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Abstract

Religious criticisms of technology attempt to examine it from the perspective of ethics, with ethics resting,
at least in the Abrahamic traditions, on some relationship to divinity. The religious dimension of human
life has both practical and theoretical sides: morals and theology. Although these two subjects cannot be
completely separated, it is useful to consider religious critiques that approach technology from the
perspective of practical religious life or of religious thought, that is, theology. Nikolai Berdyaev sought to
elucidate the basic characteristics of the technical age and how it brings to a close the earth-centered period
of human history and democratizes society. Accepting the new civilization as historically given, he inquires
into its religious consequences: What is the religious meaning of the technical-mechanical form of
civilization? According to Berdyaev and Jacques Ellul something radically important is being lost in the
technoscientific lifeworld in which technology has become a dehumanizing, life-distorting addiction. The
only truly human or spiritual way forward is by renewing and reapplying the radical Christian tactic of
attacking all false gods. Just as Christianity demythologized the natural-organic world of myths and
superstition, Christianity can reassert human freedom and spiritually by demythologizing the technical-
mechanical world. The attack on the false gods of nature disenchanted nature, opening a pathway to the
modern science of nature, and thereby to modern technology and the techno-lifeworld. Now the same tactic

must be re-deployed to torpedo our enchantments with and by technology.
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AHHOTaNus

Penurnosnast KpUuTHKa TEXHOJIOTUH NBITAETCS PACCMOTPETh €€ C TOUKHU 3PSHUSI ATUKH, a ITHKA, 110 KpaiHen
Mepe B aBpaaMHUECKHX TPAAUIHAX, OCHOBBIBACTCS Ha ONPEJECICHHOM OTHOLICHWH K OO0KECTBEHHOMY.
Penmuruo3noe M3MepeHHE UYENOBEYECKOW JKM3HM HMEET KaK IPAaKTHYECKYH, TaK U TEOPETUYECKYIO
CTOPOHBL: MOpajb W TEOJNOTHIO. XOTS 3TH ABa MNpeIMeTa HeNb3sl IOJHOCTBIO Pa3leinTh, MOJIC3HO
PacCMOTPETh PENMIHO3HYI0 KPUTHKY, KOTOpas MOJAXOAUT K TEXHOJOTHU C TOYKH 3PEHHS IPAKTHYSCKON
PEIUTUO3HOI KM3HH HIIN PEITUTHO3HON MBICIIH, TO €CTh Teotoriu. Hukonaii bepases ctpeMuiics BEIACHUTB
OCHOBHBIC XapaKTCPUCTHKHA TEXHHYECKOIO BeKa M TO, KaK OH 3aBEpIIACT T'COLCHTPUYHBIA HEpUOX
YeJIOBEYECKOl HCTOPHM W JEMOKpaTH3HpyeT oOmecTBo. [IpuHHMMas HOBYIO LMBHIM3ALUIO Kak
MCTOPHYECKU JIaHHYIO, OH 33JaeTCsl BOIIPOCOM O €€ PENIMTHO3HBIX MOCNeACTBUAX: KakoBO penurnosnoe
3Ha4YeHHE TEXHUKO-MexaHnueckod (opmbl muBmimsanuu? [lo mMuenuto bepasera n XKaka Dmrons, B
TEXHOHAYYHOM JKM3HEHHOM MHpE, B KOTOPOM TEXHOJIOTHs CTajia JeryMaHH3HMPYIOIeH, MCKaKaromen
JKM3Hb 3aBUCHMOCTBIO, TEpSIeTCSI HEYTO paJMKalbHO BakKHOE. EJMHCTBEHHBIH MO-HACTOSIIEMY
YeJOBEUECKUH WM JyXOBHBIA IyTh BIEpe] JIEKHUT uyepe3 OOHOBJIEHHE M IOBTOPDHOE INPHMEHEHHE
paIMKalbHOW XPHCTHAHCKOM TAaKTHKH HamaJeHUs Ha BCEX JIOKHBIX OoroB. IlomoOHO TOMy, Kak
XPUCTHAHCTBO JIeMH(OJIOTH3UPOBAIO NPHPOJIHO-OPraHHMIECKH MUP MU(OB U CyeBepHil, XpUCTHAHCTBO
MOXXET BHOBb YTBEPAUTH YEIOBEYSCKYIO CBOOOLY M IYXOBHOCTH MyTeM IeMHU(OJIOTU3alUH TEXHUKO-
MexXaHH4eckoro Mupa. HanajeHue Ha JIOKHBIX OOTOB NPUPOABI JMIIMIO IPUPOLY Yap, OTKPBIB IMyTh K
COBPEMEHHOM HayKe O MPUPOE, U TEM CaMbIM K COBPEMEHHOM TEXHOJIOTHH U TEXHO-KU3HHU. Tenepp Ta xe
TaKTUKA JOJDKHA OBITH IPHMEHEHA BHOBB, YTOOBI aTAKOBATh HALIY 3a4apOBaHHOCTH TEXHOJIOIHEH.

KiroueBbie cioBa: Hukomnait bepases; Kak Ommtons; EcrecTBeHHO-OpraHuyeckoe;
TexHuKo-MeXaHNUeCKoe
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It was while doing research that led to the early 1970s publication of the Mitcham
& Mackey Philosophy and Technology collection (Mitcham & Mackey, 1972) and
Bibliography of the Philosophy of Technology (Mitcham & Mackey, 1973) that |
discovered Nikolai Berdyaev’s essay on “Man and Machine.” It struck me as articulating
a position with which I, as a young man disenchanted with middle class American culture,
an opponent of the Vietnam War, and a recently converted Catholic — converted in part
by a graduate seminar on Thomas Aquinas — had some sympathy. Berdyaev’s article was
the lead piece in a section of Philosophy and Technology labeled “Religious Critiques,”
a section that followed the much larger section of “Ethical Critiques.”

Religious criticisms of technology also attempt to examine it from the perspective
of ethics but now ethics resting, at least in the Abrahamic traditions, on some relationship
to divinity. The religious dimension of human life has both practical and theoretical sides:
morals and theology. Although these two subjects cannot be completely separated, | took
it as useful to classify articles in the religious critiques section according to whether they
approach technology from the perspective of practical religious life or of religious
thought, that is, theology.

Nikolai Berdyaev was among the earliest Christian thinkers to recognize that
technology (or technique) poses special problems for Christian culture. In “Man and
Machine” he situates these problems within a historico-theological framework.
According to Berdyaev, history is divided into three main periods: the natural-organic,
the cultural, and the present technical-mechanical. Central to differentiating among these
periods is the distinction between organism and organization. Extending notions we find
in German vitalist philosophy, Berdyaev conceives of an organic entity as one with an
inherent purpose, whereas organizations (such as machines) derive whatever purpose they
might have from an extrinsic user.

In consequence, each type of entity is characterized by a different kind of activity.
The difference between the natural-organic and the technical-mechanical periods is the
predominance of organisms in the former and organizations in the latter; the transition
from one period to the other occurs as the activity of mechanical construction is
substituted for that of natural growth.

However, in between the organic and the organized is a third kind of object, the
object of art, the presence of which characterizes the cultural period of history. Art
produces neither strictly organic nor simply organized objects. Art, while using
organization, prolongs the natural world into the human realm in a way that organizations
do not; perhaps it may be said to point toward or symbolize the organic by means of
organization.

As ahistorical religion Christianity arose within and became closely associated with
the artistic activities of the cultural period. But this period has come to an end, to be
replaced by the technical-mechanical era. The question therefore arises: Is the conjunction
of Christianity and art merely accidental? Which kind of activity — artistic or mechanical
construction — is most in harmony with the Christian way of life?

Berdyaev refuses to deal directly with this question. Instead, after trying to elucidate
the basic characteristics of the technical age — how it brings to a close the earth-centered
period of human history and democratizes society — he prefers to ask: What is the
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religious meaning of the technical-mechanical form of civilization? In other words, he
simply accepts the new civilization as historically given and inquires into its religious
consequences.

His inquiry here points in two directions. On the one hand, technique destroys the
earth-centered, telluric or autochthonic forms of religion, and creates grave dangers for
the emotional aspects of life and the autonomy of the person. On the other, technical
civilization “requires a more intense form of spirituality.” When human beings have the
power to destroy the world, “then everything becomes dependent on the spiritual and
moral state of a person, what they will use this power for, what kind of spirit this person
has.” Technological civilization calls for a spiritual renewal to control the dehumanizing
and enslaving powers of technology (Berdyaev, 1933/2023).

But the natural-organic world once enslaved human beings as well, under the guise
of myths and superstitions. Just as Christianity demythologized that world, and deprived
it of its enslaving power, so Berdyaev implies, can Christianity reassert human freedom
and spiritually by demythologizing the technical-mechanical world. It is interesting to
note here that the translation used in Philosophy and Technology, the only one available
at the time, dropped a lengthy reference to the Orthodox theologian Nikolai Federov, who
“combined faith in the power of technology with a spirit directly opposite to the one which
prevails in the technical era” (Berdyaev, 1933/2023).

What Berdyev argued is markedly similar to what Jacques Ellul would argue two
decades later. Something deeply important is being lost in the technoscientific lifeworld
in which technology has become a dehumanizing, life-distorting addiction, if not an idol —
but there is no going back. The only truly human or spiritual way forward is by renewing
and reapplying the radical Christian tactic of attacking all false gods. The attack on the
false gods of nature disenchanted nature, opening a pathway to the modern science of
nature, and thereby to modern technology and the techno-lifeworld. Now the same tactic
must be re-deployed to torpedo our enchantments with and by technology.

Echoes of Berdyaev’s argument can also be found in the intellectual quarters of the
conservative Christian revival in the United States. Rod Dreher (2015), conservative
Christian American expatriate writer now living in Hungary, in ,,The End of Our Time*
included a lengthy quotation from Berdyaev’s (1933) The End of Our Time. There is a
clear continuing appeal of Berdyaev’s mixture of apocalypse and spiritual rebellion that
deserves to be interrogated from the perspective of other religious traditions.
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