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CHAPTER 11

From Civil Religion

to Technological Legitimacy

>§m§n>.m secular legitimating myths, not to mention the ethical
problems that Niebuhr, Bellah, and others point to, present difficul-
ties because they depend on a certain degree of supremacy in the world.
The pragmatic “rich-is-right” ideology, in particular, works only if the
- United States can continue to dramatize its wealth and power relative to
all other nations in the world community. The capacity to maintain that
degree of supremacy, though stronger in some years than in others, has
by all indications eroded in the decades since World War II, And with this
erosion have arisen questions about the very basis of America’s secular
legitimating myths. To gain a more complete understanding of religion’s
place in the larger repertoire of such myths, we must consider the extent
of this questioning and the kinds of alternative myths that may be gaining
INCreasing acceptance.

It is difficult now to recall fully the flush of confidence that dominated
American culture in the years immediately following the nation’s victory
in World War II.' Despite the more serious counsels of “sober serenity”
(discussed in Chapter 3), periodical literature in those years sometimes
projected a degree of optimism which would seem unwarranted only a
decade or two later. A 1948 editorial on “America’s Greatness” in Chris-
tian Century, for example, spoke unabashedly of America’s glory: “We
are a nation that boasts of bigness. We have the biggest army and navy,
the biggest skyscrapers, the biggest harvests . .. even the biggest moun-
tains and waterfalls and sunsets.” The editorial went on to venture a
glimpse of the nation’s future:

It can be more than a Great Power; it can be the Greatest Power. Its
fleets can command the seven seas, and its airforces can impose the
American will on every continent. It can come closer to setting up a
world empire, in the Roman sense, . . . than has any other nation in
all of history. Even Russia cannot stop us—not while we have sole
possession of the atom bomb.2
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Being a “Christian” editorial, the article did warn that material greatness
should not be allowed to overshadow the nation’s sense of spiritual pur-
pose. But nowhere was there the kind of doubt that was to appear in the
coming decades.

IsoLaTioNIisM AND MiLD EUPHORIA

Less than a half century later, observers of America’s “greatness” strike a
rather different note. Gone is the confidence that the United States can
shape the world in its own design. Gone too is the certainty that it can
achieve everything it desires even within its own borders. And underneath
these uncertainties questions have begun to be raised about the myths

with which U.S. hegemony in the world has been legitimated. As one of
the leading foreign policy teams concluded in a 1983 article in World Pol-

itics, *‘the country has undergone such a substantial change—from the
world’s preeminent superpower to one whose status has now been chal-
lenged militarily, politically, and economically—that breakdowns have
occurred in the underlying value consensuses on which its unity had
rested.’™? .

Other writers note a sense of pessimism and doubt about the nature of
American capitalism and its relation to the American system of govern-
ment. Michael Novak points out that “‘a shrewd observer cannot fail to
note a relatively low morale among business executives, workers, and
publicists.” Democratic capitalism, he fears, “seems to have lost its
spirit.”* Business Week editors in 1984 appeared to agree with Novak,
noting in a gloomy cover story that in the 1950s the United States “could
outproduce anybody,” whereas now “the rest of the world has caughr up
in its ability to produce goods.”’

Among the concerns that have been raised are basic questions about
the viability of the U.S. free market and whether it will be able to compete
effectively in the world economy without greater intervention by the
state. Political scientist Robert S. Walters, for example, notes that “Amer-
ica’s altered position in the global economy and increasing doubts in key
industries regarding the market mechanism are raising anew serious ques-
tions about the proper role of the state in the economy.” Jiirgen Haber-
mas goes further, suggesting that the complexities of the debate over the
proper relation of the state to the free market constitute a major “crisis
of legitimation.”” And Bellah suggests, perhaps with undue cynicism, that
Americans in particular seem to be engaged in ‘“‘a last desperate attempt
to believe that unfettered free enterprise can save us.””®

Stanley Hoffman, a political scienust at Harvard University, has cap-
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tured the mood of the 1980s so clearly that a portion of his description -

seems worth quoting at length. According to Hoffman, the prevailing
view in the United States of its place in the world represents a major de-

parture from the views that have historically guided our sense of destiny
and identity,

[T]his new mood fits neither of the two archetypes of American at-
titudes toward the outside world that prevailed in the past: the High
Noon sheriff who restores order so that the good people can do their
business unharmed by evil ones, and the missionary who is out to
cure bodies and souls among the miserable and suffering. Whar is
missing today are the sheriff’s willingness to step in and shoot it out,
and the missionary impulse itself. All that is left of both are self-
righteousness and a sense of moral and material superiority. . . . The
militancy of the two archetypes has given way to the complacency of
happy self-contemplation. The mood is one of mild euphoria, a sort
of holiday during which people want to forget about the hectic

chores and the heavy headaches of ordinary days, and merely relax
and enjoy themselves.?

Hoffman suggests that this mood was especially evident at the 1984
Olympic Games in Los Angeles, where we were temporarily able to forget
about the problems of the world and simply focus on ourselves and our
successes. :

What Hoffman persuasively argues is that Americans have (perhaps for
the better) lost faith in their ability to solve the werld’s problems. The
result has not been simply an upsurge of pessimism. It has rather been a
new kind of isolationism, not the confident isolationism of the nineteenth
century, but a “*head-in-the-sand” isolationism that revels in our own suc-
cesses while failing to face up to the new complexities of the world sys-
tem. This attitude allows the nation to maintain some semblance of pride
in itself, but creates a lack of concern, and even a naive form of nation-
alism, that greatly damages our relations with the rest of the world. The
result, he suggests, is a “‘growing resentment at America’s apparent indif-
ference to misery and injustice, and at its condescending conviction that
what is good for America will trickle down and be good, ultimately, for
others.” Even if America succeeds in maintaining its own standard of liv-
ing, therefore, it is likely to fail at maintaining the credibility of its myth
about itself in the eyes of the rest of the world, For *even where the na-
tives are friendly, or a bit envious of America’s return to growth and to
optimism, they are offended by the cosmic ethnocentricism that seems to
come with success.”!?
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HEGEMONY ON A SLIPPERY SLOTE

It is not surprising that observers of American culture should note a sense
of doubt about its legitimating beliefs. The objective position of the
United States in the world has in fact changed markedly over the past
quarter century. This change has been particularly evident in foreign pol-
icy. From the end of World War Il until about 1968 the prevailing view
in U.S. foreign policy was one of optimism about the nation’s capacity to
build a new world order and to “contain,” if not “roll back,” the forces
of communism. That image came to a relatively abrupt end with the ina-
bility to bring the Vietnam War to a successful conclusion.!! As a result,
U.S. foreign policy through the decade of the 1970s was characterized by
a renewed sense of the desirability of peaceful coexistence with the Soviet
Union, with a greater interest in arms control talks, and with lingering
uinease about entering into foreign military commitments. Although that
decade was imbued with some degree of optimism that detente and lim-
ited commitments could guarantee the success ol American interests,
these hopes soon ran up against events that cast American policy in an
even less certain framework. Beginning with the loss of Iran as a trusted
ally in the Middle East, followed by the hostage crisis, Soviet intervention
in Afghanistan, and fears of creeping socialism in Latin America, the
United States’ position in world affairs steadily deteriorated through the
early years of the 1980s, leading to a resurgence of efforts by conserva-
tives to rebuild the defense budget and re-establish American military su-
premacy.!?

As late as 1983, the number of Americans who considered the military
defense system of the United States to be weaker than that of Russia out-
numbered those who felt it enjoyed superiority by a margin of two to
one.'’ Defense Department officials readily reinforced these fears, show-
ing that Soviet outlays for military purposes had risen dramatically com-
pared to those of the United States. According to their figures, Soviet mil-
itary expenditures in 1960 were only three-quarters those of the United
States, but by 1970 the Soviets had achieved parity, and by 1980 were
spending approximately 50 percent more than the United States.™

Economic indicators also pointed to a period of sustained decline be-
tween the 1950s and 1980s, at least in America’s position relative to other
leaders in the world economy. Gross domestic product per capita in West
Germany rose between 1960 and 1980 by 16 percentage points relative
to that in the United States; in France, by 23 percentage points; and in
Japan, by 38 percentage points.’ In 1960 the United States nﬂn_cn& 35
percent of the world’s energy; by 1980 this proportion had declined to 25
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percent. Over the same period, the United States’ net merchandise trade
balance slipped from $4.9 billion to a defitit of $25.3 billion, !¢ Writing
in the Washington Post shortly after the 1984 election, a time when many
indicators actually pointed toward economic prosperity, Henry Kissinger,
former national security advisor, summed up the situation as follows:

When America ended its isolation after World War I1, an atomic mo-
nopoly gave America a margin of security unprecedented in history,
As late as 1950 the United States produced 52 percent of all the
world’s goods and services. America by itself represented the global
balance of power. American alliances were in effect unilateral guar-
antees; recognized problems could be overwhelmed with resources.
By the late *60s these conditions were disappearing. Nuclear parity
was upon us. As Europe and Japan recovered and other nations in-
dustrialized, America’s percentage of the world’s gross national
product was declining. By 1970 we produced about 30 percent of the
world’s goods and services; today the figure is around 22 percent.!?

The changing position of the United States has also been reflected in its
growing financial dependence on the world economy. Over the past two
decades an increasing share of capital investment in the United States has
come from foreign sources. In 1960 foreign direct investment in the
United States amounted to only $6.9 billion; by 1980 this figure had
grown to $68.4 billion—a nearly tenfold increase.’® At the same time,
domestic savings in the United States failed to keep up with the rate of
domestic savings in most other industrialized countries. For example, in
1982 the savings rate in the United States was only 6 percent, compared
with 11 percent in Canada, 14 percent in West Germany, and 22 percent
in Japan.!®

Another indication of the nation’s rising dependence on the world
economy is the change in its exports and imports. As recently as 1970,
only 9.3 percent of American production was exported, whereas by 1980
this figure had increased to 19 percent. Similarly, in 1970, only 9.3 per-
cent of the goods used in America were imported, whereas by 1980 this
figure had increased to 22 percent.?® Economist Robert Reich estimates
that as of 1980, more than 70 percent of all the goods produced in the
United States had to compete with foreign-made goods, up from only 8
percent in the early 1960s.2! Reich also points to a number of areas in
which this competition appears to be seriously eroding America’s com-
mercial advantage: declining shares of U.S. products in the world market
in basic industries such as automobiles, industrial machinery, agricultural
machinery, and metal-working machinery; noncompetitive labor rates;
declining advantages in productive efficiency; and increasing use by for-
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eign competitors of standardized production lines, the key tp America’s
competitive edge until recently,

America’s declining position in world affairs also appears to have reg-
istered itself in world opinion. According to recent polls, even in countries
that remain the United States’ closest allies, public opinion is deeply di-
vided. Gallup surveys in 1982, for example, showed that in the United
Kingdom 46 percent of those polled held a favorable ov::.oz.om &n
United States, while 44 percent expressed an unfavorable opinion; in
France, the ratio was §5 percent favorable to 32 percent unfavorable; in
West Germany, 73 percent favorable to 24 percent unfavorable; in Italy,
63 percent favorable to 21 percent unfavorable; and in Belgium, 49 per-

cent favorable to 22 percent unfavorable.2? The same series of surveys !

asked “How much confidence do you have in the U.S. to deal wisely with
wortld problems?” No more than a small minority in any of the countries
said they had a great deal of confidence: 6 percent in the United Kingdom,
4 percent in France, 16 percent in West Germany, 17 percent in ltaly, and
7 percent in Belgium. . .

Whether America’s declining world position has begun to erode confi-
dence among its own citizens seems to be more of an open question. Some
opinion polls indicate that the American people still overwhelmingly
think highly of their country. A Roper poll in 1981, for example, asked,
“Eatlier on in American history, many people around the world thought
the United States was the very best place in the world to live. Do you think
it still is, or not?” Ninety percent thought it was; only 8 percent thought
it was not. The same survey also asked, “Do you think the United States
has a special role to play in the world today, or is it pretty much like other
countries?”” Eighty-one percent thought it had a special role; only 14 per-
cent thought it was like other countries.?

Other polls, depending on the sample and the question asked, have
shown more qualified confidence in the American system. In a 1982 na-
tional sample of high school seniors, 66 percent agreed with the stare-
ment, “Despite its many faults, our system of doing things is still the best
in the world”—meaning that a sizable minority either disagreed or were
unsure.** A 1983 Roper poll of a sample of the adult U.S. population
found that only a bare majoriry (52 percent) were “generally optimistic"”
about “our system of government and how well it works,” while 21 per-
cent said they were “generally pesstmistic” and 27 percent said they were
uncertain. Compared with a similar poll conducted in 1977, these figures
represented a 7 percentage point increase in pessimism and a no:mm.ﬂw:a-
ing decline in optimism. The 1983 survey also asked people’s opinions
about “the soundness of our economic system over the long run.”” Again,

Jol
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only about half the public expressed optimism (49 percent}, while 23 per-
cent expressed pessimism, and 28 percent indicated uncertainty.2

PLAUSIBILITY iN QUESTION

In addition to the undercurrent of doubt expressed in such global assess-
ments, more specific tenets of America’s legitimating myth also appear to
mantfest signs of at least potential erosion. This is especially true of the
pragmatic myth which legitimates America on the basis of its economic
and military successes. As the ability to achieve these successes has
eroded, doubts have inevitably arisen about the efficacy of our way of
life.

Japan’s success as an economic competitor has been particularly vex-
ing. Despite the fact that many aspects of Japan’s success remain unex-
plained, one consequence of this success has been an apparent undermin-
ing of the pride that has traditionally been associated with America’s
work ethic.2¢ At a deeper level, questions have also arisen about the rela-
tions between the self-interest on which the American system is based and
the common good. In Tocqueville’s formulation self-interest was effective
in the American case only because it was, as he put it, “rightly under-
stood”—that is, tempered by moral virtues that channeled self-interest
toward the service of the common good.?” Or, as Bellah has suggested,
market relations operate effectively only within the framework of a
“moral ecology” that binds us to the common good and prevents the un-
fettered pursuit of self-interest.28 The question now is whether that moral
ccology still exists or whether self-interest has become purely self-serving.

On one side of the issue, apologists like Novak argue that American
selt-interest is indeed tempered by self-restraint, altruism, philanthropic
concerns, and an adherence to moral virtue. “American economic elites,”
he asserts, “have been remarkable in the world for their involvement in
affairs of citizenship and their involvement in affairs of morals and of
culture."?® On the other side, critics like Bellah fail to take comfort in
such generalizations, arguing instead that the moral ecology which made
the American system work historically has begun to break down. “Both
romantic cultural particularism and radical secular individualism,” Bel-
lah says, “have contributed to this end.”* Cultural particularism has, as
in the case of the contending versions of American civil religion, been so
fraught with sectarianism that it has been unable to inform public debate,
especially on matters involving the state. And radical individualism has
evolved into a consumerist mentality which manifests little concern for
the rights of others or for higher standards of justice and equality.
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Chiding Americans for abandoning the altruistic virtues which should
normally temper self-interested pursuits, the columnist Meg Greenfield
has charged that many of the affluent simply hang a *Do Not Disturb”
sign on their wealth. Indeed, rather than justifying affluence by showing
kindness to the poor, it has become commonplace, she believes, to use the
example of the poor as an excuse for clinging ever more tightly to our
possessions:

Our well-being, not that of the poor, becomes the moral imperative.
Since the days when our mothers told us to think of the starving
Indians and eat our spinach, through the years of the four-course
charity banquet (have a chocolate-covered kiwi for the poor), to this
moment of nouveau trickle-down economics, we have been geniuses
at using the plight of the poor as an excuse for having something else
to eat—or drink or drive or wear or perhaps invést at 11%4 percent.3!

Zo<mr,mm=mmmwaosﬁrmﬁma_m-maﬁnnom:nﬂrndigmmnmﬁam@o:a:znmﬂo
be rempered by a strong altruistic orientation mmms__m support, perhaps,
from such visible manifestations of altruism as the annual United Fund
drive, emergency relief aid for Bangladesh or Ethiopia, media events such
as “‘Live Aid” and “Hands Across America,” and the involvement of busi-
ness clites in patronizing the arts. Yet within the culture at large both
popular opinion and evidence of other kinds point to a decline in chari-
table activities. When asked in a 1981 Roper survey if people are less
willing now than 25 years ago to help their neighbors, 72 percent of those
sampled said “‘yes.” Sixty-one percent said people are also less willing to
help their elderly parents, and 58 percent said there was less willingness
to volunteer to help with youth activities.3?

Other studies indicate that a majority of the public is cynical about the
altruistic motives of business and government leaders, and suggest that
the public’s perceptions of unbridled, calculating self-interest among
these leaders and their institutions has risen to a high level over the past
several decades. A Roper poll found that 76 percent of those sampled
thought business executives in large corporations tended to act mostly in
their own self-interest, while only 16 percent thought these executives
acted more in the public interest. The same survey showed that 50 percent
of the public regarded “selfishness, people not thinking of others” as one
of the major causes of problems facing the United States. This was in fact
the highest percentage for any of the causes of problems asked about ex-
cept for “*a letrdown in moral values,”3?

As for trends in these attitudes, Harris surveys have shown relatively
steady increases in cynicism toward those in power as well as more gen-
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cral feelings of alienation. In 1971, for example, 33 percent of the public
agreed that “most people with power try to take advantage of people like
yourself”; by 1983 this figure had risen to 65 percent. In 1966, only 45
percent of the public felt that “the rich get richer and the poor get
poorer,” whereas by 1983 this proportion was 79 percent. Conversely, in
1966, 55 percent of the public expressed a great deal of confidence in the
country’s “major companies,” but by 1982 this figure had dropped to a
mere 18 percent. Overall, Harris’s composite “alienation index” indi-
cated that the proportion of Americans who felt alienated from centers of
power and wealth increased from 29 percent in 1966 to 40 percent in
1971, vo 57 percent in 1976, to 62 percent in 198234

Apart from such trends in public opinion, the legitimacy of any system
thought to be based on the unbridled pursuit of self-interest is at best
likely to be precarious within the context of American culture. Both in
liberat democratic political theory and in the biblical tradition self-inter-
est has always been regarded with considerable ambivalence. Despite the
divisions evident in American civil religion, religious leaders (especially
on the left) continue to mount criticisms of the utilitarian ethos on which
some defenders of the American way rest their claims. As social ethicists
Prentiss Pemberton and Daniel Finn observe:

Christianity has always denounced any attempt to base social organ-
ization on self-interest alone, Behind this stance is an appreciation of
the power of human sinfulness. In its critique of every social and
economic system, Christian ethics points out the way those persons
with power . . . can subvert the usual checks and balances, can gain
their own ends, and can legitimate this by showing how “just” it is
since they are not breaking any laws.3$

The biblical tradition, although at many times bent to support utilitarian-
ism, has provided an alternative set of values against which to judge ac-
tions based on self-interest. Pemberton and Finn point out that the bibli-
cal tradition tends to associate values with collectivities which have a
higher authority than that given to personal preferences. It calls for a pub-
lic morality that transcends individual inclinations, and uphaolds such val-
ues as human dignity, social justice, and the rights of future generations
over against purely market-dictated concerns for efficiency. It also per-
sistently raises questions about the uses to which property is put, as well
as the inevitable temprations of greed, both of which challenge the mare-
rialistic basis on which market decisions are made.

Put differently, the weakness of the success ethic as a legitimating creed
is that it offers nothing transcending concrete achievements. Legitimacy
comes to rest on the pragmatically evaluated performance of government
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policies. Faced with-any time of collective trial or need for the v.:v:n to
make sacrifices, serious questions about the legitimacy of the policies de-
manded would inevitably arise. Under these circumstances, the success
ethic would either have to be supplemented with other values or else new
seekers of power would have to convince the public to accept their pro-
posals on purely self-interested grounds.

FREEDOM REVISED

In comparison with the utilitarian myth, arguments linking the >5mlnm_:
system with freedom have probably continued to nE.B\._.:cnr greater vi-
tality. These arguments are neither so purely materialistic nor are they as
subject to disconfirmation by the eroding position of the United mSﬁ.nm in
world affairs. As long as it can be shown, if only by negative comparison,
that religious freedoms are greater in the United States than .5.3.5:% other
countries, that the right to vote is being upheld, and thar individual free-
doms of life style, speech, career, and personal expresgion are protected,
then the idea of freedom continues to legitimate the American system. Yet
there are also subtle ways in which the meaning of freedom has changed.

The nineteenth-century legacy of the word “freedom” in the American
context closely associates it with freedom of opportunity and, in even
more specific terms, with upward mobility. Freedom meant an absence of
caste, aristocracy, or government restrictions which might have prevented
the individual from pulling himself up by his own bootstraps. It meant
the possibility of achieving the legendary climb from rags to riches, Look-
ing back on the 1880s from the vantage point of the 1980s, Oscar Hand-
lin could assert: :

In practical terms opportunity meant social mobility, the chance for
individuals to rise uninhibited by the shackles of status. Some wnmm:
life with advantages others lacked—inherited wealth, favored family
connections, attractive appearance. At the other extreme, poverty,
broken families, and isolation handicapped others. But neither ad-
vantages nor handicaps were decisive. Many a scion, born into a
wealthy home, saw a fortune slip away. Many a fad from ﬂ.ro slums
advanced to a place of distinction in business or the vnomnmﬂozm.um

The number who actually advanced to *“a place of distinction” was small
even then. But at least the myth of freedom as possibility for upward mo-
bility served as a plausible legitimating argument. .

Closely associated with that meaning of freedom was @:.w image of
America as a land of freedom for the immigrant. For the millions of im-
migrants who streamed through Ellis Island to establish residence in the
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United States, and perhaps equally for those who already claimed the
United States as their native land, America was good and decent and just
because it saved these millions from lives of tyranny and impoverishment.

For some, this image still continues to serve as part of the legitimating
myth of America. Novak, for example, takes pride in the fact that “the
sound of incoming feet is still heard on our shores,” and suggests that
“for millions, the United States is still the land of opportunity.”3?

But neither the image of freedom as upward mobility nor the vision of
America as a land of freedom for immigrants remains as clear as it once
was. Handlin goes on to decry the ways in which government has had to
intervene to help minority groups achieve any kind-of upward mobility.
A “vast deterioration’ has occurred, he believes, in the possibility of mov-
ing up in the American system strictly on the basis of one’s own hard
work and personal skills. Similarly, Robert Lekachman, author of Greed
is Not Enough: Reaganomics, counters Novak, pointing out that “by
comparison with the American past, there is much less opportunity than
there used to be.”?® Nor has it been possible to sustain the myth of an
open door for immigrants in view of the restrictive legislation that has
virtually cut off immigration since the 1920s, and even less so when only
scatrered church groups, whose leaders face constant legal intimidation,
seem willing to grant political refugees asylum from terrorism and death
squads. ,

Opinion polls suggest that the image of America as a land of opportu-
nity is by no means dead, but these studies also reveal that a large minor-
ity of Americans doubts its validity, and that many others believe it is less
applicable now than it was in the past. In 1981 a cas poll asked respond-
ents, “Do you think it’s possible nowadays for someone in this country
1o start out poor, and become rich by working hard?” Sixty-nine percent
thought it was possible, compared with only 29 percent who thought it
was not. A similar question in a 1982 aBc poll asked, “Is it true that if
you work hard, eventually you will get ahead?” Fifty-eight percent said it
was; 42 percent said it was not. These responses perhaps demonstrate
that a belief in the possibility that at least some people can experience
upward mobility is by no means dead. But other polls reveal a widespread
impression that these opportunities are becoming more limited. For ex-
ample, a 1981 Roper poll posed the question, “Compared to twenty-five
years ago in this country, do you think it is easier or harder for an indi-
vidual to get ahead financially?” Only 19 percent said “easier”; 74 per-
cent said “harder.”

Americans may continue to reflect nostalgically about the time when
immigrant masses “yearning to be free” were welcomed to this country.
But if polls are to be believed, contemporary attitudes deny the validity
of this image too. When asked in 1982 whether they would like to see the
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number of immigrants allowed to enter the country decreased or :.f
creased, a national sample of the American public overwhelmingly said
“decreased””; 66 percent versus 4 percent. The same w:?@.mo::a. that
recent immigrants were much more likely to be perceived as a bad 5?._-
ence on the country than as a good influence. For example, g.m margin
of §9 percent to 9 percent Cubans were perceived as a bad influence;
Puerto Ricans were similarly perceived by a margin of 43 percent to 17
percent; Haitians, by a margin of 39 percent to 10 percent; and Vietnam-
ese, by a margin of 38 percent to 20 percent.*® Had polls been nosm:nnna
a century ago about Irish or ltalian immigrants, much the same r:._mm of
prejudice would likely have been registered. Nevertheless, such attitudes
today do little to augment the image of America as a land of freedom. |

Many observers consider that these traditional images of ?Q.&QE are |
being replaced by a new connotation which equates freedom n*.:nm« é.:r
«“freedom of choice.” In a sense, the modern supermarket with its myriad |
consumer products from which to choose has come to be ﬁr,n symbol of
freedom, perhaps even more so than the traditional flAg-waving mofﬁr of
July parade. Freedom means the opportunity to choose from a variety of
products, to select a full complement of goods that meet our 594&5_
needs and desires. It means having the financial resources with which to
purchase any gadget of sceming use in our quest for personal develop-
ment and self-expression.

But this meaning of freedom comes perilously close to being dependent,
like the utilitarian myth, on the success of the economy in producing ever
more gadgets and an ample income with which to purchase these gadgets.
In broader terms, it also appears to be dangerously narrow, selfish, and
materialistic.** As one observer remarks, *“Too often when we Americans
speak of freedom, we sound as if freedom meant having access to the
hedonism of the consumer market, or as if freedom were synonymous
with license.”*

While the concept of freedom may still suggest a cherished ideal, ﬂrn:.w.
fore, its meaning may have become compromised by the materialistic
ethos of American success to the point that it no longer associates the
nation with an untarnished virtue. Especially in countries where the
standard of living is only a fraction of that in the United States, America’s
freedom may seem less than worthy because of the excesses mm:nzon.mm in
its name. Some years ago, in one of his poems about America, Robinson
Jeffers warned:

The states of the next age will no doubt remember you,
and edge their love of freedom with contempt of

luxury.®
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The problem Americans face in attempting to legitimate their system
strictly on the basis of freedom does not appear, as European observers
have often supposed, to be one of reconciling freedom with increasingly
complex social institutions, such as the bureaucratic state. Habermas’s
concertn for the conflict between free-market ideology and state interven-
tion in the economy, for example, seems not to be shared by many at the
popular level. Debate surfaces with some degree of regularity about the
extent and desirability of state intervention. Bur this debate seldom ac-
knowledges any conflict between the expansion of the interventionist
state and a basic commitment to freedom in politics, economics, or other
spheres. Indeed, state intervention is often portrayed as a legitimate
means of advancing free enterprise and free choice.

The problem is rather one of legitimating particular collective choices
on the basis of freedom alone. In the extreme, the value of freedom func-
tions to define the outer limits of acceptable social practice, thus legiti-
mating defense budgets to protect the society from conquest by totali-
tarian regimes and establishing legal guarantees against coercive
infringements of basic civil rights. Bur within the sphere defined by the
absence of such extreme violations, the value of freedom says virtually
nothing about the kinds of choices that should be made or the criteria for
arriving at collective decisions.

The moral imperative defined by the value of freedom is to make a
choice. But freedom is by and large neutral as to what that choice should
be. As a result, two kinds of cultural tendencies are reinforced. One is an
extreme relativism which places freedom itself on such a high pedestal
that no other value considerations can be entertained. By this logic, the
act of choosing—or being in a position of detachment so that one can
choose—becomes valued more highly than the substance of the choice
itself. The other tendency is for norms of expediency or material enhance-
ment, in the absence of any explicit consideration of values, to become
the determining principles of social life. Either alternative can militate
against public discourse about socially transcendent values, particularly
discourse aimed at arriving at a collective consensus which might neces-
sitate some sacrifice of individual choices, and leads easily to the kind of
hedonism against which Jeffers and others have repeatedly warned.

JEREMIADS AND THE APOCALYPSE

The relative decline of America and its changing myths of legitimacy have
also figured prominently in the restructuring of its civil religion. The bi-
furcation that has taken place between conservative and liberal interpre-
tations of American civil religion has at once been propelled and con-
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tained by these broader developments. Two effects m_ﬁm:a out in
particular. . . -
The first has been a tendency for the two versions of >.Bnm—nm: civi
religion to respond differently to the perception of the nation’s ann_msn.
The conservative response has been fypical H.um the pronouncements of re-
ligious leaders during previous times of national :,_.m_. :.Qmsm_mﬁm S.a_-
cators of the nation’s decline into symptoms of evil s.&_nr are wnm.E:m
God’s wrath on America—or at least preventing the nation from nnw,.:_mim
the fullness of God’s rewards. An episode such as H,Tn hostage crisis wn
Iran, for example, evokes mnnnammgm.mwo:ﬂ the nation’s BOnw_ a.mnﬁ___:n. the
lack of godly commitment among its leaders, and liberals’ blin znmw to
such evils as homosexuality and abortion. m:nr. arguments have often
been voiced by evangelists and revivalists to inspire greater 835:39,_;
to religion at a personal level. In recent years nr@. have m._mo Em.ﬁ.& w role
in legitimating collective action on the part of conservative mo::.nm coa-
litions such as the New Right. In his introduction to W_nrmma Viguerie’s
book The New Right: We're Ready to Lead, Jerry .mm{o.,.r for .GBBEP
stated clearly his conviction that America was in decline: >.n &_m _u_,nm.,_n.:n
hour, there can be no questioning the retrogression of America’s stability
as a free and healthy nation.” The problem, he went on to say, was
equally clear: “Americans have literally m.ﬁoom by and .Emﬂnrn& wm.cmna“nnmmm
spineless leaders have brought our nation floundering to the brink o
death.™* . N
The liberal response to America’s changing world position has gener-
ally taken this change as a sign of the need for a new wnm:mB in economic
and military policy. If America was unable to have its way in /_\_nﬂ:m_:_
for example, the problem was not one of Bonm._ E:u_En*m. but simply an
outcome which vindicated the liberal ini. that it vma no right to be there
in the first place, No longer able to shoot it out with ﬂrw bad guys, to use
Hoffman’s metaphor, America should work through 92.0:53\ m:@ ne-
gotiation for a lasting peace. Rather than try to reassert its economic or
military superiority, it should take a more modest v_.mnn in the community
of nations, engaging in compromise in the Eo»man interests c.m ::SmEQ.
Indeed, the danger most clearly envisioned is that conservative fanatics,
perceiving America’s decline, will attempt to nngcza ﬁrno_cmr an mmmn_om-
sive arms race that could lead the world directly into H.rn apocalypse.
The differing responses to America’s mm.a::n rm<.n in one sense, &m?
heightened the division between conservative m:.a liberal Eﬁnﬂ.vnnnmn%:w
of American civil religion. Reacting to a perception & 8.& or impending
crisis, both sides have intensified their pleas for a Rm:nmzo: of American
values. Yet at the same time, other features .om American culture have
worked to prevent this division from turning into an even more extreme
f conflict.
type o _
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The creedal dogma which champions freedom of choice has probably
Emwnm a am.E_umE:m role in the division between the two versions of
American civil religion. Although both sides have sought to identify
themselves as the true proponents of freedom, the broader effect of this
<m€m has .?‘ovu_u:\ been to deter either side from gaining broader support
for its claims in the public sphere. The reason is that the ethos of choice
am.wmn_m.:f radically relativized choice, turns moral discourse into a Enan.
&_mn:wm_o.: of personal preferences. Not only is the legitimating capacity
of each side weakened by the explicit delegitimating counterclaims of the
other, but both sides are also weakened by having their claims treated—
by many public leaders and much of the media—as nothing more than
personal taste. .

Coupled with the hedonistic success ethic, radical freedom of choice
Eﬁ.ﬁr.nﬁ erodes the mobilizing potential of either version of American civil
R:mmo: by championing privacy in opposition to public involvement. The
difficulty with either kind of civil religion is that it demands mmnimn..wm. in
the mop.._.: of public restraints on private morality, or as demands on v.mn-
mn:& time and resources to become involved in causes of peace and jus-
tice. Neither is Jikely 1o mobilize a high degree of commitment—as did
for example, a Timothy Dwight or Abraham Lincoln—because the amu
Em.:&m.om privacy make stronger claims. As Richard Neuhaus observes in
reviewing a number of public controversies, ‘“‘Much of the course of pub-

rn reasoning in >Ew1nm can be read from the fact that our highest appeal
is no longer to Providence but to privacy.”#

TECHNOLOGY AS MYTH

Hw many of the traditional legitimating myths have begun to show some
signs ﬂm erosion, either from a declining infrastructure or from subtle
&.:mﬁm in Hrn:. meaning, there is, nevertheless, a new myth to which many
give unquestioned allegiance—technology. Though scarcely a religion, it
presents itself with religious force, combining seemingly inevitable mn<_n_-
opments in the social infrastructure with belief in the unassailable sanc-
tity of these developments.

Hwnrso_omw is particularly well qualified to serve as a basis for legiti-
mating myths. Rather than being a mere philosophy or free-floating ide-
ology thar has to be maintained primarily by the powers of belief and
un_‘m:mmm.o:_ it is a vast institution. Even to call it an institution is some-
what misleading, because it is generally not recognized as such, but is
regarded simply as a basic feature of modern life. Much like the E.n&@qm_
mrcmn? ot in a later period, the all-pervasive “market,” it organizes and
influences virtually every aspect of society. It commands vast resources,
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:

is a major concern of the modern state, affects the power of nations in the
international arena, and generates its own culture.

Peter Berger has observed that a good way of legitimating something is
to make it seem so natural, so much a part of the taken-for-granted “na-
ture of things,” that it is never questioned.*¢ In short, achieve legitimation
through reification. This has been a common way of legitimating social
arrangements in the past. Karl Polanyi has shown how the “‘market-
place,” for example, became reified in the nineteenth century.*” Its specific
historical manifestation was equated with the entire generic phenomenon
of “economy.” Thus, since all societies had had economies, it was argued
that the market system must be inevitable.

In a similar fashion, a tendency now exists for technology in its peculiar.
rwentieth-century manifestation to be confused with technology as a’
broader generic phenomenon. In the latter sense of the word, technology
can be defined as “*that form of cultural activity devoted to the production.
or transformation of material objects, or the creation of procedural sys-
tems, in order to expand the realm of practical humAn possibility.”*# But
that sense, which can be applied equally to the wheel or the space pro-
gram, is often equated with semiconducrors and lasers and all that is new
in American technology.** Consequently, it seems only natural that we
should have technology and that we should attach great importance to its
development. Technology becomes legitimate—something so much a part
of the nature of things that we do not question it. To extend this legiti-
macy to the nation, or to its political and economic system, all that has to
be done is to show that the nation does a decent job of fostering technol-
ogy. Like legitimating a regime as “defender of the faith,” America gains
legitimacy from technology by proving itself a worthy supporter of what
must by ali indications be sacred.

In the past, dominant modes of societal legitimation have never existed
simply as belief systems. They have consisted of vast networks of organi-
zations, resources, and power relations. The doctrine of religious univer-
salism in the Middle Ages, for example, made sense when it was used to
legitimate dynastic claims and great monarchies because it was firmly
grounded in the very fiber of community life, from the rituals governing
peasant production, to the status hierarchies imposed on the production
of culture. The marketing mind of the nineteenth century may have been
compelling, if Polanyi’s thesis is correct, by virtue of the subtle fallacy of
logic on which it was based. But it was also rooted in trading empires and
foreign relations and the very system of creating wealth. So it is today
with technology.

Scientific technology is increasingly produced, diffused, and adminis-
tered through complex networks of organizations that function as tech-
nical systems. These webs of interlocking organizations, oriented toward
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such technical problems as cancer research or chemical watfare, employ
thousands of persons with advanced technical educations, consume mil-
lions of dollars of public and private funds, and necessarily involve the
state in a close alliance with industry and universities.$® As such, they
provide a natural bridge between perceptions of technology and images
of the modern state. Science historian Langdon Winner writes, “It is no
surprise . . . that technical systems of various kinds are deeply interwoven
in the conditions of modern politics. The physical arrangements of indus-
trial production, warfare, communications, and the like have fundamen-
tally changed the exercise of power and the experience of citizenship.”s!
For advanced industrial societies, technology is of course increasingly
recognized as a key determinant of their position in the world economy.
Leaders of these countries, meeting for summit talks in Versailles in 1982,
for example, agreed on the necessity of greater expenditures for science
and technology for the welfare of all industrialized nations.52 In 1984
alone France mounted a massive pProgram to remain competitive in such
potentially lucrative fields as biotechnology and telecommunications;
Britain launched a program to increase its labor force’s capacity “to cope
with, and use effectively, the new technologies which pervade all
branches of economic activity”; Quebec announced a major new tech-
nological thrust that would increase levels of funding for programs in
engineering; and Japan declared as official government policy its inten-
tion of shifting from a “trade-oriented state” to a “technology-oriented
stare,””3
Responding to these initiatives, educators in Europe and Japan, as well
as in the United States, have increasingly called for a renewed emphasis
on teaching science and technology, often at the expense of programs in
the humanities and at the cost of introducing a new element of utilitarian-
ism into the educational system as a wholeS* What distinguishes these
proposals is not their interest in science as such, but the new sense of
practical economic urgency with which they are advanced. Kenneth
Prewitt of the Social Science Research Council has observed, “In an ear-
lier era, discussions of scientific literacy focused more often than not on
whether nonscientists could achieve an aesthetic appreciation of the com-
plexity, beauty, order, and ever-deepening mystery of science.” But now,
he suggests, “the major issue in the current clamor . . . is about the tech-
nical skill-level of U.S. workers.”ss
Along with other industrialized nations, the United States has come to
depend heavily on high technology for its competitive edge in the world
economy. The reality of this dependence was underscored by President
Reagan in a 1932 memo to members of Congress:
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Science and technology are essential to the mnno_._.%:mrﬂadn of ﬁan
goals of this Administration and %n. needs om.ﬂrn American people
for jobs, enhanced national security, E.n:”mmna 533»:0:&. nowvnnﬂ_u
itiveness, and better health and ncm_ﬁ.\ of :?. .._.rn continued a ;
vancement of both theoretical and applied scientific r:oi_n_am_.w is om
vital importance to continued human progress and the nwmm:so: o
the complex problems facing the world in the years ahead.

By the following spring, more ﬂrmm Nom“ bills E:Ma at encouraging tech-
ical growth were pending before Congress.

:o”Mm.,Mnnnm.maonm_ trade the rising U.S. dependence on ﬁnnr:o_oww Mm_w
been signaled by the fact that between 1960 and 1980 the G.m._ tra Mm%w
ance in products requiring intensive R & D rose mnoE. a mc_.v%w.o r. .
billion to a surplus of $52.4 billion. Over the same wn:oa_.ﬁ.m ein oM nm
manufactured products slipped from a net deficit om. $0.2 billiecn to a n&- “
icit of $33.5 billion. As of 1980, U.S. exports of ?mré.nnrno,momu\rmoovm
exceeded imports by a ratio of two to omn.m.w Wovm: _wn_nr notes that the
United States will have to move yet further into r_mr-ﬁnnr:o“om<.mwnwm in
the future in order to maintain its noivnss.ﬁw m%ws"mmn. annn_ﬂ.os nwﬂﬁ-
ings, specialty steel, special chemicals, sensing anﬁnom. mvm_.-ovmn ca M.
fine ceramics, lasers, large-scale ._Enmnmﬁn._ circuits, and m%m:nnr aircra M
engines represent, in his view, the major industries that can ma M use o
America’s lead in precision engineering mma that can be counted on to
remain secure against low-wage competition from developing coun-
tries.>? . e : \ -
The United States can rightly be regarded as a world F.m der in the pro
duction of science and technology, not only for economic purposes, vcﬂ
also for symbolic purposes. According to the H.wmw. report of %.a Zm:onwm
Science Board, the United States had more mn,nnn_,ﬂm.m:m engineers rela-
tive to the total labor force than any other Eo_cmn:mru.nn_ country. Given
the total size of its labor force, this meant that the nation had by Mm:. %n
largest pool of scientists and engineers in the world—more Hrm.u n_.oc M
the size of its nearest competitor {Japan). The same report also in _num_..ﬁn
that the United States spent more money on R & D than any of its M ies,
devoted one of the highest percentages of its GNP 1o R & D, ﬁmnw:.w OMH
of the largest shares of R & D funds from taxes, mn<o.nna one oU t nﬁ_wma_mv:n
percentages of business domestic product to industrial W & »and "
produced more than one-third of all scientific and technical mnsn_‘nm. int M
world, Since World War 11, the United mSSm. has been the recipient o
more than 100 Nobel prizes in science, three times as many as 1ts nearest
competitor {the United Kingdom), and more than a dozen times as many
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. e .
as ﬂr_m Soviet C::.E. Indeed, the United States has led other countries in
nearly all categories of scientific and technological output.

MoRe OBjecTIVE THAN GOD

._: view of these accomplishments it is not surprising that much of Amer-
fca’s Ev;r. about itself and about its position in the world has come to
inveolve science and technology. mo&o_ommmm Robert Nisbet writes, “Tech-
3&0@\ ._H.o_.. many Americans is not simply a good thing; it is Evnm wa
E..:o:Em__mr otfering happiness beyond earlier dreams :w the world, a w
with America leading the way.”’s2 . ,:
Technological accomplishments reaffirm our sense that we are a special
people and that we have something special to offer the world. As no_qu:l_u-
utors to .ﬂrnmn accomplishments, we convince ourselves that civilization is
progressing and that we are leaders in creating this progress. Science and

Smr:n_omw provide us with a sense of destiny and give cm. in political
scientist Sheldon Wolin’s words, “‘objective proof for the _nim"nnna of
progress”—proof which in his opinion is “certainly more objective than
Anselm émm.mzn to give for the existence of God.""s?

. There is, indeed, a kind of mythic quality about science to which we
link ourselves as a nation when we view such “advances” as s ace
_mcsnwmm, mechanical heart transplants, and the latest mn:nnmnow of
>§n:nmn..v8n_cn& home computers. Science mythologically connects
us, not E:r the past as mythology has done traditionally, but with the
future. It is through science and technology that we see ocqnmn?nm drawn
toward some inevitable, yet mysterious, future, The advance of technol-
0gy seems to us predetermined, relentlessly leading us toward some goal
.ﬂ.rmn it, not we, has established. As historian Daniel Boorstin points out

We feel the surprises, the discoveries themselves, are somehow the wo m
not of men and women but of the machines,” n

Opinion polls uniformly demonstrate that the public’s faith in science
and technology is incomparably strong. To many people, technology
seems to _un the key to America’s greatness. A 1979 Harris m‘E.ﬁu\ asked

Whar will make a major contribution to America’s greatness in the :nxm
N.m years?” Leading the list of responses were “scientific research” (men-
tioned by 89 percent of the respondents) and “technological genius” wa

percent). In comparison, only 57 percent selected “deep religious beliefs,”
31 percent mentioned “government spending for social programs,” mz_a
N.A percent listed “welcoming refugees from the world.””ss >=oﬁr.nw na-
tional survey in 1979 asked people to mention two factors “that contrib-
ute the most to U.S. influence in the world.” At the top of the list was
‘our technological know-how” (46 percent); another 22 percent men-
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tioned “our scientific creativity”’; whereas, by comparison, only 15 per-
cent mentioned the nation’s “‘religious heritage.”¢¢ .

The same survey asked people whether they thought the “benefits of
scientific research outweigh its harms” or whether the harms outweighed
the benefits. By a margin of 70 percent to 11 percent, respondents opted
for the benefits outweighing the harms (this percentage rose to 87 percent
among college graduates). A slightly different wording of the question in
another survey a year before also demonstrated overwhelming faith in
science and technology: 60 percent thought science and technology had
done more good than harm for the country, 28 percent thought the good
and harm were about equal, while only § percent thought the harm was
greater than the good.” This question was repeated in 1980 and 1982,
again showing about two-thirds of the public with favorable attitudes !
toward technology versus fewer than § percent with negative attitudes.®§

Americans’ confidence in scientific technology, indeed, seems to be
more widespread than in any other Western industrialized country. In a~
1981 cross-national study of 13 western European cpuntries, for exam-
ple, respondents were about 1.6 times more likely fo say that scientific
advances were helping rather than harming mankind; in the United
States, respondents were about 3.6 times more likely to give this answer.*

Another type of question also illustrated the high degree of faith at-
tached to technology by the American public. Asked in annual Roper
polls since 1973 to select the leading causes of problems in America,
fewer than one in ten persons in any of the surveys selected “too much
technology.” Indecd, this response always ranked at the bottom of the 12
causes included in the list.” In contrast, a different survey asked people
to indicate what was helping the nation’s economy grow: here, leading
the list of 13 items, was ‘“‘the current state of American technology, know-
how, and innovation.””!

One of the interesting features of the American faith in technology is
that this faith seems to be virtually immune to criticism or to doubts that
might arise from the risks accompanying technology. For example, the
accident in 1979 at the nuclear reactor located on Three Mile Island near
Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, seems to have had little impact on the public’s
atritudes toward technology. Relatively stable responses to questions
about technology, such as those just cited, were reported both before arid
after the incident. Indeed, even attitudes toward nuclear power were little
affected, despite massive changes in government policy which greatly re-
stricted the growth of the nuclear power industry. One year before the
Three Mile Island incident a Harris survey found that 55 percent of the
public favored building more nuclear power plants in the United States;
an identical survey conducted a month after the incident showed that this
figure had declined only to 52 percent.”
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Hnnr:o_om« also seems to play a valuable role in legitimating American
_u:m_:n.mm.. Despite the cynicism many people express toward business lead-
ers, particularly with reference to problems of selfishness, corruption, and
dishonesty, they nevertheless willingly justify high profits in U:&:amm on
the mnocsam that such profits are necessary in order to keep technology
moving forward. For example, 50 percent of the public in a 1978 survey
when mmrmauié would happen if businesses failed to make high nnomﬁm”
_MN_‘MMWWWTHm (M*_Mﬁ_‘wﬁmu:am: economy will lose its place as a technological

Again, the international dimension figures imporrantly in Americans’
assessments of their technology. At a time when it no longer remains as
clear that Americans work harder than people in other countries, and
Erm:.ﬂrmnm is nagging doubt about the nature of the American mno:.Q._..w
Americans still take comfort in the fact that they are “number one” E,
technology.”™ In a 1982 survey respondents were asked to indicate which
of five countries—the Unired States, France, West Germany, England, or
Japan—ranked highest on a number of dimensions. The omn &Eazm,bos
on which Americans ranked their own country highest was “the most
mn_(..m:nnn_ technology.” By comparison, America was ranked inferior, es-
_uanE‘ to Japan, on every other dimension, such as having “the rmnwmmn
working employees,” ““workers having the most pride in their work,” and
“the highest quality products.””s _

With attitudes like these among the general public, it is not surprising

to m:m public ieaders drawing frequently on the technological myth to
Wm::,:wﬂn America and its way of life. This seems to be a favorite theme
in umm:ozn speeches by national leaders. For example, Admiral James
dq.mmcsm concluded an address in 1983 by asserting, “ America has always
prided itself in its ability to research, develop and effectively employ new
concepts, being in the forefront of applied scientific advancement, This
has been a national strength and has helped maintain us as leader of the
western world and defender of freedom.”?¢ Employing similar rhetoric
U.S. Air Force Chief of Staff Charles Gabriel remarked in a public mmu
mnn.mw., “We depend on the high quality of our people and on superior
training, tactics, and technology to give us the critical edge in combat. We
will hold onto this edge . . . through the dedication of our people, and
%nqumr our determination to exploit technological change to _.ﬂm_ full-
est.
. Such rhetoric appears to play an especially prominent role when Amer-
ican leaders find themselves addressing international audiences. In a 1982
address to the General Assembly of the United Nations, Secretary of State
George Shultz proclaimed:
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Historians in the future will surely marvel over the accomplishments
achieved by human beings in the last haif of this century. We have
expanded the frontiers of thought—in science, biology, and engi-
neering; in painting, music, and mathematics; in technology and ar-
chitecture—far beyond the point anyone could have dared predict,
much less hoped for. We know much today about the oceans and
forests and the geological strata that lock in the story of our past. We
know more about a baby—or the brain—than was accumulared in
10 millennia before our time. We are learning to produce food for all
of us; we are no longer helpless before the threat of disease; we ex-
plore our universe as a matter of course, We are confronting the na-
ture of nature itself.”®

For Shultz, the editorial “we” only dimly masked the message that it was
the United States, not the community of nations as a whole, that was
responsible for these feats. As he pointed out, the fact that Americans
were “‘a practical and pragmatic people’” was chiefly responsible for their
great strides in technology. ‘ :

If public leaders have been quick to exploit America’s technological
leadership for symbolic advantage, leaders of business have been no less
eager to demonstrate their place in this symbolic universe. Through ad-
vertising and slogans, as well as public addresses, businesses utilize the
technological myth to legitimate their nation, the American economic sys-
tem as a whole, and their specific role in the American system. From slo-
gans like “Technology is creating tomorrow. You can invest in tomorrow
... today” (a mutual fund advertisement), to “Gee! No, GTE!” {a slogan
for an advanced technology firm), or the famuliar, if dated, “Better living
through chemistry,” Americans are taught that technology is good, and
that American business is good because it is the source of technology.
Nothing, it seems, sells quite as well as science and technology—auto-
mobile tires are marketed as “high-tech” radials; even toothpaste is “'sci-
entifically formulated.” As one corporate executive admirted, “Happily,
the majority of Americans eventually board the technology train, either
as passengers enjoying the convenience of the ride or as informed travel-
ers who have some notion of where the train is headed.””™ ,

Increasingly, technology is presented in commetcial advertising both as
the source of a good life and as the solution to the nation’s economic
problems. “Like a talisman,” remarked a Business Week editorial, “high
tech is being called on to spawn new industries to meet cver stiffening
foreign competition, revitalize decaying smokestack industries, and put
... workers back on the job."8?

The distinction that frequently becomes blurred in public rhetoric
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about technology 1s the distinction between ethos (a norm or means) and
worldview {an end in itself). As ethos, technology may be regarded as a
mere methodology or necessary means for achieving other desired ends;
as worldview, technology becomes a set of limiting assumptions which
shapes the choice of ends itself. The reason this distinction becomes
blurred in public discourse is that higher values are almost always given
tacit recognition as justifications for the advancement of technology—to
achieve world peace, promote national security, make life easter, discover
more about the nature of nature, etc. But the reasons for selecting pre-
cisely these values are generally left unspecified, as are the exact connec-
tions between particular technological proposals and their implicit objec-
tives. Consequently, it is seldom clear that the more general values were
not selected only because they seemed compatible with available technol-
ogies; nor is it possibie to know whether full consideration was given to
alternative means.

The mythologization of technology, therefore, comes at the point when
a full range of public values cannot be seriously debated because technical
considerations have already ruled some of them out. The problem is not
inherent in the nature of technology itself, nor in the expanded role which
technology has come to play in modern socicties. Technology becomes
increasingly prominent as a legitimating myth because the expansion of
the technological infrastructure makes it more difficult for public dis-
course to remain truly open to a full range of intrinsic values.

Apart from the purely logical problem of confusing ethos and world-
view, technology is also amenable to ideological exploitation because it
corresponds so well with the nature of the modern bureaucratic state. To
the degree that the bureaucratic state needs to be reconciled with the ideal
of a free market economy in order to enjoy legitimacy, this reconciliation
is quite commonly achieved by pointing to the state’s activities in the
realm of science and technology. Promoting research and development
can be deemed a legitimate activity of the bureaucratic state since such
projects frequently require expenditures on too large a scale to be accorm-
plished through private investment, and since many R & D programs fall
into the category of “collective goods™ from which the entire public pre-
sumably benefizs (e.g., defense, medicine, space, communication). Yet the
benefits of R & D programs are also widely regarded as having broadly
positive effects, as knowledge is disseminated, for the private sector as
well. Programs that might otherwise be met with skepticism, therefore,
can be sold—and in turn heralded as signals of proper governmental re-
sponsibility—by locating them within the category of “‘technological ad-
vancement.”

What gives technology much of its legitimating power, in addition to
the fact that each new discovery seems to dramatize its worth, is that its
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development is portrayed as being inevitable. We cannot go back. Tech-
nology has become our destiny. “The door . .. has been opened and it
could no more be slammed shut than could the doors opened by Guten-
berg’s printing press, Galileo's telescope, Fulton’s steam engine or the
Wright Brothers’ first flight,” says a NAsa admnistrator.®! “The clock
cannot be turned back,” echoes the chairman of one of the nation’s larg-
est banks.®2 Or, as one historian of technology warns, writing from a
more analytical perspective, “Technological development has come to be
viewed as an autonomous thing, beyond politics and society, with a des-
tiny of its own which must become our destiny to0.”*>

The relationship presumed to exist between technology and science fue-
ther tends to reinforce the belief that technological development is nevi-
table. Our approach to technology is different from our approach to the
arts, philosophy, or even religion. The determining: factor in these other
areas seems increasingly to be personal preference—the arbitrary expres-
sion of taste, choice, and the particular values to which one has been so-
cialized. Technology, in contrast, seems to depend on’the laws of nature
uncovered by science.8* It is these discoveries that make technology pos-
sible, we convince ourselves; and then, by a curious feat of logic, we con-
clude that knowledge discovered must inevitably lead to new technol-
ogy.® Even technology which on the surface seems foolish or undesirable
must be developed because “if we don’t, someone else will.”

Frequently, the inevitably of technology becomes a self-legitimating
ideology which, as Habermas has cautioned, creates a kind of “technical
reason” which limijts our ability to think about social problems except in
the terms set by technology.®¢ Does technology cause pollution, safety
hazards, health risks, and other side effects? If so, “only technology it-
self,” responds the president of another large corporation, “can save us
from the undesirable side effects.””8” This logic is what critics of technol-
ogy have termed the technological fix: “‘an atternpt to answer a social or
human problem using technological devices or systems without any at-
tempt to modify or alter the underlying social or human problem.”%¢ Is
there economic injustice? Then use technology to expand the availability
of goods rather than attempting to redistribute wealth. Is there conflict
among nations? Then develop ever more destructive weapons so that,
their very destructiveness will (we hope) serve as a deterrent. .

The technological fix appears to be fairly much a part of public policy
and public opinion. Policy makers frequently appear to rely on techno-
logical solutions to redress social ills, rather than engaging in serious de-
bate about decper values of peace, justice, equity, and well-being. What
they perhaps realize intuitively is that public confidence in scientists and
scientific research can nearly always be counted on for support.?® Policy
makers’ decisions, in turn, educate the public to look first, if not only, to
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