Against Technology

A falic by John Zerzan April 23, 1997
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"If he's Innocent. he should be released and compensated. 3
.. If he's guilty he' should be released and congratulated.” . §

--—— BORB BLACK {author of “Tha Abolltlan of Wai




Toilet Slave !

LU ot

They say we'’re free g8
but are we really?
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0 community, det:.tructmn of the natural

One wouldn’t buy in

[ see in the eyes of Ted Kaczynski a :-'.m--ﬁ
row reflecting what we have lost. A pro- |

founid magnitude of loss, consisting of prow-
ing poe |€nndi desolation, the disappearance g

world. Tt really is this devastating, and get- j
ting worse by the day. "/]

Kaczynski's betrayal (and of course his %
“guilt” is unproved) at the hands of his own
brother reminds us that pacifism, in its smug -
cowardice, is always, at base, the defender ,
of what is.

But the Megamachine has not yet eradi-
cated all resistance, all capacity to think
against the grain of the techno-nightmare.
And at the very least we have seen the cour-
age and honor of one who would not buy mtn

this fraudulent society, who fought thepyX
Brave New Vorld with nen and sword. 1

JOHN ZERZAN
( Eugene

VISUALIZE :
INDUSTRIAL COLLAPSE



S vou have an anti-totality outlook and an anti-coherence oullook. even, because that tog is suspect
-amd even thought to be a nasty thing- After all. {and here's whers he probably concurred with
Horkheimer and Adomoe), what has Enlightenment thinking brought us? What has modemist. overiiew.
totalitv-oriented thinking gor us? Well. vou know. Auschwitz. Hiroshima. neutron bombs. You don't
have to defend those things. though. to get a sense that mavhe postmodemism is throwing everything
away and has no defenses against, for one thing. an onrushing technology.

.
Similarly. postmodernists are against the idea of origins. Thev feel that the idea of origins is a falze one
(these arc all big generalizarions; thers are probably some with slightly different emphases). We are in
culture, We've alwavs been in culture, We alwavs will be in culture, So we can't see outside of culture.
Sn something like nature versus culture is just a false notion. Thus they deny that, too, and further
inhibit understanding the present. You can't go back to amv origins or beginning points of causation or
development. Relatedly, history is a fairty arbitrary fiction: one version is about as good as another,

There's also emphasis on the fragmentary. pluralism. diversity. the random. But I ask you, where is the |
tandom? Where is the diversity? Where is i1? To me, the world is gefting so stark and monelithic in
terms of the general movement of things and what the meaning of this movement is. To play around o
with this emphasis on margins and surfaces, this attitude that voii ¢an't get below the surface, to me is |
ethical and intellectual cowardice. "Truth and meaning?™ Well. that's just nonsense. That's passe. |
Always put lerms like that in quotes. You see pretty much eventhing in quotes when vou look at !
postmodern writing. So it's a lot of irony, of course. Irony verging on cynicism is what you can now seg |
everywhere in popular culture. In terms of postmodernism. that's close to the whole thing. Everything is
shifting. It's just so splintered. I don't quite get how it is possible to evade what is going on vis-2-vis the

individual and what is left of nature, : |

I think postmodernism is a great accomplice to technology. and ofien is an explicit embrace of it.
I.yotard said that “data banks are the new nature.” Of course. if he rules out origins, how does he know
what nature is? They have their own set of totality-tvpe assumptions, but they don't want to cop to it.
I's only the old-fashioned people, T guess, who don't want to play that game. . |

One more quote: this is from a Professor Escobar in the June 1994 issue of Current Anifiropolagy. It .

really has a ot to do with how technology defines what is the norm and what is ruled out. He said,

"Tethnological innovations in dominant world views generally transform each otler soas to legitimate
o+ b

and naturalize the technolagies af the time. Nature and society come to be explained in ways that
reinforce the technolagical imperatives of the dav.” I think that's really well put.

So T started with one basic fallacy about technology. Technology is nof neutral. nof a discrete tool
separate from its social placement or development as part of society. I think the other one 5 that, cul::ay_
vou ean talk all vou want about technology, but it's here, it's inexorable, and what's the point of talking
about it? Well. it isn't inevitable, It's only inevitable if we don't do amything about it. If we just zo along. -
then it is inevitable, T think that's the ondous challenge. The umimaginabile will I1.'1p|h:rt. It's JER‘:I:I{‘]}'
happening. And if we have a future, it will be because we stand up to it. and have a different vision. and
think about dismantling it.

I also think, by the way, that if we have a future, we may havz a different idea about who the rewl .
criminals are. and who the Unabomber might be seen to reszmble: John Brown. perhaps: and who. like
Jolin Brown, tried to save us,

John Zerzan
Anti-Authoritarians Anonymous
IO Box 11331

1 97440

Eyorne, N

.cliche because the means and ends thesis is a moral valoe that [ think does hava validiry.-

Against Technology
A talk by John Zerzan April 23, 1997

o Immanities sympasinm called "Disconrset@ Networks Z00% was held af Stanford Universite over the
covrse of several months in 1997, The filfoving talk onipeif 23 represents the only dissent to the
prevailing high-tech orientulion appresioiion,

Thanks for coming, IT be vour Luddite this aftemeon. The token Luddite. so it falls on me to uphold
this unpapular or controversial banner. 'Uhe emphasis will be on breadth rather than depth, and in rather
reified terms. owing to time considzrations. But [ hape it won't disable whatever cogeney there might he
to these somewhat general remarks,

It seems to me we're in a bavren, impoverished, technicized place and that these characteristics are
interrelated. Technology claims that it extends the senses: but this extension. it seems. ends up blunfing
and atrophying the senses. instead of what this promise <lims. Technology today is offering solutions
to everything in every sphere. You can hardly think of onz for which it doesn't come up with the
answer. Bul it would like us to forzet that in virtually ever case. it has created the problem in the first
~place that it comes round to say that it will transcend. Juet a linle more technology. That's what it alwayvs
says. And T ihink we see the resulls ever more cleardy tnda, gl .

The computer comucopia. as evervthing becomes wired ism the computer throughout saciery, offers
varicty, the nches of completz acoess, and ver, as Frederizt Jameson said, we live in 2 socieny that is the
most standardized in histoi, v : :

Let's look at it as a “means and ends” propnsition. as in. mzans and ends must be equally valid,
Technology claims to be neutral, merely a tool. its value or meaning completely dependent on how it is
used. In this way it hides its ends by cloaking its means. If ihere is no way to understand what it is in
terms of an essence. inner logie, historizal embeddedness or ather dimension. then what we call
technolegy escapes judgment. We generally recognize ihe =thical precept that vou can't achieve valid or

+ good ends with deficient or invalid means, but how dn we gauge that unless we look at the means? If it's

something we're not suppesed to think about in terms ol its sssential being. its foundations, it's
mnposzible. Tmean, vou can repeat any kind of cliche. Tlus is that kind of thing that one hopes is not a

=

A number of people or cases could be brought up to Further illuminate this, For example. Marx early on
‘was concerned with what technology is, what production 2nd the means of production are, and
determined, as many. many people have, that it’s at base division of labar. And hence it is a vital
question how stunting or how negative division of labor i=. ut Mars went on from that banality, which
doesn't get much examined, as we know, to very different questions, such as which class owns and
contrals the technology and means of production, and how does the dispossessed class, the proletarat,
seize that technology from the bourgeoisie, This was quite a different emphasis from examining and
evaluating technelogy, and represents an abandonment of his earlier interest.

OF course, by that point, Marx certainly felt that technoles: is a positive gond. Today the people who
sav that it's merely a taol, a neutral thing, (hat it's purely a matter of instrumental use ol technalngy,

realli believe that technology is a positive thing. But they want to be a little more canny abaut it, so.-
again. my peint is that if you say it's neutral, then vou avnid testing the truth claim that it's positive. In
ofher words, if you say it's negative or posilive, you have to look ar what it is. You have Ecr get into it.



dut il von sav s nenteal, thar las worked prens well a0 precluding this examination

Sent, T want o pravice a gquete Uil kesps doming back e me, a very pregnant gquote Tiom a Tealliant
i benatician--and ity uot Ped Bacesnshic s the Ditish matemativiao, Alan Toring, and sone of
v, Psuine, koo that he estabilished many ol the theoretical fonmdations lor the cennputer in e
P30 aned Ahs. Abso, it sl T wornth mentioning hat he took is osa lile in fhe 508 Tecanse of a
seesecution stemming from the fact that he was oav, somewhat like the action against Cscar Wilde
abuawt §0 vears eaclier, Aovway, Lowention st--amd 1 dea't want o belittle the taic fact that e was
auv and s was his end becanse of i--but e teol Dis T by painting an apple with evanide and biting
inder i, anud i gnakes me dhink ol e focbidden Guit of the tree of knowledge and whether e was s ing
sonnetling about that, as we know what Bappened with thar, We have wonk, agsiculiure, misery ad
technedoay ot of that, And [ alse wender, in passing. abewt Apple computers. Why wiornlid they use an
appbe? 105 kind of a myvstery tome, (langheer,

Dot anyway, alter this digression, e quote that [ was (g 1o 2et to here. In the middle of an aricle
fore e journal Monef in 1950, he said, °1 believe that at the end of the century. the wse of werds in
general educated apinion will ave allered so munch that one will b abile (o speak ol machines thinking
withonl expecting to be contradicied.” Now, what [ think s of o Lot ol interest here is thal he doesn’t sy
that by the end of the centuy we'll have computing machings (ihey were still called compuing
uichines at that time) that have advaneed sa Lar that people won't have any rouble understnuding,
ooy, that machines tuank. Fe savs, " the use of words in reneral educated opinion will have alteszd so
much.”

Fions, P o o vealiog o thes wluclis peoledsbe difter zot Do sehad Die Dand an el D w e s
bk bt i, thus T b de witle this aquestion of tie e Lmonshig ol socie and techeloss . il
T s aqueite e aeainn, et regamse antilinial intelligenc s - 0 wasi'l called that bacl, en, of course -
Tl alvaimeed s Lae Aciall, it Tasi'! maede very ooeal on i anbitions claims, as Dundersdnned i o
soprne el o enterbain et wotion veny seviooste, T Gact, fhese’s even a small but consideralile

ber e om whiether machines feel and ar whar poing machines live, Amd that isa't becanse Addilicial |

ltelligenee s gone very Bae, it seems o me. To the ealv '80s, there was an awful lot of talk abowut Zjust

arcund the corer,” and Fm not an expert on AL Bot T dend think it has gone very Gar, Iplass a poetly
good game of chiess, [ guess, but T don't think its aowhere near these other aclievements, or levels,

[ ibind whiar explaing the change i perception about computers s the delormation caused by the
miassive amound of alicnation that has happensd in the past 30 vears or so. That's why some. amd | hope
ol pany, Diald 1o s point aboot compuaters living,

I terme of what they are capable of, it seems 1o me, when vou have the distance nammowing behvesn
livmans and machines in the sense that if we are bezaming more machine-like. it's easier lo ses the
machine as more human-lke. 1don't want to be overly dramatic about it, but [ think more and more
people wonder, is this living or are we just going trough the motions? What's happening? ks everything
being leached out of life? Is the whole tlexture and values and evervihing kind of draining away? Well
that wanld take many oflier lectures, but it's not so much the actual advance of the technology: If

s hiines can Te homan, oo can be machines, 'Tlhe by scarey point 8 the narrowing of the
distinee between the i, ]

Anather quotation to similarly mark this descent, il vou will. is a short one [rom a computer
commmications expert, LOR, Licklider, In 1968 he saiil "In the e, we'll be alil to communicale
mene el beetively aonph a machine than face-to-face.™ 17 that isn't estrangement, Tdont boow wht is.

At il same time, one shiking aspect in tenns of cultural deselopment is that the concept of alicnation is

i
|

[ won't take time here to go into the evidence and the arguments. but I want to menticn just a couple of
them. For example, how do we know about sharing? That sounds ke some Lind of *60s assertion,
right? But i's simple things like examining the evidencs around hearths, around fire sites. probably in
impermanent settlements, If vou found around one fire vou've got all the gnedies there. well. that looks
like the chief and evervbody else has litile or nothing, But if evervbody has ahout exactly the same )

camount of stuff, it argues for a condition of equaliny. Themas Wynn has helped us see prehistonc

intefligence in a different Hght, He drew on Piaget quite a bit in terms of what is congealed and or
concealed in even a simple stone tool. and he deconstruzizd it to bring out about eight different stages
and steps and aspects to what it takes to acrually take semething like that and make a tool out of it. And
he concluded--and this hasn't been refuted that [ see amwhere in the literaturz—that at least a million
vears agn. Homo had an intelligence equal to that of the adull human today. So one would have said,
well. okay, even if it was kind of rosv prier to culture, our distant ancestors were just so dim theyv
couldn't figure out how to establish agriculture, hierarchy and all the other wonderful things. Bur if
that's not true, then yvou start looking at the whole picture quite differently.

One other thing: the book Srone dge Economics by Marshall Sahlins came out in 1971, and a lot of his
argument is based on existing hunter-galherer peoples. on just simply seeing how much they worked--
which was very, verv linle. By the way, he was the chairman of the anthropology depariment at the
University of Michigan, so we're not talking about some crank. or 2 marginal figure. If vou lock at the
literature in anthropology and archaeology, you see quite amazing corrections to what we had thought.
It makes you start to think, [ guess perhaps civilization wasn't such a good idea. The question always
asked-was why did it take humanity so long to figure out agricilfure? [inean. they just thought of it

. yesterday, relatively, less than 10,000 years ago.

Mow the question is, why did they ever take up agriculturs? Which is really the question of why did
they ever take up civilization? Why did they ever start our divison-of-labor-based technology? If we
once had a technology, if you want to call it that, based on pretty much zero division of labor, for me
that has pretty amazing implications and makes me think that somehow it's possible to get back there in
some wayv or another. We might be able to reconnect to a lugher condition, one that sounds to me like a

. state of nearness to reality, of wholeness.

its qu‘Eiir}' of being apart from that. His point is worth mentioning just in passing. }

i I'm gefting pretty close to the end here. T want to mention Hedegger, Heidegeer, of course, is thought

of by many as nn'le of the despest or most original thinkers of the century. Fle felt that technology is the

"end of philosophy, and that's based on his view that as technology encompasses more and more of

socicty. eventhing becomes grist for it and arist for production, even thinking. It loses its separateness,

nd now I get to one of my favorite topics, postmodemism. which [ think is exactly what Heidegoer
:nuld hm‘agl‘l::ld in mind if he had .-slw.:l.quund long enough to see it. T think that here we have a r.':uher
complete abdication of reason with postmodemism in 5o many Ways. It's so 1]::::»';51»1_&. yel so m.an}
people don't seem to know what it is. Though we are completely umn:rsfcd in it, few. even now. seem
to have a grasp of it. Perhaps this, in its way. is similar 1o the other banalities [ referred to -Izarhcr.
Mamely. that which has overpowered what is alien to it is simply accepted and rarely analyzed.

So [ started having to do some homework. and I've done some 'E'-Til‘in_g on it since. and one of the
fundamental things—and sorry, for people who already know this--comes from L:.'umrd.m the ‘?l:l.s, ina
ok called The Postmedern Condition. He held that posimodemnism is fundament_nﬂy anlipathy to :
meta-namatives,” meaning it's a refusal of totality, of the oveniew. of the arrogant 1dfn_11ml e have
a grasp of the whole, I's based on the idea that the tmlir}'istcvmhlaqnn. To trv to ﬂuni. thnl‘}uu <an gel
some sense of the whole thing? That's no good. And [ think a fet of it, by the way, 1s a reaction against
M farsism, which held sway for so long in France among the intelligentsia: I think there was an

‘ averreaction because of that.



Amywvay, that turms out to be completely wrong. Certainly. there are disagreements about some of the
parts of the new paradigm, some of the details, and I think most of the literature doesn’t draw out its
radical implications. But since about the early ‘T0s, we have a slarkly dilTerent picture of what life was
like in the two million or so vears before civilization, a peried that ended about 10,000 vears ago. almost

no lime at all.

Prehistory is now characterized more by intelligence, egalitarianism and sharing, leisurs time, a great
degres of sexual equality, robusticity and health. with no evidence at all of organized violence. [ mean,
that's just staggering. It's virtually a wholesale revision. We're still lving, of course, with the cartoonish
images. the caveman pulling the woman into the cave, Neanderthal as meaning somebody who is a
complete brute and subhuman, and so on. But the real pizrure has been wholly revised.

disappeaing. has almost disappeared. I yon loak at flwe inclices of books in the st sav, 20 vems,
] : EAr : 5
"alienation”™ isn't there any more, It has beconme 5o banal, | PUESS, what's the et af l.1”\11'|g aboul 1l

I was teading a tecent review on anether subject by the political theorist, Anthony Giddens. T ihink it's
Siv Anthony Ciddens, actually, Fle founcd it remarkable that "eapitalisn has disappeared as an object of
shulv, just when it has remmail any alteenative G ilself™ One mivhi hink, whal else is here lo =ty in
the alwenee of any other sveten’? But oo ome Blks about i 108 just a given. s another commuenplace

that is apparently just aceepted and not serutinized.



And, of course. capital is increasingly technologized. A kind of obvious point. The people who think
hat it's about surfing the Net and exchanging e-mail with vour cousin in Tdaho or something. olniously
teglect the fact that the movement of eapital is the computer's basic function, The computer is there for
aster fransactions. the faster movement of commaodities and so on, That shouldn't even have 1o be
rointed out,

S0 anyway, back to the theme of how the whele field or sroundwork moves and our peresption of
echnology and the values we attach to it changz, usually pretty imperceptilly. Freud said thar the
ullness of civilization will mean universal neurosis. And that sounds kind of too sanguine. when vou
hunk about it. I'm very distubed by what I see,

Inve in Oregon, where the rate of suicide ameng 13- to-19vear olds has increased 600 sinze 1961, 1
indl it hard to sez this as other than vouth getting to the thrashold of adultheod and sacizty and locking
ut, and what do they see? They see this berefi place. T'm not saving they conscioushy 2o through that
ort of formulation, but some kind of assessment takes placs, and some just opt out.

A study of several of ihe most developed countries is showing that the rate of serious depression
foubles about every ten years. Sa [ guess that means if there aren't enough people on anti-depressants
1ght now. just to get through the dav. we'l all be taking them before long. You can just extrapolats
rom this chilling fact. If you look for a reason why that won't keep going, what would that be without a
retty total change?

nd many other things. The mrm away from literacy, That's a pretty basic thing that is somewhat
affling. but it isn't baffling if you think that people are viscerally turning away from what dossn't have
neaning anymore. The outbursts of multiple homicides. That used to be unheard of. even in this violent
ouniry, just a few decades ago. Now it's spreading to all the other countries. You can hardly pick up
he paper without secing some horrendnus thing in McDonald's or at a school or some place in Scotland
i Mew Zealand, as well as L. A. or wherever in the 17.8.

tancho Santa Fe. You probably remember this quote from the news. It's from a woman who was part
f the Heaven's Gate group there. "Mavbe I'm crazy, but I don't care. Pyve been hers 31 vears. and
here's nothing here for me. ™ [ think that speaks for quite a lot of people who are surveving the
mpliness. not just cult members,

0 we're seeing the ensis of inner nature, the prospect of complete dehumanization. linking up with the
risiz of outer nature, which is obviously ecological catastrophe. And T won't bore you with the latter,
vervone here knows all its features, the accelerating extinction of species, ete., ete. Up in Oregon, for
sample, the natural, original farest is virtually one hundred percent g gone; the salmon are on the verge
F extinetion. Everybody knows this. And it's greatly urged along by the mm.emr:nt of technolomy and
1l that is involved there.

Aarvin Mlinsky--I think this was in the carh '8{is--said that the brain is a three-pound computer made of
meat. He's one of the leading Artificial Intellisence people. And we have all the rest. We hme 1Inr'ilTu-'tE
Realitv, People will be flocking to that. just to tiv (o get away from an objective social existence that is
net ton much to look at or deal with, The cloning of humans, obviously is just a matter of probably
months awav, Fresh horrors all the time.

Education. Get the kids linked up when thev're five or'so to the computer. They call it “knowledge
production.” And that's the best thing vou could sav abeut i,

I want o read one quote here from Hans Meravee [rom Camegie-Mellon, whoe is a coninbutor to the
periodical Extropne. He savs, "The final frontier will be urhanized ultimatzly info an arena where every
bit of activity is a meaningful computation. The inhabited portion of the universe will be transformed
into a evberspace. We might then be tempred to replace some of our innermost mental processes with
more cvberspace--appropriate programs purchased from amificial intelligence and so. bit by bit.
transform ourselves into something much liks it. Ltimately, our thinking procedures could be totally
literated from any traces of our original bady, indeed of any body." T don't think that n:qmreq any
coimment. % 5

" But. of course, thers have been contrany voicss, There have been analvses by people who have been

pretty worried abour the whole development. One of the best is Horkheimer and Adomo's Divlectic of
Enlightenment, written in the 40s. If technology is not neutral, they aroue very forcefully. reason isn't a
neutral thing either. when vou think about it. They raise a critique of what thev call "instrumental
reason.” Reason. under the sign of civilizaien and rechnelogy, is fundamentally biased roward
distancing and contrel. I'm not geing 1o trv to sum up the whole thing in a few words. but one of the
memarable parts of this was their look at Odvsseus from the Quvsser, from Homer. one of the basic
texts of European civilization. where Odvsseus is trying to sail past the sirens. Horkheimer and Adomo
demonstrate that this depicrs at a very early point the tension between the sensuous. Eros. pre-lusfory,
pre-technology. and the project of going past that and deing something else. Odyssens has his oarsmen
tie him 1o the mast. and stuff their own ears with wax. so he won't be tempted by pleasure and he can
get through to the repressive, non-sensuous [ife of civilization and technology,

Of course, there are many other markers of estrangement. Descartes, 350 years ago: "We have to
become the masters and possessors of nature.™ But what [ think is also worth pointing out in a crtique

‘fike Horkheimer and Adorno’s and many others, is that if society doesn’t subdue nature. society alwavs

will be subjected to nature and, in effect. there probably won't be any sociely. So they alwayvs put that
caveal, that qualification, which is to their credit for honesty: but it puis a brake on the implicafions of
their critique. It makes it less a black-and-white thing. obvicusly, because, well, we can't really get away
from domination of nature, and that's what the whole thing is based on. our verv existence. We can
criticize the technological life, but where would we be without it? ¥

But something that T think has verv. very enormous implications has happened in the last 20 or 30

vears, and [ den't think it has yet got out verv much, There has been a wholesale revision in schalarly
ideas of what lifs ouside of chilization reallv was. One of the basic ideological foundations for
civilization, for religion, the state, police, armies, evervihing else, is that You've got a pretty bloodthirsty,
awful, subhuman condition before civilization. It has to be tamed and mtored and so on. It's Hobbes. Tt's
that famous idea that pre-civilized Jife was nasty. brutish and short; and so to rescue or enable humanity
away from fear and superstition, from this horrible condition into the light of civilization, you must have
what Freud called the "forcible renunciation of instinetual freedom.® You just have to. That's the price.




