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Neil Postman’s The Surrender of Culture to Technology takes a very critical (and nearly pessimistic) view on the current beliefs and values of American culture in our technologically inundated world.  While it wasn’t necessarily Postman’s intention, the reader begins to imagine a dystopian future as described in some science-fiction story where humans not only are worth less than their machines but are actually subservient to them—where all traditional morality is replaced by efficiency or what technology decrees “acceptable.”  These futures straight out of films such as The Matrix or novels such as Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake paint a disturbing picture for American culture as Postman sees it heading now.  Postman casts blame for this bleak outlook on our current blind fascination (or perhaps love) with the wonders of technology and its seemingly unfailing abilities that can be seen in nearly every aspect of American life.  This “Technopoly,” as he calls it, is steadily creeping its way into our culture, redefining our values and beliefs, and destroying the “narratives and symbols that once made the United States the hope of the world.”  And it does all of this while we hardly notice it or attempt to examine why.

The first step in any problem-solving process is to identify the problem, so I will first describe the characteristics of a Technopoly.  A definition isn’t straightforward—Postman himself redefines Technopoly many times—but one could say it is an absolute faith in technology to provide the solutions to any problems we may encounter.  Efficiency is the only goal, and that can only be obtained through machines because humans and human judgment are unreliable.  Subjectivity and humanistic approaches hinder clear thinking, which technology and objectivity improve upon.  These beliefs (and a few others) from a book published in 1911 entitled The Principles of Scientific Management Postman used to exemplify the ideas behind Technopoly, despite the fact that the author Frederick W. Taylor wrote the book as a way to increase industrial production as well as create a better work environment for laborers (pp. 51-52).


According to this then, the only universal truths are those that the scientific process and technology give us, which implies the values and beliefs that were traditionally supplied by religion, family and friends are now considered obsolete, if not foolish.  “In a Technopoly there can be no transcendent sense of purpose or meaning, no cultural coherence” (Postman, p. 63).  A perfect example of this that still creates much debate is the Theory of Evolution:  Christian fundamentalists’ belief of creation cannot coexist with Darwin’s evolution as one states we have a purpose and the other basically claims we’re accidents of nature.  But what is so dangerous about the Technopoly world-view is that “it does not make alternate world-views illegal.  It does not make them immoral.  It does not even make them unpopular.  It makes them invisible and therefore irrelevant” (Postman, p. 48).  The Technopoly world-view slowly gains our support as we learn the facts and efficiency of it so we that believe less and less in our traditional world views, and eventually we won’t even realize how far we’ve strayed from our starting position.  As a consequence, it is hard for us to imagine our current world-view may be the wrong one since we no longer see alternatives.

But there is yet another way of defining Technopoly.  As technology improved throughout the years, important foundations such as religion and the Bible—which have always answered our questions—were gradually replaced by the notion of progress.  Science and technology were becoming the new religion.  After all, who were the common people to argue with scientists that could prove it is germs that make people ill rather than the wrath of God, or to say the information presented to them was wrong?  Faith in information is what defines a Technopoly; thus, as much information and technology as possible must be beneficial.  When our technologies provide so much convenience, comfort, and speed because of this abundance of information, why should we look for “any other sources of fulfillment or creativity or purpose?” (Postman, p. 54).  People in a Technopoly culture deify progress, information and technology rather than God.  As a caption for Oryx and Crake states, “What would happen if the reins of progress slipped from our hands?” (Atwood).  Well, as Postman suggests, there may be many unforeseen consequences of our lust for information without consideration for what we are abandoning.

Perhaps the most important characteristic of a Technopoly that leads to these consequences is the endless striving for efficiency.  A Technopoly culture places great value on the tools and techniques that promise to make better use of our time by either decreasing the time spent on tasks or making us better at them.  Nearly every visible technology has some such an application, but even more of a certainty is that not a day goes by when we won’t see advertisements for these “miracles of technology.”  Our Lexmark machines go to work every day just like you do, and these ThermalCare heat pads will work as long and hard as you.  Especially in terms of software applications, new and more efficient ways of communication and working together are developed every day.  A company may even spend millions of dollars on computer and software upgrades to increase employee efficiency slightly.  For example, the new Microsoft Windows Vista Business edition operating system will feature a “new user interface, named Windows Aero™, which is designed to deliver new levels of efficiency for any business user” (Microsoft).  But who is to say that increase in productivity is worth the cost?  Is that gain in efficiency doing more harm than good for the people?

But there are also invisible technologies that are so deeply ingrained within our culture that perhaps they are more harmful.  After all, how can we realize the effects of a technology when the technology itself is not apparent?  Technologies such as statistics, compatibility tests, and polls are prime examples.  The science and mathematics behind each of these guarantee sound analysis so all that is needed on our part is to listen to the numbers.  We often hear phrases like “the numbers tell us the most efficient course of action is…” and we don’t even realize the authority over ourselves we freely give to the technology.  While it may be true these sciences prove to be efficient, it often allows people to be disconnected from the decisions they are making.  As in the employee efficiency scenario before, if an analysis says efficiency can be increased by 5% by switching to Windows Vista and only a 3% increase can be obtained by giving the employees a raise at the same cost, a believer in technology and science will choose the 5% gain.  Even if the decision is made with the best intentions, it is severely lacking a humanistic viewpoint—a common thread in a Technopoly culture.

Compatibility tests and polls have their own problems to the point they can even be offensive.  We’re led to believe they’re entirely efficient and that we should never doubt them, but in actuality they can be very misleading.  In the past, the only compatibility test was the one where a person would be required to spend time with another person to discover if they were compatible or not.  The voice of Progress decided, however, that was too inefficient.  Now, not only can you be “perfectly” matched with someone without even meeting them, but you can also efficiently break-up with them (or send any bad news, for that matter) via email.  Polls represent quite a different problem as questions can be framed certain ways and results can be read-into as people see fit.  Postman clarifies this by telling a story of two priests who wrote to the Pope in order to determine if smoking and praying at the same time is permissible.  “The first asked: ‘is it permissible to smoke while praying?’ and was told ‘No’ since praying should be the complete focus of one’s attention; the second asked: ‘is it permissible to pray while smoking?” and was told ‘Yes’ since it was always appropriate to pray” (p. 126).  Polls further are misleading because it is impossible for a standard question to grasp the exact opinion or feeling on a matter for every single person—just as results from a personal profile on an online dating service cannot possibly convey who that person is precisely.  But because both polls and compatibility tests are presented in the light of science, people within a Technopoly will generally accept them as truths.

Another characteristic of a Technopoly culture is that technological progress is vastly more important than human progress.  The belief is that, since there is no transcendent sense of purpose or meaning (as discussed earlier), then there is no reason to better oneself for the sake of mankind.  Only our deified machines and technology have worth, so improving them provides purpose or meaning.  Any statement of the importance of this belief would be an understatement.  Starting with the radio and its advertisements, the idea of consumerism has driven nearly every aspect of American life, and it is not unreasonable to assume American consumerism is also the reason the World Trade Center was chosen as the target of the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001.

American culture teaches us to idolize the coolest and most powerful toys and to envy the person who owns them.  About every 5 to 6 years, gamers experience a strong example of this when the next-generation consoles are released.  For many of them, owning a Playstation 3 would be an instant boost to their status.  Others may be able to relate to the status that comes with owning a certain vehicle.  If you don’t own the latest gadget, then you are considered an outcast or possibly obsolete.  Even if you do own an older version, you aren’t helping to progress the “human condition” (but as we know, what is meant is the technological condition).  These days, you are certainly considered outdated if you don’t own a cell phone, and it is not uncommon for the other person to even be annoyed if they can’t easily contact you.  The same holds true again for the invisible technologies.  People with expertise in a field of technology hold power over those that don’t.  In the American Technopoly then, people are equated with the technologies they have; a person’s value is determined by their technological progress and expertise rather than their value as a human being.

Yet another characteristic of a Technopoly culture is its persistence in applying measurements to everything.  This largely comes from its faith in the scientific method and a need to standardize things.  Because otherwise, just as in religion, contradictions within the faith can lead to its downfall.  Returning to Taylor’s book that Postman used to begin his description of Technopoly, another of the beliefs in a Technopoly is “that what cannot be measured either does not exist or is of no value” (pp. 51-52).  Nowhere is the need to apply measurements more apparent than in the invisible technologies.  In older, more traditional cultures, an attribute like intelligence would never be assigned to everyone using the same criteria; a person would be considered wise, or strong, or a good sailor.  But in a Technopoly, many of our technologies are designed to make objective what is inherently subjective.  I.Q. tests return a scalar value to tell exactly how intelligent a person is, and it is done with infallible accuracy and efficiency.  Polling methods allow us to read the public mind by sampling only a small percent of individuals and giving us in return the opinion of everyone.  Educational institutions take individuals and give stamps of approval to the ones that pass.  Video game and television panels deem what is suitable content for different groups of people and censor what they consider is not appropriate.  Within the Technopoly, not only is there a belief that these systems of measurement work, but they are the authority in such matters.  If the science indicates high intelligence people demonstrate certain characteristics, then why should an I.Q. test not search for that characteristic?  The scientific calculations that are going on in such measurements relieve us from having to make any decisions, but that can only be good because human judgment is likely to be too subjective.

The Technopoly is creeping its way into American culture only because we permit it to happen.  By blindly accepting things as they are—that a standardized test can tell exactly how smart someone is, that another test will tell me how compatible I am with someone—we routinely legitimize the institutions because we don’t question them.  Every time we put our faith in a technology to do things better and more efficiently, we buy into a Technopoly world-view.  Efficiency and productivity become our moral fiber, and it is in this way that we are destroying the vitality “that once made the United States the hope of the world” (Postman, p. 182).  The narratives and symbols of our traditions and religions, Postman says, are what are being lost when we carelessly abandon our moral center for the promises of technology.

Postman views technology as a threat, but that is not to say he proposes we disconnect ourselves from it entirely nor is he suggesting we adopt a strictly fundamentalist position.  He is trying to sensitize us to the dangers of Technopoly and abandoning our tradition values and beliefs so easily.  In this sense, I think Americans have the capacity to see that a materialistic world-view by itself can be very destructive—we’ve seen all the movies that tell us so.  I believe there is already a present desire or willingness to return to a traditional or at least more humanistic set of values and beliefs as people increasingly backlash against certain technology.  A desire for the more traditional or humanistic values and beliefs is not enough however, because Americans must also have a desire to be less in-love with technology to escape the Technopoly.  Our moral center must be returned to one of morality rather than the current one of efficiency, so this is largely the responsibility of American business.  If nothing else, Postman’s efforts bring to light what could be a serious issue in our culture, and that is definitely worth fixing.
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