Three Scenarios for the Future of

Technology and Strong Democracy

BENJAMIN R. BARBER

Modernity may be defined politically by the institutions of democ-
racy, and socially and culturally by the civilization of technology. The relation-
ship between democracy and technology remains ambiguous, however. Propo-
nents of classical participatory democracy such as Jean Jacques Rousseau have
generally understood the progress of science to be corrosive to the intimacy
and equality of political relations. Proponents of the liberal open society such
as Sir Karl Popper and Bertrand Russell. however, have posited a close con-
nection between the spirit of science and the success of liberal democratic insti-
tutions.

About the future role of democracy in society we cannot be certain. Be-
cause it is a fragile form of social organization, its prospects are clouded. But
we do know, however we organize our political world, that we shall live in a
society dominated by technology. Indeed, the theme of technology and society
has become sufficiently popular to make it a favorite both with academics and
after dinner speakers.

Notwithstanding it being in vogue, the relationship between technology and
democracy is a matter of genuine urgency for modern men and women. Will
technology nourish or undermine democratic institutions? Is technological
growth likely to support or corrupt freedom? Are we finally to be mastered
by the tools with which we aspire to master the world? The scientistic wisdom
suggests that science and technology, by opening up society and creating a mar-
ket of ideas, foster more open politics; the Soviet experience with copying ma-
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chines and computers is cited as an example. Yet technology coexisted with
tyrannical government in Nazi Germany, and was made to expedite the liquida-
tion of the Jews in a fashion that suggests its utility in rendering dictatorship
more efficient. And the inversion of control that attends technocratic forms of
society is well enough known to cause comment by the Prince of Wales: Prince
Charles used his keynote address at the 350th anniversary of Harvard Univer-
sity to caution against the domination of society by technology, issuing a call
to his listeners to restore “moral control over the things they make.”

Moreover, such generalizations as we can hazard about the connections be-
tween technology and society must remain provisional in the face of the ex-
traordinary rate of change typical of the evolution of modern science and tech-
nology. As Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., has noticed in his The Cycles of American
History, if we assume roughly 800 lifetimes separate us from the beginning of
human life, there has been more change in the last two lifetimes than in the 798
that preceded them. Henry Adams had already observed at the beginning of
this century that between the years 1800 and 1900, “measured by any standard
known to science—by horsepower, calories, volts, mass in any shape—the ten-
sion and vibration and volume and so-called progression of society were fully
a thousand times greater.” Whilst for thousands of generations life for a cohort
of grandchildren roughly resembled life for their grandparents, in our century
there is enough change in a decade to confuse people in the fifteen years it takes
to grow up.

The world’s population took 10,000 years to reach a billion, around 1800.
The second billion had arrived by 1900, the third by 1940, the fourth by 1960.
Movable type appeared only four centuries ago, the steam engine in the eigh-
teenth century, the telegraph in the nineteenth, and wireless at the beginning
of the twentieth. The internal combustion engine, rocketry, and the typewriter
came of age between the two World Wars, and television, microchips, and la-
sers are still more recent. The first computer built after the war filled a large
room and performed less complex calculations for its ardent cybernetic atten-
dants than a handheld instrument performs for students today.

The overall impact of these stunning developments over the last half mil-
lennium has been to shrink both time and space. Aristotle once observed that
the ideal size for a democratic polity could be measured by the amount of land
a man could traverse in a day—assuring that all citizens could attend a popular
assembly. By this standard, Marshall McLuhan's global village is a reality that
is confirmed anew each day by advances in satellite and laser optic communica-
tion and computer information systems and the spread of the internet. Technol-
ogy shrinks the world, foreshortening space and conquering time. News that
once took months or years to cross an ocean now flashes around the globe in
seconds, and no people are more remote from the political present than the
distance from a transistor radio or a short wave telephone. Orbiting satellites
leave “footprints” that encompass the globe, overstepping national boundaries
and treating national sovereignty like some charming vestige of a decrepit stone




THE FUTURE OF TECHNOLOGY AND DEMOCRACY | 575

wall. The Vatican has embraced the innovations: indulgences are now granted
via television to pious viewers hundreds of miles away. And even Jihadic war-
riors against modern technology use the worldwide web to get out their Lud-
dite message.

We stand today on the threshold of a new generation of technology as po-
tentially important to society as the printing press or the internal combustion
engine. This technology is defined by computer chips, video equipment. elec-
tromagnetic tape, lasers, fiber optics, satellites, low-frequency transmission
and, more significantly, by the revolution in information and communications
made possible by combining these several low-price, high-speed, high-volume
innovations. The possibilities for the mastery of time and space, and of knowl-
edge and its transmission, offered by this complex, integrated technology seem
almost limitless.

Can democracy, a form of government born in the ancient world and de-
signed to bring small numbers of individuals with consensual interests together
into a self-governing community where they might govern themselves directly,
survive the conditions of modern mass society? Does technology help replicate
the ancient conditions? Or does it underscore the distinctiveness of the modern
condition? In 1752, Rousseau argued that the development of the arts and sci-
ences had had a corrupting effect on politics and morals; has modern technol-
ogy corrupted or improved our polity?

We know how profoundly simple innovations have affected social and po-
litical history in the past. Electric fences brought to an end two millennia of
common grazing in Switzerland and altered the communal character of Swiss
liberty; gunpowder revolutionized and ultimately democratized warfare, which
was freed from the special skills of a warrior caste; the printing press destroyed
both ecclesiastic and worldly priesthoods based on privileged knowledge and
so, in undermining hierarchy, created the conditions for the Protestant Refor-
mation and the rise of the democratic state; and, as George Ball said a decade
ago in supporting the opening of a Fiat plant in the USSR, “the automobile is
an ideology on four wheels.”

Yet this is not to say that technology is wholly determining, that it overrides
the plans, ideas, and institutions of man and writes its own history independent
of human intentions. Where technology takes our political and social institu-
tions will depend, in part, on where we take technology. Science and its prod-
ucts remain rools, and although the parable of the tools that come to enslave
the tool-makers is an ancient one, it is not necessarily the only description of
the modern technological dilemma. Rather, we must see technological deter-
minism as one among a number of possible scenarios that depend at least in
part on the choices we make about technology’s use. If it enslaves us we will
have chosen to act (or not act) in a fashion that permits our enslavement. 1
certainly do not share the neo-Luddite posture which makes the success of our
free institutions depend on the suppression of technology. For better or worse,
technology is with us; our fate will depend on how we use or abuse it. As with
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fire, gunpowder, and now atomic energy, all modern technology consists of dis-
coveries that cannot be undiscovered, gifts of the gods that cannot be returned
or exchanged. There is no way back to innocence for Prometheus; we are des-
tined to learn to live with the booty of his visionary theft—or to die with it.

There are, in fact, at least three prospects tor the future of technology and
democracy—three scenarios of their relationship—that are within the realm of
technological possibility. I will call them, rather fancifully, the Pangloss sce-
nario, which is rooted in complacency and is simply a projection of current atti-
tudes and trends; the Pandora scenario, which looks at the worst possible case
in terms of the inherent dangers of technological determinism; and the Jeffer-
sonian scenario, which seeks out the affirmative uses of the new technology in
the nurturing of modern democratic life. In terms of the psychological moods
they evoke, the three may be described as the posture of complacency, the pos-
ture of caution, and the posture of hope. We can aspire to hope and we should
cultivate caution, but it is, of course, complacency that is most likely to attend
and determine our actual future.

THE PANGLOSS SCENARIO

Anyone who reads good-time pop-futurology knows the penchant of the future
mongers for Panglossian parody. Their view of the future is always relentlessly
upbeat and ahistorical, mindlessly naive about power and corruption as condi-
tioners of all human politics. Both former Speaker Newt Gingrich and Vice
President Al Gore are techno-zealots who seem to believe that computers for
the poor and hard-wired schools will solve real social problems—that the tech-
nological present and the future it will naturally produce are wholly benevolent
and without costs. Without either having consciously to plan to utilize technol-
ogy to improve our lives, or having to worry about the insidious consequences
of such usage, we can rely on market forces to realize the perfect technological
society. The invisible hand governs this scenario, carrying with it the presump-
tion that market incentives such as profitability and consumer interest will take
technology in socially useful directions without planning of any kind.

Now it is certainly true that market forces push the new technologies in
directions that serve corporate efficiency, media communications, and consumer
entertainment, but it is not clear that they do anything for electoral efficiency,
civic communication, or political education. The untoward fate of Warner-
Amex’s now nearly ancient “Qube” system—an innovation in interactive tele-
vision that first promised interactive communication with the screen via a five-
position module—offers a vivid illustration. Warner-Amex introduced the de-
vice into its Columbus, Ohio, cable system back in the 1980s but on a purely
commercial basis. [ts primary use was for quick question-answer polls, for so-
called gong entertainment shows which permitted viewers to “gong” acts they
did not like off the air; and for video shipping, banking, and home surveillance.
Although Warner-Amex originally planned to introduce Qube into all of the
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major cities they were cabling in the 1980s, lack of consumer interest led them
to cancel the project. The possibilities of the interactive use of Qube for elec-
tronic town meetings, voter education, and elections were never considered,
and apparently will not be. With deregulation, the giveaway of digitalized
broadcast spectra, and the privatizing Federal Communications Act of 1996,
commerce has trumped civics and education. As private uses of the new tech-
nologies multiply, public uses vanish. Thus, although several Western nations
have developed videotex services aimed at public information and the public
weal, the USA continues to develop them exclusively for commercial (primar-
ily corporate) purposes. Video teleconferences are regular features of cor-
porate communications, but are only rarely resorted to in the civic realm (for
example, the Los Angeles Televote conducted in 1982 or Minnesota E-Democ-
racy, a popular civic web site in the 1990s). The privatization of the satellite
business and its attendant modes of world communication have also thrust this
important sector of the new technology into private hands. Recent failures in
NASA’s space program point in the same direction, have also promoted pri-
vate-sector development, and what was once a public research venture is rap-
idly becoming the shuttle payload business. What Bob Dole called the “give-
away” of the century., placed digitalized spectra in the hands of private
broadcasters for free!

Despite the absence of explicit political applications, the new technologies
have had a certain market impact on political culture and economic and social
structure. With the multiplication of communication spectra and the lowering
of costs of hardware over the last two decades, traditional views of the airwaves
as limited and therefore subject to private or (in the European case) public mo-
nopoly have been challenged. Spectrum scarcity meant government ownership
in Europe and heavy government regulation in the USA. Spectrum abundance
supposedly lessens the dangers of private monopoly and thus the need for pub-
lic monopoly. A 1979 Supreme Court decision in the USA ruled that spectrum
abundance had antiquated certain aspects of traditional Federal Communica-
tions regulations (the Federal Communications Act of 1934) rooted in the First
Amendment—equal time, for example, or the “*Fairness Doctrine,” which has
recently been abandoned. A new doctrine to protect freedom of information
and privacy in the cable/satellite/laser age has yet to be developed. Combine
the possibilities of over 200 discrete cable spectra, low-frequency and satellite
broadcasting, and laser and fibre-optic technologies with the vertical integra-
tion of the new global communications monopolies like Murdoch’s News Cor-
poration, Disnev’'s ABC. and Time-Warner’s CNN, and the hold of govern-
ment broadcast corporations on the airwaves is patently loosened.

For a while in the USA it appeared as though new cable networks like Ted
Turner’s and superstations that utilized satellite broadcast capabilities would
offer a major challenge to the monopoly-like networks, and create a genuinely
competitive market. Increasingly, the problem faced by democracies seemed
no longer to be Big Brother (George Orwell imagined two-way television sur-
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veillance in Nineteen FEighty-Four) but a host of complacent little cousins—a
plethora of broadcasting sources that would inundate the public in program-
ming and divide the population into a series of discrete markets, each one the
particular target of new “narrowcasting” strategies. In a 1982 essay. I warned
against the fragmenting effect this might have on the integral American nation
which heretofore had been protected from regional parochialisms by the na-
tional hearthside of network television. At the same time, 1 suggested that the
new technological diversity might, for the first time, allow information and
communication sovereignty to pass from the hands of the producers with mo-
nopolies over limited spectra to consumers who, because they now had literally
hundreds of choices, could assume genuine responsibilities for what they saw
and listened to. Indeed, the new plenitude appeared to challenge national sov-
ereignty too, for anyone with a satellite dish was now able to tune into broad-
casts from around the world. Armed with a VCR, a cable hookup, a satellite
dish, and a television set, consumers could construct a world of entertainment
and information geared to their own tastes, their own schedules, and their own
needs. To this degree, the new technologies, by favoring decentralization, the
multiplication of choice, and consumer sovereignty, did inadvertently benefit
democratic political culture.

But in the last few years, other less benevolent market forces have con-
spired to work against these developments. The theoretical availability of mul-
tiple spectra has not been matched by real program or information diversifica-
tion, or by any real increase in the power of the consumer over programming.
This is due in part to the uncompetitive character of the real markets in hard-
ware, software, and programming, and a surge of corporate takeovers that has
shrunk this market still more. A limited number of programming and software
giants have emerged from the sorting out process as monopolistic purveyors of
information, news, and entertainment. Despite the fact that outlets for their
product have multiplied, there has been little real substantive diversification.
Thus, despite the presence of hundreds of television channels, cable stations
have remained content to mimic the networks, or run movies, or develop "nar-
rowcast” programming aimed at special audiences (religious, Spanish-speak-
ing, sports, etc.) in search of certain profits. Although consumers are freed from
traditional time constraints by video recorders and can watch live, record pro-
grams to watch at a time of their choice, or rent or buy video cassettes or laser
discs. the actual content available is pretty much identical with what was avail-
able on the networks ten years ago. Moreover, the development of program-
ming remains in the hands of the same few production companies that have
always controlled films and entertainment. Indeed, such independence as the
networks possessed is being eroded by their corporate takeover and subordina-
tion to global companies that also own newspapers, magazines, publishing
houses, film studios. sports teams, and theme parks. Murdoch, Disney, and
Turner each own baseball teams and networks on which to show games. And
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each has gone global, competing for spectators in Teheran and Beijing as well
as New York and London.

Elsewhere in the world, television companies (mostly national) take their
cue from the English-speaking networks in the USA and the UK. Reruns of
old suspense and comedy programs lead the schedule on most such networks
(including those in countries with radical ideologies). Contradictions abound—
The Cosby Show (about an average American black family) was the most
watched program in pre-liberated South Africa; Dallas (about the sexual and
business escapades of the rich and meretricious in Texas) is popular in the Third
World; accented mini-series from the BBC and Thames Television continue to
draw a rapt American viewing audience that cannot get enough of the Royal
Family it abandoned two hundred years ago; and violent, racist films like
Rambo are regularly shown in Asia (where Rambo’s Asian enemies are made
to seem Arab in the overdub) and, on easily available black market cassettes,
in Russia, Pakistan, and Indonesia. No wonder Thomas L. McPhail entitled his
book on international broadcasting Electronic Colonialism.

In fact, for all of its technological potential for diversification, the domina-
tion of these new technologies by the market (or by the corporate monopolies
that the market conceals) assures that to a growing degree, the profit-making
entertainment industry in the Anglo-American world will control what is seen,
felt, and thought around the globe (the primary concern of my book Jihad ver-
sus McWorld). It is hardly surprising that nations elsewhere are demanding a
new information order. Though this demand is often construed in the West (to
a degree correctly) as resulting from the tyrannical impulse to control informa-
tion, it must also be viewed as a desperate reaction to the market tyranny al-
ready being exercised over world communication by Anglo-American pro-
gramming and software monopolies.

None of this denies the potential of the new technology for efficient planning
and information enhancement. Teleconferencing, videotex, and the interactive
possibilities of this technology are being systematically exploited in the com-
mercial world by corporations bent on enhancing efficiency through enhancing
information and communication. But this has meant that a technology whose
cheapness and universality promises a new communicative egalitarianism 1s, in
fact, replicating in the domain of information the inequality that otherwise char-
acterizes market relations in the West. Increasingly a gap can be described be-
tween information-rich and information-poor segments of Western nations—the
former, technologically literate and able to utilize the new technologies to gain
mastery over their commercial and political environments; the latter, techno-
logically illiterate and thrown more and more to the periphery of a society
where power and status are dependent on information and communication.

I do not mean to suggest here a conscious attempt at control or at the sus-
taining of nonegalitarianism on the part of those who are major players in the
“free” market-—although the evidence presented here would not be inconsis-
tent with such an interpretation. I do mean to say that even at its most innocent,







