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the Enlightenment
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This essay is a reflection on the nature of technology and
agency in postmodernity. It was triggered by the recent book
The Techno-Human Condition, by Braden Allenby and Daniel
Sarewitz, in which the authors critically take up the claims of
transhumanism to radically change what it means to be human.
They see in this claim only the latest version of the hubris of
Enlightenment rationality. In a different vocabulary, they thus
contribute to the “ontology of actuality” that postmodern
philosopher Gianni Vattimo tries to capture with his philosophy
of weak thought. For Vattimo, technology has brought about a
situation where the strong claims of Enlightenment rationality
must give way to a conflict of interpretations. At the same time,
there is no alternative to “Enlightenment 2.0”—if only as the
practice of “muddling through,” as Allenby and Sarewitz put it.
I read the necessity of muddling through, which results from the
impossibility of finding a stable foundation to guide communal
action, as evidence of Vattimo’s description of the present as
the “weakening of the principle of reality”: this is our
postmodern state of affairs, due to the lack of any ultimate
foundation, belief, or narrative.
Keywords: Postmodernity, hermeneutics, transhumanism,
Enlightenment, weak thought, Heidegger, Vattimo, Ge-stell,
wicked complexity
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MICHEL

This essay is a reflection on the meaning of
technology in postmodernity. My views concerning
technology and postmodernity have been shaped by
Italian philosopher Gianni Vattimo. Throughout his
career, Vattimo has been eager to provide an
“ontology of actuality,” that is, a description of the
nature of our (postmodern) present. His notion of
postmodernity is linked in essential ways to a postmetaphysical, non-essentialist understanding of
technology. In addition, and in opposition to the
majority of postmodern thinkers, Vattimo links
postmodernity to a political project. In many ways,
the very idea of a political project, with its overtones
of universalism and Enlightenment rationality, is at
odds
with—even
an
anathema
to—most
postmodernisms. Nevertheless, I will try to show that
the critique of metaphysics and subject philosophy,
which puts Vattimo squarely within the camp of
postmodernism, is not incompatible with a political
practice that maintains the hopes of the (reconceptualized) spirit of the Enlightenment.
My reflections on these issues were triggered
by Braden Allenby and Daniel Sarewitz’s recent
book, The Techno-Human Condition. In this book,
the authors—one a professor of engineering and
ethics, the other a professor of science and society—
had originally set out to address the pros and cons of
transhumanism, the latest incarnation of our technohuman condition. However, their analysis quickly
turned into a reflection on the nature of technology
and human agency in postmodernity. In a different
vocabulary, they corroborate the state of affairs that
Vattimo tries to capture in his postmodern
2
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philosophy. For Vattimo, as for Bradenby and
Sarewitz, technological advances are seen to have led
to a situation where the strong claims of
Enlightenment rationality can no longer be pursued if
serious harm is to be avoided. At the same time,
there is no alternative to the critical spirit of
Enlightenment—if only as the practice of “muddling
through,” as Allenby and Sarewitz put it. I read the
necessity of muddling through, which results from
the impossibility of finding a stable foundation to
guide communal action, as evidence of Vattimo’s
description of the postmodern present as the
“weakening of the principle of reality”: a state of
affairs that is due to the lack of any ultimate
foundation, belief, or narrative.
Postmodern Technology
The title of Italian philosopher Gianni
Vattimo’s most significant book, Nihilism and
Emancipation (2003), serves as provocative program.
As a postmodernist, Vattimo is an anti-foundational
thinker, someone who follows in the footsteps of the
Nietzschean and Heideggerian revolt against
metaphysics. Over the last 40 years, Vattimo has
developed his own postmodern brand of philosophy,
which he calls pensiero debole or weak thought. This
is, in his words, the “thought of the weakening of the
principle of reality” (Vattimo, 2003, pp. 86-7). For
Vattimo, contemporary reality, or the world around
us, can no longer be conceptualized as a stable
referent to be grasped in either transcendent,
transcendental, or scientific terms. With Nietzsche,
Vattimo holds that after the death of God “the world
3
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has become a fable,” that is, postmodernity is
characterized by the demise of all foundational
discourses of legitimation such as those hitherto
considered as self-evident truths and justifications for
our inalienable rights. The idea of “the world-asfable” means that all discourses, including those of
philosophy and ethics, are in essence, perspectival redescriptions, observations, or interpretations of the
world.
Another
aspect
of
the
Nietzschean/
Heideggerian legacy in Vattimo’s thought is
indicated by the “nihilistic destiny” of weak thought.
Nihilism—the loss of all ultimate foundation and
thus legitimation—is generally held to be a negative,
defeatist attitude, in particular by thinkers of praxis.
In Vattimo’s reading, however, nihilism is embraced
as postmodern destiny and given positive
connotations: the very idea that it is impossible to
determine the objective purpose, value, or meaning
of life alerts us to its malleability and our role in
shaping it. Vattimo sees proof of the “nihilistic
destiny” of our times in the weakening of all
concepts and ideas formerly thought to hold
universal validity: Science, History, or Morality
(capital letters denote a metaphysical understanding
of these terms). The postmodern is the era that is
characterized by the continued weakening of the
strong sense of reality.
A prime example of the originality of
Vattimo’s weak thought is his stance on technology.
Early-to-mid 20th century German philosophers and
cultural critics from Frankfurt (Adorno) to Freiburg
(Heidegger) were unanimous when it came to the
4
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meaning of technology for modern society:
technology, and especially technoscience—the
combination of the empirical sciences, the latest
technological inventions and their implementation—
were viewed as the clearest example of what ails
Western culture. Modern technology was seen as the
visible manifestation of the objectifying attitude of
rational thought, which—turning against itself—
solidified into instrumental reason. Instrumental
reason denotes an attitude of approaching the world,
including mankind and human relations, in terms of
means, exchange value, and quantification.
Heidegger famously views modern technology in
terms of enframing (Ge-stell), a view that conceives
the world as a playground, to be exploited and used
up as mankind sees fit. This is also the crux of
humanism for Heidegger: the Enlightenment and its
servant, modern technology, serve as the foundation
of modernity. They realize the Ge-stell and
humanism in modern times. The Marxist tradition
referred to this general state of affairs as the “totally
administered” world. Those who despaired of the
socio-political struggle against these atrophying
effects of technoscience retreated either into art (in
Adorno, for example, this is the only social system
potentially spared the negative effects of
instrumental reason) or else waited for a new god (as
Heidegger famously wrote, “Only a God can Save
Us”) (Heidegger, 1966).
Vattimo, the heir to these traditions, does not
accept such calls for an aesthetic or spiritualmetaphysical resolution to the technological
predicament. Instead, he signals a way out of it by
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means of a breathtaking twist. For it is not that
Adorno, Heidegger, and all the others were wrong
about the potential of technology to homogenize
culture in an instrumental fashion; on the contrary,
they were right. In fact, for Vattimo, Heidegger’s
view of the essence of modern technology as Ge-stell
represents the best description of this state of affairs.
Technoscientific rationality has ever more
successfully infiltrated our lives.
But for Vattimo this is no reason to despair
because in postmodernity the nature of technology
has changed. Adorno and Heidegger conceived of
technology on a mechanistic model, with one center
of meaning and power from which everything else
radiated. In such a model the modern world could
(and at times did) take on nightmarish forms of
control—called technoscience—in the totally
administered society where things, values, and
human beings were treated as quantifiable objects by
a rational subject. Today, Vattimo suggests an
entirely different image of technology obtains: that of
the net or the web, with multiple points of entry and
centers of power. During the first two decades after
its introduction, enthusiasm for the emancipatory
potential of the World Wide Web was extremely
high. And indeed, the potential for democratic
participation by much larger numbers of citizens in
their own affairs has been borne out in different
contexts (most recently, perhaps, during the Arab
spring). Nevertheless, in an interview from 2009,
Vattimo relativized his earlier views on technology
because of his political experience during his fiveyear membership in the European Parliament, an
6
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experience that led him to rearticulate the notion of
weak thought without abandoning its principal thrust:
At the beginning, “weak thought” involved the
hope of a historical transformation that would
naturally be induced by the technological
transformation. Now I would delete the
“naturally” here: the conditions for
emancipation have certainly been made
possible by technological transformation, but
emancipation is by no means necessary or
inevitable. (Severino and Vercellone, p. 349)
At the same time, Vattimo does not back away
from his principal claim, namely that we have
entered into a qualitatively new postmodern epoch
because of the latest inventions in communications
technologies. These new technologies result in the
proliferation, from all parts of the globe and all social
niches, of interpretations of the world that can no
longer be harmonized by or conceptualized on the
basis of first principles such as rationality, human
essence, or natural law. The interpretations cannot be
reduced to a single reality partly because they
constitute this reality through their practice: they are
the fable(s) into which the world has turned. Vattimo
concludes that the very principle of reality, which
remained the touchstone of philosophical inquiry up
to and including the historical period we call
modernity, has been severely weakened. But why
weakened? Why not abolished?
It is here that Vattimo resists more playful
notions of postmodernism that advocate an “anything

7
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goes” mentality as the call of the day. As an activist
and former member of the European Parliament,
Vattimo has no interest in dissolving all contact with
reality, if by reality we mean the ability to interact
effectively with the world. Weak thought “merely”
challenges our ability to ever objectively grasp the
principle of reality. With Heidegger he maintains
that throughout the unfolding of Western history, the
principle of reality has undergone continuous
change—from Myth to Religion to Reason to
Science. The modern period is characterized by the
domineering role of Enlightenment Reason and
Science, whose precepts, up to this very moment, are
being
implemented
through
technoscientific
measures. In modernity, Reason and Science still
embody the strong principle of reality. But for
Vattimo, their domination is on the wane by virtue of
the effects of the latest communication technologies.
Postmodernity, then, for Vattimo means that history
has moved on and that we now live in a period after
modernity, the most recent epoch in the History of
Being (Heidegger). The contemporary world is
characterized by the weakening of the principle of
reality. What is being weakened—not abolished—is
the trust in being able to provide a principle, an
ultimate foundation for reality.
Vattimo’s move beyond Heidegger is inspired
by indications in Heidegger’s own texts, in particular
where Heidegger speaks of the Verwindung rather
than Überwindung of the metaphysical tradition.1
1

These ideas are set out in chapter 2 of Nihilism and Emancipation
(see above) entitled “Philosophy and the Decline of the West,” pp.
21-36.
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For Vattimo, the change in prefix is decisive:
Überwindung (overcoming) could potentially mean
moving on to a new metaphysical stage, a renewed
establishment of yet another ultimate foundation,
which would only continue the history of
metaphysics, that is, the history of the will to power,
authority, and violence. Verwindung, on the contrary,
refers to an acceptance/distortion of metaphysics, to
the insight that, in postmodernity, we are still part of
the history of metaphysics (with the continued
relevance of figures such as subject, reason, truth,
etc.)—but we are also at the end of granting such
figures the power of authority. Thus, while never (or
at least not yet) moving entirely beyond such
metaphysical figures, the postmodern condition
allows us insights into how they have weakened,
maybe even into how to weaken them. Verwindung
thus refers to a decline of authority and authoritarian
structures in the direction of weaker ones.
Postmodernity, then, as indicated by its name,
still entertains links with modernity. Unlike other
postmodernists, Vattimo is not interested in a
wholesale overcoming of modernity—in particular of
the spirit of the Kantian sapere aude. Rather, his
description of postmodernity as an ontology of
decline—as the weakening of the principle of
reality—continues the Enlightenment project without
accepting that its foundation is in the universality of
Reason. It is the postmodern destiny of the West to
decline
from
a
strong—that
is,
a
religious/transcendent, philosophical/transcendental,
or empirical/scientific—to a weak conception of
reality.

9
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One of the principal metaphors of weakness in
Vattimo’s work, at least since the mid-1990s, is the
notion of the secular and of secularization. In his
view, all of the foundational concepts and narratives
of the West have undergone (and further need to
undergo) a process of secularization—that is, they
need to be shown to be what they have always been:
interpretations. Weak, in the most general sense,
then, refers to the stripping of ultimate foundations
from any discourse. Since 1996, Vattimo has
subsumed Christianity into this process of
secularization. For him, God’s becoming human in
Christ (kenosis) is evidence that the strong,
authoritarian features of a Christianity defined by
obedience to God the Father have been transformed
(“weakened”) into a relationship of brotherly love
between Christ and humanity (see Vattimo, 1999).
On the level of everyday life, the new
communication and information media only hasten
this process of secularization. They announce
through the sheer multiplicity of interpretations and
points of view that the notions of truth and reality are
forever contested, subject to continuous scrutiny in a
universe of generalized hermeneutics.
Transhumanism and the Limits of Applied
Reason
Allenby and Sarewitz (2011) approach the
nature of contemporary technology on a more
pragmatic level. Their reflections take off from a
critical examination of the claims of contemporary
transhumanism and the proponents of human
10
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enhancement technologies. In The Techno-Human
Condition they hone in on one of transhumanism’s
most radical claims—the claim that it will overcome
what have hitherto been considered the natural
limitations of the human condition. Emboldened by
emergent technologies in such fields as
biotechnology, nanotechnology, communications and
information technology, robotics, and applied
cognitive science, the adherents of transhumanism
maintain:
Humanity will be radically changed by
technology in the future. We foresee the
feasibility of redesigning the human condition,
including such parameters as the inevitability of
aging, limitations on human and artificial
intellects, unchosen psychology, suffering, and
our confinement to the planet earth. (The World
Transhumanist Association as quoted in
Allenby and Sarewitz, 2011, p. 6)
Most notoriously, perhaps, some of the
representatives of this movement want to download
their minds into cybernetic systems so as to ensure
some form of immortality for themselves. In The
Techno-Human Condition, Allenby and Sarewitz
address what they consider the philosophical
shortcomings of such a position. Chief among such
shortcomings is the transhumanists’ reliance upon an
18th century version of Enlightenment rationality, a
rational, controllable cause and effect calculus which
they refer to as applied reason. Applied reason judges
new technologies as desirable or not on the basis of

11
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individual effectiveness alone, entirely divorced from
any contextual considerations. Such thinking, they
maintain, inadequately captures the complex nature
of technology in the 21st century.
The interesting aspect of their book is that their
argument transcends partisan analysis and partisan
judgment on transhumanism—or technology for that
matter. Instead, they view the discussion of the
advantages and drawbacks of transhumanism in the
wider context of the techno-human condition as it
has been evolving throughout human history. Our
technical tools have always been human
enhancements both on a material (outer) as well as
mental (inner) level. New tools have transformed
mankind whenever they were introduced. From this
vantage point, transhumanism represents only the
latest stage of technological development in the
history of humanity. At the same time, however, in
the 20th and 21st centuries, the ever increasing rate of
technological change has brought on change faster
and more radically than it did in the thirty or so
centuries before. Today, while we are continuing
with our technological business as usual, we are in
fact changing our planet. We have truly entered the
Anthropocene, the age of man. And, according to the
authors, it is but little understood what this
(post)modern techno-human condition requires of us.
The reason for our misunderstanding is that we still
approach technology with an 18th century frame of
mind:
Even as technological, social, economic,
organizational, and (yes) cognitive changes
12
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evolve around us, we fall back into classic
European Enlightenment terms: liberty,
equality, progress, natural order, human
“dignity,” the Christian Great Chain of Being
(and thus the blasphemy of engineering
ourselves), and, perhaps above all, the
individual as the meaningful unit of cognition,
action, and meaning. Trans-humanism is at best
a local phenomenon in a far more pervasive
reality. (Allenby and Sarewitz, 2011, p. 10)
Both
defenders
and
detractors
of
transhumanism marshal arguments and values that
belong to a previous technological era, a time when
the mere demonstration that a new technological tool
would advance the rights, freedoms, or well-being of
the individual was enough. But today—and
especially in the case of transhumanism—such a
defense of new technologies based on individual
choice and personal freedom have, Allenby and
Sarewitz suggest, a “scale-up” or “aggregate”
problem; this means that defending physical and
cognitive human enhancement technologies on an
individual level does not necessarily translate into a
better human being (in a moral sense), let alone into
a better society—a claim that is nevertheless at the
heart of transhumanist arguments. On the contrary,
the authors argue, “real world tests” (Allenby and
Sarewitz, 2011, pp. 27-29) show that the drivers of
enhancement are never concerns with “quality of life
or ‘better humanness’” but rather with economics (p.
28). And Allenby and Sarewitz conclude that the
rhetoric of transhumanism based as it is on “modern

13
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notions of the individual, of progress, of freedom, of
rational choice and of ascertainable links between
causes and effects” (p. 29) represents an inadequate
response to the techno-human condition we find
ourselves in today.
Thus for Allenby and Sarewitz the debate
between proponents (basing their arguments on
individual choice) and detractors (who claim a
knowledge of human nature) of transhumanism lacks
both definition and a clear understanding of the
complexity of technology in the Anthropocene. In
order to remedy this situation they suggest beginning
with a sober analysis of technology. Their main
contribution to the transhumanism debate is therefore
a “simple taxonomy of levels of technical function”
(Allenby and Sarewitz, 2011, p. 36). And they
propose to differentiate three levels:
Level 1, or the shop floor level technology, is
what we picture when we think of the benefits of
technology: concrete technical innovations (such as
the airplane, vaccines, railroads, but also drones and
night vision goggles) that deliver the immediate
effectiveness and enhanced capabilities of a new
technology. On level 1, we are thus dealing with a
reliable cause and effect machine for our use.
Level 2 directs us to the level of systemic
complexity that comes along with the efficient level 1
technology: airplanes, for example, come with the
“air transport system which seems in many ways to
be the embodiment of irrationality and dysfunction
with its insane pricing system, the absurd
inefficiency of its boarding and security processes,
the continual delays and the increasing impossibility
14
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of spending one’s frequent flyer miles, not to
mention the almost continual financial insolvency of
most airlines” (Allenby and Sarewitz, 2011, pp. 3839). In the case of the airplane, then, we are looking
at a “hugely sophisticated yet physically discrete,
tangible, and recognizable technology that very
effectively meets our requirements” (i.e., the airplane
itself), which is, however, embedded in an air
transportation system that in itself represents a
“complex socio-technological system, infinitely less
predictable and more complicated than the jet
airplane itself” (Allenby and Sarewitz, 2011, p. 39).
In addition, this particular level 2 technology
includes subsystems (such as airline companies, a
government security apparatus, and market
capitalism, among others) whose behavior cannot be
predicted or planned on the basis of individual
airplanes.
But that is not all. The effects of level 1 (the
individual efficient technology) and level 2 (systemic
socio-technological complexity) also play out on a
third level, the level of what the authors call “Earth
systems.” If we stay with the example of the airplane,
not only does it entail the air transportation system, it
also affects global systems way beyond what its
designers could have foreseen. For example,
airplanes act “as a major mechanism by which
warfare and projections of military power are
changed, tourism and its impacts on fragile,
previously unreachable ecosystems are facilitated,
and disease vectors are distributed globally”
(Allenby and Sarewitz, 2011, p. 41). The most
important dimensions of Allenby and Sarewitz’s
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analysis are the unpredictable consequences that a
level 1 technology may have on the level of Earth
systems complexity.
The point of this taxonomy, besides
representing a substantial gain in analytical clarity, is
to argue that proponents as well as opponents of
transhumanism
and
human
enhancement
technologies more often than not focus on different
levels within the taxonomy of technology when they
either sing the praises of technology or condemn it.
Thus technology enthusiasts extrapolate the promise
of a level 3 future (“redesigning the human
condition”) from the easily demonstrable success of
level 1 technologies (e.g., vaccines, cyborg insects)
despite the fact that this extrapolation from level 1 to
level 2 or level 3 is very hard to predict. On the other
hand, the critics of transhumanism often advocate the
complete abandonment of technologies based on
projections of level 2 or level 3 effects of a level 1
technology (e.g., ozone depletion, climate change,
nuclear power) without taking into account the
ramifications of abruptly or unilaterally abandoning a
particular level 1 technology. The authors point to
this discrepancy in order to prepare the ground for
their own pragmatic recommendations when it comes
to dealing responsibly with transhumanism and
human enhancement technologies.
The serious nature of potential level 3 effects of
human enhancement technologies is brought into
sharp focus when we take a closer look at a particular
set of technologies now in the making. In a chapter
called “Killer Apps,” Allenby and Sarewitz focus on
the effects military weapons technology might have
16
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on social systems and Earth systems. The killer apps
they discuss are cyborg insects, telepathic helmets,
and lethal autonomous robots. What do these
technological innovations promise? On level 1, they
promise to provide increased efficiency for the
individual in warfare: all three—the stinger of a
weaponized cyborg insect; wordless communication
among military units; and legal actions performed by
autonomous robots—promise a reduction in loss of
human life (of oneself and one’s allies). However,
adopting these technologies in civil society (level 2)
can easily lead to increased capabilities in the
surveillance of civilian lives and the loss of privacy,
and thus to authoritarian social and political
structures. On the level of Earth systems (level 3),
technologies such as the human-robot integration
may usher in a “brave new” increasingly totalitarian
world.
In sum, the authors suggest that in the 21st
century the techno-human condition, though it has
been with us forever, has changed in character. We
are at present in the process of creating a planet
whose “technology effects” can no longer be
managed with the level 1 shop floor mentality. The
difference between technology levels 1 and 3 is
categorical—that is to say, it is a category mistake to
assume we can handle the issues arising on level 3
with the means of level 1 technologies. While level 1
technology can be handled, planned, and produced as
a solution to a problem, the challenges presented by
level 3 effects of technology come in the guise of
complex conditions created by modern civilization.
Technology effects on this level cannot be solved

17
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with tools designed for individual progress; rather,
they represent the horizons in which we live (e.g.,
global warming, reliance on nuclear energy, modern
communications technologies) and can, at best, be
more or less well managed. The question then
becomes how best to manage the Earth systems level
of technologies that have the potential of profoundly
affecting our future.
Thus, managing contemporary technology with
level 3 effects in mind requires an approach different
from the problem/solution mentality that equates the
efficiency of a particular technology with its benefits
for society or, more generally, new technologies with
social progress. The authors warn particularly of
equating technological progress with social progress
and fault a one-dimensional understanding of
Enlightenment rationality for this category mistake.
Their book culminates in an exhortation against “the
Enlightenment program for human progress,
especially as it is embodied in the quest for rational
knowledge as a basis for action… [It] glorifies the
rigorous definition of problems, narrows options to
arrive at a solution, moves decision making into the
domain of experts, and of comprehensive action to
‘solve’ problems” (Allenby and Sarewitz, 2011, p.
169). Instead, they maintain, what is required in the
contemporary techno-human condition where level 3
problems reign, is an incremental muddling through
(p. 160ff.) on the basis of continuous adaptation.

18
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Enlightenment 2.0 and Pensiero Debole
So how do Allenby and Sarewitz imagine this
muddling through, the continuous adaptation they
advocate; and how is this different from applying the
kind of Enlightenment rationality they excoriate?
One way to approach these questions is to take a
closer look at the taxonomy of technology they
propose and, in particular, the crucial distinction they
make between technology as a solution to a problem,
on the one hand, and as a condition to be managed on
the other. What is the theoretical status of this
distinction?
When Allenby and Sarewitz claim that, on the
Earth systems level, technologies cannot be
approached from the problem/solution mode of
applied reason but that they must, on the contrary, be
encountered as conditions characterized by
complexity and contingency, they in fact make a
distinction between a world that is amenable to
human steering and control and one that is very much
less so. Framing technological innovation as aimed at
solving problems presupposes a fullness of
knowledge able to guide action; viewing technology
as a tool for managing conditions, on the other hand,
suggests a state of insufficient knowledge on the part
of the individual players. The authors therefore
suggest that today new technologies, successful on
level 1, must also pass the test of level 3
considerations. With this suggestion, Allenby and
Sarewitz shift grounds from a modern to a
postmodern understanding of the impact and role of
technology and innovation.
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As we saw in the previous section, when it
comes to Earth systems technologies, we are
confronted not with questions of efficiency alone: on
level 3, technologies may have effects far beyond
those that could be expected. These effects are bound
to elicit a broad range of reactions and
interpretations, almost certainly in contention. Just
think of nuclear power, global warming, and other
complex issues inspiring debate. This means that on
the Earth systems level, any particular technology is
liable to engender a degree of complexity that cannot
be addressed, let alone dissolved, by the general
argument regarding its technological efficiency. Here
all interpretations and scenarios are partial—and
necessarily so since the observed or anticipated
technology effects originate in different, partial
logics and points of view. Such points of view reflect
different values, interests, and concerns, which in
toto exhibit—in the terms of early 1970s theory of
planning quoted by Allenby and Sarewitz—“wicked
complexity”:
Complexity is wicked when a system’s makeup and dynamics are dominated by differing
human values and by deep uncertainty not only
about the future but even about knowing what’s
actually going on in the present. Any solution
to a wicked problem should be expected to
create unanticipated but equally difficult new
problems. (Allenby and Sarewitz, 2011, p. 109)
On the Earth systems level, then, contemporary
technology—and
perforce
transhumanist
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technology—exhibits “wicked” complexity, that is to
say a level of complexity that cannot be controlled by
the
one-dimensional
application
of
the
problem/solution mentality that tends to view issues
as discrete entities rather than emerging complex
phenomena. “The techno-human condition embeds
us irretrievably in wicked complexity” (Allenby and
Sarewitz, 2011, p. 110). In the authors’ view
therefore, the kind of Enlightenment rationality
which has been the foundation for linking rationality
to action for 300 years is failing today (Allenby and
Sarewitz, 2011, pp. 124-5). Contemporary
technology creates Earth systems of wicked
complexity that are so difficult to manage “because
drawing boundaries around such systems is
necessarily arbitrary; any effort to define the system
thus oversimplifies other aspects of it” (Allenby and
Sarewitz, 2011, p. 109).
It is this “necessarily arbitrary” character of the
drawing of boundaries that more than anything likens
Allenby and Sarewitz’s approach to Vattimo’s
description of postmodernity as an ontology of the
weakening of the principle of reality. For if future
technological innovations have to pass the test of
Earth system compatibility, all future technology is
subject to the contest of values. Values, however,
project partial views of reality, none of them
complete, accurate, true or even effective in the
manner in which a solution to a perceived problem
on technology level 1 can be effective. They
contribute, in other words, to what Vattimo would
call a weakening of the principle of reality. Our sense
of reality is weakened because “wicked complexity”
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undermines the aura of efficiency of a particular
technology (its first principle) when considered as an
Earth systems event, and therefore the Enlightenment
mode of applied reason is insufficient.
Meaning, truth, and values…do not arise from
first principles; they are functions of the state of
the cognitive network—of our ordering of
information and knowledge—and thus are
contingent and continually regenerated in
reflexive dialog.…They are real but only
locally valid. (Allenby and Sarewitz, 2011, p.
186)
In Vattimo’s terms, Allenby and Sarewitz here
distinguish conditions of modernity from those of
postmodernity. The postmodern techno-human
condition contributes to the weakening of the
principle of (the one) reality—i.e., to the loss of
certainty, formerly provided by a metaphysical
foundation, that would guide (human) judgment
when it comes to determining whether a particular
course of action is to be taken. Instead, such
judgments have to grow out of the contest of
interpretations.
Misunderstanding this postmodern condition
leads to the oversimplification of other aspects of the
system. As an example of oversimplification,
Allenby and Sarewitz cite the debate on climate
change, which up to now has been framed as a
“primarily environmental issue rather than a complex
and difficult social, economic, and cultural
condition” (Allenby and Sarewitz, 2011, p. 109).
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Here oversimplification results from the fact that
climate change, which according to the authors ought
to be seen as an “emergent phenomen[on]
characteristic of our species” (Allenby and Sarewitz,
2011, p. 109)—a condition—is discussed as
“merely” an environmental issue—a problem waiting
for a solution. As a consequence, environmentalists
have had alignment only with those who are already
committed to their cause, rather than with broader
strata of society. Thus, the authors attribute the lack
of success of the Kyoto protocols at least in part to a
category mistake: the different players have not
recognized that they are dealing with an Earth system
condition of wicked complexity: they have drawn
boundaries that define the issue in ways that suit their
own worldview alone. But problems of an emergent
Earth systems exhibiting wicked complexity cannot
be solved by a particular framing: they require
contemplation on a much broader scale. In order to
address the danger of thus oversimplifying complex
emergent conditions, the authors suggest a number of
strategies.
Among these are: eschew the quest for
solutions; focus on option spaces, value pluralism;
lower the amplitude and increase the frequency of
decision making; always question predictions, and
ensure continual learning. In general: be nimble,
adaptable, and ready to change course in the face of
dynamic Earth systems; and most importantly, do not
confuse economic efficiency with social efficiency
(Allenby and Sarewitz, 2011, pp. 162-69). And as a
general mode of operation they suggest the practice
of anticipatory self-negation; this means they
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promote intervention, early and often, and the
nourishment of productive conflict. And while no
one can foretell the future and therefore know when a
particular adaptation is to be recommended, the
authors suggest that it is always apposite to ask
questions such as: What values motivate a particular
investment in technology? Who holds these values?
Who benefits from the new technology and who does
not? What alternative approaches are available and
have they been explored (Allenby and Sarewitz,
2011, p. 177)? Such pragmatic questioning will result
in a messy affair, an incremental muddling through,
but it is the price to be paid if we want to manage the
techno-human condition in postmodern times.
The parallels between Allenby and Sarewitz’s
critique of Enlightenment reason and Vattimo’s
postmodern philosophy of weak thought extend even
further—all the way, in fact, to Vattimo’s concept of
Verwindung. Recall that Verwindung refers not to an
overcoming of metaphysics—which would suggest a
renewed reliance upon yet another foundation—but
rather to the weakening of its strong claims. For
Vattimo, the goal of such weakening is always the
reduction of violence that results when one
worldview rules over all others. Therefore the
challenge is not to find a new ground but to broaden
the input for decision making and the discussions
about foundations, accepting that reality is not one
but rather plural, and thus negotiating, rather than
authoritatively determining, the next course of
action.
Allenby and Sarewitz practice just this sort of
weakening of the principle of reality through their
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own Verwindung of the Enlightenment fetish of
applied rationality. It is indeed a Verwindung, a
weakening of Enlightenment’s strong claims, rather
than an overcoming. For, in the end, their fairly
radical critique does not result in a rejection of
Enlightenment reason per se; quite the contrary, they
expressly recommend to focus on the best aspects of
the Enlightenment tradition in order to overcome the
impasse of applied reason.
The one widely shared set of cultural precepts
that is best suited to absorbing the reframed humilitybased approach to managing the techno-human
condition is rooted in the Enlightenment itself. Only
the spirit of the enlightenment, with its commitment
not just to truth, but also pluralism and skepticism,
could put up with the contradiction, ambiguity, and
uncertainty that are the essential ingredients of the
techno-human condition (Allenby and Sarewitz,
2011, p. 172).
The authors’ commitment to a “humility-based
approach” to managing the techno-human condition
on the basis of “not just truth but also pluralism and
skepticism” is their way of describing the
postmodern condition as we find it in a different—
ontological—vocabulary in Gianni Vattimo’s
philosophy of weak thought. Both approaches
reaffirm—in Vattimo’s case perhaps surprisingly
so—a commitment to the spirit of Enlightenment,
which we might call Enlightenment 2.0, the essence
of which is not the establishment of truth, objectivity,
and morality for all, but the continuous and
incremental muddling through in fits and starts to
reach the best possible outcome. What differentiates
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such postmodern Enlightenment from Enlightenment
1.0 is the non-availability of first principles of any
kind and the concomitant relinquishing of the idea of
one reality. What unites them is the spirit of
emancipation that is fuelled by nothing other than the
pursuit of the reduction of violence, one issue at a
time.
What is interesting with respect to the modern
philosophy of technology (perhaps most clearly
formulated in Heidegger’s notion of the Ge-stell
[enframing]) is that both Vattimo and Allenby and
Sarewitz retreat in equal measure from a vilification
(dystopia) or a celebration (utopia) of technology. In
their view there is no alternative to the techno-human
condition, no space for a foundational belief in either
the purely human (humanism) or the purely
technological (transhumanism). In this sense their
positions are both post-metaphysical. Our
contemporary techno-human condition requires
humility and wisdom. It requires that Enlightenment
optimism be reset to a kind of enlightened “realism”
that is not founded on a concept of reality.
In this essay, I have suggested that Vattimo’s
reading of the most recent communication and
information technology, with its symbol of the web
with multiple points of entry, represents a correct
assessment of our techno-human condition. These
new technologies saturate the present and multiply
the centers of power and sociopolitical engagement.
This state of affairs defines the postmodern epoch
where Enlightenment universalism has been replaced
by the concert of local opinions, by contest over
interpretations, ideas, and values. Allenby and
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Sarewitz corroborate this analysis by suggesting that
the best way to deal with our techno-human
condition is to muddle through. The hope is that in
this fashion we avoid making what they call category
mistakes (extrapolating level 3 consequences from
level 1 technologies)—which means, with respect to
transhumanism
and
human
enhancement
technologies, that we be continually circumspect and
move ahead slow rather than fast. As far as
transhumanism is concerned, they propose neither to
sing its praises nor to condemn it in technophobic
fashion; rather, society as a whole has to take the
measure of this neither/nor. Taking such measure is
still a rational undertaking. To this extent the ideals
of the Enlightenment have not been left behind. But
it is a different Enlightenment, Enlightenment 2.0,
one that is bereft of an ultimate foundation.
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Don Delillo’s novel White Noise (1985) addresses themes central to
the Frankfurt school theorists, including the totalizing matrix of
technology, consumerism, capitalism, and bureaucracy, labeled by
Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno as “the culture industry” in
their classic Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944). This paper
delineates how the novel dramatizes the contention of Horkheimer
and Adorno that Enlightenment betrays itself in an incipient
totalitarianism and regression to the barbarism of domination.
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Introduction
Don DeLillo’s provocative and darkly humorous novel
White Noise (1985/1998) bristles on almost every page
with a sardonic wit capable of simultaneously
dissecting, parodying, and humanizing the postmodern
1

This essay was first presented as a paper at the Humanities and
Technology Association 2012 Conference at Bowie State
University, on October 6, 2012. I would like to thank the
participants of the conference for their insightful responses. I would
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provided the author and original source are cited and the article is
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themes in which it revels. The protagonist of the novel,
Jack Gladney, Chair of the Department of Hitler Studies
at College-on-the-Hill in the town of Blacksmith, is
haunted by an almost paralyzing fear of death, which he
tries in vain to dispel by various means. We listen as
Jack narrates the events that play out over the better part
of a year—roughly the academic year—and we see how
Jack’s fascination with Nazi fascism, his brush with
death owing to technology gone awry, and the
consumerist society in which he and his family are
immersed all coalesce into DeLillo’s novelistic critique
of postmodern culture and society. This critique
underscores the incipient encroachments on the
autonomy and authenticity2 of the individual by the
ubiquitous agencies at work in the conjoined
technologization, commercialization, and bureaucratization of almost every aspect of life.
There have been a number of excellent studies of
DeLillo’s White Noise that have to varying degrees
relied upon culture critique, whether that of the
Frankfurt school (Walter Benjamin’s famous essay “The
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”
seems to be the most common citation) or its heirs
(Baudrillard, Jameson, and Lyotard appear in many
bibliographies), and, indeed, the novel seems tailor2

Although Theodor Adorno, one of the theorists used for the
investigative framework of this paper, was critical of existentialism,
and in particular, Heidegger (see Adorno’s The Jargon of
Authenticity), I still invoke the term here as appropriate. Though
they differed on the particulars, both Adorno and the existentialists
were concerned about the self-aware, self-realizing freedom of the
individual and the ways in which the Universal curtails this
freedom.
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made for such applications.3 Technology and fascism
have also received their share of critical attention as
central themes of the novel.4 The present essay is
situated in terrain that is similar, but in exploring the
connections between consumerism, technology, and
fascism, this paper will focus on a few literary parallels
between White Noise and Max Horkheimer and Theodor
Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944/2002), and,
in particular, the theme of the reversal of Enlightenment
progress and the regression to barbarism, which is
central to both Dialectic of Enlightenment and White
Noise. The first part of the paper gives a brief account of
the delineation of this regression in Dialectic of
Enlightenment. The second part explores how White
Noise portrays the reversal of progressive knowledge as
education devolves into an arm of the culture industry’s
program of indoctrination. The third part examines the
novel’s troubling stance on technology as a potential
instrument of regression; and the fourth part concludes
with an interpretation of how the protagonist’s descent
3

For example, John N. Duvall’s “The (Super)marketplace of
Images: Television as Unmediated Mediation in DeLillo’s White
Noise” views the propagandistic medium of television through the
optics of the respective works of Walter Benjamin and Jean
Baudrillard. For further initial examples, see the anthologies by
Lentricchia (1991) and Engles and Duvall (2006) and the essays in
the Viking-Penguin critical edition of White Noise (1998). There is
also a very useful bibliography in Orr (2003). The Don DeLillo
Society also keeps a running bibliography on DeLillo at
http://www.k-state.edu/english/nelp/delillo/biblio/litcrit.html.
4
See, for example, Michael Valdez Moses’ “Lust Removed from
Nature,” which makes use of Heidegger on technology (as well as
Dialectic of Enlightenment) and Paul A. Cantor’s “‘Adolf We
Hardly Knew You,’” which examines DeLillo’s use of Hitler in the
novel.
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into the barbarism of violence is the novel’s culmination
of the reversal of enlightenment.
Enlightenment and Regression
A central tenet of the Frankfurt school theorists
was that Enlightenment thought and the technological
tools it helped bring into existence paradoxically
threaten the very freedoms—both political and
material—that the Enlightenment had originally
promised. Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno’s
prescient Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944/2002), a
classic text of the Frankfurt school, examined the
processes by which power is established and maintained
through the carefully controlled production and
consumption of mass-produced culture. The threats to
liberty posed by an administered, force-fed culture,
combined with the logic (or illogic) of late capitalism
and its profit motive, form the basis of what the
Frankfurt school theorists derogated in their description
of “the culture industry.” Horkheimer and Adorno
(1944/2002) explained their self-imposed task of
investigating “the self-destruction of enlightenment” in
their Preface:
The aporia which faced us in our work thus proved
to be the first matter we had to investigate: the
self-destruction of enlightenment. We have no
doubt—and herein lies our petitio principii—that
freedom in society is inseparable from
enlightenment thinking. We believe we have
perceived with equal clarity, however, that the
very concept of that thinking, no less than the

32

DELILLO’S WHITE NOISE
concrete historical forms, the institutions of society
with which it is intertwined, already contains the
germ of the regression which is taking place
everywhere today. (p. xvi)
Taking this paradox, then, as their starting point,
Dialectic of Enlightenment argues that in the primitive,
pre-Enlightenment world, the politics of “might makes
right”
predominated,
behavior
was
libidinal,
understanding informed by superstition and myth, and
fear the natural state of man. Technological
advancement, enabled by scientism and a concomitant
growing understanding of the natural world, made
possible the progress of civilization through an increase
of mastery over the material world. These developments
also fostered a politically progressive perspective which
favored free inquiry, philosophical skepticism, and the
questioning
of
received
political
hierarchies.
Emancipation from the terrors of the natural world,
which threatened the individual with extinction, and
political equality are two of the key promises of
Enlightenment thought. And yet, runs the argument, this
process is not unidirectional, but dialectical and even
recursive; for all its benefits, there is much that comes
about as a result of Enlightenment that militates against
its emancipatory functions. Scientism, while eradicating
superstition, reduces the phenomenal world to its
atomistic, material base, including man, who becomes
an object like everything else. Instrumental reason and
the profit motive conjoin and come to the fore as the
final
and
incontestable
arbiters
of
value.
Industrialization leads to the mechanization and the
automatization of life. Productivity becomes the
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measure of human worth, and exchange value, in turn,
the measure of productivity. Production and
consumption are dislodged from actual concerns about
human needs as the economics of capitalism become
profit-driven rather than need-driven. This amoral
system in which companies compete in a “survival of
the fittest” model (also the model for empire-building)
foments the creation of artificial and false desires which
require a media propaganda apparatus designed to
brainwash and manipulate the individual-as-consumer.
The system enforces a relentless anti-intellectualism and
appeal to irrational appetite to drive mindless
consumerism. Human values in such a system are
reduced to marketability and consumption, and
conformity to these polarities becomes a requisite mode
of survival. Thus a new order of barbarism emerges, as
the corporate and political spheres, the instrumental
reason of science, its subsequent realization in
technology, and the cycles of enforced and policed
production and consumption comprise a hegemonic
construct that destroys or absorbs all competing values.
In other words, there is a regression to a restructured
mythology of power that sees knowledge of the material
world as an instrument for domination rather than
freedom. As Horkheimer and Adorno starkly put it,
“What human beings seek to learn from nature is how to
use it to dominate wholly both it and human beings.
Nothing else matters” (p. 2). This, in essence, is
Horkheimer and Adorno’s interpretation of the resultant
totalizing dynamics of Enlightenment thought as
expressed in Dialectic of Enlightenment.5
5

Dialectic of Enlightenment, it should be stressed, is a central text,
but certainly not the last word of either Horkheimer or Adorno on
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DeLillo’s novel dramatizes these and related
concerns and challenges the reader to consider the ways
in which a consumerism enabled and directed by
technology controls the consciousness of the characters
in the novel, with the motif of Nazi fascism as the
suggestive sinew binding the whole together. While
Horkheimer and Adorno understood the dynamics of
totalitarianism through having witnessed the horrors of
Nazism—and indeed were forced to flee Germany
during the war—one might reasonably ask for
justifications for DeLillo’s use of Hitler and fascism in a
late twentieth century American novel as an extended
metaphor for the dynamics of American society. We
have seen how irresponsible ad hominem attacks by
pundits and politicians through comparisons of
contemporary political figures to Hitler or careless
equations of this policy or that to Nazism cause a
the topics therein. However, while it is advisable to be cognizant of
the historical origins of the Frankfurt school, as well as the
evolution of the thought of both Horkheimer and Adorno as they
later considered this early statement, it is beyond the scope of this
paper to explore these matters. Finally, although we should be
cautious against making over-generalizations, it should be noted
that other thinkers associated with the Frankfurt school supported
and extended this interpretation of the problems associated with
Enlightenment. For example, Herbert Marcuse, a colleague of
Horkheimer and Adorno, argues in One-dimensional Man (1964),
that technology enables and informs the tools and products of the
culture industry, and, instead of manifesting itself in an
emancipatory capacity, becomes implicated in the processes of
mass control: “By virtue of the way it has organized its
technological base, contemporary industrial society tends to be
totalitarian. For ‘totalitarian’ is not only a terroristic political
coordination of society, but also a non-terroristic economictechnical coordination which operates through the manipulation of
needs by vested interests” (p. 3).
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deterioration in the political discourse of the nation.
DeLillo’s literary use of fascism as a metaphor,
however, is satirically effective, and as such bears no
resemblance to reckless comparisons in the political
arena. As John N. Duvall suggests in his article on White
Noise entitled “The (Super)marketplace of Images:
Television as Unmediated Mediation in DeLillo’s White
Noise” (1994/1998), the novel does indeed examine the
“proto-fascist urges” of contemporary America, but he
hastens to clarify this point:
In making this claim, I do not mean to erase the
enormous differences between contemporary
America and Europe of the 1920s and 1930s,
particularly Germany and Hitler’s National
Socialists, which DeLillo’s novel invokes. The
United States, of course, neither maintains an
official ideology of nationalism and anti-Semitism,
nor overtly silences political opposition through
storm-trooper violence and state control of the
media. Nevertheless, our national mythology that
tells us we are free, self-reliant, and autonomous
citizens, when enacted as moments of consumer
choice, produces a cultural-economic system that,
in several Marxist and post-Marxist accounts of
postmodernity, is more totalizing than Hitler’s
totalitarian regime. (p. 433)
There is plenty of anecdotal evidence of the
sweeping tendency of political leaders to advocate for
business above all other considerations and thereby urge
a concomitant consumerist mentality. One has only to
think of the suggestive symbolism of President George
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W. Bush’s fatuous injunction in the wake of the
September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks urging Americans
to “Get down to Disney World,” as though acts of
consumption in support of the culture industry
comprised the pinnacle of freedom and the ultimate
rebuttal to the terrorists. There are also examples of the
many ways in which technology dictates behavior
independently from human oversight: witness, for
example, the momentary panic in the stock market on
April 23, 2013 when web-scanning software reacted to a
false report that President Obama had been injured in an
attack on the White House. Add to these the growing
concerns raised about the U.S. government’s
surveillance programs, and an alarming pattern begins to
emerge. In light of the systemic and technologicallyenhanced relocation of power from democratic
processes to the centers of power in the economic and
political spheres, the combined threat to which DeLillo
gives voice is as potentially disturbing as the prospect of
power centered in an overtly totalitarian regime.6

6

I do not mean to suggest in all of this that DeLillo has written in
White Noise a programmatic response to the potential and realized
threats of American (and by extension, Western) consumerist
society and the political economy that it requires. Though no doubt
aware of various trends in culture critique, DeLillo, as a novelist,
works in away that is more metaphorical and suggestively
diagnostic than doctrinaire. The duty of the novelist is not strictly
synonymous with that of the philosopher or even cultural critic.
DeLillo himself eschews the notion that his novels engage in
political advocacy. (See his interview with Anthony DeCurtis, p.
65.)
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The End of Reason: Education as Culture Industry
Education and Enlightenment are inseparable;
each implies the other. And yet, as suggested in
Dialectic of Enlightenment, the truth-seeking of
Enlightenment thought turns out to be fungible, and
bows to the system of domination it inadvertently
produces. DeLillo’s comic take in White Noise on the
totalizing commercialization of education dramatizes the
regression to barbarism predicted by Horkheimer and
Adorno.
The opening image of Part One of the novel
(entitled “Waves and Radiation”) is that of students
arriving for the fall semester at the fictional “Collegeon-the-Hill.” They are unequivocally depicted as
consumers first and foremost, for as they arrive and their
parents drop them off, we see that they are loaded down
with all manner of consumer objects, which are
meticulously listed by DeLillo for effect:
As cars slowed to a crawl and stopped, students
sprang out and raced to the rear doors to begin
removing the objects inside; the stereo sets, radios,
personal computers; small refrigerators and table
ranges; the cartons of phonograph records and
cassettes; the hairdryers and styling irons; the
tennis rackets, soccer balls, hockey and lacrosse
sticks, bows and arrows; the controlled substances,
the birth control pills and devices; the junk food
still in shopping bags—onion-and-garlic chips,
nacho thins, peanut creme patties, Waffelos and
Kabooms, fruit chews and toffee popcorn; the
Dum-Dum pops, the Mystic mints. (p. 3)
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This catalog, which tellingly chronicles a student
body more intent upon consumption, hedonism, and
recreation than scholarly pursuits, strikes the reader as
both normal and grossly materialistic. We are later told
that “Tuition at the College on the Hill is $14,000,
Sunday brunch included” (p. 41). The phrase “Sunday
brunch included,” the above catalog, and other touches
in the novel set off the scene of instruction as one of
consumption, in which students (including Gladney’s
Hitler majors), instead of being educated to be active,
autonomous citizens, are being indoctrinated as passive
consumers and eventually re-producers of the culture
industry.
This consumerist indoctrination theme permeates
even the seemingly innocent descriptions of academic
activities, and comes to be subtly elided with the
totalitarian motifs of the novel. For example, when
discussing the arrival of his students to watch the Nazi
propaganda films that are part of the day’s lesson plan,
Gladney tells us that
They were all Hitler majors, members of the only
class I still taught, Advanced Nazism, three hours a
week, restricted to qualified seniors, a course of
study designed to cultivate historical perspective,
theoretical rigor and mature insight into the
continuing mass appeal of fascist tyranny with
special emphasis on parades, rallies and uniforms,
three credits, written reports. (p. 25)
The link between Hitler majors and the Hitler
youth is obvious enough, and the immensity of the evil
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of Hitler is trivialized into a parodied course description
which, rather than “cultivat[ing] historical perspective,”
flattens out the monstrousness of the historical moment
of Nazi-style totalitarianism into the simple object of
academic consumption. (In this regard, let us recall
Marcuse’s complaint in One-dimensional Man that the
administered society enforces a subordination of all
scales of value into the dominant order of things.) On a
related note, there is a moment in the novel when one of
the professors who teaches Pop Culture maintains that
we pay about as much attention to disaster footage on
TV as we do to a commercial for laundry detergent, a
phenomenon he calls “brain fade.” Thus, even the most
violently disturbing events become mere fodder for
consumption on the evening news, the history channel,
in the tabloid newspapers—even in the halls of
knowledge.
Nor, considering the academic offerings of the
College-on-the-Hill, are the halls of knowledge what
they used to be. While important moments of history are
trivialized by being exploited for their retail value, the
formerly trivial aspects of culture have been aggrandized
by the appearance of a whole academic department
devoted to the study of popular culture, whose practice
and persons Gladney describes as follows:
There is no Hitler building as such. We are
quartered in Centenary Hall, a dark brick structure
we share with the popular culture department
known officially as American environments. A
curious group. The teaching staff is composed
almost solely of New York émigrés, smart,
thuggish, movie-mad, trivia-crazed. They are here
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to decipher the natural language of the culture, to
make a formal method of the shiny pleasures
they'd known in their Europe-shadowed
childhoods—an Aristotelianism of bubble gum
wrappers and detergent jingles. The department
head is Alfonse (Fast Food) Stompanato, a broadchested glowering man whose collection of prewar
soda pop bottles is on permanent display in an
alcove. (p. 9)
Of Alfonse Stampanato, Jack later says, “When he
talked about popular culture, he exercised the closed
logic of a religious zealot, one who kills for his beliefs”
(p. 65). These passages amply illustrate the theme in
Dialectic of Enlightenment that Enlightenment, which
originally aimed to dispel superstition and barbarism
through science and reason, ultimately comes full
circle. The Pop Culture professors, who begin by
wielding the tools of culture critique for the purpose of
emancipation through knowledge, end by canonizing
and defending with irrational zeal the very objects they
had set out to critique.7
Murray Jay Siskind, a visiting professor in the
American environments department whom Jack
befriends, and who plays a pivotal role in the novel,
suggests that there is a note of charlatanism to this
academic discipline of popular studies. He says to Jack:
“I understand the music, I understand the movies, I
even see how comic books can tell us things, but there
7

It would not be unfair to observe that the novel even suggests that
the culture critique of the kind engaged in by the Frankfurt school,
inasmuch as it is a product of enlightenment thought, is itself
susceptible to this regression.
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are full professors in this place who read nothing but
cereal boxes” (p. 10). The surface interpretation is that
DeLillo here has Siskind exposing the vapidity of the
absurd progression of the objects of inquiry of popular
culture studies by stating that these “scholars” can
reach the apex of their profession by trafficking in the
most mundane objects of consumption. But beyond
that, they are also simply conforming to the
infrastructural value system in which they find
themselves rather than being agents of reform. They
have, in essence, reverted to tribalism and hedonism,
and turned their backs upon Enlightenment progress.
The theme of education as subordinate to the
integer of exchange is pervasive in the first part of the
novel; even Gladney’s area of specialization is described
as a business choice:
I am chairman of the department of Hitler studies
at the college on the Hill. I invented Hitler studies
in North America in March of 1968. It was a cold
bright day with intermittent winds out of the east.
When I suggested to the Chancellor that we might
build a whole department around Hitler's life and
work, he was quick to see the possibilities. It was
an immediate and electrifying success. (p. 4)8
8

It was pointed out to me by one of the editors of this article that
the choice of 1968 as the date of Gladney’s “invention” of Hitler
studies was probably not fortuitous. 1968 was the year of the
student protest movements in France and Germany which were to
have a major impact on the subsequent direction of the academy in
general and cultural studies in particular; also significantly, German
students criticized Adorno for his lack of commitment to their
cause.
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Gladney does indeed capitalize on Hitler in his
career, and he knowingly reduces his purported role as a
seeker of knowledge to purveyor of education as
commodity. Murray Jay Siskind notes Gladney’s
success and tells Gladney that he wants to do the same
thing with Elvis Presley. Murray says to Jack:
You’ve established a wonderful thing here with
Hitler. You created it, you nurtured it, you made it
your own. Nobody on the faculty of any college or
university in this part of the country can so much
as utter the word Hitler without a nod in your
direction, literally or metaphorically. . . . He is now
your Hitler, Gladney’s Hitler. It must be deeply
satisfying for you. . . . You’ve evolved an entire
system around this figure, a structure with
countless substructures and interrelated fields of
study, a history within history. I marvel at the
effort. It was masterful, shrewd, and cunningly
preemptive. It’s what I want to do with Elvis. (pp.
11-12)
Indeed, in the passages that link Elvis with Hitler,
Murray and Jack reinforce a leitmotif of Walter
Benjamin’s famous essay, “The Work of Art in the Age
of Its Technological Reproducibility” (1937/2001).
As a second aside, note the sentence “It was a cold bright
day with intermittent winds out of the east.” This is a sentence a TV
weather reporter would say, and the novel has numerous examples
of characters repeating the language of TV in various ways, which
demonstrates the saturation of the media into contemporary
consciousness. For example, Jack walks into his young daughter’s
bedroom one night to check on her, and she’s mouthing the words
“Toyota Celica” (p. 155).
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Benjamin, who saw with alarm the effectiveness of Nazi
propaganda movies like Leni Riefenstahl’s The Triumph
of the Will (1934) (Leitch et al., 2010, p. 1048)
expressed concern about the ways in which this
technology could condition the populace to view such
cinematic spectacles uncritically and to thereby confuse
and conflate aesthetic proficiency with political
desiderata. At the beginning of Chapter 15 of White
Noise, Jack attends one of Murray’s lectures on Elvis in
order to show support for Murray and lend his weight to
the proceedings. While Murray lectures on Elvis and his
life (focusing on Elvis’s love of his mother), Jack begins
to punctuate the lecture with parallel observations on
Hitler until it moves from an “antiphonal” lecture9 to
one dominated by Jack, who notes his own generosity in
helping Murray with his enterprise:
Murray, happily deferring to me, went to the
corner of the room and sat on the floor, leaving me
to pace and gesture alone, secure in my
professional aura of power, madness and death. . . .
I had been generous with the power and madness
at my disposal, allowing my subject to be
associated with an infinitely lesser figure, a fellow
who sat in La-Z-Boy chairs and shot out TVs. It
was not a small matter. We all had an aura to
maintain, and in sharing mine with a friend I was
risking the very things that made me untouchable.
(pp. 72-74)

9

In John N. Duvall’s happy phrase (p. 445) of “The
(Super)marketplace of Images” (1998).
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It is significant that Elvis is identified by Jack as
both passive and violent, because it prefigures elements
of the later scene with Willie Mink, and it underscores
the violence that is latent in the enforced passivity of
television viewing. There is a lot of talk of “aura” in
these passages—one of the key terms in Benjamin’s
essay—but more important for our purposes is the
obvious blending of Murray’s iconic pop culture figure
(a stand-in for pop culture industry aesthetic) with
Jack’s iconic political figure of “power and madness.”
To put a finer point on it, the pop culture icon in this
equation becomes a cipher for control of the masses not
through “storm-trooper violence” but through the
conditioned consumption of the cults of personality that
are foisted upon an obliviously receptive and passive
public. As the novel progresses, we see Murray, as pop
culture guru and advocate general, gain Jack’s
confidence, and begin to exert his influence over Jack by
interpreting the culture for him, attempting to win him
over to a mediated and unreflective consumerism. One
of the great ironies of Murray’s character is that it is
played out in the dialectic between Murray’s own hyperreflectiveness while urging his students and colleague to
respond to media images in a non- or pre-reflective way.
Adorno pointed out in his essay “Freudian Theory and
the Pattern of Fascist Propaganda” (1951/1978) that
reducing people to libidinal, unreflective responsiveness
is one of the most effective tools of mass control, a
lesson that Hollywood, Madison Avenue, and politicians
have learned and used to craft their respective sales
pitches. Murray, who is teaching a class on the cinema
of car crash scenes tells Jack in Chapter 28 that he wants
his students (who see in movie car crashes “the sheer
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waste, the sense of a civilization in decay”) to get past
the violence of the spectacle and instead appreciate the
“long tradition of American optimism. . . . full of the old
‘can-do’ spirit” that he contends they embody (p. 218).
Through aestheticizing and thereby sanitizing the
experience of cinematic violence, coupled with his
glorification of the supposed innocence of childlike
responses to media images, Murray wants, in effect, to
create his own “Hitler youth” engaged in a particularly
American technological triumphalism.
Technology and Regression
As mentioned earlier, Jack is obsessed with death,
and his worries find a more substantive form in Part
Two of the novel, entitled “The Airborne Toxic Event.”
The novel, which up to that point has seemed to drift
aimlessly, mostly recounting the quotidian consumerism
of Gladney and his post-nuclear family, quickens its
pace when a trainload of toxic chemicals is accidentally
spilled and the family is forced to evacuate their home.
We see the Gladneys fleeing in their station wagon
before a huge dark cloud of a menacing chemical called
Nyodene Derivative or Nyodene D, which his teenaged
son Heinrich tells Gladney causes “rats [to grow] urgent
lumps” (p. 111). Through the back window of their
station wagon, they see the huge cloud, followed by
army helicopters which are dumping other technologically produced chemicals on it from above in a futile
attempt to quell the threat. Gladney describes the cloud
in this way:
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The enormous dark mass moved like some death
ship in a Norse legend, escorted across the night
by armored creatures with spiral wings. We
weren’t sure how to react. It was a terrible thing to
see, so close, so low, packed with chlorides,
benzenes, phenols, hydrocarbons, or whatever
precise toxic content. . . . This was death made in a
laboratory, defined and measurable, but we
thought of it at the time in a simple and primitive
way, as some seasonal perversity of the earth like a
flood or tornado, not something subject to control.
Our helplessness did not seem compatible with the
idea of a man-made event. (pp. 127-28)
This scene could be interpreted as a dramatization
of the Frankfurt theorists’ warning about the potential
for instrumental reason, combined with a relentless
scientism, technology, and bureaucracy, to spiral out of
control and into a movement retrograde to
Enlightenment ideas of progress, for it contains all the
corresponding ingredients. The dark cloud of chemicals,
the by-product of such a system, is depicted here as
linked to a nature that returns unconquered after all and
threatens harm to the individual; and the reference to the
death ship of Norse legend reinforces the theme of the
Enlightenment’s paradoxical propensity to revert to a
state of myth-based barbarism. Gladney’s later
description of the toxic cloud also links together the
media, consumerism, and death: “[T]he cloud resembled
a national promotion for death, a multimillion-dollar
campaign backed by radio spots, heavy print and
billboard, TV saturation” (p. 158).
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With the “airborne toxic event” looming, the
family flees to an emergency shelter, which, in the
dynamics of the novel, smacks of a Nazi concentration
camp. On their way, Jack has to step out of the station
wagon to fill the gas tank, and when he does, he is
inadvertently exposed to the Nyodene D. He eventually
seeks to understand the consequences of this exposure
by having his case diagnosed by technicians with
complicated portable computers and machines. The
passage dealing with Jack’s diagnosis (to which I’ll turn
in a moment) is in stark contrast to an earlier scene in
which, standing before an ATM, Jack feels integrated
with the system:
In the morning I walked to the bank. I went to the
automated teller machine to check my balance. I
inserted my card, entered my secret code, tapped
out my request. The figure on the screen roughly
corresponded to my independent estimate, feebly
arrived at after long searches through documents,
tormented arithmetic. Waves of relief and gratitude
flowed over me. The system had blessed my life. I
felt its support and approval. The system hardware,
the mainframe sitting in a locked room in some
distant city. What a pleasing interaction. I sensed
that something of deep personal value, but not
money, not that at all, had been authenticated and
confirmed. A deranged person was escorted from
the bank by two armed guards. The system was
invisible, which made it all the more impressive,
all the more disquieting to deal with. But we were
in accord, at least for now. The networks, the
circuits, the dreams, the harmonies. (p. 46)
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Jack’s experience of “deep personal value” in
which his sense of personal worth is authenticated by
the ersatz blessings of some unidentifiable computer
source (even as he disavows the economic aspect of this
transaction) is DeLillo at his ironic best,10 and it also
recalls Dialectic of Enlightenment’s comments on
conformity as a mode of survival. But the computers
that whir in approbation are also virtually the same
source that diagnose Jack’s ingestion of the perhaps fatal
contaminants. While the family is still housed at the
evacuation shelter, Jack gets into the A-M line (A to M
= ATM, linking it with the earlier passage) where
technicians with mini-computers are providing
provisional diagnoses to those who may have been
exposed to the toxins. He is told by the technician who
taps into his personal history that he’s “getting bracketed
numbers with pulsing stars.” While pondering the
obscure ominousness of this information, Jack thinks
about the reach of this technology:
I wondered what he meant when he said he’d
tapped into my history. Where was it located
exactly? Some state or federal agency, some
insurance company or credit firm or medical
clearinghouse? What history was he referring to?
I’d told him some basic things. Height, weight,
childhood diseases. What else did he know? Did
10

Note DeLillo’s humorous aside about the “deranged person . . .
escorted from the bank by two armed guards”; presumably, this
person’s numbers had not added up, and he or she had not been
blessed by the system, and so is automatically considered
“deranged.”
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he know about my wives, my involvement with
Hitler, my dreams and fears? (p. 140)
The technician, despite all the hard data, responds
evasively to Jack’s inquiries about his condition, and
reinforces Jack’s anxiety by responding: “It just means
you are the sum total of your data. No man escapes that”
(p. 141). Jack finds this ultimate expression of the
materialist worldview—an encapsulation of instrumental
reason, if you will—horrible. It does not represent the
triumph of the human spirit and in fact instills in Jack a
regressive psychological state of fear. “The greater the
scientific advance, the more primitive the fear,” he later
tells Babette (p. 161).
There is another little piece of quasi-fictional
technology that DeLillo introduces in the novel that is
crucial. In Part Three of the novel, entitled “Dylarama,”
Jack finds out that his wife, Babette, who also has a
debilitating fear of death, has secretly been a human
subject for an experimental drug called Dylar, whose
intended function is to inhibit the fear of death. Though
Babette has hidden the pills, Jack finds a few of the
tablets and takes one to a colleague, the brilliant
neurochemical scientist Winnie Richards, who explains
that it is an ingenious little drug delivery system that
releases chemicals to inhibit the fear of death “at a
carefully controlled rate” (p. 187). Babette then
confesses to Jack that she has been selling her body to
procure the pills, and despite his feelings of betrayal, he
desperately wants to try the Dylar. But the ability to
escape the fear of death may not be such a good thing,
says Winnie Richards, who tells Jack,
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I don’t know what your personal involvement is
with this substance, . . . but I think it’s a mistake to
lose one’s sense of death, even one’s fear of death.
Isn’t death the boundary we need? Doesn’t it give
a precious texture to life, a sense of definition?
You have to ask yourself whether anything you do
in this life would have beauty and meaning
without the knowledge you carry of a final line, a
border or limit. (pp. 228-29)
In keeping with the ironic tensions and reversals of
the novel, Winnie Richards, a brilliant scientist, is,
surprisingly, an advocate for fear, that most primitive of
emotions. But she also negatively invokes the
overarching aspirations of the Enlightenment conception
of technology—the utopian urge to erase human
suffering and achieve immortality. Is it hypocritical for
those who have participated in their benefits to cavil the
dispensations of modern technology or to interpret
modern medicine as in itself deleterious? Perhaps. But
what DeLillo’s novel suggests is that, taken in toto,
incrementally and even in carefully controlled dosages,
technology, consumerist capitalism, bureaucracy, and
the media all work together to anesthetize the individual
by subordinating awareness to their totalizing functions
and shunting other forms of attentiveness. These fear-ofdeath inhibitors that saturate every aspect of
consciousness
subjugate
the
individual
and
paradoxically lead to a kind of psychic death which is
cunningly depicted in strategic points of the novel as the
white noise of the TV screen.11
11

It should be noted that TV technology has moved beyond the
white noise of the blank TV screen. When I teach the novel today,
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Gladney’s Regression to Barbarism
Jack, however, is not convinced by Winnie’s
admonitions, and in a pivotal moment in Chapter 37 of
the novel, Jack and Murray go for “a serious looping
Socratic walk” and discuss Jack’s fear of death and his
attempts to flee it by immersing himself in Hitler.
Murray suggests various other avenues to address his
fears, especially technology. Murray says:
You could put your faith in technology. It got you
here, it can get you out. This is the whole point of
technology. It creates an appetite for immortality
on the one hand. It threatens universal extinction
on the other. Technology is lust removed from
nature. . . .
It’s what we invented to conceal the terrible
secret of our decaying bodies. But it’s also life,
isn’t it? It prolongs life, it provides new organs for
those that wear out. New devices, new techniques
every day. Lasers, masers, ultrasound. Give
yourself up to it, Jack. Believe in it. They’ll insert
you in a gleaming tube, irradiate your body with
the basic stuff of the universe. Light, energy,
dreams. God’s own goodness. (p. 285)
But when Jack rejects an outright embrace of
technology and the next suggestion that he become
most of my students are familiar only with the blue screen of a TV
that is not picking up a cable signal. Instead of detracting from the
relevance of the novel, however, it enhances it as it points to the
fact that our engagement with technology changes with dizzying
rapidity.
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religious, and the one after that, that he learn to repress
better, Murray finally resorts to a kind of
Mephistophelian temptation. He tells Jack that many
before him have tried to evade their own deaths through
violence. Here are Jack and Murray:
“Are you saying that men have tried throughout
history to cure themselves of death by killing
others?”
“It’s obvious.”
“And you call this exciting?”
“I’m talking theory. In theory, violence is a form
of rebirth. The dier passively succumbs. The killer
lives on. What a marvelous equation. As a
marauding band amasses dead bodies, it gathers
strength. Strength accumulates like a favor from
the gods.” (p. 290)
Here Murray insists he is only trotting out a
theory—and indeed, DeLillo is in this chapter especially
fictionalizing theories from Ernest Becker’s The Denial
of Death (1973), a text that draws upon Freud’s Group
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1922/1949).
Both of these books attempt to explain the appeal of
fascism as, at least in part, a function of the longing for
self-preservation by immersion into a group or by
acceptance of a charismatic leader. Jack’s rage over
Babette’s sexual betrayal, enhanced by his long study of
Hitler, makes him ripe for violence, and so leads him to
translate Murray’s “theory” into practice. What Murray
presents as abstract knowledge (“I’m talking theory”)
Jack appropriates as a practical recipe—and rationale—
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for domination, thus illustrating a swift movement from
abstract reason to instrumental reason to domination.
There is a final piece of technology—a more
familiar one—that DeLillo uses to drive home the point
about technology’s links to domination and therefore
totalitarianism. Jack’s father-in-law comes for a visit
and gives Jack a handgun (a “Zumwalt automatic”),
maintaining that Jack needs to be able to protect his
family. Jack takes it somewhat unwillingly and forgets
all about it until after the “looping Socratic walk” with
Murray in which Murray plants the seed of the idea to
stave off his (Jack’s) own death by killing his wife’s
Dylar-peddling lover and thereby also laying in a supply
of the Dylar. We can see Jack’s state of mind when he
picks up the narration:
The next day I started carrying the Zumwalt
automatic to school.
It was in the flap of my jacket when I lectured, it
was in the top drawer of my desk when I received
visitors in the office. The gun created a second
reality for me to inhabit. The air was bright,
swirling around my head. Nameless feelings
pressed thrillingly on my chest. It was a reality I
could control, secretly dominate.
How stupid these people were, coming into my
office unarmed. (p. 297)
There is a blithe evasiveness to the slogan “guns
don’t kill people, people kill people” that this scene
belies.12 The connection here between the presence of a
12

During the “airborne toxic event,” Gladney decides the best
chance for him and his family to survive is to follow a car whose
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technology and the consciousness of its possessor
seems, to quote the constant refrain of Murray Jay
Siskind, “obvious.” Gladney is clearly intoxicated and
exhilarated by the very presence of the Zumwalt
automatic (note even this word “automatic”—something
that is automatic bypasses, as it were, the conscious
control of the individual), and it alters his normal mode
of perception so drastically that the staid, boring
academic becomes capable of the barbarism of murder.
In other words, the technology contains its own
teleological implications, which in this case includes a
dialectical reversion to barbarism. In the words of
Horkheimer and Adorno (1944/1982), “A technological
rationale is the rationale of domination itself” (p. 121).
Furthermore, it has been noted that the name
DeLillo gives to the automatic pistol—a Zumwalt—
links the weapon with Elmo Zumwalt II, who was the
Admiral in charge of the deforestation operation using
the chemical Agent Orange during the Vietnam War
(Carter, 2000). The richness of this symbolic
interconnection sprawls in multiple directions, from the
association with the Nyodene-D chemical spill, to the
wanton destruction of nature, to the undeclared yet very
real war whose boundaries (political, social, domestic,
etc.) are being pushed by and through technological
“advancement.” In a final ironic twist of
anachronistically appropriate symbolism, the late
Admiral Elmo Zumwalt (whose own son, a soldier,
suffered from the effects of exposure to Agent Orange)
bumper sticker reads “GUN CONTROL IS MIND CONTROL,”
rationalizing that, “In situations like this, you want to stick close to
people in right-wing fringe groups” (157). This passage slyly
suggests Jack’s incipient justification of fascism and violence.
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is being honored by having three “Zumwalt Class
Destroyers” manufactured; they are scheduled to be
launched in July 2013 (U.S. Navy, 2013). The novel
therefore asks, if we have war machines, surveillance
technology, prisons, etc., is there any doubt that they
will be used?
In the climactic scene of the novel (Chapter 39)
Gladney confronts Willie Mink, the man to whom
Babette was prostituting herself for Dylar, intending to
kill him and secure a supply of the Dylar capsules.
However, technology and consumerism backfire.
Gladney finds Mink, who is in a Dylar-induced stupor,
sitting in his dingy apartment, watching TV and
parroting random inane phrases he hears coming from
the TV screen. In this posture, Mink symbolizes the
surrender of consciousness to mass media and
consumerism. Gladney shoots Mink twice (clearly
enjoying his momentary Übermenschlichkeit) and,
intending to make it look like a suicide, puts the gun in
Mink’s hand. But Mink raises the gun and shoots
Gladney in the wrist. Gladney, through his pain, sees
Mink “for the first time as a person” (p. 313). He
manages to get Mink and himself to a Catholic hospital
where even the nuns evince a demythologized
worldview, for they don’t believe in heaven anymore
and rebuke Gladney for suggesting that they should. The
standard feel-good interpretation for Gladney’s saving
of Willie Mink is that Gladney’s own pain causes him to
recognize a shared humanity even with someone who
has wronged him, and this realization leads him to the
rejection of Murray’s temptation and to the selfredemptive and life-affirming act of saving the life of
his enemy. But nothing is that easy with DeLillo, and in
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the economy of the novel, we aren’t really meant to see
Mink as a human being; he is the shadowy Mr. Gray, the
cipher for the totalizing drug of consumerism, and the
reader is encouraged to inhabit the psychic will of
Gladney (despite Gladney’s own inauthenticity) and
sympathize with his wish to kill this soul-sucking
monster. (Perhaps this is DeLillo’s Mephistophelian
temptation to the reader.) But Mink is also Gladney’s
libidinally exaggerated alter-ego, and as such, he has too
much invested in this psychic doppelgänger to destroy
him without doing harm to himself. Despite Gladney’s
refusal to “put [his] faith in technology,” the novel
suggests that technology and all of its creature comforts
(including the life-saving medical technology the novel
sardonically invokes time and again) are not things we
really wish to abandon because they have become a part
of who we are. With respect to postmodern
consciousness, it will not do to think of the patterns of
technology and consumption as external to the self,
however much we also detect their negations of our
humanity. This is part of the dialectic.
DeLillo’s White Noise presents, through dark
comedy, the postmodern Faustian bargain in which we
continually barter authenticity and autonomy for the
Enlightenment promise of the overcoming of the radical
contingencies of existence. The Promethean promise,
however, overreaches. At the end of the novel, Jack’s
fear of death is unresolved, but how could it be
otherwise? As Murray implies during their walk, what
happens after death is not “a body of facts waiting to be
discovered” (p. 286). Jack’s failure to come to terms
with his own mortality is not simply because he refuses
the Heideggerian encomium to “run forward in thought
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towards death” (which he would interpret as elitist
intellectual legerdemain), and not because he cannot
assume the primitive psychic nobility of an Attila the
Hun, whom Jack pictures in Chapter 20 as stoically
indifferent to his own death. Instead his lack of
resolution is complicated by the tension between the
progressive expectations we are conditioned to have and
the true dialectical nature of enlightenment. As Winnie
Richards intimates, science and technology are at odds
with beauty and human meaning inasmuch as their goal
is to eradicate the fear of death. Her comments bring to
mind Wallace Stevens’ hauntingly beautiful line, “Death
is the mother of beauty,” and so do the eerily beautiful
“postmodern sunsets” that recur in the novel. They are
themselves perhaps a product of the toxic detritus of
technology and yet, in their beauty (which is itself
dependent upon the threat of death), are the inverse
image of the billowing toxic cloud that threatens death.13
To be released from fear is also to be released from
desire. When Murray says that “technology is lust
removed from nature,” it suggests that technology’s
ultimate aim is to extinguish human desire through the
complete satisfaction of all desire. In the many
supermarket scenes in the novel, we see the perfect
fruits and gleaming products in sanitized packaging, but
at what price? Murray compares the inside of the
supermarket to a tomb, and claims of America, “Here
we don’t die, we shop. But the difference is less marked
than you think” (p. 38). Technology and consumerism
are for Murray akin to a mystical religious system in
13

Jack, in Chapter 22: “Ever since the airborne toxic event, the
sunsets had become unbearably beautiful. Not that there was a
measurable connection” (p. 170).
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which the desired outcome is the annihilation of all
desire. As such, they conspire as a totalizing impulse
whose apotheosis leads to an incipient nihilism, and a
complex whose affinities to totalitarianism are
wonderfully explored in this great novel.
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Over the past decade, Internet usage in Latin America has taken a
giant leap forward. While not as widespread as in the U.S., Europe,
or some Asian countries, the virtual world has gained a strong
foothold across the Western Hemisphere. It is now common to find
Latin American created online businesses and a generally healthy
number of online media outlets. The Internet community will only
grow in the coming years, as cheaper IT hardware and greater wi-fi
areas expand. In addition, regional governments are promoting
computer and Internet literacy among their youth. Nevertheless,
there are several challenges to the Internet in Latin America.
Cybercrime and cybersecurity are obvious concerns, but so is
uneven education regarding computer and Internet literacy among
significant segments of regional populations. Given the lack of
proper understanding of the Internet by Latin American citizens,
governments are able to willingly, or unwillingly, pass legislation or
carry out other initiatives that could cripple Internet freedoms.
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Introduction
Within the past decade, Latin America has made a
giant leap from being a relatively “virgin” region of
Internet accessibility to a rapidly growing hub of virtual
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usage. From the rise of domestic e-businesses in Brazil,
Mexico, and Peru to initiatives to combat cybercrimes
by
regional
governments
and
multinational
organizations like the Organization of American States
(OAS), the Internet is rapidly becoming a part of daily
life for the region.
This development is especially fascinating in the
context of the rapid economic growth of Latin America
(in particular in Mexico and several South American
nations) over the past decade. Nevertheless, there are
still significant levels of unemployment and poverty,
and there is a lack of access to basic necessities like
electricity and clean water in numerous communities
across the region. While several governments have
carried out initiatives to educate their youth on computer
and Internet literacy, these projects are not as
widespread and common as they should be.
In 2013, it can be argued that Internet access has
become a human right. With that in mind, and given
some
troubling
developments
within
certain
governments regarding e-censorship, it is important for
the Latin American masses to understand their e-rights.
Because Latin America is still far from being a peaceful,
integrated, and politically stable region, the Internet is
an important tool that people can use to expand their
political, economic, and social freedoms and rights. At
the same time, the Internet can be a dangerous tool that
authoritarian governments or criminal syndicates can
easily exploit. Ultimately, the virtual world offers
citizens, governments, and, unfortunately, criminals a
plethora of opportunities. In order to progress, Latin
American populations should have access to the
Internet, but perhaps more importantly, a Latin
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American population properly
technology is imperative.

educated

in

IT

The Growth of e-Usage
A 2011 report by the Western Hemisphere
Security Analysis Center, entitled The Internet in Latin
America: Online Publics, Social Media Use and the
Impact of Diffusion, explains that as much as 34 percent
of Latin America’s population had Internet access in
2011. The report highlights how the quickest growth of
Internet users in the region is found among the middle
and lower classes. “In Argentina and Brazil, more than
one-half of the population now belongs to this new
‘digital middle class’…. These families perceive digital
literacy and Internet access as a way to complement a
poor and rather ineffective public education system”
(Prado, 2011, p. 16).
Nevertheless, there are glaring exceptions to the
general pattern of growing Internet connectivity
amongst middle- and lower-class Latin American
populations. For example, the aforementioned report
acknowledges that “Costa Rica is one such case where
patterns of socio-economic inequality still prevail when
it comes to connectivity rates: more than one-half of all
Internet users in the Central American nation belong to
upper- or middle-income families, and 47 percent [of
users] have a college education” (Prado, 2011, p. 17).
It is unsurprising that social media platforms and
communication software (i.e. e-mail, Skype or G-chat)
are particularly popular in Latin America. A recent poll
shows that most Mexicans spend time online either
using search engines or social media outlets. In
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Argentina, the top three social media outlets, in
descending order, are Facebook, Twitter, and Hi5.
Another popular social media outlet is Orkut (a
Facebook-like platform), used predominantly in Brazil.
According to another recent poll carried out among
Central American countries, social media sites are most
actively used in the region between Guatemala and
Panama (Quijada, 2013).
Some governments have made attempts to improve
Internet-connectivity. Most notably, the Cuban and
Venezuelan governments have planted an underwater
sea cable that could potentially increase the speed of
Internet-access to the Caribbean island. The Cuban
blogger Yoani Sánchez reported that the cable was put
in place in February 2011, at a cost of $70 million, “but
still today it has not been publicly announced that it is
working. In these two years, secrecy has fueled rumors
that the so-called Alba-1 failed because of corrupt
dealings. However, today there is technological
evidence that data is moving through the fiber optic
cable” (Sánchez, 2013). In spite of the cable, the degree
to which Cubans will benefit from it is debatable—as
most Cuban families lack a computer in their homes to
connect them to the virtual world. Finally, questions
remain regarding restrictions, namely e-censorship, by
the Cuban government. It is plausible that Havana may
resort to curtailing access to certain websites or monitor
the online activity of certain citizens (i.e. the
aforementioned blogger Sánchez, known for her
numerous critiques of the Castro regime).
The data discussed in this section helps provide a
good context for a larger discussion regarding Internet
usage in Latin America. These examples indicate that
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the number of Internet users will only grow in coming
years. Even countries with authoritarian governments
such as Cuba, rather than attempting to isolate
themselves from the virtual world, are carrying out
limited initiatives to improve their nation’s Internet
connectivity.
However, even though more users will continue to
appear in the near future, it is debatable how much they
will be able to profit from the Internet, other than
through utilizing it to watch videos, download music,
and use social media sites. In an interview with the
Guatemalan daily Prensa Libre, Jose Kont, a director at
iLifebelt (a consulting firm), acknowledged that, “a lot
of people still don’t realize the value of [social media
outlets], they are able to obtain information and create
human relations. Also, businesses have not been able to
properly take advantage of these channels as these
would save them financial resources to promote their
messages” (Quijada, 2013). In other words, awareness
of the possibilities that the Internet offers users (e.g.
possibilities for personal growth) is critical for an
examination of the future of the Internet in Latin
America.
e-Education
In order for Latin America to keep pace with new
IT technologies, it is imperative that the Western
Hemispheric youth become computer and Internet
literate. In his 2007 report on virtual education in Latin
America, Claudio Vitale (2007) explains that, in the
past, improving quality of education referred to updating
an educational institution’s faculty, infrastructure, and
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educational materials; nowadays, however, it has more
to do with technological advances, like access to
computers and the Internet (Vitale, 2007, p. 34).
Fortunately, there have been recent positive
initiatives that demonstrate that Latin American
governments, including their ministries of education and
technology, multinational organizations, and non-profit
institutes, are taking a giant leap forward in IT education
in classrooms across the region. For example, in late
January 2013, the Inter-American Confederation of
Catholic Schools, Santillana (a major Spanish-language
publishing house), the Inter-American Development
Bank, and the U.N. Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) organized a seminar on
Technology and Education in Panama City. An
estimated, 150 education professionals from 20 Latin
American countries attended the event. Furthermore,
regional governments have taken their own initiatives to
improve IT education in their respective countries. For
example, Colombia has carried out a program called
“Computadoras para educar,” which acquired over
53,000 computers for local schools. Similarly, Ecuador
created an initiative called “Interne tpara Tod@s,”
which uses mobile classrooms to bring IT literacy to the
most isolated parts of the mountainous country, and
Uruguay carried out the “Plan Ceibal,” which provided
laptops to primary education students in public schools
across the nation. Still, other countries in the region have
yet to carry out similarly ambitious—but necessary—
initiatives. According to a report by Colombia’s daily El
Tiempo, in Mexico, out of 198,896 public schools, only
84,157 have computers, and out of those, only 1 out of 5
have Internet access.
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Internet education in Latin America is a prime
example of an issue that involves a plethora of different
angles that need to be taken into account. Latin
Americans, just like people in other regions of the globe,
are increasingly resorting to the Internet for everything
from checking the weather forecast and watching TV
shows to purchasing goods and services (we will discuss
e-commerce later). This voracious appetite to be
connected to the virtual world is not going to stop
anytime soon. At the same time, cheaper technologies
(such as smartphones and more wi-fi areas) mean that
the region’s youth will learn how to use computers and
how to browse the Internet at home, even if it is not
taught adequately at schools. At the same time,
considering that the virtual world is the wave of the
future (and arguably already the present), it is important
for regional governments to play a role in educating
their youth, as part of Internet literacy, about some of
the dangers associated with increased Internet access,
such as cybercrimes (which we will address later).
Furthermore, an active government presence in
promoting computer literacy and education can more
broadly aid citizens in their education and work, for
example, creating domestic e-businesses that pave the
way for new jobs, which in turn helps economic growth
and development of a country. At the same time, the
manufacture of increasingly cheap IT technologies and
an increase in wi-fi coverage means that individuals who
live in more isolated, rural areas will finally have
Internet access; and they, just like their countrymen who
live in urban areas, deserve to be computer literate so
they can access the full array of positive aspects that the
virtual world can provide.
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Furthermore, greater Internet and computer
literacy will help to bridge the gap between male and
female education in the region. Female illiteracy (not
just regarding technology, but in general), is tragically
high in developing nations. Accordingly, Latin
American governments must specifically target and
encourage IT-related initiatives for women in order to
encourage a higher level of female participation in the
virtual world (i.e. e-activism, e-journalism, or ebusinesses).1
There is one key phenomenon that we must take
into account when it comes to e-education in Latin
America: population growth. Every decade we are
seeing increasingly larger numbers of kids entering
schools, be they public or private, purchasing
smartphones or laptops, and wanting to learn how to use
the Internet. Hypothetically, if today a school has a ratio
of 1 computer per 10 students, in some years, this will
decrease to 1 computer per 12 students, unless the
school acquires new hardware. In terms of population
growth, a 2007 analysis in the magazine Apertura
explains how major universities in Latin America with
significant financial resources are slowly expanding into
virtual classes due to the pressures that arise from not
being able to offer enough openings to a growing
number of applicants, as well as demands by the faculty
of these universities to adopt new types of technologies
1

For a good analysis of women’s issues regarding e-technology,
see: Sabanes, “Capacitacion para el activismo de las mujeres,”
2011, pp. 110-128. Also see: “Challenges for Education with Equity
in Latin America and the Caribbean,” Regional Preparatory
Meeting 2011, United Nations Economic and Social Council
Annual Ministerial Review, 2011.
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in order to improve education (Vitale, 2007, p. 46).
Furthermore, as other scholars explain:
For ICT [Information and Communication
Technologies] to enrich the learning environment
for young people, educational centers must possess
computers and connectivity—of sufficient quantity
and quality—for instructors’ learning environments with technological resources and
students to be able to make use of these resources
in the teaching-learning process (Roman &
Murillo, 2012, pp. 1108-1109).
In other words, e-education in Latin America has
to do not only with the quantity of computers available
at an educational center, but also with the quality of
educators who train students to use them. Successful
computer technology education will give students a
window to a wide range of possibilities later in life.
As a final sobering fact for this section, it is
important to mention the findings of the 2011 Draft
Report by the United Nations Economic and Social
Council, which highlights the digital divide in Latin
America. Even with the ongoing economic boom that
the region enjoys, lower classes do not necessarily have
the same quality of Internet access as upper income
families. The report points out that:
Given the type of access opportunities provided by
the education establishment, and in some cases at
Internet cafés (which are very widespread in the
less favoured social sectors of many countries in
the region), individuals are often unable to make
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use of the technology with sufficient intensity.
Those who use ICT in such places generally do so
for less time than those who have access in their
homes, giving them more limited possibilities to
develop digital skills for social and occupational
integration. This leads to another dimension in the
digital divide: not lack of access, but rather a
matter of modalities and intensities of usage.
(Challenges, 2011, p. 20)
It is becoming increasingly clear that e-educational
initiatives are a critical part of badly needed educational
reforms in Latin America. The cases of Uruguay and
Colombia are positive examples, and hopefully other
countries will follow suit, especially as population
growth in the region will not likely stop anytime soon.
In a region known for historical socioeconomic
disparities (which cross ethnic and gender lines), the
Internet could become something akin to an equalizer.
However, this ideal scenario will only come true if
governments push for the e-education of their
populations, if for no other reason than that welleducated populations are beneficial to a country’s
economy and good for a country’s cybersecurity
structure.
e-Security
Unfortunately there are also plenty of illegal
actions taking place in the virtual world of the Western
Hemisphere, as there has been a constant string of
Internet attacks by hackers. For example, in recent years,
hackers have attacked the government websites of
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Colombia, Chile, and Mexico. It is unclear if the
perpetrators are operating alone, as part of an Internet
group like LulzSec or Anonymous, or on behalf of a
particular government; but arguably it is a mix of all
three.
Cybercriminals are also using popular news to
attack users to steal their personal information (i.e.,
email passwords or bank accounts info). In one case,
hackers in Peru sent an e-mail that claimed to have a
link to a video of a renowned local criminal (known as
Gringasho) with his girlfriend. Unsurprisingly the link
to the video was a fake, and it actually downloaded a
Trojan virus onto the user’s computer that could steal
whatever information the user had stored in the machine.
These types of attacks will hopefully force governments
to spend greater amounts of their budget to increase their
cyber defense and cyber policing activities.
It is important to add that online businesses in the
region are slowly beginning to thrive as a result of the
exponential growth of the number of Internet users.
According to a study made by America Economía
Intelligence and Visa, “e-commerce in Latin America
grew by 42.8% between 2010 and 2011 to reach $43
billion, double the amount in 2009, which was $22
billion.” The study explains that the top users of ecommerce are Brazil, Mexico, the Caribbean as a whole,
and Argentina. Specifically, the study also explains the
goods and services individuals most often prefer to
purchase online, highlighting that:
For Mexicans…plane/bus tickets are the most
popular group of products for e-commerce
purchases. Tickets to shows rank #2, while hotel
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reservations rank #3 [For Argentines], appliances
are the #1 product bought via e-commerce,
followed by computers, electronics, health/beauty
products and clothes/accessories. For Brazilians,
appliances are the #1 product bought via ecommerce, followed by computers, electronics,
health/beauty products and clothes/accessories.
(Almedia, 2012)
While online shopping may not yet be as common
in Latin America as it is in the United States or Europe,
it will certainly continue to grow. Hence, it is imperative
for users, online stores, and governments to carry out
cybersecurity protocols—ranging from not using a
simple password for their online accounts to the
company use of appropriate cyber protection software to
protect the personal information of their customers. This
will surely have positive effects, making it harder for
cybercriminals to steal sensitive data, such as a user’s
credit card information.
Government e-Security Initiatives
Latin American and Caribbean governments, as
well as regional blocs like the Organization of American
States (OAS) and the Union of South American Nations
(UNASUR), have taken initiatives in recent years
regarding the spread of Internet-related technology and
Internet freedom of expression. In 2011, the
Communication Ministers of UNASUR met in Brazil to
discuss regional Internet issues. According to a
resolution at the end of the conference:
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As part of their declaration, the participant
authorities agreed in the urgent need to expand the
interconnections between the South American
countries and the international exit points via
submarine cables, considering the accelerated
increase in the demand for transport through optic
fiber networks, capable of allowing data traffic in
broadband and scientific applications (“Ministers,”
2011).
In addition, multinational agencies, like the OAS,
are discussing the safety concerns of the virtual world.
On December 2012, the OAS, the World Economic
Forum, and Georgetown University organized a
conference entitled, “Cyber Security Dialogue: Priorities
for the Americas,” which took place in the OAS
headquarters in downtown Washington, D.C. Highranking OAS officials attended the event, and the
speakers included officials of the governments of
Panama and Paraguay, the U.S. State Department,
ICANN, as well as Internet-oriented NGOs such as the
Stop.Think.Connect Initiative. The author of this analysis attended the aforementioned meeting and asked a
question about an October 2012 cyber-attack perpetrated
by a branch of Anonymous, which temporarily brought
down a number of Panama’s government websites. The
supposed reason for the attack was to protest the passing
of an unpopular law by Panama’s government. The
author’s question sparked a discussion about such illegal
actions and the responses taken by Panama’s Computer
Emergency Response Team (CERT) IT professionals
who work for the government to protect government and
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private websites from cyber-attacks.2 Another similar
conference was the Seventh Annual Counter-Crime
Operations Summit, which took place in Buenos Aires,
Argentina in April 2013. The meeting was organized by
the OAS and partner organizations.
Likewise, regional states are passing legislation to
curve cybercrimes. For example, the government of
Nicaragua is debating whether to criminalize the
obtaining of money or information from enterprises via
the Internet (Vasquez, 2013).
Real Life Perils in the Virtual World
A particular concern is the future e-freedom of
expression and the possibility of governmental ecensorship in some Western Hemisphere countries. For
example, in late 2012, high ranking Bolivian
policymakers stated that they could create “black lists”
of users that critiqued President Evo Morales on social
media outlets (like blogs, forums, Twitter, or Facebook).
Vice President Garcia Linera declared, “I’m going
online and writing down the insults that our president is
receiving.” Similarly, Minister Carlos Romero declared
that “social media (Twitter and Facebook) significantly
distorts reality; discriminatory and racist comments are
posted. No one will affect the right of people to express
their opinion, of expressing themselves, that will never
happen” (Sánchez, 2012a).
While the author of this analysis has been unable
to find out if the Bolivian government has carried out its
threats regarding e-censorship or if the threats were just
2

A list of Latin American CERT webpage links can be found in the
CERT website: http://www.cert.org/csirts/national/contact.html
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hollow declarations, the fact that such statements were
made to begin with is troubling. Latin America is
emerging from a dark period of its history, which has
included the Central American wars and the South
American military juntas, which were infamous for
carrying out repressive initiatives such as Operation
Condor (including in Bolivia). Given such a legacy, the
last thing the Bolivian population wants to see are
democratically elected and popular leaders (such as
President Morales) embarking on the censorship of efreedom of expression, akin to what happened in the
region in the not so distant past, with deadly
consequences.
Finally, it is noteworthy that government ecensorship has led to the passage of some bizarre laws.
For example, the Sandinista policymakers in the
Nicaraguan Congress have passed a law that prohibits
Internet access within Nicaragua’s legislative chamber.
The logic for this is that policymakers waste time on
Facebook or CartoonNetwork.com instead of paying
attention to what is being discussed inside Congress.
Unsurprisingly, members of Nicaragua’s congressional
opposition have been critical of this initiative, and have
compared it to e-censorship initiatives carried out by the
governments of Cuba, Iran, and China. A Nicaraguan
Liberal Party lawmaker, Carlos Langrand, stated that,
“information is power; it helps inform debates in the
National Assembly and allows lawmakers to connect
with voters through social media, as well as remain upto-date on what is happening in the world” (Rogers,
2013).
E-censorship by certain Latin American
governments (whether e-censorship may be a
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government initiative or the actions of only specific
policymakers depends on a case by case basis) only
stresses the importance of promoting Internet literacy
among Latin American citizens. This will help them
understand both the opportunities provided by the
virtual world, as well as give them the tools to protect
their e-human rights (such as e-freedom of expression).
Latin American e- Activism
The previous section is not intended to give the
impression that online activism in Latin America has
been lacking. There are already examples of the Internet
activism, including the use of social media outlets to
promote social causes in the region. One such example
is in Haiti, where social media is successfully being used
to coordinate the activities of organizations that promote
women’s rights. Meanwhile, in Mexico, the YoSoy132
movement staged protests against the 2012 presidential
campaign of Enrique Peña Nieto (who ultimately was
elected), relying heavily on social media outlets like
Youtube and Twitter to organize protests.
Other initiatives include an online-organized
campaign in Peru’s coastal city of Chimbote called
S.O.S. Arreglen las pistas de Chimbote! The movement
aims to put pressure on the municipal government to fix
Chimbote’s roads. Meanwhile, in Brazil, the NGO Viva
Rio created a website called Viva Favela. The goal of
the website is to allow favela residents to upload videos
and pictures of their lives in Brazil’s shantytowns. An
additional objective is for residents to embark on citizen
journalism activities by uploading videos of government
officials (i.e., corrupt police officers or local politicians)
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that may be carrying out illegal activities such as taking
bribes. Even indigenous tribes are increasingly using the
Internet for social causes. For example, one of the first
groups to use the Internet for social activism was the
Zapatista movement in Mexico in the mid to late 1990s
(see Cleaver, 1998, and Martinez-Torres, 2001).
Additionally, the Surui people of the Brazilian Amazon
use the Internet, including GPS information and Google
Earth, to monitor deforestation in their homeland.
Arguably, the digital age has provided a new identity to
a generation of Latin Americans that were once
described by experts as apathetic to politics (Corchado,
2012).
It is encouraging that the region’s youth and
specific groups (such as women’s movements or
indigenous tribes) are taking a bigger role in attempting
to influence policymaking. Nevertheless, the extent to
which e-activism has been successful is debatable. For
example, the YoSoy 132 movement in Mexico, which
primarily aimed to prevent the election of Peña Nieto to
the presidency in 2012, did not succeed in this.
Likewise, it is unclear to what extent the Surui in Brazil
have been able to successfully contain deforestation.
These setbacks are sobering, but they do not mean that
this type of e-activism should stop.
The use of social media tools like Twitter and
Facebook has not brought about massive, nation-wide
protests resulting in toppled governments in Latin
America a la the Arab Spring. (Comparing the
autocratic governments of Tunisia, Libya, or Egypt to
Western Hemispheric states is a topic for a different
article.) Nevertheless, successes in pressuring city
governments to build roads or raising awareness of the
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deforestation of the Surui people’s homeland, or similar
things, are (small) victories that demonstrate that online
activism should be further encouraged.
e-Journalism
A final important issue regarding the Internet in
Latin America is the spread of online journalism. As
published in a March 2013 report in the Spanish daily El
País, e-journalism is booming in the Western
Hemisphere due to the relative ease in publishing
articles online at low costs (Quesada, 2013). The report
also explains that another major reason for the growth in
e-journalism is the massive upsurge in Internet usage,
particularly social media outlets, by the continent’s
youth. “This constant interconnectivity allows fluid
dialogue with the website’s followers,” the report
explains (Quesada, 2013).
The Guatemalan news website Plaza Pública is a
successful example of online journalism as it has
republished U.S. government confidential memoranda
relating to Guatemalan politics made public by
Wikileaks. In one explosive story, Plaza Pública
reported on how children are forced to work in the
country’s influential sugar companies (Arce and
Rodriguez, 2012). Following the trend of e-journalism,
the aforementioned Cuban blogger Yoani Sánchez has
affirmed that her goal is to start a digital newspaper in
Cuba. It remains to be seen whether she will be able to
succeed in this, given the dislike of the Cuban
government for independent media on account of their
ability to publicize anti-government information.
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In spite of the aforementioned examples, one
criticism of e-journalism in the region is that it is
spreading at a snail’s pace. For example, in a January
2013 op-ed for SinEmbargo.MX, Adela Navarro (the
editor of the weekly Zeta magazine) compared the final
printed issue of Newsweek with Mexican e-journalism.
In her commentary, Navarro conceded that, “the poor
conditions of Internet access, lack of infrastructure, the
cost of services,…the lack of education regarding how
to use the Internet and the minimal investment by the
government in Mexico” have slowed down the erosion
of the print media in that country (Navarro, 2013).
Conclusions
Internet usage in the Western Hemisphere will continue
to grow thanks to new and cheaper technologies as well
as the economic growth that much of the region is
experiencing. The Internet has both positive and
negative effects, and hopefully regional governments
and organizations like the OAS will be able to deter the
latter.
In a 2002 article on the Internet and Latin
America, Gomez (2000) lyrically explains that
The Internet is a hall of mirrors. In its multiple
images, its uses reflect the inequalities and
injustices of the societies into which it is inserted.
Thus, information technologies are not positive or
negative in themselves but neither are they neutral.
They take the form and direction of the societies in
which they are introduced and at the same time
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they help further shape the relations and modes of
interaction in these societies (Gomez, 2000, p. 72).
Certainly, issues such as Internet access, eeducation, and e-businesses can serve as a virtual
barometer with which to judge how Latin America is
doing on critical topics such education reform and
technological development, and whether impoverished
citizens are benefitting from economic growth.
Tragically, in spite of the economic growth (and cyber
growth) that Latin American nations are enjoying,
significant segments of the population of countries like
Peru, Colombia, and Mexico still do not have access to
something as basic as electricity, which, ipso facto,
prevents them from learning how to use computers and
the Internet (Quesada, 2010; Mendes, 2010; and Peru21,
2009). Ultimately the growth of Internet access in Latin
America simultaneously is related to the access of poor,
rural, and geographically isolated communities to basic
necessities, such as electricity. Thus, analyzing Internet
access, including cyber security and cyber-education in
Latin America, provides an innovative window from
which to look at a more intrinsic reality of the region.
One scholar who has analyzed e-activism,
Elisabeth Friedman, argues that there is a “growth of a
digital divide between Internet haves and have-nots,
especially in the developing world, where only a small
percentage of the population benefits from both access
and the all-important ‘digital literacy’” (Friedman, 2005,
p. 6). This position is similar to the aforementioned
2011 UNESCO Draft Report, which notes that while
lower classes may have Internet access, it is still more
limited than that of the upper, richer classes, who are
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generally more IT-literate. In other words, e-education
initiatives allow lower, poorer classes to use the Internet
to more effectively promote e-advocacy initiatives on
issues like indigenous rights and gender equality.
Given the recent dark history of some repressive
Latin American governments, there are valid reasons for
concern that online censorship could develop into more
sinister activities, such as cyber espionage operations.
The aforementioned declarations by certain members of
the Bolivian government, combined with previous
examples of espionage by authoritarian governments
(i.e., the Alberto Fujimori dictatorship in Peru in the
1990s), demonstrate that freedom of speech and
expression, as well as governmental transparency, must
be constantly supervised in that region in order to
prevent abuses of power. The Internet is a great tool, but
it can be used by authoritarian policymakers quite easily
to spy on their own populations. While Latin America
has taken a giant virtual leap forward, real-life
challenges, ranging from poverty, lack of computer
literacy, and the region’s own troubled history with
transparency and (the lack of) respect of human rights,
can potentially cripple the growth of the Internet.
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Unlike many technophiles and technophobes,
Milad Doueihi undertakes a more nuanced critique of
digital technologies. For him, the pivotal issue is
literacy. This is true not only for communication
purposes, but also in the production and exchange of
knowledge, where identities are formed and where
cultural conflict irrupts. Having moved from the “culture
of the office” to a “culture of mobility,” digital cultures
are ubiquitous and therefore raise unexpected problems.
Offering a “humanistic perspective,” Doueihi
attempts to transcend standard complaints about the
socioeconomic dimensions of digital technologies and to
appreciate more profoundly, for example, the ways in
which these technologies reconfigure conceptual
abstractions and historically entrenched religious
practices. So, it’s not only about the “haves” and havenots,” but about more profound issues as well. For him,
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“digital culture is the only rival to religion as a universal
presence” (emphasis in the original).
Following the lead of both Jacques Ellul and
Martin Heidegger in worrying about the “displacement
of the human,” Doueihi suggests that digital culture has
its own “ecosystem” with well-defined internal
constraints and ideas about progress and prosperity. The
extensive power associated with digital proliferation is
“universalist” insofar that it undermines diversity of
knowledge
production
and
distribution,
and
homogenizes one privileged “form of intelligence.”
With this in mind, Doueihi brings into play a religious
dimension. Religion has the “narrative function” of
providing models of human origins as well as a
conceptual structure for the future of humanity. When
digital culture takes on this function, it might be a
“thrilling adventure” for the initiated, but it can become
daunting if not unintelligible for those whose digital
literacy is wanting (either because of lack of access or
because of lack of education).
Instead of relying on the classical concerns with
the socioeconomic “digital divide,” Doueihi introduces
the notion of “hybrid literacy” in relation to new digital
technologies, because of their reliance on and
continuation of the history of print culture. In this
context, digital technologies merely enhance and extend
that which has already been familiar and readily
available. Therefore, the digital marketplace is “a natural
extension of the emerging digital literacy,” much like
what we observe in the entertainment industry where
free downloads still rely on market mechanisms. So, for
him, there is not necessarily a literacy conflict between
print and digital cultures.
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Though there isn’t at this stage a necessary conflict
or digital divide, there emerges a “hierarchy in digital
literacy” such that “users” are at the mercy of
“manipulators.” This hierarchy, according to Doueihi,
eventually translates into “digital citizenship”—with
rights and powers—and into the “politics of digital
identity”—where control mechanisms are being
developed for power and prestige, control and financial
gains, by (at times invisible) third parties. And when
blogs are discussed, “authenticity”—a favorite Frankfurt
School term—is transformed from the individual creator
to a virtual world, where identity is impossible to verify.
But would this virtual blogging reality entice more
participation? It is with the blogosphere that Doueihi
imagines an “emerging city” where radical social and
political changes can take place on a global level, with
legitimate new values (hence the earlier reference to
digital culture as a displacement of the religious culture).
While celebrating the collapse of the difference
between “code and content” as well as between “coders
and users” (however openly defined), Doueihi also
suggests that the ways in which digital technologies are
deployed in fact provide “the foundations for a literate
market” with “openness and access” as their key values.
For him, “digital archives, privacy and security as well
as a form of distributed digital citizenship” bring about a
religious-like promise of a better future. Perhaps after
all, Doueihi is much more of a technophile than a
technophobe, expressing hope and optimism rather than
worry about exploitation and abuse, as James Boyle (the
legal scholar of digital technologies) has done over the
past decade.
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Perhaps what makes sense to Doueihi, the
philologist and intellectual historian, is the seamless
continuity of print and digital cultures in general, rather
than the problematic history of print and digital illiteracy
among the socioeconomic less fortunate individuals
around the globe. Perhaps the dissemination of error,
deliberate or benign, that digital culture inflicts on
individuals who are too poor or busy to fight back may
hint at the fact that conflict does exist in this utopian
vision. And as we learn more and more about the usage
of digital technologies, we become more worried rather
than relieved, more concerned about systematic data
collection and potential abuse (by government agencies
and private corporations alike).
Doueihi is definitely correct in using the term
digital culture to accent the overwhelming acceptance of
digital technologies in every facet of our lives. He is also
correct to point out the difference between digital
literacy and illiteracy. But in order to call something a
culture, and as such denote a comprehensive sense of
one’s life and world, it would be useful to also deal with
the socioeconomic features associated with this culture.
Doueihi’s analysis would have been much enhanced by
a more detailed and thorough analysis of the financial
costs and benefits associated with this digital culture,
not only in terms of intellectual property rights but also
in terms of outsourced manufacturing and distribution
channels. The jump from coders to users misses many
layers and levels of processing machines and workers
who contribute to the functionality of this technology.
Another way to contextualize the digital culture Doueihi
describes is in both postmodern and postcapitalist terms,
illustrating along the way how classical models of
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modernity and capitalism fail to fully understand and
fully integrate digital technologies. Moreover, digital
technologies have the power to transform concepts and
ways of thinking, as Doueihi readily acknowledges. As
such, they bring about and are influenced by
postmodernity and postcapitalism much more so than by
religious views or values. If the religious twist Doueihi
offers is meant to illustrate that we are dealing with a
“culture,” so be it. But if he means more than this—a
twist which one cannot find in the text—then better
guiding models are available. One is postmodernism,
where fluidity is essential and hierarchies are constantly
challenged, where multiple options are available and a
plurality of voices is heard; the other is postcapitalism,
where entrepreneurs collaborate and ideas flow freely.
But if Doueihi means that, for some, digital culture
replaces religion, meaning that some worship gadgets
and have faith in the Internet (or even in the truth of
Google searches), then he has a point, of course. We
carry our mobile smartphones the way some wear
crosses around their necks; we load on power for our
instruments the way religious people pray daily; and we
look at digital inventors as celebrities worthy of
sainthood. Yes, we have immersed ourselves in digital
culture as if we have reached the Promised Land. But
what strife remains ahead? What will be the eventual
price of this immersion?
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I received my dog-eared copy of the Whole Earth
Catalog when I was in the fifth grade, if I recall
correctly. I imagine the book coming from a friend of
my mother’s by way of some other well-intentioned
adult who thought I might enjoy it and had found it
useful previously, but now found it stowed away in a
heap in the back of the garage. The catalog was bulky,
cumbersome and printed on paper that was raw
newsprint without glossy photos and slick surfaces. The
cover of all of these books most likely became weather
worn immediately. The book was a gloriously low-tech
designed artifact, despite its heavy technological agenda.
The Whole Earth Catalog was not a handsome book,
and it never was intended to be a handsome book. It was
a practical book. It was a tool for living, just as Le
Corbusier’s Villa Savoye from 1929 was a “machine for
living” rather than a mere house. The book’s polemic
©2013 Eric Nay. This is an Open Access review distributed under
the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution, Non-Commercial,
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distribution, and reproduction of this review in any medium,
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was self-evident, and it had its own anti-aesthetic based
on its honest ideology. The Whole Earth Catalog
remains one of my favorite artifacts in the canon of
sustainable design and the history of American
environmentalism.
As a child, I loved this book for reasons I cannot
fully understand to this day. Its illogical and difficult
formatting made it pleasantly cumbersome and
awkward. It was too big and too heavy to just be a book
that sat on my plywood bookshelf, and I suppose I knew
there must be a reason for this deliberately idiosyncratic
DIY format. This odd, big, black book resembled the
Sears catalogs that would annually usher in the holiday
season with promises of purchases to be shipped in from
far away places, but the Whole Earth Catalog was
unlike Sears catalogs in that it did not seem very
interested in selling things to the masses, or even selling
actual things much at all. It was a collection of raw data,
methods and tools. There was a lack of glitz and
glamour. It was practical to a fault, but utilized every
square centimeter of every page to pack in information
as if it were the last book you would ever need to
purchase. The Whole Earth Catalog was a meta-text for
a new age. Inside the catalog there weren’t cool remote
control cars, sets of radial snow tires, or even Craftsman
brand power hand tools to hawk. Instead, the offerings
included geodesic dome making instructions, guides on
how to make and use self-composting toilets, and hints
for knitting your own clothing from your own small
flock of sheep.
The Whole Earth Catalog had a gritty, rough,
black construction paper cover on which floated a single
marble-like image of the earth in a sea of black
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nothingness. The earth as eyeball staring back at me
appeared vulnerable and small. It was a humbling and
awesome image and Andrew Kirk knew this and what
this meant to Stewart Brand, the author of the Whole
Earth Catalog. Andrew Kirk’s book, Counterculture
Green, begins his own tale of the story of this most
unusual catalog by unraveling this very image as a
starting point and as a segway into Brand’s passionate
and world-changing obsessions for “appropriate
technologies” with this iconic NASA image of the Earth
that Brand insisted be shared with the world to allow
others to appreciate the insignificance of mankind in
relationship to the Earth from beyond the cosmos. This
one small story is layered within many other obsessions,
as Kirk describes Brand’s biographical, psychological,
and ideological history of the origins of the
environmental movement as personified by Brand as a
human catalyst of the ideas and initiatives within the
Whole Earth Catalog as a project. Each time Brand
comes in contact with a like-minded thinker, in Kirk’s
retelling of the story of the Whole Earth Catalog, the
project expands and transforms. It's a Homeric epic told
through the mythological adventures and misadventures
of Stewart Brand and his own band of “merry
pranksters” and rogue intellectuals. It is a compelling
and exquisitely told tale.
The Whole Earth Catalog was a massive,
confusing beast of a book filled with book reviews, tips,
and addresses to write for free information about how to
compost, raise goats in your backyard, and acquire other
“tools” for living. The Whole Earth Catalog was
assembled in a hyperactive meta-logic built through
thematic relationships and connections that allowed the

97

NAY
book to be read in a stream of consciousness fueled by
curiosity. The book appeared to make sense, but rejected
any familiar logical systems. It was simply unlike any
other written artifact that I had seen before, and I loved
it. The Whole Earth Catalog was structured as if James
Joyce had been assigned to write the 1968 Farmer’s
Almanac.
Andrew Kirk’s thoughtful and rigorous book
carefully devotes page after page to an intellectual,
social, and narrative-filled analysis of this very odd
catalog and its brilliant, often contradictory, creator, as
well as all of those who Brand relied on to produce this
book and shape its ideas. Counterculture Green helps
unpack the American environmentalism movement as a
collection of narratives and initiatives that is
contextualized by layering in essential background
research and contextual data. Andrew Kirk states, “My
book, Counterculture Green, uses the history of the
Whole Earth Catalog to reveal an alternative history of
environmental pragmatism that shaped today's
sustainability movement.” Counterculture Green is this,
but is also so much more. It is the logical companion
used to translate the illogical Whole Earth Catalog.”
Like so many of the most influential artifacts we
have from the 20th century, Counterculture Green tells
the story of how a single artifact came about that
becomes the richer story than the artifact itself. Kirk’s
book is about a process. The Whole Earth Catalog is
one of these rare artifacts that cannot just be read for
what it is, but needs full contextualization, which Kirk
provides so well with a very focused thesis built around
the construction of a technologically-based version of
self-reliant environmentalism that can be seen as having
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been played out for years in the sustainable design
movement and in numerous other environmental
initiatives today. The seeds for today’s sustainable
design practices, organic farming, macrobiotic diets, and
other trends were all planted during the historical phase
when the story of the Whole Earth Catalog emerged,
and Kirk understands this and locates this emergence
within the technological, cultural, and academic climate
of the times.
This is rigorous and precise cultural history of a
technological phenomenon told with skill, craft, and a
great deal of candor. Counterculture Green is also an
interesting book written about an interesting time when
the tools described in it and the methods behind its
madness and the visionary madness of Stewart Brand
have become all the more relevant. This is a history that
needed to be written. Nearly thirty years after its original
publication, the phenomenon of the Whole Earth
Catalog is captured within the framing of today’s
environmental politics and three decades of
technological evolution and the emergence of numerous
“appropriate technologies” that Brand perhaps even had
foreseen.
Counterculture Green is a unique and
dramatic history that can now be written with hindsight
and clarity of purpose, and Andrew Kirk is just the hip
historian for the job. Kirk, an environmental history
professor at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, has a
writing style and a method of deep interrogation and has
produced a book that is as enlightening as any great
historical text, but is interspersed with a very humancentered reliance on Brand’s personal, quirky, and
unconventional life as the driver of the Whole Earth
Catalog as a project. Where the book is most successful
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and enjoyable is in its reliance on Brand’s own personal
narrative, in its unabashed fear to color the academic
rigor of such a text with colorful stories and dives into
the psychedelic or LSD-fueled epiphanies that allowed
for such openings of vision that were a byproduct of the
times and the fodder for the Whole Earth Catalog in so
many ways.
The story of Stewart Brand and his collaborators,
as retold in this book, describes the evolution of a
network of radical thinkers destined to empower future
generations of activists to find the tools necessary to
identity and adapt appropriate technologies for an
empowered culture framed around the individual. The
repercussions on Kirk’s contextualization of Brand’s life
and mission sheds new light on today’s contemporary
green movement and establishes the While Earth
Catalog as a seminal text for understanding all things
now branded as green.
Counterculture Green carefully and respectfully
distances Brand from the commune-dwelling collectives
that one associates with the origins of Brand’s life, and
hippie clichés, to describe a rugged individualist who
emerges as a classic American hero and iconoclast intent
upon reasserting the essential values of the individual in
a collective society that is being shaped by global
capitalism and mass consumption. Brand is a Stanford
educated technophile who was able to foresee the green
movement, as well as evolve a model for a kind of
society that describes the hyper-connectivity that the
communication age has created, while always embracing
the individual.
Counterculture Green is written with academic
rigor, historical contextualization, and a true desire to
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help readers see Brand’s life as a means of defining
what we now can see as the origins of American
environmentalism. The psychedelic life and times of
Brand, the merry pranksters, and all of the other
iconographic characters of the late sixties and early
seventies are layered into the text with wit and candor,
but these escapades are always tied back to Brand’s
intellectual evolution so we can see his ideas form as we
read. This book is written in a format that toggles back
and forth between narrative and academic research with
ease.
The next step, if there needs to be one, is to make
Kirk’s book a documentary film, while including the
academic depth and rigor as a subtext, to tell the entire
story of this most unorthodox project, as well as the
narrative of the life of its creator as a human drama to
express the evolution of American environmentalism
within a broader cultural and historical framework.
Counterculture Green is a hopeful book in the end, and
even an inspirational book, that is not afraid of showing
Brand’s warts and bruises as it builds a truly compelling
story about the history of the evolution of a key
movement in America’s cultural and scientific history.
Counterculture Green is a rich, compelling,
meticulously researched book that is essential reading to
understand why we are all worried about that little blue
dot on the sea of black paper that Brand wanted us all to
see not so long ago.
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