and the child (filiation). All these things were
willed; the whole system is an artificial institution from which man finally
issues. It did not just appear. Man had to establish it, to conquer it, and it
is in self-restraint that man was wrought.® On this level, the problem is not
to find out whether some morality is worth more than some other one (as
to content), but rather it is the coexistence of man with a system of norms
(moral, religious, political, juridical) which he imposes on himself, making
himself in the process of self-regulation.

In these two cases, we see that the limitation and the coercion do not
come from outside, nor are they imposed by necessity, nor do they
express an internal spontaneity (any more than putting a handle on a piece
of flint is spontaneous). Once more there is the interplay among the
external constraints, the possibilities for action (here the possibility is the
norm itself?), and the choices (and it is hard to say whether they come
from a sense of utility, efficiency, conservation, etc.—a matter of small
importance). Thus we are constantly led back to the decisive character of
the artificial.

Basically, we find exactly the same thing in the Bible. Nowhere do we
see a human nature affirmed there. On the contrary, we are shown the
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aspect of human initiative and innovation willed by God. Man is made of
clay (hence the natural factors), but God breathes His spirit on him, and
this is a spirit as free and as initiating as the Spirit of God. God charges
man “to dress it and to keep it"" (Genesis 2:15), that is, to enhance Eden
in an artificial way, by human *““art"’ and not simply to watch growing
whatever is growing. In addition, man, endowed with the word of God,
does not have a language set in advance. The story of the animals is very
charactenstic. ““God brought them unto Adam ro see what he would
Fﬂ;!lhun"{ﬁnmhl:ﬂl.hisi!lpuﬁhicmm“ﬂﬂﬂrmt
imtiative left to man and the artificial, fabricated character of this lan-
guage. Biblically, then, man is an “‘uncertain’’ being who is not endowed
with a fixed nature, a purely mechanical movement; he is not a figure of
repetition but of history. Even if it is said that man is made in the image of
God, it is not made at all definite in what this image of God consists. It is a
mistake to say that this image is a nature for man, for this would mean
that God is a nature' Thus, the Bible presents man’s constant invention
of the artificial as his **vocation,” his role. This description comes *'be-
fore the fall,”" but it remains the same **after the fall,” only with a double
transformation—the natural environment has become hostile to man and
man is going to express the artificial, above all, in technigue_* Therefore,
the anificial aspect of technigues is not abnormal and the invention of
techniques, the production of an artificial environment, is not evil. But
neither is it purely and simply the product of necessity where man finds
himself taking this route in order to survive. (Certam interpretations of
Marx describe this development far too mechanically.) If, biblically,
techniques are inscribed in the world of the fall from the beginning until
today, it does not mean at all that, as such, they are the product of sin.
Man is shown as artificer before as well as afier the separation from God.
Thus, the problem ransed by modern techmgues 1s not at all thesr aruficial-
ity which would be judged by the standard of nature’—an artificial evil in
the face of a natural good. We shall sce what the real problem is. and that
it is something completely different. Let us remember simply that man is
the artificial producer and that, from the beginning. he has asserted
himself over and against natlure.

II. THE ERROR OF THEORIZING ON THE
BASIS OF NATURE

I am leaving aside the guestion of the existence of a fundamental human
nature. It seems (o me that the staggering variety among peoples, as
shown to us by historians, ethnologists, sociologists, eic.., makes the
question of a human nature at least problematic. Quite the contrary, | see
the decisive importance of the artificial both in the appearance of man as



















































