ballistic missile defense system. Teller
actually began concentrating on the problems of missile defense as early as 1961,
and it was he who first introduced thenGovernor Ronald Reagan to the concept in
1967 when Teller was at the Livermore
labs. Although Teller sometimes threw his
support behind defensive technologies that
even today seem more science fiction than
science fact—like lasers that can shoot
down missiles—his motivation for supporting those defensive systems has always
been valid: the U.S., and the rest of the
world, are vulnerable to missile attacks.
By the time of Edward Teller’s death on

September 9, 2003, he seemed to have
moved from reviled to relic—becoming a
dusty reminder of an earlier era. The
names of Teller’s friends, enemies, and
projects have long ago migrated from the
newspapers to the history books. Most
people who think of him nowadays almost
certainly recall him as a “shill” for conservative ideas, or as a scientist who alienated
his colleagues. But throughout his life
Teller was also that man in the New
Mexico desert—facing the future without
flinching, bringing his gaze and his
tremendous intellect to bear on those
things no one else had the courage to see.

Neil Postman, RIP
Culture, Technology, and the Modern Soul

O

n October 5, 2003, Neil Postman,
one of America’s most insightful
critics of modern media and technology, passed away at the age of 72. An
NYU professor for over forty years,
Postman was a prolific author and lecturer,
and his twenty books and over two hundred essays and articles had a lasting resonance with contemporary life.
Like so many of the best critics, Postman
cannot easily be labeled “conservative” or
“liberal.” Although he served for a time on
the editorial board of the leftist magazine
The Nation, he showed over his career a
general ambivalence toward any particular
political program. He will be remembered
above all for pushing his readers to engage
in a thoughtful recollection of the past in
order to see the present, and the future,
more clearly.
Postman believed that by mistaking
technological progress for human
progress, we have lost the ability to direct
our lives toward higher pursuits. In our

age of technology and mass media, he
argued, we indulge in the endless pursuit
of appetite upon appetite, stunting individuals and stultifying society.
In his best-known book, Amusing
Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the
Age of Show Business (1984), Postman
delivered the most scathing attack on our
television culture since Newton Minow’s
1961 speech that dubbed TV a “vast wasteland.” And Postman’s attack cut far deeper
than Minow’s, because instead of confining
himself to the content of television programming, Postman criticized the medium
itself. By eclipsing, and in some instances,
threatening to replace altogether, the written word and our literary culture, television trivializes the serious and noble pursuits of human life—politics, religion, education, art, and commerce; they all become
mere entertainment, Postman argued.
This trivialization at best makes existence shallow and stupid; at worst, it “creates a culture without moral foundation.”
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Postman explored these consequences further in Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture
to Technology (1992), where he described
the uneasy tension in nineteenth-century
America between the worldviews of “traditional” culture and “technological” culture.
In our day, he argued, this tension has
turned into an active conflict, one in which
the technological is clearly emerging the
victor, and has begun to dominate our cultural and political life completely. The era
we live in is “antihistorical, informationsaturated, technology-loving.”
Postman described how our tools prejudice and limit our interaction with the
world. As the saying goes, “To a man with
a hammer, everything looks like a nail.”
Why stop there? “To a man with a pencil,
everything looks like a list. To a man with
a camera, everything looks like an image.
To a man with a computer, everything
looks like data. And to a man with a grade
sheet, everything looks like a number.”
But, Postman said, the worst symptoms
of the age of “Technopoly” aren’t even
related to our machines or our tools; they
are deep within us, in our assumptions and
our mindset. For instance, Postman

scathingly criticized the rise of “scientism,”
which is “not merely the misapplication of
techniques such as quantification to questions where numbers have nothing to say;
not merely the confusion of the material
and social realms of human experience; not
merely the claim of social researchers to be
applying the aims and procedures of natural science to the human world,” but also
“the desperate hope, and wish, and ultimately the illusory belief that some standardized set of procedures called ‘science’
can provide us with an unimpeachable
source of moral authority.”
Postman of course offered no easy solutions to the problems he described. He
himself chose partial withdrawal: according to one of his NYU colleagues, Postman
“wrote with a pen, never used e-mail,
owned no computer and had no regrets
about never going online.” Very few of us
would want to disengage from our technology-dominated world even to that
small extent—but Postman’s writings give
us the means to step back and reflect on
the role technology plays in our lives, even
in the midst of Technopoly.

The Science Journal Crisis
Disappearing Articles, Skyrocketing Costs, and Open Access

T

he first scientific journals were
printed in the seventeenth century, and the subsequent development of institutionalized scientific communication has been a major factor in the success of modern science and technology.
But today, scientific journals are in crisis.
Specialization has led to an explosion in
the number of journals, and prices have
skyrocketed. This has been good news for
publishers—science and technology jour-

nals have a mammoth annual revenue of $9
billion, according to one estimate—but
libraries have had trouble keeping pace.
Most journals cost a few hundred or a few
thousand dollars, but an annual subscription to some of the more expensive science
journals costs between $15,000 and
$20,000. Even universities blessed to have
growing acquisitions budgets have found
that the rising cost of scholarly journals
has meant a reduction in real purchasing

108 ~ THE NEW ATLANTIS

Copyright 2003. All rights reserved. See www.TheNewAtlantis.com for more information.

