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ABSTRACT 
Technical communication scholars often study and contribute to studies of technology. 

By understanding the process of technological progression, a communicator may be 

placed in a position to actively participate in questions about technology in order to 

“check its dark side" (Bunge 181). This dissertation argues that the symbiotic 

relationship between technical communication and technology studies is questionable 

considering that the current “constructivist” paradigm of technology studies often 

misinterprets the critiques of important authors of technology, such as Jacques Ellul 

and Neil Postman. These authors have consistently been placed into a paradigm that a 

close reading of their ideas doesn’t warrant. Because many studies of technology do 

not have a “meaningful theory of technology” (Winner, “Social” 242) that maximizes 

human autonomy, this dissertation questions the “rhetorical” theories of 

communicators who connect their writing pedagogy and theories to the logics of 

Andrew Feenberg and other technology “constructivists.” The end goal of this 

dissertation is to flesh out this element of technical communication scholarship. 
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CHAPTER I: AN INTRODUCTION TO THE DISSERTATION 

Overview  
The twentieth century saw an unprecedented release of information – literary, 

philosophical, and political – that attempted to understand why the growth of 

technology seems to have moved beyond human control. Dubbed by Mario Bunge as a 

"philosophy of technology" (172), this field of knowledge accepts the assumption that 

people "cannot afford to ignore the nature of technology, let alone despise it, if we 

want to gain full control over technology in order to check its dark side" (181). From 

Lewis Mumford’s historical critiques and Jacques Ellul’s sociological critiques to 

Martin Heidegger’s philosophical critiques, these authors who saw atomic bombs 

demolish entire cities seem preoccupied with the question of why technology has 

largely moved outside of human control and developed an increasingly autonomous 

nature. And more recently, authors such as Andrew Feenberg have turned toward a 

different question altogether: how can humans regain control of the technological 

"muckiness" that the industrial and postindustrial mindsets have created?  

 For Robert Johnson, technical communication contributes to “the effort of 

discussing technology critically” (xiii). In User-Centered Technology, Johnson brings 

together an entire history of technological research – ranging from Prometheus 

stealing fire from the gods to Carl Mitchum’s definitions of technology – in order to 

connect the field of technical communication with narratives of technology studies. To 

make this argument, Johnson adopts the most popular narrative of technology studies 

– the technocracy thesis – as his fundamental starting point for defining the role of the 
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technical communicator. The technocracy thesis suggests that the previous centuries’ 

technological problems are a result, primarily, of decision-making being undertaken 

by Frederick Winslow Taylor’s Principles of Scientific Management. Taylor’s work is 

famous for placing both the ends (technology) and the means (efficiency) into the 

hands of technocrats like managers, producers, and scientists. Because the technocracy 

thesis assumes that the goal of technological “efficiency” is driven by the system 

rather than the people, Johnson places the recent “user-centeredness” movement in 

technical communication as the mechanism by which communicators can contribute to 

studies of technology. As he writes, if people are “silent or invisible, then they […] 

have little power to affect the decision-making processes. We become passive 

observers of a social order that has the potential to be, ironically, undemocratic 

because it is governed by the technology that we have created” (11).  

 This dissertation examines the technocracy thesis in light of both Jacques 

Ellul’s research on technique as well as other technological research that resists fitting 

into the technocratic perspective, thus challenging technical communication to rethink 

its connection to technological advance. Ellul, for instance, refers skeptically to 

critiques of Taylor’s work when he writes “as if that were the present situation” (“The 

‘Autonomy’” 393). For Ellul and others, the technocratic narrative  – a narrative often 

assumed by technical communicators – is suspect when problems of “technology” are 

found to be more complex than returning technological innovation into the hands of 

the user. Johnson’s argument to bring power to the user is worthwhile for both 

technology studies and technical communication. However, much work still needs to 

2 



Texas Tech University, Kevin Garrison, May 2009 
 

be done to insure that technical communication can most effectively engage with 

questions of technology. 

The Fear of Technology 
Academic discussions about technology, whether in technical communication or 

otherwise, usually begin with an assumption that defines technology in different 

contexts as damaging, harmful, or downright malevolent. Such an assumption 

oftentimes makes sense, for technology only warrants philosophical discussion when 

couched in critical terms. However, though research on technology has provided 

useful insights, for such a research to warrant or sustain attention it must determine 

and answer to the question, what is fearful about technology?  

The common answer is that technology precedes and constructs culture, and 

because new technologies are constantly reshaping culture, people fear the unknown. 

Neil Postman writes that we should fear technology because "the uncontrolled growth 

of technology destroys the vital sources of our humanity" (Technopoly xii). Though no 

Luddite, Postman fears that unbridled acceptance of each and every technology leads 

to, what he calls, a "technopoly" – the place where "the question of why we invent 

things recede[s] in importance" (42) as humans increasingly learn how to manipulate 

the natural world, and he fears this unknown world because it demands a reshaping of 

"humanity" or what it means to be human. To use an example, while a networked 

computer does not determine human behavior, it does allow for certain possibilities 

that humans didn't have prior to the introduction of the computer, such as email, 

instant-messaging, and Internet browsing. And since efficiency often seems to be a 
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common goal, using computers for email becomes common because it can be more 

efficient than driving across time and space to have a conversation.  And because a 

computer interface is often perceived to be less personal than face-to-face 

communication, cultural critics, such as Postman, fear technology out of a desire to 

preserve what they perceive to be a "better" way. Thus, some reactionaries believe that 

what is fearful about technology is a cultural fear, a fear that technology is destroying 

a traditional lived-world that people hold dear. 

A second, similar, fear is that technology "steals" autonomy from humans. To 

use one of Edward Tenner's examples in Our Own Devices, the history of chairs 

serves as a good example of how a technology eliminates alternatives even as they 

offer new directions. As he writes, "humans can sit, squat, kneel, and stand steadily in 

about a thousand ways" (106), and traditional ways of sitting have dominated human 

behavior for thousands of years, where "only a minority of world cultures used chairs 

until a century or two ago" (105). However, ever since chair technologies have 

become fairly standardized in the industrial world, research has begun to question the 

decision to challenge traditional ways of sitting, and the research has shown that the 

chairs operate under a strange logic: 

All chairs are inherently unphysiological, that they deform the body by 

straining the spine and weakening the muscles of the back. [T]he 

technology of chairs, even those scientifically designed for comfort, 

promotes a self-sabotaging technique. As sitters become accustomed to 

the support of a backrest, their back muscles weaken and they must 
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recline even more. The chair is a machine for producing dependency on 

itself. (110) 

From this perspective, each new technology potentially messes with a formula for 

"what works" in culture, and to mess with that formula is to potentially lead to "self-

sabotage." Such a "self-sabotage" is to be feared because it limits human autonomy 

and encourages humans to rely on technology for survival. 

A third fear is that technology can be used destructively. Similar to the famous 

sermon by Jonathan Edwards, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” humans fear 

“Technologies in the Hands of Immoral Humans.” And this fear, to some degree, is 

perhaps the greatest fear of technology. Humans have the power to reshape nature 

through massive reconstruction procedures or to destroy entire cities. As Richard 

Butler writes, for example, the number of nuclear weapons has increased from “the 

original three to some 80,000” (xii), even though many are currently being dismantled. 

Or in the face of weapons of mass destruction, mass extinction hypotheses, and the 

depletion of fossil fuels, humans sense fear of an unknown future beyond what one 

may get from more basic technologies like a hammer and nails. 

These three fears – new technology destroys a previous lived-world 

environment, disturbs tried and true formulas for “what works,” and presents 

unanswered questions about the future – suggest a fearful world. All of these fears, at 

some level, are legitimate, and scholars have identified numerous other “problems” of 

technology that could be feared: sustainability issues, psychological and physical mal-

adaptations, media misinformation, and a loss of critical thinking. But to some degree 
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these fears of technology are, to use Aidan Davison's term, a "superficial" discussion 

of how technology predisposes us toward certain behaviors, destinies, or thoughts 

(such as using email/chairs/nuclear weapons); behaviors encouraged often lead to 

behaviors practiced, or in the case of the chair, behaviors practiced lead to behaviors 

determined. The original question is too simple.  

Little doubt remains that the widespread adoption of a technology into the 

world forever reshapes both the lives of people and the culture of those peoples as well 

as introducing potentialities that would have never been possible without it. But this is 

not what is fearful about technology. Technology should not be a source of fear unless 

technology contains at least a small measure of autonomy – a tendency to act of its 

own accord. A chair, for instance, cannot force a person to sit in it even if its presence 

encourages use, nor can a handgun fire on its own. People make decisions to sit or 

shoot. Even when technologies predispose a user to continue using chairs and 

handguns because they fulfill human desires for relaxation and protection, people, 

informed that a chair weakens the spine or taught of the dangers of weaponry, may 

find ways to restructure their environment to minimize the fear of technology and 

regain the lost sense of autonomy. Thus, while technologies may be feared, they 

shouldn’t be feared because of a technological autonomy. 

Ironically, one person who repeatedly argues against the idea of the autonomy 

of technology is universally attributed with the role of attempting to place boundaries 

around out-of-control technologies: Jacques Ellul. Misunderstood at a number of 
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turns, Ellul never argues that technology is autonomous. Ellul doesn't fear technology; 

he fears ideology: 

It is obvious […] that when I say technology "does not admit," "wants," 

etc., I am not personifying in any way. I am simply using an accepted 

rhetorical shortcut. In reality, it is the technicians on all levels who 

make these judgments and have this attitude; but they are so imbued, so 

impregnated with the technological ideology, so integrated into the 

system, that their vital judgments and attitudes are its direct expression. 

(“The ‘Autonomy’” 396)  

Technicians, then, “impart this ideology to society as a whole” (Bluff 31) so that 

people themselves become proponents of this ideology. Ideology occurs when an idea 

becomes a hidden norm in public discourse, thereby shaping actions without humans 

necessarily being conscious of why they act. Therefore, to personify technology is to 

give it a power that it cannot wield, and when Ellul suggests “technique has become 

autonomous,” he is merely using, what he calls, a rhetorical shortcut.  

Ellul is frequent to comment on the ideological problem of technology rather 

than individual problems of using technology: 

Man in his hubris – above all intellectual – still believes that his mind 

controls technology, that he can impose any value, any meaning upon 

it. And the philosophers are in the forefront of this vanity. It is quite 

remarkable to note that the finest philosophies on the importance of 

technology, even the materialist philosophies, fall back upon a 
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preeminence of man. But this grand pretension is purely ideological. 

(“The ‘Autonomy’ 394) 

To misunderstand this that questions about technology are ideological leads to a 

common misinterpretation of what Ellul argues, which is something many people have 

tried to rectify. As argued by the translator of Ellul's The Technological Society, "it 

must not be imagined that the autonomous technique envisioned by Ellul is a kind of 

'technological determinism'" (xviii). And as Aidan Davison argues, the "targets" of 

Ellul's writings were "the technological somnambulists, the frantically productive 

human agents who persist in the illusion of instrumentalism while building a deformed 

world in which humanity can only ever encounter itself as the agent of technology" 

(99). Discussions about technology, then, cannot begin with a question about why 

technology itself is to be feared, nor does it begin with a question of how to restructure 

or transform technologies and the technological world. Bunge's goal for a "philosophy 

of technology," which seeks to control technology, mistakes ideological fears for fear 

of technology. A philosophy of technology must be reshaped, asking what is fearful 

about ideology? 

The Fear of Ideology 
There exist two predominant ideological fears that can be connected back to 

technology: the technological ideology and the technocratic ideology – the first being 

a fear of people desiring new technologies from the bottom-up, and the second being a 

fear of technologies released from a top-down, capitalistic system. 
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The first, a technological ideology defined by Ellul, Heidegger, Postman, and 

Jürgen Habermas, occurs when humans adopt, encourage, and advocate for new 

techniques. A technological ideology is informed, not by adopting technology, but 

rather by adopting, what Ellul calls, “Technique.” That is, most people define 

technology in its most common form as "tools used by humans," which corresponds to 

an ideological adherence to the idea that humans are in control of technology. While it 

is true that technology equates to tools, understanding the movement to always create 

new technologies cannot be understood by studying “technology” but rather by 

studying the ideological pull toward technologies. For Ellul, the word “technique” is 

better suited for understanding technology because for him technology is any 

mechanism, both natural and constructed, that is adopted during the conscious or 

unconscious implementation of a technique. 

This dissertation adopts Ellul's definition of “technique.”  "Technique," as 

Ellul defined it, is "the search for greater efficiency" (Society 20) in a sociological 

context. Historically, efficiency has not been the overriding concern of humans. 

Interpreting Ellul, David Lovekin suggests that “in pretechnological societies, 

techniques are confined by custom, by religious, aesthetic, and philosophical 

preference, by the individual worker’s ability, and by the worker’s knowledge and 

care directed toward the object of work, often the object at hand” (18). It is a more 

recent ideological positioning for sociological action to be characterized by a tendency 

to find the most efficient means of accomplishing a task, and this ideal is realized 

through the reducing all techniques to "a numerical question" (Society 18). In the case 
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of the development of the clock, for instance, Benedictine monks in 1200 A.D. 

originally wanted to regulate their day so that they would be able to pray at specific 

times without fear of missing their daily ritual, and so through the application of 

technique, clocks were invented to make their prayer ritual more efficient.  

Each technological advancement, Ellul argues, is the result of a previous 

method not working as efficiently as human desire dictates. Hands don't always work 

as well as a spear when obtaining hunted food is the desired action, and a spear doesn't 

work as efficiently as a bow and arrow or a gun. Each new stage of human history is 

shown to be governed, at times, by a break from tradition and a search for new 

techniques. When technological users desire a different outcome, human ingenuity and 

technological innovation occurs to fill in the gap. Ellul defines technology as the 

"offspring" (Society 4) of technique. Technology is not to be feared; what is fearful is 

that, at nearly every turn, humans desire new and improved techniques – an 

ideological positioning that ultimately results in humans being unable to see the world 

in any other ideological context. It leads to, as Ellul claims, the “myth of Technique” 

which is “the whole ideological construction and tendency to consider technology 

something possessing sacred character” (“The Technological Order” 410). 

What is fearful, then, about technology is that technology is produced as the 

result of ideology that continually searches for new techniques, and this leads to a 

form of sociological determinism. Because for Ellul, “technique is absorbed into 

man’s psychology” (Society 23). Such an ideology is not necessarily characterized by 

an individual’s action, but rather it is characterized by sociological action. As Ellul 
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writes, “I believe that there is a collective sociological reality, which is independent of 

the individual. As I see it, individual decisions are always made within the framework 

of this sociological reality” (Society xxviii). Therefore, this “sociological reality” or 

ideology adopts as its starting point the perspective that new techniques will increase 

human satisfaction. This ideology argues that for each current method of achieving a 

stated goal, there must exist a method that does it better than the current method. For 

instance, Alvin Weinberg suggests that one can innovate technological solutions for 

social problems in his “Can Technology Replace Social Engineering?” His answer 

reveals himself as a proponent of the technological ideology – always believing that 

the technological solution is able to solve the problem at hand. And as Ellul states, to 

adopt an ideology of technology is to adopt a position of idealism, where each current 

technique is found to be insufficient for the moment, therefore leading to newer 

techniques, more efficient techniques, and more powerful techniques. It is this 

perspective that creates the perception that technology is autonomous. 

There is, though, a second type of ideological fear. Described in depth by the 

Frankfurt school of technology as the “technocratic ideology,” this ideological fear 

identifies the producers of technology as being the instigators of “efficiency” rather 

than a sociological movement of “technique.” Building off Marx’s critique of 

capitalism, critics of the technocratic ideology, such as Herbert Marcuse, argue that 

“products indoctrinate and manipulate; they promote a false consciousness which is 

immune against its falsehood. And as these beneficial products become available to 

more individuals in more social classes, […] thus emerges a pattern of one-
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dimensional thought and behavior” (12). Technocratic ideology occurs because the 

movement toward efficiency is the result of a capitalistic system that forces new 

technologies on people, thereby destroying human autonomy from a top-down 

approach. 

The most modern-day spokesman against technocratic thinking comes from 

Andrew Feenberg. Rather than seeing people as ideologized with a desire for 

technique as Ellul does, Feenberg claims that the desire for efficiency is 

predominantly found in technocracy. Feenberg defines technocracy as “a wide-ranging 

administrative system that is legitimized by reference to scientific expertise rather than 

tradition, law, or the will of the people” (Questioning 4). To counter such a “system” 

(4), Feenberg argues in Transforming Technology that humans need a critical theory of 

technology that is able to return power to the people by appealing to the users of 

technology. Feenberg doesn't fear technology, but he fears "the antidemocratic values 

that govern technological development" which lead to the "degradation of labor, 

education, and the environment" (3). If technology was removed from the control of 

the "producers" and placed in the hands of the "users," Feenberg believes that we can 

find a medium ground between what he calls "resignation and utopia" (13).  

Feenberg identifies a potential piece of the technological equation – the 

producing agents who lead to the illusion that technology is autonomous because of a 

lack of democratic participation infused into decision-making processes. Even though 

Feenberg recognizes that “technocracy is more an ideology than a reality” 

(Questioning 22), if individuals are aware of technocracy, then when producers 
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construct technologies that result in harmful side effects, such as smog or ozone 

depletion, the users, who must breathe and live in the atmosphere being created by the 

“technocrats,” can and should thwart any potential for technology being deterministic. 

Humans must realize that “the effectiveness of the technocratic ideology” is that when 

“a system of centralized administration is established, it is difficult to imagine working 

any other way” (Questioning 102-103). If we do work together to “imagine” (103) the 

world differently, then humans can work together to reshape the technologies away 

from their deforming qualities. It is this reason that Feenberg's argument and the 

arguments of other philosophers who want to seek to "change" technology, 

"transform" technology, or "control" technology are appealing. For as Feenberg 

writes, the dilemma of technology is not about being "for and against" it, but rather 

seeing the "variety of possible technologies and paths of progress among which we 

must choose" (Transforming v), thus setting the stage for humans to regain control 

over the fear of the technocratic perspective. 

Technology Studies and Technical Communication 
Of the two perspectives – the technological ideology and the technocratic ideology – 

the latter has become the primary basis for connecting technology studies to technical 

communication. Ellul’s broader thesis has been mostly reinterpreted as being an 

extreme critique of technocracy and mostly glanced over by technical communication 

scholars.  

Critiques of technocratic ideology, such as Feenberg, attempt to place more 

control on technologies by situating the “user” as the oftentimes forgotten element in 
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technological equations. When Feenberg argues that it is the "user" who has been most 

often ignored in the creation and reshaping of technologies, he is right. To use another 

of Tenner's examples, studies on the benefit or harm of wearing footwear have shown 

that covering the soles of the feet leads to more problems than walking around 

barefoot: 

People in industrial societies may assume that the tender sole would 

soon be ravaged by its environment without the protection of footwear. 

In fact, wearing shoes creates this sensitivity. [One] investigation of 

several hundred barefoot rickshaw men of Shanghai, whose work took 

them over twenty miles of cobblestones and pavement every day, found 

that arch deformities and foot ailments were rare. (53)  

And Tenner's conclusion after a 24-page literature review of the effects of footwear: 

"it may not be an improvement over the pleasure of walking the earth on broad, bare 

feet. But it is too late to return" (74). The last sentence is the most telling. Regardless 

of whether the foot can be improved through incorporating footwear technology, 

human choice has become limited. Now, footwear has become so mandatory that the 

"No shoes. No shirt. No service." has become standard company policy for most 

companies. 

For Feenberg, user participation through democratic politics offers a chance to 

reshape technologies toward a friendlier lived-world experience. Efficiency, as the 

“technical code of capitalism” (Transforming 76), cannot always consider the people 

that it impacts. When a city council decides to create a new neighborhood park, 
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decisions about design – materials of construction, directions of the paths, and types of 

vegetation – are mostly based on cost-efficiency rather than what users want. In an 

extreme case, a jogging trail may be built out of concrete, despite the common 

knowledge among runners that running on concrete will significantly shorten the 

lifespan of a runner’s knees. For Feenberg, then, his theory:  

[I]s a critique of domination exercised through the organization of 

technically mediated institutions. The emphasis is on how power is 

centralized, how people are controlled, and their minds shaped by these 

centralized technical institutions. To introduce some sort of reciprocity, 

a more democratic organization of technological society, implies a 

redesign of many technologies underlying these institutions.” (Zachry 

459-460)  

To enact this “redesign” of technology and institutions, Feenberg connects his 

ideas to technical communication in an interview conducted in Technical 

Communication Quarterly. The end shape of technology is always ambiguous, and 

that ambiguity that should ultimately be decided by the people who use the 

technologies, not the people who construct them. For shoe technology to ultimately 

succeed, the satisfaction of the user must be placed at the core of the design process, 

and the user can only be incorporated into the design process when a third party – a 

technological mediator – steps in to communicate the desires of the user to the 

producer. This call for a third party mediator has largely been enacted by the field of 

technical communication.  
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Technical communication, historically, has been defined as a practical field, 

whose members work to render communicable the technologies of the post-World 

War era. Technical communication, as a field, became more prominent during a time 

when technologies were rapidly becoming more complex. To use a stereotypical 

example in technical communication, when a VCR is too complex to know how to 

program by intuition and common sense, then the need for a communicator to 

construct a manual becomes necessary for the user to understand how to use it. As 

another example, at the time of this writing, Microsoft has released thirty-one different 

versions of their famous program Microsoft Word in only the last twenty-one years, 

giving the user relatively little time to understand, adopt, and implement the changes 

from one version to the next. Technical communicators have served primarily to act as 

mediators between the producers of technologies and the users of technologies, acting 

as the interpreters of a foreign object.  

However, when theorists such as Feenberg argue that the reason the user is 

confused is not because technologies are confusing but rather because the producers of 

the technologies do not always consider the users during design, then his argument 

gives a new reason for technical communicators to transcend their roles as "mediators" 

and to enact Feenberg's critical theory through inviting the user into the technical 

system. As the in-flap to Alan Cooper’s The Inmates are Running the Asylum 

suggests: 

Our lives are becoming evermore centered around the whims, quips, 

decisions, and disasters of the high-tech industry. And these software, 
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hardware, and technology developers don’t think like us. Despite 

appearances, business executives are simply not the ones in control of 

the high-tech world – it is the engineers who are running the show. We 

have let the inmates run the asylum. (in-flap) 

The role of the technical communicator, then, becomes one of challenging the 

anti-democratic values of the capitalistic system and regaining control over the 

asylum. That is, because the ultimate future of technologies is always "ambiguous" 

(Davison 123), technical communicators have become defined by that ambiguity in 

the last few decades, ever able to enact Carolyn Miller's call for a "humanistic 

rationale for technical writing" rather than simply seeing science and technology as 

"rigid, monolithic, and devoted to formulaic thinking and nothing but pure objectivity" 

(Rutter 25). 

To give users what they want is to return power from the creators of 

technologies to people – to offer them the ability to shape their own world. In the 

words of Robert Johnson, "waitresses, mechanics, secretaries, carpenters, bank clerks, 

even technical writers – all have valuable knowledge of the systems of which they are 

a part. Yet, they often are the most expendable, the least valued members of the 

knowledge system" (61). Technical communication, in light of Feenberg's critique, 

achieves new impetus for taking control of the ambiguity in modern power structures 

and giving power back to the users – the people who oftentimes are ignored.  

Joyce Carter is a primary theorist of this redefined technical communication. 

Rather than choosing to see technical communicators as simply cogs in the technical 
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system, she see them as potentially being key "producers" of the technological world. 

She argue that the three dimensions of technical communication must involve 

“instrumental,” “critical,” and “productive” dimensions – with the productive 

dimension being the least acknowledged but perhaps the most important. As Carter 

argues, we must stop being simply "reactive" in our "humanist critical stance," but 

rather seek to become "productive," placing ourselves and our students "into the world 

of value creation, competition, and free markets" (40). We must position the 

"communicator as more than tool user, more than critic, but as entrepreneur and 

creator of value" (47). 

Carter isn't alone in her efforts to present the technical communicator as a 

producer of society, one who impacts the technological world in fundamental ways – 

by constructing knowledge, shaping people's perceptions of technology, and 

ultimately having the power to bring the user into the technology creation phase and 

return power to the users. As a general reality, most technical communication 

scholarship and programs are focusing increasingly on "productive" mentalities, as 

evident in Carter's short list of such aspects as "user-centeredness," "usability," 

"service learning courses," and "applied rhetoric programs" with courses in "media, 

XML, teamwork, and value" (42). Numerous books and articles have been published 

that help theorize the new roles of the technical communicator, such as Donald 

Norman and Cooper's books on design principles.  

Yet a strange irony emerges from a re-examination of technology as Ellulian 

technique. While the "productionist" mindset that the field of technical communication 
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advocates can thwart the problem that of Feenberg identifies – the fear of technology 

in the hands of technocrats – the very concept of "producing" the world adopts as its 

fundamental assumption the idea that humans can "shape" the world through new 

"techniques." And as Ellul argues, this mindset is subject to a technological ideology 

that ultimately leads to even larger societal problems. After user-centeredness and the 

productionist mindset takes hold in the beliefs and practices of technical 

communication, the question still remains open as to whether the sociological 

determinants of a technological ideology have been addressed. Ellul warns his readers 

that any attempt to change technology was, by definition, an act of technique, and 

because technique is the basis for the technological ideology, the technique of user-

centeredness does not thwart sociological determinism. It does just the opposite. In 

direct contrast to Feenberg’s theory of “democratic rationalization” (Questioning 120), 

Ellul says that the law of “technique” still holds: “democratizing society” (Bluff 11) is 

only the next solution in the search to “find the most efficient technique” (12). 

Therefore, ironically enough, the thwarting of technocratic ideology propagates the 

fears of technological ideology. 

The Scope of this Dissertation 
Because a greater understanding of “technology” in technical communication is 

needed, this dissertation attempts to answer two questions:  

1) How and where do the philosophical and historical trends of technology 

studies and technical communication intersect, thus leading to theory that 

unifies both into a common narrative? 
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2) What is the result of observing the productionist model of technical 

communication through the lens of the technological ideology, specifically the 

arguments of often misunderstood philosophers like Ellul, Noble, and 

Postman?  

Other areas of focus include an interest in understanding technology and technological 

determinism and their intersections with technical communication, and, more 

importantly, trying to define, exactly, “technological ideology.” Also, the dissertation 

asks what can humans do in response to these critiques. And more specifically, it asks 

what are theoretical and practical implications of these ideas for technical 

communication theory and pedagogy, including if technical communicators should 

alter their assumptions and practices based on a revisited understanding of technology 

and ideology. 

               Chapter 2 explains and defends methodological assumptions when answering 

these questions. Chapter 3 consists of historical narratives that explain the more 

dominant patterns of thought in technology studies and technical communication. 

Specifically, the first part of Chapter 3 argues that technology studies was, as 

Feenberg argues, founded on a dialectic split between seeing technology as a utopian 

means and technology as a dystopic vision. This argument has been made by several 

authors, including Feenberg, Davison, Mitchum, and Kling. Researchers continue to 

debate the logic of an instrumental perspective about technology and a substantive 

perspective. This dialectic has synthesized, I argue, and the resulting discourse has 

been the renewed search to prove in the vein of “social construction of technology” 
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theories that technology is neither a move toward utopia nor a dystopic ideology – 

rather, technology is socially constructed, and as such, technologies should be 

individually and socially engaged with to insure that the future is not determined. To 

discuss technology as being substantive, essential, deterministic, or dystopic is to 

invite people to ignore the more pressing need of modern society: to engage with 

technology and innovation in a more democratic, user-defined way by awakening 

people to the undetermined future of technology. 

Technical communication, I argue in the second part of Chapter 3, is 

undergoing a similar historical path. As Carolyn Miller argues in her famous article 

“A Humanistic Rationale for Technical Writing,” technical communication must move 

away from a discussion of technology and technical discourse as being “positivistic,” 

and instead we should move to a more “humanistic” thread of thought that is currently 

being undertaken in English departments. Such a move, ultimately, has placed 

technical communication in a dialectic: positivism displays a blantant disregard for the 

potential social problems that technological innovation can create, but similarly, a 

move toward a more “humanistic” thread of thought, as perpetuated by English 

department ideologies, tends to picture technology negatively which does not allow 

technical communicators to participate in technologies and their development – we are 

only able to be critics. As Joyce Carter has argued in Market Matters, there exists a 

third way – the rhetorical way – to merge technical communication’s positivistic and 

humanistic tendencies into a more common narrative. Instead of maintaining that 

technical communication must be instrumental or critical, the alternative is to be 
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“producers” of technologies, active entrepreneurs in the innovative process, and able 

to change technology toward a more decentralized model of user-centeredness. 

These two sections of Chapter 3 provide an approach to viewing technology 

studies and technical communication in a combined way. The third part of Chapter 3, 

then, attempts to provide a theoretical understanding of how and why the two fields do 

and should, in fact, unite under a common narrative. Historical patterns of both fields 

have undergone a move toward a rhetorical epistemology that has been given a huge 

preference in technology studies (though much lesser in technical communication). 

Chapter 3 concludes that, based on Richard Lanham’s argument in The Electronic 

Word, the most coherent consideration of technology/writing is one that views human 

history through the discourse of rhetoric, experimental humanism, and a Bi-Stable 

Model for Utopia. 

Having developed an approach to unite the two fields into a unified theory, 

Chapter 4 begins to sketch out a potential critique of the current narrative of 

technology studies as envisioned by a resurrected, and reformulated, understanding of 

the technological ideology which will be defined in much greater detail. And in the 

latter part of Chapter 4, I argue that Feenberg has co-opted the rhetoric of such authors 

as Ellul and provided a path of technology studies that mostly ignores what authors 

such as Ellul were actually arguing. Take, for instance, Feenberg’s critique of Ellul 

and Heidegger, found in Transforming Technology and Questioning Technology. 

Neither book quotes extensively from Ellul, nor does either book provide a close, 

critical reading of him. I will argue, by examining Ellul, that the fears of the 

22 



Texas Tech University, Kevin Garrison, May 2009 
 

technological ideology have not actually been alleviated by Feenberg’s critique. 

Feenberg, and others in the social construction of technology vein of thought, have 

argued against a straw-man argument for a number of years, and a close look at the 

“rhetorical” vein of thought actually is the very ideology that Ellul predicted and 

feared. A rhetorical humanism, as argued by Lanham in his Bi-Stable Model for 

Utopia, is only a reformulated instrumental viewpoint that is more efficient by 

including the user directly in the system rather than waiting for a delayed, social 

response. Rhetorical humanism, then, is not the utopian model that Lanham and others 

have been searching for. I will argue that Ellul’s perspective actually reveals the 

limitations to a technological mindset. 

The final chapter, Chapter 5, begins to explore the implications of rejecting the 

technological ideology for such areas as scholarship and pedagogy in technical 

communication. By examining current practices drawn from Chapter 3, this chapter 

reveals technological ideology at work and presents ways to reshape the practical 

spaces and idealogues of technical communicators away from a fatalistic determinism. 
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CHAPTER II: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 
This dissertation seeks to understand how the field of technical communication, 

viewed through a critique of a popular narrative in technology studies, can better 

understand its own theories and practices. As elucidated in the previous chapter, the 

two dominant theories of why humans seem to have lost autonomy in the modern 

world are the technological ideology (which finds its greatest advocate in Ellul) and 

the technocratic ideology (which finds its greatest advocate in Feenberg). For the most 

part, studies of technology have largely adopted Feenberg’s understanding of 

technology while picturing Ellul as an extremist of the technocratic ideology. 

Technical communication theorists such as Robert Johnson in User-Centered 

Technology have argued that technical communication should be defined by and help 

redefine the field of technology studies. This dissertation asks, though, whether 

considering technical communication through the lens of technology studies can yield 

a productive and helpful understanding of technical communication when technology 

studies has possibly misunderstood the driving forces of technology due to a 

preoccupation with what technology can become rather than what technology is. This 

chapter explains and defends my research methods by 1) explaining my reasoning for 

an interpretative dissertation, 2) explaining why this form is best suited for answering 

the proposed questions, and 3) offering preliminary insight into which authors 

primarily influence the direction of this dissertation and why I chose to concentrate on 

them. 
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Interpretative vs. Empirical Research 
This dissertation is an interpretative dissertation. Stuart Selber defines two basic types 

of dissertations: the empirical dissertation, which can be sub-divided into qualitative 

and quantitative studies, and the interpretative dissertation, which is characterized by 

attempts to “employ secondary research methods combined with various analytical 

techniques” (148) to answer the proposed question. To explain why an interpretative 

dissertation is the best approach to answer my research questions, this section will 

present the epistemological bias that I have toward knowledge creation. 

Every epistemology attempts to answer how we know what we know. 

Empirical studies suggest that knowledge can be “found” by employing one of two 

basic types of research: quantitative and qualitative. In a quantitative study, often 

characterized by a scientific positivism bias, the researcher often believes that the 

natural world exists apart from human experience, and that by eliminating human bias 

through rigorous laboratory research, one can discover facts about the natural world 

that have little to no human bias. The basic method employed in quantitative studies is 

the experimental research design. More theoretically, Frey, et al. suggest that 

quantitative methodologies operate under a “positivistic paradigm” that sees the world 

as “singular,” the researcher as “independent” from the phenomenon, and knowledge 

as “value-free and unbiased” (19). In essence, by understanding the statistical 

importance of the numbers gathered in a quantitative study, one can make objective 

statements about reality. 

In addition to a theory of numbers, qualitative studies, characterized by a 

epistemology called “humanistic inquiry,” suggests that “human beings construct 
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multiple realities” which occur when the “researcher  and phenomenon are mutually 

interactive” (Hirschman 239). Rather than attempting to find facts through isolating 

cause from effect, qualitative studies (or humanistic inquiry) attempt to recognize that 

each “fact” is a constructed phenomenon that cannot be separated from the 

researcher’s own bias. Therefore, in an attempt to recognize the inherent human bias 

in human knowledge, qualitative studies adopt different methods, such as content 

analysis, meta analysis, surveys, focus groups, case studies, and ethnographies 

(MacNealy) rather than focusing on conducting experimental design studies. 

According to Selber, an interpretative dissertation works as an alternative to 

the empirical dissertation. The distinction is “between projects that employ secondary 

research methods combined with various analytical techniques and projects that rely to 

a substantial degree on primary research methods” (148). More specifically, empirical 

methodologies suggest that for any question about what is, we can always construct a 

method that will answer that question. What empirical methods cannot do, however, is 

suggest what can be or should be, an issue entirely separate from the empirical 

question. This dissertation’s questions ask what the current definitions of technical 

communication and technology studies are, seek to understand where those definitions 

intersect, attempt to offer an alternative definition to technology, and explore how the 

corresponding redefinition of technology impacts our understanding of technical 

communication. Because my dissertation doesn’t seek to understand what is but rather 

seeks to understand the intersections of the two fields of technical communication and 
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technology studies, my dissertation must be informed by a different methodological 

approach – one that is informed by Thomas Kuhn’s research into paradigm shifts. 

As Kuhn argues, each field of scientific knowledge operates under certain 

premises and assumptions about the world. They operate, as he calls it, under a 

paradigm, where the researchers spend their time doing “normal science,” which “is 

predicated on the assumption that the scientific community knows what the world is 

like” (5). It is only after repeated encounters of anomalies that scientists recognize 

paradigmatic assumptions, and they then attempt to change their understanding of the 

world. As Kuhn describes in his discussion of card playing, when people play with a 

deck of cards that has anomalous cards, such as “a red six of spades and a black four 

of hearts,” the “novelty emerges only with difficulty, manifested by resistance, against 

a background provided by expectation” (63-64).  

An alternative to undertaking an empirical dissertation is to undertake an 

interpretative dissertation, which suggests that for each piece of knowledge there exist 

paradigmatic assumptions that are guiding the research. My dissertation attempts to 

examine the paradigm that informs the fields of technology studies and technical 

communication for the sake of providing the critical alternative of what can or should 

be. Rather than constructing more data that technical communication and technology 

studies can use (that is, to do normal science), this dissertation examines the 

paradigms that govern the current understandings of both fields and explores ways in 

which they both intersect. In doing so, this dissertation adopts qualitative studies’ 

attempts to understand the “why” and “how” of decision-making process by 
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examining definitions that guide the social and cultural responses to technology rather 

than attempting to understand the “why” and “how” of decision-making processes. 

Justification for Theorists in the Interpretative Framework: 
Having established why an interpretative dissertation might work best to answer my 

specific research questions, it becomes necessary to examine why an interpretative 

dissertation would work as the best approach, and second, to identify theorists for the 

basis of that interpretation. As Cindy Johanek argues in her contextualist paradigm for 

composition research, all methods of approaching reality are interactive approaches 

that make up the research “context.” As she phrases it, “A Contextualist Theory of 

Epistemic Justification reframes our current view of epistemology-in-competition and 

constructs instead an epistemological dynamic that emerges naturally from the need to 

know, from a question arising from a particular context that will, if we examine 

context fully, lead to the best research method(s) available” (108). With this in mind, 

the question becomes why would an interpretative dissertation be the best way to fill 

in the need to know as epitomized by my research questions? 

My first research question is “how and where do the philosophical and 

historical trends of technology studies and technical communication intersect, thus 

leading to theory that unifies both into a common narrative?” To answer this question, 

Chapter 3 employs an altered method of a standard literature review. Typically, a 

literature review, as defined by Chris Hart in the social sciences, attempts to “show 

command of the subject area and understanding of the problem” (13). Where Chapter 

3 differs, however, is that it offers an extended synthesis of the historical factors that 
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led to the current paradigm. Since this dissertation attempts to understand the current 

“paradigm” of technology studies and technical communication and how they 

intersect, this dissertation borrows from three theorists to help guide this research:  

• For technology studies, I adopt Andrew Feenberg’s ideas as the most current 

iteration of technology studies because his theory has been called “one of the 

most sophisticated theories of the technology-society nexus” (Veak 226). 

Feenberg also has synthesized the works of dozens of historical authors in the 

construction of his three part narrative of 1) instrumentalism, 2) substantivism, 

and 3) constructivism. 

• For technical communication, I adopt Joyce Carter’s most recent work, Market 

Matters, as the most sophisticated understanding of technical communication 

theory. Her book, at its core, attempts to synthesize years of research into a 

three part approach of 1) instrumental, 2) critical, and 3) productive. 

• To understand how these Feenberg’s theory intersects with Carter’s theory, I 

adopt Richard Lanham’s work on “experimental humanism” and “rhetoric” as 

a way to join the two narratives into a similar paradigm. 

My second research question is “what is the result of observing the 

productionist model of technical communication through the lens of the technological 

ideology, specifically the arguments of often misunderstood philosophers like Ellul, 

Noble, and Postman?” To answer this question, Chapter 4 examines an alternative 

narrative of technology studies that falls outside of Feenberg’s work. Chapter 4 

attempts to describe this narrative based on the accumulated knowledges of numerous 
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theorists. Because Ellul is the most prolific writer on this alternative narrative, his 

work is given an extended analysis in the final sections of Chapter 4. 

This dissertation, then, is broken into two parts: Chapter 3 explores the 

historical and rhetorical processes that led to the current paradigm that informs both 

technology studies and technical communication, and Chapter 4 defines and analyzes 

an infrequently discussed idea in technology studies that could offer a new paradigm 

shift in technology studies which could then directly impact technical communication. 

The rest of Chapter 2 briefly examines the theories of Feenberg, Carter, Lanham, and 

Ellul in order to identify their necessity in answering this dissertation’s research 

questions. 

Feenberg’s Synthesis 
For the section on technology studies, I use Andrew Feenberg’s collection of works, 

primarily Transforming Technology and Questioning Technology. Feenberg is a 

technological visionary and freely makes his visionary claim both indirectly through 

theory and directly through application. Feenberg adopts, as his fundamental source, 

Marx’s theory of politics that was expanded upon by the Frankfurt School of thought 

which in turn found its strongest proponent in Marcuse. Specifically, Feenberg claims 

that, as a student of Marcuse, he wants to take Marcuse’s limited vision of technology 

to fruition through a combining of, what he calls, “the dystopian left critics” (Marcuse 

and Foucault) with the “socialist philosophies” of Marx. The result is that Feenberg 

claims that we may “someday” be able to “articulate a utopian vision of a redeemed 

modernity” (Questioning xv), which is a vision that continues to struggle for a 
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“humane and livable world” (Questioning 199). It is Feenberg’s presupposition that 

the failures of the past technology theorists is their tendency toward providing 

critiques of technology without offering a way to “transform” it or “reform” it. Or as 

he says, the problem with Heidegger’s philosophy is that Heidegger “advocates 

liberation from” technology “rather than reform of it” (198). 

Feenberg identifies at least four authors as constructing the basis for his radical 

departure in the philosophy of technology: Ellul, Borgmann, Heidegger, and 

Habermas. These four authors, for Feenberg, advocate a position concerning 

technology that he calls “essentialism,” which is a perspective that sees technology as 

having an “essence” that is both one of “efficiency” and one of “rationality.” While 

Feenberg agrees that efficiency is a problem in the postmodern world, he argues that 

the problem is a problem of an ideology that uncritically adopts efficiency as its end 

goal. But to further clarify, he states that this “obsession with efficiency” (Questioning 

ix) is found primarily in the technocratic elite rather than in some abstract “essence of 

technology.” For Feenberg, “the central issue today is the prevalence of technocratic 

administration and the threat it poses to the exercise of human agency” (Questioning 

101), and it is this “technocratic ideology” (101) that needs to be challenged by a 

political reform rather than discussing technology as something abstract and nefarious. 

The mistake of the essentialist authors was to mistake a trend toward efficiency in 

technology as the “essence” of technology; such a mistake, for Feenberg, “forecloses 

in principle any serious action to address” the problems that are “linked to technology” 

(Questioning ix) by appealing to a fatalistic or deterministic universe. 
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Feenberg is not pessimistic, as many of the essentialist authors seem to be, 

because he does not think that the technocratic ideology can be found in all places, 

least of all in the users of technology. Consider Feenberg’s example of a house. To a 

degree, the designer may adopt the “technical code of capitalism” (Transforming 76) 

and incorporate efficient design into the process of building a house, but as Feenberg 

writes, “design is not a zero-sum economic game but an ambivalent cultural process 

that serves a multiplicity of values and social groups without necessarily sacrificing 

efficiency” (Questioning 95). For the builder of a house, one goal is for efficient 

design, but such is not the essence of technology. The user – the person who finds a 

lived-world experience in this house – does not always see or approach a house in 

questions or terms of efficiency. The user oftentimes sees it in terms of their lived-

world experiences, thereby suggesting that the “essence” of technology is not, 

inherently, efficiency. It only appears that way because innovative design for 

technology have, historically, rarely taken the user into consideration. 

With this constructivist position in mind, Feenberg offers a practical solution 

to the modern problem of efficiency; by placing the users of technology back into the 

design process and “democratizing” technology, the technocratic ideology can be 

thwarted by humans the technology is designed to help in the first place. In other 

words, efficiency is a desire rooted in capitalistic movements for more capital and 

bigger business; it is not inherent in any abstract “essence” of technology. Once this is 

recognized, users can begin to participate within the realm of future innovation and 

design to insure the “survival of agency in technocratic societies and, more 
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particularly, the ability of modern men and women to act as agents in the technical 

field from which the technocracy draws its force” (Feenberg, “Reply to Veak” 241). 

Thus, Feenberg’s critical theory of technology is based on the ontological positioning 

that sees technology as being driven, not by a single, universal, monolithic, trans-

historical, one-dimensional, rationality that seeks to embody the goal of efficiency in 

every case, but rather as being driven by a complex interaction of people in differing 

social contexts where the people must act against the technocratic social “code” and 

insert a level of humanity into a capitalistic world that overrides humanity at the 

expense of capitalistic gain. His theory introduces, what constructivism calls, 

“difference” (Questioning x) into the future of technology; the alternative is fatalism, 

determinism, and inaction. I investigate Feenberg’s ideas further in Chapter 3, and I 

offer a critique of his ideas in Chapter 4. 

Carter’s Synthesis 
For the section on technical communication, this dissertation employs Joyce Carter’s 

ideas as found in Market Matters: Applied Rhetoric Studies and Free Market 

Competition. Carter currently exists as one of the frontrunners of a movement in 

technical communication to place communicators into the “age of rhetoric” (2). Carter 

argues the current “information age” (2) prioritizes communication practices that 

adopt strategies built on the economic models of free-market capitalism and combined 

with the theories of applied rhetoric. Applied rhetoric, like free-market capitalism, is 

based on the idea that “the ultimate test of success or failure for rhetoric is whether 

their audience is persuaded or convinced” (24). In other words, the value of any given 
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idea or product can always be traced back to whether individuals are persuaded to 

purchase or use that idea/product. Carter’s book, then, offers a collection of essays that 

examine how applied rhetoric can offer new directions for technical communication 

theory and practice. 

 At the core of Carter’s thinking is a recognition that technical communication 

has historically been held captive by two competing traditions: the instrumental 

tradition which is characterized by courses in “writing, editing, style, grammar, and 

history” (44), and the critical tradition which is characterized by courses in “ethics, 

criticism, and theory” (44). The first tradition has created educated writers and the 

second tradition creates voices that “resonate with a training, a humanity, and a 

caring” for human concerns. Ultimately, however, Carter argues there should be a shift 

in both theory and practice in technical communication to a third tradition: the 

“productive” tradition that is characterized by communicators who are “value-creators, 

aware of market values, of competition, of free ideas” (46). Such producers are 

necessary for working in the “information age” (2). As she writes: 

[C]ommunicators are generally perceived, inside and outside, as tool-

wielders, translators, or critics. I have spent my academic life within 

academic programs of rhetoric of one form or another, all housed in 

departments of English. I am concerned that their histories, 

philosophies of language, and their general theoretical and ideological 

bent not only fails to equip them with what is needed to adapt to the 
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changing society but also actually hampers our understanding of 

competition in communication. (2) 

With this realization in mind, Carter places rhetoric at the core of technical 

communication’s future. At Texas Tech University, for example, the Ph.D. program 

has adopted the name “Technical Communication and Rhetoric” as its namesake to 

emphasize possibilities for rhetoric as a unifying concept. As well, Texas Tech’s Ph.D. 

program has been a contributor in the move toward online education, thus 

emphasizing the move to be “productive” rather than “reactive” in the creation of the 

future of education. The results are also telling. TTU’s current online Ph.D. program 

has more than 70 students enrolled at the time of this writing in four years of the 

program. 

Lanham’s Synthesis 
To understand how Feenberg’s ideas about technology studies and Carter’s ideas 

about technical communication can both be understood within a similar framework, 

this dissertation adopts Richard Lanham’s works Literacy and the Survival of 

Humanism, The Electronic Word, and The Economics of Attention. While Lanham’s 

work might be considered dated for understanding current trends (especially his earlier 

two works), his ideas are useful for a number of reasons. First, Lanham was trained 

and educated as a rhetorical theorist in English departments, which gives him 

connections to questions concerning communication. As stated on Lanham’s personal 

website, he has “throughout his career maintained a serious interest in student writing” 

(para 2). Second, and more importantly, Lanham’s work has been mostly interested in 
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how technology and changes in the landscape of knowledge traditions over the last 

several decades have created a shift in pedagogy. As such, Lanham also theorizes 

about technology. And finally, Lanham is first and foremost a theoretician of the 

Greek tradition where he works to join history, motivation, grand narratives, utopian 

discourse, political discussion, and technology. Such cross-disciplinary thinking 

promotes a way to connect the two disciplines of technology studies and technical 

communication. 

 At the core of Lanham’s thinking exists a competition between two types of 

people: the philosopher and the rhetorician. The philosophical tradition, found in 

More’s Utopia, attempts to create a humanism where people are, fundamentally, 

rational and driven by end-goals. The rhetorical tradition does the exact opposite. As 

Lanham writes, “the philosophers believe that human motive is purpose-driven, and 

play and game derivative functions; the rhetoricians – forced to get results in the world 

of affairs – have always inverted this pattern” (Electronic 110). Lanham argues that 

for the last several centuries of humanistic thought the predominant goal has been to 

create a “Western Eden” (Literacy 33), but such an attempt has failed: 

The Western Eden, by excluding Pride, has always dismissed most of 

human behavior. Our continual fixation upon such a drastically 

simplified paradise poses one of the most interesting questions in the 

Western intellectual history. Western man has always wanted to deny 

his essence, pretending to be a different creature from what his history 

and his common sense reveal him to be. (33)  
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Lanham’s solution to this competition between the two groups is a “bi-stable 

alternation between the contingent and the absolute” (Electronic 114). When both 

groups cease to attempt to dominate the scene of academic discourse, then Lanham’s 

vision of an “Experimental Humanism” (110) may work when people “choose a Post-

Darwinian utopia” (Literacy 34). This vision feels him with “excitement” and with 

“hope” (143), and he argues consistently throughout his books for a movement back 

toward rhetorical thought. 

 In his most recent work, Lanhams polarizes the terms “stuff” and “fluff” 

(Economics xiii) in an attempt to suggest that what has been missing in the modern 

humanistic education is a recognition that society has moved to a new economy of 

attention where what is most important is not stuff, but the fluff. In this perspective, 

what matters most is what rhetoricians have long argued for: people are persuaded by 

appearances – by style – rather than by substance. Such is, for Lanham, the primary 

motivation of a human created by years of Darwinian evolution. And for teachers, 

when they continue to teach from an outdated paradigm of “stuff” or a philosophical 

humanism, they then find that the “enemy,” in the modern academy, “is now us” 

(Economics 15). 

Most importantly for this dissertation, Lanham conceives that “the bi-stable 

theoretical revolution that solves the immovable curricular confrontation is also a 

technological revolution” (Electronic 151). And this is what is most interesting to this 

dissertation. The move to “experimental humanism” or “post-Darwinian humanism” 

or a “bi-stable utopia” is based on technological revolutions of the 20th Century. 
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Technologies such as the “electronic word” allow for a democratized human existence 

where people are allowed to see that the philosophical tradition can and should be 

balanced by a rhetorical tradition where the “users” participate in the economy. For 

after all, in the economics of attention, what counts the most is always the user who 

enacts reality through action induced by persuasion. Therefore, Lanham’s ideas can 

connect Feenberg’s ideas about technology studies and Carter’s ideas about technical 

communication which are both, perhaps, operating under similar paradigms. Lanham’s 

polarization of “the top-down philosophers and the bottom-up rhetoricians” 

(Electronic 28) allow for an understanding of how.   

Ellul’s Ideas 
This dissertation places the French sociologist Jacques Ellul in opposition to Feenberg, 

Carter, and Lanham. For Ellul, there exists a sociological tendency for all of the 

modern world to focus on what he calls “technique.” Ellul admits in What I Believe 

that all of his life’s work has been devoted to placing the manifestation of technique – 

a technological society and technological system – in dialectic tension with human 

freedom:  

If we realize what the technological system is, then we have to think of 

it as encompassing everything. On the one side it is a totality. On the 

other side it grasps, modifies, and qualifies all aspects of human life, 

social, political, and intellectual, all human relations including artistic 

research, and it transforms them into something else. All opposing acts 

and ideas finish up being put in the service of the technological system 
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and finding their place in it. The technological system encompasses all 

things totally, ineluctably, and invincibly. (180) 

Each of Ellul’s books begins with the premise that human life in the twentieth century 

had undergone a radical transformation from life in past civilizations and epochs. This 

transformation is a continual move toward rationalizing all aspects of human life, 

placing them within a technical sphere, and destroying all possibilities for thinking or 

acting outside of that sphere. When the human is inundated with technique in all 

aspects, the result is a totalizing effect; one cannot escape the technological system. 

 On the surface, such a view of the modern world is far-fetched. Who can go 

against a “totalizing” reality? But a knee-jerk reaction stops short of Ellul’s 

fundamental philosophy. At the core, Ellul is a dialectician; he spends an entire 

chapter in What I Believe expounding his views of the “dialectic” (29). Borrowing 

from the traditions of Hegel and Marx, Ellul holds that each affirmation should be held 

in dialectical tension with its opposite. A synthesis, for Ellul, is neither always 

possible nor desirable. For him, anytime an idea or a reality infringes upon the ability 

to place life in tension with its opposite, Ellul suggests that there is a loss of freedom. 

For freedom, Ellul argues, is only freedom when it is chosen, and it can only be 

chosen when there are more possibilities than a totalizing argument, idea, or existence. 

And because the technological society is a totalizing potentiality, Ellul argues, 

consistently, that there must be a dialectic opposite – freedom – to place technique 

within a dialectic tension. 

39 



Texas Tech University, Kevin Garrison, May 2009 
 

 Placed in such a technological world, Ellul offers three potential “outs” for 

humans. They can 1) hope for a destructive war that destroys the technological society 

to such a degree that it “will no longer exist,” 2) hope that “an increasing number of 

people become fully aware of the threat” and endeavor to “assert their freedom,” or 3) 

hope that “God decides to intervene” (Society xxx). It immediately strikes the reader 

as odd that Ellul has, at least in argument, constructed a linguistic reality that cannot 

be controlled; if one is to change the technological society, one must hope in a 

destructive war, a benevolent God, or an unlikely universal shift in the human 

consciousness toward asserting freedom. None of these options seems optimistic, 

especially considering that there are few places in any of Ellul’s writings that seem to 

offer hope as to a way out of the situation. Ellul is famous for describing problems in 

elaborate detail and only indirectly touching on solutions; such makes for difficult 

reading. Ellul, however, meant for his books (over forty of them) to be read as a whole 

rather than only as an individual pieces, and the frustration one feels when reading the 

impossibility of assailing the problem described in The Technological Society is 

largely the result of having to find solutions (often vaguely conceived) in his other 

works.  As he writes, his books are to be read as counterparts in a dialectic discussion. 

The Technological Society, for instance, is the counterpart to The Ethics of Freedom, 

as he writes about in What I Believe. To read Ellul in any other way is to encounter a 

quagmire of absurdities and confusions where “his work stands as an elaborate hall of 

mirrors, deliberately designed to leave no passage out” (Winner, Autonomous 177). 
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But there is potential beyond current trends; Ellul readily claims that he is 

neither a proponent of “fatalism” (Society xxix) nor a determinist, though certain 

trends are, he argues, possibly determined. He fundamentally is an advocate of 

“hope,” as Lawrence Joseph Terlizzese writes. Ellul is challenging a “consciousness” 

(Lovekin) that he calls the technological ideology, and while the totalizing potentiality 

of “technique” is always possible, a reorganization of the mindsets of modern day 

people might offer, for Ellul, a way out.  

Methdological Conclusions 
These four theorists – Feenberg, Carter, Lanham, and Ellul – form the basis for this 

interpretative analysis and critique of a popular paradigm in both technology studies 

and technical communication. There exist, obviously, numerous other theories of 

technology and technical communication that will not be examined in as much detail, 

but the benefit of Feenberg’s and Carter’s ideas is that they synthesize an entire 

century of scholarly work into a tradition that allows for the formulation of an 

emerged “paradigm” in both fields that can be understood by reading Lanham’s work. 

It is the goal of the next chapter to explore the emergence of this paradigm and 

examine its assumptions about the technological world, whereas Ellul’s critique of this 

paradigm is explored in Chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER III: TECHNOLOGY STUDIES, TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION, 
AND THE RHETORICAL PARADIGM 

Introduction 
This chapter attempts to 1) present a popular, historical narrative of technology studies 

as epitomized in Feenberg’s work, 2) present a popular, historical narrative of 

technical communication as epitomized in Carter’s work, and 3) present how these 

two narratives are informed by a rhetorical paradigm as epitomized in Lanham’s 

writings. 

The first major section in this chapter examines Feenberg’s understanding of 

the technocratic ideology in detail. To do this, this section explores the history of, 

what this dissertation calls, the “technological dialectic,” which Feenberg bases his 

theory upon. This dialectic contains numerous flaws which Feenberg and other 

theorists have identified, and the first section sets the stage for understanding the 

current “constructivist” paradigm of technology studies that attempts to move beyond 

the “dialectic.” 

 The second major section makes a similar move. This section begins with an 

analysis of a similar dialectic in technical communication that, as seen in the previous 

chapter, ultimately leads to a need for a unifying theory to connect all the disparate 

parts. Using Carter’s understanding of “productive” (40) dimension of technical 

communication, this section concludes with an understanding of how technical 

communication might work under this theory. 

 The third section examines Lanham’s understanding of “experimental 

humanism” and “rhetoric” as terms for understanding the intersections and 
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connections in both technology studies and technical communication. This section 

concludes with an example of how this paradigm offers a united force for 

understanding technology by examining, briefly, an example of the cochlear implant. 

Part 1: An Historical Narrative of Technology Studies 

The Technological Dialectic 
People have a love/hate dialectic with technology. They praise positive uses while 

revolting against the use of technologies they deem inappropriate. This love/hate 

dialectic allows humans to shift between positive gains associated with technological 

use and negative effects on humanity, even while ignoring the arbitrariness and 

contradictions of their statements. It allows, for instance, authors like Chellis 

Glendinning to write neo-Luddite manifestos favoring “the dismantling” of such 

“destructive technologies” (605) as television and computers while simultaneously 

ignoring the potentially destructive capabilities of all technologies. 

The basic dialectic of debating the positive and negative gains associated with 

challenging tradition and the corresponding adoption of innovation has not remained 

restricted to local argumentation where individuals deliberately negotiate positive and 

negative gains of individual technologies. Rather, the historical trend of technology 

studies has been to adopt this dialectic and modify it for the abstract term 

“technology” where philosophers have extended their critiques to include, as Carl 

Mitchum writes, ways of “being-with technology” (491). As Mitchum argues, loving 

and hating technology exists on a grand scale of human history where people exist on 

a sliding continuum of optimism and pessimism.  
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The mindset of ancient philosophers, Mitchum suggests, remains one of 

“skepticism” (491) regarding the powers of technology. For example, the ancient 

Greeks, according to Ellul, preferred their current reality to the potentiality of 

technological change and believed that technique should be “applied only in certain 

narrow, limited areas” (Society 64). Ironically, however, the ancients’ mindset still 

affirms that technologies can potentially be considered good, even while arguing that 

innovation as a whole has no inherent positive associations. Because even though the 

ancients are skeptics, they never reject all technologies – they simply allow their 

technologies to be “confined by custom, by religious, aesthetic, and philosophical 

preference” (Lovekin 18). Or in another example, the ancient Jews in Genesis find the 

Judeo-Christian God divinely intervening in the lives of his created by providing them 

skins of animals for clothing and commanding them to work the land for food, thereby 

suggesting that some techniques were permissible. Less than a dozen chapters later, 

however, He thwarts the creation of the Tower of Babel because it attempted to reach 

Heaven. Such seemingly opposed actions imply that only basic technologies were 

essential and good – food and clothing – but that technologies damaging to spirituality 

were rejected. Therefore, for Mitcham, the “premodern attitude looks upon technics as 

dangerous or guilty until proven innocent or necessary” (494). 

 Mitcham argues that Francis Bacon’s pragmatic idea that “God has given 

humanity a clear mandate to pursue technology as a means for the compassionate 

alleviation of the suffering of the human condition” (495) led to the Enlightenment, 

which was a “fully articulated” (495) wave of hope and optimism to the dialectic 
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regarding technological innovation. And this idea prevailed into the modern world, 

even as the Industrial Revolution didn’t fulfill the Baconian promise of a technological 

utopia. The promise of Baconian philosophy gave freedom to innovation in such 

extravagant forms that it is completely understandable how Mitcham has designated 

human’s current relationship with technology as one of “romantic uneasiness” (498). 

Ancient fears and Enlightenment optimism have contributed to today’s current uneasy 

feeling about technology.  

 World War II pushed philosophers to move from ancient skepticism of 

technology and the optimism of the Enlightenment to the more extreme emotion of 

fear of the technologies that people had created. Fear, they argued, in the face of a 

potential nuclear annihilation, emanated from the basic question of autonomy: who 

controls what? Or the converse question: what controls who? Do 1) humans control 

and shape technology, with the pessimism surrounding technology only the sense of 

nostalgia for a world no longer available? Or, 2) does technology control humans, with 

the optimism surrounding technology merely a deception that occurs in the process of 

rejecting a less efficient technique for a more efficient one? The first position is 

commonly construed as being instrumentalism: the belief that humans have near-

complete autonomy over their technological constructions. The second position is 

known as substantivism: the belief that technologies have destined humans toward the 

ever-increasing use of autonomous technologies.  
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Instrumentalism vs. Substantivism: Utopia or Dystopia 
Feenberg, arguably the most accomplished and well-argued philosopher of 

technology, dichotomizes the terms “instrumentalism” and “substantivism.” These 

terms are essential to the undertaking of a philosophy of technology because they 

present, together, the love/hate dialectic that people have with technology. 

Instrumentalism, in suggesting that technology is under the control of people, presents 

technological innovation as an essential “good” action leading to utopia, while 

substantivism, in suggesting that humans are determined by the very technologies they 

create, presents a darker, dystopic view of technology.  

The opposing traditions of instrumentalism and substantivism are both 

ultimately limited, even to the point that Feenberg suggests neither is that far removed 

from the other. As he writes, they “share a ‘take it or leave it’ attitude toward 

technology,” and they both lead to the conclusion that “technology is destiny” 

(Transforming 8). Similarly, both are plagued by logical absurdities. The 

instrumentalist mindset has no recourse but to claim the nuclear explosions at 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki as unfortunate blips on the path to a technological utopia. 

Similarly, substantivist authors have no recourse but to shrug their shoulders when 

faced with the reality that they have used the available technologies of the printing 

press and, more recently, the Internet to disseminate their concerns about 

technological advancement. 

Opposing utopian and dystopian narratives do not form a coherent 

understanding of reality. As Rob Kling argues, the utopian and anti-utopian views 

about technology “form a genre of discourse” (para 7) which allow readers to 
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formulate an understanding about innovation, regardless of the correctness of such 

narratives. In fact, Richard Lanham argues that the constant search for a “stable and 

unchanging utopia” is what has “caused all the trouble!” (Electronic 83). If such 

narratives about technology are to allow for the reader to take action, then they must 

be able to move beyond the either/or dialectic toward synthesis. 

Regardless of limitations of instrumentalism and substantavism, the two 

positions remain the thesis and anti-thesis in the Hegelian dialectic, a process that 

leads to greater clarification of knowledge (see Figure 3.1). As Hegel noted in his 

logical philosophy, dialectic reasoning occurs through pitting a thesis with an anti-

thesis to arrive at a corresponding synthesis, and the same type of dialectic thought 

exists in technology studies. The thesis of instrumental, benevolent technology, in 

Hegel’s philosophy, inevitably encounters the opposing substantive anti-thesis that 

technology is dangerous. 
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 Figure 3.1: Hegelian Logic and Technological Advancement 

 

Substantivism 
Years: 1950-1970 

(Anti-thesis) 

Instrumentalism   
Years: 1900-1950 

(Thesis) 

Technological 
Dialectic 

Bi-Stable Model for Utopia OR Critical Theory 
Years: 1980-Present 

(Synthesis) 

 

Based on Hegel’s dialectic, neither of these two theories retains long-term 

credibility. They exist only temporarily as a need to begin the discussion concerning 

the sensation in the twentieth century that technology was taking control away from 

humans. Each theory necessarily exists in a dialectical positioning with one another, 

the one presenting the positives of technology, the other presenting the negatives. 

They encompass, in the abstract sense, the love/hate dialectic with technology, and as 

Hegel suggested, the corresponding synthesis nullifies the weaknesses of both theories 

and enhances their strengths. 
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Philosophers of technology have recognized that neither instrumentalism nor 

substantivism can provide a plan of action; people exist in a “being-with technology” 

(491) state of “romantic uneasiness” (498). The purpose of a philosophy of technology 

is to identify the sources of the uneasiness so that we have a foundation for action. We 

realize that Bacon’s utopia hasn’t happened; Richard Leakey argues that we are living 

in possibly the sixth greatest mass extinction of life on the planet. Conversely, we also 

realize that any claim that we are living in a dystopia (a Big Brother or Universal soma 

world) is also far-fetched, to say the least; in what other terms could one explain that 

the average lifespan of humans has increased since the Middle Ages? The goal, then, 

of the last several decades of technology studies has been to abandon utopian and 

dystopian rhetoric in favor of a critical theory of technology that identifies practical 

ways of responding to the negative aspects of technology while not ignoring the 

positive gains. 

The current technological synthesis is what Lanham calls the Bi-Stable Model 

for Utopia, or the epistemological stance that advocates taking the best of both 

instrumentalist and substantivist theories while rejecting the inevitability of both. 

Proponents of this theory argue, as Feenberg does, that “technology is not a destiny 

but a scene of struggle. It is a social battlefield” (Transforming 15), and as such, 

theorists such as Michel de Certeau and Robert Johnson undertake to give us 

ideological and social tools to undermine the determinism of the instrumental utopia 

and the substantive dystopia.  
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Homo Faber and Homo Sapien: Autonomous Technology and the 
Substantive Movement 
Dystopian rhetoric was enhanced by a number of seminal figures such as Lewis 

Mumford (Civilization and Technics), Martin Heidegger (The Question Concerning 

Technology), Herbert Marcuse (One-Dimensional Man), and Jacques Ellul (The 

Technological Society). These four authors are the most commonly quoted by people 

interested in a philosophy of technology. Such authors were among the first who 

examined technology not merely as tools that make life easier for human beings, but 

as a force that has helped define humanity. They attempted, according to Mitchum, to 

explain the sense of “uneasiness” that modern people have about technological 

advancement. They argued that technologies were not simply instruments that humans 

used for their own good (instrumentalism), but rather technology “has become an 

environment and a way of life” (Feenberg, Transforming 8).  

Prior to such thinking, technology was frequently equated to human tools – 

objects created by humans to manipulate the world. Yet despite the popularity of this 

idea, tools are not uniquely human, nor should humans be categorized, according to 

Thomas Carlyle, as a “tool-using animal.” Most animals manipulate the physical 

world in such a way as to be users of tools, even if those animals are largely 

unconscious of their status as “tool-users.” As Mumford writes, “many insects, birds, 

and mammals had made far more radical innovations in the fabrication of containers, 

with their intricate nests and bowers, their geometric beehives, their urbanoid anthills 

and termitaries, their beaver lodges, than man’s ancestors had achieve in the making of 

tools” (“Tool-users” 345). In the sense that technology isn’t uniquely human, 
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technology doesn’t warrant study beyond a mere natural phenomenon. In this view, 

technology simply is; it acts as a means of living in the natural world, never harming 

or threatening the users of the tools themselves. 

But such a perspective – control over technologies by its wielder – is 

dangerous, to say the least. If technologies are mere instruments that people use, then 

the whole philosophy of technology ideal can be regulated to the history books as a 

waste of time, for the only danger of technology is that someone will value it in a way 

that is contrary to what the tool was created for. And such leads to analyses of 

technology that view it as good or bad, always dependent upon use. A hammer has no 

ethic, the argument goes; ethics about technology are always a question of how 

humans utilize it. 

The instrumental view, though it offers a commonsense understanding of 

technology, ultimately needs no “philosophy” to understand. A “philosophy of the 

hammer” makes little sense, because questions concerning a hammer are always 

restricted to its use rather than something inherently as abstract as a “philosophy.” A 

more interesting question about human history asks which is primary in the question 

of human existence: should humans be identified as homo faber – “man the maker” – 

as opposed to a more lofty name such as homo sapien – “the wise man”? To suggest 

that humans are “wise” certainly places them, in the Platonic ideal, as being a more 

lofty creature than merely a species which desires to live a life as a tool user. And to a 

large degree, the substantive movement is founded on the recognition that the present 

age is a result of the shift from humans being placed at a lofty and privileged spot in 
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the history of the earth toward one where they simply become materialistically 

inclined to use tools. Of course, though, the seeming opposition between being 

creating existence through tool use and contemplating existence through wisdom leads 

to a quagmire of confusion regarding whether wisdom is a tool and which name 

should be prioritized for the future of the human species. 

Substantive authors see a twentieth century preference for homo faber that, for 

various reasons, leads to numerous problems and fears which are both real and 

perceived and both technological and political. Mumford, for instance, eloquently 

states that the most grand fear, for him, has been a shift from the more “democratic 

technics” of the past ages toward a more fearful “authoritarian technics” (Technics 1). 

Such a move has come from adopting a “scientific ideology” that has been “liberated 

from theological restrictions or humanistic purposes” (5). Though somewhat 

monolithic in scope, such a statement is a precursor toward a basic response: “if our 

eyes had been opened, we might long ago have discovered this conflict deeply 

embedded in technology itself” (2) and now we must ask not “what is good for science 

and technology” but rather “what is good for man” (8). 

The four most popular substantive authors – Ellul, Mumford, Marcuse, and 

Heidegger – all have similar predilections that technology needs to be placed under a 

new authority: one of mastery by humans rather than mastery of the machine. 

Langdon Winner’s Autonomous Technology compiles decades of research on a 

philosophy of technology and attempts to describe the dystopic fears concerning 

technology. His research suggests that the uneasiness concerning modern technology 
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can be classified into four different elements roughly following a common narrative. 

The following sections will attempt to briefly summarize, and partly expand, upon his 

research. 

Technological Evolution 
Winner argues that “it is possible to look upon technological change as a kind of 

evolutionary flow” (57), and this is fearful because it places humans at a “distinctly 

secondary status. Since the [Darwinian] theory focuses upon the evolving forms of 

technics in themselves, human beings come to be seen as the mere carriers of 

technology” (57). Just as genetic theory conceives of bodies as carrying the code for 

survival, human beings become subservient to the need for promoting life, thus 

placing humans as the servant to a larger force – the gene becomes the “master” and 

the body becomes the “slave.” Technology can be viewed in a similar way. If humans 

only exist to pass on genetic material to their offspring (from an evolutionary 

position), then they also only exist to pass on their technological know-how to insure 

the survival of subsequent cultures. And viewed from a Darwinian standpoint, such a 

reality makes humans subservient to technological innovation – the search to insure 

the survival of the species. 

 For Winner, when technology is viewed from a Darwinian perspective, human 

history becomes, mostly, determined through application of a universal standard 

regarding innovation: “If we don’t do it, somebody else will” (72). If a new technique 

will enhance the survival of one individual or group, then it would be absurd to think 

that they will forgo that opportunity for an enhanced survival and expect everyone else 
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to also forgo such innovation in favor of some type of “peace” or “harmony.” But such 

a fear then becomes the driving force of humans so that “to search for schools of 

thought that offer an alternative course to this onward momentum is futile. There are 

none. Any suggestion that there be a slowdown, limitation, or moratorium on scientific 

inquiry, research, and development is unthinkable at present” (72).  

Technological Determinism 
To view the future of technology as inevitable, from an evolutionary standpoint, 

would be fearful enough, but Winner compounds the problem by pinpointing a second 

viewpoint that the substantive authors suggest: technological determinism. Once 

technology is seen as a natural, evolutionary progression from less efficient to more 

efficient means of survival, then humans begin to detect a sense of determinism. And 

such is natural. When technology progresses according to the logic of efficiency and 

evolves according to the necessary command of “if we don’t, then somebody else 

will,” then humans are, in fact, determined by the choices of people and the techniques 

that they had no part in choosing. Winner describes a bar of soap as a clear example of 

this historical progression. Children born in modern day America are inclined, by the 

vast majority of its inhabitants, to use soap. Because soap use is a standard technology 

that attempts to minimize germs and smells in a high contact society, babies are 

inclined, at birth, toward using soap because the alternative is to suffer the anger of 

everyone who has to deal with the other’s germs and smells. And to become a normal, 

functioning member of society, each baby, then, is predetermined toward using soap, 

regardless of their personal needs, choices, or desires. It matters little that the modern 

54 



Texas Tech University, Kevin Garrison, May 2009 
 

explosion of allergies in modern humans has been empirically connected to the 

problem of modern people being too clean (Berger and Gordon); allergies are just the 

deterministic price that humans pay to minimize germs and smells in a world where 

we appreciate the luxuries that a high-contact society affords. 

As Winner argues, humans have little maneuvering room for “choice” in a 

society where they are determined by the technologies that prior people chose for 

them. To recall an example from the first chapter, shoes are so ubiquitous, yet few 

who wear them chose to wear them. People are mostly indoctrinated at birth to the 

cultural norms of the time, and they wear them because there is no ready alternative. 

Once grass has been displaced with concrete and asphalt, the theory follows that 

humans are determined for shoe-use without having a personal choice in the matter. 

Drawing upon Marx’s theories about technology, Winner argues that “each individual 

lives with procedures, rules, processes, institutions, and material devices that are not 

of his making but powerfully shape what he does. It is scarcely even imaginable what 

it would mean for each of us to make decisions about the vast array of sociotechnical 

circumstances that enter our experience” (86).  

Technological Drift 
Once technology use has “evolved” and “determined” a current generation of people 

toward a particular technological experience, such a generation is faced with an 

entirely new problem of which they effectively have no “choice” – the problem of 

technological drift. A new technology has intended and unintended consequences. The 

intended consequences, of course, are the enhanced means to achieve a desired end; 
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the unintended consequences are the unexpected and (sometimes) unplanned results of 

challenging an established tradition. As Mumford and Jared Diamond explore in 

different ways, to transform humans from hunter-gatherers to farmers yielded the 

intended consequence of maximizing food production, but it had the unintended 

consequence of leading to the Malthusian hypothesis that human population would 

expand at a geometric rate, eventually ending in wars, famines, and other undesirable 

means of population control. And so history has gone. Human population has 

increased to nearly every corner of the earth, threatening the environment and the lives 

of 6.5 billion individuals because humans decided to mess with a formula for what 

worked and adopted a new technology – agriculture. Such leads to the idea of “drift,” 

which for Winner denotes the reality that humans neither control the evolution of 

technology, the shape of current technologies, and must deal with the unintended 

consequences of our previous generation’s decision-making. 

Such, as well, leads to jobs for academics, as Winner suggests. As he writes, 

the foundation of liberal thinking comes only when there is a need to perform “patch 

jobs” to “remedy the flaws” (91) of past liberal thinkers. Winner writes that “with 

more data, more studies, more funding, a renewed awareness, an alarm clock under the 

pillow, and a few minor adjustments here and there on the Madisonian mechanism, we 

can return to normal” (91). But of course, it is liberal thought that has created all the 

problems that subsequent liberal thinkers are dealing with, creating an ever-new 

plethora of problems for subsequent generations to handle, even as we still deal with 

the similar questions that humans dealt with before technological advance. 
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The idea of “drift,” then, is similar to “determinism.” Once a new technology 

is introduced to effect change, it has the ultimately damaging and unintended 

consequences that are quite obvious to the modern world. Take, for instance, the idea 

that technology is taking jobs away from humans (a popular topic for freshmen 

students in composition courses). As Winner realizes, such fear is unwarranted; each 

new technology eliminates jobs, but at the same time creates many unintended jobs 

that Mike Rowe in “Dirty Jobs” demonstrates while cleaning up messes that modern 

technologies have created. The ultimate irony, of course, comes with the realization 

that modern humans are intelligent enough to know that there are unintended 

consequences so that “unintended” consequences are controlled variables as well. 

Knowing full well that utilitarianism perspectives cannot ultimately hope to accurately 

predict the consequences of any given action, technologists see the “unintended” 

consequences as being a voluntary determinism where the unintended positive 

consequences are smiled upon and new jobs and forms of innovation are created to 

deal with the unintended negative ones. Thus, the empty word “progress” becomes 

omnipotent: though we know that introducing, say, a cell phone into society is not a 

“progressive” moment, it does allow for both popular unintentions such as text 

messaging and unpopular unintentions such as the breakdown of popular grammatical 

conventions. But the cell phone, far from putting English teachers out of jobs, only 

gives them an added incentive and motivation to perform the “clean-up” duty that cell 

phone technologies have created. 

Winner concludes: 
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[W]e accept the role of experimental subjects in a process of minimally 

controlled change, later looking back upon what we have done to 

ourselves as a topic of curiosity. Thus, after almost thirty years during 

which the lives of children have been influenced by watching 

television, the question, What are the effects of television upon 

children? is suddenly posed as a legitimate problem for social science. 

(100) 

The Technological Imperative 
Substantive theories paint a fairly graphic and pessimistic picture of modern humans 

when they state or imply that humans have no control over future innovation 

(evolution), no control over past innovation (determinism), and are constantly having 

to deal with the unintended consequences that all the innovation has caused (drift). 

Such lends credibility to the idea that Ellul, for instance, is one of the most pessimistic 

humans of the twentieth century when he concludes that there is little hope for 

establishing human control. But the final piece to the puzzle occurs when Winner 

discusses the “technological imperative.” In short, once an idea has been conceived, its 

fruition requires the change of physical environments; that is, to create something 

new, one must destroy, change, or augment what exists. 

Such leads to interesting dynamics within the contexts of technological 

development. When Henry Ford conceived of the assembly line, the only way such a 

reality could take place is through the destruction of rubber trees in South America to 
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create massive amounts of rubber. But what is little remembered is what Alan 

Weisman claims: 

The demand for inflatable tubes and tires soon found ambitious 

Europeans heading up every navigable Amazonian stream, claiming 

land with rubber trees and seizing laborers to tap them. In Ecuador, 

they were aided by highland Quichua Indians evangelized earlier by 

Spanish missionaries and happy to help chain the heathen, lowland 

Zapara men to trees and work them until they fell. Zapara women and 

girls, taken as breeders or sex slaves, were raped to death. (2) 

And once cars are mass produced, then oil and gas becomes a necessity and a 

commodity, mechanics become a requirement, and roads must be created to handle the 

ever-growing need for transportation. In essence, where there was once no need, today 

there is. Where there once was no scarcity or abundance, today there is. And Winner 

argues that technology then reaches a stark conclusion: it becomes a “moral standard, 

a way of distinguishing the good from the bad, the rational from the irrational, the sane 

from the insane” (102). 

Thus, in the final analysis, Winner argues that these four forces, combined, 

render technology an autonomous force, uncontrollable by humans. Winner’s work 

allows for humans, for the first time, to describe, collectively, the feeling that 

technology was “taking over” or that it had developed an autonomous nature. He 

combines the past research into a narrative that made sense of the dystopic claims and 

the fear of loss of control. But ironically enough, just as Winner had begun to quell 
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fears by wrapping technology’s negative aspects into a narrative that allowed for the 

emergence of human control, the entire history of technology studies shifted toward 

the opposite problem: proving that humans still did have autonomy over their own 

creations. 

The Rise of Social Constructivism 

Postmodernism: There Is No Salvation 
Just as the autonomy of technology was becoming more understood, an unexpected 

twist happened to the field of technology studies: the critics of technology became 

increasingly wedded to an emerging field of social constructivism as influenced by 

postmodernism. If each new synthesis, by encountering a new antithesis, is closer to 

“absolute mind,” then the corresponding logic of Hegel’s dialectic reveals that at some 

point, human history will reach a culmination of knowledge where the ultimate 

synthesis has no new rival. It will create the utopia that Karl Marx and other authors 

prioritize in their writings. 

 However, postmodernism complicates Hegelian logic. If, as Lyotard suggests, 

postmodernist thought suggests that the process of telling “grand narratives” has been 

called into question, then the end of history and the beginning of a golden age can 

never be achieved. When grand narratives are deconstructed, human history can 

eliminate any discussion about the utopian way. Life merely exists; humans merely 

live. There is no utopia. 

Postmodern discourse, once connected to technology studies, reveals that the 

attempt to situate technology as a utopian or dystopian force is the wrong question; 
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technologies merely exist as social constructs, and as social constructs, they can 

always be re-constructed if they undergo the process of “defamiliarization.” As 

Michael Salvo argues, when we recognize that “history as we know it will not end in 

either a golden age of unfettered global trade or in a proletarian revolution” (“There” 

122), then we can begin to move in the direction of a third way that ceases to look for 

a “salvation.”  Ideally, this third way begins with a recognition that the transition to 

postmodernity is “not the end of history per se but the end of seeing the current era as 

anything but an extension of a long history of imperfect human cultures who 

themselves constructed the best answers they could in their contexts given the 

materials available to them” (130). 

This postmodernist approach recognizes that the history of technology studies 

got caught up in utopian/dystopian logic – a simple argument to make considering that 

Heidegger was deeply influenced by Hegel’s dialectic, Ellul himself was secondarily 

famous as a Christian author who was also interested in the book of Revelation, 

Marcuse was rooted in Frankfurt school of thought that prioritized critical thought as a 

means for the liberation of all people, and Mumford’s first book was entitled The Story 

of Utopias. Technology studies stalled on the issue of how to avoid the end of history, 

either literally or figuratively, without recognizing that such a question was, itself, a 

question that embraced modernity. 

As postmodernism challenged the end of history and the proponents of 

Hegelian utopia, technology studies was ushered into the age of postmodern thought 

with the help of social constructivism. As Kuhn reveals in his most oft-cited book on 
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the Structure of Scientific Revolutions, scientific knowledge is always undergoing a 

process of construction. Facts are not found devoid of human ideologies and 

subjective bias, but rather they are constructed within a context of rules and 

regulations that were constituted by human ideologies and subjective bias. In one of 

his examples, scientists work much like the metaphor of a deck of cards. Kuhn writes 

that an experiment revealed that people were unable to identify anomalous cards 

within a deck of playing cards, such as “a red six of spades and a black four of hearts” 

(63), because “[w]ithout any awareness of trouble, it was immediately fitted to one of 

the conceptual categories prepared by prior experience” (63). Scientists work in a 

similar fashion: once a context of knowledge has become constructed and 

standardized, the reality that it has been constructed is only revealed through the 

anomalies that continue to emerge “with difficulty, manifested by resistance, against a 

background provided by expectation” (64). The reality that knowledge is constructed 

is quickly forgotten, even as anomalies abound. 

Kuhn’s understanding of scientific operating principles allowed for a more 

advanced and more intelligent discussion of technology. If scientific knowledge is 

constructed, then by default, the products of scientific knowledge are also constructed, 

namely technologies. Winner is perhaps the most vocal concerning this shift in 

technology studies. As Winner sees it, the move away from the substantive authors 

and their near doomsday sayings was taken up primarily by a group of people under 

the label of the “social construction of technology” (“Social” 234), which is often 

shortened to SCOT. This field, emerging in the 1980’s and 1990’s, was led by a list of 
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prominent sociologists and include: “H.M. Collins, Trevor Pinch, Weibe Bijker, 

Donald MacKenzie, Steven Woolgar, Bruno Latour, Michel Callon, Thomas Hughes, 

and John Law” (234). 

Winner defines the emerging field as one that “recommends that rather than 

employ such broad-gauged notions as ‘technological determinism’ or ‘technological 

imperatives’, scholars need to talk more precisely about the dynamics of technological 

change” (234). The program the SCOT tradition embraces encompasses a postmodern 

principle. Discussing the “end of history” and the autonomous aspects of technology 

disallows for an accurate understanding of how science and technology actually 

operate. As Kuhn established, anomalies creep into strange positions during the 

process of scientific development, and though one mode of thought appears to 

dominate an entire thread of history, each scientific “discovery” has always been 

challenged, refined, and reworked into alternative and competitive frameworks.  

The literature in the SCOT tradition is rich with detail about how technological 

change is not determined but rather constantly undergoes reformulations. Bryan 

Pfaffenberger, an anthropologist working in the thread of the SCOT tradition, argues 

that technology should be read as a text, and as a text, we should read the process of 

socially-constructed technologies as a drama that consists of three parts: technological 

regularization, technological adjustment, and technological reconstitution. This drama, 

albeit complex and individualized for each technology, occurs in a three-part process. 

A technology or technological system first undergoes a mutation – a moment when 

innovation occurs and a new outcome emerges. The emergence of new technologies or 
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systems, as a result of innovation, leads to a necessary response by the people 

impacted in the change. Because innovation leads to a reconstitution of power 

structures in society, Pfaffenberger argues that the second step in the drama occurs as 

a direct result of this reconstitution: “People who covertly or openly challenge 

technological regularization find ample areas of inconsistency and ambiguity, which 

they can exploit to interpret technological artifacts and contexts in a different way” 

(299). By virtue of the innovations, individuals, to survive, must adjust to the changes 

in social organizations. Where individuals may have once been in power, they are now 

the underdog. The third step in the drama occurs when technologies are reconstituted 

based on the critiques and challenges offered by the people who were forced to adjust. 

For a technology or system to become naturalized, it must attempt to appease the 

people that the innovation upsets, and this happens through the process of rhetorical 

negotiation. 

 Ironically, a technological drama may continue as innovation spurs new 

innovations, or it may lead to a moment in which “the drama can drop out of the 

technology” (308). Technologies can “become taken for granted, routine, and part of 

the natural attitude of everyday life” (309) and once this moment occurs, 

Pfaffenberger argues that this reality creates “worrisome implications” (309). Once a 

technology has become naturalized to the point that the politics and the ideologies that 

surround it are no longer subject to questioning that we chalk the technology to 

“progress” and forget why “the refrigerator hums” (309). Technology, viewed from 

this perspective, is only autonomous when people forget what is and what was. The 
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substantive fears of technological evolution and technological determinism are only 

fears because people accept themselves as determined by past decisions and 

evolutionary maxims. And the fears of technological drift and imperatives are, 

similarly, only fearful because people must deal with the unexpected problems and the 

radical revision of the material world without any power to control those problems and 

revisions. But technological problems, similarly, can be controlled through a 

humanistic education. Pfaffenberger places the SCOT tradition at the forefront of 

technology studies by challenging teachers to always defamiliarize the technologies of 

the time, so that none of them appear to be inevitable and fostering a sense of 

“political awareness and civic responsibility” (309) in citizens involved in 

technological dramas. In Pfaffenberger’s world, the Marcuse’s of society decry the 

dehumanizing effects of technology, but the proper response is to actively engage in 

the technological dramas as they unfold, begin new dramas to defamiliarize the 

natural, and to constantly engage people in the process of innovation. 

 Notice the subtlety of the SCOT argument. In a world that is socially 

constructed, the individual, being part of society, is held responsible for the choices 

that society makes, and in a Pfaffenberger world, the focus shifts from a philosophy of 

technology toward a user-defined reality. If shoes are inherently deforming, then to sit 

around and complain about the “heartless technocrats” or to complain about 

“autonomous technology running amuck” is to shirk the social responsibility of the 

individual. Individuals are called to advocate their own humanism. If shoes are 

deforming, then it is the individual humanist responsibility to make the message a 
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politically destabilizing message and revoke the mandate for all stores to have shoes. 

Or if the individual is discontent about the prevalence of concrete in local 

neighborhoods, then it remains the individual’s responsibility to advocate for 

alternative materials on walkways at community parks. To complain that there is “no 

way out,” as the substantive authors do, leads to only a perception that technology is 

autonomous. The response should never be to disassociate from society, but rather to 

immerse the self in the sociological dramas that are continually unfolding.

Democratization and the Practical SCOT Tradition 
The SCOT tradition in technology studies has clearly opened up an insightful 

discourse concerning the social elements that surround technology. Langdon Winner 

summarizes the effects of the tradition in the following way: 

Research results usually indicate that technological innovation is a 

multi-centered, complex process, not the unlinear progression depicted 

in many earlier writings. Along the way, social constructivists have 

helped debunk the idea that new technologies spring full-born from the 

work of “great men.”  Another useful contribution of this approach is to 

reveal the spectrum of possible technological choices, alternatives, and 

branching points within patterns sometimes thought to be necessary. 

Social constructivist interpretations of technology emphasize 

contingency and choice rather than forces of necessity in the history of 

technology. (“Social” 236) 
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However, after praising the SCOT movement, he launches a full-scale attack on the 

limitations of this thinking, arguing that while the substantive authors were, perhaps, 

quite negative in their perspective of technology, they always offered a mechanism of 

hope that some way, somehow, there may be a turning away from the dystopian 

world; SCOT offers no such thinking. Winner writes: 

[T]he helpful insight that they want to offer is simply that choices are 

available, that the course of technological development is not fore-

ordained by outside forces, but instead a product of complex social 

interactions. If that is the point of their enquiries, then constructivists 

are now repeating it ad nauseam. Alas, this increasingly redundant 

theme has not been incorporated into anything like a programme for 

positive change or a theoretical perspective that anticipates anything 

better than the current course of events. (“Social” 241) 

Winner’s critique argues that, to a limited degree, the SCOT tradition has ignored the 

entire previous traditions of substantive scholarship only to prove a single point: 

technology is not autonomous and is not determined by forces outside of human 

control. This is, ironically, what substantive authors have said all along. Nearly all 

substantive authors, in offering critiques of technological ideology, offered some 

measure of redemptive hope, even if, in Ellul’s case, the best hope we have is to 

“renew its covenant with a forgiving God” (“Social” 241). 

 If, then, Winner is correct and the SCOT tradition is somewhat repetitive, 

Winner argues that the “question is not how technology is constructed, but how to 
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come to terms with ways in which our technology-centred world might be 

reconstructed” (“Social” 242). Pfaffenberger identifies an intriguing method of always 

viewing technology as a process of drama, never seeing current technologies as merely 

inevitable effects of monolithic procedures. Even this insightful analysis ultimately 

does not lead to a moment of action. How can one move beyond viewing technologies 

as dramas to participating in the dramas?  

The most articulate of the SCOT tradition is Feenberg. Understanding the 

critical juncture of the SCOT movement, Feenberg answered the call for a 

“programme for positive change” (Winner, “Social” 241). At his most epic in 

Questioning Technology, Feenberg argues that to move beyond the ad nauseam of 

repeating how technologies are socially constructed, we must embrace a “radical 

democratic politics of technology” (99). Feenberg suggests that the essentialism of 

Ellul and Heidegger led to a reaction by social constructivism to suggest that there 

exists ways to impact the technocratic ideology in political ways. As he writes, the 

“reaction against determinism brought the contingency of technological development 

into focus, which in turn has opened the way to a reassertion of the political” 

(Questioning xvi). Because social constructivism has revealed the limitations of 

substantive critiques, Feenberg argues for a movement that places the user at the 

center of technological innovation – a movement that can only be accomplished when 

power is moved away from top-down, technocratic management and rooted in more 

democratic processes.  
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Essentially, Feenberg is challenging a “technocracy in which technology 

everywhere trumps human communication” and wants to replace such a model with “a 

democratic society in which technical advance serves communicative advance” 

(Questioning 128). The way that such a movement works is by placing the user at the 

center of technological innovation. Drawing upon actor network theory, Feenberg 

argues that people “as patients, users of a domestic computer system, participants in a 

division of labor, neighbors of a polluting plant, are the actors” (Questioning 105), and 

they should recognize that, through democratic participation, they are capable of 

acting against the technologies that have become instigated as a result of the 

“autonomous technologies” of the modern world. Feenberg proposes to move beyond 

the limited scope of Ellul and Heidegger, visionaries who tended to attribute “quasi-

magical powers to technology” (Transforming 7). Because technology is not 

autonomous, nor does it always work against people, Feenberg proposes that the locus 

of technological change be placed in the hands of the user, the people who are most in 

tune with the world they want to live in. 

If Pfaffenberger and Feenberg are correct, then the process by which 

technology moves from a non-existent entity to more monolithic and one-dimensional 

constructions is always an open system. As such, one should never speak of 

technology as a form of determinism. Such a response provides, in effect, a no escape. 

If one is unhappy with the form and effects of technology, then merely criticizing its 

effects is to play a game where nothing is changed. The onus is on the user, the 
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participants of the technological system, to take an active role in the construction of 

their world. We either participate in the drama or we watch it unfold. 

Users Matter 
To make the argument, however, that users actually do matter in technological dramas 

is still somewhat under debate. Nelly Oudshoorn and Trevor Pinch, in How Users 

Matter – The Co-Construction of Users and Technology, attempt to rectify this lack of 

research. Their aim is to “present studies of the co-construction of users and 

technologies that go beyond determinist views of technology and essentialist views of 

users’ identities” (3). The SCOT tradition opened up such possibilities for 

understanding how technologies and technical systems are open-ended, to a degree, 

and several of the essays in this collection flesh out the understanding of users by 

revealing how they have and continue to re-frame our understanding of technology. 

One of the earlier essays by Christina Lindsey, for instance, explores how one 

of the earliest personal computers – the TRS-80 – is still used over 25 years after it 

was released to the public. It is currently “being kept alive and fully functional by 

some remaining users, who not only are further developing the technology, but are 

also defining their identities and constructing new ideas of what it means to be a user 

of the TRS-80” (29). Lindsey argues that it is a mistake to assume that an older 

technology has become outdated and scrapped in favor of new advancements. In 

actuality, users have considerable control over how they use computers, for what 

purpose they use them, and how users continue to subvert traditional uses. As 
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examples of how the TRS-80 is still being manipulated, Lindsey shares several case 

studies: 

One user stated that his TRS-80 boots up faster than his three well-

equipped PCs with Windows. TRS-80s are still sometimes used for 

word processing and text manipulation. For one user, these computers 

are the only ones he uses. He has one at home and another in his office 

and uses them for all his home and business word processing needs. 

Another user wrote his doctoral dissertation (on technology ethics and 

public policy) using his TRS-80. Some other users are still writing 

game programs for the TRS-80 and distributing them as freeware. One 

enthusiastic radio amateur uses his computer to send and receive Morse 

code on the amateur bands. (42-43) 

Users, according to Lindsey, do matter, and they matter to such a degree that users 

have constructed an entire network of “developers, producers, retailers, advertisers, 

publishers, and technical support staff” (50), and to ignore this reality is to place too 

much “deterministic” power in some kind of “technological autonomy” that 

technology doesn’t warrant. Users shape their environments. 

 Perhaps the best account of how the SCOT tradition has revealed the 

limitations of the substantive critiques is Andrew Ross’s argument that one should 

always be “hacking away at the counterculture” (556) rather than always submitting to 

the dominant technological system. Ross argues that “the picture of a seamlessly 

panoptical network of surveillance may be the result of a rather undemocratic, not to 
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mention unsocialist, way of thinking, predicated upon the recognition of people solely 

as victims,” and to hold to “an epistemology of technological determinism” is to 

“dismiss the capacity of the people to make their own use of new technologies” (567). 

Ross’s message is clear: instead of creating a culture of fear, as the substantive authors 

did, recognizing the inherent power of the user to shape and reshape technological 

systems is a call for education and literacy to teach people how they can regain the 

autonomy that has been stripped from their hands. Educators should present users as 

“capable of penetrating existing systems of rationality that might otherwise be seen as 

infallible” (568). To do otherwise is to submit to a perceived autonomous system and 

the rhetoric of technological domination. 

Conclusion to Section One 
While the pattern of technological history as outlined by Feenberg is somewhat 

limited in scope, it has the advantage of placing a large number of theorists and their 

writings into a framework that views, historically speaking, the move from 

instrumentalism and substantivism toward a SCOT perspective that has found fruition 

in the rhetoric of user-centeredness. As I show in the next section of this chapter, this 

historical narrative is potent, yet it is particularly dangerous in that it views technology 

and its progression from a singular viewpoint that ignores the complexities of the 

substantivist critiques. Before that point, though, the next section will attempt to show 

a similar historical narrative at work in technical communication.  
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Part 2: An Historical Narrative of Technical Communication 

Introduction 
Technology studies has transformed from a dichotomous distinction between an 

instrumentalist view of technology and a study of a critical awareness of technology 

toward a theory of critique that included a coherent logic for human action (as spelled 

out by a democratized rationalization for technological change). The shift in thought, I 

have argued, is due largely to the postmodern rejection of utopian and dystopian logic 

that pictures technology in an either/or dialectic approach of either accept technology 

or reject technology. With a postmodernist rejection of such grand narratives, the 

subsequent question for technology studies was to prove that 1) technology could be 

influenced by people (a proof offered by SCOT’s acceptance of Kuhn’s ideas), and 

that 2) how technology could be shaped by politicizing technology as a process that 

demanded democratic participation. 

The narrative I’ve traced, however, has not been limited only to technology 

studies. Such a pattern of thinking, begun in philosophical discourse, has been 

undertaken in practice as well. I argue in this section that the field of technical 

communication, a field that is directly connected with technology and a field that is 

directly concerned with a pragmatic application of ideas, also follows this narrative 

pattern. Just as technology underwent a three step process of 1) instrumentalism, 2) 

substantivism, and 3) SCOT/democratization, I argue in this section that technical 

communication has undergone a similar three step process (see Figure 3.2), as 

suggested by Carter’s work: 1) positivism, 2) literary/critical humanism, and 3) user-

centeredness. 
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Figure 3.2: Hegelian Logic and Technical Communication 
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Years: 1990 – Present 

(Synthesis) 

Literary Humanism 
Years: 1970 – Present 

(Anti-thesis)

Positivism 
Years: sixteenth – twenty-first century 

(Thesis) 

 As with most academic fields, technical communication’s search for a coherent 

narrative consists of an ongoing struggle between developing new ideas to cope with 

ever- changing academic and workplace contexts while simultaneously adhering to 

scholarly traditions that give ethos to its research, pedagogy, and practice. But unlike 

most academic fields, technical communication’s ability to construct a coherent 

paradigm is often hindered by a history that has had to rely on the adoption of 

academic traditions that were not formed with technical communicators in mind. As 

Robert Johnson argues, technical communicators have been “borrowers of theory” 

spending “little time explaining to other disciplines what we might contribute to any 
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ongoing dialogue” (92). This borrowing habit, of course, is the only way to give ethos 

to a young field because as Patrick Moore writes, “[m]uch of the recent history of 

academic technical communication has revolved around faculty trying to earn 

sufficient legitimacy to have a place at all in the academy” (167). And to a certain 

degree, all fields are “borrowers of theory” and only derive ethos from other 

disciplines. However, now that the field has “matured” (1), editors Barbara Mirel and 

Rachel Spilka introduce Reshaping Technical Communication with the claim that 

“technical communication is experiencing an identity crisis” (4), and that it needs to 

take up the challenge to “show our workmates the unique knowledge and skills that 

we as technical communicators bring” (4). They argue that it is time for technical 

communication to stop borrowing from other traditions and, instead, create its own 

unique theories and narratives. 

The tendency to borrow from other academic traditions has led to a number of 

dichotomous narratives that have attempted to inform technical communication’s 

purpose for the last few decades. In a review of the Mirel and Spilka book, Tracy 

Bridgeford makes such a claim: 

The question of status in technical communication (for academics and 

practitioners) is a story that has been retold vigorously with each 

decade since the 1970s. From the instrumental vs. rhetorical, skill vs. 

knowledge, or humanistic vs. technical perspectives, the question of 

status has permeated our research discussions as we struggle to identify 

who we are and our value to the world. (132) 
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As Bridgeford identifies, technical communication is becoming less content to let our 

identity be defined by these common and, oftentimes, reductive dichotomies and 

instead is moving toward needing to construct a definition of technical communication 

that transcends the traditions that have given technical communication its ethos. As 

technical communication’s importance continues to be more recognized by society, it 

faces the task of moving its identity away from dichotomies and to a more unified 

purpose. 

 The field of technical communication and its scholars have matured beyond a 

positivistic/instrumental approach to language, reality, and technology, and moved 

toward a critical/humanisitic approach that borrows from the literary humanist school 

of thinking. This move, while useful in the short term, has been increasingly chided 

for being a “marriage” that has failed to properly situate technical communicators as 

producers in society, keeping them immobilized to the technologies they must 

embrace. As Michael Knievel’s dissertation argues, the literary ethic is not sufficient 

for a field that uses technologies because humanism, within English Departments, 

ultimately disfavors technology even as it favors literary sensibilities. Therefore, these 

dichotomies are ultimately short-sighted in scope, even as they have been ultimately 

helpful in situating technical communication as a field, and current narrative strands of 

technical communication align with a more decentralized, democratic approach to 

knowledge and technology as epitomized by the user-centeredness movement. 
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Technical Communication Assailing Positivistic Rhetoric 

Identifying the Positivistic Assumptions of Science 
Similar to technology studies’ attempts, within a few decades of Thomas Kuhn’s 

Structure of Scientific Revolutions, technical communication took up the call to re-

examine the role of the communicator of science in light of Kuhn’s ideas. Essentially, 

once science is deconstructed to reveal that science, rather than revealing truth, 

actually constructs truth, the role of the communicators of science necessarily must 

shift toward an epistemology that grants power and ethos to the communicators rather 

than to a “scientific fact.” 

 The most coherent and lasting critique of technical writers and communicators 

as passive transmitters of knowledge is from Carolyn Miller’s “A Humanistic 

Rationale for Technical Writing.” Basing her argument on a rhetorical epistemology 

that sees knowledge as being mediated between rhetors and audience, Miller critiques 

the long-standing notion of scientific positivism – an epistemological tradition that she 

shows is inherent in early understandings of technical communication. Positivism, as 

she claims, sees the world as operating under a “window-pane theory of language,” 

where language “provides a view out onto the real world” (49). Positivism, as a way of 

knowing, proposes that through the process of writing clear and objective prose, one 

can accurately reveal the world as is rather than as constructed. When “language is 

clear, we see reality accurately; if language is highly decorative or opaque, we see 

what is not really there or we see it with difficulty” (49). 
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 While attacks on positivism are vast throughout the social sciences, Miller 

argues that the most dangerous aspect of positivism is its invitation to “prostrate 

ourselves at the windowpane of language and accept what Science has demonstrated” 

(50). Though it is somewhat of a stretch to see the capitalized “s” of “Science” as the 

modern-day “God” of the past with humans bowing down to the omniscient 

revelations of the scientists, the image illustrates, in an extreme way, the most 

dangerous aspect of scientific positivism: it disallows for critiques. It leads, as 

Marcuse claims, to one dimensional thought. And most importantly, it eliminates 

productive change by keeping communicators in a passive state. Similar to the 

instrumental view of technology, positivism sees the tool as being neutral rather than 

infused with social values. 

 Turning the critique onto technical communication, Miller furthers her logic 

against positivism on a field that has largely accepted its goal as one where “writing is 

expected to be objective, scientifically impartial, utterly clear, and unemotional” 

(Pearsall, quoted by Miller, 49). And when technical communicators take a position of 

simply passively transmitting “pure” knowledge to an equally passive audience, then 

the ethos of the communicator is destined to be diluted and transferred directly to the 

science that has revealed the truth.  

Steven Katz reveals this point well. Using a memo found from Nazi German 

files, Katz shows that knowledge is far from being neutral (207). In the memo, the 

author suggests how to improve a machine that destroys humans while eliminating any 

discussion of human morality in the process of merely applying a positivist stance of 
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objectivity and non-emotion. Though Katz argues not against positivism specifically, 

his attack on the “ethics of expediency” that “underlies technical communication” 

(198) reveals that the logic of technical communication is often singular: Science, 

once it reveals the truth, then succumbs to the logic of “efficiency” or “expediency” 

and shows that what can be done to increase efficiency must be done. And as he 

shows, to believe that the communicator is only a passive transmitter of knowledge 

leads to an adoption of the ethics that underlie Science, whether one agrees with those 

ethics. If, as Katz argues, the ethic of expediency is “predominant in Western culture” 

(198), then the communicator, by operating under a positivistic logic, does not actually 

offer a critique of an ethical stance that praised the destruction of humans during the 

holocaust. Such a position can be rejected.  

Transforming Technical Communicators into Humanists 
Once technical communication has recognized the dangers of positivism, the 

communicator is offered a stance of power that is not found in positivism – one can do 

something besides write “clearly” and “coherently.” However, the logistics of such a 

recognition could only be actualized if Carolyn Miller’s critique of positivism offered 

a solution to the disenfranchised communicator; on the one hand, the communicator 

must transmit usable knowledge, and on the other hand, the communicator is being 

held accountable for the atrocities of technocratic science. For Miller, the solution is to 

show that technical communication could and should prove that the field’s discourse 

has humanizing value which allows technical communicators to merge with English 

departments and other humanities departments. On the surface, of course, such a move 
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makes little sense. Technical communication began as a means to an end – scientists 

needed someone to translate technical knowledge to the consumer. To argue that 

technical communication was a humanistic field was to place the word “technical” as 

secondary to the word “communication” or “writing.” Such a move has served several 

positive functions, which Bernadette Longo clearly delineates in Spurious Coin. 

 Longo describes the process of the transfer of knowledge from science to 

technical communicators as spurious, according to the positivist view. As she argues 

over a vast history, beginning with Agricola and Bacon, and ending with Rickard in 

the twentieth century, technical communicators emerged out of necessity when 

“Science” grew too large. For the Baconian dream of a utopia to work, science 

necessarily had to place itself as a monolithic and unassailable force in modern 

culture, and in fact, the technological productions of scientific knowledge eliminated 

any reason for critique as science uncovered the natural laws of the world and offered 

new techniques toward eliminating the undesirable aspects of natural, individual, and 

social problems. Of course, as positivism was critiqued by Kuhn, Miller, and dozens 

of other postmodern authors, science was revealed to be problematic because it 

actually marginalized all other knowledges from having power. Drawing upon 

Foucault’s critique of panopticonism in society, Longo suggests that our “current 

scientific knowledge/power system emphasizes individuals’ logical and rational 

aspects, to the detriment of our emotional, intuitive, spiritual, and communal aspects” 

(167), and she invites the technical communicator into the English Department to take 

up the humanistic rationale. 
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Longo claims that a positivist science made a fatal mistake: in pursuing 

Ellulian efficiency as its end goal, it decided to pass off the writing of knowledge (a 

perceived simplistic endeavor) to technical writers who were more than happy to fill a 

niché in advanced societies. But while science was pursuing efficiency, technical 

writers found a home away from science programs and housed themselves in English 

departments that, with their literary humanism, quickly transformed the notion of 

writing away from positivism to one infused with humanistic qualities. Naturally, 

then, this transformation has occurred as technical communication has “sponge-like, 

borrowed concepts from feminist theory, ethics, philosophy, technology, sociology, 

and cognitive psychology” (Carter 38) and “this progress has evolved communicators 

from mere users of tools to sophisticated readers of texts and situations, able to 

suggest […] change within our organizations” (Carter 38). Longo argues that this 

strange meshing of literary humanism with technical communication yielded a 

powerful marriage: “by training technical writers, English departments could put their 

literary idealism to practical use and become productive members of society, 

contributing to a stable progress and improvement of humankind instead of simply 

being parasites reading books” (150). Positivistic science, Longo concludes, has lost 

control to technical communicators who are infused with the humanism of literature 

departments.  

 It is questionable whether technical communication is connected to English 

departments because of a need for ethos in attacking positivism or if technical 

communication grew out of English departments which led to the necessary critique of 
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positivism. Longo doesn’t hypothesize. It is not, of course, necessary to posit a causal 

connection nor is it necessary to understand the relationships between the two. What is 

most useful is the recognition that when technical communication adopts the critical 

theories of literary humanism as found in English departments, Longo points out that 

the technical communicator now has been given the critical tools to enact productive, 

positive change in society rather than simply being a cog in the technocratic system. 

And such, of course, is a useful perspective; understanding that one is not simply 

communicating knowledge but also ideology is to understand the power of one’s own 

discourse and the necessary responsibilities that come from that knowledge. Most 

importantly, “technical communicators are positioned to develop knowledge that 

compensates for weaknesses in any single way of knowing the world” (164), thereby 

allowing for an ethic that adopts diversity, multiculturalism, difference, and tolerance 

rather than exclusion and totality.  

On the surface, such a joining – a “marriage” as MacNealy calls it – of a 

positivistic technical communication with literary humanism seems ideal in moving 

technical communicators away from the fears of positivism toward an ability to be 

rooted in a humanistic discourse which places “people” at the root of a democratic 

educational system. On deeper analysis, however, Carolyn Miller suggests that the 

marriage of technical communication to English departments is fraught with 

difficulties. As she opens her essay, she claims that those “who teach literature 

believed that students should not satisfy a humanities, or ‘English,’ requirement with a 

technical writing course” which then leads to her driving question of whether technical 
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writing has “humanistic value” (48). To make such a marriage work, however, 

technical communication, must find a way to house themselves within literature 

programs which necessarily requires a redefinition and expansion of technical 

communication scholarship toward a literary humanism rather than an attempt to argue 

for scholarship that is uniquely its own. 

 The results of scholarship over the last several decades have been telling. 

When technical communicators begin to argue that they are humanists, then technical 

communication scholarship over the past few decades has attempted to convince itself 

and others that their goals are, indeed, humanistic. Research over the last few decades, 

however, have been increasingly questioning the role of a technical communication 

pedagogy that is directly informed by literary humanist goals. 

 Perhaps one of the most articulate positions with regard to the connections 

between technical communication and literature comes from Fred Kemp’s addition to 

Carter’s collection. In “The Aesthetic Anvil,” Kemp argues that English departments 

have long operated under an Arnoldian form of humanism that advocates illogical and 

transcendental (in the romantic tradition) terms such as “sweetness and light” to 

achieve a sense of humanism through the reading of literature and the understanding 

of “literary sensibilities” (80). By having students read literary texts and through the 

teaching of literary criticism, teachers “attempt to recode human behavior on a social 

scale” (82). In fact, though, this secular/quasi-religious approach to literature that sees 

itself as the “genius” of the age  actually creates a cultural elite that undermines its 

own purpose even as “the vision of literature as an essentially humanizing activity 
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remains unchallenged” (83). In Kemp’s words, “Arnold would achieve cultural (and 

social) stability by piercing our veil of ignorance through literary criticism and an 

instructional emphasis on literary taste and sensibility” (90). Kemp’s argument reveals 

that there exists a better way by suggesting that the “unfettered flow of information 

[…] as a process undercuts the brutalities and inhumanity that Romantic literature and 

Arnoldian high culture has assailed, unproductively, for 200 years in a kind of 

Wagnerian heroic quest to re-engineer out of existence […] the uglier aspects of 

human behavior” (80). 

 Essentially, literary humanism advocates a critical ethic concerning technology 

and society, favoring an ethic that prioritizes the importance of academic discourse 

rather than an ethic that allows people freedom to explore humanism from their 

individual lived-world experiences. Such is problematic for technical communicators 

who are continually involved in the production and dissemination of new 

technologies. As Richard Lanham argues, “Humanists are such natural Luddites and 

have become so used to regarding technology – and especially the computer – as the 

enemy that it takes some temerity to call the personal computer a possible friend” 

(Electronic 23).  And when “The bankruptcy of our long-fragile ideas of a humanities 

curriculum has been exposed by both changing demography and changing 

technology” (23), technical communicators will be able to respond to technological 

questions without maintaining a hands-off approach. 

 Such leads to an even larger problem for technical communication theorists 

and practitioners: being skeptical of technological advance and skeptical of the 
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humanizing effects of technology (despite the fact that technology is the original 

humanistic endeavor) disallows for technical communication to work closely with the 

industrial demands that give ethos to the field. Without an industrial practice, there can 

be no need for technical communicators; however, when technical communicators are 

more inclined to discuss literary theory and acclaimed literary texts than industrial 

necessities, technical communicators enter the workplace with only a typical 

suggestion that they are “well-rounded,” regardless of whether they are able to be 

productive members of a company. This is a tension that Stephen Bernhardt embraces 

with his idea of “active-practice” where the two sides – the academy and industry – 

work together rather than apart from one another to determine goals and future 

pedagogical needs. 

 What is ultimately missing in this narrative of positivist to literary humanist is 

a discussion about how to join the dichotomous breaks of “instrumental vs. rhetorical, 

skill vs. knowledge, or humanistic vs. technical perspectives” (Bridgeford 132) into a 

combined and unified perspective for productive change in the future. While there 

have been numerous responses to these questions, the next section will present one of 

the more common narratives found in Carter’s work that attempts to unite the 

disparate questions and answers about what type of identity technical communication, 

as a field, should endeavor to adopt. 

85 



Texas Tech University, Kevin Garrison, May 2009 
 

Moving Toward Rhetoric, User-Centeredness, and the Entrepreneurial 
Mindset 

Adding a Third Prong to TC 
The previous section reveals gaps in the attempt to merge technical communication 

with literary sensibilities. Such a merger would be ideal, were it not for a simple 

problem. Humanism, as conceived of by many English departments, proposes an ethic 

that is ultimately paralyzing with regards to technology. Without an ethic that 

encourages the use of technologies, one cannot fully embrace humanism as an 

ideology, nor can one fully enact effective changes within a practical, workplace 

environment. Just as the substantive authors offered a useful critique of the 

overwhelmingly discourses of instrumentalism yet tended toward a paralyzing ethic 

when it came to the question of “what is one to do?,” similarly, technical 

communication’s merger with English department ideologies has allowed for a useful 

critique and momentary transformation away from positivistic science toward a 

paralyzing ethic that disallows for technical communicators to work with the very 

technologies that are their livelihood. 

The merger, of course, has hardly been all bad. In fact, the merger of TC with 

English department ideologies has led to the ability, as Joyce Carter says, to 

conceptualize texts and contexts in intelligent and well-formed ways with regard to 

power structures and language use. Carter writes: 

With our new mandate to be able to read and understand the contexts of 

communications, rather than on the communications themselves, we 

have, sponge-like, borrowed concepts from feminist theory, ethics, 
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philosophy, technology, sociology, and cognitive psychology. This 

progress has evolved communicators from mere users of tools to 

sophisticated readers of texts and situations, able to suggest (but not 

enact) change within our organizations. (38) 

The marriage, Carter argues, has left us unable to act and react to the technologies that 

occupy the technical communication, but it has, happily, enabled us to be much more 

sophisticated in our ability to conceptualize about the “communications” aspect of our 

namesake. The “technical” side, however, has somewhat lacked a theoretical 

understanding that doesn’t divorce the communications from the workplace, the 

products of use, and the users who purchase them. With a critical awareness that is 

taught through literary humanism, technical communication experts are better 

equipped to handle the diverse power struggles, language games, and political 

situations that occur and oftentimes characterize technology as instrumental or 

dystopian. 

 Perhaps the most articulate of the desire for technical communication to branch 

off into a theory that embraces the dual-sided nature of technical communication is 

Robert Johnson. Beginning with rhetoric as a conceptual link between the two terms, 

Johnson argues that the fundamentally missing element in the equation is the user. In 

User-Centered Technology Johnson claims his book is written for “the empowerment 

of users: the audiences of technology” (xv). Rhetorically speaking, this is a move 

away from a “writer-centered approach to technology” to an “audience-centered” 

approach” (xv). For example, James Kinneavy formulated that the three prongs to the 
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rhetorical triangle were 1) reader, 2) writer, and 3) reality, with the word “text” being 

located in the center. Johnson suggests a reformulation of the triangle to place the user 

at the center of the rhetorical equation, making the user the fundamental piece of the 

technical communication puzzle that continues to dichotomize between what the 

power of the technical system and the power of the writer while ignoring the power of 

the user. 

 Such a reformulation of rhetoric and technology allows Johnson to argue for an 

alternative to the traditional split between whether the “technical” aspect or the 

“communication” aspect of the name is most important, and rather conceptualize that 

the missing ingredient is the user, the end goal of all of texts and technologies, so to 

speak. This reformulation, then, allows Johnson to argue a controversial claim: the 

user, traditionally conceived as being “dumb” (44), is perhaps the most essential part 

of a technological system because the “end of technology” is “in the user” (21). And 

the user often has more knowledge about technologies than has been traditionally 

believed. Therefore, Johnson suggests that we see the user as being three things: 

practitioner, producer, and citizen (46) rather than only a person who simply uses 

technologies. 

 Putting Johnson’s theory into practice requires a radical reformulation of 

traditional theoretical approaches to technical communication practice and pedagogy. 

In terms of practice, a user-centered model suggests that user-centered design 

processes, such as usability testing, are vastly more important than previously thought. 

Take a set of instructions, for an example. While positivistic and humanistic 
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philosophies serve a purpose, the question for a technical communicator is less 1) do 

the instructions reveal positivistic realities which need to be understood, and 2) do the 

instructions take into consideration a humanistic ethic for equality, and more 3) do the 

instructions allow the user to be empowered in their ability to operate and transcend 

the narrow-mindedness of the first two positions? Essentially, under Johnson’s 

critique, user-centered design places the whole of technical communication theory into 

a significant shift away from positivism or literary humanism and more toward the 

neglected people in those discussions: the user. 

 Additionally, Johnson holds that this conceptual shift also impacts technical 

communication pedagogy, going so far as to suggest that a “user-centered approach to 

the classroom can help move from the awareness fostered by critical approaches 

toward active, socially involved pedagogy” (161). User-centeredness allows for 

students to engage with their own audiences in the writing process. Secondly, user-

centeredness theory removes the authority of communication away from the writer and 

places it on the user. Thirdly, user-centeredness allows students to have real-world 

experiences dealing with constraints, such as time-constraints, that impact discourse 

about technical subjects. Interestingly enough, Johnson concludes his book with a 

projection that understanding user-centeredness allows our students to, ironically, 

fulfill a humanistic call and become “ethical, active, and fulfilled members of public 

and/or private institutions” (166). 

 The unstated principle of Johnson’s book, and something that comes out in 

subsequent authors’ works, is that one does not necessarily have to eschew years of 
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positivist and humanistic discourse. Instead, our historical understandings reach a 

somewhat mature understanding of reality when it meshes understandings of 

instrumentality, critical theory, and finally user-centeredness. This perspective is 

advocated by both Stuart Selber and Carter.  

A Rhetorical and Entrepreneurial TC 
In Multiliteracies for a Digital Age, Selber argues that teachers of “writing and 

communication” (xi) have found themselves stuck within the dichotomous split 

between needing to teach students how to use technologies for the workplace and their 

lives, and teaching them to question technologies based on a critical, humanistic 

perspective. As he writes, “some feel that the primary role of schools is to socialize 

students into the existing ideological order, while others believe that schools should 

teach various forms of resistance to power and authority” (7). While Selber believes 

that these two perspectives can go hand-in-hand for the education of students, he 

argues, as Johnson does, that there must exist an extension of these perspectives that 

moves the split of conforming and rejecting ideologies into a praxis rather than simply 

being a theoretical break between either 1) accept and use this technology, or 2) reject 

and scorn this technology. His “third way” includes what he calls “rhetorical literacy” 

(25). 

 Selber argues that for students to have a fully developed education, they must 

have three separate literacies: functional, critical, and rhetorical. As his chart shows 

(see Figure 3.3), a student must move beyond only knowing how to use and critique 

technologies, they must also learn how to be producers of technology. 
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Figure 3.3: Selber’s Literacies 
Category Metaphor Subject Position Objective 
Functional Literacy Computers as tools Students as users of 

technology 
Effective 
employment 

Critical Literacy Computers as 
cultural artifacts 

Students as 
questioners of 
technology 

Informed critique 

Rhetorical Literacy Computers as 
hypertextual media 

Students as 
producers of 
technology 

Reflective praxis 

(Chart reproduced from Selber 25) 
 
To move beyond the positivistic assumptions of early technical communication and 

the literary humanism of the last few decades, Selber envisions a three-pronged 

approach rather than a dichotomous split. To enjoin the instrumental view of 

technology as tools to the more critical view of technology as substantive with a final 

category of knowing how and when to use technologies yields a stronger perspective 

than advocating one literacy over the others. 

 The third category, “rhetorical literacy,” is most relevant to the current 

discussion. In Selber’s view, “humanists often have estranged or uncomfortable 

relationships with technology, yet neither indifference nor paralysis are acceptable 

options nowadays” (235). While Selber posits a conceptual linking of functional, 

critical, and rhetorical literacy, a mature understanding of the third dimension – the 
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rhetorical dimension – is explored in Carter’s Market Matters. Carter posits, much like 

Selber, three interlocking mechanisms to unite technical communication – 

instrumental, critical, and productive – to move the field beyond the continued 

dichotomous debates that Bridgeford argues has plagued it for years 

 For Carter, the instrumental and critical dimensions of rhetoric are essential to 

a centralized model of political and educational knowledge – we know how to make 

the “right decision” because we have “years of technical training, years of experience, 

and innate talent and expertise” (29). The productive dimension of rhetoric, on the 

other hand, is essentially a decentralized model, where we know how to make the 

right decision because we have asked “the marketplace what works through 

observation, analysis, and measurement” (29). Neither centralization nor 

decentralization, of course, is to be solely advocated. Centralized knowledge works, 

insofar as the users of the system are uninformed. But when the users of the system 

become educated and knowledgeable members of society, they can become 

empowered through the proliferation of information that comes in the information age, 

and one must move to a decentralized model of decision-making. The technical 

communicator, oftentimes, knows better what a user needs than the user does, just as a 

parent knows more about what is beneficial to a child than the child does. But this 

model works only insofar as the user does not know what he or she wants or needs. In 

an information society, the user is, oftentimes, no longer an ignorant, passive 

consumer of technology, but an educated, well-informed participant in the active 

creation and re-creation of technological systems. The technical communicator must, 
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therefore, meet in the middle between doing what the user wants and what the 

communicator thinks that the user wants. Interestingly enough, the decentralized, 

democratic model, Carter argues, is becoming more proliferate, even as she is arguing 

for the productive dimension of technical communication. She writes that “our 

increasing love affair with usability as a viable epistemology suggests that we trust the 

decentralized processes of the market more than the centralized observations that 

result from critical analysis” (42). 

 With this understanding, Carter advocates the third dimension of knowledge – 

the productive side of technical communication – as being one that needs to focus 

more on, to use Johnson’s language, the user. After all, the ultimate test of an 

entrepreneurial mindset is whether one is successful in creating something that the 

people use. Carter writes: 

Strategy come from the market, from the user/audience. […] This 

marketplace is not some lofty concept that involves stocks, bonds, and 

advertising; it is where our readers, students, and users live their daily 

lives. And because rhetors focus on end-users – through task analysis, 

ethnographic tools, contextual inquiry, usability testing, and audience 

analysis – it is the communicator who creates new knowledge and the 

strategies that follow. In this new structure, the organization’s strategic 

focus is on knowledge and on the recipient/customer. (46) 

Carter recognizes that, historically, the academy is presumed to have some knowledge 

that is hidden, special, or mystical, and the privileged few who are able to enter the 
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ivory walls of the university are the ones who, traditionally, have emerged as the most 

valuable members of society. The information age has challenged such thinking. In a 

free market society, where what is valued is that which is presented rhetorically, the 

university can no longer assume that whatever is being discussed within classrooms is 

impervious to political, financial, or social desires; if Paradise Lost, for instance, 

actually does have value, then it must demonstrate its value in a real way, by allowing 

someone to become a productive, functioning member of society. If a class on John 

Milton, on the other hand, is simply a place where time and money are spent, then the 

value has been created by the teacher, English departments that sanction such classes, 

and the university that offers degrees to individuals with this knowledge. Such 

knowledge, created by forces other than markets and consumers, is seemingly not 

utilitarian in that it does not allow for the democratic masses to have a voice in what is 

being taught. If a class on Milton is valuable, then it will prevail in a market system. It 

will not prevail in a centralized system where English teachers force students to learn 

about something that only the teachers hold valuable. 

 The technical communicator, placed in the position of knowing free market 

forces and entrepreneurial language, exits the academy with a three-pronged 

knowledge: the ability to use knowledge and technologies, the ability to critique 

knowledge and technologies, and, finally, and the ability to produce and place their 

productions within an economy. Such a multi-dimensional understanding of technical 

communication allows the communicator to use technology, critique its effects, and 

reformulate new ways in which to use it. Such an understanding places the 
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communicator in a cyclical process – the Pfaffenberger dramas – where nothing is 

seen as monolithic and universal, but rather the world is open for shaping. 

Conclusion to Section Two 
Johnson, Selber, and Carter each hypothesize that a responsible field of technical 

communication cannot afford to ignore the dual sides of its namesake. Instead, a 

coherent theory of technical communication, they argue, is best found in uniting the 

three sides of the field under a three-pronged theory of technology and communication 

rather than attempting to keep, as this section began, in dichotomous relationships 

between humanism and rhetoric, modernism, and postmodernism.  

To demonstrate this three-pronged theory, consider Frances Ranney’s research 

concerning sexual harassment policies. As eloquently argued by Ranney, the attempt 

to construct a policy for how to deal with sexual harassment complaints in the 

workplace has led to a multiplication of documents that ignore the fundamental reality 

that women do not typically embrace the hierarchical demands of sexual harassment 

documents, but rather they attempt to deal with harassment in less antagonistic and 

less direct approaches (11). Ranney suggests, in a possibly utopian sense (as she 

admits), allowing women direct access to those documents through user-centeredness 

would allow for a thwarting of both types of technological determinisms: the 

instrumentalist approach and the substantive approach. It is at this moment – when 

technical communication ceases to be rooted in either a positivistic or a literary 

humanist paradigm – that technical communication can serve as an attack against 

technological determinism by inviting the user into the technological system, and 
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hopefully, through the process of user-centeredness, offer an alternative that is more 

human. It will be the goal of the next section to explore how and why technical 

communication has followed the trends of technology studies and explore why the 

“user” has become the focus of both fields. 

Part 3: Conjoining the Histories of TS and TC 

Introduction 

TS and TC 
Parallels between technical communication’s history and the history of technology 

studies should be mostly apparent. At its most obvious, an abstract parallel has been 

drawn that combines the instrumental positioning of technology studies with the 

positivistic tradition of technical communication, the substantive position with the 

humanistic, the constructivist with the productionist. Technical communication has 

been influenced by technology studies. The very phrase “technological determinism,” 

in light of substantivist rhetoric and Feenberg’s logic, can be found in numerous 

technical communication articles (Applen, Kimball, Ornatowski, Ranney, Salvo, 

Turnley, Zachry) and books (Carter, Haas, Johnson, Selfe, Tyner). Even more telling, 

an interview with Feenberg appeared in an issue of Technical Communication 

Quarterly where he attempted to explain how technology studies could help define 

technical communication theory. 

Technical communication has borrowed extensively from and contributed to 

the field of technology studies. The connections are, at least, implicitly and explicitly 

stated by technical communication scholars. But this is not what is relevant to this 

96 



Texas Tech University, Kevin Garrison, May 2009 
 

dissertation’s argument; this dissertation asks what the connection is between 

technology studies and technical communication. That is, what is the appeal that 

drives technical communication scholarship to mimic both the explicit and implicit 

patterns of technology studies?  It is clear that such a pull exists, both practically and 

theoretically, and this section of Chapter 3 offers a theoretical framework that unites 

technology studies and technical communication into a common trajectory. Such a 

framework incorporates the two traditions in a historical way that makes apparent how 

each are connected. 

The Resurrection of Rhetoric 
Richard Lanham suggests in The Electronic Word that among the radical changes that 

the present world is undergoing, perhaps the most significant is the move toward a 

rhetorical shift in thought among nearly all intellectual disciplines. The choice of the 

word “rhetoric” for Lanham is not arbitrary, nor does it signify the traditional 

conceptions of rhetoric as political persuasion, rhetoric as manipulation, or rhetoric as 

sophistry. Instead, rhetoric, as conceptualized by Lanham, denotes an epistemological 

positioning that views knowledge as contingent and as constructed by social discourse 

communities. More importantly, rhetoric denotes a positioning within the academy 

that can serve as a viewpoint for making sense of numerous fragmented narratives in 

academic discourse. 

Lanham, of course, is not the only one to argue that “rhetoric has moved from 

the periphery to the center of our intellectual focus” (Electronic 71). Perhaps even 

more persuasively, Wayne Booth in The Rhetoric of Rhetoric includes a quantitative 
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analysis of the number of books published in the last 50 years that use the word 

“rhetoric” (25) in its title. The results are telling:  

Figure 3.4: Rhetoric 
Before 1950 19 
1950-9 8 
1960-9 18 
1970-9 41 
1980-9 155 
1990-9 296 

(Chart reproduced from Booth 25) 
 

Doubtlessly, such a dramatic jump between the years of 1980 and 1999 should signal a 

recognition that some form of an intellectual revolution is being undertaken. And 

perhaps even more telling is how the years correspond with dates in the previous two 

sections that identify the emergence of a Hegelian synthesis for technology studies and 

technical communication.  

But perhaps more importantly than just the amount of discourse that has 

adopted a “rhetorical” framework, Lanham argues that this shift has been an adoption 

of rhetoric “as a world view” (Electronic 63). Lanham, interpreted by Stanley Fish, 

argues that history is predicated on a dialectic between what Lanham has called 

“Serious Man” and “rhetorical man” (1616), and in 1990, Fish wrote:  

The fortunes of rhetorical man are on the upswing, as in discipline after 

discipline there is evidence of what has been called the interpretive 

turn, the realization (at least of those it seizes) that the givens of any 

field of activity – including the facts it commands, the procedures it 

trusts in, and the values it expresses and extends – are socially and 
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politically constructed, are fashioned by man rather than delivered by 

God or Nature. (1617) 

Lanham, Booth, and Fish all see that there currently exists a “rhetoric of” nearly 

everything, and even a casual glance at the literature reveals a striking resurrection of 

a rhetorical perspective. Lanham’s admittedly “scattered samplings” (Electronic 63) of 

scholarly disciplines that have moved toward rhetoric includes: literary theory, human 

sciences, economics, anthropology, physical science, chaos theory, art criticism, and 

architecture. Technology studies and technical communication can be said to have 

embraced rhetoric as well. 

Technology studies often uses words such as “democratization,” “social 

constructionism,” “dramatization,” and “user-centeredness,” moving away from the 

more “instrumental” and “substantive” definitions of technology. Similarly, technical 

communication uses words such as “user-centered design,” “rhetoric,” and 

“productionism,” moving away from the “positivist” and “humanistic” traditions. 

What is common among both of these major trends is the convergence of all of these 

ideas into an overtly rhetorical model of reality; both scholarly traditions have begun 

to see that it is the user who is most significant in the conceptual undertaking of the 

humanistic agenda, and to ignore the user is to, ultimately, ignore the humans that 

humanism works to help.  

But within a larger perspective, what is this shift toward rhetoric moving away 

from? I’ve argued in the previous two sections that technology studies has moved 

along the trajectory of instrumentalism → substantivism → SCOT and that technical 
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communication has moved along a similar trajectory of positivism → humanism → 

productionism. But, such logic begs the question: why rhetoric? Answering such a 

question gives understanding to patterns of technology studies and technical 

communication. 

The Scientist, the Philosopher, and the Rhetorician 

De Certeau 
To answer this question of why rhetoric, consider Michel de Certeau’s The Practice of 

Everyday Life, which predicts and argues for a shift to rhetoric right around the time 

Lanham argues that the academic disciplines began to make their shift. De Certeau 

tells the story of the twentieth century as being a story of three different groups of 

people (though he does not necessarily use these terms): the Expert, the Philosopher, 

and the Rhetorician. For de Certeau, the resistance to any type of rhetorical 

perspective is held captive by two competing traditions: the Expert and the 

Philosopher. The Expert, to de Certeau, exists as the scientist of the age, the person 

who “introduces his speciality into the wider and more complex arena of socio-

political decisions” (7), whereas the Philosopher exists as the individual who 

“reestablishes the relevance of general questions to a particular technique” (7). In 

essence, these two contrasting types argue from two opposing perspectives – the one 

from the perspective of specific knowledge and the other from the perspective of 

general knowledge. Both, to de Certeau, are deceived. 

 The Expert, mistakenly believing that localized knowledge gives power to 

move from competence to authority, and asserts his competence of the subject matter 
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as authoritative. The Expert masters one set of specific knowledge and wrongly 

believes that he has authority to transfer that knowledge to more general 

circumstances. The Expert might know factual knowledge, but the Expert cannot take 

that knowledge and use it as cultural critique. Yet he does. How, de Certeau asks, can 

an individual with make such a transition? He writes:  

[T]he Expert pronounces on the basis of the place that his specialty has 

won for him. In that way he inscribes himself and is inscribe in a 

common order where specialization, as the rule and hierarchically 

ordering practice of the productivist economy, has the value of 

initiation. (8) 

De Certeau sets the Expert as the individual who attempts to “pronounce with 

authority a discourse which is no longer a function of knowledge” (8). For the 

scientific expert, infused with the power of their specialized knowledge, to speak 

about the application of that knowledge is to adopt a misleading mentality. One cannot 

speak generally on a subject that one only has specific knowledge in. 

 The alternative, as many would see it, is to allow the Philosopher to become 

the interpreter of knowledge, but de Certeau offers a similar warning as he does to the 

Expert. The Philosopher, as the embodiment of cultural critique, can never offer a 

transcendental perspective of knowledge because he is “’caught’ within ordinary 

language” (11). Using Wittgenstein as his foundation, de Certeau argues that the 

Philosopher is similarly self-deceived as the expert because the Philosopher believes 
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himself able to transcend ordinary language and offer a perspective on life that is 

unordinary: 

Since one does not “leave” this language, since one cannot find another 

place from which to interpret it, since there are therefore no separate 

groups of false interpretations and true interpretations, but only illusory 

interpretations, since in short there is no way out, the fact remains that 

we are foreigners on the inside – but there is no outside. (13-14) 

The Philosopher continues to exist as a commenter on language, forgetting that he is 

stuck in “ordinary language.” Ultimately, however, “scientific methods allow 

themselves to forget this fact and the philosophers think they dominate it” (11), and de 

Certeau argues that we must search out “the open sea of common experiences that 

surrounds, penetrates, and finally carries away every discourse” (15), and he spends 

the rest of his book exploring ways in which to do so. 

 De Certeau’s distinction between the Expert and the Philosopher offers an 

ability to see the process, historically, of why the recent shift to rhetoric. Rhetoric, as 

an understanding of discourse, adopts as its epistemological foundation the reality that 

it is the audience that matters most within the rhetorical equation – a reality that both 

the science and humanities (as the embodiments of the experts and philosophers or as 

the embodiments of C.P. Snow’s distinction) have forgotten. The question shifts, with 

de Certeau, away from the continued fight between who will retain prominence – the 

scientific experts or the “enlightened,” humanistic philosophers of the academy – in 

the search for creating a world for humans to inhabit. They have both forgotten, as the 
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“rhetorical man” reminds us, that their ethos only matters as it relates back to the 

humans that they presume to help/dominate. 

Rhetoric, then, serves as the “third way” from which to move away from the 

dehumanizing aspects of the top-down, centralized control of the Experts and the 

Philosophers toward a more bottom-up, decentralized model that considers the end-

users of the equation. As Lanham argues, the shift to rhetoric is most apparent in the 

post-industrial world’s move away from authoritative control. He writes that it “is no 

secret to even the most closeted of humanists that the major movement in industrial 

enterprise the world over has been from ‘X’ to ‘Y’” with “X” being companies that are 

“traditional top-down authoritative” and “Y” companies being “bottom-up, 

participatory” (Electronic 68).  

This shift, then, from centralized to decentralized allows for a clearer 

understanding of how technical communication theory and practice intersect with the 

history of technology studies. As seen in Figure 3.5 below, the two have begun to 

make a marked shift away from the Expert and Philosopher as “saviors” of humanity 

toward a model that posits the user as savior through democratic participation in the 

future iterations of technological advancement. One may never re-engineer humanity 

to be good through reading philosophical literature, nor will science necessarily have 

the power to eradicate the darker sides of humans, but allowing people to engage with 

one another in an open system, ideally, would allow for individuals to maximize a 

social utilitarianist perspective. 
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 Figure 3.5: Earlier Humanist Perspectives Moving Toward Experimental Humanism 

De Certeau, then, proposes a theoretical framework from which to understand 

competing dialectics within technical communication and technology studies. The 

Expert, modernist in thought, has adopted the instrumental position that views the 

construction of technology as the ultimate humanistic endeavor. To construct a utopia, 

as Francis Bacon once argued, scientists must become technologists who pronounce 

their view of the world through a centralized control of the people. The Philosopher, in 

contrast, sees the individual as being ultimately bounded by the presence of 

technology – not freed from labor. Such a perspective denies the liberating power of 

technology and prefers to, in a substantive critique, offer an Arnoldian humanism for 
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humans to aspire to through the reading of great books. Such a perspective relies, 

fundamentally, upon critical thinking as the guiding tool away from dystopian 

universes. Neither are representative of a humanist perspective because, as Paulo 

Freire sums it up: “revolutionary leaders cannot think without the people, nor for the 

people, but only with the people” (131). 

 Postmodernism has ultimately rejected the dichotomous nature of the 

Expert/Philosopher split. Technology cannot be controlled through discourse; 

discourse is technological, as David Bolter makes clear in Writing Space (35). Nor can 

either technology or discourse ultimately shape a utopian world through the presence 

of new techniques or through codified philosophical literature. Both are subjected to 

deconstruction, as Derrida makes apparent throughout his works. And any attempt to 

place technical communication in a instrumentalist/positivistic tradition must 

ultimately fail because it ignores the potentially inhumanness that technologies can be 

used for, and any attempt to place technical communication in a 

substantivist/humanistic tradition must ultimately fail because it ignores the anti-

technological stance that one must embrace in the Arnoldian tradition (Kemp). 

A Third Way 
Feenberg in technology studies and Carter in technical communication, then, both are 

participants in an historical tradition that has moved toward rhetoric as a potential 

mediating concept between the two competing perspectives. It is the move, as James 

Berlin argues, from objective and subjective epistemologies to a social-epistemic 

(rhetorical) model. Of course, rhetoric should not be conceptualized as being a 
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“savior” of sorts; it merely exists as the Hegelian synthesis between two competing 

traditions, a synthesis that attempts to provide a common narrative from which the 

dual-sided nature of the scientist/philosopher split can use as a point of uniting. The 

chart above suggests that a scientific education and a liberal arts education are actually 

two mentalities that use a similar approach to understanding humanism: the first 

instrumentalizes technologies as tools that can ultimately move toward a utopian 

society, while the second mentality balances such optimism with a focus on 

philosophical, critical discourse that views technology as being potentially 

devastating.  

What connects these threads of thought is how they are all concerned with 

innovation and methods of human “betterment.” The goal is the same; the path is 

different. Carter’s understanding of moving toward “productionism” can be closely 

tied to the democratization movement of technology studies. What is most interesting 

about the figure, however, is how it suggests that a comprehensive view of humanism 

would see, as Carter does, how the three aspects of humanistic thought could 

potentially work together, not how they differ. It would see humanism as a 

combination of the scientist-philosopher-rhetorician rather than positioning one’s self 

as a scientist or a philosopher or a rhetorician. If a humanistic agenda could ever hope 

to become truly efficient and workable, the scientists as experts of knowledge, the 

philosophers as analysts of cultural knowledge, and the rhetorician as mediator 

between knowledges and the people should seek to unite in order for the agenda to 

work. To adopt categorical distinctions for the sake of understanding and identity 
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allows for discussions to proliferate in separate realms of understanding, but the 

teacher must embrace a pedagogy of all three, just as Carter seeks to unite the 

instrumental, critical, and productive elements of technical communication together. 

This dissertation unites the three columns of Figure 3.5 under a central 

tendency that runs implicit: humanism. The word “humanism” implies a faith in 

humans as the means by which to “better” human fortune. Essentially, humanism, 

though it emerged in conjunction with Christian theology, ultimately rejects a position 

that one must wait for supernatural intervention to construct a livable and desirable 

world. Without a supernatural savior, then, each thread of humanistic thought focuses 

on the “betterment” of humans through human faculties, as opposed to waiting 

patiently for a supernatural intervention. 

And such a positioning, in contrast to supernatural mechanisms, ultimately  

leads to a strange reality: if humans, naturally, exist as biological organisms, how can 

people find a way to enact the hopefulness found in humanistic thought? As James 

Miles argues, of the approximate two billion species that emerged over the course of  

biological evolution, all of them operate under a principle of competition; Richard  

Dawkins favors the term “selfish” as seen in his book’s title The Selfish Gene.  

Essentially, Miles reveals that of all the species that have emerged on the planet, none  

of them have ever been “virtuous,” except one – humans. His deductive logic pattern  

suggests that 1) apes are cannibalistic, 2) humans have 98% or more of the same genes  

as apes, 3) yet humans are not cannibalistic; therefore, humans must either be  

inherently good or they must have evolved a mechanism that suppresses the selfish  
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genes that code our behavior. Miles favors the second approach, claiming that it is the  

advancement of language, technologies, and social mechanisms that have radically  

changed us. As he writes: 

Nature does not make leaps. She did not re-write the great majority of 

our behavioural code in one huge genetic bound 10,000 years ago, 

turning a grossly immoral ape into a moral human, as claimed by 

sociobiologists. Neither did she evolve an anti-Darwinian “conscience 

module” that then inhibits the expression of 99.9% of the behavioural 

genotype of an otherwise grossly immoral ape, as effectively claimed 

by some evolutionary psychologists. (57) 

Yet because not all humans act according to the logic of cannibalism, Miles argues 

that it is culture that makes us “human.” He writes that “Our own DNA is the enemy 

of morality, the enemy of civilization, the enemy of everything we strive toward and 

have built over the last ten thousand years […] Nature is the enemy, and culture is the 

saviour” (80). 

 While Miles’ logic is suspect do the degree that he doesn’t necessarily define 

or defend how culture can “save” humans, based on his logic, humanism, devoid of a 

saving deity, is responsible for humanity’s own moral standing. Humans have the 

capability of behaving morally, if only coded correctly, and it is the logic of the 

humanist to continue to do the work of the moralist. But the humanistic dream, based 

on a belief in Miles’ logic or otherwise, can scarcely agreed upon which method or 

approach may best be utilized toward the achievement of the moral animal – the 
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human. The scientific Expert, driven by a desire to understand the natural, bears the 

responsibility of understanding the naturalistic basis for human behavior, thus 

providing a potentiality for re-structuring humans through the use of technologies – 

medical, agricultural, social, and political. Once understood, scientific knowledge can 

be utilized toward the “betterment” of humans. The Philosopher contributes by 

attempting to weed out the negative aspects of human behavior through a belief in the 

critical dimensions of thought. And the Rhetorician, understanding that ultimately the 

people must be rhetorically engaged in the dialogue of human history, attempts to 

unite the people in an active role of transforming the world toward the humanistic 

goal. 

But again, such logic ignores the larger question of why should we move 

toward the third position? Why is it that rhetoric, resurrected to be the cultural savior 

of the twentieth century and backed by 2500 years of deliberation, is ready to be 

enthroned as the new model for, what Lanham calls, “experimental humanism?” After 

all, ironically, the position of the rhetorician seems, rather than acting as a “third way” 

for humans caught in Snow’s trap, to actually reaffirm the utopian dreams of the 

instrumentalist point of view. In other words, it could be posited that the rhetorical 

model for a humanistic world is as potentially utopian as the earlier break from the 

dialectical problem of seeing people as either Experts or Philosophers. Why is rhetoric 

more humanistic than the previous positioning? To answer this question, the next 

section explores how a globalized world and networked computers offer humans a 

chance at Lanham’s Bi-Stable Utopia. 
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Globalization, Web 2.0, the Bi-Stable Model for Utopia, and the Cochlear 
Implant 

The World Is Flat 
Humanism is predicated on the assumption that education and critical awareness will 

allow for students to become active, ethical citizens in the creation of a better world 

for its inhabitants. This message is found in nearly any book which contains the word 

“humanistic.” The challenge in humanism has been the means, not the end. The end 

has usually been agreed to be some potentially utopian form of a “better” world than 

the one that currently exists. The means, as shown in Figure 3.5, reveals that people 

are at extremely antagonistic odds with one another about how to construct this. 

Once the binary opposition of utopianism vs. dystopianism is deconstructed 

through a postmodern critique of language, scholars are able to engage with a 

discourse that sees technology, the university, and technical communication as only 

potentially humanistic based on how well each person is able to participate in the 

system; in other words, in a rhetorical worldview, power must be distributed among 

the masses, not hoarded by the elite few. Even a cursory glance at human history 

reveals that centralized control is the most common form of control, political or 

otherwise, which effectively limits the participation of the individual within the 

system, but the rhetorical perspective gives ethos to each individual that remains 

caught within a system that administers a centralized form of control that effectively 

limits freedom, will, and individuality. Ultimately, such an idealism of the “third way” 

remains based on a specific problem: as long as humanistic knowledge is centralized 

(historically within the government or the church and more recently within the 
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academy), then individuals are mostly unable to mount any type of critique against the 

system, hence making their presence ineffective and the dream of a “better” world 

subjected to the dreams of the few. For the rhetorical perspective to be effective in a 

postmodern world, the dream of “better” can only be enacted when the masses have 

access to knowledge, for once people have knowledge, then they can effectively 

minimize the threat of centralized control by reshaping the system through rationalized 

critiques. But the historical problem of knowledge being controlled by the few is 

rapidly being diffused by a simple reality: the “flattening” of the world. 

According to Thomas Friedman in The World is Flat, the world is undergoing 

“globalization” where traditionally centralized forms of control are rapidly being 

deconstructed by the convergence of several new technologies. Friedman analyzes ten 

flatteners, but one can see the basis of Friedman’s argument by examining his 

discussion of the Internet as a flattener. As the computer and Internet rapidly expand 

across the globe, Friedman argues that a fundamentally radical shift is occurring in 

human history: people are ceasing to be simply consumers of the world but rather 

becoming producers of the world. To use a simple example, historically people 

operate on a basis of experts (scientists in the last few centuries) who communicate 

their expert knowledge to people who need it. In a globalized Web 2.0 environment, 

Friedman argues a different approach is being undertaken. Historically: 

We elect some man or woman who will solve our problems for us. The 

new model in business is that you involve your community and 

customers in an ongoing conversation about every aspect of your 
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business, from the moment you conceive a product, to how you design 

it, to the supply chain that builds it and delivers it, to the way you 

collect and absorb customer feedback and respond more quickly to 

changing tastes. (116) 

In Friedman’s conception of the world, people do not wait on answers to problems; 

they actively construct answers through networked communication. 

 Take Wikipedia for an example. Traditionally, encyclopedias found experts, 

paid them to write a detailed article on the history of a subject, and then people who 

had the money could buy a full set of encyclopedias so that they had access to the 

expert’s knowledge. Such a system, from a rhetorical critique, is less efficient and 

humanizing than allowing everyone access to the reading and control of the writing. 

Enter Wikipedia. Once a public forum is created on the web where any individual—

with minimal centralized intervention—can access, read, edit, and disseminate 

information on any given subject, then knowledge ceases to be something that only an 

“expert” can construct and disseminate. Instead, anyone can learn about any topic, in 

real time, anywhere there is access to a computer, without having to purchase a full set 

of encyclopedias for the information. Such is Web 2.0. Such is globalization. Or, as 

Friedman says, such makes the world flat. 

 Web 2.0 and globalization, of course, presents new challenges, Friedman 

admits. At current moments, many people are still lagging behind, stuck in a world 

where they have traditionally only been the consumers of products, the users of 

technology, and the recipients’ of knowledge. As they are called upon to fulfill their 
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democratic roles of being producers of products, technologies, and knowledge, they 

inevitably are struggling with how to negotiate and operate within such a world. 

Friedman only worries insofar as people remain stuck in an outdated mode of 

thinking. He dichotomizes two dates – 11/9, the fall of the Berlin wall, and 9/11, the 

destruction of the World Trade centers – which reveal the potentials, as well as the 

pitfalls, of the new world in which we live (579). As he writes, the date of 11/9 

symbolizes the fall of the Berlin wall and the moment when communism, as a 

politically centralized form of government, crumbled. Such a date, for Friedman, is a 

flattener of the world, a moment when people are free to transverse across all spaces 

and converse across all mediums. The opposite date of 9/11, the fall of the World 

Trade Centers, reveals the potential problems with not embracing the reality that a flat 

world calls for a new vision of reality: 

Give young people a context where they can translate a positive 

imagination into reality, give them a context in which someone with a 

grievance can have it adjudicated in a court of law without having to 

bribe the judge with a goat, give them a context in which they can 

pursue an entrepreneurial idea and become the richest or the most 

creative or most respected people in their own country, no matter what 

their background, give them a context in which any complaint or idea 

can be published in the newspaper, give them a context in which 

anyone can run for office – and guess what? They usually don’t want to 

blow up the world. They usually want to be a part of it. (561) 
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Friedman sees that the flattening of the world has created fears as well as new visions, 

and our responsibility is to participate rather than to ignore this reality, just as 

Pfaffenberger urges us to do with technological dramas. Friedman writes, “The world 

is being flattened. I didn’t start it and you can’t stop it, except at a great cost to human 

development and your own future. But we can manage it, for better or for worse” 

(571). Friedman then concludes: 

While your lives have been powerfully shaped by 9/11, the world needs 

you to be forever the generation of 11/9 – the generation of strategic 

optimists, the generation with more dreams than memories, the 

generation that wakes up each morning and not only imagines that 

things can be better but also acts on that imagination every day. (571) 

The world is flat, he argues, primarily because, metaphorically speaking, the main 

difference from the world 20 years ago and the world today is a move from a “vertical 

means of creating value to more horizontal ones” (204), and as individuals in a 

worldwide system of knowledge become the democratic participants within the 

construction of a future world, Friedman infuses the rhetorical worldview with hope: a 

hope that the system will be far less a determining factor in people’s lives and, instead, 

each person will act on their desire and imagination for a better existence. 

Utopia? 
Friedman’s call for the individual to embrace the new world as a place in which the 

individual can begin to actively participate in the creation of a better world sounds 

both pragmatic and somewhat utopian in nature, which is ironic given the rhetorical 
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model’s emergence from a rejection of utopian possibilities. In response to the vision 

that Friedman advocates, reconsider to Richard Lanham’s argument that, to a degree, 

the rhetorical world is a vision of utopianism. However, such a vision is tapered by the 

reality that it is a Bi-Stable Model for Utopia rather than a blind advocate for a better 

world by either the religious advocates or the political/university advocates of the 

modern world. 

 As Lanham sees it, the “ontological utopias have caused all the trouble!” 

(Electronic 83) in the sense that they emerge, throughout history, in the minds of 

educated people who desire to make the world into their own image through any 

means necessary. Such sounds quite Machiavellian, in concept, and authors such as 

Paul Johnson would hardly disagree. In Intellectuals, Johnson traces the lives of 

numerous famous intellectuals – Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Karl Marx, Leo Tolstoy, 

Bertrand Russell, Jean-Paul Sartre, and others – and in each case, Johnson finds that 

each man, in his personal life, was nothing short of a madman. Take Rousseau, for 

instance. For a man who is widely recognized as being one of the most influential 

scholars of modern times, Johnson argues that he was “an interesting madman” (27), 

one who was “vain, egotistical and quarrelsome” (11), prone toward setting traps for 

people, a sufferer of paranoia and dementia (believing that people were constructing 

plots for his demise), and a man who abandoned all of his children at the doorsteps of 

an orphanage. Johnson argues that a person who most would consider to be a 

“madman” should never have the power to argue, authoritatively, for a totalitarian 

state that anticipates “Mussolini’s Fascist doctrine” (25).  
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Or, take Karl Marx as another example. Johnson suggests that his theories are 

actually quite limited. For instance, Marx’s numerous prophecies regarding the 

working class and their inevitable uprising have had scholars patiently waiting for a 

socialist revolution in much the same way that Christians have been awaiting the 

return of Christ. Ironically, Johnson argues, none of Marx’s writings ever truly were 

based in scientific knowledge, nor should we trust a man who was prone toward the 

most strange of behaviors: “Marx borrowed money heedlessly, spent it, then was 

invariably astounded and angry when the heavily discounted bills, plus interest, 

became due. He saw the charging of interest, essential as it is to any system based on 

capital, as a crime against humanity, and at the root of the exploitation of man by man 

which his entire system was designed to eliminate” (74). Marx, as Johnson argues, 

was driven to argue against capitalism primarily because he was lazy and spent money 

recklessly; such a man should not be allowed to have shaped the entire fortunes of the 

modern world. 

Johnson argues that with the decline of the church as a stabilizing force in 

people’s lives, “men arose to assert that they could diagnose the ills of society and 

cure them with their own unaided intellects” (1), but after “two centuries […] it is time 

to examine their record, both public and personal” (2). And as his numerous case 

studies reveal, “intellectuals are not wiser as mentors, or worthier as exemplars, than 

the witch doctors or priests of old” (342). Therefore, we should: 

beware intellectuals. Not merely should they be kept well away from 

the levers of power, they should also be objects of particular suspicion 
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when they seek to offer collective advice. Beware committees, 

conferences and leagues of intellectuals. Distrust public statements 

issued from their serried ranks. Discount their verdicts on political 

leaders and important events [because] we must at all times remember 

what intellectuals habitually forget: that people matter more than 

concepts and must come first. The worst of all despotisms is the 

heartless tyranny of ideas. (342)  

The effect of placing humans in positions of centralized power, the revitalization of 

rhetoric warns us, is most often more dangerous to the humans that these so-called 

humanists argue for rather than simply allowing people, collectively and 

democratically, to run their lives. 

Richard Lanham agrees with this fundamentally rhetorical approach – 

participation rather than mere critique. As a former instructor of freshman composition 

courses, Lanham holds ethos to discuss what future writing programs, including 

technical communication, must embrace in the Web 2.0 and globalized world. In The 

Electronic Word, Lanham argues that the traditional humanism of the academy is 

dying and should be allowed to die. As he writes:   

We conceive of the humanities as a pickle factory preserving human 

values too tender and inert for the outside world. The world goes its 

way but supports us, museumlike, to show what, had it been composed 

of people like us, it might have become. The cozy conspiracy is 

sustained by both sides. The harsh world wants to imagine a finer world 
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and we pretend to dwell in it. But our students and the society from 

which they come will not permit this illusion to continue unchanged; 

[…] We are being asked to explain how the humanities humanize.  

Surely it is by teaching and studying, and thus sustaining, that bi-stable 

oscillation which forms the heart of the Western self. (25) 

At the heart of Lanham’s argument is a return to, what he dubs, “Experimental 

Humanism” (110) which, like Johnson argues, attempts to “substitute experiment and 

observation for authoritative critical guesswork” (15). Because people possibly know 

better what they want and need than the humanistic philosophers, Lanham argues for a 

reality that is “user-definable” (15) rather than one that is perpetuated by the top-down 

agendas of people from a more academic mindset. 

 To achieve this new reality, Lanham argues, the academy must realize that 

there exists a dichotomous split between what he calls the “philosopher” and the 

“rhetorician” rather than the Expert and Philosopher. Lanham argues that “The 

philosophers believe that human motive is purpose-driven, and play and game 

derivative functions; the rhetoricians – forced to get results in a world of affairs – have 

always inverted this pattern” (110). The philosopher, then, is a return to his thoughts 

about “serious man” and the rhetorician is one who is inclined toward the pragmatics 

of play. And while he does not argue that the philosopher should be eschewed, the role 

of the philosopher should always be challenged by the rhetorician. Why so? Perhaps 

because the most important moment in human history is now, when we can move 

away from “technological determinism” (84) and toward “cultural convergence” (84). 
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The mechanism, Lanham argues, by which this reality can take place is by taking “the 

binary opposition in Western thought between the philosophers and the rhetoricians” 

(61) and using it as a basis for what he calls a “bi-stable utopia” built upon “a bi-stable 

alternation between the contingent and the absolute. The only true absolute, in a 

secular democratic education, is the obligation to keep that oscillation going, 

preserving a bi-stable core for the Western tradition that is not timeless but forever in 

time” (114). Drawing his metaphor of “bi-stable” from the psychological discussion of 

the “rabbit-duck figure” (72), Lanham argues that to shift between an attempt to create 

a permanency through humanistic idealism must always be challenged by the users 

who can always fill the world with “hope” (118).  

Globalization, in technical communication and in technology studies, is a 

cause for rejoicing for humanists rather than a moment of fear and loathing. Because if 

the logic works: 

The bi-stable utopia promises peace as Plato’s static Republic never 

could. We have no cause to regret that we were born in interesting 

times. After all, rhetoric as we know it was born in the midst of a 

radical change in technology – the invention of writing. We are passing 

through a change equally great right now. Writing created one breed of 

seriousness; electronic text is now creating another. The new one is 

more suited to “the felt necessities of the time,” and we will have failed 

as humanists and rhetoricians if we do not employ it for the purposes to 

which it so cordially invites us. (84-85) 
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Lanham discredits the ideas of past humanism with humanistic logic: without a 

democratic and rhetorical approach to knowledge and life, humans are condemned to 

forever construct make-shift utopias, find them being assailed by the people who are 

not pleased with their positions in the utopia, and then will become overthrown by 

those that preach a “better world.” Such rhetoric, ultimately, leads to Lanham’s bias 

against humanism in the academy and leads him to call for a Bi-Stable Model of 

Utopia, one where ideas are constantly debated in an open society rather than plotted 

and schemed by intellectuals in their ivory towers. Thus, with the re-emergence of 

rhetoric in the globalized world that electronic media has offered us, Lanham argues 

that “The binary opposition in Western thought between the philosophers and the 

rhetoricians has been reincarnated in the age of electronic text” (61), and that the only 

hope we have for a utopian world is to reject the traditional centralized control of the 

humanists in the academy in favor of a utopia where power constantly shifts, 

chaotically, between people who are constantly negotiating, arguing, and rhetorically 

arguing for larger pieces of the pie.  

An Example: The Cochlear Implant 
Lanham and Friedman reveal a fundamental shift in thought over the last few decades: 

for humanism to be successful, it must ultimately embrace the reality that all three 

positions – the scientist, the philosopher, and the rhetorician – must conjoin in an 

effort to constantly effect change for people. Consider the cochlear implant as an 

example. According to the Cochlear Corporation, a cochlear implant is a 

“technological triumph” that “can help connect you to the world of sound” by 
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bypassing damaged hairs cells” and stimulating “the hearing nerve directly” 

(Cochlear). Surprisingly enough, however, the creation of such a technology has not 

garnered the sense of support that many people were expecting. Many people in the 

Deaf culture have not adopted the use of the cochlear implant, and many maintain that 

the cochlear implant is rather destroying their community, their identity, and their 

language. As Anthony Hogan, an expert in cochlear implants, explains: 

The deaf community has been concerned that oralists (that is, people 

who think that deaf people should hear and speak rather than use sign 

language) have sought, with some success, to impose their educational 

views and communication technologies on deaf people in an attempt to 

extinguish the deaf community’s language and culture […] The 

oralists, on the other hand, have been concerned that the deaf 

community (that community of people who use sign language and 

identify as being culturally deaf) are denying families the right to allow 

their deaf children to hear or to raise their deaf child within hearing 

culture. (486) 

Cochlear implants, since being released in 1985, reveal the sense of “binary 

oscillation” between the oralists and the Deaf. The oralists, a dominant majority of 

people concerned, humanistically, with the ability of deaf people to hear have 

inadvertently challenged the Deaf culture with the introduction of a “hearing” 

technology. 
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 But the word “hearing” is a misnomer. Cochlear implants have been called 

“bionic ears,” which is a term that connotatively labels cochlear implants as hearing 

substitutes. However, this label is deceptive because implants do not replace lost 

hearing in an individual, nor do implanted individuals “hear” in the same sense that 

non-hearing impaired people hear. Cochlear implants give users the sense of sound, 

but they do so through a limited of channels. A cochlear implant currently offers users 

up to 22 channels of sound (with the Cochlear Freedom) or 120 channels (with the 

BionicEar HiResolution). Essentially, an implanted individual cannot hear the full 

spectrum of sounds that exist, but rather are limited to hearing the full spectrum of 

sound in only a given number of channels. Whereas someone with hearing would hear 

a near infinite level of detail in sounds, someone with an implant is limited to a 

maximum of 120. 

 This fundamental misunderstanding leads people to believe that implants will 

“cure” deafness rather than simply allowing for an alternative to living in the Deaf 

culture. The rhetoric that oralism uses effectively places Deaf culture at a 

disadvantage, for many deaf individuals currently lead successful lives apart from 

having any hearing ability, relying upon the use of sign language rather than the use of 

spoken and written language. These narratives of Deaf culture go unnoticed in a 

fundamentally oral society, but Stuart S. Blume argues that this reality is changing. 

Ever since cochlear implant companies adopted the use of the phrase “bionic ear” to 

describe cochlear implants, Blume argues that a “counter-rhetoric” movement has 

occurred that yields validity to Deaf culture. 
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 Along with Blume’s arguments, Deaf culture has enlisted the help of “deaf 

activists working together with social scientists, historians, and linguists whose shared 

cultural view of deafness is at odds with the usual medical identification of deafness 

with hearing loss” (51). These people, at least in 1997, began working on a movement 

that attempted to legitimize the idea of being deaf in the minds of an oral culture. 

Regardless, however, of whether the counter-rhetoric has been successful, a bi-stable 

oscillation exists between a perceived permanency in what people call “Deaf culture” 

and the contingency of its culture that occurs with the introduction of the implant. And 

returning to Figure 3.5, one can see the narrative of the twentieth century taking place 

in a real way: scientific Experts introduce a technology that places the lives of humans 

in a flux, Philosophers respond to that flux by appealing to the marginalization of a 

culture, and Rhetoricians appeal to the users within the system to determine which 

path each individual deaf person is most useful for them. To conceive of humanism in 

such a way does, as the proponents of rhetoric argue, suggests hope. It offers the 

potential of electronic hearing to people who want it, but it doesn’t ignore the reality 

that such hope can actually become destructive for others. To ignore the human, as 

Paulo Friere says, is to ignore the ultimate purpose of being a humanist, and this 

section should ideally place the opposing narratives within technology studies and 

technical communication into a unified theory of technological advancement, a theory 

that is useful both for technology studies as well as technical communication. 
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Conclusion: Identifying the Knowledge Gap 
Based on the current theoretical framework, both technology studies and technical 

communication have entered a similar trajectory that places them both within a 

common narrative. They both, fundamentally, operate under a rhetorical paradigm as 

described by Lanham. As such, any critique of substantivism or constructivism in 

technology studies can be logically and easily used as a critique of humanism and 

productionism of technical communication. The two exist within a common narrative 

that, while obviously not completely adopted by all students of technology studies and 

technical communication, is a popular and common discourse for both. 

Technical communication has widely adopted the discourse of technology 

studies. Feenberg’s, Winner’s, and Johnson’s discussions of “technological 

determinism,” as credited to authors such as Ellul and Heidegger, can be found 

sporadically throughout technical communication writing. Below are several quotes 

from different technical communication scholars: 

• In much of the debate about the relationship between technology and 

society preceding Feenberg’s work, technology was treated as an 

irresistible or deterministic force. His work complicates this 

underdeveloped interpretation of technology, showing instead that in 

different ways and with varying results, people have always played an 

integral role in making sense of emerging technologies and in 

reinterpreting established technologies. (Zachry 453) 
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• Framing technology as inevitable and determinative thus can reinscribe 

inequities and exclusions reflected in technical designs and processes. If 

interactions with technologies are assumed to be automatic rather than 

contingent on personal, social, and political factors, users have little-to-no 

agency to renegotiate or revise their technological practices. When 

technologies are portrayed as operating seamlessly and invisibly, users 

(including students and teachers) are positioned as passive receivers rather 

than active agents. In response to such determinisms, we need to help 

students question technology rather than take it at face value (Johnson 

1998). (Turnley 107-108) 

• [W]e have seen this ideology alternate between optimistic and pessimistic 

forms of a technological determinism that attributes agency and 

responsibility to the text itself. (Ranney 14) 

• Expansive communication is a recursive process that takes the “user, 

designer, technology and context” into consideration. Not to see 

communication technology in this perspective suggests a “technological 

determinism” in which technology can be used to send and receive only 

one kind of message, regardless of the needs of the people involved in the 

process (Johnson-Eilola and Selber 121). (Applen 301) 

Though taken out of context, each author has clearly accepted the narrative of 

technology studies moving from instrumental and substantive positioning toward one 
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of user-centered and productive rhetoric. While understandable, this is where my 

dissertation takes on a decisively argumentative approach. 

As the next chapter reveals, Feenberg, in perpetuating and solidifying the 

binary distinction between instrumental determinism and substantive determinism, has 

misinterpreted and misappropriated authors such as Ellul and Heidegger so each 

author fits into his pre-conceived paradigmatic categories. By perpetuating discourse 

about determinism and essentialism, Feenberg ignores the reality that what the 

substantive authors feared the most was not technology or a technocratic power, but 

rather a technological ideology. The difference is subtle, yet important. To ignore this 

distinction continues a discourse about technology that actually fulfills the predictions 

of Ellul, furthers the fears of the substantive authors, and allows for a limited 

perspective about technology that technical communication has adopted as its own. 

Such a perspective for technical communication should be examined. 
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CHAPTER IV: OFFERING AN ALTERNATIVE PARADIGM FOR 
TECHNOLOGY STUDIES AND TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION 

Introduction 
The previous chapter established that both technology studies (as outlined by 

Feenberg) and technical communication (as outlined by Carter) have adopted the 

rhetorical paradigm (as outlined by Lanham). Both fields recognize that to counter the 

technocratic framework and to offer a chance at experimental humanism, the user 

must become incorporated into the future design of technologies.  

This chapter offers an alternative paradigm to the technocratic narrative. 

Building upon the research of technocracy, it also examines the other side of the 

technological equation: if, as suggested by Cooper, “these software, hardware, and 

technology developers don’t think like us,” then why is it that people still buy 

software, hardware, and technology? To answer this question, this chapter explores a 

marginalized narrative in technology studies – a narrative that this dissertation dubs 

the “technological ideology.”  

The chapter is broken into two sections. The first section examines this 

alternative narrative of technology studies, similar to Winner’s Autonomous 

Technology examined in the previous chapter, which does not fit into Feenberg’s 

framework for a theory of technology. This section will examine several authors who 

have contributed to technology studies in order to construct an alternative 

interpretation of why technology appears to be autonomous. The second section 

examines Ellul’s ideas in comparison to Feenberg’s ideas in order to offer an 
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alternative framework on which technical communication can build an understanding 

of technological advance. 

Part 1: Identifying the Rhetorical Premises of the Technological Ideology 

Technology or Ideology? 
To a degree, technology studies’ authors have passionately addressed many of the 

issues of the substantive authors. The tendency of technology studies to advocate a 

rhetorical position has mostly offered a more complicated and, perhaps, more realistic 

framework than substantivism. As Winner states, the problem of the substantive 

theorists is “an eagerness to advance unitary, totalistic hypotheses” that advocate “vast 

revolutions” (Autonomous 133), and he is right. With the postmodern rejection of such 

grand narratives, discussions concerning technology must embrace Pfaffenberger’s 

dramas, where no problem is so simple as having a single root cause and no answer is 

so simple as to address the large scale problems raised. Technology should not be 

painted as the insidious creature that is taking power from people – the antagonist of 

the modern age. Such a mindset disallows for deliberation, discussion, and, even 

worse, discourages people from the ethical responsibility to actively shape the future. 

From the perspective of Winner and Feenberg, the primary legacy of 

substantivism is that of raising the initial alarm about an autonomous technology, even 

though the idea of a machine having “autonomy” is “patently bizarre” (Winner, 

Autonomous 13), and such arguments are too unitary and monolithic to allow for any 

deliberation or critique. The substantive theorists, when faced with the lack of control 

that comes from technological evolution, determinism, drift, and imperative, tended 
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toward a response that was “despair or blind rage at the spectacle of personal and 

political powerlessness” (Autonomous 107), but despair and rage can be unhelpful 

when attempting to regain autonomy over “out-of-control” technologies. Authors such 

as Winner and Feenberg attack substantive authors from the framework adopted by 

most SCOT theorists; they contend that the dominant fear of the age is that technology 

has limited human choice and control over the world, and the ethical response is to 

address the lack of political and personal power that people have in response to 

technology. As argued in Chapter 3, such a response leads to the eloquent theory of 

democratic politics as articulated by Feenberg, which advances a form of experimental 

humanism. 

While the SCOT tradition and the “productionist” technical communication 

sentimentality have offered humans a framework from which to answer questions 

about technology that doesn’t lead to everyone constructing bomb shelters and 

awaiting the end of civilization, this chapter investigates a narrative that has largely 

been lost in the last few decades of research on technology. While the rhetorical 

framework developed to explain both technology studies and technical communication 

have addressed an important aspect of substantive discourse, proponents of these 

theories tend to ignore two fundamental issues of substantivism: 1) technology is not 

to be feared or questioned, but rather what should concern people is an ideology, and 

2) there exist at least two forms of ideology – the technocratic ideology and the 

technological ideology. Winner critiques the SCOT tradition for being “poor readers.” 

This dissertation does not argue the same claim against the SCOT theorists and 
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Feenberg, but it does contend that they have read an interpretation into the texts that 

may only be partly warranted. 

Take, for instance, the five most common names associated with substantive or 

dystopic discourse: Marcuse, Ellul, Heidegger, Habermas, and Mumford. The book 

titles and stated goals of several substantive authors rarely reveals questions about 

technology and are more concerned with ideology: 

• Marcuse, for instance, subtitles his major work Studies in the Ideology 

of Advanced Industrial Society. Marcuse is first concerned with the 

ideological positioning of people toward technology, not problems of 

technology, per se.  

• Similarly, Ellul claims that anytime he personifies technology – which 

his critics are quick to point out is frequent – such personification is 

simply a rhetorical shortcut for discussing a “technological ideology” 

(“The ‘Autonomoy’” 396). And The Technological Society, strangely 

enough, was originally titled La Technique or “technique,” and was 

only changed to “technological society” when the book didn’t sell well 

in America. Ellul states early and often that he is not discussing 

machines or technology; rather, he is discussing a social phenomenon – 

technique – and its impact on the world. Winner attempts to join the 

two terms together, technology and technique, in his introduction, but 

doing so in a single paragraph negates a clear call by Ellul to not 
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conflate the two – a position that he emphasizes throughout his 500+ 

page treatise.  

• Heidegger – one of the most heralded of the technological theorists – 

comments that any potential to save humans from becoming “standing 

reserves” begins in questioning, in reflection, and in recognizing that 

the essence of technology is nothing technological; technology has 

affected man in his essence, hence it has affected his thought patterns 

and fundamental forms of being. The question concerning technology, 

for Heidegger and the other popular substantive authors, is not a 

question concerning technology; it is a question concerning the 

ideologies of modern people with regards to technology, a distinction 

that the SCOT theorists seem to miss quite often. 

• Habermas, in Toward a Rational Society, has a chapter entitled 

“Technology and Science as Ideology” (81). 

• Even Mumford, one of the first theorists in the twentieth century to 

address “technics,” first attempted to present technology not as tools 

but as an ideology. That is, a technology acts not as a neutral tool to be 

used, but exists as a mindset that has been, and continues, to redefine 

the very essence of what it means to be human. He argued in Technics 

and Civilization  that it was the constant search for new “technics” that 

was creating a new cultural age and creating a “mechanical ideology” 

or a “mechanical way of life” (364). The machine was equated to be a 
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religious mindset, to be “unconditionally believed in and worshipped 

during the last two centuries” (365). In his own words, mechanics 

“gave to the world a new Messiah: the machine” (45). This new 

Messiah, however, is presented as a harsh master, one that demands to 

be challenged. Mumford wants his reader to be aware that “the 

transvaluation of the machine is the next move, perhaps toward its 

mastery” (7). Mastery of technology, according to Mumford, begins 

with mastery of the idea that technological change is rooted in an 

ideology, which is again something that the SCOT authors seem to 

consistently miss. 1 

On the one hand, the rhetorical theories that give grounding to the SCOT 

tradition in technology studies are called into question simply on the basis that they 

don’t actually address the ideological question, choosing mostly to only discuss how 

to control “technology.” On the other hand, though, the larger problem that the rest of 

this chapter deals with is the problem of Feenberg’s characterization of the “ideology” 

as being one that is fundamentally driven by technocrats and the technical code of 

capitalism that leads to a “technocratic ideology.” As the rest of this chapter will 

explore, Feenberg and the SCOT solution of democratizing technology is problematic 

when the “technocratic ideology” is only a smaller formulation of a more expansive 

critique of the “technological ideology.” That is, technocratic ideology assumes that 

efficiency is found only in the industrial practices and ideologies of capitalistic 

companies, thus users of technology, who are assumed to not be driven by efficiency 
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concerns, are called upon to be the democratic saviors of technological problems. The 

technological ideology, on the other hand, identifies the problem of efficiency as being 

rooted not only in technocrats and industrial practices, but also in the user. 

Rhetoric and Ideology 
This chapter offers an alternative interpretation to substantive rhetoric. It is one that 

appreciates the SCOT contribution to addressing problems of technology, but also 

attempts to flesh out an understanding of technology that the SCOT tradition seems to 

miss: technology is not what needs questioning; rather, the problem of modern society 

is a technological ideology. 

This chapter identifies several substantive arguments and their proponents and 

places them within a rhetorical framework that seeks to understand the ideological 

perspective. (Figure 4.1 below establishes the categorical breakdown and their 

subsequent proponents, and the reasoning for using Aristotelian rhetoric as a 

framework will be explained later). Each of these authors is a substantive author who 

suggests that each new technology is being driven by an autonomous force – the 

technological ideology – which must be challenged so as to shape the future of the 

world according to a conscious and deliberative human effort rather than an 

unconscious mode of thought. The chart serves as a shortcut guide for understanding 

the challenge to instrumental thought. 
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    Figure 4.1: The Technological Ideology 
Rhetorical Proof Proponent Idea 
Logos Marcuse Technological Rationality 
 Ellul Technological Imperatives 
 Postman Technological Irrationality 
Ethos Noble Technological Salvation 
 Ellul Technological Self-Augmentation 
Pathos Freud Technological Discontent 
 Foucault Technological Panopticonism 

 

Because the phrase “technological ideology” is not common in technology 

studies, this dissertation define “ideology” using Mikhail Bakhtin’s understanding of 

language and discourse. Bakhtin sees ideology as the result of language moments that 

occur in social situations. As he writes, “[a] sign does not simply exist as part of a 

reality – it reflects and refracts another reality,” namely the ideological reality. A sign, 

or language use, does not exist as a neutral reflection of the world as is, but rather 

embodies a hidden, unconscious, and unspoken perspective about the world that is 

seen, and thus,  “[e]very sign is subject to the criteria of ideological evaluation” 

(1211). To use Foucault’s example in The Order of Things, a Chinese Encyclopedia 

from a different age classifies animals into the following categories: “a) belonging to 

the Emperor, b) embalmed, c) tame, d) sucking pigs, e) sirens, f) fabulous, g) stray 

dogs, h) included in the present classification, i) frenzied, j) innumerable, k) drawn 
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with a very fine camelhair brush, l) et cetera, m) having just broken the water pitcher, 

n) that from a long way off look like flies” (xv). What is most telling about this 

classification scheme is how dependent it is upon the context – Emperors, brushes, and 

water pitchers – which helps to define animals for the purpose of discussion. To ignore 

that language is ideological is to ignore the reality that our perspectives regarding the 

objective world is always framed by the unconscious forces of language. 

Any discussion of ideology, however, immediately leads to an inescapable 

paradox: how can one ever, as de Certeau asks, get outside of the ideological language 

that one exists within to examine the ideology that supposedly is being constructed by 

language use? In other words, just as Freud showed that people are not driven by 

rationality entirely, but are inundated with unconscious, hidden desires that shape their 

actions, so does any discussion of ideology presuppose that someone’s hidden 

ideology is still interpreting the ideology one presumes to discuss. To make the 

unconscious conscious, that consciousness must be “filled with ideological content” 

(1212), which is then to reverse the positioning of ideological critique within a new 

ideological positioning.  

This Bakhtinian paradox suggests that a chain exists throughout social 

discourse where we constantly move “from sign to sign and then to a new sign” (1212) 

and throughout this process, “nowhere is there a break in the chain, nowhere does the 

chain plunge into inner being, nonmaterial in nature and unembodied in signs” (1212). 

All ideology is constructed through the process of social interaction, and if one is to 

understand ideology, one must look at those moments of social interaction to glimpse 
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the ideology that is contained in the exchange. Bahktin argues that to fully understand 

any ideological positioning requires a recognition of “dialogue” or, his term, 

“heteroglossia,” standing for “multiple voices.” Once one recognizes that “[t]he only 

possible objective definition of consciousness is a sociological one” (1213) then one 

can begin to examine the ideology that is inherent in all language use. 

With this in mind, rhetoric can serve as a hermeneutical tool for extracting 

meaning from an ideological chain-linked process of unconscious, social thought. That 

is, rhetoric, as an interpretative tool, can allow insight into the nature of discourse 

which can help explain unconscious motivations as Kenneth Burke does in A Rhetoric 

of Motives. Rhetoric can serve as a tool for understanding that which is sociological 

because rhetoric, by default, is useful as a tool for understanding social 

communication moments (and has been extended as a tool for understanding the 

identity of all discourse by Burke) and understanding the question of how someone is 

persuaded to move from the ideological sign to the necessary moment of action that 

serves as proof of the ideological identification. 

There is danger, of course, in using rhetoric as a hermeneutical tool for 

understanding discourse. As Philip Gaonkar points out, rhetoric should only be useful 

as a “substantive discourse practice” (25) because rhetoric emerged as a techne for 

how to persuade groups of individuals in public arenas, not as a tool for engaging that 

which is hidden. The critique that Gaonkar levels, though expansive, has been 

discussed to a considerable degree in Rhetorical Hermeneutics. Despite his critiques, 

however, rhetoric in the twentieth century has become a means of extracting 
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ideological information because rhetoric does not only mean, as Aristotle once said, 

the “art of persuasion.”  

With such an understanding of ideology and rhetoric in mind, it should be 

reiterated that substantive rhetoric does not only challenge technology; it also 

challenges an ideology that perceives technology as instrumental rather than 

substantive. Individually speaking, control over technology and the future is limited. 

Philosophically speaking, however, if the technological world was constructed by a 

mentality that rationalizes, objectifies, and technologizes all of the natural world – in 

short, ideology constructed the world – then the hope for avoiding the dystopic 

catastrophes that the substantivists predict lies in a reformulation of the ideology into 

something that better anticipates the future. This type of categorization is, of course, 

what the SCOT tradition has been doing for the last several decades by lumping 

diverse theorists into a narrow category that Feenberg call a “substantive” position. 

The rest of this chapter will attempt to reformulate the “question concerning 

technology and technocracy” toward the “question concerning technological ideology” 

while offering a theory for how this reformulation might look. 

The Logos of the Technological Ideology 

Technological Rationality 
To begin the discussion of the logic of the technological ideology, this dissertation 

borrows from Marcuse’s ideas in One-Dimensional Man. While Marcuse is mostly a 

proponent of technocracy, his understanding of how technological logic works is 

applicable for any discussion of ideology, regardless of who has adopted the ideology. 
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For Marcuse, technological logic prioritizes a rationalized system over a 

dialectic pattern of logic. Marcuse calls this logical pattern “technological rationality,” 

which is both “paradoxical and scandalous” in that it creates a “pattern of one-

dimensional thought and behavior in which ideas, aspirations, and objectives that, by 

their content, transcend the established universe of discourse and action are either 

repelled or reduced to terms of this universe” (12). Technological rationality, 

according to Marcuse, occurs when society, needing to suppress the freedoms of 

individuals for the potential success of the group, creates irrational needs within the 

ideologues of its members that keep them blind to the potentiality of freedom. 

Technological logic functions by keeping “unimaginable the means and ways by 

which the administered individuals might break their servitude and seize their own 

liberation” (6-7). Ultimately, Marcuse argues that “the price that one-dimensional man 

pays for satisfaction is to surrender freedom and individuality,” (xxvii) which is a 

price that Marcuse is unwilling to pay because he sees the current technological path 

as a path that leads to destruction, pain, and “euphoria in unhappiness” (5).  

 The alternative, for Marcuse, is to employ “critical and dialectic thinking,” 

which “postulates norms of criticism, based on rational potentials for human happiness 

and freedom, which are used to negate existing states of affairs that oppress 

individuals and restrict human freedom and well-being” (xvii). Rather than simply 

accepting forms of society as they are, a truly critical mindset would see the current 

“positive” thinking of technological progress in “negative,” critical terms. Dialectic 

thinking, for Marcuse, “understands the critical tension between ‘is’ and ‘ought’” 
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(133), where just because one can posit, ontologically, an idea, the stating of that idea 

does not necessarily equate to an imperative to put that idea into action. But 

technology contains the ability to pacify individuals, even as it dominates them, 

because it has a material consequence – the immediately perceived liberation, false 

though it may be. Once an idea has been proposed, the idea can be undertaken in 

scientific and technological realms that are disassociated from the dialectical question 

of “should?” Dialectical thinking holds no ethos. As Marcuse writes, “scientific 

abstractions entered and proved their truth in the actual conquest and transformation of 

nature, while the philosophic abstractions did not – and could not” (229), and because 

of this reality, “on technological grounds, the metaphysical tends to become physical” 

(230). 

 Marcuse writes several short examples of the irony of the technological 

rationality. One example shares his sense of how dangerous such thinking can be: 

I take a walk in the country. Everything is as it should be: Nature at its 

best. Birds, sun, soft grass, a view through the trees of the mountains, 

nobody around, no radio, no smell of gasoline. Then the path turns and 

ends on the highway. I am back among the billboards, service stations, 

motels, and roadhouses. I was in a National Park, and I now know that 

this was not reality. It was a “reservation,” something that is being 

preserved like a species dying out. If it were not for the government, 

the billboards, hot dog stands, and motels would long since have 
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invaded that piece of Nature. I am grateful to the government; we have 

it much better than before. (226) 

The sarcasm, of course, is clear. One cannot even posit a dialectic alternative because 

the primary response one can have is praise society’s technologies, even as we fail to 

see that the very society we praise is what has created the need for those technologies. 

More practically, one can see rationality vs. the dialectic in an example. For 

instance, domesticated dogs have lost, through centuries of selective breeding, most of 

their abilities to revert to a wild state, which is a state that their genetic nature still 

holds attachments to. If a domesticated dog could decide whether it wanted to be 

domesticated, then it would be faced with a choice: be a pet or be feral. This “choice” 

for Marcuse is no choice at all: to choose between either the social mechanism of pet 

ownership or against it is still to be discussing its liberation in terms of humans. A dog 

cannot make a choice that allows it to return to any nature other than one couched in 

social terms. A pet is reliant upon humans to feed it, and a feral dog is reliant upon 

social institutions to feed it; neither is able to disassociate itself from humans. 

Similarly, humans face a similar choice: to be liberated, one would have to 

choose between a rational potentiality and an irrational potentiality, but such can never 

be the case because technology is a rationalized potentiality whereas the irrationality 

contains no ethos. Humans can never be free when the only choice they can make is 

between shopping at one grocery store or another, purchasing organic foods or non-

organic foods. All choices, vast as they are, are made within the confines of the 
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technological system, and such can never include a discussion of the potentialities of 

negation, a necessity for critical thought in Marcuse’s thought.  

Moreover, the number of choices is problematic. As Marcuse writes, the 

“range of choice open to the individual is not the decisive factor in determining the 

degree of human freedom, but what can be chosen and what is chosen by the 

individual” (7). Choosing between organic and non-organic foods, for instance, is not 

as important as being able to choose how one receives the food, and this is a choice 

that is made a priori for all humans – all food will be created within the confines of 

agricultural techniques, slaughterhouse techniques, hunting regulations, and backyard 

garden tools purchased at the local gardening store. Choices exist, but they all exist 

within a political framework that ignores the people that live in the systems. True 

freedom would escape all political frameworks, which leads Marcuse to state that 

“economic freedom would mean freedom from the economy” and “political freedom 

would mean liberation of the individuals from politics over which they have no 

effective control” (4). The inability for most people to even think about freedom from 

these situations is evidence “not of their utopian character, but of the strength of the 

forces which prevent their realization” (Marcuse 4). 

Technological Imperatives 
While Marcuse identifies the logical process by which philosophical knowledge has 

transferred from simply a logic of speculation toward a logic of action, Jacques Ellul 

identifies the process by which one-dimensional logic becomes a physical reality 

through technological innovation, a process which Ellul dubs “technique.” In Ellul’s 
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philosophy, all humans use techniques to achieve desired outcomes. To accomplish a 

desired end, a particular means must be undertaken, such as when Ellul writes that 

“gathering of fruit among primitive peoples” requires “climbing the tree, picking the 

fruit as quickly and with little effort as possible, distinguishing between the ripe and 

the unripe fruit, and so on” (Society 20). However, what separates ideologies of earlier 

peoples from the current technological age, according to Ellul, is that earlier peoples 

found a technique and stuck with it for centuries whereas later peoples continue to 

look for techniques that can achieve the same end in a more efficient manner. 

Therefore, in Ellul’s estimation, the conscious and intentional search for “greater 

efficiency” (20) in all manners of life has led to what he calls the “technical 

imperative” (21) – the practical expression of the logic of the technological ideology. 

 Such an imperative of “efficiency” disturbed Ellul because, as he writes, it 

hasn’t always been this way. David Lovekin, a commentator on Ellul’s thinking, 

writes that “In pretechnological societies, techniques are confined by custom, by 

religious, aesthetic, and philosophical preference, by the individual worker’s ability, 

and by the worker’s knowledge and care directed toward the object of work, often the 

object at hand. […] But when tools and rituals are rationalized, they embody an 

abstract technical intention, no longer the measure of individual care, concern, 

knowledge, or ability” (18). Historically, groups of people guided the growth of 

techniques through either religious or philosophical critiques. The Greeks, for 

instance, rejected the technical imperative by suggesting that knowledge should be 

pursued for knowledge’s sake rather than for the sake of practical gain. For the 
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Greeks, according to Ellul, “the goal of science was not application but 

contemplation” (Society 28), meaning that the “rejection of technique was a deliberate, 

positive activity involving self-mastery, recognition of destiny, and the application of 

a given conception of life” (29). Rather than attempt to use scientific knowledge for 

always creating new and innovative means to accomplish tasks, the Greeks, as Ellul’s 

example of Archimedes shows, “rationalized practice and even made ‘applications’” 

(28), but after those machines were created, they were to be “destroyed after [they] 

demonstrated the exactness of [their] numerical calculations” (28). And similar to the 

Greeks, Ellul argues that the Christian domination of thought in the Middle Ages also 

limited the growth of new techniques through the use of the question, “Is it 

righteous?” (37). Regardless of whether “something might be useful or profitable to 

men,” the larger regard for the Biblical conception of what God’s righteousness 

entailed reined in most particular instances where humans could have attempted to 

increase their physical welfare. Material gain, in other words, was placed secondary to 

spiritual gain. 

 Such instances where humans controlled technique through alternative 

ideologies encourages Ellul, who sees that the future of humanity is fairly determined 

by the adoption of the technical imperative. But what he fears, in essence, is the 

humanism of the fifteenth century that gave a “decided impetus” (38) to the technical 

imperative. For once people believed in the “genuine supremacy of man over means” 

(41), then “nothing can compete with the technical means” (Society 84), thereby 

removing humans of their autonomy. For the moment people accept the ideology of 
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always searching for more efficient means, they do so while “eliminating every lesser 

force. And when [technique] has received full satisfaction and accomplished its 

vocation, it will remain alone in the field. Technique thus reveals itself at once 

destroyer and creator, and no one wishes or is able to master it” (85). Here, Ellul 

reveals his bias against technique and against technology: it is not that technology is 

bad, but rather that it encourages a mindset that eliminates other aspects of human 

behavior that Ellul holds to be dear, such as philosophical and religious gain. 

 Ellul and Marcuse mount a considerable charge against the ideology of modern 

societies: people are unable to conceive of any potentiality other than a rationalized, 

more efficiently delineated process that ultimately leads to the lack of human freedom 

and the inability to escape from the imperative that drives technological innovation. 

This charge is heavy enough, but the ultimate blow to the logic of rationality is that it 

is irrational rationality. Marcuse paints the irrationality in abstract and dystopian 

terms: “Technological rationality reveals its political character as it becomes the great 

vehicle of better domination, creating a truly totalitarian universe in which society and 

nature, mind and body are kept in a state of permanent mobilization for the defense of 

this universe” (18), and while this description instigates fear, it does not explain in 

practical terms how rationality is irrational. 

Technological Irrationality 
The most poignant substantive critiques of technological ideology being irrational 

come from Neil Postman, a sociologist most famous for Amusing Ourselves to Death. 

Postman’s philosophy suggests that technology is destroying the human by destroying 
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the capacity for reason. He argues that “the uncontrolled growth of technology 

destroys the vital sources of our humanity” (xii). In Postman’s words, “every 

technology is both a burden and a blessing” (5), but because “the benefits and deficits 

of a new technology are not distributed equally” (9), we must take care to only accept 

technologies that will not infringe on our humanity. Thus, Postman argues for a 

philosophical standpoint that sees technology as something inherently unnatural. 

Taking the logic of Marcuse and Ellul to completion, the ideology that Postman 

attempts to identify is one of irrationality. Rather than subjecting each new technology 

to a cultural and critical eye in order to only allow the ones that will increase human’s 

livelihood, Postman argues that we have lost our rational ability to be critical of each 

new technology. True reason, if it could exist, works dialectically rather than one-

dimensionally. But as Postman writes, we have rapidly moved from the question of 

“why we invent things” to “how to invent things” (Technopoly 42). Accordingly, 

humans in the current age have lost their ability for sustained debate, and Postman 

blames this, mostly, on technologies such as the television. 

In Amusing Ourselves to Death, Postman suggests that the current 

technological ideology, in being irrational, leads to the temptation to view everything 

as entertainment. As he says, the nineteenth century was built on the foundations of 

typography, “which has the strongest possible bias toward exposition: a sophisticated 

ability to think conceptually, deductively, and sequentially; a high valuation of reason 

and order; an abhorrence of contradiction; a large capacity for detachment and 

objectivity; and a tolerance for delayed response” (63). Peoples in early America 
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adhered to the philosophy of the Age of Reason, where every idea was carefully 

debated, every nuance discussed, and every detail explicated for the sake of true 

higher-level thinking. Postman, however, argues that television, because it “does not 

extend or amplify literate culture” but rather “attacks it” (84), has led to the modern 

age of show business, where everything is viewed as entertainment. It is, as Lanham 

dubs it in The Economics of Attention, the age of “fluff” rather than the age of “stuff.” 

The reliance upon television as a means of communication means the death of 

the grand age of reason, according to Postman. Rather than listening for hours to 

Abraham Lincoln carefully reveal his political policy to the minds of his readers, 

people today are only able to watch the news on television where the information has 

been shaped according to the belief that “anything worth learning can take the form of 

an entertainment, and ought to” (154). Such is the age of television, and Postman 

argues that it has transformed everything that was once held in high esteem–religious 

discourse, political debate, and educational programs. Having been touched by the 

television, everything that was once dearly human has been negatively transformed. 

Postman’s attempts to offer a solution to this problem of irrationality by 

suggesting that “technology is ideology” and that “to be unaware that a technology 

comes equipped with a program for social change, to maintain that technology is 

neutral, to make the assumption that technology is a friend of culture is, at this late 

hour, stupidity plain and simple” (157). And in Technopoly, he argues that everyone 

must become a “technological resistance fighter” who “maintains an epistemological 

and psychic distance from any technology, so that it always appears somewhat 
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strange, never inevitable, never natural” (185). For Postman, technological ideology 

springs from a loss of rationality that has come due to the demise of printed 

technologies and the rise of entertainment technologies, and the solution to this loss of 

rationality is to attempt to regain it. 

Jürgen Habermas would equate Postman’s critique of technology to the lack 

of, what he calls, “reflection” (“Technical” 535). Each new technology in the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries, rather than being subjected to democratic debate, 

political dialogue, and personal reflection, comes to people through the uncritical 

capitalism that drives science, which drives technical progress, which then drives 

people’s “life-world” (532). Each person’s lived existence, or life-world, offers 

technical progress multiple check points to determine what technologies should be 

constructed and which technologies should be rejected. But as Postman argues, the 

lack of critical thinking, due in his mind to the rise of television and collapse of 

rationality, leads fewer and fewer people to be resistance fighters, and thus we accept 

all technologies as natural and condemn ourselves to an anti-human, technological 

existence. We adhere to the inevitability of our future that our technological ideology 

takes us toward, even as we remain in fear the power of such ideology. 

 Whether Postman and Habermas are correct with regard to the dangers of 

technology, they do add another piece to the question of “what is the logos of 

technological ideology?” Their answer? It is the tendency toward uncritical reflection, 

the death of rationality, and the birth of the entertainment age. The logos of the 

technological ideology tends toward one-dimensional logic that eschews the 
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potentiality for negative thinking and forces people into an irrational positioning 

within the world where new techniques and new means of increasing efficiency 

become desirable without any critical discussion about why new technologies are 

desirable. The ideology becomes deterministic–we accept the ideology and its 

technological consequences because there doesn’t exist any other potential reality by 

virtue of its lack of dialectical thought. The ideology becomes deterministic on a 

second front, as well: its ethos. 

The Ethos of the Technological Ideology 

Technological Salvation 
 David Noble suggests in The Religion of Technology that part of the ethos driving the 

technological world is one of religious searches for “transcendence and salvation” (3). 

For instance, one of the most intriguing aspects of Christianity is that almost 

immediately after Adam and Eve ate from the tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil 

they felt ashamed at their nakedness and “the Lord God made garments of skin for 

Adam and his wife and clothed them” (Genesis 3:21). Here is where Ellul and others 

reveal their bias: technology can only exist “for mankind in its fallen state, and [has] 

no significance beyond it” (Noble 12). The presence of clothing after the fall from 

grace indicates a need for redemption from a sinful state, and such redemption can 

only be made through the presence of sacrifices which cover and atone for those sinful 

tendencies through the use of a savior.  

For centuries priests, monks, and other religious figures in the Western world 

have argued that only Christ, through them, could provide the necessary means of 
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salvation for humanity, but with the separation of the mind from the body in the 

Cartesian split, humans were given the necessary impetus to work for the salvation of 

their body, even as Christ took care of the soul. A prelapsarian state of perfection 

would have left no need for a savior, and though Christ was argued to be the savior of 

the spirit, the salvation of the body was left to technology. And therefore, 

technologies, as David Noble argues, are the saviors of the modern age, the direct 

result of the Renaissance humanists seeking “in the name and interest of religious 

revival” to promote “the further advancement of science and the useful arts” (35).  

In Noble’s view, the Christian view of the fall of humankind and the necessary 

resurrection of the body through the return of Christ at the end of the age when 

combined with the humanistic philosophies of the fifteenth century provided the 

necessary birth of an ideology that attempted to provide transcendence for humans. By 

using technology, Roger Bacon promoted a dual means of such transcendence, 

according to Noble: the “means of recovering the knowledge of nature which was part 

of mankind’s divine inheritance, its original image-likeness to God, and, on the other, 

as the means of triumph over Antichrist in anticipation of the millennium” (28). This 

dual stated purpose of technology suggested that technology can serve a religious 

function, rather than simply a material function. 

Noble contends that the ideology of the current century is the scientific 

adherence to this illogical notion that inventors are providing transcendence for 

humanity. As he argues, “lost in their religious reveries, the technologists themselves 

have been blind to, or at least have displayed a blithe disregard for, the harmful ends 
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toward which their work has been directed” (206). Instead of bringing heaven to Earth, 

advocates of technology bring good only to the elite to whom technologies pandered, 

even while bringing difficulties to the masses who are being exploited. And the 

modern “elite of modern civilization, the engineers” (202) remain blind to their 

inherited ideology of constantly seeking for an essentially spiritual world even as they 

“have laid the technological foundations for an Orwellian future” (206). 

To Noble, “the religion of technology can rightly be considered a menace” 

(207), and we must, he argues, demand “defiance of the divine pretensions of the few 

in the interest of securing the mortal necessities of the many” even as we “disabuse 

ourselves of our inherited other-worldly propensities” (208). Because the 

“technological pursuit of salvation has become a threat to our survival,” he argues that 

we need to recognize that this ideology has “outlived whatever historical usefulness it 

might once have had” (208). The ideology of technology, then, is an ideology of 

Christian humanism, an ideology that, for Noble, should be questioned. 

Technological Self‐Augmentation 
Noble’s critique, interestingly enough, sounds foreign and somewhat absurd: who 

among us would talk about a cell phone as being a religious, transcendental technique 

to alleviate the body from its fallen nature in an attempt to be reunited with God? 

Noble reveals a hidden aspect of the ideology, but doesn’t hit upon why it is that ethos 

of technology no longer is, obviously, one of religion. To find out why the 

technological ideology continues to succeed, even as the earlier ethos has been 

rejected in a postmodern age, examine Ellul’s discussion of “self-augmentation” 

150 



Texas Tech University, Kevin Garrison, May 2009 
 

(Society 85). Once history sets in motion a desire for new techniques, Ellul argues that 

technique self-augments its own ethos in two ways. 

First, Ellul argues that “[t]echnique engenders itself. When a new technical 

form appears, it makes possible and condition a number of others” because “once a 

technical procedure has been discovered, it is applicable in many fields other than the 

one for which it was primarily invented” (Society 87). Once a computer, for instance, 

is widely recognized by consumers as having practical purpose, then the computer 

becomes useful for other elements of business – communication, production, ordering, 

marketing, sales, and research – not just the purposes for which it was originally 

created. 

Ellul also argues that technique creates its own ethos in a second way: 

“technique, in its development, poses primarily technical problems which 

consequently can be resolved only by technique” (92). Techniques and their offspring 

technologies create the need for new techniques and more technologies. For example, 

once gasoline was shown to have a useful purpose through the construction of the 

internal combustion engine, the subsequent mass production of the automobile, as 

conceived by Henry Ford, created a universal need for gas and oil industries, fill-up 

stations, roads and highways, mechanic shops, automobile production factories, tire 

companies, rubber factories, vehicle retailers, governmental departments of traffic, 

police who traffic the roads, stoplight technologies, and a near-infinite number of 

other effects. Furthermore, not only does a new technique create a need for service 

techniques, but it also creates unique problems that can only be solved through the 

151 



Texas Tech University, Kevin Garrison, May 2009 
 

incorporation of even more techniques. As evident in the discussions about global 

warming and other health effects of the mass production of exhaust from the millions 

of driven vehicles, technique creates its own ethos because the problems of the current 

age are the direct result of the technologies of the previous age, and to handle these 

problems requires new techniques. For example, automobiles over the last century 

have created the need for alternative fuels, hybrid energies, fuel cells, solar power, and 

others – all which are the direct result of previous techniques. 

For Ellul, the simple introduction of one new technique “engenders” itself with 

the need for more techniques either by taking current techniques to realms that could 

use them or by servicing the unique problems that technique introduces. In this way, 

the ethos, as originally inspired by religious and humanistic discourse, is negated 

because of the self-augmenting ethos of new techniques. The ethos of technique is 

self-evident: we create new techniques because 1) we can, or 2) we must. And thus 

“[t]echnique modifies whatever it touches, but it is itself untouchable” (94). 

This all, then, leads to the ultimate problem of technology, according to 

substantive authors who examine the technological ideology: technologies lead to a 

form of determinism where we cannot escape the ideology because advanced societies 

are constantly inundated with the smokescreens of “progress” without being able to 

see how it is undesirable. Humans create new technologies only because they must. 

And they must only because the world they exist within remains undesirable. This 

recognition of undesirability is examined in the final section of the technological 

ideology – its pathos. 
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The Pathos of the Technological Ideology 

Technological Discontent 
Once a logical mechanism – efficiency – has been introduced as the primary means by 

which to fulfill the ethos of technological development, the question remains as to 

why humans are so willing to submit to a logic that is one-dimensional and an ethic 

that is ultimately self-serving. The answer can be understood by looking at the 

emotional, pathos-driven side of the technological ideology. 

 To make this argument, I turn to Sigmund Freud’s final social critique as found 

in Civilization and Its Discontents. While Freud is controversial in the sense that he 

was primarily a psychologist, his insights into human motivation are necessary for 

understanding why people are attracted to new technologies – a reality that 

Civilization and Its Discontents tries to address. Freud argues that modern societies are 

bounded by a simple logic: we are ruled by our passionate attempts to insure ourselves 

of happiness and to eradicate the potential for unhappiness. Such logic is, of course, a 

spurious attempt in that one can never assure oneself of complete happiness nor the 

eradication of pain. As he writes, the “programme of becoming happy, which the 

pleasure principle imposes on us, cannot be fulfilled; yet we must not – indeed, we 

cannot – give up our efforts to bring it nearer to fulfillment by some means or other” 

(63). We all seek to be happy, even if we do not achieve it. 

Such thinking on the part of individuals leads Freud to make some basic claims 

about human civilization and why people are currently “discontent” with their position 

within it. He argues that people, first and foremost, desire security, which has led 
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civilized man to “exchange[…] a portion of his possibilities of happiness for a portion 

of security” (109). Needing to eradicate the potentiality for early death, needless pain, 

or chronic unhappiness, Freud suggests that individuals unite under a common goal to 

establish the security that an individual can never achieve alone. The preservation of 

food and the prevention of hunger, for instance, cannot happen without a united front 

of techniques operating within a logic of civilization. As a result, people join together 

desiring security. However, once a person is locked into a system where “replacement 

of the power of the individual by the power of a community constitutes the decisive 

step of civilization” (81), then two things happen: they become discontent in love and 

discontent in aggression. 

Once such needs are secured by the presence of civilization, then we increase 

our ability to love more intently. But the price of such love is great: we run the risk of 

losing that love, through death or otherwise, and finding ourselves miserable. 

Furthermore, not only do we have the fear that comes from losing that love, we also 

are unhappy with the restrictions that society places on our erotic desires that we wish 

to experience with that love. To insure “freedom” and “security” for all, individuals 

must give up their desires for eroticism and sexuality to insure, in a preventive way, 

that the more debase side of human morality – rape, abuse, polygamy, and disease – is 

held in check. 

On the one hand we are unhappy because we are free to love even as we risk 

the pain of either losing the love or experiencing that love under the watchful eye of 

society; on the other hand, individuals within society still feel the aggressive 
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tendencies of their animal counterparts, yet they have no immediate mechanism which 

allows them to release their aggressive desires. Freud argues that an almost 

unperceivable shift happened in the course of human history: while humans are busy 

enjoying the life of security that comes from being in a civilization, we are also forced 

to do something with the aggressive desires that nature has programmed within our 

genes, and the shift came when the aggressive desires turned inward: 

What happens in [man] to render his desire for aggression innocuous? 

Something very remarkable which we should never have guessed and 

which is nevertheless quite obvious. His aggressiveness is introverted, 

internalized; it is, in point of fact, sent back to where it came from – 

that is, it is directed toward his own ego. [...] Civilization, therefore, 

obtains mastery over the individual’s dangerous desire for aggression 

by weakening and disarming it and by setting up an agency within him 

to watch over it, like a garrison in a conquered city. (121) 

Civilization creates an “internal authority” to place restrictions on the aggressive 

tendencies of humans that would otherwise be the downfall of a social system, and 

people exist, unhappily, within this arrangement because they constantly experience 

“remorse” (133) when they fail to properly arrest their own aggression. They “sin” 

without having an escape. This, of course, hearkens back to the earlier discussion by 

Noble that realizes that humans, in a Biblical sense, discovered the “knowledge of 

good and evil” and such knowledge led them to seeing themselves as evil. Such is 
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obvious when they feel “ashamed” at their “nakedness,” which can only be covered by 

the technological solution of clothing. 

Therefore, “If civilization imposes such great sacrifices not only on man’s 

sexuality but on his aggressivity, we can understand better why it is hard from him to 

be happy in that civilization” (Freud 108-109). The double-sided nature of desiring to 

be sexually uninhibited and be in love can never truly escape the reality that 

civilization forces man to be sexually repressed as well as unhappy in the love that is 

found. Likewise, the double-sided nature of desiring to be secure from other’s 

aggressiveness yet while allowing the self to be aggressive can never truly escape the 

reality that civilization forces man to direct the aggressiveness inwards even as it 

submits to the social authorities who inhibit those who are unable to turn their 

aggression inwards, i.e. sociopaths. So for Freud, creating new technology is always 

an emotional attempt to find a way to escape the previous iteration of technology that 

has made people discontent. 

Technological Panopticonism 
Somewhat naturally, Freud’s logic is in line with Foucault’s critique of the 

“panopticon” society and a discussion of the “birth of the prison.” Just as Freud was 

concerned with why people are discontent within the security of their civilizations, 

Foucault shows that discontentment is manifested through an examination of modern 

prison systems. Foucault directly connects Freud’s interpretation of civilization’s 

discontents to its incessant desire for new techniques and new technologies by 

showing that while punishment originally was only used in isolated instances to 
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demonstrate, grotesquely, what happened to the criminals of society, the changes in 

punishment technologies and “discipline” structures led toward the internalizing of 

discipline into a type of a “panopticon.” A person, operating under the idea of the 

panopticon, always perceives civilization as his or her watchdog, preventing one from 

acting in criminal way.  

The irony of such “improvements,” as Foucault shows in his example of 

prisons, is that for discipline to work, some people must always transgress, just as for 

an “A” to be meaningful in a classroom, there must be the potential for an “F.” And 

concerning prisons, they operate under a strange irony: because the earlier techniques 

of “torture” did not lead to the reduction of crime by eliminating criminals and making 

public examples of them, new techniques of prison systems have been instigated, with 

their scientific and efficient methods of control so that “penal detention replaced 

public execution as a calculated technique for altering individual behavior” (264). Yet 

the implementation of these new techniques, if anything, have had an opposite effect. 

As Foucault writes, “prisons do not diminish the crime rate: they can be extended, 

multiplied, or transformed, the quantity of crime and criminals remains stable or, 

worse, increases” (265). And even worse than not altering behavior, individuals who 

served time were likely to return to the prisons so that “instead of releasing corrected 

individuals, then, the prison was setting loose a swarm of dangerous delinquents 

through the population” (266). Foucault, then, takes Freud’s logic to the most 

horrifying conclusion: rather than freeing people by giving them security within 

civilization from the forces of nature, humans are found to always be subject to fear 
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and to their own aggression, even as they persist in the somewhat utopian illusion that 

comes with prison technology. A prison convinces us, through high walls and media 

stories, to believe in the security and efficacy that the technology has brought, even as 

we ignore the reality that it has not succeeded nearly to the level that we would like to 

believe. 

Thus, we can gather from Freud and Foucault that part of the drive for 

technological innovation is to seek enactment of one’s own idealistic thoughts for a 

“better” world, even while failing to realize how those desires place people in bondage 

of unwanted (and nearly always unforeseen) ends. Just as the chair creates a place for 

relaxation, it is, as mentioned in Chapter 1, ultimately a “self-sabotaging” technique 

which always deforms one’s relationship with the world by destroying the spinal 

column and making one dependent upon the technology that was supposed to bring 

about liberation. Even despite this reality, however, we still desire new technologies 

because as Davison argues “[i]t promises to liberate humanity from physical hardship, 

scarcity, and danger and to present before us, instantaneously, ubiquitously, safely, 

and easily the things for which once we had to strive, and strive for with great 

difficulty and at no small risk to life and limb” (110). Yet the Freudian analysis 

prevails because “the irony of technology is that the pure freedom afforded by pure 

ends, the freedom that devices afford, is a form of freedom that simultaneously 

undermines what makes the ideal of freedom valuable and commanding in human 

life” (111). Those devices, then, “undermine our relationships to those things, places, 

and people we want to be free to be able to cherish” (111). Technologies, while 
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connecting us to one desired end, tend to push us in the direction of an undesired end, 

and in Davison’s most provocative line, “[t]he pregnant promise of technology 

miscarries” (113). 

Using language, then, humans attempted – through the construction of 

civilizations – to fulfill an almost irrational desire for pleasure and the mitigation of 

unhappiness. People inundated with technological ideology are ultimately slaves to 

technology as they desire to escape, thwart, control, or reject whatever stands in the 

way to happiness. And we continue to adopt this ideology because we see only the 

short term effects of the new techniques, rather than seeing the larger social picture.  

Such a mentality ultimately leads to stark logic: Henry Petroski justifying the 

role of failure in technology. No building is flawless or permanent, and therefore we 

can be assured that any constructed technology is sure to resort back to entropy and 

failure. Rather than taking this as an opportunity to question that efficacy of 

continuing to innovate and design new technologies, however, Petroski inverts the 

situation and actually praises failure. He states that because engineering failures are so 

rare that “to speak of engineering failures is indirectly to celebrate the overwhelming 

numbers of success” (106). As he writes, “innovation involves risk” (222), and for 

every success, there are sure to be failures. But rather than denouncing technologies 

because of the risks, the failures, and the one-dimensionality of innovation, he argues 

that we should take this as a moment for “a healthy skepticism among engineers and 

non-engineers alike. The most dramatic failures have occurred in a climate of 

overconfidence and carelessness, and the least we can learn from those incidents is to 
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be more vigilant” (231). Notice the logic: we recognize the humanness of innovation, 

embrace the possibility of failure, and only seek to be more “vigilant” in our efforts to 

transform the world into a desirable place. Such logic argues that technologies are, as 

Postman writes, “both a burden and a blessing,” but the technological ideology inverts 

the moments of burden into a blessing by calling for more innovation, more research, 

more technologies to insure that failure is minimized and success is optimized. It is a 

message that the substantive authors warn against, and it is a way of life that Freud 

says “the wise men of every age have warned us most emphatically against […]; but in 

spite of this it has not lost its attraction for a great number of people” (90). 

Conclusion to Section One 
Take a simple technology like the thermostat to see how the technological ideology 

might work. Such an example is fairly common in technological literature, favored 

especially by Albert Borgmann (“Focal” 293). Commonsense dictates that if a person 

is overly cold or hot he/she is unhappy. The technological ideology, though, suggests 

that one can be happy by taking control over their environment and regulating extreme 

heat or cold, but in fact, if a thermostat is chosen to regulate heat and cold so that the 

person does not have to experience temperature fluctuations, then no fluctuations does 

not result in the happiness that was originally desired, but rather no fluctuations 

creates a sense of stagnancy that comes from having no feeling. And the stagnancy 

comes because it is, in fact, cold that gives the word “warmth” its meaning and vice 

versa.  
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When one is uncomfortable, the hope of becoming comfortable becomes a 

driving mechanism; conversely, when one is comfortable temperature-wise, the self 

cannot notice or feel glad in that comfort because he or she does not experience the 

absence of a comfortable temperature. A paradox. It is only when temperature 

fluctuations occur that people notice such fluctuations and then desire the comfort that 

they don’t have when the temperature is not under their control. But in an 

automatically regulated house where the thermostat constantly adjusts the temperature 

based on the person’s own desired comfort level, then the very comfort that one seeks 

in having a thermostat loses its meaning when the comfort isn’t recognized. It is in the 

absence of means that meaning is created; it is the absence of comfort that makes 

comfort desirable. But technology, in fulfilling desire, eliminates the desire that 

created the need for the technology in the first place. The person becomes comfortable 

but has forgotten the feeling of being uncomfortable, hence he or she has forgotten the 

comfort. The person cannot enjoy comfort because it is only in the absence of comfort 

that comfort becomes desirable.  

Thus, the technology ideology proves to be a deterministic method of thought. 

Through one-dimensional thinking, an undesired pathos-driven problem can be solved 

simply through a more efficient means of rational control over one’s lived-world. Such 

a rationalization, it is argued, solves the problem. But once the problem is solved, the 

same rationalization that identified and solved the original problem creates a level of 

discontent in the new situation. The result is not to reject the technology that created 

the discontent, but rather to apply a self-augmenting mentality toward the problem and 
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seek a new technological path. Such is the problem of the thermostat – it is used under 

the illusion that it will create happiness, but in using it, the thermostat only eliminates 

temperature out of the equation of “happiness” and a new desired “happiness” is 

sought. If people are discontent with their temperature (even though they may be 

comfortable), then because they’ve forgotten why they were discontent in the first 

place, they simply seek out more technological solutions for the ill-feelings that they 

have rather than addressing the problem at its root. 

This type of situation, as the SCOT tradition suggests, perhaps over-simplifies 

the complex nature of the interaction between the users and the technologies that they 

use. But these narratives give a picture of a larger, ideological problem that the SCOT 

tradition has not addressed, namely how and why new technology only distances the 

individual from their fundamental desires, creating a self-destructive war for more 

control that leads, ultimately, to less control. As Elmer Kelton writes in The Good Old 

Boy, it is when something is scarce that it becomes a treat. When it is common, then it 

loses meaning, as with the use of ice in drinking water: 

A dangerous thing, gettin’ people accustomed to luxury like that. One 

luxury leads to another, and pretty soon they’ll get to thinkin’ that they 

ought to have ice water every Sunday, and maybe even durin’ the 

week. Get people spoiled to luxury and pretty soon it’s not a luxury 

anymore, it’s a necessity. (90) 

And such is the fear of the substantive authors. They do not fear technology; they fear 

what technology has done to human subconscious mentalities. For as Martin 
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Heidegger writes, “the threat to man does not come in the first instance from the 

potentially lethal machines and apparatus of technology. The actual threat has already 

affected man in his essence” (28). Interestingly enough, having just survived World 

War II, Heidegger does not see the threat of atomic or nuclear disaster as something to 

be worried about because the presence of such potentially deadly technologies indicate 

that humans have already been unwittingly inoculated by the ideology of 

instrumentalism. 

Part of Ellul’s critique rests, as mentioned before, in his bias against humanity 

in its current form. As he writes, the adoption of technical rationality leads to a “new 

dismembering and a complete reconstitution of the human being” who is “despoiled of 

everything that traditionally constituted his essence” (Society 431-432). He fears the 

inevitability of a totalitarian regime that will be needed to control the problems that 

our technological world has created – overpopulation, starvation, climate control 

difficulties, and others. Yet most don’t worry, because they believe even as new 

problems are created, there will always exist a new technique to save us. 

The instrumental understanding of technology is correct: when people say, as 

Steve Talbott suggests, that "Technology does not have us in a stranglehold. 

Everything depends on how we use technology" (350), they are speaking a reality that 

few would disagree with. I can, and do, somewhat control how I use the Internet. I 

can, and do, somewhat control how I watch television. I can, and do, somewhat 

control when I eat a hamburger sold from a fast food restaurant. 
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  Yet control is not the most important issue, as the SCOT tradition argues it is. 

Ellul is not suggesting that we do not have control over our own lives or that we 

cannot use technologies for the dichotomous "good/bad" relationship. What he is 

suggesting is that technological innovation is the reason more technologies appear, 

that few are rejected, and that all drastically reshape the world – that the cultural 

mentality and the sociological explanation is one of somnambulism. We are sleep-

walkers, blinded by new technologies to the point that we are unable to offer insights 

into the technological systems without appearing Luddite. We are operating under an 

ideology – hidden, dark, and dystopian. 

The technological ideology works in this basic way: an individual, desiring to 

either increase happiness or decrease unhappiness, selfishly adopts a more efficient 

technique to achieve a desired end, and other individuals, placed at a disadvantage due 

to slower and more primeval technologies, must adopt that technique, innovate a better 

technique, or escape from the expanse of it. Because, as Friedman says, the world has 

been flattened, the only option available to individuals in modern society is to submit 

to people who have adopted the technological ideology or compete with them in an 

attempt to regain lost footing. It is a determined world, determined by the one-

dimensional logic of wanting to insure emotional security through a more efficient 

technique, which ultimately becomes self-augmented through the need for people to 

constantly respond to the innovations of others. It is, to use Ellul’s language, a simple 

world: “Despite exaggerations, the text is clear: no other solution is possible, no other 

hope, than that represented by the improvement of human techniques” (Society 415).  
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Part 2: Ellul vs Feenberg: Technological Ideology vs Technocratic 
Ideology 
The goal of the previous section was to outline the technological ideology as described 

by substantive authors, and it will be the goal of the rest of this chapter to explore how 

Feenberg’s interpretation of the technological problems, which prioritizes 

democratization and user-centeredness, is limited in view of such critiques. 

Specifically, it is the contention of this section that reforming current and future 

iterations of technology, which is what Feenberg’s critical theory endeavors to 

propose, is a political process that is subject to Jacques Ellul’s technique because it 

reconstructs an inefficient system – centralized, technocratic control – into a more 

efficient system – bypassing the middleman for the desires of the people. Thus, the 

Feenberg perspective of technology studies, ultimately, does not address the most 

significant of the essentialists’ fears – the constant social move toward efficiency.   

To make this argument, Feenberg’s “critical theory of technology” must be 

examined through the previous section’s interpretation of Ellul’s concept of “the 

technological ideology.” Feenberg begins both Transforming Technology and 

Questioning Technology by offering an alternative to Ellul’s thinking, who is argued 

to be a substantive theorist whose ideas are insufficient for the current technological 

age. Feenberg is convinced that Ellul has “missed the mark” of technology because he 

argues for a view of technology that doesn’t allow for human action. Feenberg’s 

“critical theory of technology” is designed to take the critiques of the substantive 

theorists and move beyond them. However, Feenberg’s choice to build his theory on 

Ellul’s interpretation is problematic because Feenberg advances his argument in 
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Transforming Technology on the premise that the substantive claims of authors like 

Ellul are unfounded.  

Such a premise is plausible, but his argument becomes suspect with the 

realization that Feenberg only quotes from Ellul one time in his three books, 

Questioning Technology, Alternative Modernity, and Transforming Technology. To 

even have a need for a “critical theory of technology,” Feenberg has to show that the 

previous theoretical perspectives of technology are insufficient, which is something 

that he does without an apparent close, textual analysis of Ellul’s works. And even 

worse, much of the language that Feenberg uses to describe Ellul’s philosophy lacks 

critical discussion. Feenberg claims that Ellul is a fatalist, but Ellul himself writes that 

the use of the word “fatalism” is a “temptation” (Society xxix) that is unwarranted. In 

Questioning Technology, Feenberg argues a claim that is not warranted by a close 

reading of Ellul. Feenberg argues that Ellul “calls for an improbable spiritual 

transformation in response to the domination of technology” (3). Such sounds good, 

but Feenberg never states where Ellul says such things. If anything, Ellul argues 

against the idea of “technological” domination and, in The Technological Society, 

there is no place where Ellul argues for a spiritual transformation. Ellul was known 

somewhat for his Christian beliefs, but such negates the question of what he actually 

wrote. To argue, as Feenberg does, that technological determinism doesn’t withstand 

“close scrutiny” (78) is somewhat illogical when close scrutiny is applied to only 

selected theorists, and the thoughts of earlier philosophers regarding technology are 

lumped into larger categories with only a few selected quotes to join them together. 2

166 



Texas Tech University, Kevin Garrison, May 2009 
 

Addressing Ellul’s “Technological Ideology” 
In Questioning Technology, Feenberg formulates his thesis for a “critical theory of 

technology” on the assumption that the time has “come for an anti-essentialist 

philosophy of technology,” which is a formulation that offers a “concrete alternative to 

the approach of such influential representatives of essentialism as Ellul, Borgmann, 

Heidegger, and […] Habermas” (viii). On the surface, such an argument makes sense, 

and Ellul should be placed into the category of one who sees “efficiency” as the 

driving force of the modern world. Ellul, in The Technological Society, identifies the 

“stake of the century” as being one of slowing the world from the driving pattern of 

“technique.” As Ellul defines it, “technique” is the “totality of methods rationally 

arrived at and having absolute efficiency […] in every field of human activity” (xxv). 

To argue against the modern obsession for efficiency, then, would theoretically 

coincide with Feenberg’s critical theory. But such thinking stops short of Ellul’s 

fundamental philosophy. 

In Ellul’s “Ideas of Technology: The Technological Order,” one finds five 

prerequisites for the challenging of the idea of “technique” and the awesome presence 

of the technological society. Ellul’s challenge follows a five part path, beginning with 

the most general requirement and ending with the most specific. 

 First, Ellul argues that humans must recognize that there must be a clear 

formulation of the problem, and such a formulation begins with the recognition that 

technique does not make humans free. In reality, it does the exact opposite. One is 

continually exchanging freedom for security, freedom for happiness, and freedom for 

discontentment. Ellul elaborates that “it is only by making men conscious to what 
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degree they have become slaves in becoming ‘happy’ that there is any hope of 

regaining liberty by asserting themselves, perhaps at the cost of much sacrifice, over 

the Technique which has come to dominate them” (410). Freedom from technology 

comes with a conscious and careful understanding of the problem that one has bought 

happiness at the high price of human freedom; such is the root of the technological 

problem. 

 Second, the whole world must undergo a “de-ideologization” from what he 

calls the “technological ideology.” For Ellul, we have sacrificed freedom and 

autonomy for “a modicum of comfort, hygiene, and ease” even though these things are 

not “worthy of the trouble of devoting one’s life to it” (410). Each person must realize 

that he or she has been seduced by the dream of having a comfortable life, even as 

each new iteration of technology requires, as Winner shows in Autonomous 

Technology, more devotion, more techniques, and more rationalization to account for 

the problems of the previous technological iteration. 

 Third, once the social drive for technique has been deconstructed, there must 

exist a recognition that each individual has the ability to “exploit” technology and 

must do so by not becoming “unduly attached to them” (410). Humans must use 

technology to live; they do not, however, have to submit to technologies at every turn. 

Ellul advocates that moments of “whether man succeeds in reaching the moon, or 

curing disease with antibiotics, or upping steel production” is of “no real importance” 

(410). It is tempting to see technology not only as insuring happiness and being a 

religious goal, but moments when millions of Americans gather around a television set 
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to watch the opening Olympic ceremonies, for instance, are moments that are of little 

importance to Ellul. It is only important if we see technology as being transcendental 

or equating to human freedom, which is illusory. 

 Fourth, there must exist sincere reflection on the part of all people with regard 

to life and technique. Each individual should recognize that there must be a 

philosophical attitude toward life, where each person considers the effects of each 

action and attempts to apply a measure of control and reflection to each attitude. Ellul 

admits, though, that when he says “philosophy,” he is not discussing impractical, 

academic philosophies such as “existentialism” or “phenomenology.” Philosophy, 

Ellul argues, will have to “become again the property of every man who thinks while 

he is engaged in the business of being alive” (412). 

 And finally, anticipating a thesis like Feenberg’s, Ellul argues that the 

technocratic insistent and dominating will to technologize everything and to not heed 

the will of the people must somehow be countered. The technicians of the world must 

be forced into a dialogue with the people to insure that they are “influenced” and 

shown the sometimes undesirable nature of their creations. Most importantly, Ellul 

presupposes the movement toward user-centeredness by suggesting that whoever does 

engage in discourse with the technicians, they must “be completely aware of what he 

(the communicator) wants, just what the technician is driving at, and what the 

technician is able to grasp of the problem” (412). It is necessary, as Feenberg would 

likely agree, to enter into a discussion with the technocrats. 
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 That Ellul’s program for “reform” is somewhat idealistic or utopian is not to 

diminish the strength of his words and his arguments. If he is correct in asserting that 

the question of the age is what humans will do with the technological mindset that 

dominates the vast majority of human thought, then the question of the technological 

ideology comes back to the forefront of a philosophy of technology. Technology 

cannot be assumed any longer to be a search for a “better” or more “humanistic” world 

that will make humans more free, happy, and utopian. Technicians cannot be allowed 

to create, research, design, and produce without some form of checks and balances. 

And most importantly, technology cannot be presupposed to equate to human 

freedom. Ellul argues that these are, for him, the necessary prerequisites for assailing 

against the technological society, and it would be useful, for a philosophy of 

technology, to question whether the most accomplished of the recent philosophers of 

technology – Feenberg – has adequately addressed these issues in his critical theory. 

An Ellulian Critique of Feenberg 
Ellul’s arguments suggest doubt that a democratization of technology is the desirable 

solution needed for the technological world. Regardless of one’s worldview or action, 

the inevitable result of a critical theory of technology is for technology studies to be 

re-technologized. It is at this dialectical turn that Feenberg has chosen to offer his 

critical theory of technology in response to Ellul’s argument, and it has become 

necessary to discover if Feenberg, having based his argument in Ellul’s thought, has 

actually addressed the problem on Ellul’s terms. This section argues that he hasn’t for 

several reasons: 1) Feenberg begins with the final, and most specific, of Ellul’s points, 

170 



Texas Tech University, Kevin Garrison, May 2009 
 

2) Feenberg’s thought is not rooted in a philosophical tradition, 3) the technocratic 

ideology is, for Ellul, an ideology of the people, 4) efficiency is a sociological problem 

for Ellul rather than an ideological problem, and 5) democratization only perpetuates 

the movement toward technique by replacing an inefficient technological system with 

a more efficient one. 

 First, Feenberg begins with the last of Ellul’s five points. Feenberg is correct to 

identify that the move toward efficiency is found in the “technocratic ideology” and 

that such a mentality can and should be challenged. But “efficiency” in the minds of 

technocrats is only one small part of much larger problem that Ellul is describing. To 

assert that addressing the “technocratic ideology” is to equate to a more humane and 

lived-world experience is possibly problematic. There still exist other, far more 

complex and difficult problems that are associated with the technological society. 

Feenberg begins with a desire to assert his will against the technocratic ideology by 

beginning with Ellul’s fifth, and final, point in the process of revamping modern 

society – such a point, for Ellul, is the most specific problem rather than the most 

general problem. The difficult questions have not been addressed by critical theory, 

nor is there a framework for doing so. Addressing the technocratic ideology is 

necessary, but Feenberg’s solution is to take power out of the hands of a centralized, 

ideological position in technological systems and place the control in the hands of the 

people. Such assumes that a decentralized political system equates ipso facto to a more 

humane and livable world. Placing technology in the hands of the people is 

problematic because the people in Ellul’s universe “are primarily concerned with 
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happiness and well-being which they think Technique assures them” (400), even 

though happiness does not equate to human freedom. Once such people have control, 

then it is relevant to ask what the effect will be when the other four prerequisites for 

Ellul’s solution have not been addressed or acknowledged. 

 Second, Feenberg is rooted in a tradition that prioritizes political thought over 

philosophical thought. It is not necessarily reflection that Feenberg advocates; it is 

democratic action. It is doubtful that democratic action can be fully useful when the 

more important goal of thoughtful and reflective action is required by Ellul. As Ellul 

argues, to advocate for action in the modern world forecloses any discussion about 

why one is acting or what the end of such actions might be. It is far more important to 

begin by recognizing that the modern mentality to advocate technology as a potential 

savior and producer of happiness is false; it can never work. Once such an ideology is 

first exposed and discussed, then each new iteration of technological advance would 

be carefully considered and chosen out of the “freedom” of human choice rather than 

blindly advocating a new technique that then will cause future problems that will be 

addressed at a future date. With this in mind, it is not surprising that Paul Rosen has 

argued that “Feenberg has developed a useful and thought-provoking theoretical 

approach toward the concrete despite philosophy rather than through it” (411). 

Democratization is not a philosophy of technology; it is a call to action. 

Third, the technological ideology, argued to be only an ideology of the 

technocrats, has become the ideology of the people. In Ellul’s Propaganda, he argues 

that propaganda is both vertical (spread from a centralized, top-down approach) and 
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horizontal (spread from a decentralized, bottom-up approach), and that horizontal 

propaganda is the most hidden and little discussed. Vertical propaganda equates to 

hierarchical knowledge, such as when a leader (i.e. Hitler) infuses a particular goal 

into the mind of his followers. However, in the absence of centralized control, Ellul 

sees the presence of decentralization through democratization as a moment of 

horizontal propaganda when each person quickly begins to affirm each other in their 

beliefs. It is a difficult type of propaganda to emerge, but most effective because it 

spreads slowly and with little interruption. As long as nothing interferes, individuals 

will be propagandized with the technological ideology and desire for efficiency not 

from the technocrats but from the self. As he writes, “to create a solution that is 

‘found’ by the individual rather than imposed from above, is indeed a very advanced 

method, much more effective and binding than the mechanical action of vertical 

propaganda. [T]o put the individual in a position where he apparently has a freedom of 

choice and still obtain from him what one expects, is much more subtle and risky” 

(81-82). 

Decentralized control, for Ellul, equates to a myth. For a social body to work, 

each member is always giving up a level of control for the preservation of, as Freud 

would say, civilization, and a truly decentralized power structure would actually 

equate to schisms and anarchy when each individual acts according to his/her own 

whims. But as Ellul says, it is far more effective to, through democratic and rhetorical 

procedures, allow the individuals to think that they have power when they collectively 

agree with the dominant technocratic ideology, thus instigating a form of horizontal 
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propaganda where each individual acts in a hegemonic way, but thinks he/she is 

autonomous. From this perspective, democratic participation cannot be the answer for 

technological problems; democracy is controlled by the individuals who are adopting 

the same horizontal propaganda of a technological ideology.  

Moreover, Ellul is skeptical that there can be a situation where individuals, 

having adopted a “reflective” viewpoint toward technocratic ideology, can 

democratically participate in the system. A prerequisite for Feenberg’s 

democratization to work is that each technological issue under deliberation would 

require each individual to “have a complete, serious, elaborate, and honest file” (“The 

‘Autonomy’ 389) of the details involved in the decision. Such, for Ellul, falls under 

the category of “absurdity” (389) because few people have time, energy, knowledge, 

or the ability to mount a coherent reflection of each democratic issue. And even if one 

did have such a coherent reflection, Ellul argues that the “more informed the citizen, 

the less he can participate” (389) because a realistic look at any technological situation 

leads to confounding contradictions that can never be reconciled. To presume, as 

Feenberg does, that the people are capable of directing technological growth on their 

own excludes the need for technicians and a technological society in the first place.  

It is startling to recognize the limitations of Feenberg’s solution. And even he 

admits that his optimism is a “modest” one, excited only by the fact that the 

“enlargement of the public sphere to encompass technology marks a radical change 

from an earlier consensus, which held that technical experts without lay interference 

should decide technical issues” (“Reply” 241). But as Ellul notes, a modest reform of 
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the current state of technological society that finds excitement in the fact that people 

are challenging technology is far less exciting when framed as a furthering of the 

technocratic ideology by allowing the re-politicized masses an ability to continue their 

propaganda expressing a hope in a technological future. Individuals are not 

challenging technology; they are only challenging the inefficiency of the current 

system which is what the technological ideology expects. 

Fourth, Feenberg begins with the assumption that efficiency, as a technocratic 

construct, is the primary problem. But for Ellul, individual tendencies toward 

efficiency are only the manifestation of a sociological tendency, and democratized 

rationalization is a more efficient political process than a non-democratized 

technology. By democratizing technology, the resulting social and political structures 

are far more efficient than the previous world where technocrats dictated their will on 

the people. 

This reality can be seen in the goal of user-centered or participatory design. 

User-centeredness, as a democratizing tool, is justified by arguing for an incorporation 

of the user into the process of technological advance to thwart the technocratic 

ideology. On the surface, such a technique is more humanizing by giving the user 

what the user needs and wants. On the political and sociological level, giving the user 

what the user desires is a more efficient system than constructing a technology, 

releasing it to the public, and then dealing with the negative responses of the public. 

By beginning with the people, one can bypass an entire generation of technological 

design by going directly to the users rather than getting feedback in a round-a-bout 
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way. Feenberg, oddly enough, seems unaware that the motivation behind destroying 

the technocratic ideology is driven by the desire for efficiency. It is a more efficient 

system to allow the individuals direct access to design rather than constructing a 

technocratic design that then must be modified by subsequent iterations. To prevent 

people from becoming powerless in the first place by implementing user-centered 

design theories makes for a more rational system than having the technocrats 

implement their designs.  

For Ellul, it is as if the modern human is sitting before a painter asking for a 

technologized portrait. The human knows how he wants to be, but he cannot realize 

this vision without the help of a technocratic painter who has the means toward the 

actualization of the vision. But to place oneself in the hands of a painter is to abdicate 

one’s own autonomy and to allow the painter to construct an image that the painter 

imagines. Inevitably, the painter must fail in realizing the vision that the human has 

for himself and start over again. For Feenberg, the human vision can be made an 

actuality by actively working with the painter to circumvent dissatisfactions through a 

participatory activism – seeing early iterations of the image, selecting the colors for 

the self, and scrapping early failed copies are all a more efficient system of realizing 

the latent image that the human longs to construct than starting over after each failed 

attempt. For Ellul, the human vision can never be made an actuality. That the 

individual perceives himself as able to be made, technologically, into something other 

than what he is leads, inevitably, to dissatisfaction once he has been painted onto the 

canvas and finds himself unhappy with what he sees. The only response, then, is to 
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continue painting ad infintum rather than questioning why one is being painted in the 

first place or asking why the painter is the most adept at realizing this vision. And such 

an infinite process can only be considered a totalizing process, a step-by-step 

procedure that can have no intervening dialecticism of freedom. 

 Finally, a democratized rationality actually furthers the fundamental problem 

that Ellul has identified rather than providing a critique of efficiency. In Ellul’s final 

word on technology, he argues for, perhaps, the most powerful point against 

Feenberg’s perspective. In The Technological Bluff, Ellul claims that the attempt to 

“decentralize” or “democratize” (11) technical growth and technocratic control is 

based on a fundamental contradiction; it is to believe that a new technique 

(democratization), will actually prevent the out-of-control technocrats from 

constructing anti-human techniques. Such is illogical to believe that the very mindset 

that drives the technocrats – the desire for technique and efficiency and rationality – 

will be held in check by an answer that praises the new technique, efficiency, and 

rationality of democratization. In fact, Ellul is so confident of his thesis that he claims 

that the final “wager is that technique will issue in the decentralizing and self-

organizing of society” (11) which will be argued to provide for the long-eluded answer 

to the technological problems of the modern world. Ellul goes so far as to claim that 

any “dissertation” that addresses technology in terms of “decentralization” and 

“democratization” are “absolutely futile and inconsistent” (76).  

Ellul continually expresses doubt about the hope that Feenberg has concerning 

his theory, predicting that democratization is, perhaps, the last obvious stand against 
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technique. One must hope that people – governed by knowledge, ethical deliberation, 

and reason – will be able to mount an obvious solution to the problems that the world 

encounters. Feenberg possibly feels this as well, which is why he provides his 

“modest” critique, desiring to offer a glimmer of hope to people who are being 

suppressed by ideologies over which they have no control. However, one of the 

fundamental oversights of Feenberg’s solution is that he doesn’t actually examine the 

efficacy of having people control and dictate the technological future. For Ellul, 

Feenberg’s hope in democratization is misplaced because democratization, once 

propagandized by the technological ideology, only becomes a “democratization of 

evil.” For Ellul, many people are continually operating under a selfish (much like 

Dawkin’s “selfish gene” hypothesis) rather than a rational perspective of problems. 

The desire for “happiness” drives people toward selfish actions, which is one of the 

trademarks of a technological ideology. But any action that advocates individual or 

localized happiness ignores the more pressing global or social implications of focusing 

on the “mundane” (Johnson) technologies that one lives with. It sounds reasonable to 

expect people to desire to have control over their lives; such is not wrong, but it is 

only a small fraction of the larger problem. 

It is not that all humans are evil or always making wrong choices or unable to 

formulate or enact an idealistic thought, but it is that technological advance always 

“bluffs” people into thinking that the world is better off than it was, primarily because, 

as Ellul writes, the “great innovation” of the technical system is that the collective 

unconscious of technological societies are driven by an “absolute belief in unlimited 
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progress” that answers each technological difficulty with the claim that “technical 

progress will deal with it” (21). Such is, for Ellul, a bluff, a lie, and a contradiction to 

human freedom. When technocrats get “out-of-control,” which is Feenberg’s primary 

assumption, then it is only more techniques – democratization – that must step in to 

provide more solutions. By realizing such an argument through computer technologies 

(i.e. the Internet), one could end up with the view that democratization and computer 

technology has combined to provide a new utopian vision for humans rather than 

recognizing that Feenberg’s solution only makes more rational and efficient the 

process of technological advance. Feenberg’s solution ignores one of the basic claims 

that Ellul makes – namely that it is not just the technocrats who have created an 

inhumane world because the technocrats always “impart this ideology to society as a 

whole” (31). 

An Alternative Framework for a Philosophy of Technology 
It should be evident at this point why this chapter places Ellul and Feenberg in 

opposition with one another. The common, and dominant, narrative of technology 

studies that places technology in either a utopian or dystopian view clearly needs 

revision. As a framework for understanding technology, it leads to ill-informed action 

or inaction for both camps; as Feenberg recognizes, both are deterministic in scope 

because it either advocates a continuation of the current technological path or a 

nihilistic run from an unavoidable dystopian destruction of humanity and earth. 

Feenberg is right to attempt a synthesis of the two positions, to take what is “good” 

from both, while simultaneously rejecting the ends of both. 
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 Feenberg and Ellul cross paths in a basic way: they both want to know what 

the “question of the age” or the “stake of the century” is. They both have differing 

views. Feenberg pictures the “question of the century” as: should the skepticism we 

currently feel about technology be raised to a red-alert level to prevent a future 

dystopia, or are current problems simply the result of humans not fully understanding 

ways in which we need to modify, control, and reform technological growth? His 

sympathies lie with the second path, seeing the first as an essentialist view that is 

problematic. 

 Feenberg, based on his framing of the technological question, offers a choice 

(see Figure 4.2) between four competing theories in Questioning Technology that he 

senses will free people from current problems with philosophies of technology: 

Figure 4.2: Feenberg’s Framework for a Critical Theory of Technology 
 

Technology is: Autonomous Humanly Controlled 
Neutral Determinism Instrumentalism 
Value-laden Substantivism Critical Theory 
     (Reproduced from Feenberg’s Questioning Technology) 

It is clear that Feenberg’s theory is plausible and desirable for technology studies 

primarily because other options are unfeasible. Few would conclude that technology is 

neutral (that is, not infused with human values), thereby eradicating determinism and 

instrumentalism from the equation. Also, the substantive authors, such as Heidegger, 

Mumford, and Ellul have all revealed, to a certain extent, that technology is value-

laden, thus opening up the possibility for substantivism and critical theory. 

Substantivism, however, is quickly eradicated through Winner’s critique which shows 

that technology, to a degree, contains autonomous consequences, but it must be 
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humanly-controlled or else the discussion and questions concerning technology are 

void. Furthermore, the constructivist tradition leaves little doubt that technology is far 

from being completely autonomous (indeed, it makes little sense to ascribe choice to 

an object) and that choices between this technology and that technology is what must 

be made. In this framework, Feenberg’s critical theory of technology is the only 

plausible contender left standing. 

However, of the four authors Feenberg mentions as being “essentialist,” three 

of them do not fall so simply into these fixed categories. Borgmann, for instance, has 

praised Feenberg’s work, saying that his theory has “beneficially constrained and 

reformed capitalism” (“Response”115). Despite Feenberg’s insistence that Borgmann 

is an essentialist, Borgmann’s response to Feenberg’s critique is surprisingly 

optimistic rather than defensive. Similarly, it is doubtful that Heidegger is an 

“essentialist” philosopher. Iain Thomson, a professor of Heideggarian philosophy, has 

argued that calling Heidegger an “essentialist” is a “false inscription” (203), which 

further calls into question Feenberg’s logic of framing the technological question. And 

as I’ve argued in this chapter, Ellul would have not called for a potentiality of 

“freedom” if he believed in an “autonomous process of technological development” 

(Feenberg, Questioning viii). It seems that an “anti-essentialist” philosophy of 

technology is not what is needed; Feenberg argues that the authors of essentialism are 

“unaware of its [essentialism] own limitations” (x), but doesn’t seem to realize that his 

critical views about essentialism are scripted out of a view that has very little to do 

with what these authors actually wrote. For that reason alone, a “critical theory of 
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technology” tends to conflate the arguments of the previous writers about technology 

to fit into a paradigm that the writings themselves do not necessarily support. So what 

is needed is not only to challenge the “technocratic ideology” but to also understand 

and challenge what Ellul called the “technological ideology.” 

Ellul would have likely phrased the “question of the century” slightly 

differently: are humans going to wake up from their somnambulistic desire for new 

iterations of technology and place technological growth in a dialectic tension of 

freedom vs. one-dimensionality thinking or not? It is not that the abdication of 

freedom is a choice that will lead to a dystopia – Ellul is fully convinced that each new 

problem that technology creates can be likely controlled by even more technology. 

Abdication of freedom leads to a loss of autonomy, a dream for utopia that will never 

exist, and the potentiality of the destruction of humans due to an inability to 

implement technological fixes as fast as technological problems arise. What is lost in 

the submission to an ideology of technique is the loss of choice; the answer to any 

technological question is answered a priori from the technological ideology as saying 

technology can lead to a humane, potentially utopian existence through the application 

of the correct technique, democratization or otherwise. Humans are in control, as the 

constructivists show, but their control is always subverted by giving control to the 

technological “bluff.” The efficacy of such an argument is rarely questioned. 

Ellul’s perspective of technology, combined with the previous discussion of 

the technological ideology, opens up an equally intriguing framework (see Figure 4.3) 

for discussion in the philosophy of technology: 
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Figure 4.3: Ellul’s Framework for a Theory of Technology 
The fear of technology and 
its advance is: 

Technocratic Ideology Technological Ideology 
(Technique) 

Uncontrolled 
(Deterministic) 

Essentialism 
(Feenberg’s dismissal of 
Ellul, Heidegger, 
Borgmann, and Habermas) 

Substantive Determinism 
(Winner’s Classification of 
the Autonomous aspects of 
Technology) 

Controlled (Constructed) Anti-Essentialism 
(Critical Theory – 
Feenberg’s Democratized 
Rationalization) 

Dialectic Tension between 
Human Choice and 
Technique 
(Ellul’s program for 
reform) 

            
Feenberg’s bias, then, is viewing the technological critiques all within a framework 

that sees the “technological ideology” as only mostly equated with a “technocratic 

ideology.” As this chapter has argued, such is not the case, and Feenberg’s 

interpretation conflates the technological problem of efficiency even further than it 

originally was. Efficiency is part of the technocratic ideology, but as shown by Ellul, 

“technique” is also a social movement toward efficiency rather than an individual 

move. It is clear that an individual can, in fact, act in ways that transcend rationality 

and efficiency as end goals, but it is not clearly demonstrated by constructivist authors 

that individual autonomy is a sufficient requirement for thwarting a sociological 

phenomenon, nor is it sufficient for hypothesizing that individuals do not operate 

under a unifying ideology which coheres the social body together. Such difficulties are 

some of the reasons why Feenberg’s critiques seem short-sighted. 

Conclusion 
Feenberg’s ideas should hardly be rejected outright, but it seems ill-guided to accept 

his conclusion when his arguments are founded on a paradigm that is not found in 

Jacques Ellul’s writings. Examining Ellul’s arguments, crafted over 40 books and 
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hundreds of articles, suggests that the current tradition of the social construction of 

technology has, in fact, done largely what Langdon Winner claimed of them: they are 

often poor readers of the people before them. Feenberg claims to be “utopian” even as 

he presents his “modest” proposal, and it is clear that such a response seems surprising 

considering the prevalence of argumentation against technology, against technological 

thinking, against technological societies, against technological systems, against 

technological ideologies, and against technological destinies. Mostly, it is, of course, 

decidedly humanistic to praise human ingenuity and offer a praise of human autonomy 

in the face of determinisms, but praise that does not taper such optimism with a 

recognition of the limitations of humanity seem far less useful than praise alone. 

The limitations of such utopian thinking are, finally, an underlying reason for 

calling to modify or potentially reject the movement toward democratization as the 

solution for technological difficulties. The constructivist tradition attempts to strike a 

balance between seeing technology as “good” or “bad,” but ultimately leads to a praise 

of the technological ideology that advocates human autonomy (or the ability to 

construct) the future of humans and the world. The constructivist tradition, in 

conclusion, has not offered a balance between the utopian/dystopian dichotomies that 

have plagued technology studies, and in fact, it has mostly reverted backwards to a 

form of thinking that mostly rejects a philosophy of technology that seeks to return 

autonomy to individuals to choose between this and that technology for a 

constructivist viewpoint of technology that praises humanity in the face of advancing 

technology. 
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As argued by Oudshoorn, Rommes, and Stienstra, “we should be careful not to 

replace a technological determinist view by romantic voluntarism which celebrates the 

agency of users” (55). Similarly, studies of technology should be cautious about 

praising the power of democratization to answer the majority of critiques concerning 

technology. Ellul’s critiques are only a few of the ignored critiques. A democratized 

rationalization might offer individuals hope, but it does so even as it indirectly accepts 

the social move toward efficiency. As Feenberg himself recognizes, there are still 

much larger issues being played out in the “question of the century,” and theorists and 

practitioners alike might do well to continue exploring the limitations of the current 

solutions – an exploration that continues in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSIONS AND APPLICATIONS 

Introduction 
Substantive authors tend to argue themselves into quagmires from which there are no 

solutions to the vast problems discussed. It is difficult to provide workable and 

practical solutions for a problem that is nearly infinitely complex. Marcuse is hopeful 

that things can change; Ellul calls for the sleeper to awake; Mumford continually longs 

for a return to a more balance viewpoint that doesn’t pit the human against nature; and 

Heidegger concludes that there is perhaps no way to prevent the future from unfolding 

in a predetermined path. Perhaps, most notably, because the problem they describe is 

an ideological propensity toward technique – continually looking for new, efficient 

solutions – the problem of a technological society can never be challenged when its 

inhabitants are uninclined toward critical, reflective thinking that prioritizes a search 

against, what Ellul calls, the “bluff.” 

 The primary goal of this dissertation has been to argue that the current trends 

of technology studies, which have heavily influenced technical communication, are 

perhaps built on a foundation that is questionable. The technological ideology is not 

the only idea largely ignored in technology studies; a whole host of questions about 

technological imperatives, technological evolution, technological systems, and more 

have largely been regulated to the history books. It is not my goal in this dissertation 

to provide an argument for how technology studies or technical communication can re-

frame their thinking, but rather the goal has been to explore why technology studies 

and technical communication may need to revisit their paradigmatic assumptions. Of 
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course, in the end, it is always pragmatic to conclude with what I suspect would be the 

logical conclusions for how this research may be applied. 

General Reflections 

Democratization and User-Centeredness are Limited 
It is common to read admissions throughout technical communication scholarship of 

an optimistic claim that the fear of technological determinism has been addressed, 

thwarted, and regulated through a theory concerning technology that has a problematic 

grounding. The SCOT tradition has a limited view of the issues concerning technology 

which can lead to ironic and ill-informed points of view, such as when Laura Gurak 

suggests that the future of technology and its advance is not “determined.” Her logic is 

ironic in that it appeals to the failure of Betamax to win over VHS technology because 

of the “intense marketing efforts and Sony’s decision to discontinue the Betamax 

technology” (25). For Gurak, such a moment speaks of optimism; technology and its 

future can be controlled. But it is ironic to realize that regardless of whether or not it is 

VHS or Betamax that wins in the technological race, they are both, fundamentally, a 

similar technique that is designed to bring the power of movie watching into the home 

of the consumer via a video machine. It matters little that one won and the other lost. 

Such is to be expected, but it is far from challenging any type of “technological 

determinism,” least of all the determinism that Ellul and many of the other substantive 

authors fear. 

It is not that Feenberg and the SCOT tradition have necessarily gotten it 

“wrong” in discussions of technology, but rather that they associate a 
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“democratization” of technology (as attempted in technical communication through 

user-centeredness) with the ability to humanely, ethically, and democratically assert a 

measure (even as small as it may be) of control over the technocratic ideology. They 

seem potentially unaware, however, that the problems that authors such as Foucault, 

Ellul, Marcuse, Habermas, and others describe do not lend themselves to such simple 

answers, and that, as the previous chapter explored, the attempt to advocate the idea of 

“democratized rationality” can actually further the fundamental fears of “efficiency” 

and “rationality” by not addressing the fact that it is democracy and the democratized 

masses infused with an optimistic view of technological advance that has constructed 

a form of determinism that, now, can no longer be addressed. Technological situations 

are, now, so complex that any attempt to pinpoint a “problem” and offer a “solution” 

is impossible. 

Take the example of birth-control pills. As has been demonstrated by Karen 

Kidd, such hormone supplements have been connected to a devastating problem with 

aquatic life. Because of the interconnetivity of modern life, with toilet water running 

to the rivers and lakes, it has been shown that increased levels of estrogen in water 

levels due to high levels of estrogen in urine have led to fish that are cannot reproduce. 

As shown by Kidd in a study in Canada, male fish that have working male anatomies 

are infertile while simultaneously containing female eggs (8897). As she writes, “The 

results from this whole-lake experiment demonstrate that continued inputs of natural 

and synthetic estrogens and estrogen mimics to the aquatic environment in municipal 
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wastewaters could decrease the reproductive success and sustainability of fish 

populations” (8899).  

To assert in a simplistic fashion that fish will continue to breed is ultimately 

problematic. It sounds somewhat useful, from the standpoint of a passerby, to say that 

the problem is the increased levels of hormones and that the solution should be to stop 

using birth-control pills. But such ignores the reality that, as Jared Diamond shows, 

that population growth is the primary reason for societal collapses, and that to stop 

using an effective birth-control technique would lead to even more stress on current 

agricultural problems. But to ignore the problem of hormones in aquatic life entirely is 

to lead, ultimately, to the destruction of viable ecosystems. So what is one to do in 

such a modern dilemma? 

It makes sense to advocate for the people, to a degree. To allow the user 

knowledge of the harmful effects of their actions may, in fact, lead to other birth 

control techniques or possibly allow individuals to innovate in their lived-world 

environments and construct a toiletry system that does not lead directly to sewage 

systems. But how viable, of course, are such alternatives? Birth-control pills are one of 

the most effective techniques for minimizing births, and few would want to risk 

birthing a child when they do not necessarily have time and money to raise, simply to 

lessen the impact on fish. Similarly, it is not feasible for most people in urban 

environments to use a toilet that is not constructed and maintained by the city. People 

in apartments or in workplaces have no other place that they can use the restroom 

other than the “technocratically” designed toilet system. In the short term reality of 
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ecosystem destruction, all one can really do is apply the most efficient technique 

available to the situation – innovate a toilet filtering technology, or rely on fish 

hatcheries, or rely on other technical innovations – none of which are ideal. Fish 

hatcheries, it has been shown, have largely decimated the viable ecosystems of local 

lakes and rivers by introducing “wildlife management” techniques into an 

environment that had already been suffering from years of overfishing, dam-building, 

and water management; however, a hatchery is the only way to further the fishing 

pastimes of thousands of outdoor anglers and to prevent the complete destruction of 

viable habitats by replenishing the dwindling numbers of fish. Or a desire for a 

sewage-filtering mechanism places power back into the hands of the “technocratic” 

scientists as they search for the most convenient or efficient technique to reaffirm the 

concern for environmental issues. 

In the face of a complex problem, it can only be expected that a complex 

solution results. But what, as a user of local water systems, is the individual to do? 

Should individuals tell the numerous women whom they know who use hormone-pills 

to stop? Should individuals be directly communicating with local Parks and Wildlife 

services? Should they be doing research for more innovation in birth-control 

techniques? Should they innovate a toiletry system that does not directly connect to 

our lakes and rivers? Should they offer more critiques? Should they raise public 

awareness? It is difficult to assume that “democratization” can offer completely viable 

alternatives to the modern problems of technology. Most are entirely ignorant of the 

problem, and the multiple solutions available are hardly “solutions” in the sense of 
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offering a sustainable world. The only feasible option is to hope for more innovation, 

despite the reality that stop-gap measures only increase the need for more innovation. 

And in fact, this is what Kidd calls for. The “hope” that she offers is that humans can 

add more bacteria to sewage-filtering systems to insure that the estrogen is removed. 

As she suggests in a BCB news report, “Kidd said she doesn't believe that women 

should stop using birth control pills but that more needs to be done ensure that 

estrogen is being removed from the wastewater. Kidd said the technology to remove 

estrogen from wastewater is available and can help existing treatment systems” (para 

13). It is entirely uncertain how “democratization” will be able to shape a complex and 

unsustainable technology such as birth-control pills. 

Such a complex situation reveals the limitations of the narratives of 

“democratization,” “decentralization,” and “user-centeredness.” Such narratives ignore 

the fundamental principle that in a globally connected world, an individual user 

chooses not just for him/herself, but rather he/she always chooses for the local and 

global community. Anyone taking birth-control now chooses a common 

environmental issue for all people – the destruction of a viable ecosystem. It is not just 

that a person has a right to choose, but rather the exercising of that right to choose 

limits everyone else’s right to choose. For once an ecosystem has been affected, who 

is responsible for cleaning it up? The designers and scientists who failed to adequately 

predict the effects? The individual users who collectively contributed to the problem? 

The government which is responsible for the safety and well-being of its citizens? It is 
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not clear what is to be done, much less who is responsible for doing it. To use the 

words of Winner: 

Joe's Downtown Pharmacy sells the toothpaste for $3.00 and Wal-Mart 

for $2.30. What's to choose? Let's buy the lower cost item, provided by 

the more efficient seller. […] But as increasing numbers of people 

across America have begun to notice, the cost of the tube of toothpaste 

is not really $2.30. The costs must also be measured in broader social 

consequences” (“Technology” 1013). 

As Winner suggests in his critiques of constructivism, technology studies has become 

bogged down in a theoretical framework that sees technology as constructed, with 

users having power to shape its construction, and democratic rationalization as the 

political tool (and user-centeredness as the technical communication tool) to give 

people that constructive power. It is only now, after this detour in technological 

knowledge, that we are returning to what Ellul and others predicted long before the 

detour began: questions concerning technology can have no easy answer nor are they 

necessarily questions about technology. 

Take, as another example, the recent article by Oudshoorn et al. that discusses 

two attempts to “democratize” computer and Internet technologies (DDS and New 

Topia). Both technologies were software and hardware packages originally designed 

to allow for “everybody” to participate in the creation of a “virtual city” (51). 

Ultimately, however, while the designers of the technologies began with good 

intentions and democratic ideals, Oudshoorn et al. conclude that both technologies led 
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to a strong misrepresentation of social demographics, such as heavily favoring the 

male demographic over the female. Their conclusion ends with a pessimistic note 

regarding the power of “user-centeredness,” and they suggest that “we should be 

careful not to replace a technological determinism view by a romantic voluntarism 

which celebrates the agency of users” (Oudshoorn 55). As seen in this article, already 

new studies of technology have begun to be skeptical of the power of constructivism 

to address the problems of a “technological culture” (Bijker), and technical 

communication, always a few years behind in the historical outline that I traced in 

Chapter 3, is currently already stuck in an ideal that will possibly be eventually 

dismantled, challenged, and rejected in favor of a more complex dialogue relating 

technology to culture. 

It is only after the user has been instigated as the forgotten element in the 

technological equation with the technical communicator offering a connection 

between the designer and the user that one can even begin to approach a discussion of 

“democratization” in technical communication; however, as the previous chapter 

shows and as Oudshoorn’s article reveals, the tendency in technology for user-

centeredness is an ideal where democratization does not play out in reality. Such isn’t 

surprising, to a degree. The constructivist position has largely accepted the fact that 

their philosophy is a normative philosophy, only perpetuating certain technological 

and sociological tendencies rather than providing an alternative. Democratization may 

well be the “futile” attempt at addressing the technological world that Ellul rejected 

over twenty years ago. Ironically, Ellul’s audience was small then and is still small 
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now. Questions concerning the technological ideology that permeates the lived-world 

experiences of the technological culture cannot be relegated to answers that involve 

such notions as “decentralization” or “democratization” or “user-centeredness” or 

“free market capitalism.” It is unlikely that these critiques will be heard until after they 

have played out in social and global circumstances. 

For Ellul, the great innovation in technological society is that we have been 

“neutralized” so that “there can no longer be any open or secret conflict” (19). We are 

effectively blind to the true problem of the day – that we are “radically determined” 

(Bluff 411) because we refuse to recognize the determinisms of the age. As Diamond 

similarly argues, we have only to “choose” whether we will self-destruct as a species 

or if we will “start solving” (521) our problems, and Diamond is not so confident in 

the power of technology to solve them. However, as with the arguments in favor of 

democratization and decentralization, there don’t really exist many feasible 

alternatives to the recognition that technology is not neutral nor is it inevitable; even 

Diamond is surprisingly quiet regarding how we should “choose.” He suggests that we 

should be willing to think “long-term” and “reconsider core values” (522), neither of 

which amount to concrete action.  

The current level of thinking regarding technology is to suggest that it is 

“constructed.” While such a claim is important to opening the door for human choice, 

it is also a surprisingly limited claim without a similar recognition of what limitations 

correspond to that freedom. For most importantly, the technological society still leaves 

far less optimism regarding the current and future status of advanced civilization. To 

194 



Texas Tech University, Kevin Garrison, May 2009 
 

allow designers to have control over technological decisions is to invite a technocratic 

ideology that Feenberg fears. To allow artifacts to uncritically govern the future of 

technological decisions is to perpetuate Winner’s discussion of the dangers of an 

“autonomous” technology. To allow users to participate in the system assumes they 

are not at least someone governed by a technological ideology (privileging personal 

happiness, preferring technological distractions, adopting uncritically the next 

technological solution, and succumbing to what Ellul calls the “technological bluff”). 

And to allow society to participate in decision-making process by allowing a more 

democratic approach to technological problems suggests that there are readily 

apparent “better” or “worse” solutions and that people can make educated and 

intelligent decisions regarding the future, despite the fact that technological problems, 

as the substantive authors reveal.  

To a degree, it is obvious why many people reject this substantive model of 

thinking: it suggests a somewhat hopeless situation, where there can be no out, no real 

solution, and no hope for the future. Of course, it is likely that things are not quite that 

desperate, as any model is ultimately limited. And Mumford argues that it is 

dangerous to offer predictions because it is often small unexpected changes that have 

the most lasting effect. Perhaps one does not have to simply wait for destruction and 

the next societal collapse. As Diamond argues, there are ways out; we do have 

measures of choice. But intelligent decisions begin with intelligent models and 

descriptions of the problem, neither of which the SCOT tradition has embraced in 

suggesting that we are not determined. Such is only the starting point. Any solution to 
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the lack of human autonomy must be radical, continual, reflective, philosophical, and 

complex, and more importantly, there should exist a humility to recognize that 

perhaps there does not exist a solution. As Ellul says, we are radically determined, and 

only a recognition of these determinisms allow for a way out. Perhaps we can only 

hope in the collapse of society, or perhaps we should trust only in a “god” to save us, 

but perhaps Ellul’s claim that we must all cease to be somnambulistic still rings true, 

despite the tendency to ignore the substantive insights, perhaps to our own detriment. 

At the very least, then, this dissertation suggests that there needs to be a sincere 

attempt on behalf of technical communicators to 1) re-read the complex arguments of 

earlier technology theorists, and once those arguments have been read, there needs to 

be 2) a reflection among technical communicators to examine whether their theories 

have addressed the concerns of substantive theorists, and finally, these reflections and 

considerations should 3) lead to practical changes in pedagogy, scholarship, and 

administration. 

Practical Conclusions and Applications: 

Pedagogical Applications: 
Consider James Kinneavy’s idea that the three parts that surround any message are the 

context, the writer, and the reader (see Figure 5.1). The writer, placed in a given 

context, always constructs a message for a particular reader. The context might 

change, as does the reader and the writer, or the number of readers or writers might 

change, but a message is the inevitable result of the interaction between the three 

elements. 
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                                           Figure 5.1: Kinneavy’s Rhetorical Triangle 
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Each corner of the triangle, however, can be emphasized so that the message is 

changed. As Paul Anderson’s Technical Communication: A Reader-Centered 

Approach suggests, the message may be more or less persuasive depending upon 

which approach the communicator takes. If a communicator, for instances, focuses on 

the context of the message, then the message will be, inevitably, an attempt at 

objectivity about the situation. Or if the communicator focuses on the understanding of 

the author, then the result would be a subjective message. And for Anderson, focusing 

on the reader would be a message informed by audience-awareness. When the three 

prongs of the rhetorical triangle are redefined and reconnected with Figure 3.5 (which 

outlined the perspectives of the “Scientist,” “Philosopher,” and “Rhetorician”), then 

the result is one that shows how a message is always slanted in a particular direction 

when the individual prioritizes one group over another (see Figure 5.2). Practically, 

then, one can see how the three perspectives that attempt to engage with technological 

issues closely mimic a version of the communication/rhetorical triangle. 

 

 

Figure 5.2: Modified Rhetorical Triangle 
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 Recalling the three-part paradigms of James Berlin, Joyce Carter, Stuart 

Selber, and the other perspectives from Chapter 3, it is interesting to see how any 

given communicative situation could favor one perspective over the other by merely 

shifting between a “context-centered” perspective, a “writer-centered” perspective, 

and a “reader-centered” perspective. And shifts in focus make sense. One can, as 

Berlin suggests, focus on objective knowledge, subjective knowledge, or transactional 

knowledge, but in any given case, humanism should strive for a balance in all three 

categories. Technical communicators, far from prioritizing only one corner of the 

rhetorical triangle, may possibly be isolating other, important perspectives when 

focusing on an “audience-centered,” “user-centered,” or “reader-centered” approach. 

 As shown in the previous chapter, a “rhetorical” or “audience-centered” 

approach is far from being the paradigm that will adequately address technological 

problems. It remains to be shown, then, if a pedagogy of all three perspectives would 

move away from “technological ideology” by seeking to unite all three perspectives 

during any given communication situation. For example, a technical communication 
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classroom should contain elements of all three perspectives to be successful, which is 

a perspective that Carter and Selber both advocate. From a Scientist’s perspective, the 

teacher would seek to offer factual knowledge in the form of lectures, encourage the 

reading of empirical knowledge through learning different research methods, and 

show how to, instrumentally, work with tools, techniques, and communication 

technology. From a Philosopher’s perspective, the teacher would take those facts and 

knowledges and rework them into a critical perspective, teaching such goals as 

awareness of multicultural audiences, a consideration of ethical realities in 

communication, textual analysis and discussions of ideological backdrops, and the 

potential devastation that can occur from accepting all technological advance without 

considering the effects. And from a Rhetorician’s perspective, the teacher would allow 

the student to participate, actively, as a user in the classroom and society through 

interactive assignments, service-learning projects, usability considerations, and class 

discussions. 

 A pedagogy of all three may theoretically allow students to be aware of the 

complexities of any given technological situation. Rather than students only focusing 

on technocratic efficiency or only focusing on a critical humanistic perspective or only 

focusing on the users of technological situation, a student educated under a pedagogy 

of all three might emerge as informed, critical, and socially-engaged. Such may be a 

pedagogy worth pursuing, but more research should be done to examine if it 

adequately addresses the problems that the substantive authors point out. 
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Conclusions for Scholarship 
Another practical implication of this dissertation’s ideas is that educators, 

practitioners, students, and advocates should be careful to continually frame the 

technical communicator’s identity in terms of “rhetoric.” While such a perspective is 

useful, technical communication’s vocabulary for dealing with technological issues is, 

as Winner said, still lacking in richness. Such should invoke more research. 

 Histories of technical communication should be hesitant to label the 

communicator as the “savior” of the technological push toward efficiency, as Longo 

tends to do. It may be that the communicator, trained in the humanities and informed 

by rhetoric, possibly can slow or redirect technocratic movements, but as the previous 

chapter showed, a “democratized” or “rhetorical” approach to dealing with 

technological issues is by no means going to solve all problems related to the 

technological world. The communicator may, in fact, be antagonistic to technocratic 

thought, but such does not equate, automatically, to a world devoid of technological 

problems. Discussions about the communicator as savior should be tempered by a 

more realistic framework. Future research should also question whether a technical 

communicator ever actually can challenge the technological ideology, perhaps being 

implicated in the process of technological production. Or future research might also 

question whether the technological ideology and the substantive perspective is actually 

worth challenging or needs to be challenged. It may be shown that the substantive 

perspective is right but shouldn’t be painted in dystopic terms. 

 Furthermore, technical communication should continually seek to explore the 

numerous narratives of technology studies. Ellul’s forgotten books are just one 
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example. Another example can be found in science authors. Ray Kurzweil, Steven 

Pinker, James Miles, Richard Dawkins, and Howard Bloom all have sought, in 

different ways, to reveal how social constructivism is, perhaps, too optimistic about 

the power of culture or language to reshape humans from their genetic originations. As 

Pinker argues in The Blank Slate, it is a mistake to believe that humans, though 

informed by social interactions, are not still mostly governed by genetic 

predispositions. Studies of fraternal twins, for instance, have shown in numerous cases 

that the environment is perhaps less powerful in shaping human behavior than 

originally thought. For Pinker, the doctrine of “social constructionism” (17) is mis-

informed by three dogmas: 1) that humans are mostly born with a blank slate, 2) that 

humans are born as noble savages and then are corrupted by ill-informed social 

agendas, and 3) that humans are born with a “ghost” driving the human “machine” 

rather than humans being entirely mechanical. These three beliefs then guide the “left” 

to incoherent arguments about human nature. Pinker, like Ellul, believes humans are 

radically determined, and only by understanding those determinants can humans offer 

a theory that doesn’t adopt the limited “dogmas” of “social constructionism” (17). 

Pinker’s logic works on other fronts. Consider Howard Bloom’s The Lucifer 

Principle. Building on Dawkin’s “selfish gene” principle, Bloom considers that the 

selfish gene tendency has largely directed the bloody history of humanity by 

transferring the “selfish gene” into a superorganism of “selfish memes.” For humans 

to have a chance at taking charge of the future of the human species, the rhetorical 

prompt to allow the individual masses to shape social history must recognize that 
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humans will have to “overcome what nature has built into him” in order to achieve 

“peace” (29). 

Or consider James Miles’ controversial Born Cannibals. Originally rejected by 

United State printing presses, Miles’ thesis centers around the idea that: 

Mankind has a universal, innate nature. It is a nature shared with every 

other ape. A nature shared with every other mammal. It is the nature of 

the selfish gene, and of pure, unalloyed, genetic self-interest. It is a 

nature of sexual eclecticism, horrific violence, cannibalism, and 

infanticide. (73) 

For Miles, like for Dawkins, Pinker, and Bloom, it is illogical to expect that humans 

can create a better world without having a strong premise to build up from. To believe 

that humans, working together in democratic societies, are able to build social systems 

around rhetorical discourse practices that will somehow lead to a “better” world is 

naïve simply because of the selfishly coded genetic and memetic tendencies. 

Furthermore, if Ray Kurzweil’s evolutionary logic in The Singularity is Near plays out 

in the future, then humans will rapidly be subsumed by computer technology that 

mimics some of the fears that Ellul offers throughout his critiques. Humans may not, 

science is showing, have as much freedom as they imagine they do. 

 For technical communicators, then, scholarship should be exploring the 

scientific and philosophical narratives that don’t always praise the flexibility of 

humans and the constructive potential of human social networks. It is only once 
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technical communicators recognize the scientific and philosophical limitations of their 

rhetorical paradigms that they will be able to enact a pedagogy that works for humans. 

Conclusions and Applications for Administration 
Administrative concerns in the 1990’s, according to Richard Johnson-Sheehan, moved 

from concerns about top-down control to a more decentralized perspective. Building 

off of Jeanne Gunner’s idea of “decentering,” writing program administrators (WPAs) 

have looked for ways to foster collaboration rather than maintaining the WPA as a 

“single source authority.” For Johnson-Sheehan, this shift in thinking has led to a 

moment when “rhetoric” or “writing” (200) has become the new term for joining 

together the distinct narratives that separate and unite programs across the nation. A 

“rhetoric” program, of course, coincides with Lanham and Selber’s use of the word to 

designate a shift in thinking away from more “scientific” or “philosophical” 

perspectives as discussed in the third section of Chapter 3. 

 Most interesting, though, is how programs have attempted to unite disciplines 

by using the word “rhetoric” as a commonplace. Consider Texas Tech University. In 

Johnson-Sheehan’s research, Texas Tech has attempted to join the distant threads of 

thinking between “technical communication” which engenders a more “scientific” or 

“technical” approach to the “composition” program which engenders a more 

“philosophical” approach by calling the program “technical communication and 

rhetoric.” For members of Texas Tech’s program, the results of adopting rhetoric have 

been positive. As Johnson-Sheehan reports, “as both programs converged on rhetoric 
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as a mother discipline, the obvious synergy between the two fields was undeniable” 

(207). 

 As this dissertation has shown, the “rhetorical” shift in thought may not be the 

answer that is needed in order to continue answering questions in the technological 

society. As Selber, Johnson, and Carter have shown, the decision to use “rhetoric” as a 

unifying concept for technical communication and writing programs makes good 

sense when observed through the lens of the SCOT tradition of technology studies, but 

there still remains the question of how to maximize human autonomy as the 

substantive theorists attempt to do. 

 One way to consider a move beyond rhetoric as a unifying concept is to 

consider, as suggested in Chapter 3, the three dominant discourses that have arisen in 

the twentieth century to handle questions concerning technology as interlocking ideas. 

That is, a WPA might envision a three-pronged approach to any given question about 

administration, pulling for the scientific tradition, the philosophical tradition, and the 

rhetorical tradition. For a visual representation of this idea, see Figure 5.3. 
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Figure 5.3: Writing Program Administration from a Variety of Approaches 
Topic Scientific – Skills-

based 
Philosophical – 
Critical-based 

Rhetorical – 
Productionist-
based 

Grammar  Exercises  Hartwell’s 
Grammars  

Reading  

Engaging Students  Lectures  Discussion  Activities  
Readings  Textbooks and 

Grammar 
Handbook  

Critical Readings  A Rhetoric 
Handbook  

Achieving Goals  Outcome 
Statements  

Reading WPA 
Journal Articles  

Office Visits with 
Students and 
Instructors  

Social Issues  Instructor’s Topics  Social Critique  Writing-Across-
the-Disciplines/ 
Service-Learning  

Assignments  Quizzes/Tests  Analysis and 
Discussion  

Argumentative/ 
Collaborative 

 

In formulating the role of the WPA as someone who must answer questions from a 

variety of standpoints, the above chart reveals how the administrator can formulate a 

unified program of writing rather than disconnecting the scientific from the 

philosophical from the rhetorical. Take the question about what types of assignments 

are to be taught in a first-year writing program. From the students’ perspective, the 

most useful assignments would encourage argumentative or collaborative writing that 

would engage the student with ideas and have them producing text. From the 

perspective of the teacher, however, the students should not only be able to produce 

text, but they must also be able to consider social issues by analyzing any given 

situation and offering a pointed discussion about how the parts work as a whole. From 

the perspective of industrial workplaces, employers are often less concerned with 

students who understand collaboration and critique and more concerned with students 
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who are able to write a grammatically correct sentence. Employers, then, would want 

more assignments that focus on quizzes and tests which look for proof of having the 

“skills” to complete writing tasks. 

 In any given administrative situation, then, the ideal under the framework 

established in Figure 5.3 is to recognize that different assignments, different readings, 

different outcomes, and different ways of engaging with students are all valid. To 

suggest that lectures are outdated as a mode of imparting knowledge is ill-informed. 

From my own perspective as a teacher, students frequently remember the major 

themes of my lectures, and they are often able to discuss elements of those lectures 

with me during office hours. At the same time, however, to only lecture is to play a 

game of diminishing returns. Once the student’s attention turns to other questions, the 

challenge as an instructor is to offer chances for discussion as well as chances for 

activities. 

 Technical communicators should explore how each of the opposed narratives 

can work together to engage students with a diversity of knowledge. To teach a 

student how to operate a computer is good. To teach a student how to be socially 

aware of the impacts of computers is better. And to teach a student how to actively 

engage with those social critiques through a rhetorical approach may be best. Each 

should build off of the other in order to offer a multiplicity of educational experiences 

for students.  
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Final Thoughts 
It cannot be assumed that the SCOT tradition has addressed the question about 

“technological determinism.” Nor can it be assumed that Feenberg’s synthesis of 

“democratic rationalization” (Questioning 120) as conceived in his three-part series of 

books is the final answer to questions about technology. The substantive authors 

offered a surprising revelation to such questions: studying technology leads to a 

paradox. While one thinks one is studying “technology,” it is only then that one is 

determined, because technology, as a mechanism of study, is less important than the 

recognition that one is studying “techne” or “technique.” Such a recognition always 

forces one to be more reflective in questions concerning pedagogy, scholarship, 

administration, or beyond.  

To offer new techniques to old questions radically shifts the balance of power 

from human control to an autonomous process or a self-replicating ideology. As new 

techniques reshape the world in a new vision, those techniques also reshape human 

relationships, human dimensions, human knowledge, and human freedom. And in an 

effort to regain control over that reshaping, humans naturally look for yet another 

technique to answer the problems that the previous technique created. And as a 

technique engenders the search for even more techniques, humans become secondary 

in the technological ideology. Such is the ultimate question of the substantive 

theorists. 

 And the questions about technology and technique will continue. Ellul wrote 

The Technological Society as a critique of scientific efficiency in the 1950’s. He wrote 

The Technological System to show that the critics of technology have lost ethos in the 
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1970’s. And he wrote The Technological Bluff to reveal that democratization and 

decentralization were myths that would be perpetuated as answers to the problems that 

science and philosophy could not answer in the 1990’s. Twenty years later, it is time 

to ask the next difficult questions: what will be the next attempt to regain human 

agency from the technological ideology and will it work? Already, Ray Kurzweil has 

given solid mathematical data to support the idea that computers will achieve 

consciousness as the next iteration of the geometric, technological explosion. If he is 

right, then humans must choose whether to stay on that geometric curve. If so, then 

human agency is sacrificed for the sake of new techniques. If not, it remains to be 

shown how a human discourse can escape from that geometric curve. 

 Technical communicators exist primarily because of the questions about 

technique. It is only when technologies become too large, too confusing, too difficult, 

or too technical that there exists a need for a communicator to reveal a method to 

escape from, what Norman calls, the “asylum.” If technical communication hopes to 

fulfill the goal of maximizing human freedom, then individuals must continue to 

wrestle with difficult questions: what is technology? What is technological ideology? 

What can people do in the face of new techniques? What discourse is most adept at 

answering the questions concerning technology? 

 At the very least, technical communicators should continue answering these 

questions by going back to Heidegger’s most penetrating insight, an insight that is 

most often forgotten, that “the essence of technology is by no means anything 
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technological”(4). It is only this initial recognition that can allow technical 

communicators the foundation for a future theory of technology. 
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ENDNOTES 
                                                 

1 As the previous chapter showed, Feenberg does identify the root of the 

problem as being an ideological problem; however, his formulation of the ideology is 

a “technocratic” ideology that places blame for the technological problems of the 

world on the technocratic elite and the “technical code of capitalism” rather than on 

the masses. Part of the goal of this chapter will be to show some of the limitations of 

this thinking. 

 
2 Though not essential to my current argument, Feenberg identifies two forms 

of dystopian rhetoric. The first wave of dystopian literature that examined the 

technological ideology began in earnest around 1950 and petered out around the mid-

1970’s. This substantive literature reached its height as the primary names of 

technology studies, such as Heidegger and Ellul, published literature that challenged 

our understanding of technology. As Feenberg writes, “substantivism became a new 

popular culture of technology in the 1960’s and 1970’s” as “early enthusiasm for 

nuclear energy and the space program gave way to technophobic reaction” (4). 

Feenberg calls the rhetoric of Heidegger and Ellul as “essentialism” because the 

authors of the time provide no real options for readers except to recoil in horror as the 

dystopian world unfolds around them.  

The second wave of dystopian literature came from the contemporary authors 

to essentialist writers whom Feenberg calls the “dystopian left.” Led by such authors 

as Michel Foucault and Herbert Marcuse, the “dystopian left” differed from their 
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essentialist counterparts in that they attempted to provide critical alternatives to the 

technological phenomenon they experienced. The distinction between first and second 

wave dystopian literature, Feenberg argues, is important because he argues that not 

every author was caught in the trap of substantivism, but I argue in the rest of Chapter 

4 that this distinction is, in fact, wrong. Feenberg persists in equating substantivism 

with determinism which can only be thwarted through a critical theory. One of the 

primary points I make in this chapter is that substantive authors only appear to be 

deterministic because they are arguing not for an autonomous technology but an 

ideology that contributes to the appearance of an autonomous technology. The 

distinction is important. 
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