
escape it; the fact that history has actually 
kept getting worse forces me to be its ana- 
tomist; I slice about in its rotting body and I 
am ashamed of the profession I have chosen.” 
Still, like Socrates in his later years (and the 
comparison is not far-fetched), this indignant 
sage has earned the right and could develop 
the capacity to sing. Canetti’s passion for 
universal longevity, for a rich and patriar- 
chal maturity wherein to realize and articu- 
late all those “important things” that are 
carried “for forty or fifty years,” wins our 
partisanship to his crusade against death. In 
his unyielding campaign on behalf of 
humanity Canetti is a living witness to this 
injustice. May he continue to defy death, to 
rage against the dying of the light, and (in his 
own words) “to keep making room, on and 
on, and as long as I can do so, to merit my 
life.” 

Reviewed by STEPHEN I. GURNEY 

‘Horizon 85, vol. XV (January 1947), 73. ‘The 
Conscience o/ Words, trans. Joachim Neugroschel (New 
York: Seabury Press, 1979). p. vii. ’Anne Fremantle, 
Commonweal, April 4, 1947, p. 620. *Peter Russell, 
“The Vision of Man in Elias Canetti’s Die Blendung,” 
German Li/e and Letters, 28 (1974-75), 29. ’Charles A. 
Gulick, Auslria: From Habsburg to Hiller (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1948), I, 771. Readers 
interested in the socio-political background to Canetti’s 
novel will find this work extremely serviceable, espe- 
cially the last chapter of volume one, “The Turning 
Point.” “‘Doubting Death: On Elias Canetti’s Drama 
The Deadlined,” Mosaic 7, no. ii (1974), 6. 7Russell, p. 
28. ‘New YorRer, 19 May, 1980, p. 150. ‘Literatur und 
Kritik, August 1966, p. 40. “Russell, p. 30. “Op. cit., p.  
150. ”Crowds and Power, trans. Carol Steward (New 
York: Viking Press, 1963), p. 15. “Ibid. “/bid. “/bid., p. 
468. ‘Thus  Canetti observes in The Human Province: 
“Guilt feelings towards my father: I’m now nine years 
older than he became.” “Crowds and Power, p. 468. 
““Doubtinp. Death,” p. 9. ”Susan Sontag, Under the 
Sign o/ Saturn (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 
1980), p. 185. ”The Simone Weil Reader, ed. George A. 
Panichas (New York: David McKay Company, 1977), 
p. 417. ”The Conscience o/ Words, p. 242. ”Jacques 
Maritain, A Marilain Reader, ed. Donald and Idella 
Gallagher (Garden City: Image Books, 1966), pp. 310 
and 321. ”The Minneapolis Tribune, 11 December 
1981, Sec. C, p. 11, Col. 1. 

Technology and Transcendence 

Perspectives on Our Age: Jacques Ellul 
Speaks on His Life and Work, by Jac- 
ques Ellul, New York: The Seabury Press, 
1981. 11 1 p p .  010.95. 

THE IMPASSIONED THEME of this book, like 
that of The Betrayal ofthe West (1978) and 
of much else that Jacques Ellul has written, 
is: “We are faced either with technology as 
our fate or the existence of the transcendent.” 
In order to explore and develop this central 
theme of his life’s work, Ellul draws upon 
Barthian theology (although that specific 
theological position is not as essential to 
Ellul’s position as he seems to think); a 
critically appropriated Marxism (the 
“Marxism of Marx,” and understood in 
such a way as to include transcendence); 
extensive knowledge of and reflection upon 

history, both past and contemporary; an 
active engagement in French political and 
social and intellectual life over a period of 
some forty years; and the skills of a superb 
and exciting polemicist (more evident in 
Betrayal, but also present here). 

What does Ellul mean when he speaks of 
“technology as our fate”? H e  asserts first of 
all that power and the reproductive capacity 
of value (so important to Marxist analysis) 
are no longer tied to capital. They are, 
rather, now “inherent in technology.” Marx 
would have been concerned with technology 
rather than capital if he had made his analy- 
sis today rather than in the nineteenth cen- 
tury. By this “technology” (la technique) 
Ellul means the “technological phenomenon, 
the [comprehensive] reality of the technologi- 
cal” as the exploration of efficient methods 
applicable to the full range of human activi- 
ties, e.g., economic, athletic, artistic, govern- 
mental, personal, and so on. 
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We have, Ellul maintains, “reread” the 
world in terms of la technique, with the 
period around 1945 being a watershed in this 
respect. From the time of the eighteenth 
century, however, technology in the West has 
been qualitatively different from that of pre- 
vious periods because for the first time tech- 
nology was self-consciously and systemati- 
cally oriented to efficiency. We have now 
come to the point where it is no longer 
adequate to say that technology is dependent 
upon science. That is too simple. Rather, 
technology takes on a life of its own; “techno- 
logical innovation is not necessarily the fruit 
of a new scientific discovery, but most often is 
an internal, intrinsic development of technol- 
ogy itself.” The explosive developments in 
computer technology are currently the most 
striking example of this. Thus technology 
has an intrinsic power of self-augmentation 
because there is no criterion superior to 
efficiency. Correspondingly, and this is 
developed more extensively in Betrayal, 
“There is no self-regulation [or self-criti- 
cism] of any kind in the technological sys- 
tem.” 

In all of this the theme of “technology as 
our fate” is manifested. Technology is not 
just a practice; it also presupposes values- 

an intellectual or a spiritual attitude consis- 
tent with the demands of technology.” Thus, 
Ellul points out, it is frequently and correctly 
stressed that technology reduces work. “But 
this is based on the conuiction that we are 
meant to work all of the time.” Ellul also 
points to the all-inclusive quality of technol- 
ogy by demonstrating that it is a system of 
interlocking systems and, closely related to 
this, that it is “virtually an epistemological 
instrument” allowing us to know and to 
understand better our all-inclusive technolo- 
gy. 

There is more which must be said con- 
cerning the presuppositions and implications 
of Ellul’s view of technology. First, however, 
it will help to convey the texture of this book 
and of Ellul’s writing generally if a small 
sampling is made of the insights arising out 
of his position. Concerning the importation 
of Western technology by Iran and other 
Islamic nations, Ellul observes that “nothing 
in a society remains intact once technology 

‘ I .  

begins to penetrate.” Efficiency and the obli- 
gation of work have no place in Islamic 
society, just as the authority of the religious 
and tribal structure have no place in technol- 
ogy. Once the technological process starts, 
the traditional system is inevitably replaced 
in its totality. It is futile for the Islamic 
fundamentalists to force the United States or 
Russia to leave their country; they should ask 
technology to leave. Gandhi was “right” 
about that. There are, however, no more 
Gandhis. 

Concerning the efficiencies to be achieved 
through genetic technology, Ellul strikes a 
fundamental note in his position as he writes 
scathingly: 

It is now possible to have . . . the elimina- 
tion of chance, including the chance 
involved in procreation (0 blessed genetic 
technology, now we can produce the ideal 
man!); a strict distribution of tasks and 
advantages; endless repetition, yet com- 
plete stability, [in effect a utopia]. . . . 
How well met the utopist and the techni- 
cian are! Utopia will be the agent that 
carries the technological imperative into 
the souls of men. It enables the technician 
to make men believe they are at last 
achieving a society based on equality, 
because utopias are egalitarian, and that 
dreaming is being restored to its rightful 
place, because utopias are always pre- 
sented as embodying the dreams of man- 
kind. But here again we see the vicious 
hypocrisy of utopianism in pretending to 
be the opposite of what it really is, for 
utopias are by their very nature anti- 
dream. 

More comprehensively, Ellul’s critique of 
technology enables him to take a distinctive 
and incisive position in relation to the “truly 
poor.” Who are the “truly poor” in a world 
dominated by la technique? Not necessarily 
those who do not have money, but certainly 
those who do not contribute to the purposes 
of technology-most simply, those who are 
not efficient. The aged, for example, even 
those who have sufficient resources, are often 
poor because they are utterly alienated in a 
society driven by la technique. Or, various 
ethnic groups (such as the Harki tribe in 
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North Africa or the Kurds in Iran, Iraq, and 
Turkey) whose culture is dominated by tra- 
ditional values have no place in a technologi- 
cal society. They contribute nothing; serve no 
cause. No one knows or cares about them; 
they are completely expendable; they are 
nothing to us and hence are truly poor. 
Many examples of the truly poor are given in 
Betrayal in page after page of fierce, telling 
polemic, reflecting a degree of involvement 
with the poor which might be missed in the 
briefer, more systematic, and restrained 
statements on the same issue found in Per- 
spectiues on Our Age. Through all of this 
there runs a stinging critique of the Left that 
argues convincingly that for the Left the poor 
have become simply pawns for the further- 
ance of la technique as that is appropriated 
by Communism. 

Technology, then, whether of the Left or 
the Right, is a third schematization of human 
alienation that has been added to the two 
traditional alienations imposed by political 
and by economic coercion. The full destruc- 
tive power of technology, however, is not 
fully expressed in pointing to its power of 
uncritical self-augmentation and to its induc- 
ing of a new form of human alienation. The 
further and most important point that Ellul 
wants to make is that technology, while 
undoubtedly a product of the West, is a 
fundamental betrayal of the West. As Ellul 
argues in Betrayal and elsewhere, the West 
came into existence because of the three basic 
and intimately related discoveries of the indi- 
vidual, of freedom, and of a particular form 
of reason. Technology progressively voids 
each of these three hard-won discoveries. 

First, the individual. “Technology [la 
technique] is an objectifying power . . . 
[which leads to] the suppression of the sub- 
ject.” If one is a good technician, at whatever 
level, it does not matter who one is. While the 
individuals who make up the truly poor are 
those who are most decisively suppressed, we 
are each and all of us the intended target of 
suppression because no one counts. What 
counts is control, of and through interlocking 
systems. Nevertheless, for some reason we 
continue to consider ourselves as individuals, 
as subjects. Even “[Michael] Foucault has 
not stopped using the first-person pronoun. 

He  still says ‘I,.” (One watches the infighting 
amongst French intellectuals with amuse- 
ment and wonder.) Thus we discover our- 
selves at variance with the technology to 
which we are so deeply committed. On the 
one hand, this is a sign of health but, on the 
other hand, this internalized conflict 
increases the destructive power of technolo- 
gy. 

Second, freedom. Freedom is manifested 
most fundamentally when the individual in a 
centered or integrated act of the total person 
affirms some good or goal. In technology, 
however, 

there is the suppression of meaning; the 
ends of existence gradually seem to be 
effaced by the predominance of means. 
Technology is the extreme development of 
means. Everything in the technological 
world is a means and only a means, while 
the ends have practically disappeared. 
Technology does not develop toward 
attaining something. It develops because 
the world of means has developed. . . . 

It is this lack of any fundamental goal, of any 
meaning, that results in the self-critical com- 
ponent being absent in technology. There is 
nothing to affirm and thus nothing in rela- 
tion to which the individual might make that 
self-discovery which is the irreplaceable 
basis of freedom and self-criticism. 

The drive of technology toward utopias is 
another way of indicating the destruction of 
freedom by technology. Utopia is the dream 
which does not dream because it is devoted to 
endless repetition and hence to the suppres- 
sion of freedom. Although Ellul does not use 
the example, B. F. Skinner’s Walden ZZ is 
such a utopia; an antidream; a neoarchaism 
devoted to the eternal return of the efficient 
technological system. Either way, whether 
through the elimination of goals and the 
quest for the meaning of an unfolding future, 
or through the sterilization of meaning in the 
creation of the utopias of la technique, mean- 
ing and specifically historical meaning is 
suppressed and the West is betrayed. 

Third, reason. If the individual, freedom, 
and history, as these have been understood in 
the West, have been suppressed, then it 
follows that reason as that has been under- 
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stood in the West has also been suppressed. 
More precisely, the component of reason 
devoted to measuring and controlling (Paul 
Tillich’s “technical reason” leading to “con- 
trolling knowledge”) has become all-deter- 
minative. The resulting chaos is clearly 
implicit in Perspectives: “Each person is a 
creature of passions, of flesh and blood, a 
creature of impulses and desires. Hence, 
when a person lives in a purely rational 
framework, it is impossible to be happy.” It 
is in Betrayal, however, that this position is 
stated explicitly and roundly and powerfully. 
In technology 

Only what can be weighed or numbered or 
measured exists. But is it not evident that 
the little word “only” contradicts reason? 
Reason was meant to be the measure of 
man’s unmeasurableness, the rein on his 
hubris, the straight line that could be 
walked. It was to be the compass, chart, 
and sextant that would enable the captain 
to plot the right course for his ship, but it 
was not meant to deny the unpredictable 
wind that pushes the ship forward! On the 
contrary, if reason were to be itself, it must 
suppose the constant action of the under- 
ground forces that give it being and keep it 
honest, and the existence of the fountain 
whence the stream of possibilities flows 
forth. Yet, exalted by the discovery of this 
marvelous tool, man went to extremes and 
denied the very thing that gave him life. 

It is this “unpredictable wind,” these “un- 
derground forces,” the fountain with its 
“stream of possibilities” which gives life to us 
and to all that we do, including (insofar as it 
has life) our technology. This is Ellul’s way, 
and a good way, of speaking of the tran- 
scendent. The denial of the transcendent is 
the denial of the individual, freedom, mean- 
ing, history, and reason; and vice versa. It 
results in a self-imprisonment, a self-immo- 
lation, a bound will, which is traditionally 
known as sin or idolatry. 

If one is to break out of this self-imprison- 
ment, this sin, one requires an “outside 
reference point.” Such a position gives one a 
perspective on our age, enabling one to name 
the idols. If one can name one’s idols, then 
that in itself gives one some degree of free- 

dom from them. The idol’s name in our day, 
says Ellul, is technology. For Ellul this Out- 
side reference point is faith in Jesus Christ: 
“on the one hand it is only by living this faith 
in Jesus Christ that I could do this analysis of 
society, and on the other hand, my analysis of 
the technological world demanded a more 
and more vigorous faith from me and an 
increasingly exact theological knowledge.” 

The expression of Ellul’s Christian faith is 
heavily indebted to Karl Barth, whose stress 
is upon God as “Wholly Other,” as He who 
descends of his own initiative, as one who 
does not meet but rather contradicts our own 
“religious needs.” (Ellul finds some “utterly 
remarkable” sympathy for this general posi- 
tion in a letter written by Marx late in his 
life to one Charles Rugge.) The God pro- 
claimed by Barth, Ellul correctly claims, 
cannot be used by men and women. Technol- 
ogy integrates itself into every phenomenon 
that arises, and a God who can be used will 
be drawn into the technological system and 
rendered inconsequential. What we there- 
fore need, and what Barth’s theology implic- 
itly affirms, is “a transcendence in order to 
escape [technology]. Only something that 
belongs neither to our history nor our world 
can do this. . . something. . . that technology 
cannot assimilate, something it will not be 
able to eliminate. . . .” It is through a faithful 
adherence to the address of this God that we 
are given a liberating perspective on technol- 
ogy, and in being liberated receive ourselves 
as individuals who are not defined by the 
system. This is a liberation which is a pro- 
ject, a future-oriented process of meaning in 
history, for it is “always begun anew.” This 
liberation “brings promise in the sense that 
no matter how mad history may appear to us, 
it is situated within God’s promise and it 
does lead to the Kingdom of God.” In these 
ways our reality is altered by God through 
Jesus Christ. Christians are to take this 
seriously in word and action, as Ellul clearly 
does himself. 

Concretely what do Christians do as they 
inevitably live out their lives within a techno- 
logical society? Ellul’s proposals, wisely, are 
very modest. (“I do not believe in global 
action.”) We should, first of all, not reject 
technology (even if we could), but rather 
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enter into a critical acceptance of it. This 
means that while we are to submit biblical 
texts to scientific critique, at the same time 
we are from the perspective of the Christian 
faith to enter into a critique of the deification 
of the technological world. If we stop believ- 
ing in technology for its own sake, stop 
fearing it, then we will destroy the basis for 
its power over us. This will assist us in 
witnessing “that bccause God is God, 
because God is love, there is always a future. 
Even if  today the future appears totally 
blocked, even if we no longer understand, 
even if we cannot foresee anything-which is 
certainly our situation-the future is possi- 
ble and positive.” Ellul is exactly right in 
taking just that stand. 

In evaluating Jacques Ellul’s work, at 
least three observations should be made. 
First, Ellul is not, and does not claim to be, a 
theologian in the sense that he has devoted a 
major part of his life to the systematic study 
of some branch of theology. One does not 
turn to Ellul for systematic, self-conscious 
theological reflection. His presentation of 
Barth, however, is not only accurate but also 
completely adequate for Ellul’s purposes 
because he has so thoroughly and passion- 
ately appropriated that magisterial theology. 
Ellul properly complains about Barth being 
considered “old fashioned.” Many persons, 
including myself, consider that Barth’s theol- 
ogy is not as adequate to the present as some 
other possibilities. It is, however, adequate 
for Ellul, and therefore the charge of “old 
fashioned” is properly an impertinent charge 
from Ellul’s perspective. 

Second, and I consider this a strength of 
Ellul’s work, I cannot see that Barth’s theol- 
ogy is uniquely integral to Ellul’s work. 
What is essential is that Ellul’s work should 
be undergirded by a theological position 
which makes a strong affirmation of God’s 
transcendence, pays serious attention to the 
free and reasonable human subject within a 
genuinely historical context, and is broadly 
incarnational. Thus, Tillich’s neo-orthodox 
theology, on balance, meets these criteria as 
well as Barth’s neo-orthodox theology. The 
understanding of human freedom and reason 
so central to Ellul’s position is identical with 
Tillich’s own position. However, the passion 

and strong doxological character of Barth’s 
theology makes it somewhat more congruent 
with Ellul’s own character and work. Alter- 
natively, the contemporary German theolo- 
gian Wolfhart Pannenberg’s work meets all 
three of the criteria essential to Ellul’s work, 
is even closer to Ellul in the area of human 
reason and freedom, and is marked by a great 
concern for the relationship between Chris- 
tian revelation and science. Other possibili- 
ties exist, including the theology of Paul 
Ricoeur, although that theology is much less 
accessible than Barth’s. None of these other 
possibilities is less compatible with Ellul’s 
Marxism than is Barth’s theology. The only 
area in which one might argue for a .neces- 
sary connection between Ellul’s work and its 
Barthian underpinning is in the iconoclastic 
character of both bodies of work, but then all 
theologies with a strong sense of the tran- 
scendent are inherently iconoclastic. 

All of which is to say that the alliance 
between Ellul’s work and Barthian theology 
is an accident of historical circumstances. 
The strengths of Barth’s theology he draws 
upon to good effect, as has been discussed. 
Some of the widely known weaknesses of 
Barthian theology, for example the Barthian 
insistence on a sharp division between Chris- 
tian faith and all other religions, come over 
into Ellul’s work and mar it in a minor way. 
(There are other and better ways to maintain 
God’s transcendence.) Other weaknesses, for 
example the strong confessionalism of Bar- 
thian theology, is partly ignored by Ellul 
because it does not serve his purposes, and is 
partly overcome by Ellul’s broadly phenome- 
nological and inductive method. 

Finally, and most significantly, it needs to 
be said that Ellul’s project of the past thirty 
years is highly distinctive, most needful, and 
accomplishes what it sets out to achieve. The 
project is a thorough and comprehensive 
analysis of culture from a firmly held, clearly 
stated, and strongly biblical theological per- 
spective, enriched by a critically appropri- 
ated Marxism. Its central organizing con- 
cepts are the negative and archaeological one 
of technology (la technique) and a positive 
and teleological one of the Kingdom of God. 
Its particular strengths are, first, that its 
theological perspective consistently and rig- 
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orously informs every stage of the argument, 
rather than being made in some way periph- 
eral as is so often the case. Second, Ellul 
analyzes a wide range of cultural phenomena 
(politics, sexuality, economics, and arts, and 
so on) in detail and depth. He does not talk 
about culture in general. Third, the radical 
iconoclasm arising out of his strongly tran- 
scendental position enables him to be devas- 
tating in his criticisms of both the Right and 
the Left. In short, it is a distinctive approach 
to the theology of culture that, while it seeks 
to liberate us, is not “liberation theology” 
(with its inclination toward global action), 
and although it is informed by Marxism it is 
not akin to the theologies arising out of 
Christian-Marxist dialogue that have a pen- 
chant for utopias and the Left. Ellul wishes 
to announce the Good News that undercuts 
the pretensions of the Right and the Left, and 
he does so. We are in his debt. 

Reviewed by W. TAYLOR STEVENSON 

Crosskey’s Constitutional 
Blockbuster and the Limits 

of History 

Politics and the Constitution in the His- 
tory of the United States, Volume I11 
The Political Background of the Fed- 
eral Convention, by William Winslow 
Crosskey and William Jeffrey, Jr., Chica- 
go: Uniuersity of Chicago Press, 1980. xii 
+ 592 pp. $27.00. 

STUDENTS OF American constitutionalism 
should be familiar with Professor William 
W. Crosskey’s monumental Politics and the 
Constitution (1953), to which a third volume 
is now added, more than a decade after the 
author’s death. The first two volumes set 
forth a controversial account of the intended 
meaning of the Constitution, particularly 
with respect to Congressional control over 

the commerce of the country and with respect 
to the powers of the Supreme Court. Those 
volumes also offer an account of how that 
intended meaning has been distorted almost 
from the beginning, despite the valiant 
efforts of Chief Justice John Marshall and 
Justice Joseph Story. 

The third volume of this study, which has 
been prepared for publication by Crosskey’s 
faithful student, Professor William Jeffrey, 
Jr., of the University of Cincinnati, describes 
the events leading up to the Federal Conven- 
tion which wrote the Constitution. The con- 
tents of this volume are indicated by the titles 
of its five parts: “The Articles of Confedera- 
tion”;“The Movement for a National Com- 
merce Power in the 1780’s”; “Politics and 
Events Leading up to the Failure of the 
Annapolis Commercial Convention of 
1786”; “Politics and Events Leading up to 
the Agreement of Congress and the States to 
the Meeting of the Federal Convention of 
1787”; “The Public Mind on the Eve of the 
Federal Convention.” Its first chapter, pre- 
pared by Jeffrey, provides a useful summary 
of the first two volumes of the set. 

I have the impression that Crosskey is not 
regarded kindly by historians, even though 
some of the original reviews of his work were 
quite laudatory.’ But others were unduly 
harsh-and it seems that they have deter- 
mined the prevailing opinion.’ His work has 
been described by one well-informed student 
of constitutional law as a “b10ckbuster”~- 
and, “naturally,” people did not want to be 
in its vicinity when it shook up longstanding 
(even “sacred”) scholarly opinions. 

I have had occasion to testify to Crosskey’s 
remarkable thoroughness as a re~earcher.~ I 
can also testify that he can be very useful to 
anyone who wants to think about how the 
Constitution is put together. Certainly, one 
must have a sound “theory” of the Constitu- 
tion-of what it says-if one is to be able to 
make sense of the often confusing materials 
one confronts, including those not infrequent 
judicial opinions which seem to ignore the 
language of the document. 

The most helpful introduction to Cross- 
key’s work, it seems to me, is that provided in 
1973 by the late Professor Malcolm P. 
Sharp, a long-time associate of Crosskey at 
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