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TECHNIQUE, INSTITUTIONS,

AND AWARENESS

JAQUES ELLUL

@ The problem of adapting political institutions to the envi-
ronment has been known for a long time, even before there
was a “science of ecology.” It is sufficient to recall Montes-
quieu’s theory of climate—a theory he partly took from Jean
Bodin—namely, that political institutions vary according to
climate. But we have to understand the word *“climate” in the
broad sense it had in the eighteenth century, which included all
the natural elements—geographic and economic—in which insti-
tutions are set.According to whether a people lived in a moun-
tainous or a maritime country, its political regime was more
adapted to its psychology, its customs, etc. '

Today, as a result of the massive intervention of tech-
niques,i the problem is completely different. It seems to me
that the radical difference arises from two factors: One is that,
in Western society, the environment in which man lives is no
longer a natural milieu, but one of techniques. The other is
that, because of this very fact, the phenomena of adaptation
can no longer be spontaneous, but are conscious and voluntary.

I will not stress the first factor. I will only remark that
technique now constitutes the real milieu for man. “Nature” is
only an accessory, an accidental element in relation to tech-
nique. It is the urban environment which is the real milieu of
modern man, who encounters the country only in an accidental
and secondary manner. Most often these encounters are them-
selves marked by an aspect of technique: agriculture, sport,
organized travel. It is industrial production, and no longer
agricultural production, which is decisive. Man lives in a uni-
verse of concrete, glass, steel, and asphalt, and no longer in a
universe of earth, trees, and water. Incessantly he uses tools
made of artificial materials and no longer those made of natural
materials such as wood and iron. He moves at a speed which is
no longer natural speed, whether it be his own or that of a
horse. He lives in a densely populated environment, belongs to
a variety of groups, and no longer dwells in small autonomous
and multi-functional communities. His body nc longer defends
itself against disease by spontaneous reaction, but by the use of
external therapeutics, chemical or surgical. He does not live
according to the biological thythm of his body or of the natural
environment, but according to the mechanical rhythm based
on a division of time by the clock. At his discretion, he can
turn night into day, and live by night. He can be cold in sum-
mer and warm in winter. He is no longer bound to follow
natural rhythms in anything.

TEDITOR’S NOTE: The term “technique” signified for Ellul the uses not
only of technological devices in the exploitation of natural resources,
but also of the organizational and psycho-sociological devices which
high-energy, urban-industrial society has developed. Hence Ellul’s ‘tech-
nique” should be equated with “technological order.”
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1 could multiply these examples at will. They signify that,in
fact, man no longer lives primarily in a natural environment.
Technique is no longer, as it has often been defined, an inter-
mediary factor between man and the natural environment. This
was the case in the age of the tool. Man sought to move a block
of stone and used a lever: this was indeed mediation at the
technical level. But at the present time all contact, all relation-
ship with the exterior, even the most “natural activities,” such
as the sexual ones, occur through the intermediary of tech-
niques. Man, in fact, no longer has relations except with this
considerable body of means which surrounds him on all sides.
Because of the fact that these means surround him in this way,
they constitute much more than the addition of one technical
process to another. They form a synthetic, complex, and uni-
versal combination of techniques, constituting an environment.
This is even more so now that we are at the stage of technology
of the second and third degree, that is, of techniques whose
object is to act on the technical milieu. Such techniques are
those of coordination, classification, documentation, etc. Con-
sequently, the study of contemporary ecology of human socie-
ties can no longer be the study of adaptation to the natural
environment. It must now deal with this relatively new envi-
ronment which is the technical milieu. To this milieu, men and
groups are as poorly adapted as they were to the natural envi-
ronment at the beginning of the prehistoric era.

As for political institutions, I cannot do better than restate
the problem as I put it in L Tlusion Politique. The challenge
presented to political institutions by the creation of the techni-
cal milieu seems to me to include three aspects, I will limit my-
self to stating them in a summary fashion.

In the first place, the citizen intervenes only in an “appa-
rent” universe, namely, at the level of appearances transmitted
to him by the media of mass communication. Political reality is
fio longer experienced directly and concretely; it is no longer
lived. The citizen knows the problems of public life only
through the intermediary of systems of information transmis-
sion. And even if the information is excellent, true, and to be
taken seriously, the citizen is overwhelmed by thousands of
pieces of information, too numerous, too complex, and too
diversified, presupposing sufficient knowledge and capacities
for synthesis and memory, all of which are rare. The citizen is
lost in such a situation. He is incapable of making serious
judgments (which he does not have the time to make); and he
cannot make valid choices. Moreover, contrary to what one
might think, the accumulation of information does not pro-
duce an exact view of reality—but rather, a distorted one. In
addition, the citizen gets excited about a particular matter
when the amount of relevant information orings it to the fore-
front, while he drops other matters which are really much
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at all prepare a person to play a role in a macro-democracy. On
the contrary, I believe it may prepare him less well.

Do I then have anything to propose? The little I have to
propose will appear disappointing. Yet I should like to stress
three points. The first is that, in a technicized society, there are
centers of opposition, discontent, and debate. One must start
with the individual in order to recreate a political society tran-
scending technicized society; then we must look for action to
these centers of opposition and debate. In the United States, I
choose as examples the hippies, the Negroes, and the Puerto
Ricans. The opposition to the war in Vietnam is not creative
politically, for it .cleaves to traditional preconceptions. These
more or less violent and extreme opposition groups throw
down a basic challenge to the characteristics of technicized
society and, at the same time, call for a new political structure
and a new cultural orientation. It is only a basic challenge of
this type which holds out a hope for the real questioning of the
society. These sample groups—above all the Negroes—show that
the challenge is not superficial, simple, orderly, and cordial, and
bounded by the framework of legality. Indeed, such a chal-
lenge must be radical and, therefore, dangerous. I have taken
these examples not because I attribute merit to the claims of
these movements but because, in order to change society, one
can use only what already is moving spontaneously and power-
fully. It is only by beginning with such negative spontaneous
movements that renewal is possible. Since, however, these
movements are spontaneous, they do not meet the need which
I defined above: the intervention of the factor of conscious-
ness.

My second point is this: The challenge cannot be met by
repression. Repression can only maintain the established order,
i.e., the basic dis-accord between politics and technique and an
increasingly dysfunctional democracy, and can only postpone
the inevitable revolutionary reckoning, while ensuring that it
will be more radical. On the contrary, the task is to provide
these spontaneous movements with the elements of knowl-
edge about technician-society. Such krniowledge will, on the
one hand, lead these movements to awareness and thus to the
formation of a deliberate and premeditated attitude, and, on
the other hand, tame raw violence in exact proportion to the
perceived possibility of change. This is essential if these move-
ments are to avoid falling into the trap of outmoded radical or
nationalist or Marxist doctrines. In sum, it is necessary to give
the building blocks to these individuals and these groups and
to ask them to discipline themselves so that they themselves
can erect this new edifice. Thus launched on their task, they
will create the institutions which correspond to the need of
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personal expression in the technician-society. This will be as
basic an invention as that of democracy in the eighteenth-
century.

But in order that these movements of opposition no longer
dissipate their energies in mere negation and violence, but,
rather, engage in a conscious, pondered search for solutions to
the fundamental problems of technician-society, a third condi-
tion must obtain, this time on the part of the existing political
power. In order for awareness to be born in these forces, it is
necessary that they know themselves capable of making an
effective challenge. Consequently, government must forebear
opposition, conflict, and tension. One has the impression that
in all the “developed” countries, in the United States as well as
in the U.S.S.R. and in France, society is “blocked up,” because
political power is directly conditioned by the imperatives of
economic growth and of technician-development. Consequent-
ly, the State cannot tolerate any tension; the Nation must be
unanimous. This attitude forebodes catastrophe, human and
political. On the contrary, it is necessary that the government
be all the more flexible and open as the tensions are more
rending. The contest between the Republican and the Demo-
cratic parties, for example, has become meaningless. In a tech-
nician-society, this game is being played over fictitious issues.
It does not permit social tensions to express themselves. What-
ever its payoff, it does not vouchsafe a solution to the funda-
mental problems of contemporary society.

I well know that my proposals will appear entirely theoreti-
cal. In fact, insofar as that word means “without reference to
reality,” they are not theoretical. They are theoretical indeed
in the sense of theory being that rigorous intellectual activity
which determines action. Action will, of course, be fluctuating
and pragmatic. Action can have meaning only if it is constantly
rethought and re-initiated at its theoretical level.

NOTES

1. Inopposition to this view, it is often argued that the experts take ‘
contradictory positions, and that the statesman arbitrates among
them, This is less and less true, in proportion to the refinement
and perfection of technical knowledge. .

2. Quite wrongly, I have been charged with advocating this solution
in my The Technological Society and The Political Illusion. In
fact, I cxafined myself to describing phenomena.

3. See the special issues Arguments, 1962.
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