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TECHNOLOGY AS A FORM OF
CONSCIOUSNESS: A STUDY OF
CONTEMPORARY ETHOS

Carolyn R. Miller

GROWING interest in the rhetoric
A ol science has led to work on the
forms of scientific arguments, on the
nature of the community within which
scientific discowse takes place, and on
the values which establish the conditions
necessary [or doing science. However,
little work has been done which dis-
tinguishes the rhetoric of science from
that of technology. Tt is true that modern
scienee and technology are intertwined
and greatly dependent on each other.
But they are distincl activilies—arising
fromm distinct motivations, judged hy
distinct criteria, and requiring distinct
sets of values. Rhetorical analysis which
recognizes this distinction is potentially
more penetrating, more accurate, and
raore Lelpful as eriticism.

Technology can be provisionally de-
fined as the munipulation of the con-
tingent and local to achieve material re-
suits, to distinguish it from science as the
study of the universal to achieve veri-
fiable understanding. Technological re-
snlis are judged as more or less effective;
scientific understanding is judged as
more or less verified (in other words,
more or less agreed upon).! Seen thus,

Carolyn R. Miller {s an instructor of English at
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candidate in Communication and Rhetoric al
Rensselner Polvtechnic Institule, Troy, NY. The
wuthor wonld ke to thank Professor Michael C.
r.eff for his comunents on an earfier version of
Hliis essay.

1 For a collection of attempis to define tech-
nology and to cistinguish it from science, see
Fhilosophy and Technology: Readings in the
Philosephical Problems of Technology, ed. Carl

science and technology bear different
relations to the study ol rhetoric. The
rhetorical character ol science is de-
pendent upon the abstracting and sym-
bolizing inherent in human knowledge
and upon the communication necessary
to achieve verification. In technology,
these two conditions are not primary.
Because technology is not fundamental-
Iv a matter of knowing but a matter of
doing, it1s rhetorical consequences may
be found by looking closely at the activi-
ties or actions we understand as “tech-
nological.” Action is a primary shaper of
mental character, and customary, col-
lective action is a shaper of cultural
character. Character shows itself in dis-
course as ethos, our understanding of
personal character as interpreted against
a cultura) set of possibilities, Ethos, as
a disposition? which, when held in com-
mon, comes o seem “right” or “ethical”
or persuasive, is an index of culture, Qur
technological culture should be expected
to give rise to an ethos of technology.
Action ¢an be understood as a con-
nection between internal intention and
external intransigence. A person learns
1o manipulate this intransigence to ac-
complish his or her intentions, Piaget’s
genetic epistemology suggests that it is
through such manipulations that con-
cepts are formed., The human mind de-

Mitcham and Robert Mackey (New York: The
Free Press, 19723,

2 Lane Cooper's gloss; see his “Introduction”
to The Rhetoric of Aristotle {Fnglewood Cliffs,
N.J: Prentice-Hall, 1932), pp. xxii-xxiii.
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velops its leatures, its character, in inter-
action with the external world. Char-
acter then serves as a predisposition to
further actions. Aristotle said much the
same thing: “Character is manifested
in choice; and choice is related to the
end or aim.”* Choice, character, and
ethos are here seen as rooted in con-
sciousness, which has been built from
action. The actions an infant performs
in learning cyc-hand coordination, the
actions a potter goes through in perfect-
ing a bowl, and the actions an engineer
performs in designing a highway—all
have their inevitable repercussions on
consciousness and ultimately on dis-
COUTSE.

Interpreting action, which is the main
task in this approach to ethos, requires
some understanding of the purposes
which inform action; it requires an
ability to share the consciousness which
makes the action reasenable. It requires,
as von Wright put it, acquaintance with
a community of institutions and prac-
tices and technological equipment into
which one has been introduced by learn-
ing and training, Ome could perhaps call
it a life-community.”* A life-community
—or a culture. In this way, action is re-
lated to both the personal formation of
mental character and the collective
development of cultural character.
“Mind,” as the anthropologist Edward
Hall has observed, “is internalized cul-
ture."”d

The concept of ethos stands neatly be-
tween individual character as shaped by
action and cultural character as deter-
mined by a complex of interacting sys-
tems, one of them being that culture's
technology. To probe the rhetorical na-
ture of tcchnology, then, this essay will

3 The Rheloric of Arisfotle, ed. 1anc Cooper,
bk. 1, ch, 8

1 Ceorg Henrik von Wright, Explanation and
['nderstanding (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University
Press, 19713, p. 114.

% Beyond Culture {Garden City,
Doubleday Anchor Press, 1977y, p. 192

NYs

examine the ways in which technological
activity both reflects and shapes forms
of thought, and in this way approach the
rhetorical dimension of ethos. In study-
ing the ethos, or character, of tech-
nology, we will inquire after the aims
and methods of technology; we will
examine the products of technology for
the reasons that explain their existence,
that is, for the character of the choices
or the forms of consciousness® that they
presuppose.

A preliminary distinction will be help-
ful in separating universal features of
technology {rom culturally dependent
ones. Tlall discusses technology as “ex-
tensions,” which permit the human
species to solve problems and to evolve
without changing biologically. Primitive
tools are perhaps the carliest extensions.
Tools assist in our interference with the
external world; they extend the im-
mediate biological capabilities. Almost
stmultancously, however, comes the need
to manipulate the tools themselves, 1o
improve the tools, to make a tool to
make tools. The stone axe can be
sharpened, the shape improved, a handle
attached; additienal supplementary tools
are sought, created, and begin evolving
themselves. According to Hall, once hu-
man extensions (tools, language, institu-
tions) begin evolving, a phenomenon
called “extension transference” begins,
The extensions seem to take on purposes
of their own; they become distant from
the original human capability they first
extended and advance at the expense of
that capability. Habits of bchavior, in-
stitutions, further technology, and ways
of talking and thinking get built up
around the original extension. Hall thus

8@ use this term as an intermal counterpart
to “form of life,” which has comc from late
Witigenstein through Toulmin and was recently
used in Thomas §. Frentz and Thowmas B,
Farrell, “language-iAction: A Paradigm for
Communication,” Quarterly Journal of Speeck,
2 (December 1976}, 333-349.
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distinguishes carly, or “low-context,”
technology from later, more advanced,
or “high-context” technology. What was
flexible hecomes vigid and difficult to
change; the tool becomes an end in it-
sell.

The same distinction has been put
differently by Bertram Morris: he con-
siders that the context of primitive tech-
nology is myth and the context of mod-
ernl technology is ideology. Early tools
and techniques me absorbed into the
culture in which they are developed:
“the artisans of a primitive society must
appeal  through myth and ritual to
supernatural aid for the success of their
practices.”™  As  technological  systems
grow, however, they themsclves become
a4 major part of a culture’s cxplanatory
sistem; this is high-context technology.
The system of action and conceptualiza-
tionn necessitated by tool-making takes
over—it “scientizes” culture; this is
ilealogy ®

“ome have seen in the apparently re-
lenttess development of technology a
foree bevond human control. Jacques
Ellul, for example, sces in “la tech-
nique”  a  sell-generating  autonomous
force which controls civilization; “tech-
nigue pursues its own course more and
more independently of man.”® Orhers
see In this perspective an abdication of
human responsibility for human crea-
tions. Samuel Florman’s critique of the
antitechnologists makes the point that
tools are responses 10 human purposes,
that “a basic human impulse precedes
and underlics eachi technological de-
velopment.”10 The distinction hetween

7" The Context of Technology,”
and Culture, 18 (July 1977), 402.

5 Morris's usc of “idcology” scems identical
with that of Jirgen Habermas, “Technology
and Science as ‘Ideology,”” In Toward a Ra-
tivnal Society, trans. Jeremy S, Shapire (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1970, ¢h, 6.

& The Technological Sociely
Alfred A, Knopf, 1964), p. 135,

10 The Existentiat Pleasures of Engineering
{New York: St .Martin's Press, 1976), p. 61.

Technology

{(New  York:

low-context and high-context technology
moderates this disagreeinent about the
autonomy of technological development,
If technology is not a demon with pur-
poses of its own, necither arc human
purposes as simple as they once were.
Thev have becomne complicated by tools
and machines. People have not only
their own nceds to satisfy but those of.
their tools: production, maintenance,
improvement, coordination, High-con-
text technology comes to scem relentless,
mnevitable. Ju is so significant a part of
our culture, of social realiry, that it fun-
damentally affects the ways we think and
speak and write; it affects, inevitably,
what we belicve 10 be cthical,

The following 1wo sections identify
several specific features ol consciousness
which can be traced to technological
forms ol action, Somc aspects of this
“technological consciousness™ are gen-
eral ones--causcd by the intervention of
technology between human  intenton
and the external world, and charac-
teristic of low-context technology, Other
aspects are peculiar to the high tech-
nology of Western society in  the
twentieth century—characteristic of the
way high-context technology has deve-
loped.

1

Hall has suggested two characteristics
of technology in general. One, alrcady
mentioned above, is that technological
developments begin as means and be-
come ends, as extension transference
absorbs mto the culture. This
transfortation leads us to helicve in
incvitability, which in

them

technological
turn strengthens and validates the (rans-
fermation. The sccond characteristic is
that, as we change from needing to
manipulate the external world to need-
ing to manipulate our tools, the tools
come to seem less like extensions of our-
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sclves and more like parts of the ex-
ternal world. We become alienated from
our own creations; they become objects
which must be controlled. We separate
ourselves from our creations and lose
something of oursclves in the process,
Our capabilities, which the tools extend,
become part of the external world and
something which must be controlled.
Purposes become external to human
attach 1o the tools
created by those motivations. This is
the Dbeginning of our belief in “ob-
jectivity,” the belief that external reality
is the only determining check on our
knowledge of it. Objectivity serves both
aur need to control more and more of
the world and our willingness to let
mzchines cmbezzle purposes from us,

motivations and

Tool-using induces yet another feature
of mind. Von Wright has argued that
action is essential for the development
of the idea of cause and effect. Action
is the bringing about of a state of affairs
that would not otherwise be. We es-
tablish a causal connection “when we
have satishied oursclves that, by mani-
pulating one {actor, we can achieve or
bring it «bout that the other is, or is not,
there. We usually satisfy ourselves as to
this by making experiments.”11 The
aclions of producing, manipulating, and
modifving tools, which are meant to
manipulate and modify other states of
affairs in the world, promote linecar, in-
cremental, causal forms of thought.

Briefly, then, these are fundamental
features of the character of Homo faber:
the azcceptance of means as ends and
of the proliferation of these substitute
ends; the relinquishment of purpose to
the external world; a self-justifying ob-
jectivity;  and  linear, cause-and-effect
rcasoning. These are not novel observa-
tions about the ways we think and talk;
what i3 important here is the way in

11 Von Wright, p. 72.

which these familiar features can be ulti- .
matey attributed 10 the rechnological im-
puise and the degree to which that im-
pulse is central to human nature,

11

A second aspect of this inquiry is to
look at the features of technology which
arce characteristic of our own high-con-
text technology. What effects do the in-
creascd complexity of technology and its
increased penetralion of our entire cul-
ture have on our modes of thought? I
will he able to make only a few pre-
liminary suggestions, for the subject is
both wide and deep.

One of the primary differcnces he-
tween primitive and modern technology,
according to Morris, is the development
of tools into machines. Tools are literal
extensions of the human body—they
“are fashioned to unite man and
object.” Machinges, on the other hand,
insert themselves between the person
and the ohject. The person’s “direct
relation is to the machine, that is to its
controls, which in turn regulate its mow-
ing parts, Thus, the relation between
him and the product is not directly lelc
and indeed is better understood through
the intellect than through the feel-
ings.”12 Machines increase the distance
betwcen the human purpose and the
external accomplishment of it—con-
iinuing and exacerbating the modes of
thinking we have already noted. But the
difference between Jow- and high-con-
text technology is more than one of de-
gree,

As contexts have become more rigid
and the layers of control more complex,
individual pcople become less com-
petent 1o manage technology, even
single 1ools. We no longer make our own
tools, and few of us can maintain and
repair them. Machines are made by or-

12 Moriis, p. 411,
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ganizations, on assembly lines, and are
used by groups. Technological exten-
sions thus become more and more dis-
tant from personal  intentions  and
actions, Responsibility for design, con-
struction, and use is diffused to the
group. Comsequently, the group or or-
ganization must also be controlled so
as to serve the machines which are
serving collective purposes. The group
becomes  another extension, itself a
“machine tool.” Organized intelligence,
as Galbraith has said, is the important
resource in technological society.’d That
orgunization costs somcthing, Time,
money, and energy must be close-
ly husbanded to offsct the costs of
control and integration. High technol-
ogy thus promotes cfficiency, an interest
in minimal routes between means and
ends. Daniel Bell has called this the
technological  imperative, and Wrylie
Sypher the “dread of waste.”! In Ellul’s
extreme view. the prindple of elficiency
has escaped [rom machinery to pervade
all of Western culture.

We have, then, two related pheno-
mena: the goal of efficiency and the ab-
sorption of the individual person into
the corporite group, The desire for eff-
ciency makes the integrating qualitics
of large organizations seem useful; the
requirements of complex organizations
nake elhciency seem  essenuial. The
character  of modern  technological
thought is closely bound up with its
nuriurance in the corporation and the
burcaucracy. Because group Ttequire-
ments take precedence over individual
fitention, erganizational psychology and
studies of corporate character become
relevant to the study of the technological
ethos.’s High technology requires these

13 The New Industrigl State, 2nd ed. (Boston:
Houghton-Miflin, 1971).

14 fitevature and Technology: The Alien It
sion (New York: Random Housc, 1968), p. 6.

13 Twao recent and widely noted works of this
type are Michael Maccoby, The Gamesman: The

large organizations, and many of their
pressures contribuie to what we rccog-
nizc as aspects of contemporary char-
acter:  conformity, authoritarianism,
compeltition, depersonalization.

The goal of cfficiency and the ascen-
dancy ol the organization are com-
patible with another feature of con-
temporary technological consciousness.
This is the tendency to conceive of the
world as a closed system. The need to
predict and control aspeets of the ma-
terial world which are being mani-
pulated leads to the belief that the en-
tire relevant world has been accounted
for. Once it has, the solving of problems
is a matter of calculation, of mechanical
procedure. This aspect of technological
thinking is clearly exhibited in the ex-
ample of computer problem solving, dis-
cussed in Joseph Weizenbaum's Com-
puter Power and Human Reason.’® The
pracess of machine computation be-
comes a model for the cthos of tech-
nology.

A muachine requires an algorithm, or
“effective procedure,” to do its task, The
algorithm is a complete and consistant
set of rules which tells the machine pre-
cisely how to behave from one moment
to the next. If we wish a computing
machine to solve a problem, we must
be able to provide it a set of rules for
doing so, and to do that, obviously, we
need to understand the problem. To
achicve this kind of understanding, to
mazke the set of rules complete and con-
sistent, the context in which the problem
exists must be conceived of as closed—
circumscribed and enumerable, and
therefore describable in terms of defini-
tons and operations. If we wish to tell

New Corporate Leaders (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1377) and Rosabeth Moss Kanger, Men
and Women of the Corporation (New York:
Basic Books, 1977).

18 Compufer Power ard Fiuman Reason: From
Judgmment to Calculation (San Francisco: W. .
Freeman, 1976).
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a machine how to solve a problem, we
must understand the problem in these
kinds of terms, The hasty conclusion has
been that if we understand a problem at
all, we can tell a machine how to solve
it. We have been led to define under-
standing, as Weizenbaum points out, as
being able to write an cffective pro-
cedure for.

This seems 10 me to he an important
feature of modern technological think-
ing. It is, basically, the substitution of
closed-system logic for opensysiem rea-
son, In a low-context technology, the
tool 1s open to the pragmatic test; success
and failures are cxplained by reference
10 external cultural terms, like witchcrafc
or myth.'7 In this sense, the technical
svstem 15 operl In high-context tech-
nology, the technical system expands,
hut the explanatory system contracts.
The pragmalic test does not so much
match the artifact or method against the
cultural conception of reality but reality
against the technology, Obviously, if a
bridge falls down, it has still failed the
pragmatic test, but our understanding
of the failure is different—it is ideo-
logical. We explain In terms of the
technology itself, rather than by refer-
cnce to external terms, We close the
system.

In u complex lechnelogy, made rigid
by its supporting context, it is easier to
conceptually change reality than it is to
rebuild the technical system. We do not
consciously and deliberately change real-
ity (we cannot will the bridge to hold
when il won't); rather, we abdicate our
understanding of reality to the terms of
the technical system. A computing sys-
tem, for example, will permit the asking
of only certain kinds of questions, will
accept only certain kinds of “data,” and

17 See, for cxample, E. F. Ewvans-Pritchard,
“For Example, Witchcraft,” in Rules and Mean-
ings, cd. Mary Douglas (New York: Penguin
Books, 1973), pp. 24-95,

has a set of fixed (and often forgotten)
criteria. Likewise, the engineer conceives
of a limited range of relevant questions.
The highway engineer, for instance, has
learned to ask and answer questions such
as how to calculate the angles and curves
for an interchange, how to route an
interstate highway through hilly terrain,
and cven how to determine minimum
social impact of a route through an
established ncighborhood. He or she
does not ask guestions or seek answers
about whether a bus system or bicycle
pElthS or a change in commerce or tax
structtires might better serve whatever
transportation problem is being dealt
with,

Although the engineer works in the
open system ol the natural world, while
the computer programmer works in a
closed system which is artificial, the
engineer has come to think like the
programmer because his technique calls
for efhciency first. The bureaucracy does
nol have time for research, for trial and
error, for invention: it pressures the
cngincer for material resulis. The engi-
neer is no longer a craftsman who is
tested by his malerials at cvery step.
The complexity of the conceptual sys-
tems and the organizations within the
engineer works shield him or her from
the experimental test. The engineer's
job is to get answers, and you can he
sure of getting answers and sure of the
answers vou get, only when you're work-
ing in a closed, “formal” system. Craft
has been mathematized. Procedure has
leen bureaucratized. In a discussion of
the role ol nonverbal thought in tech-
nelogy, Kugene Ferguson has criticized
education and practices
along these same lines:

engineering

The Bay Area Rapid Transit is a classic result
of systems engincering uninformed by minds
that visualize the mundane things that can go
wrong in such a system. Absurd random failures
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that have plagucd automatic control systems are
not merely trivizl aberrations; they are a re-
ficction of the chaos that results when design
1% assumed to be primarily a4 problem in
mathematics, 18

The engincer closes his conceptual
system Lo achieve certainty and effi-
ciency, One result of this circumscribed
consciousness is optimism. In a closed
system, all probicms are solvable, or con-
ceivably solvable. And, happily, all solu-
tions arc testable in practical terms, so
they will be recognizable. In fact, ac-
cording to Samuel Florman, engincers
until recenily took some delight in
thinking of themsclves as “saviors of
mankind,” This crusading sclf-rightcous-
ness  has the
antitechnology criticism and practical
failures, but sell-doubt has never heen a
common problem for engincers.

abated 1In wake ol

Another result of closing the con-
ceptual system is the collapse of inven-
tion, A closed system has a finite set
of units and operations and cannot ac-
cormumodate any new relations between
them.' In a strict sense, anything dis-
coverable within a closed system is a
tautology—a restatement of what was
ailready there. Invention opens a system,
to discover and acconmmodate something
which it did not include before.

And this brings us to the problem of
scicnce. How much of what has been
sald here ahout the forms of conscious-
ness promulgated by technology applies
Lo sciencer I believe that much does not,
and for the very reason that in science,
almost by definition, conceptual systems
arc not firmly closed. Science is now
understood as a continual attempt to
open up a systcm which is never fully
adequate. The scientist’s conceptual sys-

15 “The Mind’s Eye: Nonverbal Thought in
Technology,” Science, 197 (August 26, 1977, 835,

13 J. Broonowski, “Humanism and the Growth
of Knowledge,” in A Sense of the Future (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1977), p. 76.

tem, a theory for instance, must be closed
to be manageable, but closure is pro-
visional 2¢ Says Bronowski: “In science,
- - . ambiguities are resolved for the time
being, and a system without ambiguity
is built up provisionally, until it is
shown to fall short. This is why the re-
sults of science at any given moment
can be presented on an axiomatic and
deductive mrachine, although nature as
2 whole can never be so presented be-
cause no such machine can be com-
plete.”2t  Technology has borrowed
method from science but has not bor-
rowed the reasons which go along with
the method. The closed system has be-
come more than the convenience it is to
science—it has become a self-justifying
necessity. The technolegist’s optintism
replaces the scientist’s skepticism.

Oddly enough, the roots of scicnce, in
natural philosophy, promote closed-
system, deductive thinking; and the roots
of technology, in craft, promote open-
system thinking., Science has become a
cralt, to the extent that it relies on
experiment, on manipulation and tech-
nique; technology has become a phil-
osophy, to the extent that complex con-
ceptual systems, drawn from technology
itself, intervene hetween the technologist
andd the material world, These inter-
mediaries  constitute  the ideology of
high-context technology.

IT1

Qur calture is a highly technological
one, and the ethos which it inspires must
necessartly be technological. The actions
we engage in, their purposes, and the
conceptial habits they encourage de-

20 Heve I am pressing the distinction between
the consciousness of individual scientists, who
may certainly be closed-minded, and the con-
sciousticss promulgated by science as a com-
munal  enterprise—the  ethos of science  as
opposed to the ethos of a particular scientist.

21 Brouowski, “The Logic of the Mind,” in A
Sense of the Future, p. 72,
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the consciousness which {or-
nmulates our discowrse, This essay has
suggested that we must understand two
aspects Lo the forms of cousciousness
created by technology—the universal and
the hisiorical. Some features of the ethos
of wehnology, in other words, are central
to  hunian

hneate

comsciousness.  These arve
characteristics of tool makers and users
and accompany low-context or primitive
technojogy as well as, presumably, more
advanced technology., Other features of
the ethos that we atiribute w technology
are related to the particulur wav in
which  Western technology  hus  de-
veloped, to the cullural and historical
context which has botly created it and
been created by it. These are the char-
acteristics of large hureaucratic organi-
zations and mathematical methods of
precision and contral,

What persuasive force do the actions
arvising from technology exhibit in dis-
cowser What features of discourse come
Lo scem “ethical” or persuasive because
of the particular cast of mind we acquire
from living in a highly technological cul-
ture? A complete examination of the
characteristics of modern public  dis-
course, or even of what is called techni-
enl communication, is beyond the scope
of this inquiry. I believe that swhat bas
heen noted here will not be inconsistent
with features of technical and burcau-
critic prose that have been widely noted:
impersenality, nonresponsibility, turgid-
ity. narrow-mindedness. In addition,
closedsystem thinking has effects on dis-
course which I believe are both
portant  and  pervasive. Closed-system
thinking substitutes  “effective  pro-
cedures” for invention and sclf-contained
knowledge of the system (isolated ex-
pertise} for dialectical discovery of agree-
ments, In a closed system, there is a
correct solution discoverable by one who
knows the system. The discourse de-
manded by and generated by a closed

im-

conceptual system not only precludes dis-
covery and change but effectively equates
logic with rhetoric. Logical form sulffices
for rhetorieal substance, The system can
accommodale whatever can be put into
acceptable form—whatever can be read
into  the whatever can be
couched in standard report format. De-
cisions about the adequacy of Environ-
rmental Impact Statcments, for instance,
have largely been based on whether pro-
cedure  was observed rather than on
whether substantive issues were ad-
dressed, Weizenbaum believes that we
have almost come 1o the point where
“every genuine dilemma i3 scen as a mere
paradox . .

miachine,

. it eould be untangled by

LI

judicious application of cold logic.

Closed systemns have powerful and
serious  lunitations. Developments  in
mathematical  philesephy during  the
1930s showed that a formal system “can
never be complete vet cannot  Dbe
guaranteed o be consistent.”# These
limitations affect not only the applica-
tion of computer routines to social
problems bul any attempt to apply
closed-system thinking to the phenomena
ol the world, which must be construed
as an open system. This is the crux
of Weirenbaum’s discussion of the
limitations of computer power: the
decisionanaking  processes that human
Deings cmploy are not redncible to
cltective procedures because an abstract
game can never be as Jarge as the
phenomenal world. Calculation cannot
replace judgment, nor legic reason, The
ideological context of technology contri-
what has been called the
fragmentation of our culture and thus
to the difficulty of making social deci-
sions through rhetorical processes. Paul
Goodman called technology a branch of

butes Lo

22 Welrenbuaan, p. 13

21 Bronowski, "The Logic of the Mind,” in 4
Sense of the Fuiure, p. 5% he cites work by
Gadel, Torsk, Ramsey, Turing, and Church,
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moral philosophy: “It aims at prudent
goods for the commonweal and to pro-
vide eflicient means for those goods.”2¢
The ideology surrounding high-context
technology has prevented the achieve-
‘menl of communal understandings of
prudence and efficiency. The only under-
stanndings of these values which we can
share are those dictated to us by the
technical system itself, but we have no
extra-technological basis for achieving
conscnsus on those values. Technological
ideology prevents that. Insofar as fea-
tures of the technological ethos T have
described fail to seem “ethical,” that
ideology is incomplete, Any disagree-
ment about technology as ethic is an
indication of cultural pluralism and a
sign that technology is not the entire
basis for contemporary ethos.

We might have thought that tech-

24 “Can 'T=chnology bc Humane?”' in The
Ecological Conscience: Values for Survival, ed.
Robert Disch (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-
Hall, 1970), p. 106.

nology, our means of interacting with
the external world, would bring us closer
to it. But technology is not a “purer”
form of knowledge or action; it encour-
ages its own forms of consciousness,
which are the more powerful just be-
cause we may think them truer, or more
transparcnt, or more objective than
others. This is the insidious aspect of
technological consciousness—it  would
hold that it itself does not exist. The
intersubjective view assumed by this
essay makes perceived reality a matter
of both personal action and social con-
sensus;  “‘character” is dependent on
both. If we believe that our relationship
with the world i3 objective, that the
external world determines our knowl-
edge of it, then the concept of ethos
cvaporates—there can be no character
to our knowledge or action, other than
the idiosyncratic or the mistaken, That
loss is the most rhetorically powerful
consequence of technology.





