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Neil Postman, Professor of Communication Arts & Sciences at New York University, has been raising 
questions about technology for many years.  In Technopoly, he provides a broad and sustained critrique 
of "the surrender of culture to technology."  While technology has in many cases made life "easier, 
cleaner, and longer," Postman argues that "the uncontrolled growth of technology destroys the vital 
sources of our humanity.  It creates a culture without a moral foundation.  It undermines certain mental 
processes and social relations that make human life worth living.  Technology, in sum, is both friend and 
enemy" (p. xii). 
  
Postman notes that technology has a large and enthusiastic chorus of evangelists and promoters---but 
rather few critics who examine its drawbacks.   He looks at specific areas and associated problems (e.g., 
medicine, computers, social science research, media) but his main contribution is in an analysis of 
technology as a whole ensemble, in relation to a whole culture. 
  
We have moved historically from tool-using cultures to technocracy to technopoly.  In technocracy (18th 
century onward) technological tools are no longer in roles subordinate to particular, limited purposes---
they play a central role in culture (e.g., the "Industrial Revolution").  In the twentieth century, we have 
moved a further, critical step, to  technopoly:  technology has become a monopolizing force, dominating 
and subordinating all of culture to its logic.   Technologies can have an important and valuable place in a 
culture with a grand story or narrative whose worldview and values govern the whole.  Unfortunately, the 
older worldviews have been eclipsed; the progress and goodness of technology has itself become the 
narrative of our dominant culture---incapable of passing critical judgment on itself. 
  
Embedded in every technology (and in technology as a whole ensemble) is an ideological bias.  Postman 
quotes the old adage: To a man with a hammer, everything looks like a nail.  And today:  to a man with a 
computer, everything looks like data.   "The uses made of any technology are largely determined by the 
structure of that technology itself---that is, its functions follow from its forms"(p. 7).  "Technological change 
is never additive nor subtractive.  It is ecological" (p. 18).  Adding a television set to a home, for example, 
does not result in "home-life plus television";  it transforms the way families eat, interact, think about 
news, and practice religion;  it modifies personal behavior, attitudes, relationships, and the economic and 
political domains. 
 
Postman discusses with humor and insight the impact of technology on medicine.  His chapter on 
computer technology shows how much is lost when only those things that can be processed on 
computers have reality and importance.  The linguistic fuzzing of boundaries by using terms like "virus" for 
computers and "programming" and "input" for human activities is symbolic of technopoly's ideological 
impact.  Less apparent to most observers and technology users are the "invisible technologies" of opinion 
polls, intelligence tests, and the worshipful use of statistics.   
 
We live with information glut (well-illustrated in Postman's account), information chaos, and the elevation 
of information (especially quantifiable information) to "metaphysical status" (p. 61).  Postman shows how 
this has developed from the inventions of printing, then telegraphy, photography, broadcasting, and now 
computers.  "The computer argues, to put it baldly, that the most serious problems confronting us at both 
personal and public levels require technical solutions through fast access to information otherwise 
unavailable.  I would argue that this is, on the face of it, nonsense. Our most serious problems are not 
technical, nor do they arise from inadequate information" (p. 119). 
 
In order to make sense of our lives and of the information we encounter, we need institutions to help us 
evaluate and synthesize.  The school, family, church, political party and state, however, no longer serve 
us well as controlers of information.  The old interpretive myths (Christianity, Marxism, etc.) have either 



disappeared or retreated to a narrow private sphere.  Instead, bureaucracy, "expertise," and technical 
machinery (tests, standardized forms, polls, etc.) are the new information controls.  Their main controlling 
impact, however, is to exclude whatever cannot pass through their quantitative, technical filter.  
Underneath it all, is the broad adherence to a narrow "scientism" that justifies the intellectual operations of 
technology.  While Negroponte celebrates the opportunity for each individual person to pick and choose 
their identity and environment, Postman mourns the fact that the individual doing this self-creation is a 
community-less, story-less "atom" at the mercy of a mass society and a firehose of information.  
 
The answer, for Postman, is educational reform.  And that does not mean computerizing all classrooms!   
The teaching of history, including the history of technology, is a crucial antidote to the a-historical 
prejudice of technopoly.  He also suggests courses in the philosophy of science, semantics, and religion 
as possible antidotes to technopoly.  Such curricular reform, of course, is a path rarely contemplated 
today.  
 


