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ABSTRACT 
 

This dissertation argues that in industrial society technology is not merely an 

immaterial, abstract set of machines but instead has a rhetoric all its own.  This rhetoric 

of technology consists of myriad elements, ranging from cultural conversations about 

machines and the engineering principles from which they’re derived to class relationships 

naturalized by industrial structures.   

In the United States, the rhetoric of technology focuses on individuals, creating 

cults of personality that embody an otherwise abstract entity.  This dissertation asserts 

that these cults focus on specific components of the process of technological 

development, represented as inventors, engineers, and hackers. 

The bulk of the dissertation explores the creation and continuation of these cults 

in American popular culture.  Specifically, it examines how these representations are 

used in the science fiction pulp magazines, published from 1926-1949.  Each cult has a 

period of ascendancy followed by a lessened importance in the rhetoric of technology, 

and these ebbs and flows are thoroughly represented in the pulps. 

Each of these cults has its own chapter, with Chapter 1 focusing on the history 

and definition of the term ‘rhetoric of technology’ and Chapter 5 examining ways to 

teach the rhetoric of technology in the college classroom.  Chapter 2 focuses on 

inventors; Chapter 3 examines engineers; and Chapter 4 traces the beginnings of hackers. 
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 
I pull eye from eyepiece and look down at the telescope’s white barrel in 

amazement.  Technology may produce a haze to choke cities.  It may leak 
crude into the oceans.  But it has also unveiled a universe made of 
glittering jewels. (Benson 101) 
In American critical lore, Edgar Allan Poe occupies many positions.  As Joan 

Dayan argues in her magnum opus on Poe, Fables of Mind: An Inquiry into Poe’s Fiction, he’s 

been the “poor descendent of eighteenth-century propriety and ordonnance, child of 

nineteenth-century romanticism, [and the] herald of twentieth-century alienation” (8).  

His racism often prevented acknowledgement of his incredible command of both 

prosaic and poetic style, while doubts about the quality of his subject matter kept him 

from the canon of American literary greats until the beginning of the twentieth century.  

He’s given credit for being the father of several fictional genres, ranging from American 

Gothic to the detective novel to science fiction (SF).  A German scholar, Klaus Benesch, 

claims that Poe invented the first cyborg in his short story “The Man That Was Used 

Up,” and one of the first psychoanalytic literary critics, Marie Bonaparte, used Poe’s 

works to create a genre of criticism based on an author’s perceived neuroses.  Paul 

Valery, T. S. Eliot, and D.H. Lawrence all saw magic in Poe’s prose, even if that magic 

confounded Eliot and disturbed Lawrence.  Theodore Adorno calls him one of the “first 

technocrats of art” (89), a definition that for Adorno isn’t flattering, and Harold Bloom 

believes Poe to be the expression of American “hysteria, our uncanny unanimity in our 

repressions” (5).  As Dayan points out, Poe is many things to many people. 

What these critics failed to observe, however, is Poe’s intimate relationship with 

technology.  For my purposes, both in this study and in the classroom, Poe’s work—and 
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the ensuing cultural handling of it—provides a useful opening for critically discussing the 

development of the American relationship with technology. 1 As an inventor, a 

craftsman, and a detective, Poe mirrors the way that technological development is 

portrayed in material culture, particularly in the U.S.  For this reason, this dissertation 

uses Poe as a starting point to examine the rhetoric of technology in the United States, 

focusing on the pulp science fiction magazines published between 1926 and 1949—a 

genre that claims Poe as a founding father2—as a way to understand historically and 

practically what technology means for the construction of a national identity.  While the 

‘rhetoric of technology’ is a complex concept—one that I will unpack later in this 

chapter—an initial approach is to examine how the discourse both surrounding and 

created by technology—in its abstract and material forms—works.  Problems with this 

approach are probably immediately apparent—how human agency factors into this 

process, and how the process of technological development develops cultural 

resonances, are two of the most important—but these same questions indicate the 

crucial nature of the discussion.  Poe is one of several authors who began creating 

fictional narratives that address the questions surrounding technology in ways that 

resonate within American culture.  His connection to science fiction, a genre that places 

fictional heroes in situations that often call for technological resolutions, demonstrates 

the historical depth of this cultural conversation.  Subsequently, these sorts of fictional 

narratives are an ideal place to study the rhetoric of technology. 

In its function as cultural mirror, Poe’s work both creates and reflects the 

rhetoric of technology in several ways.  First of all, as Adorno’s characterization notes, 
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Poe’s concern with the science of grammar and composition also invokes the limits of 

rationality and science in a larger sense.  Poe’s ambiguous relationship with science and 

technology—most evident in his poem “Sonnet-To Science,” a satire on scientific 

observation—leads him in both his fiction and non-fiction to push the abstract concept 

of scientific inquiry into the natural world in a variety of grotesque directions, and his 

love of analysis and code-breaking results in his detective stories featuring Dupin as a 

scientific inquirer into the bizarre.  Secondly, as Benesch notes, Poe wrote at a time of 

incredibly rapid technological innovation in the U.S., and his materialist rebuttals of the 

spiritualist concerns of his contemporaries, the Transcendentalists, resonated with a 

country enmeshed in the process of developing an industrial base separate from that of 

Great Britain (107-8).  Most importantly for the purposes of this discussion, however, is 

the fact that Poe is claimed by Hugo Gernsback—the publisher of the first science 

fiction pulp magazine and the man given credit for inventing the term ‘science fiction,’ as 

the father of the genre of stories that Gernsback published.  As I’ll discuss later, studying 

science fiction is a worthwhile avenue for understanding the development of the 

American rhetoric of technology.  Thus, understanding the way that Poe’s fiction serves 

as point of origin for the genre provides a useful marker for setting the parameters of 

this discussion. 

Gernsback’s claim that Poe stands as the paternal ancestor of science fiction is 

more appropriate to discussing the rhetoric of technology than either could have 

foreseen.  As has become increasingly clear in critical analyses since at least Karl Marx’s 

time, technology is not a neutral collection of material artifacts.  Instead, it is an 
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ideologically-loaded construct, one whose impact on human relationships sped up 

dramatically with the Enlightenment emphasis upon rationality.  In its most extremely 

technophobic configuration, technology is a force that, as Andrew Feenberg states, 

condemns modern society to “authoritarian management, mindless work, and even more 

mindless consumption” (3).  As I’ll discuss later, Feenberg, a historian and philosopher 

of technology, isn’t a technophobe, because he identifies possibilities for action that 

make the technophobic nightmare far from inevitable.  Nonetheless, the triumvirate of 

totalitarian practice that he links to technology is one that Poe would have clearly 

recognized.  And this fear of technology’s power to change human relationships 

becomes one of the primary strands of the rhetoric of technology. 

Poe, Political Economy, and Literary Control 

The modern Terrorists are a new version…of the hoboes of the 1930s 
USA…those haters of all work [the hoboes]—work being that situation 
in which they were being totally controlled; the controllers didn’t work, 
as far as they were able took over their contemporary lines of 
communication… (Acker 35) 
Much of the conversation about technology centers on control:  shop-floor 

control of working conditions, environmental control of technology’s effects, and 

yearnings for escape from the seeming inevitability of control by the machine are 

examples that show the constant escalation of technological conflicts within modern 

lives.  These conflicts are important components of the rhetoric of technology, and 

Poe’s personal battle for control of the products of his own genius anticipates this 

struggle and locates it in a popular medium, the magazine industry.  As a writer and 

critic, Poe constantly fought against overbearing publishers and unending and ill-paid 
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work, while as editor and publisher he complained about the irrationality and fickle 

quality of the literary marketplace and consumer taste.  For instance, in short stories like 

“How to Write a Blackwood Article,” he railed against the standardization of fiction that 

he saw occurring in popular literary magazines, in which writers followed a preset model 

in order to ensure publication of their work.  Poe saw this formulaic template for fiction 

for what it was, a desire among editors and publishers to both regulate invention in order 

to standardize literary products for the marketplace and an attempt to cater to popular 

preferences.  The “Blackwood” piece is both a dissection of the process of following 

such a script and a Romantic critique of the place of the artist in a capitalist production 

and distribution system.  But it is also a recognition of the process by which authors 

were gradually losing control of their work, not only from the misapplication of 

copyright laws but also within the realm of artistic invention.3 Poe’s hatred of the 

standardization of literary products speaks directly to the desire for control that is a 

crucial component of the rhetoric of technology. 

The battle for control of the forces of production4 takes place on many levels, 

and Poe again anticipated one of its primary sites when he sought to do more than ‘just’ 

write fiction.  Much as socialism seeks to ameliorate the negative affects of capitalism by 

procuring worker ownership of the means of production, Poe’s feverish search for 

control led him to both edit and publish his own magazines.  In effect, he sidestepped 

the forced adoption of production templates in order to allow his own creativity free 

reign.  As editor of the Southern Literary Messenger, he worked fanatically to make the 

magazine meet the high standards of his own taste, writing reviews and publishing his 
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own fiction in the magazine while also attending to the business details necessary to 

establish a market.  Through editorial selection, Poe sought to create the magazine that 

he wanted; he favored authors like Hawthorne over the Transcendentalists and wrote 

reviews to argue the primacy of his literary aesthetic, as exemplified by his early 

admiration for Twice-Told Tales. Even editorial control didn’t give Poe the clout he 

desired, however, as he still had to meet the requirements of the owner of the magazine,5

and the compromises he saw himself making caused him to look for his own magazine 

to publish.  He eventually purchased the Broadway Journal but discovered that even 

publishing didn’t result in total control, as he still had to meet the vagaries of the market.  

The Broadway Journal ended in Poe’s bankruptcy, leaving Poe where he had started, as a 

writer dependent upon the small sums paid by magazines for earning his livelihood. 

Poe’s desire to own the means of production within his industry points to his 

awareness of the similarities between different types of production in a capitalist system.  

As Terry Whalen emphasizes in Edgar Allan Poe and the Masses:  The Political Economy of 

Literature in Antebellum America, an examination of Poe’s works and life makes clear the 

relationship between the “production of literature and what has been thought of 

production in general” (3, italics in text). In fact, Poe himself clearly understood the 

complexity of his position in the technological rubric that produced magazine fiction in 

the antebellum United States, as he tells a friend in a letter quoted by Whalen that he had 

grown tired of being driven to write by the “horrid laws of political economy” (122).  

Poe was indeed many figures—inventor and owner, craftsman and engineer, and editor 

and manager—but the same ‘horrid laws’ that drove him to write also tantalized him 
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with the promise of financial wealth secured by his genius.  The relationship between the 

‘production of literature’ and ‘production in general,’ particularly in a capitalist economy, 

demonstrates the naturalization of the ideology of production in the language of 

industry, and for the working writer this naturalized connection illuminates where the 

power of creation truly lies. 

Power, technological development, and production are inextricably bound up in 

the ‘laws’ of political economy, and the construction of those ‘laws,’ both in Poe’s time 

and now, comes from the American economy’s base in industrial capitalism.  Power 

works through complicated mechanisms in the system of technological development, 

and thus the rhetoric of technology is steeped in the configurations of power of any 

given culture.  Certainly, the power of invention—Poe’s strength—is a key feature, but 

production also includes standardization of the processes of production, investment in 

the machinery and labor required to implement these processes, marketing acumen, and 

the skills needed to manage systems as diverse as creation, production, and distribution.  

All of these components of production involve power relations, a series of negotiations 

among various segments of the culture that encode the dominant power of industrial 

capitalism into the very laws of political economy that Poe found so dreadful.  As Marx 

argues in The Grundrisse, production in this system encapsulates “bourgeois relations” as the 

“inviolable natural laws on which society in the abstract is founded” (225).   Marx’s 

equation reveals that production concretizes the economic relations of capitalism as a 

‘natural’ consequence of those same ‘horrid laws’ that so oppressed Poe.  And these 

naturalized relations become bound up in the rhetoric of technology as well.  Poe’s 
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awareness of the forces of production in the magazine industry exemplified the complex 

relationship between technological development and the power codified in industrial 

capital, a relationship that occupies an important place in the rhetoric of technology. 

Invention:  A Case Study 

Poe’s concerns—innovation, the power of production, and the possibilities and 

limitations of rationality—show the importance of technology in the construction of 

American national identity.  Technology becomes so important, in fact, that the 

conversation about it, and the relationships between people and the objects that it helps 

create and concretize, eventually develops a rhetoric of its own, one that is of and about 

technology.  Because these terms are hard to define both individually and in conjunction, 

I’ll begin to show how they intersect by first looking at an example of a critical 

technological process that will help make the two concepts less abstract. 

 

Americans pride themselves on their ability to be technologically creative.  As I’ll 

discuss more thoroughly in Chapter 2, we see the process of invention as our own, one 

that we, above all other countries, use to make our industrial production systems—in our 

own minds, anyway—the most innovative in the world.6 While scientific discoveries are 

often made in other places, the American privileging of utility as a virtue means that in 

the U.S. mindset we come up with technological solutions that make practical use of 

otherwise abstract theories.  American industry makes these theories relevant by 

developing products like the Bessemer process for steel, airplanes, air-conditioning, and 

anti-cancer drugs.  In the American mind, this celebration of innovation sets us apart 
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from other countries.  In combination with our never-ending glorification of the 

frontier, it creates a culture that promotes its own values of practicality and individual 

opportunity as being the best way to achieve technological progress.  Invention thereby 

becomes the means by which science actually assists ordinary people in their daily lives, 

and since in our cultural hyperbole the U.S. is the place where ordinary people are given 

the opportunity to be extraordinary, invention becomes a distinctly American attribute. 

The American belief in the powers of the process of invention highlights the 

need to examine technology in terms of its rhetoric.  The language I’ve used in 

describing the methods by which new technological concepts, designs, and products 

arise demonstrates just how densely packed the process is.  The concept I invoke first, 

creativity, seems out of place in a discussion of technology, as it generally is used in 

discussing art.  As such, creativity implies impracticality and a concern with abstraction 

over ‘reality,’ leaving little room for it in a process that constantly strives for efficiency.  

As I’ll also discuss, creativity is an uncontrollable quantity within advanced industrial 

systems, and so its linkage with useless art is not altogether happenstance.  The next term 

I use to try to capture the nature of innovation is the ‘process of invention,’ a term that 

provides structure to Chapter 2.  This phrase suggests a more utilitarian approach, one 

that connects innovation to everyday human needs.  It also emphasizes the process-

oriented nature of invention, countering the mainstream notion of the light bulb going 

on over the inventor’s head with an acknowledgment of the amount of work that 

invention often takes.  Again, however, the term ‘process of invention’ isn’t completely 

satisfactory.  For instance, it fails to capture the chancy nature of the process that the 
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image of the light bulb actually speaks to.  The history of technology is loaded with 

apocryphal stories of inventions that were made while the inventor was actually looking 

to create something else.  Much like the term ‘creativity,’ then, the phrase ‘process of 

invention’ assumes several naturalized connotations that upon further examination show 

just how ideologically packed the entire concept is. 

The final phrase that I use is ‘innovation.’  Innovation solves the problem of 

impracticality that arises with the use of creativity, because innovation implies that 

technological creativity works in iterations.  Existing products and procedures are 

modified or combined to arrive at entirely new outcomes.  Innovation can be somewhat 

difficult to quantify and plan for, but management structures can be arranged so as to 

encourage and reward it when it happens.  Unlike the phrase ‘process of invention,’ 

innovation incorporates the notion of process while also acknowledging the apparently 

miraculous nature of invention itself.  Innovation can only happen within existing 

systems and product lines.  Although the way it happens isn’t obvious, the fact that it’s 

contained within an existing structure means that industrial systems come to depend 

upon it.  And the fact that it is contained at all shows the problematic nature of the 

process of invention in the first place, one that is readily apparent in fictional texts 

featuring mad scientists.  Much like the first two terms, innovation raises as many 

questions as it solves. 

As this discussion illustrates, even a concept as critical to technological 

development as invention can’t be adequately characterized or easily defined.  The terms 

used to describe the process of invention both support and suppress an entire range of 
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naturalized relationships, begging even larger questions.  For instance, this analysis of the 

concept of innovation doesn’t even ask basic questions about the nature of technological 

‘progress,’ questions such about the nature and ultimate goals of progress.  The idea of 

goals invokes images of utopias and dystopias, and the questions attendant upon them:  

for example, isn’t one version of utopia also a dystopia for someone else?  Questions of 

national identity also figure here:  progress for whom?  Who exactly in the United States 

benefits from progress?  And what, in fact, is the United States?  For example, are 

workers in the Third World who work for American companies citizens of the U.S.?  

Very few Americans would consider them so, and yet doesn’t their not altogether willing 

immersion in the processes of technology make them participants in its rhetoric?  

Finally, the question of process is also ignored.  If the technological future of industrial 

society is already determined, then why do we need to worry about invention at all?  

These questions are all subsumed within the idea of invention, a necessary part of the 

process of technological development.  Their submergence shows the difficulty of 

defining technology itself, and thus the difficulty of understanding the ways in which 

technology constructs national identity in the U.S. 

Why the Rhetoric of Technology? 

A technological determinism is deeply embedded in the common sense of 
most people in industrial, capitalist societies. (Ohmann 36) 
What my discussion of some of the terminology often used to define invention 

highlights is the need to examine technology from the perspective of its rhetoric.  

Technology is as much trope as it is material practice.  It’s both an entity of its own and 

a series of systems created and controlled by human beings, and the American reliance 
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on it comes from both a need for practical outcomes and a psychological need created 

by the desire for rationality and efficiency.  It’s the Machine of the apocalypse as well as 

a set of devices that have helped make living easier and safer.  Understanding technology 

in all its manifestations is immensely elusive, but examining it in terms of rhetorical 

practice provides an avenue for critical intervention.  A rhetorical awareness of the 

conversation about technology becomes possible, as this awareness leads to the 

identification of threads in the conversation about technology and how they work 

culturally.  Rather than trying to pin down a definition of technology itself, then, I’ll look 

at the rhetoric of technology as a dynamic, constantly-moving target, one that 

incorporates many voices, issues, and ideas.  At times, the rhetoric of technology seems 

an entity unto itself, driven by ill-defined agents, while at other times it will appear 

diffuse and disparate, including so many different points of view that it barely stands out 

from the rest of our cultural cacophony.  Mostly, however, this dissertation will look at it 

in terms of motion, cultural impact, and agency, as I’ll look to identify the ways that it 

drives and is driven by Western anxieties about human relationships with technology.  

Thinking of technology in terms of rhetoric, then, helps identify the ways in 

which even the machines produced by technology are multi-layered social constructions.  

Rhetorical practice avoids easy definitions, but one dominant trope that appears in the 

earliest writings about rhetoric is its social mission, the complex interplay of forces that 

mark human relations.  Even a definition as seemingly straightforward as Aristotle’s, in 

which he argues that rhetoric “may be defined as the faculty of observing in any given 

case the available means of persuasion” (153), suggests that rhetorical practice can be 
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used to address complex topics.  Using rhetoric to understand the swirling morass that is 

technology and the conversation that surrounds it provides boundaries for this 

discussion without over-simplifying the ambiguities inherent in the technological project 

of industrial society. 

A brief examination of Aristotle’s definition makes the usefulness of examining 

technology through rhetoric clear.  By first noting that rhetoric is case-dependent, 

Aristotle locates rhetoric in its historical and material context, a context that discussions 

of technology are saturated in.  Technological development implies a concern with the 

future, and conversations about technology are immersed in imagined utopias and 

dystopias that are often no more than extrapolations of existing power relations.  

Aristotle next argues that rhetoric is a means-driven form, one that is intensely 

concerned with the practicalities of the immediate situation.  This emphasis on 

immediacy suggests the dynamic quality of technology, the ways in which it is constantly 

changing and thus changes the nature of the conversation in which it is enmeshed.  His 

concern with practicality also grounds rhetoric in an analytical framework, anticipating 

the Enlightenment focus on rationality that will impel technological development—in its 

industrial form—forward.  Finally, Aristotle invokes persuasion, a force that influences 

the discussion about technology in a myriad of ways.  For instance, both advocates and 

detractors try to persuade their fellow citizens about the potential of technology, while all 

political systems involve complex mechanisms for trying to both understand and 

persuade their citizenry about technological choices.  At a fundamental level, however, 

technology itself becomes a persuasive force, one likened to a steamroller in a popular 
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science fiction novel of the 1950s.7 As I’ll discuss later in this chapter, several theorists 

examine the way that power relations are embedded directly in technological devices and 

systems, creating a powerful form of advocacy by naturalizing social relations.  

Persuasion thus takes many forms, and Aristotle’s definition shows how even a 

straightforward conception of rhetorical practice evokes the complexities of the 

conversation about technology. 

The Rhetoric of Technology and the Power of Dialectic 

It is only on those terms, standing aside from any structure or medium, that 
its principles and lines of force can be discerned. (McLuhan 30) 
Examining the rhetoric of technology in terms of its historical and material 

context, analytical framework, and naturalization of social relations illustrates the 

dialectic energies from which much of the conversation ensues.  As Aristotle argues in 

Book I of Rhetoric, rhetoric itself is the “counterpart” to dialectic, a complement to the 

act of discussion (151).   The rhetorical component of the discourse that surrounds 

technology is driven by such a ‘counterpart,’ swinging between the extremes of utopia 

and dystopia, ideal visions of either the perfect world or the ultimate nightmare.8 Since 

rhetoric is a discourse of persuasion, the rhetoric of technology oscillates between these 

two distinct threads, driven by their opposing energies to present conflicting visions of 

the future.  Because of these poles, technology becomes more than an abstract notion, as 

it is instead constructed by the discourse that both surrounds and is created by it as well 

as actual social and material relations.  These dialectically opposed visions provide a 

platform for a multitude of social desires, wishes, ambiguities, and anxieties, and the 
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cultural conversation that subsequently surrounds technology attests to the Gramscian 

idea that ideological platforms are constantly competing for hegemony. 

This dissertation, then, focuses on the multi-threaded conversation that is the 

rhetoric of technology.  The conversation is multi-threaded because the twin concepts of 

utopia and dystopia have many variants, as a historical examination shows.  For instance, 

the technocratic movement that provided an ideological backdrop for much of the SF of 

the pulp era was solidly socialist, arguing that technological development was both linear 

and inevitable.  Leftist writers of the sixties uncovered the fascist possibilities of this 

vision, but seizing the means of production in order to produce fair distribution for all 

was a popular thread in the rhetoric of technology of the pulp era.  Competing with this 

technocratic vision of utopia is a pastoral, romantic, nostalgic, and dystopic thread that 

recalls Jeffersonian agrarianism and sees liberal capitalism as its economic system.  But 

this thread isn’t always dystopic:  technology has also been seen as the enabler of this 

dream, granting everyone a perfect forty acres of land without the need to farm.9 As this 

brief list of examples shows, the rhetoric of technology is simultaneously optimistic and 

pessimistic, capitalist and socialist, pastoral and urban, individualist and communist, and 

machine-dependent and human-centric.  The multiple threads that make up the 

discourse suggest the possibilities for critical study. 

The utopic desire to move linearly towards a paradise of material abundance 

stems from the positivist creed developed by Auguste Saint-Simon in the early 

nineteenth century.  Saint-Simon connected the Enlightenment idea of progress with the 

rising force of industrial production.  As Krishan Kumar, a sociologist who studies post-
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industrial society, observes, he “explicitly linked ‘progress’ and ‘the industrial society’: the 

idea of progress was to find its fulfillment and end in the establishment of industrial 

society” (9).  This link between a vaguely-articulated positivist dream of social progress 

and a simplified vision of the industrial wasteland of the nineteenth century is one that 

Marx and Engels will explode in their writings later in the century, but the dream of 

meeting the material needs of all members of society is one that survives in several 

guises, including the technocratic vision that I will discuss later in this chapter.  In the 

rhetoric of technology as it will be depicted in the SF pulps, it manifests itself particularly 

strongly in fictional depictions of the city.  These visions of city-life contrast strongly 

with the pastoral ideal that Leo Marx, an American Studies scholar who examines the 

relationship between canonical American literature and technology, identifies in The 

Machine in the Garden. As I’ll discuss in Chapter 3, the city becomes a focal point for 

competing visions of the linear progress that the rhetoric of technology often promises. 

The idea of progress, and fears about its shape, also appears in discussions about 

the concept of civilization.  In the rhetoric of technology, ‘civilization’ is thought of in a 

utopic sense, with a trajectory marked by an imaginary arrow, pointing upwards, from 

Egypt to Greece to Western Europe.  The apex of the arrow occurs in West, in the 

United States and Europe.10 Other terrestrial cultures are assumed to be moving along 

this same path, and in science fiction even alien cultures are often described in this 

manner, although Western technological dominance is often challenged.  I’ll further 

discuss the racist and classist assumptions of this privileging of Western culture in 

Chapter 3, but within the rhetoric of technology, the idea that civilization is linear is as 
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insecure as it is constantly promoted.  The idea that the West is ‘civilized’ is a key 

component of Western identity, and as Edward Said notes, that identity is defined 

negatively:  “imaginative geography and history help the [specifically Western] mind to 

intensify its own sense of itself by dramatizing the distance and difference between what 

is close to it and what is far away” (259-260).  Thus, ‘furthering the progress of 

civilization’ becomes an idea that is constantly bulwarked in the rhetoric of technology. 

 

If the extreme threads of the dialectic that drives the rhetoric of technology are 

visions of utopia and dystopia, other key strands within the conversation point to the 

saturation of technology in daily life.  For example, the cherished American myths of the 

equality of opportunity and linear progress towards material abundance provide a 

baseline for the rhetoric that incorporates the American virtue of individualism.  In this 

mythology, anyone can grow up to become a technician, and with the right combination 

of business smarts, perseverance, and luck, they can follow Andrew Carnegie’s path to 

wealth while benefiting society with the products of their labor.  In another strain, the 

righteousness of the American path is evidenced by the social benefits of following it.  

For instance, one of the goals that fuel the dreams of engineers is the social benefit of 

applying engineering principles to social institutions.  The Progressive political 

movement that propelled Woodrow Wilson to the presidency in 1912 argued that the 

means to solving the problems of urban America could be found in rationalizing their 

government.  As I’ll discuss in Chapter 3, this vision was both naïve—voters were 

imagined as completely rational beings—and anti-democratic—city managers replaced 
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elected officials—but the belief in technological solutions worked its way into the 

American rhetoric of technology. 

There are many other threads that spin off from the baseline provided by the 

American myths of equality of opportunity and progress.  For instance, the process of 

technological development itself is often simplified and standardized, described as 

another linear movement from inventor’s mind to consumer’s shelf.  In another 

example, the brilliance required in the invention step of this development—countered by 

the cultural icon of the crazy inventor and the mad scientist—suggests the anti-

intellectualism that often runs rampant in the U.S.  Both technophobes and technophiles 

participate in the myth-making process, with technophobes often defending traditional 

values with the same evangelical zeal that technophiles use to describe progress and its 

concomitant process of development.11 This same sort of zeal is seen in the pursuit of 

military research, another aspect of the rhetoric of technology that manifests itself in 

both utopic and dystopic visions.  The military thread leads to descriptions of future 

governments that are often hierarchical and authoritarian, a type of governance that Ellul 

would see as inevitable in identities developed under the cloud of domination; the 

rhetoric of technology thus challenges notions of democracy while proclaiming the value 

of equality of opportunity.  Within its own rhetoric, technology often becomes an 

abstract concept, removed from the intimacy with machines that most of the citizens of 

industrial nations experience daily, and this process of abstraction causes it to become an 

entity all its own.  The conversation about technology includes and affects much of the 

cultural conversation at large. 
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The shift in preposition from the rhetoric about technology to the rhetoric of 

technology though raises the question of agency, a thread that will provide the major 

focus for my discussion.  The idea that technology has a rhetoric implies that some form 

of persuasion is occurring—particularly in the Aristotelian definition of rhetoric that this 

discussion begins with—and what that persuasion involves, who in fact is being 

persuaded by whom, is a question whose answer grants insight into the rhetoric of 

technology itself.   Indeed, the fact that questions exist about human agency into 

technology in general demonstrates the massive amount of fear that technological 

development generates, even among subcultures who claim technical expertise.  As I’ll 

discuss later in this chapter, this anxiety leads to fictional representations of highly-

capable agents, cultural icons and stereotypes who embody all of the threads in this 

cultural discourse.  Agency within the rhetoric of technology is continuously at risk, as 

the amount of cultural work necessary to assure individual members of society of their 

ability to control technology demonstrates. 

Technology Defined 

Technology is a medium of power. (Cockburn 6) 
Studying the variety of threads that appear in the rhetoric of technology may help 

examine the degree to which it is socially constructed, but technology itself isn’t static.  

At a basic level, technology can be defined as the human ability and desire to manipulate 

our environment(s) to meet social, economic, and political needs.  But even this basic 

definition raises different possibilities.  For instance, Paul Durbin, a historian of 

engineering, defines technology this way: 
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Technology:  the scientific study of the artificial or...the field of knowledge 

concerned with designing artifacts and planning their realization, 

operation, adjustments, maintenance, and monitoring in the light of 

scientific knowledge. (12) 

Durbin carefully limits his definition, first by formatting it as if it was found in a 

dictionary—standardizing it linguistically—and then by invoking science (twice), 

artificiality (twice), and knowledge (twice).  He uses science in two different senses, both 

adjectival:  in the first, scientific means ‘rational’ or ‘logical,’ implying that technology is 

an ordered process, while in the second his use of science calls into play the entire range 

of Western, Enlightenment thought, simultaneously expanding the possibilities of 

technology to the enormous collection of thought and data that is Western science and 

limiting it to a value-neutral universe in which scientific knowledge provides ‘light.’  His 

concentration on the artificial quality of technology carefully limits his definition to an 

empirical world in which humans can dominate nature, albeit within carefully proscribed 

parameters. 

While Durbin’s definition of technology focuses on human construction, a 

fellow historian of engineering, Henryk Skolimowski, concentrates his definition on use: 

Throughout the history of human societies, technology has never been 

used simply because it is there.  It is used if and when society begins to 

consider it important in the overall social project.  The will of society to 

use or not to use technology is all-important, although it may be 

indirectly expressed. (197) 
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Skolimowski extends Durbin’s definition of technology by placing it in a social context, 

making technology subservient to human intentions.  This definition is pragmatic and 

utilitarian, with four separate versions of the word ‘use’ underlining the foundational 

desire to control artifacts.  Skolimowski’s emphasis on use-value shows the historical 

necessity of technology, as well as the need to consider technology’s part in the ‘overall 

social project,’ but he leaves out the process of technological development, almost 

speaking as if technology appears by magic.12 The ability to use technology implies that 

humans can make choices and have agency and perhaps even mastery over it.  

Skolimowski is aware of social anxieties about this agency, however, as is evident in his 

noting that human will in regard to technology might be ‘indirectly expressed.’  

Nonetheless, his definition expresses confidence that humans control technology, 

making the ‘social project’—however ill-defined—the overriding driving force behind 

technological implementation. 

Ideology-Free:  The Instrumentalist View 

"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." (Don DeLillo, White Noise, 285) 
Both Durbin’s and Skolimowski’s definitions of technology suggest how the 

rhetoric of technology is constructed.  The framework of technology that both describe 

posits technology as value-neutral; human beings with their own sets of values control 
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technology for their own purposes, but technology itself is merely a utilitarian set of 

machinery that is designed for human use.  As Feenberg notes, this view naturalizes 

technology and eliminates political struggles, resulting in an apparent ideological 

neutrality (5).  Technology in this view becomes equivalent to rationality as a means of 

‘solving’ political problems.  Feenberg calls this position the “instrumentalist view” of 

technology, arguing that in this view social problems are best solved by applying 

technology to them (5).13 Throughout this discussion, I’ll call this view the technophilic 

position, one in which technology is always the best means of problem-solving.  For 

example, political questions can never be solved in the most efficient means possible, so 

technological solutions become a means for stepping outside of the initial problem and 

achieving a resolution that works best for all parties.  The so-called ‘Green Revolution’ 

of the 1960s exemplifies this reliance on technology, as it located the perfect solution for 

malnutrition in developing nations in the adoption of Western-style agriculture.  In 

effect, this technological solution ignored the roots of the problem and instead forced 

farmers to become caught in the cash-intensive cycle that is fertilizer- and pesticide-

heavy agribusiness.  Nonetheless, in the instrumentalist view this solution offered the 

only possibility for progress.  Another instrumentalist solution is a current proposal to 

provide fresh water to Palestinian communities, a proposal that assumes that the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict is a struggle over resources.  The instrumentalist view of the rhetoric 

of technology seeks this type of ‘rational’ solution for sticky political problems, assuming 

that if all parties would only think ‘logically’, the problem could be solved.  Technology 

is thus characterized by its usability; individuals may use technology without 
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consideration of its consequences, or even for malevolent purposes, but technology itself 

embodies no ideology. 

Enmeshed in the Web:  The Substantive View 

Technology is not equivalent to the essence of technology.  When we are 
seeking the essence of ‘tree,’ we have to become aware that That which 
pervades every tree, as tree, is not itself a tree that can be encountered 
among all the other trees. (Heidegger 4) 
Most people see technology from the instrumentalist point of view, as its 

ideological content is entangled invisibly with the entity itself.  Another group of 

philosophers, however, see this entanglement as a dominating social force, one produced 

by the hegemonic power of Enlightenment rationality.  Developed by members of the 

Frankfort school and the work of Martin Heidegger, this thread in the conversation tries 

to understand the ways in which technology becomes naturalized and Poe’s horrid ‘laws’ 

of political economy become universal principles rather than particular social 

constructions. 

Martin Heidegger, in his essay “The Question Concerning Technology,” argues 

that the instrumental vision doesn’t penetrate to the essence of what technology is: 

The essence of technology is by no means anything technological.  Thus 

we shall never experience our relationship to the essence of technology 

so long as we merely conceive and push forward the technological, put 

up with it, or evade it.  Everywhere we remain unfree and chained to 

technology whether we passionately affirm or deny it.  But we are 

delivered over to it in the worst possible way when we regard it as 
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something neutral; for this conception of it…makes us utterly blind to 

the essence of technology.  (4) 

In ‘pushing forward,’ or ‘putting up with,’ or ‘evading’ technology, denizens of the 

industrial world in which technology is naturalized don’t see it for what it is, a value-

intensive construction that hides the essential nature of reality.  For Heidegger, 

understanding what technology actually consists of will make us free, and he sees the 

most culpable position as one that claims that technology is somehow ‘neutral.’   

In many ways, this ‘utter’ blindness is technological determinism at its worst—

implying as it does that any human desire to bring about technological change is 

illusory—but Heidegger seeks this pursuit of the essential components of technology as 

a means of freeing individuals from social constraints.  He wants to use a critical 

examination of technology as a means of “Revealing” what he calls the “Web of 

Everyday Being,” a ‘Web’ that ‘Enmeshes’ us and prevents us from seeing the essence of 

reality (12).  The process of ‘Revealing,’ nonetheless, isn’t a mere philosophical 

recreation; the consequences of failing to have a “decisive confrontation” with 

technology are dramatic:  “the frenziedness of technology may entrench itself 

everywhere to such an extent that someday, throughout everything technological, the 

essence may come to presence in the coming-to-pass of truth” (35).  Heidegger argues 

that what we see as technology will become so ‘Enmeshed’ that unless we decisively 

confront it, we will be unable to see the essential nature of reality. 

While Heidegger sees technology as an essential part of the Web that hides the 

essential nature of reality from us, Jacques Ellul sees it as a component of a larger 
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ordering mechanism he calls technique. Ellul represents what I’ll call the technophobic 

position.  In his argument, both science and machines are mere subsets of technique,

which he defines as “the totality of methods rationally arrived at and having absolute efficiency (for 

a given stage of development) in every field of human activity” (xxv., italics in text), a 

humbling and frighteningly pessimistic definition.  Technique comes about as a product of 

the dominant ideology of the Enlightenment, rationality, and it has imposed an artificial 

order on the natural world through what Ellul sees as the chaos of humanity’s science 

and machines.  Ellul doesn’t argue that technique began as an entity of its own, but 

somewhere in the process of privileging rationality “technique has become autonomous; it 

has fashioned an omnivorous world which obeys its own laws and which has renounced 

tradition” (14).  In fact, technique “no longer rests on tradition, but rather on previous 

technical procedures; and its evolution is too rapid, too upsetting, to integrate the older 

traditions” (14).  For Ellul, ideology doesn’t matter, as all political systems are dominated 

by the entity that he calls technique. Technique has even infiltrated the consciousness of all 

individual members of society, making human subjectivity as much a part of technique as 

are science and machines. 

In trying to understand technique and its effects as an autonomous force, Ellul 

speaks of its ‘evolution.’  By referring to Darwin’s argument about the power of natural 

selection, Ellul makes clear what he sees at stake: the future of humans as autonomous 

organisms.  Since technique molds human consciousness—“when technique enters into 

every area of life, including the human, it ceases to be external to man and becomes his 

very substance” (6)—humanity is suddenly once again in a Darwinian contest for 
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survival, one that we are destined to lose, or at least be radically transformed by.  Ellul 

argues that technique moves toward the machine and away from the human:  “from 

another point of view, however, the machine is deeply symptomatic:  it represents the 

ideal toward which technique strives…technique transforms everything it touches into a 

machine” (4).  The confrontation that Heidegger sees as necessary to ensure human 

understanding of the essential nature of reality cannot occur for Ellul; individual human 

consciousness has been too drastically transformed to meet the new reality that is 

technique.

Herbert Marcuse also sees technique, which he calls “technological rationality,” as 

all encompassing.  Of all the members of the Frankfort school, Marcuse deals most 

directly with technology, arguing in One-Dimensional Man that technology is domination:   

in the face of the totalitarian features of this society, the traditional 

notion of the ‘neutrality’ of technology can no longer be maintained.  

Technology as such cannot be isolated from the use to which it is put; 

the technological society is a system of domination which operates 

already in the concept and construction of techniques. (xvi.) 

He carries this argument one step further in “Industrialization and Capitalism in Max 

Weber”:  “Not only the application of technology but technology itself is domination (of 

nature and men) – methodical, scientific, calculated, calculating control” (223-4).  For 

Marcuse, technological rationality’s biggest crime against humanity is this domination, a 

domination that is both political and part of a “specific historical project” (xvi., italics in 

text).  Despite his abstraction of technology as a monstrous, runaway entity, he argues 
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that technology has resulted from specific historical choices, choices that he sees as a 

‘project’ in the technological sense of the word, with clear and specific goals and 

objectives. 

For Marcuse, these goals and objectives are products of capitalism.  Unlike Ellul, 

he argues that the values of capitalism are inextricably intertwined with technological 

rationality.  The project of rationality that he argues has resulted in technology is a 

capitalist one at its core, one that perpetuates the status quo and creates a specific 

apparatus that serves their needs.  As a Marxist, Marcuse tries to envision the 

transformation from capitalism to the dictatorship of the proletariat, but he argues that 

the transformation envisioned in “classical Marxian theory” uses the existing productive 

apparatus after achieving political power (One-Dimensional Man, 23).  This reliance on the 

capitalist means of production is a mistake; only a new consciousness, a “space that 

transcends historical practice,” can affect true revolution (24).  The difficulty of attaining 

this new consciousness leads Marcuse to the same sort of pessimistic belief in the 

overarching determinism of technique that marks Ellul; while he envisions the “real 

possibilities” of the technological world as ones “in which man can finally withdraw 

from, evacuate, and oversee the apparatus of his labor—in order to experiment freely 

with it” (xix.), he thinks that the current apparatus is so thoroughly reifying in its practice 

that breaking this status quo is well-nigh impossible.  Only catastrophe, he argues, can 

break the hold of technological rationality, and the sort of catastrophe that he can 

imagine, atomic war, might well result in firmer methods of social control.  The 
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alternatives to the result of the domination of nature—technological rationality—are 

limited, and freedom in a technological world may well be impossible. 

Feenberg uses the work of Heidegger, Ellul, and Marcuse to demonstrate what 

he calls the “substantive” theory of technology.  He argues that this theoretical stance 

denies the neutrality of technology, instead insisting that it is imbued with the values of 

the culture that produces it.  In effect, technology constitutes a “new type of cultural 

system that restructures the entire social world as an object of control” (7).  Feenberg 

uses Heidegger’s discussion of ‘Enframing’—his assertion that we are so thoroughly 

‘Enframed’ in our social reality that we cannot see the ‘Web’ that makes up our actual 

‘Being’—as the foundation of the substantive theory.  As Feenberg notes, Heidegger’s 

position is that we live our lives caught up in this ‘Web’ of reality, only seeing its 

constructions when certain inconsistencies become obvious.  The moments at which we 

see the actual ‘Web’—when we see the construction of these seemingly natural 

phenomena—are the only moments in which we can truly be individuals.    Feenberg 

continues developing the substantive view of technology by invoking Marcuse, who also 

argues that technology creates a system of control, one that ordinarily we can’t see.  

Unlike Heidegger, however, Marcuse sees the moments at which we see the framework 

of the actual values that construct our view of reality—a framework dominated by 

technology—as moments when the contradictions of capitalism become so 

overwhelming that they become transparent.  In the substantive view, the naturalization 

of the dominance of technology means that humans have little control, and that the 

direction that technology takes us is inevitable, and inevitably destructive. 
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The Potential of Fiction: Addressing the “Moral Problem” of Technology 

Feenberg’s description of the two theories of technology presents a historical 

overview of the way that philosophers and technicians have theorized technology over 

the last hundred years.  His search for a critical theory of technology that enables change 

leads him to a position he calls the “constructivist,” which offers solutions for 

permeating the solid boundaries of technological development with democratic input.  

I’ll return to the alternative possibilities he sets up in more detail in Chapter 5 when I 

discuss the implications of studying the rhetoric of technology in the classroom, but for 

now, I’ll use Feenberg’s discussion to connect fictional texts with the rhetoric of 

technology. 

Even though Feenberg does envision a critical theory that will help to bring 

about evolutionary change in the human relationship with technology, he doesn’t 

pretend that this sort of change will be simple.  He sees critical theory as a potent 

remedy for addressing the naturalized system that is technological development, but he 

sees a moral problem as well:  how can the public at large be made aware of what he calls 

the “suboptimizations” of our economic resources, inefficiencies in moral terms that are 

caused by “the restrictions placed on technical and human development by the dominant 

economic culture” (147)?  In other words, how can industrial society use technology to 

create a society that, in Marcuse’s words, allows people the freedom to ‘experiment’ with 

their labor?  How can technology’s benefits be acknowledged while the power relations 

that helped create it are changed? 
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Feenberg argues that one way to approach the moral problem is through fiction.  

As an example of changing attitudes, he cites the fact that “we [citizens of late twentieth 

century industrial democracies] value human life, and especially the lives of working 

people, more than did our predecessors” (147).  He credits this change in moral attitude 

not to “economists” but specifically to novelists Charles Dickens and Harriet Beecher 

Stowe, who helped “members of the middle class achieve a fuller affective identification 

with the lowest members of their societies” (147).  The direct cause-and-effect may be 

debatable, but Feenberg is attempting to account for the multiple threads of discussion 

about technology—including economics and politics—that occur throughout industrial 

society, and the myriad ways in which change actually happens.  His inclusion of 

literature as a means of bringing about evolutionary movement implies that the rhetoric 

of technology is not limited to engineering textbooks or to the conversations of 

philosophers.  Instead, the rhetoric of technology is multi-faceted, arising in many social 

discourses and with many possibilities. 

If fiction, particularly of the generic sort, actually does play a role in moving 

towards a more humanitarian process of technological development, then how does it 

contribute critically to the rhetoric of technology?  Most fiction isn’t even ‘about’ 

technology in any direct sense.  Texts that directly address technology and its effects are 

the obvious answer to this question, with science fiction being the likeliest genre, but SF 

is rarely thought of as critical.  Nonetheless, SF offers a constant fascination with the 

tropes of utopia and dystopia that mark the rhetoric of technology, displaying the clear 

connection between the genre and the rhetoric of technology.  Fictional utopias and 



38

dystopias afford science fiction authors a platform for extrapolating from their current 

views on science and technology.  In effect, these platforms trigger a conversation within 

the genre that encompasses all of the threads within the rhetoric of technology.  

Thinking about SF and its place in the rhetoric of technology from a tropic perspective 

shows the variety and complicated interactions between the various strains of 

technological rhetoric. 

The Question of Agency 

We must not, however, misinterpret that technology is the mere application 
of modern mathematical physical science to praxis. (Heidegger 116) 
Even with a definition of the rhetoric of technology in place, the primary 

question of technological determinism remains: do people actually control technology, or 

is it an abstraction that has grown to become an actual entity, developing a momentum 

that will take humans wherever ‘it’ wants to go?  This is the question of agency, one that 

constantly dogs the rhetoric of technology.  The process of developing technology 

involves numerous choices at every step, from design to production to marketing to 

consumption, and in the technophilic view these steps all require human involvement.  

The very idea of ‘processes’ assumes the presence of a system that follows some sort of 

coherent order, whether that order is the scientific method or a corporate development 

protocol.  But for technophobes, this belief in human control of technology is illusory.  

Even the ability to understand our own nature—let alone understand technology—is 

impossible, as philosophers like Michel Foucault argue that attempts to define human 

nature are merely smokescreens for the social institutions and power relations that 

actually define and construct people.  Foucault uses the notion of ‘technologies of the 



39

self’ to argue that humans do not have essential natures; instead, we are completely 

constructed by the various ‘technologies’ that surround us on a daily basis, no matter 

form these technologies take (18).  Whether the individual is able to understand these 

technologies enough to become anything beyond a mere abstract concept is a question 

Foucault leaves unanswered; the mere understanding of oneself is difficult enough.  If 

we can’t even know ourselves, then understanding the complex systems that make up 

technological systems is impossible, and agency and control are illusory. 

Although subjectivity is at stake in the rhetoric of technology, the idea that 

individual subjects within society are completely manipulated by the powers-that-be is as 

disturbing as the idea that these same subjects completely control the creation of their 

own identities is fatuous.  The idea that, as those who assume the substantive theory 

argue, technological rationality makes individuals into objects discounts the fact that 

there is a substantive argument in the first place, as someone, somehow has escaped the 

Heideggerian web of reality long enough to be able to both see and describe it.  

Certainly, the naturalization of technology as a value-free entity speaks to the success of 

the cultural work done to reify the ideology of technique, but the sheer amount of 

reification necessary to ease these cultural anxieties points to the fragility of technological 

dominance.  As Georg Lukács describes in his essay “Reification and the Consciousness 

of the Proletariat,” “the subject is neither the unchanged observer of the objective 

dialectic of being and concept…nor the practical manipulator of its purely mental 

possibilities…the dialectical process, the ending of a rigid confrontation of rigid forms, is 

enacted essentially between the subject and the object” (142, italics in text).  Lukács sees 
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subjectivity as a give-and-take between the forces of social control—of which technology 

and its rhetoric are an important part—and individual human beings.  His contention is 

supported by the amount of psychic and cultural energy expended upon reifying the 

status quo of cultural domination, turning subjects into objects.  Indeed, subjectivity is at 

stake, but as evidenced by the texts produced within the rhetoric of technology, 

individual identity is more plastic than Foucault implies. 

Nonetheless, within the rhetoric of technology the issue of agency raises 

important questions:  Can individuals become fluent in the language of technological 

development?  How?  Who are these fluent individuals, and how do power structures 

affect who can gain fluency and how they develop?  Is it possible to ‘master’ technology?  

What does such mastery entail?  Can these technicians affect the course of technological 

development?  How?  Why would they want to?  And why would we—the populace-at-

large, those who aren’t in power—want these changes to be implemented without our 

consent? 

Fictional portrayals of both the utopic and dystopic visions of the technological 

future address these concerns, articulating cultural anxieties about the perceived lack of 

human control over machines.  In much of the industrialized world, the presence of 

dystopic fears in the rhetoric of technology is so strong that the master narratives of 

fiction repeatedly address the apparent trauma, providing resolutions that salve the 

national ego until the next crisis comes along.  As Feenberg argues, fiction can and does 

address the ‘moral problems’ of technology.  Nonetheless, it also helps reify the existing 

power relations as they are embodied in technology.  Seemingly, the only way to keep the 
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veil of the Heideggerian web intact is to offer the public constant repetition of the same 

storylines with similar protagonists working out continuously recurring problems.  These 

fictional recreations perform the cultural work necessary to keep the naturalized vision 

of the technological world intact, whether that work is managing the level of anxiety felt 

by those who see technology steamrolling out of control or reifying the vision of a 

consumer paradise. 

The Cult of Personality and the Search for Action 

In the United States cultural anxieties like those evident in the rhetoric of 

technology are eased by the development and promotion of heroic fictional and non-

fictional figures who master technology.  Cults of personality develop around these 

archetypes, exemplified by celebrities as diverse as Benjamin Franklin and Eli Whitney, 

Thomas Edison and Charles Lindbergh, and Bill Gates and Stephen Jobs.  In the 

popular media, these individuals come to represent vast technological processes, and 

they solve the question of agency within the rhetoric of technology by demonstrating 

human control. 

The creation of these cultural icons also enables cultural discussions about 

technology to be categorized according to already-existing tropes within standard 

fictional formulas, addressing often specifically American concerns.  These narratives 

feature individuals triumphing by pursuing their own vision, or they show how the 

power of democracy isolates and contains rogue individual who want to become 

dictators, or perhaps they portray a utopic vision of a future United States, one in which 

the Machine provides everything that Americans need.  Embodying agency within a 
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fictional protagonist also helps alleviate cultural anxieties about technology, anxieties 

about the truth of the equal opportunity mythology of capitalism, about class, race, and 

gender relationships, about the treatment of the natural world, and about being 

overwhelmed by the forces of production, losing individual agency to faceless processes 

ranging from the meat-packing assembly lines in The Jungle to the bureaucracy of Kafka.  

Embodying technology helps Americans reclaim control. 

Embodiment happens through cultural icons, fictional characters and non-

fictional celebrities who successfully control the machine.  Preeminent among these 

icons are the inventor, the engineer, and the hacker, three categories that I will argue 

come to represent specific periods of technological development in the rhetoric of 

technology in the U.S.  Each dominates a specific period of American history, and the 

rise and fall of each group shows the development of the rhetoric of technology at that 

time.  The ascendancy of a new group indicates a specific cultural anxiety that needs to 

be assuaged, as the anxiety that previously existed lessens or is superseded.  This rise and 

fall, however, does not mean that the previously-ascendant cult figure disappears entirely 

from the cultural map; instead, in the bubbling cauldron that is the rhetoric of 

technology, the particular element that dominates the current thread speaks most directly 

to the prevailing cultural anxieties of the time.  The timeline I’ve developed to track 

these cults isn’t meant to be exact, as it instead provides a sketch of the rhetoric of 

technology as it has developed in the U.S.  This sketch will serve to illuminate how the 

assignation of agency to cultural icons alleviates tensions brought about by a lack of 

control of technology and reifies the idea that the current order is a natural one. 
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The Inventor, the Engineer, and the Hacker 

‘There’s no such thing as a non-technological civilization.  Even the cave 
men had technology—they manufactured flints, or didn’t you ever see 
one of their factory sites?  Man is a tool-user—a technician.’ (Bradley 
108) 
In Chapter 2, I’ll discuss the cult of the inventor, a cult that figures most 

prominently in the early history of the U.S., ranging chronologically from the Puritans to 

the middle of the 19th century.  The icons whose portrayals in the media helped build the 

national technological identity of the U.S. were people like Whitney, Franklin, and 

Robert Fulton, remarkably different men who nonetheless get lumped together as 

prototypical inventors.  In media portrayals of this particular thread, technology is 

developed through the ingenuity of brilliant individuals, usually working alone.  Their 

inventions are marked by the practical uses to which they can be put, even though 

practicality does not always lead to profitability.  According to Carroll Pursell, whose 

book The Machine in America:  A Social History of Technology provides a detailed, progressive 

look at the development of technology in the U.S., America needed to produce 

technological geniuses of its own in order to establish the national independence from 

Great Britain.  Much as in the search for native artists, most innovation in the Colonies 

came either from recent immigrants or from craftsmen brought over by American 

merchants, and this continued reliance on the former colonial power contributed to the 

colonists’ inferiority complex.  Thus, the American relationship with these technological 

innovators became one of nativist pride, and their productions didn’t necessarily have to 

be profitable to make their inventor famous.  For instance, Ben Franklin published and 

distributed the design of the Franklin stove at his own expense, while Eli Whitney 
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zealously guarded his patents in order to make as much money from them as possible.  

Nonetheless, both inventors are iconic in American technological history.  In this phase 

of the development of the rhetoric of technology, profitability was not as important as 

were contributions to the developing national identity. 

As the pace of industrialization sped up tremendously in the 1840s, the cult of 

the inventor began to give way in the popular imagination to the cult of the engineer, the 

cult that I’ll discuss in Chapter 3.14 While the power of inventors in the cultural 

imagination never completely dies, the demands of corporations—which drive the rapid 

expansion of industry in the U.S.—for more reliable sources of innovation resulted in 

the development of engineering schools in the land-grant institutions that were just 

being created by state legislatures, and the engineers who come from these programs 

provided much of the momentum for technological development.  For corporations 

intent on maximizing profit by standardizing production structures and stabilizing their 

ability to create new products and bring them to market, relying on inventors didn’t (and 

doesn’t) work.  The individual output of inventors proved to be too difficult to predict 

and control, and when inventors actually created a device with market potential, the 

result was often difficult to translate to an assembly line.  So, rather than trust profits to 

undependable inventors, corporations looked for other solutions, which were generally 

provided by engineers.  Engineers are trained in ways to make standardization happen—

focalsousing on cutting material costs and labor power instead of invention—and this 

process enabled companies to bring products to market.  By the time the pulp science 

fiction magazines arrive in the 1920s, Fordism and Taylorism were no longer theoretical, 
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with scientific management, often enforced by brutal management practices, the 

standard for factory production.  The procedures standardized by these new types of 

production included product development, and research and development departments 

of both large companies and government agencies were formed in order to standardize 

the innovation process.  The cult of the engineer had emerged. 

Although the idea of the heroic engineer made sense in the age of Taylor, the 

current cultural image of engineers as white-shirt, short-tie-wearing nerds started to 

appear in the 1920s, reaching its apex in the United States in the 1940s and 50s. This 

image change resulted from the increasing specialization of the profession and the 

perception that engineers were obsessed with details, ignoring larger social concerns in 

the pursuit of standardization.  As a result of this distancing effect, the engineer gave way 

to a new dominant force in the rhetoric of technology:  the systems expert known 

popularly as the hacker, the cult of personality I’ll discuss in Chapter 4.15 As engineers 

became more specialized, one individual’s ability to understand and manage disparate 

systems became both more impractical/impossible and more superhuman.  The fear of 

nuclear weapons, for instance, often manifested itself in portrayals of engineers, who 

were perceived as working on individual pieces of products for large, impersonal 

bureaucracies, with no sense of the common good.  Additionally, the revelation that the 

Nazis—complementing the pre-war association of Germany and engineering—were 

wonderful engineers also made the profession suspect. The hacker solved these 

problems, because hackers—at least in their media portrayals—understood both 

technical details and larger social concerns.  Robert Oppenheimer was among the first of 
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these new dominant figures, both in his initial role as manager of the Manhattan Project 

and as the scientist who subsequently denounced the military buildup of nuclear 

weapons.  Bill Gates is the current alpha male of this tribe, combining systems 

management expertise with predatorial capitalist instincts to become the grand techno-

visionary of the future.  In effect, the hacker became the new prototype for the 

individual who can control the machine, replacing the engineer as the prime agent within 

the rhetoric of technology. 

Science Fiction as a Technological Genre 

…that ‘category’ called science fiction, which can be either expanded and 
dignified by the addition of all the classical satiric and Utopian literature 
from Lucian on or restricted and degraded to the pulp-and-adventure 
tradition… (Jameson 283) 
The threads in the rhetoric of technology that are characterized by the cults of 

personality are highly evident in science fiction, making the genre a unique place from 

which to study their development.  Science fiction propagates these cults not as part of a 

mass propaganda campaign on the part of the military-industrial complex but rather by 

definition:  Gernsback’s first stab at marking the parameters of the genre called for 

narratives of “imaginative vision” (October 3), and this preoccupation with the 

technological future continues in modern SF.  While the genre has been defined in 

seemingly many hundreds of ways since Gernsback’s first effort, its readership focuses 

mostly on its position as what Bruce Sterling, contemporary science-fiction writer and 

theorist, calls the “literature of the future” (xv).  This concern with the future is a strictly 

technological one, blending science, intellect, and machines into fiction that makes 

technology seem both natural and magical.  This combination characterizes SF; as 
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Jameson notes, even Gulliver’s Travels has been claimed by the genre, and recent film 

versions of generic texts like the Kubrick/Spielberg fiasco AI hint at the impossibility of 

knowing how all this fancy technology works.  The SF portrayal of the miraculous 

machines of the future that Western industrial systems will create points out the abstract 

nature of technology, even for hard-core futurologists. 

Within science fiction as well as in American culture at large, the abstract nature 

of technology becomes less mysterious when that technology is placed into the context 

provided by a SF narrative and controlled by either actual or archetypal characters.  

Gernsback’s description of scientific fiction stories as romances indicates their formulaic 

quality, and his readers understand the need for the template—in letters to the editor, 

several of them comment on how these stories are much more interesting than science 

textbooks.  The highly standardized forms of SF don’t lessen the abstraction of science 

and technology; that happens in textbooks.  Instead, they provide readers with a 

protagonist who is, as John Cawelti, a scholar of formula fiction, argues, an “idealized 

self-image” (18).  These characters are “heroes who have the strength and courage to 

overcome great dangers” or inquirers of exceptional brilliance who discover hidden 

truths,” and whose “creation requires the establishment of some direct bond between us 

and a superior figure while undercutting or eliminating any aspects of the story that 

threaten our ability to share enjoyably in the triumphs or narrow escapes of the 

protagonist” (18-19).  In the specific case of SF, these protagonists understand how to 

control technology, and this ability speaks to the larger cultural desire to find agency 

within the machine. 
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These insights into science fiction’s cultural power demonstrate the genre’s 

position as a marvelous site from which to examine the American rhetoric of technology.  

The suitability of using SF to examine this rhetoric doesn’t come from the genre’s 

accurate use of scientific facts or its ‘startlingly’ prophetic visions, since in general, these 

stories were neither scientifically accurate nor imaginatively prophetic.16 But while this 

early SF isn’t accurate in any scientific or technical sense, it does produce commodified 

forms of ideas and images that directly speak to threads within the conversation about 

technology.  These resonations come from the way that SF, like all types of generic 

fiction, reproduces the anxieties evident in the rhetoric of technology.  It also comes 

from the way that SF often performs the cultural work of assuaging these anxieties, in 

much the same way that Jane Tompkins notes sentimental fiction doing for American 

concerns about family and race in the mid-nineteenth century.17 Both the cultural 

anxieties exhibited in and the cultural work performed by SF marks the genre as a unique 

place from which to study the American rhetoric of technology. 

The Pulps and Technological Identity 

I should like to point out here how important this class of literature is to 
progress and to the race in general. (Gernsback, “Imagination and 
Reality”) 
As Jameson notes in the epigraph to the previous section, the one possibility for 

locating SF’s originary point is the ‘pulp-and-adventure’ fiction that began in the U.S. in 

the 1920s.  SF wasn’t the only genre published in this format; the pulps, published on 

large broadsheets that made publishing eight magazines as inexpensive—from the 

printing process standpoint—as publishing one, encompassed a wide range, from 
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detective stories to romances.18 Like detective fiction, SF traces its glory days to these 

early pulp stories.   Publishers like Street and Smith produced easily-digestible, formulaic 

prose that has roots in the history of popular American fiction dating back to the 

chapbooks of the colonists, and the publishers of the pulps took particular advantage of 

this already-existing market for generic texts to squeeze profits out of an enormously 

depressed economy.  As I’ve already discussed, most sales came from newsstands, and 

revenue came from both the newsstand price and advertisers such as trade schools, book 

publishers, and producers of self-help devices and other bizarre mechanisms.  Jameson’s 

snide reference to ‘pulp-and-adventure’ is accurate; marketing the SF pulps relied on 

occasional sex and loads of violence to entice readers.  Gernsback might have wished for 

his audience to be in search of higher pursuits, but his readers mainly responded to 

defending the U.S. from beetle hordes and telepathically-controlled Asians.19 The pulps 

were certainly loaded with ‘adventure.’ 

The pulp version of science fiction as developed in the U.S. is fraught with 

Cawelti’s ‘idealized self-images’.  As Adam Roberts, a science fiction writer and lecturer 

at the University of London, notes, between World Wars I and II SF in the U.S. became 

exclusively the province of the pulps, and these stories at first feature little of the 

pessimistic view of technology in science fiction novels in Europe, whose writers were 

obviously greatly affected by the enormous destruction of World War I (14).  Pulp SF in 

the U.S. featured the adventure story set in an exotic location, with enough science to 

meet generic conventions, and until the 1930s it presents relatively optimistic—Feenberg 

would characterize them as instrumentalist—views of science and technology.20 This 



50

optimism came partially from the instrumentalist view of technology that the pulp SF 

subculture took, as narrative problems were often worked out through rational 

arguments.  For the most part, however, despite this narrative reliance on rational 

solutions, the energy and drive in the stories themselves came from the action 

undertaken by the hero to provide narrative resolution; even if the solutions to the 

fictional problems are rational ones, the most desirable feature is often the action 

through which these solutions are implemented.  For members of the growing SF 

subculture, their idealized self-image included getting the girl.21 

Even if these protagonists brought violent activity to the page, they still 

inevitably mastered technology.  The SF pulps featured a stereotyped adventure hero of 

the sort ordinarily found in Westerns and crime fiction, with the main difference being 

that SF protagonists actively used technology to overthrow the evil dictator, defeat the 

alien invaders, render harmless the mad scientist, or otherwise conclude any number of 

possible plots.  This energetic, often violent activity demonstrated the subculture’s 

anxieties about the development of humans into completely rational beings—a desire for 

technocracy that I’ll discuss in a subsequent section of this chapter—as well as the 

general cultural fascination with and fear of technology itself.  The action heroes who 

used technology to save the day represent the desire to claim agency over the massive 

structures of technology.  As I’ll demonstrate, these pulp fictional heroes enabled their 

readers to claim, at least vicariously, control over the Machine. 

The protagonists of the pulp science fiction stories are often vastly different:  

politically, they range from conservatives to quasi-socialists; educationally, they come 
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from all sorts of backgrounds, from major universities to trade schools or even the 

proverbial school of ‘hard knocks’; and career-wise, they range from engineers, academic 

scientists, and working men to entrepreneurs and idle aristocrats.  Nonetheless, they 

share two main characteristics:  they’re all Anglo-American males, and they all control 

technology.  Their racial and gender makeup is not accidental, as Feenberg points out in 

his discussion of the way that technology incorporates the values of the culture that 

produces it.  And their ability to control technology occurs despite the storyline; even in 

dystopic stories, the heroes of pulp fiction provided their readers with evidence that 

somewhere, someone is capable of mastering their technological world. 

Saving the Earth:  A Case Study  

One pulp text that exemplifies Cawelti’s idealized self-image is Austin Hall’s 

critical take on establishment science, “The Man Who Saved the Earth” (Amazing April 

1926).  In the text Charley, a young boy, helps a scientist named Dr. Robold save the 

earth, which despite the utopic society created by science within the world of the story is 

being slowly destroyed by an unknown force.  Charley attains his exalted position strictly 

because of his moral purity—he refuses to lie to Robold about breaking his window with 

a baseball, an honesty that earns him admittance into Robold’s inner sanctum.  Robold 

needs a protégé because he has been kicked out of the scientific establishment, mainly 

because he felt unsatisfied with the current political climate.  His dissatisfaction proves 

beneficial:  while the scientists of the establishment are telling the population that the 

world is doomed, Charley tells his friends that scientists have forgotten the American 

ideals of the ingenuity of humans.  In the end, he helps Dr. Robold implement the 
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device that prevents the Martians from transferring terrestrial water onto their planets to 

alleviate their drought.  As Robold says, Charley is the man who saved the earth. 

Several threads of the rhetoric of technology are present in Hall’s text.  For 

instance, Robold’s invention displays anxiety about the creative process:  he is squelched 

by the establishment scientists, but still keeps his passion for invention going, a passion 

that is rewarded by his saving the planet.  As I’ll discuss more thoroughly in Chapter 2, 

he is barred from the university because he exposed one of his colleague’s sophistry, 

making him in some sense morally pure, and thus distinguishing him from the mad 

scientist.  Within the rhetoric of technology, fear of the creative genius is as powerful as 

fear of the intellectual tradition of science, and Hall’s text displays both of these 

anxieties, as the narrator explains: 

We know the scientist and his habits.  He is one man who will believe 

nothing until it is proven to him.  It is his profession, and for that we pay 

him well.  He can catch the smallest bug that ever crawled out of an atom 

and give it a name so long that a pro wrestler, if he had to bear it, would 

break under the burden.  It is his very knack of getting into secrets that 

has given us our civilization.  You don't question a scientist in our 

Utopia.  It can't be done.  Science is one of the very reasons why we 

began to believe in the miracle. (78) 

Both in tone and phrasing, the narrator’s ambiguous relationship with science is evident, 

as he explains both the fact that science has given ‘civilization’ its Utopia, and that this 

utopia has unexpected burdens.  As Charley’s character points out, Utopia has taken 
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away motivation—a strong strain in the specifically American version of the rhetoric of 

technology—and replaced it with a kind of uneasy reliance on the esoteric language and 

actions of scientists.  In the text, the scientists, however, panic at the first sign of a crack 

in Utopia, and only Charley—the reader’s idealized self-image, the young boy who 

believes in human ingenuity, plays baseball in the street, and admits to breaking a 

window—keeps his head and helps Dr. Robold defeat the Martians.   

Why the Pulps? 

The straightforward science-fiction story of the time “proved” the 
wonderfulness of super-science, the super-machine, the straight-ahead 
progress of Man, and it assumed, as a matter of course, that thus, and 
only thus, would man progress. (John W. Campbell, writing as Don A. 
Stuart, 9) 
My analysis of Hall’s text merely hints at the possibilities existent within the SF 

pulp tradition for examining the historical development of the rhetoric of technology.  

As the epigraph suggests, the sub-genre itself was well-aware of the limitations and 

possibilities of the material it was treating.  Campbell, one of the legendary figures of 

early SF who both wrote and edited Astounding Stories from 1937 to 1975 and who will be 

a focal point of this discussion in Chapter 3, made this statement in an introduction to a 

collection of stories that he wrote under the pseudonym Don A. Stuart.22 Jameson’s 

condescension towards the pulps is I think unfair, as even if they ultimately serve to 

naturalize the development of the industrial, rationally-constructed consciousness that 

Ellul fears, they still were far from unified in either their portrayals of technology or in 

their adherence to a dominant ideology.  Even with strong editorial figures like 

Gernsback and Campbell, the magazines themselves were a hodge-podge of conflicting 
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anxieties and hopes about the technological future of the industrialized West, particularly 

if we consider the combination of effects they produced, with garishly-colored covers 

often featuring scantily-clad women, full-page ads for careers as radio engineers and for 

‘body-improvement’ devices, and letters to the editor that challenged the science 

professors who often wrote stories on their knowledge of their own profession.  The SF 

pulps provide a wealth of material for this sort of study. 

The Pulps Between the Wars and Beyond 

There is, however, an even more radical possibility; namely, that period 
concepts finally correspond to no realities whatsoever, and that whether 
they are formulated in terms of generational logic, or by the names of 
reigning monarchs, or according to some other category or typological 
and classificatory system, the collective reality of the multitudinous lives 
encompassed by such terms is nonthinkable (or nontotalizable, to use a 
current expression) and can never be described, characterized, labeled, or 
conceptualized. (Jameson 282) 
As Jameson points out, categorization such as this dissertation attempts to do is 

at best an ambiguous enterprise, placing false parameters on the lives of the people who 

can’t possibly fit neatly into casually-designed rubrics.  Still, the years on which I’m 

concentrating mark a historical moment in which all three of the cults through which 

Americans seek agency in the development of technology appear.  For instance, the 

publication of the pulps in the 1920s doesn’t happen by accident.  Hugo Gernsback had 

been in the publishing business for several years before he started Amazing, and other 

magazines like Argosy and Weird Tales had published stories similar to those that 

subsequently found spots in Amazing and Astounding. Harry Clayton, another legendary 

figure in SF’s originary mythology, began publishing Astounding in 1929, directly 

competing with Gernsback even though their readerships often intersected.   Despite the 
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fact that in their first ten years the two magazines combined never sold more than 

60,000-70,000 copies a month, both magazines were relatively profitable.  They triggered 

the doubling of the market, with two more magazines, Wonder Stories and Science Wonder 

Stories, started by Gernsback in 1935, after he was forced out of the publication of 

Amazing. Although both had disappeared by 1937, the fact that science fiction became a 

reality with the atomic bomb and rocket during World War II contributed to the 

expansion of the market to four magazines that survived into the 1960s, with Galaxy and 

The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction beginning in 1949.  By that time, SF had become 

an established market, with short stories being developed into novels, and with its own 

canon of authors.  So, from the point of view of circulation figures and profitability, the 

time period encompassing the years 1926 to 1949 was a successful one for SF. 

Until World War II, the rhetoric of technology reflected the love affair with 

gigantic objects that marked developing technology.  As David Nye argues in American 

Technological Sublime, the World’s Fairs of the 1890s are apocryphal events in the history 

of American technological development, with the huge dynamos produced by companies 

like General Electric and the increased presence of large corporations suggesting the 

shift in the U.S. from craft-based and entrepreneurial invention to the standardized 

production developed through the power of engineering that I’ve discussed earlier.  Nye 

sees this anxiety affecting the U.S. spiritually, marking the movement from the small 

agrarian society that Jefferson envisioned and that Nye feels exists until after the Civil 

War to one of large industry, helping constructing national consciousness in ways that 

reconcile this movement.  The 1920s mark the apex of this emphasis on big products 
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and objects, and this fascination with size, with all that fascination’s Freudian 

implications, is apparent in the pulps, particularly in texts like E.E. Smith’s The Lensman 

series, in which the enormity of space and the spaceships with which we explore it are 

only matched by the sheer number of words in the various novellas, over 400,000 in all. 

Another thread in the rhetoric of technology that is produced by the historical 

epoch of this study is colonialism.  While the realist literature of the time had become 

increasingly interested in class struggle, and modernism marked the existential concerns 

of individuals overwhelmed by massive consumerism and technophilia, the rhetoric of 

technology in science fiction became increasingly exotic and adventure-driven.  As Adam 

Roberts argues, this strain comes directly from the Age of Empires from which SF 

comes, with figures like Wells writing anti-colonialist diatribes (“The Empire of Ants”, 

reprinted in the first year of Amazing Stories, and which we will discuss in more detail in 

Chapter 3) and Verne, H. Rider Haggard, and Edgar Rice Burroughs writing ill-disguised 

treatises on the benefits and drawbacks of colonialism from the imperial perspective.  

Roberts sees SF as a ‘necessary part of the official ideology of Empire-forming’ because 

the genre ‘flattens, or even eradicates’ difference (65), and I’ll discuss this imperial 

strain—the connection between the American colonial project and engineering—in 

Chapter 3.   But the notion of empire-building that Roberts discusses is an important 

one for the American rhetoric of technology, because the American belief in progress 

contributed to the belief in the righteousness of the American colonial project; in this 

configuration, American imperialism helped nations become civilized by bringing the 

benefits of the American way of life to the developing world, benefits that included 
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democracy and the free market but which also included technological know-how.  

Certainly, the American colonial project admitted to exploitation of the colonized for 

commercial purposes, but these sorts of goals were usually sublimated in the face of the 

‘greater good.’  The Panama Canal, constructed in 1914, is a prime example of the 

benefits Americans felt they had to offer other nations, and these sort of benefits came 

directly from technological expertise. 

SF and Technocracy 

And the scarcity of goods is being progressively destroyed by the application of science to 
production, known in its latest phase as technology. (Loeb 7, italics in text) 
The first two decades of the SF pulp movement also coincided with the high-

water mark of the technocracy movement, an ideology that John Huntington, a scholar 

who writes extensively about SF, argues played a major role in the genre’s development.    

Technocracy began with the publication of Edward Bellamy’s utopian novel Looking 

Backwards:  2000-1887, and it called for the socialist distribution of goods and services 

and a meritocracy in which labor was organized rationally and individuals were trained 

for the jobs for which they were best suited.  Bellamy’s novel depicting the bloodless 

transition to this socialist utopia appealed to a large number of Americans, some of 

whom formed ‘Bellamy clubs’ that discussed ways of bringing about this vision of the 

future.  The desire for meritocracy appealed to both the American vision of equality of 

opportunity and individual class mobility, speaking directly to two prominent threads in 

the rhetoric of technology. For instance, in Looking Backwards the office of the President 

is a non-elected position filled by an oligarchy of leading ‘citizens’ who are mostly 

scientists, similar to the city managers who Progressives sought to replace special-
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interest-ridden mayors at the turn of the century.  Technocrats saw the capitalist 

distribution system as the problem with society; the machines produced by this system 

provided plenty of material wealth, but that wealth was unfairly—irrationally—

distributed, causing social tensions that a logically ordered system shouldn’t produce.  

According to the novel and the ideology it espoused, once distribution was rationalized 

then all other social problems would disappear. 

This rationally-based society is one that struck a chord in SF, and several stories 

in the pulps referenced Bellamy’s novel.  In his editorial for the first issue, Gernsback 

even located Bellamy in the same canon as Poe, Verne, and Wells, the acknowledged 

fathers of SF (“A New Sort of Magazine” 3).    For Huntington, the technocracy 

movement appealed particularly strongly to the SF subculture that often saw itself, both 

readers and writers, as an elite: 

it [the sf subculture] idealizes rationality and sees it as socially benign so 

long as it is not contaminated by self-interest.  Power is not recognized as 

a problem, and irresolvable conflicts of interests are denied.  The creed 

espouses strongly democratic ideals of economic distribution, but at the 

same time it sees intellect as a distinctive quality deserving special 

recognition. (5) 

The links between the genre’s fiction and technocracy are numerous—along with 

Gernsback’s mention of Bellamy, SF texts made direct references to Thorstein Veblen 

and Walter Rautenstrauch as well as sharing thematic and ideological concerns.  

Huntington calls these technocratic desires a ‘collective genre fantasy’ (7), arguing that 
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SF was concerned with class structure only in terms of upward mobility, in effect 

promoting the meritocracy that the technocratic movement saw as a fundamental 

building block of a rationally organized society.  For the readers of the genre, particularly 

technicians or those whose sought technical training, the fantasy was a strong one; if 

they could only get rid of the ‘politics’ at their job, the ‘natural’ order would take effect.  

For those who wanted fictional narratives to have a compelling scientific basis, the desire 

for a technocratic society was undeniable. 

Easy Solutions to Complex Problems/Situations 

‘There have been civilizations which have extended for centuries almost 
without technology.  The illusion that man’s culture is only the history of 
his technostructures is propaganda from the engineers, sir.  It has no 
basis in sociology—or philosophy.’ (Bradley 72) 
The year 1949 is an important one on which to end this study.  By the end of the 

decade, the explosion of the SF genre had begun, as two new SF magazines began 

publication while the pulps themselves fell prey to better production techniques.  Both 

new magazines had far more literary pretensions than their predecessors, marking 

changes within the genre itself.  For Americans entering the Cold War, technology had 

become scary, as the potentially apocalyptic consequences of the atomic bomb became 

clear.  The various strains of the rhetoric of technology were also apparent, as the V2 

rockets that propelled high explosives into London were the same sort of craft that 

science fiction writers had long been imagining carrying humans into space.  Cries for 

equitable distribution of wealth—World War II saw the biggest union drives in the 

history of the country—were countered with the reaffirmation of the American ideal of 

equality of opportunity, as a second anti-Communist purge was just around the corner.23 
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Fears of the return of the pre-war depression were being dispelled by the quickly 

growing economy and consumerist mentality, with class issues being resolved—in the 

mass media’s portrayal—by material abundance.  Heretofore-hidden racial and gender 

problems were also about to explode, as Rosie the Riveter rather quietly gave up her 

place, overwhelmed by television depictions of the perfect mom, and the Reverend 

Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights movement were becoming visible on the 

horizon.  The simplistic technocratic belief that complex social problems could be solved 

rationally—ignoring the actual distribution of power—was about to be punctured by the 

promise of the civil rights movements of the coming decades.  But the American 

rhetoric of technology, with its search for human control of technology, kept growing, 

adding a new dominant cult of personality—the hacker—and incorporating the new 

social movements within the ever-changing threads of the techno-conversation. 



61

CHAPTER 2: THE INVENTOR 
 

The soul active sees absolute truth and utters truth, or creates.  In this action 
it is genius; not the privilege of here and there a favorite, but the sound 
estate of every man.  In its essence it is progressive.  The book, the 
college, the school of art, the institution of any kind, stop with some past 
utterance of genius.  This is good, say they—let us hold by this.  They pin 
me down. They look backward and not forward.  But genius looks 
forward: the eyes of man are set in his forehead, not in his hindhead: man 
hopes: genius creates. (Emerson, 68) 

 
Although Emerson the transcendentalist hated the rapidly-developing industrial 

base of the early United States, his message in the above selection from “The American 

Scholar” clearly articulates the inventor’s creed as it developed in the country’s early 

history: the inventive ‘genius’ is democratic and forward-looking, ‘progressive’ in ways 

that helped energize the country’s movement towards the promise inherent in the social 

experiment that was the U.S., and naturalistic enough to take cues from the body’s own 

structure.  In this mythology, invention is an essential element of the national social 

fabric; as Siegfried Giedion argues, the period from 1750 to 1860 in the U.S. is one in 

which ‘everyone’ participated: 

Invention was a part of the normal course of life.  Everyone invented.  

Every entrepreneur dreamed of more rapid and economical means of 

fabrication.  The work was done unconsciously and anonymously.  

Nowhere else and never before was the number of inventions per capita 

as great as in America in the 60’s of that century. (quoted in Ellul, 52) 

This passage contains all the elements of the utopic strain of the early rhetoric of 

technology24 in the United States:  egalitarian distribution; emphasis on efficiency and 
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production; and the apparent naturalness of the idea of work.  Giedion isn’t even right—

as Pursell points out, American capitalists were desperately importing European 

craftsmen at this time in order to meet their production needs—but he doesn’t have to 

be:  the tone of this passage reflects American beliefs about the early history of the 

country. 

As the pre-eminent American philosopher of the country’s early history, 

Emerson’s glorification of the creative genius promulgated the myths about invention 

prevalent in the rhetoric of technology.  Creativity and invention are absolutely critical 

for technological progress, but just how these processes happen—and how the 

motivation of the inventor comes about—is a constant source of anxiety.  For instance, 

in the drive to utopia, the creative genius’s output moves a culture forward, solving 

problems that might otherwise prevent industrial society from attaining its envisioned 

material paradise.  While progress is seen as being inevitable, however, the technological 

determinism that this inevitability entails is also a constant source of anxiety.  

Technology is constantly seen as being pre-determined, but its final state is uncertain, 

and those who are pushing it forward have often widely varying visions of any sort of 

technological utopia.  The process of invention is one firmly rooted in American 

mythology, one that generates several strands in the rhetoric of technology. 

Despite threads within the rhetoric about the virtue of genius, the apprehension 

engendered by the process by which genius works derives from American business 

practice, as American manufacturers continuously move to standardize these processes.  

As a recent television ad featuring Robert Hewlett and Eugene Packard of HP proves, 
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Americans still love inventors as a concept, particularly when they are safely ensconced 

in a research institution run by governmental or corporate management.  Despite this 

infatuation, however, the process of invention became standardized in the late 

nineteenth century, the result of increasing corporate power.  Corporations sought to 

control product innovation and the speed at which products were brought to market, 

effectively eliminating inventors who worked outside the confines of the institutionalized 

lab.  Business success came to depend on the ability of a manufacturer to guard 

industrial secrets and bring products to market in a cost-effective manner.  Inventors had 

become an uncomfortable fit in this rubric of standardization, mainly because of the 

corporate desire for control.  In many ways, corporations value control—of process as 

well as product—over profit, as Stephen Goldman, a business ethics scholar, argues:  

"control centers on corporate management's assertion of control over workers as a point 

of principle—as a point of class principle—virtually regardless of economic cost or 

impact on production efficiency" (Goldman 135).  In the multi-layered cosmos that is 

the American rhetoric of technology, this desire for corporate control shaped the 

invention process, moving inventors into white lab coats and out of the barns and 

garages of legend. 

Invention as the Key to Progress 

Until the advent of standardized production procedures, inventors in the U.S. 

were often celebrated as heroes in popular fiction and media. They were seen as 

embodying the innovative spirit that in the American mythos allowed the country to 

settle the frontier.  As Pursell argues, 
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in the United States such persons [inventors] became the epitome of the 

national hero:  those who by native drive and intelligence, unfettered by 

prejudice and tradition, created new devices to better the lives of the 

common people.  The ‘flash of genius’, the light bulb going on over one’s 

head, or the awakenings in the middle of the night with the long-sought 

solution to a technical problem, became the popular notion of how 

technology moved forward.  (219-20) 

Ben Franklin is of course the ur-figure of the American inventor, a man who possessed 

the political skills necessary to help free the colonies from England and yet who also 

managed to invent an enormous number of devices.  While working for independence, 

he somehow maintained enough scientific curiosity to have performed his famous 

experiments with lightning.  Additionally, he valued the egalitarian ideals of American 

society enough to have his plans for one of his inventions—the Franklin stove, designed 

to prevent wasting wood as fuel in horribly inefficient chimneys—distributed at his own 

expense.  But not all inventors shared Franklin’s political skills, egalitarian values, or 

genius for self-promotion.  For example, Eli Whitney, the inventor of the cotton gin, 

zealously pursued patent protection for his devices, seeking wealth above populist 

celebrity.  Robert Fulton invented the steamship, which was used to help westward 

expansion, but Fulton received little financial compensation.  Despite these differences, 

however, Franklin, Whitney, and Fulton were all placed in the pantheon of American 

heroes, marked as inventors responsible for helping the country continue its 

participation in the industrial dream of progress. 
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What distinguished these three inventors from each other was their access to 

capital, a key element in the process of invention in a capitalist economic system.  This 

distinction makes Ben Franklin and his free distribution of the Franklin stove less 

idealistic, since he’s the product of an upper-middle class family with access to start-up 

funding.  It also makes Whitney and Fulton appear less self-serving, as each worked his 

way up from relative obscurity to become a leading industrial figure.25 As far as the 

popular press was concerned, the accomplishments of these inventors demonstrated that 

the U.S. belonged to the civilized nations of the world, because the young nation was 

able to contribute to technological progress.  As Giedion’s comment suggests, the U.S. 

identified itself as the herald of technological innovation at the same time that American 

capitalists were desperately seeking English and other European craftsmen to come to 

this country to help build its inadequate industrial infrastructure.  So the inventor’s place 

in the culture was in effect a marketing campaign, celebrating the country’s few inventors 

and thus diverting focus from the relatively meager production of actual inventions. 

As the process of invention became standardized, the tensions surrounding 

inventors within the rhetoric of technology increased.  By definition, the inventor is 

highly intelligent, a fact that often triggered anti-intellectual fears that in the U.S. are 

resolved in the desire for the inventor to be hands-on.  In the mythos of egalitarianism 

that is a strong part of technological rhetoric, inventors are worthy of cult status because 

of their desire to get their hands dirty.26 Thomas Edison, for instance, is shown in 

promotional photographs of his Menlo Park research lab with his coat off, in tune with 

the real processes of production.27 Additionally, the logic of the free market rewarded 
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products for profitability; the market validated the practicality of technological devices.  

Finally, the invention had to continue the linear drive to technological utopia.28 All of 

these characteristics became increasingly problematic when located in a single individual, 

especially since control of one device by one person led to the sort of monopoly fears 

(and practice) that resulted in the anti-trust movement of the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries.  While the process of invention was still valued, inventors themselves had lost 

their place as prime controllers in the American rhetoric of technology. 

The power of the inventor, however, has always been closely tied to the 

American cultural obsession with individuality, and thus the supplanting of the inventor 

as an agent of technological change is problematic.  In the rhetoric of technology, every 

individual loner with dictatorial dreams is matched by someone who understands and 

hates the power they have given up to large institutional structures.   The contradiction is 

obvious:  giving up the power of invention and innovation takes away a possible means 

of achieving the American dream of becoming wealthy, and yet the possibilities of 

concentrated power runs contrary to American ideals of egalitarianism.  Indeed, even 

today business schools are full of apocryphal stories of just these types of breakaway 

inventors who start their own companies and earn millions, people ranging from 

Andrew Carnegie to Ross Perot, and the powerful lure of this means of achieving wealth 

is reflected in these types of stories.  The conflict in trying to reconcile American cultural 

ideals about the individual with fears of megalomania shows the anxieties present in 

these sometimes contradictory strains of the rhetoric of technology.  After all, invention, 

and thus inventors, is necessary to the development of technology, and they are highly 
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intelligent people who often must work alone.  Culturally, Americans value the idea of 

individuals seeking their fortune in whatever way they best see fit, and yet, these 

intellectuals, without proper supervision, might produce a Frankenstein, or worse, an 

atomic bomb.  Despite this ambivalence about the inventor, however, culturally 

inventors often become symbols of corporate virtues such as creativity and innovation 

despite the actual corporate practice of containing invention within institutional 

structures.   Inventors are still iconic, as evidenced by the aforementioned Hewlett-

Packard ads, but corporate desire for control and cultural envy of successful individuals 

makes invention a problematic space within the rhetoric of technology.   

As the desire for progress and the fear of the inventor’s powers became mixed, 

the portrayal of inventors in popular fiction showed a marked ambivalence.  The fear of 

large corporate structures and government institutions still exists in American culture; 

the idea that these sorts of institutions stifle creative powers never completely goes away, 

and it continuously shows up in the particularly American hatred of ‘bureaucracy’ and 

‘politics’ in the workplace.  Nonetheless, fears of technological devices gone out of 

control, created by scientists and tinkerers who might not have the best interests of the 

general public at heart, often overwhelm concerns about stifling creativity.29 These 

anxieties show up in fiction in many guises, with the mad scientists and crazy inventors 

I’ve already mentioned intermingled with brilliant scientists and technicians capable of 

controlling technology.30 There’s even a fairly common trope in the pulps of the 

inventor/discoverer who covers up his discovery or destroys his invention, because 

society is deemed incapable of handling the information responsibly.  Each of these 
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types of fictional portrayals reveals the ambiguity of the myriad lines of conversation 

about the process of invention in the rhetoric of technology. 

The Production of Knowledge 

But the nature of originality, so far as regards its manifestation in letters, is 
but imperfectly understood.  The inventive or original mind as frequently 
displays itself in novelty of tone as in novelty of matter. (Poe, “Review of 
Twice-Told Tales” 524) 
While the inventor has long been a source of conversation within the rhetoric of 

technology, the process of invention is far less clearly defined.  Participants in Western 

culture already have a picture of the stereotype of the inventor: vaguely Einsteinian in 

appearance, full of energy, and exhibiting a casual disregard for the details of daily life 

that is both charming and infuriating.  How invention happens is far more difficult to 

portray; fictional descriptions of the inventor’s state of mind often result in single words 

like ‘eureka’ standing in for the complex and typically unconscious moment that seems 

so magical.  This fictional reliance on magic suggests the difficulty of articulating the 

process, and images of inventors as wizards are commonplace.31 The cultural perception 

is that the inventor has chanced upon this moment, whether alone or in a team, through 

the application of rational thinking and analytical procedures.  The confusion that arises 

between the process of invention and magic shows the wide range of cultural myths and 

psychological tropes encompassed by the rhetoric of technology.   

The inability to articulate the process of invention reveals yet another ambiguity 

within the rhetoric of technology, one that Edgar Allan Poe spoke to as early as the 

1830s.  If progress is linear, and the technological future of industrial society is largely 

pre-determined, then why is the process of invention so irrational and apparently 
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magical?  Of course, engineers—as I’ll discuss in greater detail in Chapter 3—attempted 

to answer this question by standardizing the process of product development, but the 

production of knowledge has been far more difficult to standardize, since it occurs 

beyond the access of the conscious mind.  As I’ll discuss in Chapter 5, the 

standardization of products of the intellect is occurring now, in knowledge industries like 

insurance and the stock market, but even this technocratic urge for rationality has 

proven hard to implement.  And the process of scientific discovery—the ‘scientific 

method,’ with its hypothesis-and-experiment model—has been revolutionized with ideas 

like Kuhn’s theory of paradigms and the more recent chaos theory of the development 

of scientific discoveries.  The fact that the process of invention is potentially unknowable 

emerges in ambiguities and anxieties within the rhetoric of technology. 

Poe and the Power of Invention 

I would have soothed—I would have reasoned; but in the intensity of her 
wild desire for life—for life—but for life—solace and reason were alike 
the uttermost folly…my brain reeled as I hearkened entranced, to a 
melody more than mortal—to assumptions and aspirations which 
mortality had never before known. (Poe, “Ligeia” 181)  
Having faith in the human ability to discover knowledge about the natural world 

is one of the key tenets of the rhetoric of technology.  Because this ability is a matter of 

faith, however, the process of discovering knowledge is marked by ambiguity.  For 

instance, Poe’s narrator in the above epigraph from his short story “Ligeia” finds that 

both ‘solace’ and ‘reason’ are equally problematic in the essential ‘desire for life’ that 

drags Ligeia from her premature tomb.  Gernsback’s readers, however, weren’t exposed 

to this Poe, one who explored the limits of reason, and thus his use of Poe points out 
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the fragility of faith in discovering knowledge in both the genre and in the rhetoric of 

technology.  Utopians are certain that humans will discover all of the secrets of nature 

that we need; dystopians fear that we will.  But in neither case does the idea of limits 

come up, as the rhetoric of technology assumes that the production of knowledge will 

continue infinitely.  In a move symptomatic of the rhetoric’s discomfort with the limits 

of reason, Gernsback published only those stories of Poe’s that could be seen through a 

technological lens.  A story such as “The Thousand-and-Second Tale of Scheherazade” 

is a good example.  In this story, Poe continues The Arabian Nights, but the princess’s 

tales of wonder, used to keep the sultan awake all night, are actually simply depictions of 

nineteenth century technology such as the steamship, dirigible, and the locomotive.  The 

twist, of course, is that technology has produced devices that at once seemed outlandish, 

but which are now fact.  In the pages of Amazing, Poe’s text—in many ways a highly 

ironic indictment of the machine—becomes a glorification of both the superiority and 

inevitability of Western industrial systems.  The Poe who writes of the limits of 

knowledge is not one whose texts appear in the pages of the SF pulps, and the editorial 

choice made by Gernsback highlights the anxieties about discovering knowledge in the 

rhetoric of technology. 

In fact, within the magazines themselves, Poe’s texts were not only carefully 

chosen; they were also marked with editorial directions on how they should be read.  

The editor invited his readers to think of Poe as an early adopter of scientific philosophy 

by declaring that Poe was among the first, for instance, to explore the possibilities of 

mesmerism (“Introduction to ‘The Strange Case of Mr. Valdemar” 1048).  Gernsback 
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used the Poe who invented his own cosmogony to authenticate the imaginative content 

of Gernsback’s own magazine, downplaying Poe’s better-known position as purveyor of 

the bizarre.  Paul Valéry, French poet and literary critic, notes the existence of Poe the 

inventor, a writer who tries to carefully to describe the universe in Eureka in adherence 

to both spiritual and material laws.  Valéry argues that this text presents a “total 

explanation of the material and spiritual universe” (19-20), showing the Poe who loved 

cryptography and is the father of the detective novel.  In this configuration, Poe is truly 

an inventor, one who uses his imagination to search for origins in order to understand 

the physical world.  Within the rhetoric of technology, using this version of Poe makes 

the linear march to progress seem possible. 

Invention in the Pulps 

How does an invention come about?  How does a great song come into 
being?  Neither the inventor nor the composer could tell you.  They 
would call it inspiration, and leave it at that.  (Amazing Stories 1011, italics in 
text) 
By the time of the SF pulps, the ambiguous standing of the inventor within the 

rhetoric of technology had become standard.  Within the world of the pulps, scientists 

and crazy—i.e., unprofitable and impractical—inventors balance out the number of 

scientist-protagonists who make discoveries that have the potential to save the world.  

For every mad scientist who threatened to become world dictator, there was a fictional 

scientist who working completely on his own developed the perfect ray gun that repels a 

Martian attack just in the nick of time.  The process of invention seems so abstract and 

mystical that it’s portrayed as repellant to the ordinary citizen as often as it is given credit 
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for making the world a better place.  Within the science fiction pulps, invention is 

characterized by uncertainty. 

While the sermon-like tone of the editor’s page in each issue of Amazing 

encourages the magazine’s readers to think imaginatively and to embrace the possibilities 

found in the incredibly rapid movement of science, the stories themselves reflected 

different representations of technological realty.  Inventors were not worshipped 

unambiguously, even when they’re not mad scientists; as most of the Wellsian 

selections—for the most part restricted to the first two years of Amazing, after which 

new authors dominate—argue, the inventive process often creates devices for which 

we’re not ready.  While some of these stories feature the persistence of scientific vision 

in the face of bureaucratic and establishment disapproval, an equal number treat the 

inventor as an oddity, someone who is mostly out of touch with reality and who has very 

little concern for the consequences of their inventions.  The importance of invention is 

not questioned, but the process by which it takes place is constantly in doubt. 

Gernsback codified the importance of invention in the genre with an editorial in 

the third issue of Amazing (June 1926).  For generic purposes, he wanted to find the 

originator of ‘scientifiction’ in order to help place its “lure” for readers historically, and 

he goes as far back as Bacon and da Vinci.  These two Renaissance thinkers were clearly 

inventors in the most coherent sense of the word, and Gernsback wanted to validated 

his new genre by invoking their places in history, this time in the context of foresight: 

There are few things written by our scientifiction writers, frankly 

impossible today, that may not become a reality tomorrow.  Frequently 
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the author himself does not realize that his very fantastic yarn may come 

true in the future, and often he, himself, does not take his prediction 

seriously. (195) 

Part of the difficulty with the process of invention within the rhetoric of technology lies 

in deciding which imaginative leap will produce practical products.  In reality, these 

decisions are made in boardrooms and other such seats of institutional power, but for 

the pulps the utilitarian value of inventions was constantly in debate.  By invoking Bacon 

and da Vinci, Gernsback equated his new genre with two canonical inventors who had 

obviously benefited industrial society.  Some inventions will be useful, while others will 

not, but within the rhetoric of technology the idea of determining which of these ideas 

would have lasting impact was a terribly tricky task, one that was critical to the industrial 

project. 

For Gernsback, the simple act of placing a wide range of ideas into the cultural 

zeitgeist pays dividends for technological development, both directly and in the way that 

Western culture accepts technology and its inventors.  In the same editorial, he argued 

that “the seriously-minded scientifiction reader absorbs the knowledge contained in such 

stories with avidity, with the result that such stories prove an incentive in starting some 

one to work on a device of invention suggested by some author of scientifiction” (195).  

In this statement Gernsback essentially claimed that a portion of his readers would 

become inventors, and that they would subsequently get their inspiration from his 

authors.  This statement is hard to prove; however, more important, than the accuracy of 

his statement is its attempt to understand how invention works.  Cause-and-effect 
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should be clear in a rationally organized entity like technology, but this editorial call 

reveals yet another anxious moment about the inspiration, imagination, and creativity 

needed to move technology forward.  That this anxiety is not Gernsback’s alone is 

evidenced later in the same editorial, in which he explains the fanatical nature of the 

existing reader base for SF, people who he claims spend vast amounts of time looking 

through all sorts of venues for texts that will ‘fire their imaginations’.  This firing, for 

Gernsback, is the ‘lure’ of the genre, the reason why readers respond to it: “scientifiction, 

in other words, furnishes a tremendous amount of scientific education and fires the 

reader’s imagination more perhaps than anything else of which we know” (195).  For 

Gernsback and his readers, the power of invention lies in this imagination; invention is a 

critical part of technological development, but it’s the process of invention that is 

troubling. 

The Inventor’s Motivation 

In associating writers whose careers began in the 19th century with SF, 
Gernsback, unlike later historians [of the genre], did not attribute their 
work to larger events in that era; they were rather persons ahead of their 
time, ‘prophets’ who anticipated both the value of scientific progress and 
the value of literature about scientific progress.  All on his own, Poe 
‘conceive[d] the idea of a scientific story.’  Thus, according to Gernsback, 
19th century SF was simply the product of isolated individual geniuses. 
(Westfahl 343) 
If the process of invention is problematic, and the American rhetoric of 

technology wants to ensure that people actually control technological development, then 

a key thread within that discussion involves the inventor’s motivation.  In the utopic 

strain, inventors are motivated by accepted, institutionalized social virtues, such as an 

egalitarian desire for the good of all or a utilitarian focus on specific market needs.  The 
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dystopic view fears inventors because of their motivations, attributing to them some sort 

of megalomania. In both cases, though, the psychological reason for the inventor’s need 

to invent is a source of anxiety, since the process of invention represents a proverbial 

black box of unknown origin or workings.  The criticality of invention within the 

rhetoric of technology makes its nature as a troubling enigma. 

In the SF pulps, the answer to the question about the motivation of inventors as 

character can be assumed by their portrayals.  Mad scientists are after dictatorial power, 

and crazy inventors—i.e., those that create horribly impractical devices—are after 

wealth.  On the other hand, ‘true’ inventors never seek wealth or political power through 

their inventions.  Instead, they often solve some sort of crisis, averting a catastrophe that 

represents a disruption in technological progress.  Dr. Robold from the Austin Hall text 

that I discussed in the first chapter is a perfect example of this type of inventor; his 

Gernsbackian ‘imaginative vision’ enabled him to start working on the exact device 

Earth would need twenty years before the need became evident.  To have begun working 

on a cup-holder for a hover-car twenty years before hover-cars appear would make 

Robold crazy; working on this ray gun only to use it as a device for seizing political 

power in the U.S. would make him ‘mad.’  And of course texts in which the inventor 

works on his ray gun for twenty years only to have the Martians never show up also 

don’t figure into the SF tradition.  Robold is motivated by his desire to save the planet—

the ‘right’ reason—marking the curious combination of ego and self-sacrifice that denote 

this character type within this thread of the rhetoric of technology.  The inventor’s 
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motivation is a key part of the process of making technological development emotionally 

safe within the culture. 

The SF pulp answers to the question of motivation point to several threads in 

the rhetoric of technology that the genre actively debates.  For instance, in the generic 

fantasy, problem-solving rather than profit-seeking becomes a means of expressing the 

technocratic desire to solve political problems through technological means.  This 

typology of motivation also demonstrates some of the cultural anxieties about capitalism 

and individual responsibility within the dynamic social structure of the U.S.  Larger fears 

about the process of invention itself often resulted in inventors being contained within 

the world of the text by corporate or governmental research and development 

departments.  Finally, inventors who were motivated for practical reasons, ones in which 

a market need was often assumed to be a social one as well, were assumed within the 

texts to receive financial rewards as an obvious corollary to their creative success.  Even 

if the cult of the inventor had faded by the time of the pulps, the process of invention 

still invoked anxieties about creativity within the rhetoric of technology. 

H.G. Wells:  The Inventor as Social Pariah 

“To do such a thing would be to transcend magic.  And I beheld, unclouded 
by doubt, a magnificent vision of all that invisibility might mean to a 
man—the mystery, the power, the freedom.  Drawbacks I saw none.”  
(The Invisible Man 103) 
The continuing relevance of the inventor, even in the intervening years between 

the two world wars during which the pulps were published, is evidenced in part by 

Gernsback’s choice for the first story by H.G. Wells in his magazine.  Gernsback 

published either a short story or a piece of a novella by Wells in the first 36 issues of 
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Amazing, but “The New Accelerator,” a story about invention, appeared first.  The story, 

told by an unidentified narrator from Folkestone, features a chemistry professor who is 

trying to invent a drug that can help people get more work done in less time.  Professor 

Gibberne, whose name invokes both gibberish and gibbons, has invented this drug in 

order to see how it might be “’turned to commercial account’” (930), but the actual 

product scares him.  The narrator and the professor both try the drug, and their 

subsequent wanderings about Folkestone prove its efficacy, as the rest of the world 

moves at glacial pace in comparison.  They torment the populace with minor pranks 

until their speed, caused by the drug, almost catches them on fire.  Fortunately for the 

two characters, and for the city of Folkestone and the tourists on the beach, the drug 

wears off before any serious consequences occur.  At the end of the story, we discover 

that the drug is available for commercial purchase, and Gibberne has developed a 

counter drug that will enable “a patient to maintain an apathetic inaction, a glacier-like 

absence of alacrity, amidst the most animated or irritating surroundings” (941).  The 

combination of the drugs, according to the narrator, “must necessarily work an entire 

revolution in civilized existence.  It is the beginning of our escape from that Time 

Garment of which Carlyle speaks” (941).  Wells anticipates the Dow Chemical 

advertising slogan of ‘better living through chemistry’ in the creation of the inventor 

Professor Gibberne. 

“The New Accelerator” can easily be read as a cautionary tale, as the story 

implies that would-be scientists/inventors don’t consider the consequences of their 

inventions, particularly when the consequences are immersed in commercial enterprise.  
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Although the narrator says that Gibberne only sought “an all-around stimulant to bring 

languid people up to the stresses of these pushful days” (57), by the end of the story they 

are actively looking to market the drug.  Despite the comic and somewhat frightening 

results of its use, the narrator and the professor determine that they must only correct 

the problems with the drug and then make it available for the market.  The narrator even 

remarks that the consequences are not the concern of the inventors: “and as for the 

consequences—we shall see” (942).  The commercial appeal of the product is obvious.  

As Professor Gibberne says, ordinary citizens will be able to do twice the work in half 

the time, and for those caught in the vagaries of the wage state that’s an ominous 

foreboding.  The possibilities for abuse of the decelerating drug are equally frightening.  

In this reading, the text serves as a warning for readers about the potential for 

oppression inherent in this sort of invention, particularly when the motivations behind 

the invention aren’t socially-derived. 

The editorial introduction to Wells’s story, however, gives a different reading, 

one that shows the different strains in the rhetoric of technology regarding the process 

of invention and the inventor.  While Wells quite possibly intended the story as one 

satirizing the inventor and the technocratic emphasis on efficiency, the author of the 

editorial introduction to the text has a different understanding.  Gibberne most probably 

is a crazy inventor, as his motives are suspect, but the editor calls Gibberne’s drug a 

“wonderful achievement” (57).  Most likely, this is a piece of editorial hyperbole 

exacerbated by the novelty of the magazine, but the editor emphasizes the “scientific” 

part of the story, including the fact that the “hero… is a physiologist and chemist” (57), 
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and this emphasis implies that these inventions are all part of the linear progress of 

technology.  It ignores the fact that, in their test, Gibberne and the narrator are actually 

frightened by the consequences, as ordinary people become disgusting in the actuality of 

their body movements—smiles and winks now seem both horribly slow and nastily 

abject: 

A wink, studied with such leisurely deliberation as we could afford, is an 

unattractive thing.  It loses any quality of alert gaiety, and one remarks 

that the winking eye does not completely close, that under its drooping 

lid appears the lower edge of an eyeball and a line of white.  “Heaven 

give me memory,” said I, “and I will never wink again.” (936) 

This disgust with the body is technocratic in origin, particularly if the ultimate goal of a 

technocracy is to have machines replace bodies.32 Wells, who was a committed Fabian 

socialist, might view these inventors as problematic because of this fear of the ordinary, 

but the idea that this drug is a great achievement, even down to its revealing of the body 

as a place of disgust, is consistent with the technocratic/utopian strain of the rhetoric of 

technology.  As is evident in the Amazing interpretation of “The New Accelerator,” the 

inventor is a source of contradiction and anxiety. 

The Scientist within the System:  Two Versions of The Invisible Man 

‘There is some knowledge man is not meant to attain.” (Whale) 
Wells’s stories and novellas dominated the first three years of publication of 

Amazing. Each of the first 36 issues of Amazing featured a Wells reprint, either one of 

his short stories or a serialization of a “scientific romance” novel.  Gernsback used 
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Wells’s stories for two reasons:  1) Wells was already a well-respected author who had 

been publishing for almost 30 years by the time the first issue of Amazing was published, 

and 2) Gernsback could get Wells’s stories for free.33 Gernsback used Wells because he 

wanted to establish credibility for his magazine among potential fans, and he appealed to 

Wells’s popularity in his very first editorial comment.  Although readers occasionally 

questioned Wells’s genius (one writer accuses Wells of using “too many words,” while 

another argues that the American army of 1926 would quickly destroy the Martian 

invaders, a suggestion not borne out in the 1958 film version of The War of the Worlds), he 

was still considered one of the forefathers of the genre.  Rather than fill his magazine 

with other, weaker stories, Gernsback did the sensible thing; he appropriated Wells’s 

texts for his magazine. 

Wells’s perceptions of the inventor differed from the technocratic/utopic strain 

of the rhetoric of technology that dominated Amazing, but Gernsback nonetheless 

republished several of his stories dealing with inventors.  The most useful for the 

purposes of this discussion is The Invisible Man, republished in the June and July 1928 

issues.  As with “The New Accelerator,” the editorial introduction to the serialization 

within the magazines offered readers a critical framework from which they could 

examine the text, one that differs substantially from my reading and which thus shows 

both different threads within the conversation about technology and the degree to which 

Gernsback and his editorial staff attempted to police their readers.  An examination of 

each of these variations on similar themes articulates the variety of possible sites that the 

process of invention occupies within the rhetoric of technology. 
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In the basic plot, the lone inventor is Griffin, a brilliant chemist who has worked 

feverishly to develop the formula for invisibility, mostly for the wrong reasons.  From 

the beginning, Griffin desired this formula in order to make him powerful and wealthy. 

Almost as soon as he gains invisibility, with the death of his father and the burning down 

of his landlord’s house as consequences, Griffin roams the English countryside, looking 

for ways to make his new-found power pay off.  He tries to enlist his old college friend 

Kemp in his personal cause, but Kemp’s involvement only helps the police come closer 

to finding him.  Finally, Griffin is alone, racing through the countryside naked, where he 

is beaten to death while still invisible, by a group that represents all the social classes in 

the small town near Kemp’s estate.  The novel ends with an epilogue in which a single 

man, a “tramp” from the street who Griffin at one point used as a partner, studies 

Griffin’s notebooks in an inn, knowing that there is some power that lurks in these 

books and that if it can only be retrieved it will again provide a path to wealth. 

In the novel, the inevitability of invention—the unstoppable nature of scientific 

discovery—underscores the ambiguity of the process of creation.  The mad scientist’s 

motives don’t prevent him from discovering invisibility—in fact, his energetic pursuit is 

driven by his lust for power and fame, and the text both glorifies in and shies away from 

what Wells perceives as the ego needed to become a truly revolutionary inventor.  If the 

fantasy of invisibility—and the resulting power—is a generic one, it’s not a fantasy that 

Wells portrays in a pleasant light, because Griffin is never a sympathetic figure.  In the 

world of the novel, his problem is that he worked alone, in a basement laboratory, 

without being connected either to the scientific community with its supposed checks and 
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balances or even with the larger community.  Griffin explains to Kemp that his mentor 

at the university “was a scientific bounder, a journalist by instinct, a thief of ideas” (99), 

and, just in case his anti-social qualities are not perfectly clear, Wells has Griffin 

experiment upon his elderly neighbor’s lone companion in the world, her cat.  His 

burning down of his landlord’s house is typical of his treatment of others, and he 

routinely commits murder in pursuit of his own interests.  He tells Kemp that he’s 

definitely been mad, so focused on the individual work that he has no idea of the 

consequences of his discovery, except as they pertain to his wealth.   In this reading, the 

novel emphasizes the ambiguity of invention, because the process of invention will 

happen, and society has no control over which individual will make which discoveries.  

In a sense, the novel serves as a warning to its readers that inventors who are outside a 

social community may also stand outside any prevalent moral codes.  For Wells, the 

needs of the community outweigh individual desires for power and glory, and this 

community must be willing to police all its members in order to maintain order. 

While the novel argues for the inevitability of scientific discoveries and the 

community’s responsibility for controlling those discoveries, the Amazing editorial 

introduction again exhibits a different anxiety.  In it, the unidentified editor argues that 

this story is Wells’s attempt to “sketch a travesty upon human beings” in order to 

uncover our essential nature (198).  In this blurb, the editor expresses the nature of this 

travesty; it reveals “the thin veneer of civilization with which we humans are covered” 

(198).  I’ll discuss the idea of civilization and technology in more detail in connection 

with the cult of the engineer in Chapter 3, but this ‘thin veneer of civilization’ is a 
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recurring theme in the rhetoric of technology.  The anxiety is that civilization barely 

covers an essential human nature that is actually closer to that of the invisible man, 

violent, power-hungry, and capable of nearly any sort of atrocity in the pursuit of 

knowledge.  The blurb reveals the fear that is unmistakable within the stereotyped 

character of the mad scientist within the pulps, one that technocracy seeks to assuage by 

training all members of industrial society to be completely rational.  By controlling our 

animal natures with this thin veneer of civilization, technology becomes the civilizing 

process, one that offers the only hope for humans to escape from the Hobbesian jungle 

to which the material world seems to doom us. 

The first film version, directed by James Whale in 1933, offers yet another 

perspective on the mad scientist trope.  Whale, who also directed Frankenstein as a horror 

classic with a heavy aspect of Gothic camp, focuses on the Modernist fears of the lone 

individual immersed in the flood of popular culture, fears that also show up as 

technophobic rebellion against the industrial process.  The differences between the film 

and the novel are numerous and mark Whale’s particular concerns.  They start with the 

fact that Griffin is played marvelously by Claude Raines, whose charisma and charm 

make him far more sympathetic than Wells’s Griffin, even though Raines’s character 

commits many more murders, including sabotaging a passenger train with the resulting 

deaths of dozens of innocent passengers.  Instead of working alone in a dank basement, 

Griffin is part of a research lab that seems to be part of a country estate,34 and his 

corruption as a power-mad scientist occurs not because of a character flaw but rather is 

caused by the chemicals he’s been working with.  The lead scientist, a white-haired kindly 
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gentleman played by Henry Travers, tells Kemp that this chemical has a little-known but 

deadly side effect, one that has obviously changed Griffin into the murderous 

megalomaniac he’s become.  In the film, Griffin even has a fiancé, providing the 

audience a touching scene in which he entertains her while invisible.  Unlike in the novel, 

Raines finishes the film with a speech in which he laments his break from the morality of 

science as evidenced by his comrades, including the famous “there is some knowledge 

man is not meant to attain” line. These changes make Griffin far more human and more 

sympathetic than he is in the novel, and they also show the change in focus:  Griffin is 

someone who doesn’t deserve his fate.  His death, despite his victims, confirms the 

overwhelming power of governmental institutions, power that can control even a mad 

scientist. 

The abdication of the larger community’s responsibility for Griffin is also made 

clear by the dénouement of the film.  The representation of the social forces that finally 

capture Griffin are changed from the novel, as he’s caught not by a democratic 

representation of England but instead by a combination of Scotland Yard, local police, 

and the military.  Although Griffin makes the police look ridiculous at times, they are 

able to learn enough from their mistakes to catch Griffin when the opportunity presents 

itself, a plot resolution that both confirms the social authority of the police and the 

sympathy that the audience feels for Griffin.  The police shoot Griffin rather than lay 

hands on him physically, so that his death results from a technological device that levels 

the playing field; Griffin’s intelligence and violence can’t match the violence that the 

police are willing to perform.  As I mentioned previously, he doesn’t die immediately 
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after being shot, but instead shares a beautiful death-bed scene with his grieving-yet-

adoring fiancé (played by Gloria Stuart).  Whale’s vision of the novel is a Modernist 

horror story of the individual genius driven to horrible acts and pursued by the 

uniformed figures of authority. 

The differences between the two texts illustrate the difference between the 

science fictional and Modernist attitudes towards technology, demonstrating another 

variation of the technophobia and technophilia that serve as twin poles in its rhetoric.  

Whale’s version is technophobic, even though as a film it uses advanced special effects 

and takes advantage of the already-existing technical base of production, distribution, 

and projection that is the film industry.  Griffin in this version is not a misanthrope 

hopelessly divorced from the community; instead, he’s a scientist gone wrong, affected 

badly by a dangerous chemical.  He serves as a sacrifice, a scientist who will learn the 

lesson for the rest of his colleagues, enabling them (and the audience) to continue to 

pursue science, and through that pursuit to continue to develop Western civilization.  

Within the logic of the film, it’s clear that Griffin is the figure of genius driven mad as 

much as by the pursuit of the rabble as by his own designs on attaining power.  Wells, on 

the other hand, sees science as part of a process that must be democratic, or contained 

democratically, with lone wolf scientists who want only power the greatest danger for the 

continued progress of civilization.  Individual scientists must be ethical, but more 

importantly both the scientific and the community at large must guard carefully against 

the sort of individual genius that Whales glorifies.  Wells carefully defines science’s 
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mission as one of great social import, while Whales sees it as a platform for the genius to 

develop his own artistic vision. 

The Crazy Inventor and the Technocratic Meritocracy 

The SF imagination…trusts that a technocracy will inevitably be also a 
meritocracy.  The genius, SF’s version of the technocratic hero, does not 
have to earn status.  The achievements of the genius, like the ‘works’ of 
the Calvinist elect, merely confirm the correctness of the technocratic 
selection. (Huntington 4) 
Even though Wells is an industry in himself, the cult of the inventor is treated by 

many other writers as well in the early issues of the pulps.  For instance, the first couple 

of issues of Amazing featured two serialized protagonists who embody threads within the 

rhetoric of technology about the process of invention.  These characters represent many 

of the traits found in inventors, seen as both saviors and mad scientists.  Although 

Gernsback himself was an engineer, the power of the image of the inventor dominated 

the early issues of his magazine, with stories featuring inventors as protagonists making 

up seventy percent of the magazine’s content.35 Invention was a powerful force in the 

early issues of Amazing, but the advent of Astounding in 1926 changed this emphasis, as 

Astounding featured more action and adventure and took market share from Amazing.

This movement away from the inventor as featured character demonstrated the changing 

nature of the rhetoric of technology; the engineer was actually the ascendant figure of 

the day.  But the cult of the inventor was still a powerful one, and the number of 

inventors in the pulps displayed the ambiguity which inventors generated within the sub-

culture. 
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The serialized inventors that dominated the first few issues of Amazing were Dr. 

Hackensaw, created by Clement Fezandié, and Mr. Fosdick, the creation of Jacque 

Morgan.  In the series of stories in which they are protagonists, the differences between 

them are more remarkable than their similarities, exhibiting many of the anxieties about 

invention that appear in the rhetoric of technology.  For instance, the need for 

institutional verification of the inventor is evidenced in Hackensaw, who, as a medical 

doctor who dabbles in other scientific fields, possesses the right to be an inventor based 

on his medical training. 36 As a scientific aristocrat, Hackensaw seemingly doesn’t need 

to earn an income, revealing an anxiety about the motives of the inventor that comes 

from their class position—those who don’t need the income are the best inventors.  

Fosdick, on the other hand, has no scientific credentials, but he is interested in creating 

inventions that will make him rich.  The lack of practicality in his inventions marks him 

as a crazy inventor, one who is on the wrong track as far as the inventing process goes.  

Just how the inventor knows which track to take is unclear, but Fosdick’s concern with 

financial gain marks him as necessarily off-target.  The anxieties about invention mean 

that within the SF pulps, inventors must have as their motivations the good of society.  

Two sample stories will make the point clear.  In the fourth issue of Amazing,

Gernsback prints stories by both Morgan and Fezandié featuring their geniuses.  In 

“Doctor Hackensaw’s Secrets:  the Secret of the Invisible Girl,” Hackensaw uncovers 

the mystery behind a local girl who has become invisible.  He happens by chance upon 

the girl, and discovers the secret behind her invisibility, explaining it in chemical terms.  

While Hackensaw does not invent an object—although the text hints that he will patent 
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the process—he uses his genius to solve a case of obvious social merit, since the little girl 

is missing.  He effectively produces knowledge, putting together his scientific training 

and his creative instincts to understand a mystery and push industrial society one step 

further along in its quest to know all about the natural world and its laws.  The 

knowledge he produces is the sort that readers can find credible, as his standing as a 

member of the medical community—combining a scientific mind with a socially useful 

motivation—ensures that this knowledge is sound.  On the other hand, in “The 

Scientific Adventures of Mr. Fosdick:  The Feline Light and Power Company is 

Organized,” Fosdick also discovers a natural phenomenon—that rubbing cat fur 

generates static electricity—but his immediate concern is not to solve a problem 

(electricity can be generated in many other ways) but instead is to corner a market in the 

soundest business fashion.  His business desire is not the source of ridicule in the text, 

however; instead, his technological and scientific instincts are what Morgan satirizes.  

Unlike Hackensaw, a credentialed member of the establishment, Fosdick is an outsider, 

using his creative genius for solely market-driven reasons, and thus within the logic of 

the pulps he’s incapable of performing real scientific inquiry of the sort that will produce, 

almost by happenstance, practical objects.  Within the rhetoric of technology, then, the 

production of knowledge is confusing—which product will actually push industrial 

society along the path to utopia?  The guidelines instituted within the SF pulps yoke the 

creative genius to a scientific community in order to validate the effectiveness of the 

genius’s output. 
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Another way that the two texts make clear their emphasis is through the 

narrative voice.  In Fezandié’s text the narrator is first-person, seemingly serving the sole 

purpose of verifying Hackensaw’s genius by asking prompting questions that show how 

he puts science to use.  The narrator is intelligent enough to recognize Hackensaw as an 

authority thirsty for more knowledge.  He tries to understand not just the fact that the 

doctor has solved the riddle but the technical details of the solution as well.  In this 

sense, the narrative voice provides the basis for an idealized self-image of Amazing’s 

readers, in which they too can participate in Hackensaw’s genius and thus in the glow of 

scientific accomplishment.  In contrast, Morgan’s narrator is a third-person omniscient 

presence that winks and nods at the reader, hinting that Fosdick is really just a loose 

cannon, rolling around the deck of American industry and smashing everything that can’t 

get out of his way.  This narrator also becomes the idealized self-image of the reader, but 

only because it assumes that, unlike Fosdick, we’re technically astute enough to 

understand the enormity of Fosdick’s folly.  Neither voice is subtle, but this fact only 

points out the closed nature of the SF sub-culture; the joke is one that readers will get, 

and the method by which the authors make their intent clear shows how much those 

outside the community don’t understand.  The pulp readership equates itself with both 

Hackensaw’s questioner and Morgan’s narrator, affirming both their own curiosity and 

their somewhat desperate attempts to verify the worthiness of the technological project 

of which they feel a part. 

The difference between the inventors suggests some of the technocratic desires 

of the SF readership.  The main difference is one of class, of course, but there are 
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distinctions between the two inventors also in terms of training and credentials.  Fosdick 

is a member of the working or middle class, but he’s not one of the ‘natural’ elite who 

would automatically identify himself with the meritocratic world of technocracy, mostly 

because he doesn’t understand the ideals of the technocratic project.  As Huntington 

argues, the technocratic part of the subculture that reads SF is not revolutionary; instead, 

it envies the rich and despises the poor, because both groups work to hold down the 

technical oligarchy that would otherwise naturally rise to the top (4).  In the perfectly 

rational world of the technocratic utopia, Fosdick is an object of ridicule particularly 

because of his technical inadequacies.  Hackensaw isn’t necessarily the ideal for the pulp 

readership, but his training, expertise, and imaginative powers make him eligible to be 

one of the privileged members of a technocratic society, a sort of naturalized aristocracy 

similar to that developed by Bellamy in Looking Backward. Fezandié himself might not 

see Hackensaw as this elite figure, but the doctor’s presence in the SF pulps fulfills the 

readership’s desire for the meritocracy of the technocratic utopia. 

The Inventor and Power 

Power is not something that is acquired, seized, or shared, something that 
one holds on to or allows to slip away; power is exercised from 
innumerable points, in the interplay of nonegalitarian and mobile 
relations. (Foucault 94) 
While the pulps carefully categorize inventors by type and motivation, their 

participation in the rhetoric of technology is also evident by one of Fosdick’s main 

concerns: power.  As I discussed in Chapter 1, power relations become naturalized 

within social discourses, and the nature of institutional power that drives American 

industry is reinforced metaphorically in the types of inventions that Fosdick pursues.  In 



91

the story mentioned above, Fosdick’s attempt to harness the static electricity of cats 

serves to reify the power of the electricity-generating utilities at a time when the project 

of electrification is finally moving to rural parts of the country.  In essence, laughing at 

Fosdick’s idiocy in the text can be read as support for the large electricity-generating 

plants consolidating both financial and actual power.  The first Fosdick story, “The 

Scientific Adventures of Mr. Fosdick:  Mr. Fosdick Invents the Seidlitzmobile,” to 

appear in Amazing, reinforces this reading further, as Fosdick’s invention in the story is a 

car that runs on the gas produced by something called Seidlitz powder, a substance that 

is abundant and plentiful and that again demonstrates the concern with power.  Not 

surprisingly, Seidlitz powder proves to be not nearly as reliable or as powerful as 

gasoline; the invention doesn’t work, and Fosdick is yet again a fool.  The story thus 

reinforces corporate power by showing the futility of challenging the dominant paradigm 

of petrochemicals.37 The power of invention cuts in many ways in the rhetoric of 

technology, and the complexity of this discourse shows the wide variety of cultural fears 

and implementations of power in the technological project. 

The Mad Scientist:  Satisfying Dreams of Totalitarian Rule  

One of the phantasmagoric conceptions of my friend, partaking not so 
rigidly of the spirit of abstraction, may be shadowed forth, although 
feebly, in words. (“The Fall of the House of Usher” 225) 
The final characterization of the inventor that I’ll discuss is the mad scientist.  

This figure embodies a host of ambiguities about the place of the inventor in the process 

of technological development.  As my discussion of The Invisible Man shows, the figure of 

the mad scientist represents many different fears:  loss of community control over the 
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technological process, and concern that the ‘wrong’ person will make a discovery.  Just 

as the figure of the crazy inventor suggests a desire for authoritarian control over the 

processes of invention, the stereotype of the mad scientist confirms cultural fears of 

authority and yet reifies the need for that authority in order to prevent the mad scientist 

from succeeding.  At the same time, the mad scientist represents the temporary triumph 

of the individual working against the power of the scientific institution, providing readers 

with a vicarious thrill that partially satisfies desires for this sort of subversion, even if 

those desires are quickly bottled up with the defeat of the mad scientist.   The figure of 

the mad scientist illustrates many of the difficulties of the project of technological 

development and symbolizes the complexities inherent in the rhetoric of technology. 

Within the SF pulps, mad scientists often provide an unintentional counter to the 

often technophilic editorial strain of people like Gernsback and Campbell.  Both men 

loved inventors as a concept: Gernsback’s only novel, the improbably named Ralph 124C 

41+, is about the exalted position of inventors in the technocracy of the future.  

Campbell, a scientist by training, long promoted “amateur tinkerers” as a bulwark against 

the tyranny of organized science, according to Alfred Berger, one of his biographers (4).  

In the seventh issue of Amazing, Gernsback defends the stories in his magazine against 

readerly charges of implausibility by telling his readers that  

We should not therefore become too impatient if occasionally we 

encounter a seemingly impossible prediction or improbable plot.  It is 

beyond our power to foresee what reaction this may produce in 
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someone, and what tremendous consequences it may have in the future. 

(“Imagination and Reality,” 579) 

Despite Gernsback’s assertion that in this sort of magazine anything goes, in the same 

issue he published the first serialized portion of The Island of Dr. Moreau, Wells’s novella 

about a doctor who makes himself god of his island, and “The Blasphemers’ Plateau,” in 

which a Dr. Santura experiments on humans with a ‘destructive wave’ that reduces them 

to infants.  Both characters are mad scientists, pursuing inventions that possess a 

tremendous amount of imagination but which nonetheless must be controlled by society.  

The combination of Gernsback’s editorial exhortation and the portrayals of mad 

scientists implies that the problems inherent in the invention process will need to be 

addressed by the technical community at large.  This perhaps unintended message 

indicates the ambiguities presented by invention in the rhetoric of technology. 

The complexities of the mad scientist were especially apparent in the fictional 

content of the SF pulps.  The entire magazine was purportedly devoted to the 

development of technological awareness, from the editor’s page, to the editorial 

introductions to each story, to the full-page ads for technical training institutions.  

Nonetheless, scientists causing trouble for society are as frequent as are those who are 

heroes.   For instance, in the same issue in which Gernsback connects the imaginative 

power of the scientifiction writer with da Vinci and Bacon, a short story by Otis 

Adelbert Kline called “The Malignant Entity” contains a direct plea to scientists to think 

of society at large while developing their experiments.  In the story, a scientist develops a 

substance that causes several gruesome accidental deaths, and the narrator speaks for the 
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greater population by telling an assembled audience of reporters that “scientists and 

inventors have made enormous strides for—and in many ways against—humanity, for 

they have discovered and invented powerful destructive materials—in that way 

sometimes courting their own destruction” (273).  Kline’s point isn’t subtle; closing 

Pandora’s box in this story is impossible.  As the contents of these magazines indicate, 

the power of invention has many different possible outlets; while technological progress 

depends upon it, industrial society fears its consequences. 

The Mad Scientist as Cautionary Figure 

‘Geez, Charlie, I hope you haven’t lost your mind, like so many of those 
inventor fellers do.’ (Stone 176) 

Over a wide range of intentions, the real literary process [of creating 
characters] is active reproduction. (Williams 209) 
Within the rhetoric of technology, the technophilic, technocratic strain in the 

conversation seeks control over the problems with invention through rationalization of 

the process.  The Taylorization of invention is one means, but this sort of effort to 

impose a bureaucracy on industrial systems also arouses fear in the technical community.  

The stories of mad scientists in the SF pulps offered another alternative for control, one 

more in tune with the individualistic strain in the American psyche:  the cautionary tale.  

As I’ve already discussed in regards to Wells’s story “The New Accelerator” and novel 

The Invisible Man, these types of stories sought to offer inventors a sort of morality play, a 

call for self-control that would eliminate the need for institutions.  This sort of reliance 

on individuals makes sense:  it appeals to the desire to rationalize all aspects of society 

while also catering to American fears of bureaucracy.  A technocratic utopia relies on this 

sort of morality, as rational individuals are trained to understand that their best interests 
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lie in the overall social good and thus they ‘naturally’ control all their behaviors, including 

their megalomaniac ones.  To invoke one of Huntington’s phrases, the desire to 

rationalize genius is another means of controlling the process of invention. 

Self-control doesn’t always work, even within the fictional world of the SF pulps, 

thereby forcing these narratives to be resolved in the eventual downfall of the villain.38 

The similarity of the plots is maddening at times, but as David G. Hartwell—a 

contemporary editor of SF—argues, that similarity highlights the pulp reliance on science 

for innovation (52).39 In the standard plotline, the mad scientist stories featured an 

ordinary man walking into a scientist’s lab, often answering a job ad, who then gets 

treated as an experimental subject.  The ordinary citizen discovers the mad scientist’s 

plot, and the combination of the ordinary man (who develops extraordinary skills and 

talents, and occasionally is a member of the secret police), the military or police, and an 

institutional scientist (often from a university) who provides the technical expertise 

needed to bring the dictator to justice.  Occasionally, the institutional scientist has to 

perform in much the same fashion as the mad scientist, often coming perilously close to 

becoming entranced by the seduction of power.  Never, though, do institutional 

scientists succeed on their own.  The adventure hero in this scenario is almost always the 

erstwhile ordinary citizen, and his command over technology is predicated on his ability 

to size up situations quickly and act decisively, a much easier idealized self-image for 

readers to identify with than institutional scientists and their years of training.  The 

presence of the mad scientist trope articulates the ambivalence toward the inventor 
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within the rhetoric of technology, an ambivalence marked both by the need for control 

and the fear of what such controls entail for the process of invention in general. 

Despite this ambivalence, however, the drive to embody technology—to show 

human control—propels the SF pulp desire to make the scientist or inventor a 

sympathetic or even heroic figure.  As is evident in the mad scientist trope, the intellects 

that are seen in the instrumentalist view as managing technology invoke some of the 

problematic elements of the American mythos.  For instance, as I noted in Chapter 1, 

U.S. culture has a tendency towards anti-intellectualism, and scientists and inventors are 

quite possibly too smart for the democratic ways that the culture professes to value.  

Science in itself is a bit scary, as is technology, as Mary Shelley and all her literary 

progeny have long since proven.  From a class standpoint, there are strong, legitimate 

working class fears of inventors even though invention itself offers the hope of class 

mobility.  Because inventors often work for capitalists, or become capitalists themselves, 

the changes that they implement often lead to the loss of jobs, and occasionally the loss 

of a way of life.  But industrial society needs these geniuses in order to achieve the 

American dream of material abundance (and extended leisure time).  Thus, fictional 

representations of inventors become institutionalized and made to answer to democratic 

forces such as the government or the press, especially within the SF pulps.  The fictional 

drive to make the inventor a hero—despite fears about the process of invention—arises 

from the desire to embody human control over technology. 
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The Inventor and Self-Reflection: Poised on the Verge of Apocalypse 

The institutionalization of the inventor is still a conflicted process, as the wide 

variety of stories about inventors in the SF pulps shows.  An unresolved problem in the 

rhetoric of technology is the achievement of the freedom—however illusory—that 

inventors need to perform their magic.  Whether this freedom is necessary or not hardly 

matters; the deeply cherished American myth of the rugged individual makes the 

rationalization of the invention process one that seems somehow un-American.  As I’ve 

already discussed, the need for intellectual freedom is balanced by the fear of just what 

these intellectuals might do with that freedom, so the rhetoric of technology exhibits 

both conversational threads.   

One way out of this dilemma is to create the fictional possibility of inventors 

who are self-policing.  As the mad scientist trope shows, the opportunity to consider the 

consequences in a way that Wells’s Gibberne in “The New Accelerator” does not 

presents itself as a potential resolution of the cultural fears generated by the inventor.  In 

narrative form, these moments of self-reflection lead the inventor to realize the 

consequences of his actions and thus prevent him from making a cataclysmic mistake.  

For example, G. Peyton Wertenbaker’s “The Man from Atom” features an inventor who 

creates a substance that makes humans grow to massive proportions, so big in fact that 

they can leave the earth and venture into the solar system and the universe beyond.  

Wertenbaker has taken Wells’s idea from his novella The Food of the Gods and expanded 

the concept, but instead of using the concept of size to question larger social issues such 

as the next evolutionary step for human beings, Wertenbaker’s inventor tries to imagine 
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how his invention will affect individuals.  Because of this concern, the inventor gives the 

formula to a friend of his, the narrator.  Since the narrator describes himself as a social 

recluse, he is seen as socially expendable and thus worthy only of being the subject of a 

scientific experiment.  The narrator instantly grows increasingly large, leaving the solar 

system completely and taking a journey through the stars.  As his perspective becomes 

larger the narrator thinks increasingly about the consequences of such an invention, and 

the possibilities for its abuse, and thus decides that maybe this invention isn’t such a 

good idea after all.  He gradually shrinks back down to ordinary size, but he has to find 

his way back to earth, which he accomplishes through luck.  The inventor quizzes him 

carefully upon his return, and the narrator tells the inventor that this invention should 

not be given to the rest of the world.  The inventor, after some argument, relents, and 

the world essentially returns to normal:  the lid is placed back on Pandora’s box. 

Another Wertenbaker story, “The Coming of the Ice,” provides a different sort 

of metaphor for the type of self-reflection about the consequences of invention that 

serves to assuage fears of the inventor.  In this story, the first-person narrator describes 

the creation of a drug that gives him immortality.  He talks of the long trials he went 

through to invent the drug, and the fact that he can only test it on himself out of fear of 

harming others.  He is successful, a success that becomes increasingly evident as the 

years advance.  However, the isolation that he seeks in order to pursue his quest has 

caused him to take no one else into his confidence, so as the world continues around 

him, and the human race ends as the sun itself starts to fade, he is completely alone, and 

longs for the peace of death, a peace he won’t find.  The inventor is trapped in a Dante-
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esque vision of hell, one in which he is frozen in a personal ninth circle which is the 

product of his own genius and ego.  An invention that should be a triumph becomes 

instead a nightmare for its inventor, and of course provides plenty of time for him to 

reflect and to caution—indirectly—his pulp audience against this same sort of scientific 

hubris. 

In both narratives, scientists and inventors are shown as being capable of a sort 

of self-policing that might potentially save humanity from the dystopic consequences of 

scientific inventions.  The process of invention is seen as reversible, in a sense, since the 

inventor in each case understood that he quite likely would not be able to foresee the 

outcome of his invention.  Wertenbaker creates a Wellsian sense of sorrow and nostalgia 

at what each inventor has lost, as each narrator feels humbled and worthless even while 

having created the potentially titanic powers of space travel or immortality.  The fact that 

these sorts of discoveries are exactly what many of the characters in the other stories in 

the magazine desire makes the sense of loss even more substantial, and I think points to 

the nostalgia inherent in many dystopic visions, a nostalgia for some kind of pre-modern 

world that doesn’t involve this sort of drive to the utopia of the future.  The scientist’s 

ability to feel the impact of hubris calmed generic fears about the process of invention, 

and the nostalgia implicit in this ability shows yet another thread in the rhetoric of 

technology. 

Invention, Discovery, and Colonialism 

The direction of technological development is an important anxiety within the 

rhetoric of technology, and this anxiety is mirrored in the SF pulps.  Technology is 
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linked directly with ‘civilization,’ with both advancing concurrently towards a material 

utopia that is threatened by forces like those represented by the mad scientists of the 

pulps.  Again, the rhetoric of technology balances two opposing threads, as the 

technophiles’ dream of utopia is alternatively seen as both predetermined and 

precariously at risk, and the technophobe’s fear is seen as both being addressed and as 

looming on the horizon.  As I’ve already mentioned, I’ll discuss the concept of 

civilization in more detail in Chapter 3, but the cult of the inventor figures prominently 

in moving industrial society along the path to its goal. 

The deterministic nature of the ultimate industrial society is articulated in SF 

through the existence of alternative worlds.  These worlds are pre-existing, and part of 

the responsibility of the inventor is to uncover them in order to ensure that 

technological development continues on the course that is best for the U.S.  As we’ve 

seen already, the process of invention leads to the uncovering of possibilities.  In 

technophile terms, these possibilities are wonderful, allowing industrial society to ignore 

social problems that otherwise require political solutions, while in technophobic terms 

these possibilities are potentially horrendous if the individuals who pursue them are not 

ethical, but in either case the discovery of these new worlds are not seen as ideologically 

loaded, or even as the product of choices made within the research process.  Within the 

SF pulps, discovery leads to an expansion of possibilities that meets either expansionary 

or cautionary needs, but which is always the natural result of the process of invention. 

The opening up of new worlds that the SF pulps see as the best part of invention 

recalls historian of science Thomas Kuhn’s ideas about the way that scientific 
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experimentation works. Kuhn argues that science doesn’t move in a linear fashion, 

‘progressing’ toward some not exactly preconceived but certainly clearly defined goal.  

Instead, scientists conduct experiments based upon the knowledge defined within the 

current paradigm as defined by the last great ‘discovery’ within a specific field.  For 

instance, in physics, the last few paradigms have been defined by Newton, Einstein, and 

Hawking, and scientific research works merely to fill in the gaps created by the original, 

paradigm-busting insight.  Kuhn argues that these gaps do become filled in, but the 

research itself presents contradictions to the basic foundation of the paradigm, leading to 

a break-down that repeats the cycle of epiphanic discovery but which is in actuality yet 

another shift in research focus.  New vistas for research aren’t necessarily discovered, but 

instead old research that couldn’t be used under the previous paradigm now has more 

meaning, and it becomes relevant under the new focus.  The process continues for 

paradigm shift after paradigm shift, giving the illusion of progress but in reality simply 

moving from one world view to the next, with no end solution in sight. 

This is an uncomfortable model for those who believe in linear progress, but it 

aptly describes the way that technological progress swallows ideological and political 

dissent within a framework of instrumentalist vision.  For instance, a historical view of 

agricultural production shows the way that the paradigm completion process works in 

technological ‘revolutions,’ camouflaging what are in effect complicated political and 

ideological changes under the glare and the joy of indulging in intensely technological 

solutions.  To vastly oversimplify, an example of medieval agriculture explains this 

revelation.   Most farm labor was done by hand, with the aid of simple hand tools and 
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animal power.  With relatively few changes, food was grown and raised in a very similar 

manner for hundreds of years.  With the onset of the Industrial Revolution, and the 

growth of capitalism, machines started to do more work on the farm, breaking the old 

paradigm of manual labor and replacing it with ‘labor-saving’ devices.  These 

technological devices resulted in more food being grown with fewer hands at labor, but 

they couldn’t have come about without the ideological and political shifts brought about 

the IR.  Farm laborers moved to the city to look for work, giving up their former 

professions of drudgery regulated by the growing seasons for drudgery regulated by the 

capitalist’s clock.  In the language of technological revolution, these farm devices save 

labor, but the other things that workers give up, and the way that all these complicated 

forces interact, is swept up in the rhetoric of technological progress.  As other 

technological revolutions occur within agriculture—characterized by further machine 

development, scientific use of genetics, petrochemical assistance, and so on—the new 

paradigm gets completed, and political and ideological complications are swept away.  

The social goal of feeding everyone in the population came about after the vast complex 

of changes that mark the Industrial Revolution; after all, the Malthusian crisis was seen 

as the natural result of population surplus until technology offered a possible way out. 

The linear move to utopia is a strong desire for technocrats, and this reliance on 

rationality and common sense is seen within the rhetoric of technology as the desired 

path for the rest of the world.  As I’ve already discussed, for instance, the Green 

Revolution of the 1960s and 70s was hypothetically a benevolent means for Western 

science to help farmers in developing nations grow more food.  But, as has been well-
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documented, the Green Revolution had Cold War, multi-national corporation, and 

colonial implications, continuing a process begun long ago by the British in Ireland and 

brutally satirized by Jonathon Swift of using the colonized nation as a food resource for 

the colonizer.  Science was supposed to help farmers grow more food; instead, the 

change to hybrid seeds and industrial-style farming irrevocably yoked third-world 

farmers to the global market of agribusiness, and resulted in changes in land distribution 

caused by the inability of local farmers to compete.  Again, the complicated reasons 

behind the paradigm shift are swept away in the glee of the move towards technological 

perfection, and the consequences of that shift are hidden behind the blinding light of 

propaganda and advertising.  Kuhn’s insight into the ways that scientific progress works 

provides a revealing glimpse of the rhetoric of technological progress as well. 

Discovering ‘New Worlds’:  Walter Kateley and the Kingston Series 

The elimination of spatial barriers and the struggle to ‘annihilate space by 
time’ is essential to the whole dynamic of capital accumulation and 
becomes particularly acute in crises of capital overaccumulation.  The 
absorption of surpluses of capital (and sometimes labor) through 
geographical expansion into new territories and through the construction 
of a completely new set of space relations has been nothing short of 
remarkable.  (Harvey 241) 
The desire for technological utopia that is a persistent strain within the rhetoric 

of technology highlights yet another dilemma for technophiles.  If scientific discovery 

works as Kuhn explains it, then not only is there no set path for attaining utopia, but the 

possibility exists that industrial society might not be heading in the ‘right’ direction at all.  

The complexity of the mixture of socio-economic, ideological, and psychological factors 

that combine to define a particular culture are problematic for those who believe that 
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civilization is headed towards some sort of perfection.  For instance, at the time of the 

pulps believers in technocracy argued that capitalism and utopia were mutually exclusive, 

since capitalism didn’t allow for the ‘rational’ distribution of goods.  Their attempts to 

conflate ideology and rationality led to the naturalization of the idea that technology 

determines civilization.  Additionally within the rhetoric of technology the question of 

time is troublesome; if industrial society is on the path to civilization, then why haven’t 

other civilizations attained the same level of development?  This gap in time can be (and 

often was) explained racially and nationalistically, but despite these sort of justifications, 

the charting of unknown technological waters and the murkiness of the path to utopia 

lead to anxieties within the rhetoric of technology. 

One method for assuaging these fears in the SF pulps was the inventor’s 

discovery of new worlds.  These new worlds are obviously metaphorical—symbolizing 

commercial possibilities as well as scientific epiphanies—but they are also reassuring, 

because they invariably already contain some sort of culture.  Often, this culture is 

‘behind’ industrial society, and these narratives combine the nostalgic desire for a clear-

cut masculine identity with the anthropological reassurance that others are following 

along the same path.40 More importantly for this discussion, however, many of these 

narratives take the opposite tack, with inventors ‘discovering’ new worlds that are 

technologically superior to our own.  Additionally, these sorts of narratives might also 

feature inventors who are visited by beings from superior worlds, visitors who serve as 

technological muses or who come to ensure that the appropriate technological choice is 
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made.  In both cases, the anxiety about the future is clear:  making the ‘right’ discoveries 

is critical for the future of industrial society. 

The Kingston series, written by Walter Kateley, demonstrates the SF pulp 

fascination with discovering new worlds.  The series presents four stories featuring 

George Kingston, an aristocratic inventor whose inventions lead to the discovery of 

unknown universes.  The stories are told through the eyes of a narrator who, like Kateley 

himself, is a patent engineer, thus providing fictional verisimilitude for both the device 

and the subsequent discovery.  In each, Kingston and the narrator try out the new 

device, and that experiment allows them to attain a new level of understanding of the 

world around them.  The unnamed narrator signifies the institutional power of the 

patent office, but his employer doesn’t always find out about the invention, exhibiting 

the SF pulp desire to protect potential profits from invention as well as the fear that 

inventors might actually be concerned about making money.  In fact, Kingston, by name 

alone, shows his position as technocratic royalty, a member of the aristocratic elite who 

is able to combine rationality with the devotion to inspiration required to move 

technology successfully forward. His selflessness is evidenced by the socially useful 

purposes of his inventions.  In the series, he’s rewarded with the discovery of new 

worlds that both confirm that he (and thus industrial society in general) is on the right 

path and that demonstrate the possibilities new technological development opens up in 

the technophilic strain of the rhetoric of technology. 

The first of the Kingston series to be published in Amazing is “The Fourteenth 

Earth.”  The narrator receives what he considers to be an outlandish patent claim and 
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decides to check it out himself.  The claim is for a device that can affect the “atomic 

destiny” of the individual atoms of any substance, and the engineer simply can’t believe 

that such a device exists.  At Kingston’s home, he picks up a disc labeled ‘14,’ and 

immediately finds himself transported to the fourteenth level of atomic density of the 

earth.  In the world of the story, there are eighteen layers in total, representing different 

levels of technology, and the one inhabited by Kingston and the narrator—i.e., the 

contemporary world—is the clumsiest and least developed.  The narrator takes a tour of 

the level from one of its inhabitants, and he discovers that this race lives in a 

technological utopia.  Because of the power of their machines, they can manufacture 

whatever they want by manipulating directly the atomic structure of substances around 

them, a completely technologically-derived utopia.  Kingston and the narrator return to 

the first level, intent upon giving their invention to the world, after it’s properly patented, 

of course.  Kateley’s story works to reassure his pulp audience about the connection 

between civilization and the process of invention.  Kingston’s device mimics the 

everyday devices that the people of the fourteenth level use everyday, and thus his 

invention of it marks an enormous leap in technological development for our level.  

However, this leap is one that has already been accomplished, thus validating the 

righteousness of industrial society’s path. 

The narrative also shows the distrust of the inventor and the growing cult of the 

engineer, the subject of the next chapter of this study.  The narrator serves as the 

idealized self-image for the reader.  He sanctions the invention as much as the presence 

of the fourteenth level does, providing both institutional and cultural support by 
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reinforcing the ambiguities of the invention process with the bulwark of a governmental 

institution and his own personal training.  In the world of the story, the inventor first 

appears to be a potentially mad scientist, but Kateley’s decision to make him an engineer 

substantiates the need for invention.  As the pulps will increasingly show, and the move 

to the cult of the engineer confirms, the ambiguity of invention and discovery lead to the 

rationalization of these processes within capitalism. 

The Demise of the Inventor 

By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, what Landes called the “the 
exhaustion of the technological possibilities of the Industrial Revolution” 
had set in.  The new scientific-technical revolution…had a conscious and 
purposive character largely absent from the old.  In place of spontaneous 
innovation indirectly evoked by the social processes of production came 
the planned progress of technology and product design. (Braverman 166) 
The icon of the inventor will always have a certain resonance within the rhetoric 

of technology.  For instance, Doc (Christopher Lloyd) in the Back to the Future series of 

films is the stereotypical crazy inventor popularized in the American cultural imagination 

by Jerry Lewis’s The Nutty Professor. His physical mannerisms are standard for the genre: 

wild hair, huge, bulging eyes, and completely mismatched clothes.  He’s the product of a 

wealthy family that has in the film’s eyes grown indulgent and decadent, and now has 

produced this gentle man who makes crazy inventions that will never add to the family’s 

wealth, the only occupation truly worth pursuing.  But despite all Doc’s failings, within 

the logic of the film he’s a sympathetic character, one whose murder in the first film 

elicits a sympathetic response, and he’s the one person who Marty McFly (Michael J. 

Fox) intuitively knows might believe his story when McFly returns to the past.  And, 

within both the logic of the film and the cult of the inventor, Doc is the one character 
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who will help Marty because he alone of the citizens of the 1950s has the imagination to 

see the possibility that someone will invent a time traveling machine of the sort that 

carried Marty back to his parents’ youth.  Despite all the flaws of the inventor, Doc’s one 

great virtue is his imagination, a staple of the raison d’etre for SF aficionados 

everywhere, and he is rewarded for this virtue within the film by helping Marty improve 

his present by changing his ancestral past.  The crazy inventors and mad scientists of the 

past, with their culturally-charged representations of industrial society’s fears of 

inventors and their ability to manipulate technology, have been homogenized into a 

character who is safely out of any system that matters, wanting nothing to do with any 

humans except when they understand his work, and thus offering no threat to the 

security and safety of the U.S. 

Despite the cultural need within the U.S. for the sort of freedom that the 

character of the inventor invokes, by the middle of the nineteenth century the problems 

with the process of invention had become apparent:  the inventor was simply too much 

of a wild card to be a trustworthy source of new products for manufacturers.  As I’ve 

already discussed, the stories in the SF pulps expressed a fear of the inventor in the form 

of the mad scientist, but as the pulps matured the cautionary tales evidenced a different 

kind of concern, one in which the viability of the capitalist form of production became a 

source of anxiety.  In Don A. Stuart’s “Elimination,” published in 1938 in Amazing, we 

get such a direct tale of the problem with inventions and their imaginative powers.  

Stuart, who is actually Campbell writing under a pseudonym, uses a first-person account 

of a patent lawyer destroying an invention to caution us against trusting inventors over 
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the system of production that produces our material abundance.  The character of the 

lawyer, named John Grantland, reads the will of a famous inventor to the inventor’s son, 

Dwight Edwards, and in this reading tells the son the story of a machine called a 

Probability Time Wave that allowed individuals to plot alternative paths for their future 

and then choose the path they most desired.  The machine destroys the two men who 

invented it, as they die in their desire to find the best possible futures for themselves, 

ironically cutting off so many possibilities that the future holds only one course. 

However, Edwards and Grantland don’t destroy the machine in order to protect 

other individual members of industrial society, or even some hard-to-quantify idea like 

the American way of life.  Instead, Grantland tells Edwards Jr. that the problem with the 

invention was that its use threatened a larger sort of destruction, as what is at stake is not 

an abstract entity but rather 

‘our greatest resource, the financial structure of the nation.  A resource is 

not a resource unless it is available, and only the system makes it 

available.  The system is more valuable, more important to human 

happiness than any other resource, because it makes all others available.’ 

(158) 

Inventors and their inventive capabilities are resources within the American rhetoric of 

technology, but the lawyer argues that the power of the corporate structure makes the 

use of these resources possible.  Without the ‘financial structure,’ the ‘system’ that makes 

all resources ‘available,’ technological development will quickly go astray, and industrial 

society will not attain utopia.  Stuart both reduces the inventor to yet another resource 
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on call for the company and underscores fears of their inventive powers, one of which is 

that inventors will disrupt the real power behind technological innovation, financial 

capital. 

“Elimination” sums up many of the threads about inventors and invention 

within the rhetoric of technology.  The ritualistic reading of the will, the defense of the 

capitalist system of finance, the technocratic and aristocratic passing of knowledge from 

father to son, and the chaotic nature of the invention itself all point to the actual and 

potential problems for industrial society with the process of invention.  Human control 

of technology is possible, but ordinary citizens are not to be trusted with the full capacity 

of the system.  Increasingly within the SF pulps, the desire to rationalize genius means 

that engineering becomes the best way of controlling the messy process of invention, 

standardizing not only production processes but the work of the mind in creating new 

devices and making new discoveries.  The cult of the inventor never completely 

disappears,41 but as the creativity required in the process is controlled by the industrial 

systems of engineers like Frederick Taylor, inventors lose their cultural cache, and, as 

they do, the cult of the engineer emerges.  
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CHAPTER 3: THE ENGINEER 
 

They [engineers] complain that the word engineer is now used to describe 
everyone from a salesman (a “systems engineer” at IBM) to a garbage 
collector (a “sanitary engineer” in the Chicago euphemism). (Bell 153) 

One industry plays a key part in the cyclical transformation of the forces of 
production:  the engineering industry.  This is where the machinery and 
equipment set to work in other industries actually originate.  Though 
these capital goods firms too are subject to competition and some go to 
the wall in times of crisis, certain sectors of engineering are bound by 
their nature to thrive on technological change.  (Cockburn 11) 
Engineers epitomize many of the widely varying threads within the rhetoric of 

technology.  On the one hand, the engineering use of mathematical and scientific 

principles to manage industrial procedures symbolizes the desire to rationalize the world, 

a legacy of the Enlightenment that both technophiles and technophobes see as one of 

the foundation of technological development.  Engineers occupy a critical position 

within this drive, as they are responsible for translating scientific theory into practical 

solutions, whether on the shop floor, in the natural world, or even the home.  Their 

exclusively material view of the world also meshes with industrial society’s utopic vision, 

one of material abundance for all provided by machines that dominate and control 

natural resources; in this vision, humans will reach this utopia by a linear form of 

‘Progress.’   On the other hand, the engineering drive for rationalization and efficiency 

evokes fears of environmental catastrophe and political totalitarianism.  The pre-war 

stereotype of the practical, competent German engineer becomes a nightmare vision 

after the death camps of the Nazis, and even a project that seemed an unqualified social 

good in the U.S.—the Manhattan Project—results after the war in a far more terrifying 

version of the conflict between nations, with potentially apocalyptic consequences.  
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Engineers personify both the compulsion for rationality and the fear of insularity within 

the rhetoric of technology. 

The Rise of the Engineer – Taylorism and the Progressive Movement 

“This is just what I wanted!  Ah, we shall get on together, Mr. Fogg and I!  
What a domestic and regular gentleman!  A real machine; well I don’t 
mind serving a machine.” (Verne 16) 
The period that this study deals with marks the climax of the cult of the engineer 

in the U.S.  As historian Steven Diner notes, the number of engineers in this country 

went from approximately 30 in 1816 to 2000 in 1850 when the census first listed 

engineering as an occupation, and then grew exponentially to 136,000 by 1920 (188).42 

By 1922, as literary scholar Cecilia Tichi observes, 31% of high school boys said that 

they wanted to be engineers (103).  Diner argues that the image of scientific practicality 

embodied in the engineer neatly matched the Progressive movement’s objective of 

rationalizing society,43 and the desire to take the ‘politics’ out of government—best 

epitomized by the city manager movement, and the various Progressive candidates 

elected mayor in major American cities—suggested the implementation of engineering 

principles within bureaucratic institutions.  In the profession itself, engineers fought over 

the definition of their jobs, as some of the engineering societies sought licensing as a way 

of enforcing professional standards—mainly to keep ‘businessmen’ out of the 

profession—while others saw management as a natural part of the profession (Diner 

188).  Despite these internal conflicts, the idea that engineering would lead to a more 

rationally organized society had popular support, and the process of engineering became 

one of the key elements in bringing about progress. 
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The rise of the cult of the engineer in this period in American history is best 

exemplified by Frederick Taylor and his invention of scientific management, a business 

practice that caught the public eye with Louis Brandeis’s use of as an argument against 

railroad rate increases in 1909 (Diner 54).  As I discussed in Chapter 1, the conversation 

about technology in the U.S. emphasizes human agency and control within the process 

of technological development, and efficiency experts like Taylor embodied this sort of 

control.  For instance, the introduction of Taylorism into industrial practice reinforced 

the notion that engineers could use their technological expertise to move off the shop 

floor and become professionals equivalent to lawyers, doctors, and professors, 

exemplifying the desire for class mobility inherent in one strain in the American rhetoric 

of technology.  At the same time, as Harry Braverman argues in his study of Taylorism’s 

effects on the nature of work Labor and Monopoly Capital: The Degradation of Work in the 

Twentieth Century, scientific management attempted to eliminate workers’ control over 

their own jobs in the name of efficiency, another loaded concept within the rhetoric of 

technology.  In both cases, the profession of engineering became defined by these 

elements of class mobility and efficiency, and the proficiency of engineers offered 

evidence that Americans could manage their technological development. 

Taylorism also affected—and shows the effects of—the American rhetoric of 

technology and identity.  As Lisa Gitelman succinctly states, “culture insinuates itself 

within technology at the same time that technology infiltrates culture” (7), and the way 

that technology and identity interact is clearly demonstrated in both the concept and 

practice of scientific management.  Technology and identity are associated in this 
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configuration on two distinct levels:  culturally, in the area of American business identity 

and individually in the way men (and they were virtually all men at this time) perceive 

themselves.  On the first level, as business historian Andrea Gabor argues, Taylorism’s 

main effect on American business practice in the future was its assistance in creating an 

industrial system that was ‘technology-centered, hierarchical, and highly bureaucratic—a 

legacy that industry has only recently sought to shake off’ (8), characteristics sought after 

in the name of the efficient utilization of resources but which are also characteristics of a 

technocratic utopia.  American business identity—which contributes to and is affected 

by the rhetoric of technology—developed its management practices from this heavy 

emphasis on central control.  As I discussed in Chapter 2, this centralization had 

particularly dramatic consequences for craftsworkers, who, as Braverman details, lost 

control of work-floor procedures to the bureaucracies formed by engineers.  The 

resulting anxieties about this sort of institutionalization of the factory contributed to 

anxieties about identity in the rhetoric of technology. 

With the role of the engineer in factory practice also changing, male engineers 

found themselves in a difficult position in terms of their own identities.  Although they 

did not usually come from the upper classes, in many ways they became responsible for 

defending ownership interests in the engineer’s role in running factories.  The 

implementation of scientific management practices saw engineers move away from the 

hands-on connection that they had had with manufacturing processes into a role based 

more on theory—particularly math—and this shift resulted in a new concern, a loss of 

masculinity.  Masculine identity is intimately bound with technological control, but that 
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connection is not an intellectual one; instead, masculinity in the American cultural 

landscape is associated with those who get their hands dirty.  Engineers who needed to 

manage shop-floor workers found themselves balancing the demands of theory—

conflated with management under Taylorism—and practice.  Workers resisted their 

presence on a new level, because now not only did management demand specific results, 

they also told workers how best to perform their jobs, and the engineers’ new hands-off 

position—encouraged by scientific management—did nothing to help workers 

understand how this practice might help them do their work.  As engineering historian 

Ruth Oldenziel argues, the profession had always sought a “managerial ideal balanced 

precariously between working-class manliness and academic gentility” (21), and scientific 

management threatened the engineer’s masculinity by putting a stopwatch in his hand 

and taking him off the shop floor.44 For male engineers, masculine identity was at stake. 

The rise of engineering solved a cultural problem for the U.S., one that first 

appeared with the increasing complication of the figure of the inventor that I discussed 

in Chapter 2.  Engineering paved the way for the incredible expansion of American 

industrial power in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and this expansion 

of power came in large part from the huge corporations that began to dominate the 

economic scene.  But Americans privilege individuality, and the increasing control of the 

process of invention by corporate research and development departments and Edison’s 

Menlo Park facility meant that inventors as individuals were no longer necessary for 

technological development.  If inventors were no longer seen as representing human 

agency, then engineers could and did fill the void. 
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The dominance of the engineer was most evident in two icons of the period, one 

an event and the other a person.  The Chicago World’s Fair of 1933, subtitled “A 

Century of Progress” emphasized industrial and corporate might in its very slogan: 

“Science Finds—Industry Applies—Man Conforms.”  This might seem technophobic, 

but in actuality the organizers of the fair—large corporations all, headed by General 

Electric—were merely emphasizing the way that consumers benefited from the 

formulistic application of scientific discoveries to human needs.  The second icon that 

represented the desire for human agency was an actual person, Charles Lindberg.  As 

Caroll Pursell notes, Lindbergh became a celebrity after shrewdly promoting himself as 

the connection between individual mastery and a national industry that could produce 

consumables like airplanes, themselves representations of both a sort of freedom that 

only technology could deliver and a manufacturing system that was a source of national 

pride.  Pursell argues that  

the sensation of that flight in the Spirit of St. Louis was explainable in part 

by the fact that it neatly wedded two seemingly disparate parts of the 

American myth:  a belief in the power and accomplishment of the ‘lone’ 

individual, and a commitment to the social construction of a modern, 

industrial technology. (236) 

‘Modern, industrial technology’ had become associated with engineers rather than 

inventors, as the process of invention had been completely moved inside existing 

corporate and governmental institutions.  But the myth of rugged individualism in the 

U.S., the ability to be ‘free’ within the limited context of consumerism, demanded that 
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icons and celebrities stand in for this freedom, and Lindbergh, with his combination of 

willpower, masculinity, and control of the technology for which he became famous, ably 

worked as this sort of hero, one who fulfilled the American need for a cult of 

personality.  Like the World’s Fair, Lindbergh provided the corporations developing 

technology with a platform for demonstrating that consumer society was rationally 

organized, allowing individuals personal freedom while still meeting human needs. 

Automation and the Division of Labor:  Taylorism meets Marx 

In proportion as the principle of the division of labor is more extensively 
applied, the workman becomes more weak, more narrow-minded, and 
more dependent.  The art advances, the artisan recedes…thus, at the very 
time at which the science of manufactures lowers the class of workmen, 
it raises the class of masters. (de Tocqueville 218) 
While the popularity of the engineer reached its zenith, the negative 

consequences of engineering practice were also being felt.  Taylorism helped codify what 

Marx had earlier identified as the division of labor, as craftsworkers who up until this 

time had been responsible for the products of their labor saw their jobs become 

completely redefined. After scientific management was implemented, workers not only 

lost control of the final product of their labor, they also lost the ability to best determine 

how to produce the product itself.  The resulting strife between labor and management 

triggered the rise of the American labor movement, but in actuality Taylor had desired to 

solve labor-management disputes with his more efficient system.  By applying 

engineering principles—time-management and movement-control practices that created 

the engineering wing of industrial psychology—to mass production facilities, Taylor 

thought his system made workers more efficient and thus earned them more money, 
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while also keeping employer profits high.  Taylor wasn’t concerned about the division of 

labor, because he saw the solution to labor-management strife to lie in increasing 

productivity, with workers making more money and thus coming to accept their 

otherwise degrading jobs.  His application of engineering principles to problems seen in 

Europe as class-based was an attempt to rationalize the economic process,45 a 

rationalization that was the logical outcome of the technique that continues to be a main 

thread in the rhetoric of technology. 

The breaking down of job procedures caused by scientific management helped 

accelerate the pace of automation.  The results of this acceleration were of concern even 

to those who developed the new devices, as evidenced by the Rust brothers of Alabama.  

As Pursell points out, the Rust brothers, developers of the automated corn picker, tried 

to release it only to the Southern Tenant Farmer’s Union in order to minimize the 

impact on employment that such a device would necessarily have.  They were 

unsuccessful, as large industrial giants like McCormack and John Deere quickly copied 

the machines and started mass-producing them, but their awareness of the consequences 

of automation show the presence of such a thread in the rhetoric of technology.  The 

utopic ambitions of the two surface in the desire to save workers the backbreaking labor 

of picking corn, but they didn’t want their invention to be implemented until the 

resulting unemployment could be successfully controlled.  The negative consequences of 

engineering practice thus coexist with its benefits, and the concerns provoked typify the 

conflicting strains of dialectic in the American rhetoric of technology. 
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The example of the automated corn picker shows the ambiguity about the 

process of automation that exists within the technical community, but it also shows the 

extent to which the technophiliac instrumentalists dominate technological rhetoric.  

Those who oppose technology tend to get labeled as Luddites,46 and examples like the 

Rusts rarely come up in mainstream discourse.  Another example of a voice who 

questioned automation in this fashion was Norbert Weiner, who like the Rusts was 

hardly afraid of technology in its material forms.  A math professor at MIT who greatly 

influenced a student named John W. Campbell, Weiner coined the term “cybernetics” 

and developed procedures that led to the development of electronic storage of data and 

programming languages.  Weiner, however, had a great ambivalence towards some of the 

applications of his work, ambivalence that he tried to alleviate by writing a sort of users’ 

manual for the general public about the forthcoming computing machine, the non-

fictional texts Cybernetics and The Human Use of Human Beings.  As David Noble points out, 

he even tried to get involved in political debates, as he wrote a letter to Walter Reuther, 

head of the United Auto Workers, in 1949 about the oncoming problem of automation 

(49).  Weiner sought to warn Reuther about the effects of automation on his union, and 

he provided Reuther evidence from a mathematical perspective about the consequences 

of the applications of his work.  Weiner’s fears were justified, as the UAW regularly lost 

battles to stall automation in manufacturing plants, and automation eliminated far more 

manufacturing jobs than did foreign competition.  Despite Weiner’s disgust with the 

engineering practices that led to automation, however, he is most often portrayed in 

instrumentalist discourse as the benevolent father of information systems, with his fears 
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ignored.  While the conversation about technology has many strains, the rhetoric of 

technology often disregards the unprofitable ones. 

Planning the Nation’s Future:  A Middle Class Vision 

The aristocratic and the bourgeois virtues—that is to say the destructive and 
pecuniary traits—should be found chiefly among the upper classes, and 
the industrial virtues—that is to say the peaceable traits—chiefly among 
the classes given to mechanical industry.  (Veblen 240-1) 
The appearance of engineers as cultural icons demonstrated the desire for 

rationalization that was the foundation of the Progressive movement, and this 

appearance proves that engineering was the preeminent technological process within the 

American rhetoric of technology at the time.  The preeminence of the process of 

engineering represents the development of a specific utopic/dystopic thread in the 

American cultural conversation:  the desire to plan rationally the future of the nation. 

The engineering dream of a rationally-organized world allowed industrial society to 

ignore political problems and bestow rationality on peoples who were ‘behind’ in the 

march to progress, whether those folks were citizens of a third world country or 

members of the American working class.  Advocates of technocracy championed this 

vision, as they sought to implement a meritocracy that would be rationally based, but this 

vision was not limited to the totalitarian socialist ideas that the technocrats favored.47 

The idea of a rationally planned nation appealed to white middle class fears as well, as it 

promised class mobility and solutions to social problems perceived by many white men: 

the political boss system of the urban working class,48 the chaos of the cities, and the 

rising tide of immigrants from non-northern European countries.  Engineering provided 

a potential means of escaping these problems via a method that, in a rationally-organized 
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world, should be one that earned social consensus:  the logical organization of members 

of industrial society into planned units that encouraged the continued drive towards the 

material abundance of a technological utopia. 

The idea of the rationally-organized world—whether a socialist technocracy or 

merely a liberal planned cityspace—has long been a middle class one, and engineering in 

this sense has also long been aligned with the middle class.  For instance, as historian of 

British science Larry Stewart argues, Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe is a Reformation-age 

engineer, merging the “rhetoric of experiment” with the “rhetoric of power” to create an 

“ideology of improvement” that met middle class desires for political power (253).  As 

Stewart notes, the emerging middle class in England at the time had started to use levers, 

dams, and other principles of geometry and physics to develop projects that resulted in 

mercantilist contracts with the English court, projects that were put under the auspices 

of the Royal Society in order to verify their science, and to keep monarchical control of 

the resulting technological devices.  In the mercantile system, engineering discoveries 

mostly helped the growfing mercantile class accumulate capital, resulting in the rise of 

the middle class and the subsequent challenge to the political power of royalty.  This 

challenge resulted in economic philosophers like Adam Smith creating a new economic 

system, capitalism, that would rely on the free market to create even further 

technological growth and build devices that, through the ‘invisible hand’ of the free 

market, enabled industrial society to create material abundance for all.  This invisible 

hand is in many ways the ultimate engineering gesture; in this system, the selfish wants of 

individuals could be successfully managed by a nearly invisible presence, but one that 
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nonetheless dominated all human relationships.  For the emerging middle class of 

Reformation-era England, capitalism offered a means of attaining economic power 

outside of the irrational system of royal authority. 

Much as in Britain, engineering in the United States also became the province of 

the middle class.  The profession itself offered the hope of class mobility, as some of the 

most powerful tycoons of the late 19th century began as engineers:  Andrew Carnegie and 

John Rockefeller are prime examples.  The Enlightenment principles behind engineering 

also reflected middle class concerns: as I’ve already mentioned, the desire to replace 

mayors with city managers indicated the instrumentalist hope of replacing politicians 

with a rationally-selected technocratic elite.  This movement towards rationalizing the 

urban landscape was also visible in the escalating American colonial project, as 

Americans sought to be ‘good colonialists’ unlike their European counterparts, bringing 

American civilization to the third world rather than merely exploiting it for raw materials 

and new markets.49 And, as I’ll discuss later in this chapter, this desire to inflict 

American civilization upon the rest of the world went even further, as Americans 

interested in engineering sought to plan the future with potentially fascist implications.  

While all four of these engineering-derived movements reveal broad American currents 

within the rhetoric of technology, they also betray a peculiarly middle class cast. 

Poe’s Prescience:  The Artist as Engineer 

Most writers—poets in especial—prefer having it understood that they 
compose by a species of fine frenzy—an ecstatic intuition—and would 
positively shudder at letting the public take a peep behind the scenes, at 
the elaborate and vacillating crudities of thought…in a word, at the 
wheels and pinions—the tackle for scene-shifting—the step-ladders and 
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demon-traps…which, in ninety-nine cases out of the hundred, constitute 
the properties of the literary histrio. (Poe 530) 
As the cult of engineering began to dominate the rhetoric of technology in the 

U.S., engineers started to appear as characters in fictional texts.  The triumvirate of 

science fiction’s founding figures presaged this appearance, but even though Wells and 

Verne were among the first to write specifically of engineers and engineering, Poe 

envisioned the threads of the rhetoric of technology that regard engineering long before 

the cult of the engineer itself gained cultural prominence.  His essay The Philosophy of 

Composition directly concerns the issue of craft, and as the epigraph above shows, he 

desired to remove the suspension of disbelief that Coleridge called for to instead show 

how the process of writing worked.  Adorno’s argument that Poe, along with Baudelaire, 

is one of the “first technocrats of art” seems particularly appropriate in connection with 

this desire of Poe to reveal the mechanism behind the process of writing (89), since the 

technocrat believes in logical solutions and the rational analysis of even supposedly 

mystical phenomena.  But Poe’s glee about revealing—in the case of The Philosophy of 

Composition—the way that writing works is tempered by his dwelling on various 

grammatical elements in the same discussion.  In the essay, he spends two pages talking 

about the stylistic uses of the dash, and this conversation reveals the difficulty of his task, 

and the ambiguity that he exhibits about revealing the process.  As Dayan argues, this 

obsession with grammar is emblematic of both Poe’s control over his material and the 

difficulty of controlling the very material that he attempts to portray:  Poe’s fascination 

with grammar represents “a recurrent schematization of doubt,” as the “dash projects a 

series of moments or possibilities, held before what cannot be schematized—his desired 
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‘indefinitiveness of effect’” (56).  Poe’s difficulty is that of the move towards social 

engineering in general; just as Poe’s fiction, for all its careful composition, deals with 

incredibly complex issues, planning a nation’s future is much different than planning a 

shop-floor procedure.  Poe’s goal, however, is different from that of the technocrats, 

since he attempts to tackle originary issues of bodily boundaries and the limits of 

knowledge, while the aim of engineering is to schematize ‘what cannot be schematized.’  

This engineering desire simplifies enormously complicated issues, and the resulting 

ambiguity and confusion is well represented within the rhetoric of technology. 

In addition to the ambiguity that Poe exhibits about the process of analyzing 

writing, Poe also anticipated Braverman’s arguments about the degradation of work that 

resulted from corporate reliance on engineering and Taylorism.  As I mentioned in 

Chapter 1, after many disputes with publishers and editors, he wrote a letter to a friend 

denouncing the ‘horrid laws of political economy’ that dominated the magazine industry, 

and his satirical short story “How to Write a Blackwood Article” provided an in-depth 

critique of the formula-driven stories popular in Blackwood that were designed with just 

these laws in mind.  Although the impetus behind “How to Write a Blackwood Article” 

was fueled by Poe’s inability to get his fiction published in the magazine, it also functions 

as a structural analysis of the prescriptive reduction of the fiction-writer’s task that such 

formulas create.  As I’ve already discussed in this chapter, craftworkers were already 

undergoing this procedural loss of control of their jobs, and Poe’s short story brilliantly 

identifies this Taylorization of the literary process in his story. 
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“How to Write a Blackwood Article” is narrated in the first person by Psyche 

Zenobia, a self-identified member of an intellectual society who wants to write short 

fiction.  She quickly identifies Blackwood as the template on which she wants to base her 

literary pretensions:  “We now take it if for our model upon all themes…and, after all, 

it’s not so very difficult a matter to compose an article of the genuine Blackwood stamp, if 

one only goes properly about it” (195).  Poe next takes a swing at plagiarism within the 

magazine, as Zenobia tells us that “political” articles are “merely cut out and 

interspersed” from other sources  (196).  His main focus, however, is on the recipe for 

getting published in Blackwood, and he has Zenobia dictate the publisher’s advice.  The 

publisher provides Zenobia with a sure-fire formula that tells her 1) how to portray 

exactly the effects of her subject on its audience, 2) the most effective tone for the story, 

and 3) how to intersperse elements of other languages in order to show that she is well-

read and thus add to the believability of the article.  After this advice, Zenobia writes her 

piece, which Poe places after the recipe.  Her story ridiculously follows Blackwood’s 

guidance, and as Poe intends makes little sense and has little literary impact. 

The ease with which “dunderheads” can get published in Blackwood is the focus 

of Poe’s satire (204), but his depiction of what using a formula does to the craft of 

fiction-writing foresees Braverman’s critique of Taylorism.  The emphasis on profit is 

clear, as the head of Zenobia’s organization is Mr. Moneypenney, but what clearly 

troubles Poe is the reduction of the process of writing to a series of easily-reproducible 

tasks.  While a writer of the narrator’s lack of skill might find this sort of reduction 

useful, Poe reveals what this sort of method-writing does to the craft of fiction; it 
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eliminates writers’ control over their own work, turning the process of fiction-writing 

into a nearly automatic set of tasks that, as Blackwood himself tells Zenobia, has even 

been done by his pet baboon after drinking brandy (203).  Just as craftsworkers saw any 

control they might have had over their jobs eliminated by the implementation of 

Taylorism into the production process, fiction writers faced the same sort of degradation 

of their work when confronted with the control sought by magazine management.  Poe’s 

examination of writing fiction-by-template outlines the problems that rationalizing any 

sort of work cause to workers themselves; his text exposes the way that control can be 

imposed in any sort of production environment, even that of the artist. 

The Engineer as Hero:  Wells’s “The Land Ironclads” 

I think that at the time none of us quite believed in the Time Machine.  The 
fact is, the Time Traveler was one of those men who are too clever to be 
believed; you never felt that you saw all round him; you always suspected 
some subtle reserve, some ingenuity in ambush, behind his lucid 
frankness. (Wells, The Time Machine 13) 
Despite hicoms insight into the future concerns of engineers, Poe never actually 

wrote about them, mainly because the profession barely existed at the time of his death.  

H.G. Wells, on the other hand, actually populated many of his stories with engineers, 

even occasionally making them protagonists, and thus he both anticipated and helped 

create the pulp fascination with the profession.  Unlike the engineering heroes of the 

pulps, however, Wells’s engineers were relatively complex characters, showing his 

ambivalence towards the profession in general.  Although Wells was a committed 

socialist who believed in economic planning—and thus engineering—his knowledge of 

the biological basis of human beings led him to question whether this sort of intense 
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social planning could ever work, no matter how well designed.  His ambivalence most 

often shows up in the implausible social transformations he creates in his later novels, 

the most telling of which is In the Days of the Comet, in which the passing of a comet’s tail 

over the Earth causes all members of industrial society to suddenly become rational 

human beings intimately concerned with social justice.  He wrote long treatises about the 

need for a planned, egalitarian economy, but he couldn’t bring himself to imagine any 

way of getting to that place, and thus novels like In the Days of the Comet have 

revolutionary transitions that seem ironic and intentionally ridiculous and miraculous.  In 

many ways Wells believed in engineering, but he didn’t believe in the human capacity for 

understanding just why his utopia was in the best interests of all, having grown tired of 

working for the revolution by changing one mind at a time. 

The engineer first emerges in Wells’s fiction in “The Land Ironclads,” first 

published in 1897.50 The narrative features a battle between two enemies identified not 

by their nationality but instead by their respective lifestyles:  the more aggressive and 

confident party lives a pastoral, nearly nomadic existence, while the other lives in towns 

and are comfortable with machines, a status Wells equates with civilization.  The story 

begins just before a critical battle, and it’s narrated by a journalist who ostensibly is 

neutral but who feels sympathy for the townspeople, who have no standing army and 

who look to be routed by the healthy, battle-trained rural soldiers.  The battle, however, 

turns when the townspeople unleash fourteen ‘land ironclads’—tanks—upon the highly-

trained, highly-masculine rural soldiers and cavalry.  The land ironclads win the battle, 

and by the end of the story the narrator’s sympathies have changed; he now fears the 
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advent of the machine and its ease in defeating the best representatives of masculine 

humanity. 

The journalist is afraid of the machines, but it’s the occupants of the 

contraptions that Wells sets opposite the more ‘primitive’ opposing forces.51 He

describes the captain of the vessel as  

a young man, healthy enough but by no means suntanned, and of a type 

of feature and expression that prevails in His Majesty’s Navy:  alert, 

intelligent, quiet.  He and his engineers and his riflemen all went about 

their work, calm and reasonable men.  They had none of that flapping 

strenuousness of the half-wit in a hurry, that excessive strain upon the 

blood-vessels, that hysteria of effort which is so frequently regarded as 

the proper state of mind for heroic deeds. (17) 

In his description, Wells presents the townspeople as a counter to the glorious image of 

the soldier romanticized in Tennyson’s “Charge of the Light Brigade,” but this 

description’s main focus is to predict the new masters of technology: these ‘warriors’ are 

technocrats, engineers of the battlefield.  Being ‘alert, intelligent, quiet’ are the key 

characteristics of the new agent in the rhetoric of technology.  Centuries of ritualized 

warfare have fallen to the machine, and former notions of glory and honor will need to 

be rewritten. 

The presence of engineers allows Wells to address directly some of the threads in 

the rhetoric of technology.  The opposing forces obviously represent two completely 

different ways of life, only one of which marks the path of civilization and progress.  In 
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this sense, the rural soldiers signify the retarding effect of tradition, an effect that Wells 

locates in the aggressively male realms of the military and the battlefield.  Wells posits the 

forces of rationality directly against what he sees as one of the biggest stumbling blocks 

in the drive to progress: masculine insecurities about the effects of living mainly in the 

mind.  Traditional notions about what masculinity consists of have no place in the new 

world that technology and economic planning can bring about, because, as Wells’s 

engineer represents, ‘calm’ and ‘reason’ are the proper mental attributes for taking the 

next step along the path to technological utopia.  Men in particular will have to give up 

cherished cultural myths about the nature of masculinity and instead understand their 

place in a world dominated by products of the intellect. 

Wells’s desire for planning—evidenced by his portrayal of the townspeople—

reflects the technocratic threads of the rhetoric of technology.  He carefully opposes the 

almost Napoleonesque glamour of the rural army with the ordinariness of the 

townspeople, who are not nearly as physically capable.  While the rural military is excited 

about the upcoming war, the townspeople “resented being forced to the trouble of 

making man-killing machinery” (17), ‘trouble’ that puts a temporary stop to their larger 

social project of perfecting civilization.  In fact, according to the narrator, the 

townspeople mostly resent, despise, and feel contempt for their opponents, a set of 

feelings only mildly tempered by a certain “qualified pity.”  These feelings are akin, the 

narrator tells us, to the feelings shown by the rural soldiers for “some inferior kind of 

native,” setting up a hierarchy of civilizations—tribal, agrarian, industrial—that describes 

the technocratic desire for a planned, orderly march to the perfect society.  The 
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townspeople represent the new technocratic elite, one that in the rationally ordered 

utopia of technocracy offers humanity the chance to use technology to make everyone 

comfortably happy and middle class; typical of technocratic solutions, this one 

conveniently bypasses questions of politics and power within an individual culture—

questions such as how a democratic society decides on its military leaders, for instance—

to focus on macro-societies and their place in the march to progress.  Within the rhetoric 

of technology, traditional societies are hindrances that must be overcome in order to 

create the perfect civilization. 

Despite Wells’s sympathy for the technocratic position, “The Land Ironclads” 

demonstrates some of the ambiguities in the dream.  His use of a journalist as narrator 

situates the narrative as an objective examination of an episode that turns out to be 

paradigm-shifting, and allows him to—through the reader’s own emotions—show what 

the move to technocracy costs.  At first, the journalist’s sympathies lie with the 

townspeople, who are simply defending their city, and who look to be doomed.  After 

the ironclads take the battlefield, however, his sympathies change, and he portrays the 

rural army as the sympathetic favorite, having had “to fight a few score of young men in 

atrociously unfair machines” (20).  While the townspeople were caught in the same 

paradigm of war as the rural army, the journalist felt sympathy for them, but this new 

method of warfare illuminates the changing nature of the conflict, a change caught by 

the journalist as he tries to decide the title of the story he’ll file with his newspaper.  

After several tries, he settles on “Mankind versus Ironmongery” (21, italics in the text), 

emphasizing both nostalgia for the masculinity inherent in the agrarian world and fear of 
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technology.52 The rural army is now caught up in the rhetoric of industrialized 

technology—the inexorable drive to civilization—and the journalist sympathizes with 

their newfound entanglement with the machine. 

Engineers in the Pulps 

To the engineer it [Niagara Falls] represents nothing more nor less than a 
wonderful source of water power.  To him its scenic value means 
nothing.  He is apt to forget that this very scenic value has brought 
millions of dollars from visitors to the region in the past century—for 
tourists and the proverbial wedding couples have visited Niagara in 
enormous numbers.  But the engineer would take away all the water, 
would run it through tunnels, drive turbines with it and use it for the 
production of power. (Sloane 3) 
With Poe, Wells, and Verne as a foundation, the SF pulps also contributed to the 

cult of the engineer.  Engineers became fictional protagonists and the subject of 

editorials such as the one in the epigraph above, written for Amazing in its fourth year of 

publication.  Advertisements in the magazines recruited young people for training 

schools in which they could be chemical, electrical, or radio engineers.  The technocratic 

leanings of the magazine meant that stories tended to feature subjects that spoke to 

engineering concerns, such as the evolution of living spaces like the city and the 

possibilities of planning economic growth and technological development.  The 

wonderful machines yet to be developed by engineers enabled the adventurers within the 

pulps to travel among the stars and colonize new planets in the name of Earth.  During 

the heyday of the pulps—the period of this study, from 1926-1949—engineers enjoyed 

their moment in the cultural sun as the human agents who embodied control of the 

forces of technology. 
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The construction of identity of the engineer-heroes in the SF pulps addressed the 

conversational threads about engineering in the rhetoric of technology.  First of all, these 

characters are invariably Caucasian and male, since white masculine identity is intimately 

connected with control of technology.53 Women and/or people of color are simply not 

protagonists in these texts.  On the other hand, many different socio-economic classes 

appear.  Some of the engineers are essentially aristocratic amateurs who happen to know 

a lot about nearly every scientific field available; other characters didn’t earn college 

degrees but instead worked their way through the ranks; and finally, most have already 

earned some sort of advanced degree, usually from engineering schools like MIT or Cal 

Tech.  The heroes of these stories literally come from all walks of life.  Despite this 

egalitarian distribution at the beginning of individual texts, however, the class status of 

the protagonist by their resolution was always the same; in keeping with the technocratic 

bent of the pulps, the activity and brilliance of engineers allowed for their ‘natural’ rise 

into the aristocracy.  In the technocratic utopia of the pulps, the meritocracy always 

pulled up into its ranks the young, intelligent white man, rewarding him for his ‘natural’ 

abilities and reinforcing the idea of class mobility that is a key element of the American 

dream. 

By the time John W. Campbell became editor of Astounding in 1938, the engineer 

was well-established as an iconic figure within the magazine’s fiction.  Campbell, with 

advanced degrees from both MIT and Duke, pushed the romanticizing of the engineer 

even further.  For instance, his editorial column in the July 1939 issue of Astounding 

helped codify the role of the engineer within the rhetoric of technology by designating 
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the engineer as the individual responsible for taking scientific principles and turning 

them into useful devices.  In the column he discusses atomic fission, and with typical 

hyperbole ends his editorial with a call to the engineer: 

If they can start it—it will go.  If it goes, it is self-limiting by self-

dispersion.  The techniques needed for balancing it at a commercial, 

usable level are not developed, but that is the province not of the atomic 

physicist, but of the new technician yet to come, with a new type of 

degree.  The A.E.—the Atomic Engineer. (7) 

In this passage, Campbell reiterates the standard line in the rhetoric of technology about 

the way that progress happens; the scientist is the visionary figure who solves the 

mystery of the atom, but the engineer is a visionary in a different and more practical way.   

Engineers, not scientists, are capable of producing ‘techniques’ that make scientific 

discoveries both ‘commercial’ and ‘usable.’  Campbell’s hierarchy in this passage echoes 

the idea of progress within the rhetoric of technology, as scientists and engineers 

combine to do the work for which inventors were previously responsible.  And within 

this configuration the sheer practicality of the engineer marks them as particularly strong 

idealized self-images for the young technicians who Campbell is addressing.  After all, 

the scientist may master abstract concepts with years of training, but the engineer is 

capable of mastering the machines themselves, and is thus truly the agent of technology. 

Replacing the Inventor 

As I discussed in Chapter 2, the inventor had become an increasingly 

problematic figure within the rhetoric of technology by the end of the nineteenth 
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century.  Although the reasons for the decline of the inventor were numerous, the 

biggest charge laid against them in the SF pulps was a perceived lack of practicality.  

Engineers and the process of engineering were thus a natural replacement for inventors, 

since as Campbell’s column shows engineers were considered intensively utilitarian.  

True to its technocratic bent, the fiction within the pulps ignored sticky problems of 

patents, corporate research and development, and the political and commercial nature of 

bringing products to market; the engineer was a welcome diversion from these problems, 

and in the pulps their supposed objectivity and practicality showed that engineering was 

the true road to progress.  

An example of the move from the cultural reliance on inventors to engineers is a 

story by Campbell, published in 1934 in Astounding, called “Blindness.”  In this story, Dr. 

Malcolm Mackay and his assistant John Burns (both solidly Scottish-American, as was 

Campbell) decide to invent atomic fusion.  In order to accomplish this task the two must 

leave Earth and live in a spaceship—situated outside of Mercury’s orbit—for three years, 

absorbing unhealthy doses of radiation every day.  Mackay ends up going blind, while 

Burns barely retains his sight, but the two succeed in their task, and return to Earth 

humble but triumphant.  When they do return, however, they find that they are already 

heroes, because one of Mackay’s previous inventions, a throw-away process that involves 

cheap copper tubing, has been turned into a usable device that provides as much power 

as the world needs, incredibly cheaply and safely.  Mackay is worshipped as a returning 

hero, but the title of the story makes clear that the personal cost has been great. 
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In the text, the metaphor of blindness works in a couple of ways.  The blindness 

is obviously physical, since Mackay has given up his eyesight in order to save the 

Western lifestyle.  Just as obviously for his readers, Campbell is accusing Mackay himself 

of being blind to the ‘commercial’ and ‘usable’ possibilities of his inventions.  The cost 

of going blind is acceptable to Mackay because his goal is to provide the world with 

abundant power; he is locked in a scientific paradigm from which he refuses to look.  

The stakes of providing cheap and abundant power are enormous; as Mackay tells Burns, 

if they are able to provide the world with energy from atomic fusion: 

 ‘Men will never again have to worry about power.  Never 

again will they have to grub in the Earth for fuels.  Or do things the hard 

way because it is less costly of power.  Power—power for all the world’s 

industry.  All the wheels of Earth’s factories driven by the exploding 

atoms.  The Arctic heated to a garden by it.  Vast Canada opened by it to 

human habitation, clear to the North Pole. 

 ‘No more smoke-clouded cities. 

 ‘And the atom will lift the load of labor from man’s back.  

No more sweating for six hours every day for daily bread.  An hour a 

day—and unlimited, infinite power.  And maybe, even, some day it will 

lead to successful transmutation, though I can’t see it.’ (89) 

‘Unlimited, infinite power’ will enable industrial society to engineer the planet to become 

a technological utopia, with new territories opened up for ‘habitation’ and the 

elimination of some of the unpleasant aspects of industrialism: pollution and hard labor.  
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The utopic vision is clear; without having to labor at mundane tasks, people will have 

time for intellectual pursuits, and the ‘freeing up’ of Canada and the Arctic into habitable 

regions—noticeably not freeing up anything east of the Urals or south of Florida—

makes land cheap and once again removes the possibility of ideological strife.  Mackay’s 

desire is clearly a technocratic one, right down to his complete ignorance of the 

environmental Armageddon that would occur once the polar ice caps and Canadian 

tundra are melted—but in the framework of the story his vision is limited by his inability 

to see the ‘commercial’ and ‘usable’ aspects of his work. 

City Planning 

For us [Europeans] a city is, above all, a past; for them [Americans] it is 
mainly a future; what they like in the city is everything it has not yet 
become and everything it can be. (Sartre 119) 
As countless historians have noted, industrialization is marked by the migration 

of people from the farm to the city.  In the rhetoric of technology, then, the place of the 

city is multi-faceted, as city life on the one hand represents modernity and on the other 

all the problems associated with the move towards the modern.  For technocrats, the city 

has the potential to become the location of the most efficient utilization of space and 

resources, but technology can also liberate citizens of industrial society from having to 

live in these cramped spaces.  For the technophobe, the city both exemplifies the over-

reliance on the machine and offers space for community activism that works to assist the 

Marcusan Great Refusal.  As Fritz Lang depicted in Metropolis, the city is both active 

playground and underground hell, a space where people enjoy both the best and worst of 

what industrial technology has to offer. 
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While Lang argues that the split is caused by an oppressive capitalist system, the 

conversational threads about the city within the American rhetoric of technology are 

more ambiguous.  The problems of the cities were well-documented, particularly by 

reporters like Lincoln Steffens, who did a series of muck-raking articles for McClure’s 

entitled “The Shame of Our Cities.”  However, the American drive for technological 

utopia led to the formation of political movements like the Progressives who I discussed 

earlier in this chapter.  These sort of movements sought to save the city by rationalizing 

its management, accepting what came to be called the ‘wise-man’s burden’ in imitation of 

the colonial ‘white-man’s burden.’54 The Progressive solution drew directly from what 

Ellul called ‘technique,’ as it sought to avoid politics—seen as the province of a few 

backwards-looking political bosses—and instead look to technologies like engineering to 

fix these problems.  The city is an important site of modernity for technophiles like the 

Progressives; because of this importance, at the turn of the century American cities were 

perceived as battlegrounds of the Progressive ideal.   

While the Progressive movement sought to rationalize the cities, in actuality 

Progressive politicians served constituent interests just as did the political bosses.  The 

identity of these constituents was different, however, for, as Pursell notes, corporate 

power sought to manifest itself in the cities—the political bosses who the Progressives 

hated often defended working class interests—and in fact Progressive politicians were 

merely the latest representatives of corporate power: 
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Capital retained its control of the factors of production but increasingly 

exerted that control through the offices of men (seldom women) who 

claimed to be acting only in accord with natural laws. (203-4) 

Electing Progressives was an attempt to defend corporate interests in the guise of 

rationalizing cities much as production procedures had been rationalized through 

Taylorism.  Through processes like civil engineering, cities could be transformed into 

what Tom Johnson, Progressive mayor of Cleveland from 1905-1909, called the ‘shining 

city on the hill.’  Johnson’s image brings to mind both the Roman republic and the 

paradisiacal vision of the first Puritan settlers in the New World, connecting the 

rationalization of the cities with the project of building national identity in a U.S. that is 

trying to incorporate millions of non-northern European immigrants into its ‘melting 

pot.’  But it also invokes the technocratic dream of order based upon a logical system of 

production and distribution, a utopic vision that has attained homeostasis as the ultimate 

product of industrial society.  For the technocrats eliminating politics meant the 

elimination of ideological strife and the creation of the city as paradise. 

Much as occurred in the factory, the Progressive desire to rationalize and thus 

eliminate politics met with blue-collar resistance.  As the corporate powers discovered, 

the problem with the Progressive solution was that elections are messy, and thus the city 

management movement was born in the 1910s.  By definition, city managers were 

selected much like corporate managers, and, as Pursell notes, “for Progressive reformers, 

the idea of replacing this ‘political’ leadership with technical expertise appeared to be a 

logical extension of the general movement for efficiency” (214).  This replacement 
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became a nation-wide movement, an off-shoot of the engineering reliance on 

technocracy that values efficient distribution as the road to utopia.  According to Pursell, 

city management is an exercise in the desire to achieve total efficiency: 

just as natural resource policy and the industrial work process must be 

rationalized by ‘experts’ following scientific law, not popular will, so were 

cities to be governed by the ‘experts’ in the name of efficiency and 

businesslike procedures. (217) 

In practice, however, the idea of city managers running cities was only implemented in 

small towns, those without a large, politically-organized working class capable of 

defending its own interests.  Racially homogeneous and staunchly middle-class cities like 

Staunton, Virginia and Stockton, California became the first to embrace this sort of 

rationalization, but in fact city management led to control by business interests of the 

sort that Sinclair Lewis satirizes in both Babbitt and Main Street, and because cities weren’t 

places that could be rationalized, city management never actually became a solution to 

the problems of the urban jungle. 

Nonetheless, within the rhetoric of technology the city was still a place of vital 

importance, and the cultural conversation surrounding them became emblematic of the 

ambiguous relationship between engineering and these sites of modernity.  For example, 

Lewis Mumford, an American city architect who brilliantly articulated the dangers of 

domination by the forces of technique, first came to prominence in the 1920s as a city 

architect who combined the Progressive desire for planning and design with a 

humanistic and artistic eye and a hatred for self-proclaimed elites.  As Mumford notes in 
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his preface to The Urban Prospect, published in 1925, the fourth great migration of white, 

middle-class America had already begun with the middle class move from the city to the 

suburbs, one made possible by the development of the car and assisted by the 

subsequent development of the freeway system for military use in the 1950s.  Mumford, 

a confirmed urbanite, argued against this migration, because he felt that rather than leave 

the cities Americans should work to make them livable, using the democratic process to 

determine the needs of the people who lived there and then using city planning to meet 

these needs.  Thus, his writing articulates the call for egalitarianism and democracy that 

runs alongside the corporate domination so often evident in the rhetoric of technology.  

Rather than trust a city manager who represented only one interest, Mumford invoked 

both the American desire for democracy and the technocratic need to rationally plan the 

city landscape.  As someone interested in the advantages of both technology and 

democracy, Mumford’s writing characterizes the desire for making technology livable 

that is the essence of the modern city.  

The Urban Prospect is a blueprint for accomplishing the sort of revitalization of 

urban space that the city manager movement sought, but Mumford argues that city 

management is flawed because it doesn’t understand the needs of those who actually 

inhabit these spaces.  He doesn’t trust the technocratic elite to run the new cities: 

The answer to the problems of human organization and human control 

will not come from computers; the answers will come from men.  And it 

will not come from the sort of men whom we have indoctrinated with 

the myth of the machine—the disoriented experts and specialists whose 
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uncoordinated and lopsided efforts, uncorrected by the more humane 

wisdom of their peers, and untutored by historic experience, have 

produced the overmechanized, standardized, homogenized, 

bureaucratized life that now surrounds us increasingly on every side. (15) 

For Mumford, disorientation and overspecialization are attributes of the engineering 

desire to make the city landscape into a rationally planned background for corporate 

marketing rather than an organic, holistic environment.  He argues that the types of 

scientists who compose the technocratic elite are not those who should be designing and 

planning cities.  In fact, this sort of city management-style planning in the suburbs has 

led to what Mumford called “green ghettos” (10), human blight not caused by poverty 

but instead by a persistent desire to separate public and private life and thus eliminate 

usable areas where people might naturally congregate.  Including these sorts of space 

meant that, in Mumford’s eyes, the city would live up to its promise as a landscape in 

which people could find the best that industrial society had to offer. 

Cities in the Pulps 

The city, surrounded by a completely pure, pollution-free atmosphere, floats 
at a distance of 6000 meters above the ground.  The air is as rarefied as 
mountain air and equally invigorating.  The platform on which the entire 
city rests is made of stellonium, and is maintained at this height by an 
anti-gravity magnet.  No noise and no excitement are tolerated there—
not even an ordinary telephone. (Gernsback) 
The project to engineer cities was adopted wholeheartedly within the SF pulps.  

Throughout their first two decades, many stories within the pulps sought to make cities 

rational spaces that reflected middle class values.  For instance, private transportation 

was made less dangerous to pedestrians by moving it into the air—and more appealing 
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to consumers—as illustrations from the magazine show the skies filled with private 

planes.  The desire for more efficient foot transportation at the street level was often met 

by city-long moving walkways, filled with advertisements and offering drop-off points 

for pedestrians, overlooked by patios of restaurants with chic people sipping what were 

quite probably chic drinks.  Skyscrapers were the only form of building, and the moving 

walkways worked on systems of levels, with graceful steel spans crossing the streets 

below.  Space itself was rationalized, as the city expanded both upwards and downwards 

but rarely out.  Gernsback’s city in Ralph 124 C+41, from which the epigraph above is 

taken, epitomized one extreme, while most cities carefully covered their inner workings 

by placing these far below ground.  Planning enabled SF pulp writers to reconcile the 

ideal city as a modern industrial space despite the chaotic nature of its latest incarnation. 

The urban space of the future eliminated problems of class by engineering, much 

as the Progressive movement desired.  True to his socialist roots, Wells saw the city as a 

site in which the existing class structure was concretized, but most fiction in the pulps 

envisioned cities as opportunities to implement the sort of design features that had 

already Taylorized assembly lines and consumer goods distribution.  The pulps located 

visions of utopias in the cities, but the problems with them can’t be ignored even by pulp 

writers plotting narratives of the future, and so the city, the home of technology and 

science and cosmopolitan living, became a locus of intensive planning and design, a site 

of both promise and potential disaster. 

The city in the SF pulp provides both the occasional setting and, more 

importantly, a dwelling place for the protagonist.  Often, this upper-middle-class 
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protagonist is an amateur scientist as well as engineer, living a bachelor life in an uptown 

apartment.55 He is a sort of American aristocrat, with a job that he never seems to visit 

and a lifestyle that he maintains without any visible means of support.  This SF pulp 

protagonist, then, is recognized as a member of the technocratic elite, and his standing is 

naturalized within the body of the magazines, justifying his place based on his innate 

abilities rather than on the suspiciously European characteristic of birth.  And the fact 

that the protagonist lives in the city is another sign of his superiority, as he recognizes 

that the city is the home of modernity.56 Rarely however, does the setting of the story 

take place in that same city, as the space occupied by the actual fiction expands into the 

world at large.  Unlike the fiction in the detective pulps, in which the urban environment 

is a dangerous landscape that in itself needs to be negotiated by the reader-surrogate, the 

detective, the SF pulp heroes venture forth from the city to adventure in ‘exotic’ 

landscapes outside the already conquered site of modernity.  Within the rhetoric of 

technology this definition of the city demonstrates its position—when rationalized—as 

the ultimate product of industrial society, contrasted directly with the exotic planets and 

Antarctic and subterranean landscapes visited by the heroes.  The city in the SF pulps is 

the sight of urbanity, and as such it is the place that is threatened rather than the location 

that needs conquering in the name of civilization. 

The rationalized city of the future is almost always a technological utopia.  An 

example of this type of story occurs in the May 1928 issue of Amazing entitled “A Visitor 

from the Twentieth Century” by Harold Donitz.  The narrative follows one of the 

standard plot devices for visiting the future, one in which an architect from the present 
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who lives in New York City and is anxiously trying to think of ways to improve the city 

wakes up mysteriously in the late twenty-first century.  He awakens to a city that is close 

to achieving technological utopia, one that is still in transition but which has advanced 

far beyond the chaotic city of his time.  This future city is rationalized in two specific 

ways: first, there is almost no urban sprawl because the residents live in enormous high-

rises with a minimum of space, a lack of living space offset by the enormous public 

gardens that surround the city; and secondly, city residents work only twenty hours a 

week at white-collar jobs, a reorganization of work that gives them both leisure time and 

the health to enjoy their surroundings.  The architect, however, has one misgiving that 

he notes to his escort; the society is ordered on military lines rather than on the 

democratic ones he was used to.  The escort assures him though that this is necessary: 

“’gradual scientific and civic evolution …can never be covered at one jump’” (177).  He 

agrees, and the story finishes with him deciding not return to the irrational, chaotic past. 

Donitz’s future city characterizes the cult of engineering as it is presented in the 

SF pulps.  First of all, it’s the site of the ‘gradual’ but inevitable technological utopia.  

Donitz describes this movement in evolutionary terms, using the language of cutting-

edge biological science to illustrate a movement that technophiles hope is already 

determined.  The society of the future is vaguely socialist, but its ideological status is not 

the product of revolution but the ‘natural’ transformation that any civilization on the 

road to progress will go through.57 Secondly, the city encompasses all aspects of the 

completely rationalized society, as the nature of work, the population, the use of 

resources, and even its architecture are ordered along logical, utilitarian lines.  One step 
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along the evolutionary path, seemingly, is this complete rationalization, following 

Progressive-style city management in moving from messy capitalist democracy to 

hierarchical socialist state.  Finally, the third characteristic of the cult of engineering 

present in Donitz’s story is the loose association between engineering and the military.  

The naturalization of military organization for this transition to technological utopia 

demonstrates the anxiety that technocrats feel about this seemingly inevitable progress.  

The casualness with which both the architect and his escort accept the loss of democracy 

belies the threat that the democratic process poses to the technocratic vision, particularly 

in the transitional phase.  Once all members of society are rationalized, the ‘problem’ 

with representative government goes away, because the individual consciousnesses of all 

citizens will make utopia the only acceptable state.  Until that time, military organization 

is necessary to enforce the will of those ‘enlightened’ enough to see the path upon the 

rest of the population.  Despite the seeming inevitability of this sort of progress, in the 

rhetoric of technology this path is so precarious that anxieties about it must be 

constantly assuaged.  In its matter-of-fact lecture-style presentation, “A Visitor from the 

Twentieth-Century” identifies each of these characteristics of the cult of engineering as 

ones that the rationalization of the city will allow to happen. 

In the planned vision of the future that dominated the SF pulps, the city became 

a static marker of the current place in the timeline of progress, one already determined 

but constantly at stake.  An example of just how the city marks progress comes from a 

story in the third issue of Amazing Stories, “Runaway Skyscraper” by Murray Leinster.  

This story displays a fascination with skyscrapers and the urban canyons that they create, 
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but it also demonstrates the way that the city symbolizes for civilization’s progress 

towards modern urbanity and the technological utopia that will follow.  In it, a group of 

ordinary office workers in a skyscraper mysteriously find themselves and the building 

they work in transported into the fourth dimension.  From this dimension, the people in 

the skyscraper get transported back into time.  They watch outside their windows as the 

landscape around their building in Manhattan gradually slips backwards in time through 

its previous incarnations, transforming from a modern urban space to the site of the 

landing by the Dutch, the Ice Age, and finally a shallow warm-water swamp complete 

with dinosaurs.  The inhabitants of the skyscraper deal with attacks by native flora and 

fauna, and eventually the fourth dimension opens back up and they are returned to their 

homes in 1926 Manhattan.  While no one in the city has noticed that they’ve been gone, 

they do bring back one physical marker from their visit, a new type of dinosaur skeleton 

that they of course give to the Museum of Natural History. 

The skyscraper’s voyage back through time affirms the history of civilization 

much as Donitz’s architect’s visit establishes its future.  Leinster uses the skyscraper—

the ultimate form of modernized living space—to show how technological development 

marks the very land on which members of industrial society live.  He uses science as a 

plot device, reminding his readers that “we have all heard of and read about the Einstein 

theory, which involves the use in its calculations of the mysterious ‘fourth dimension’” 

(250), but his main goal is the use of the skyscraper as a marker of progress.  There is 

little doubt that technological development is progress; Leinster confirms this by having 

his time-travelers survive the attack of pre-historic monsters while they also hypothesize 
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that the inhabitants of the times they visit couldn’t possibly survive in theirs.  This is no 

pre-lapsarian agricultural or even wilderness paradise, no setting in which the men in the 

story can reassert their masculine dominance by conquering a hostile landscape; instead, 

Leinster envisions the linear progress of civilization, one in which an island that was a 

jungle is now controlled by modern commerce and people.  Civilization as defined in this 

story ‘advances’ in only one way, as determined by the American industrial system, and 

the skyscraper provides physical evidence of our progress, a wondrous object that is a 

new monument to national technological prowess.  Leinster’s “Runaway Skyscraper” 

marks the place of American industrial society in the pre-determined path to progress, 

affirming the righteousness of the American technological project in the move to utopia. 

Visual Argumentation:  Illustrations of the City 

The illustrations in the SF pulps attempted visual portraits of scenes in the 

fiction contained in the magazines.  As such, they both influenced and were influenced 

by the rhetoric of technology that provided the dialectic energy that drove the sense of 

mission exhibited in the pulps.  Several anthologies and dozens of websites are devoted 

to these illustrations, and they analyze everything from the commercial reasons for their 

production to the differences in quality from publisher to publisher and even from issue 

to issue.  For this discussion, I reluctantly limit my discussion to three illustrations, in 

order to keep this dissertation in its proper sphere of literary/cultural studies.  In making 

this selection, I do not presume to encompass all possible avenues of discussion; instead, 

much as I’m trying to do with my discussion of the rhetoric of technology, I’m simply 
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highlighting salient examples that will at least indicate the considerable amount of 

material available for discussion. 

For the purposes of this discussion I’ll focus on illustrations of cityscapes.  In the 

early history of the SF pulps they were greatly influenced by Fritz Lang’s Metropolis,

which was first released in 1925, and they attempted to solve visually some of the 

problems with cities that the authors of the fictional content of the magazine were 

simultaneously attempting to solve textually. However, despite the fact that these 

illustrations were influenced by Lang’s film, they almost entirely focus on the parts of the 

city occupied by the upper class; illustrations that were inspired by Moloch, the machine 

that literally seems to eat blue-collar workers in the film, did not exist.  Even stories that 

have machines that are tools of capitalist oppression have action-packed illustrations; 

Nat Schachner’s “Exiles of the Moon” depicted revolutionaries being transported in 

prison ships to the moon as a result of a failed revolution, a pretty grim plot, but the 

illustration shows one of them raising a flag on the moon in triumph, an action that 

doesn’t occur in the story.  This pictorial focus happens for many reasons, but it echoes 

the contradictions in the American rhetoric of technology about the engineered 

cityscape: for technocrats, the political problems represented by millions of oppressed 

workers were destined to disappear with the success of the gradual evolutionary pull of 

the rational solutions offered by technology, so why focus on it?  The constant portrayal 

of the technologically advanced sections of the future city bolstered the anxiety-ridden 

technocratic vision of the future paradise. 
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The first illustration (Fig. 1), done by Frank R. Paul, shows the city from street 

level and represents the London of Wells’s “A Story of Days to Come” in Amazing Stories 

Quarterly, a magazine published by Gernsback in order to maximize profits from the 

science fiction market.  In it, the reader seems to be descending a broad series of public 

stairs, and unlike many of the other illustrations of city, which look down from the top 

of the city and show its massive scale, this view provides a more human perspective.  

The cityscape is obviously inspired by Metropolis, but the architecture features art deco 

touches and is less oppressive, featuring pedestrians who are almost recognizable and 

who are obviously relaxed and healthy compared to the brutalized workers in the film.  

Graceful arches and spider web steel bridge spans stand alongside a moving walkway and 

several underground stairways.  Nowhere are there planes or even vehicles; this is a 

pedestrian’s paradise.  Also nowhere present are representatives of authority, as instead 

advertisements dominate free vertical spaces.  The scene is one of peace and prosperity, 

which doesn’t quite coincide with Wells’s story of an upper-class couple thrown into the 

lower-class regions of the city and who thus allow Wells’s readers to experience the hell 

of the strict class divisions which technological development had reinforced.  Instead, 

this urban space looks both familiar and inviting, and welcomes its viewers to the urban 

utopia. 

The absence of overt authority figures like the police or military shows the actual 

sources of power in this depiction of the engineered future: the combination of 

commercial interests represented by ever-changing ads and the rationally-organized 

architecture.  The “Suzanna Hat Syndicate” indicates that this is a technocratic society, as 
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products are made by groups of workers rather than by for-profit corporations.  The 

existence of these ads demonstrates again an ambiguity in the rhetoric of technology as it 

relates to consumption: advertising shouldn’t be needed in a technocratic society in 

which the distribution of goods is determined by scientific principle, and yet the future 

utopia certainly wouldn’t be a bourgeois paradise without fashion and fine dining.  The 

clean lines and incredibly well-ordered design for traffic flow point to the efficiency of 

industrial society, especially since the open-air markets so common to big cities are 

noticeably absent, and yet ads—no matter how ‘tastefully’ done—still need to teach the 

consumer to want to buy products.  Even in this rationally organized world, the 

dominance of reason is shown to be at stake.  In fact, despite Paul’s complete 

elimination of the class struggle that is the basis of Wells’s story, the pictorial reification 

of the technocratic system can be seen as evidence that even within the rhetoric of 

technology society’s ability to actually become rationalized is up for debate. 

 

In Paul’s illustration of the Wells story, humans are at least still the equals of 

technology at least in comparison with the architecture.  Its lack of symmetry makes it 

seem almost Mumfordian in contrast to two illustrations in later volumes of the pulps 

that portray a more menacing vision of the city.  In these drawings, the mechanical 

symmetry—and thus the machine—dominates the human figures.  They’re reminiscent 

in this way of some of the landscape paintings of natural scenes in pre-colonized 

America, scenes in which tiny human figures stand in awe of the magnificent landscapes.  

In the case of the pulp illustrations, however, the landscapes that dominate are human-
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created, but the contrast between people and machines favors machines with God-like 

powers, the same sort of power that the landscape artists intended to give Nature—and 

thus God.  The difference between the landscape artists and the pulp illustrators is 

located in the symmetry of the illustrations, the sense of order added to Nature’s 

grandeur.  The illustrations effectively show humans going God one better in their quest 

for the perfect city and creating the ultimate expression of rationality and the perfect 

realization of the technocratic dream. 

The first of these illustrations is by Elliott Dold (Fig. 2).  It illustrates the 

Campbell story “The Supreme Machine” in Astounding Stories of March 1935, and 

features the interior of a city that is actually a massive machine, one designed to raise 

humans to the ultimate level of civilization before leaving the planet in order to help 

other planetary civilizations progress.  The spaceship that we see is typical of the art deco 

style seen consistently through the twenties and thirties, but it’s penetrating an interior 

space this time, not the depths of the solar system.  The illustration represents the 

cavern-like interior of the city/machine, one in which humans are mere dots.  The scene 

is dominated by a sense of movement and of symmetry, with bulbous projections in the 

center of the image that look like electric conductors from Frankenstein and rows of 

draped metal figures that look vaguely organic but instead are mechanical reproductive 

devices.  Much like the Paul illustration, this scene has no natural presence at all, except 

for some vaguely cliff-like formations in the extreme bottom right corner, formations 

that are impregnated with rod-like structures that dominate the tiny amount of natural 

landscape that might be left.  This section of the drawing is the only one lacking 
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symmetry, and the only one capturing any motion, with the exception of the spaceship.  

It does show one more natural presence—a scoop-like structure that is capturing the 

water from a waterfall—but again the theme is one of nature completely subjugated and 

under control.  Even the carved rock at the top of the drawing is gracefully shaped in 

art-deco style flutings. 

Dold was one of the most popular illustrators in the pulps, as is evidenced by his 

representing a Campbell story, and this vision adds movement, vitality, and depth of 

detail to Campbell’s story.  Interestingly, Dold has chosen to represent Campbell’s story, 

which reiterates the inevitability—and thus static and pre-determined—of the linear 

move towards progress with a hyper-detailed drawing that focuses on not just one 

representation of the supreme machine but instead presents it as an entire city.  Dold’s 

city is simultaneously womb-like and mechanical, phallic and vaginal, with no central 

focus point to draw the eye except for the fast-moving ship that is about to leave the 

scene.  It emphasizes the electro-mechanical nature of the supreme device, naturalizing 

the presence of the machine within the landscape.  But the machine-dominated 

landscape is not a completely comfortable scenario for the illustrator—and presumably 

the pulp audience—and thus the shapes aren’t harshly drawn straight lines but are 

instead rounded and reminiscent of organic reproduction.  This incongruity again shows 

the desire for and dread of the entirely mechanized landscape, one in which the city with 

all it represents dominates the human world.  Dold’s representation of Campbell’s 

‘supreme machine’ confirms the subculture’s ambiguous feelings for the rationalized 

world of the technological utopia. 
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The final representation of the city that I’ll discuss is another Dold drawing (Fig. 

3).  It illustrates the Neil R. Jones story “Little Hercules,” from the September 1936 issue 

of Astounding Stories, and confirms Dold’s vision of the overwhelming nature of the 

architecture of the ultimate product of technology, the rationalized city.  The illustration 

shows a scene in which a spaceship from a crime syndicate picks up a hit man for a job 

in the further reaches of the solar system.  The ship is landing next to two tiny gesturing 

figures in the middle of a city (Buffalo) that is frighteningly symmetrical in conception 

and execution.  The background consists of huge towers, which share the same shape 

and are connected by radiant hubs.  Nature is not even a rumor in this picture, with the 

towers taking up all available space, and human beings, obviously no longer part of the 

natural order but still animals, are far removed from the scene.  The towers resemble the 

forest they have replaced, but with an exacting symmetry that is far from natural even 

though the technology in the scene is completely naturalized. 

As in the other illustrations, however, the representative shapes around the 

towers are soft, rounded, and vaguely feminine, especially since they’re intermixed with 

the phallic towers.  The sharp nose of the incoming spaceship makes a dramatic contrast 

to the rest of the scene, not only in the direction it points, moving downwards perhaps 

symbolizing the downward spiral of crime, but also in the sharpness of its shape.  

Technology is represented by architectural monstrosities, enormous shapes that 

completely dominate the landscape.  In the story, the expansion of the colonial project to 

the rest of the solar system has led to the expansion of crime, and this association of 

crime and colonialism shows a chink in the technocratic armor.  Despite its rationalized, 
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technological surface, the city has now reverted to its previous form, one based on 

organic reproduction that is as chaotic as Hobbes’s state of nature.  Dold’s illustration 

shows just how frightening and overwhelming technology has become, and Jones’s story 

posits the case that crime is a reasonable alternative, although of course the criminals are 

caught and punished in the end, reifying the stable universe of law and order.  As the 

combination of story and illustration show, the American city was beginning to lose its 

standing as the primary site of utopic modernity. 

The American Pastoral Paradise and the Demise of the City 

A working country is hardly ever a landscape.  The very idea of landscape 
implies separation and observation.  (Williams 120) 
Part of the reason for the intensity of the discussion about the American city in 

the SF pulps was the fact that the city was falling out of favor as the location that 

embodied modern technological sophistication among the members of the middle class 

who provided the majority of true believers in technocracy.  The popularity of the city 

management movement often meant that rationalizing the city stood as code for getting 

rid of people who didn’t fit the bourgeois norm.  As making the undesirables leave 

proved impossible due to the political power of blue-collar interests and the sheer 

unmanageability of urban spaces, much of the white middle class sought to abandon the 

city instead.  Ironically, technology helped make this flight happen, with the 

development of first the car and then the freeway system, incorporating an entire system 

of production and distribution predicated on specific choices made among different 

competing industries.  As has been documented in countless other places, the car 



155

resonated with Americans for a wide variety of reasons, as James Flink notes in this 

passage quoted by Pursell: 

the car was a useful status symbol in a country that claimed to ignore 

matters of class, lineage, and birthplace but placed a high value on 

material things.  It reified deeply rooted values of individuality, privatism, 

free choice, and control over one’s life.  It was a perfect example of the 

nation’s habit of trying to replace politics with technology (Henry Ford 

had bragged that ‘we will solve the city problem by leaving the city’). 

(237) 

The car enabled the middle class to flee the problem of the city, where their votes were 

overwhelmed by those of the working class and where everyday they were reminded of 

the poor.  The city, which for a long time within the rhetoric of technology had been the 

physical symbol of the possibility of utopia, had now become the province of the 

detective, a dangerous place that no longer offered possibilities even for the magic of 

engineered solutions. 

One solution, then, for the problems of the city—at least for the upper and 

middle classes—is escape.  Of course, the usual avenue for escape was space, as SF pulp 

heroes spread the gospel of American technological prowess to the stars.  Another 

fictional presentation of escape, however, mimicked the actual flight to the suburbs that 

began to occur in earnest in the 1950s, and this type of wholesale leaving of the city was 

represented in Clifford Simak’s popular City series, which ran from 1944 to 1951 in 

Astounding. In the series, technology provides the means for city-dwellers to leave, as 
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simultaneously hydroponic farms free up vast tracts of land that was formerly used for 

farms, and the production of cheap airplanes and helicopters enables individuals to 

commute long distances to work.  The desire to make the city work as the site of a 

collective fantasy for utopia was essentially over. 

In his City series, Simak attempted to satisfy the needs of the middle class that all 

city portraits in the pulps fantasized about and which were probably first identified in 

Gernsback’s portrait of the city in Ralph 124 C+41 that I’ve included as the epigraph on 

page 28:  quiet, rational resource distribution, logical design, and efficient use of 

technological devices.  By locating these needs outside the city, and chronicling its 

demise, Simak invokes the pastoral ideal that has long been a staple of American cultural 

mythology.  He maps the technocratic vision onto the middle class desire for living in a 

secularized version of the Garden of Eden, and subsequently creates a fictional portrayal 

of technological utopia that moves far beyond the previous pulp incarnations of the city. 

I’ll examine some of Simak’s texts momentarily, but first I’ll explain the 

connection between technology and the pastoral ideal.  Despite the seeming incongruity 

of this connection, technology—and particularly the desire for engineering—is critical in 

creating this imaginary space, as Leo Marx identifies in his landmark work The Machine in 

the Garden:  Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America.58 Technology is responsible for the 

transformation of wilderness into garden; even if Americans profess to value the idea of 

Nature as a concept, one that can be safely encapsulated in Walden’s Pond or a national 

park, progress in the American configuration still means gardens that are controlled and 

made abundant by human ingenuity.  Nature must be engineered for human habitation, 
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and the rationalizing impulses that sought to manage the city could be easily, and more 

effectively, used for turning the countryside into homes that meet the technocratic 

dream: clean, quiet, efficient, and far from neighbors and thus politics.  Technology 

provides the means for transforming nature into the ideal place that the city can never 

be. 

Marx divides pastoral longings in American culture into two specific strands, 

both of which inform the rhetoric of technology.  In the first, the pastoral ideal is one of 

pure escape, a nostalgic desire for a simpler, more harmonious life.  Marx traces this 

nostalgia to a desire for never-never land:  “the soft veil of nostalgia that hangs over our 

urbanized landscape is largely a vestige of the once dominant image of an undefiled, 

green republic, a quiet land of forests, villages, and farms dedicated to the pursuit of 

happiness” (6).  He then traces the standard response to this desire, ranging from 

Freud’s association of nostalgia with infantile wish-fulfillment to the critical response of 

American historians like Jose Ortega y Gasset, who argued that this sort of pastoral ideal 

served as “an impediment to clarity of thought, and from their point of view, to social 

progress” (7). This longing for escape to the wilderness is a consistent theme in the 

rhetoric of technology of the U.S., ranging in iconic (and actual) impact from Thoreau to 

the Unabomber.  The fact that it has frequently been overwhelmed by the theme of 

progress doesn’t diminish its nostalgic pull. 

The second strand in Marx’s characterization of the desire for the pastoral in 

U.S. culture comes from his comparison of the wish-fulfillment and escapism associated 

with back-to-the-woods movements and the literature that has been produced under 
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pastoral reflections.  Marx wonders why an ideal that is the “starting point for infantile 

wish-fulfillment dreams, a diffuse nostalgia, and a naïve, anarchic primitivism…is also 

the source of writing that is invaluable for its power to enrich and clarify our experience” 

(11).  Marx’s answer is that the presence of the ‘machine in the garden’ in canonical 

literature serves to redraw the borders of American identity, acknowledging the presence 

of technology in transforming the natural resources of the country and in effect 

reconciling the national culture to the necessity of constant change.  The machine in 

Marx’s configuration represents a ‘new order’ in the pastoral ideal, one whose 

“distinctive attribute…is its technological power, a power that does not remain confined 

to the traditional boundaries of the city.  It is a centrifugal force that threatens to break 

down, once and for all, the conventional contrast between these two styles of life” (32).  

Boundaries between the realm of the pastoral and that of the machine become plastic, 

and American identity is re-configured in order to meet this new ideal.  Marx’s insight 

identifies what to me seems to be a typically American response to the ‘break down’ of 

boundaries; in the construction of national identity, the pastoral ideal and technological 

utopia merge, allowing Americans to both worship the nature that distinguishes them 

from Europe and celebrate their technological prowess. 

A closer examination of Simak’s City series provides evidence for the existence of 

this merge in the rhetoric of technology.  The first story in the series, “City,” was 

published in 1944 in Astounding, and it describes the last remnants of city-dwellers and 

their desperate battle to hang onto the formerly privileged site of commerce and 

cosmopolitanism.  Webster, the main character who will by the end of the series—some 
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2500 years later—become the generic name for human, is a publicist for the Chamber of 

Commerce, but he hates his job because no one wants or needs to live in the city 

anymore, and the only reason that the Chamber exists is to keep up the property values 

of the businesses still located there.  In the meantime, displaced agricultural workers are 

trying to squat on the abandoned homes in the city, and a gun battle breaks out between 

the police and these squatters over the land.  The battle is resolved when the Chamber 

gives up its desire to keep property values intact and the squatters decide to turn the 

homes into dude farms that rich tourists will visit in order to get a taste of pre-new-

technological-order lifestyles. 

Simak’s story speaks directly to the departure from the city of the middle class.  

The fantasy invoked here is that of the Homestead Act of the 1860s, except that the 

participants don’t have to work the land.  Webster is terrified of ‘mobs,’ and he argues 

with a businessman that the only reason that the old system of consumption worked at 

all was because of the high-pressure sales that appealed to ‘civic loyalty’ and that worked 

on ‘mob psychology.’  But with the new configuration provided by technological 

developments, the old system is no longer supported:  as Webster tells one of the 

businessmen still left in the city, “’you can’t have civic loyalty with a city dying on its feet.  

You can’t appeal to mob psychology when there is no mob—when every man, or nearly 

every man has the solitude of forty acres’” (8).  Consumer products and the new 

definition of work have eliminated the need for the city, and the technocratic impulses of 

the rhetoric of technology that guide Simak’s series signify that this is the chance for 

industrial society to leave its old ways and transition to the new world. 
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The exact form of economic organization of the new world isn’t clear, but both 

the old idea of politics and the new possibilities for the future are.  The technocratic 

desire to rationalize the city and thus eliminate ‘political’ problems is no longer possible, 

but technology makes this point moot; as Webster explains to the old mayor, the new 

society doesn’t need politicians, because they appealed to ‘mob psychology,’ and now 

that there are no more mobs—i.e., solid blocks of blue-collar voters fighting to defend 

their class interests—the need for political solutions has also disappeared.  The 

disappearance of politicians and old-style political solutions is liberating, and the 

technologically determined path of the new order makes it the obvious, rational choice, 

one determined by a “World Committee” that acted after the development of “industrial 

atomics” that changed the nature of the work that needed to be done, as Webster is told 

by a personnel representative at the new Jobs Bureau (23).  In fact, the new nature of 

work frees people not only from politics but also for the process of invention; Webster’s 

ancestors will subsequently invent new surgical techniques and imbue dogs with both the 

ability to speak and improved intellects.  By turning to rational planning—a.k.a. 

engineering—industrial society escapes the city and enters the pastoral garden that Marx 

identified as an important component of American mythology.59 

Engineering and the New Colonial Vision 

In the case of Americanism, understood not only as a form of café life but 
also as an ideology of the kind represented by Rotary Clubs, we are not 
dealing with a new type of civilization…what we are dealing with is an 
organic extension and an intensification of European civilization, which 
has simply acquired a new coating in the American climate. (Gramsci 
318) 
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The technologically determined, rationalized future that Simak depicts in the City 

series suggests the desire within the American rhetoric of technology for a clear path to 

utopia.  The idea of civilization is conflated with technological development, and the 

combination of the pastoral garden and the machine makes the attainment of human 

perfection possible.  Engineering is required, since in this vein without proper 

management humans will return to their barbaric ways of exploitation and resource 

hoarding, and nature will never be properly dominated.  The Rotary Club view of the 

world—envisioning it as one big market dominated by American business—led not only 

to the desire that the entire planet be gently yoked to the U.S.’s version of laissez-faire 

capitalism; it also became the natural path of civilization, the one true road to utopia.  

This vision allowed Americans to view themselves as the ‘good colonialists,’ as satirized 

by Graham Greene in his novel The Young American, bringing truth, justice, and the 

American way to the third world nations that they colonized.  Unlike the European 

powers, who sought only to exploit, American colonialism brought civilization to the 

rest of the world, showing the colonized how to manage their natural resources so that 

they too could have lots of little brick houses with white picket fences.  As historian 

Michael Adas argues in discussing the U.S.’s colonization of the Philippines,  

from the outset, the U.S. role was defined as one of tutelage rather than 

paternalistic domination.  American officials viewed economic reforms 

and education as ways of creating a prosperous Filipino middle class 

from which moderate political leaders, committed to representative 
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democracy and continuing economic ties to the United States, could be 

drawn. (407) 

The U.S.—as long as radicals and foreigners could be prevented from disrupting the 

dream—was showing the rest of the world the way to technological utopia, and actively 

assisting them in following along. 

Technological domination isn’t value-free, of course.  The hegemony of rational 

thought made the implementation of American engineering practices in the third world 

seem like a ‘natural’ progression, and according to the dictates of technocracy, this 

progression is also free of messy concepts like politics.  However, as Andrew Feenberg 

notes, American civilization involves more than simply selling machines to foreign 

governments: 

Technology transfer is therefore more than an economic exchange; it is 

also a process of cultural diffusion in which machines serve as vectors for 

the spread of the values of the more advanced societies to the less 

advanced. (Feenberg 131) 

As has been well-documented, the disaster that is colonialism occurs in more than just 

the outright brutality and oppression of the industrial societies, the target of American 

critiques in the early twentieth century; it is also located in the powerful disruption of 

stable economic and social systems.  According to the technophilic strains in their 

rhetoric of technology, Americans thought that they were doing ‘good’ work in the 

developing nations during the heyday of our colonial era, building bridges and dams that 

would modernize ‘less advanced’ countries.  But as Feenberg points out, the ‘technology 



163

transfer’ that occurred resulted in the indoctrination of other peoples with the image of 

American wealth and power, creating desires for immigration as well as destroying 

traditional ways of life.  The spread of American civilization through the colonial process 

promulgated the vision of American technological abundance and helped create the 

desire for an American vision of utopia.60 

Within the SF pulps, this American colonial vision took many forms, including 

the eventual colonization of space.  In the early pulps, however, American engineering 

worked quite well on this planet, as it was invoked to help solve seemingly intractable 

political conflicts and explore and modernize lost continents.61 For instance, in the story 

“The Riot at Sanderac” by Miles Breuer, published in the December 1927 issue of 

Amazing, white and red Russians are depicted living together harmoniously–Sanderac is a 

fictional government research and development facility–because “such is the leveling 

influence of Americanism” (879).  The Russians are part of an experiment—it’s almost 

like they’re living in a zoo—and the leveling effect described by the narrator is equated 

with the presence of American engineers, including one who is a friend of the narrator—

also an engineer—and who has created a music machine that will spread harmony 

throughout the planet.  The experiment fails, as the American presence alone isn’t 

enough, and a Russian musician whose family had been killed by the Bolsheviks 

reprograms the machine to exact vengeance by killing his enemies.  Evidently, some 

‘political’ problems are too entrenched even for American engineering, and the failure of 

the project points to insecurities about the guaranteed nature of the triumph of 

American civilization within the rhetoric of technocracy.  Nonetheless, the sanctity of 
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the vision within the SF pulps is clear; American civilization will provide the benefits of 

technology for the rest of the world.62 

Engineering Future Possibilities:  Heredity and Technocracy 

i haven’t fucked much with the past/but i’ve fucked plenty with the future. 
(Patti Smith) 
In the rhetoric of technology at the time of the SF pulps, the possibilities for 

both future utopias and dystopias were abundant.63 For technophobes, the dystopic 

possibilities outnumbered the utopic ones, especially for members of the working class 

and for those who shared Thomas Jefferson’s vision of a decentralized, agrarian United 

States.  Technophiles had a much stronger sense of the righteousness of their cause and 

thus its ultimate success, but as I’ve discussed the rhetoric of technology is rife with 

anxieties about both the culture’s ability to follow the correct path and its certainty that 

this path was indeed the one to follow. 

Ensuring that civilization followed the blueprint was mainly the province of 

engineering, and in the SF pulps, this desire manifested itself in stories about engineering 

the future.  While the pulps featured dozens of these types of stories, a particularly 

interesting example of this discussion comes in the story “Greater than the Gods,” by 

C.L. Moore, published in the July 1939 issue of Astounding. Moore is one of the few 

women writing for the SF pulps, and her text posits three different possible futures, all 

determined by one man, Dr. William Cory.  Cory is a biophysicist who is working on a 

process to predetermine the sex of children, and as the story begins, he’s trying to write a 

letter to one of two women, represented by three-dimensional photographs on his desk.  

He wants to marry one of these women, but he’s having trouble deciding between them, 
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and as he meditates upon the photos he slips into a reverie in which he sees two 

possibilities for the future represented by each of the potential marriage candidates.  

Because of the importance of the process he’s developing, his future will determine the 

course of all civilization. 

The first future is represented by Sallie Carlisle, a blonde, fun-loving homemaker.  

In this course, Cory’s life is a happy one in which he fathers a daughter, but the 

satisfaction he feels in his personal life means that he doesn’t quite push hard enough to 

develop his process, and subsequently the future of the human race is one in which we 

inhabit a pastoral garden.  Humans are not much more ambitious than Wells’s Eloi, and 

after seeing this hallucination Cory realizes that in this future the human race will not 

reach their technological potential.  The second possibility for the future is triggered by 

Cory marrying Marta Mayhew, a dark-haired, serious scientist.  Marrying Marta means 

that he will have a life of hard work supported by his loving wife and son, one in which 

he will make his great discoveries and become the founding father, literally, of an 

empire-building culture.  In his hallucination both sides argue their respective cases, with 

Sallie’s daughter representing the life of ease and garden living and Marta’s son 

representing the future that is frighteningly military and rigid.  He doesn’t like either fate, 

and so at the end of the story he calls his secretary in, who we’ve barely met, and 

proposes to her.  She accepts, and the story ends with him looking into her eyes, 

contemplating his new future, one in which his destiny is no longer pre-determined. 

Moore’s resolution of “Greater than the Gods” embodies in the person of Dr. 

Cory the desire for control over the technological fate of industrial society that exists 
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even in the technophilic threads of the rhetoric of technology.  Cory chooses neither the 

path of ease nor the path of the engineered future, instead selecting a middle course that 

isn’t foreordained.  The risk inherent in this vision doesn’t bother him, as he realizes at 

the end of the story that he now knows “something no man was ever sure of before—

our oneness with the Plan” (162).  His sudden confidence in any sort of Plan seems 

confusing, since he has given up both the engineered and the decadent choices for the 

future, but Moore is actually championing the virtue of the American way, showing that 

the future will be resolved in a combination of evolution and manifest destiny.  In this 

vision, Americans won’t rely on either benevolent nature or on a technologically pre-

determined path; instead, the only future that’s pre-determined—since Cory will without 

a doubt make the right decision—is the one that combines the concept of free will as 

dictated by the dominant Anglo-Saxon Protestant culture with the power of rational 

thought. 

The Demise of the Engineer 

There are so many geometries, so many logics, so many physical and 
chemical hypotheses, so many classifications, each one of them good for 
so much and yet not good for everything, that the notion that even the 
truest formula may be a human device and not a literal transcript has 
dawned upon us.  (William James 233) 
After World War II, the power of the cult of the engineer started to fade.  Both 

the atomic bomb and the widespread destruction of the war led to a re-examination of 

the sort of mastery of technology that the engineer claimed.  Stanley Weinbaum’s use of 

the widely recognized and mildly amusing stereotype of the German as the perfect 

engineer in his 1934 story from Astounding called “A Martian Odyssey” no longer seemed 
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appropriate after the atrocities of the Nazis are exposed.  Much as in Wells’s “The Land 

Ironclads,” the very qualities that made engineers successful also made them dangerous:  

mechanical precision combined with a solely rational outlook on human society led to at 

best blindness, and at worst to fascism.  The same emphasis on specialization and 

standardization that made the engineering profession seem capable of mastering 

technology came to be seen instead as a sort of tunnel vision responsible for creating a 

device and even a mindset that had the potential to destroy the world.  The qualities of 

engineers that invoked American values of Yankee ingenuity and efficiency now became 

horrendous examples of rationality played out to its logical extremes:  people trained as 

engineers were seen as being incapable of looking outside their narrow areas of expertise 

in order to see what their projects were doing to others.  A lack of inventiveness and 

imagination began to dominate the characterization of the engineer in the public eye, and 

the anxieties about technology running out of control that have always been a strong 

current within the rhetoric of technology found a new focal point in the fictional 

stereotype of the blind engineer, the scientist who keeps working at his desk even as the 

bombs drop around him.  The love of logic and math that drove the technocratic 

movement and that prompted Taylor to rationalize factory production was now seen as 

preventing the expansion of spirit and imagination that needed to be somehow rewritten 

into the American dream of technological progress. 

The combination of the shortsighted engineer and the forces of atomic 

destruction doesn’t appear wholeheartedly in SF until after the era of the pulps, when 

writers like Thomas Disch, Harlan Ellison, Ursula LeGuin, Norman Spinrad, and Samuel 
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Delaney began the New Wave of science fiction.  Nonetheless, Theodore Sturgeon 

wrote an anticipatory view of this SF movement in his story “Thunder and Roses,” 

published in Astounding in 1947.  In the text, Pete Mawser is a former nuclear engineer 

who is now a sergeant in the army after the U.S. has been destroyed by a nuclear attack.  

There is no government left, so the men in the bunker are incapable of firing a 

retaliatory strike against the enemy even though the nuclear arsenal of the U.S. is largely 

untouched.  Mawser and his lead tech, Sonny, stumble upon a carefully camouflaged 

room that looks to be a launch site for the weapons, but can’t figure out how to start the 

launch sequence, furthering their frustration.  They chance upon the code, but before 

Sonny can fire off the retaliatory strike, Pete kills him, convinced by an entertainer 

named Starr Anthim that revenge for the U.S. wasn’t worth the complete destruction of 

the planet.  Pete’s act of murder prevents this destruction, even though he—along with 

all the other survivors at the base—is also dying of radiation poisoning. 

Sturgeon’s story has two main tropes: the importance of vision and the power of 

human hands.  Pete receives his warning from Anthim not through direct 

communication but through coded messages from the television show that Anthim stars 

in.  Starr provides the visionary impulse that he as an engineer—someone who simply 

carries out orders—lacks, and her ability to imagine a world that doesn’t rely on the 

human species resonates with Pete.  He gets his first glimpse of the madness started by 

the attack when he views U.S. soldiers, maddened and blinded by their proximity to the 

landing of an atomic bomb, attack the base he’s sheltering in, forcing other U.S. soldiers 

to kill them.  Pete’s vision has been enlarged; he’s no longer a narrow-sighted engineer, 
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but someone who understands that this war, even the human race, doesn’t mean as 

much as the survival of the planet. 

In the most meaningful symbol for Sturgeon, Pete comes to his epiphany about 

what to do with the code while staring at his hands.  After all, technology’s root is the 

Greek word ‘techne’, to work with one’s hands, and the nuclear madness that has 

engulfed Pete is a direct result of technological development triggered by the first human 

ancestor to use their hands to make a tool.  Pete contemplates retaliation in the bunker, 

and Sturgeon describes how  

he looked down through the darkness for his hands.  No planet, no 

universe, is greater to a man than his own ego, his own observing self.  

These hands were the hands of all history, and like the hands of all men, 

they could by their small acts make human history or end it.  Whether 

this power of hands was that of a billion hands, or whether it came to a 

focus in these two—this was suddenly unimportant to the eternities 

which now enfolded him. (44) 

These hands embody mastery of technology, a mastery that’s supreme accomplishment 

has been the near extermination of the human race.  Pete’s epiphany comes as he stares 

at the very hands that made him an engineer, the logical extensions of his brain that have 

resulted in this underground life in which he is slowly dying from radioactivity.  He uses 

the same hands to strike the blow that kills Sonny and prevents him from initiating the 

launch codes that will set off the retaliatory strike that will destroy the planet.  Pete’s 

violent blow enables him to break the causal chain of events that have led to this 
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moment of the ultimate in technological domination; this act, brought about by his 

finally being able to see the larger world around him, signals the end of the cultural 

dominance of the engineer in the SF pulp discussion of the rhetoric of technology. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE HACKER 
 
The power of the rational?  It would probably be better to speak of its 

impotence—its inability to master the passions and follies of twentieth-
century human beings, to govern states and to guide the planet toward a 
stable and definitive peace, to lead scientific-technological progress, to 
establish beyond question its own essence as well as its relation to Being 
and to values.  (Janicaud 3) 
As a systems engineer in the late 1980s, I had grown used to the daily attacks on 

the information infrastructure of my employer, Electronic Data Systems (EDS).  For 

instance, every week or so the phones in our office cubicles would ring one after 

another, and if I or any of my comrades answered we would only hear the peculiar 

whistle of the American Standard Character Instruction set (ASCI), the electronic voice 

that allows computers to communicate with each other.  This whistle meant that an 

outside computer was trying to access our mainframe, seeking to discover the corporate 

secrets that were contained within by calling one number inside our office at a time until 

by chance it dialed the right one.  Another reminder of our insecurity was the fact that I 

had to change my password twice a month, from one impossible-to-remember set of 

numbers and letters to another.  I was an applications programmer and not a systems 

guru, which meant that I didn’t have direct access to any truly sensitive data.  

Nonetheless, my account could—with more imagination and cunning than I 

possessed—be used to move from a relatively limited area of machine storage to one far 

more sensitive.  Changing my password prevented a corporate spy from taking the 

electronic signature of my typing off my keyboard and using it to access my account.  

Despite their consistency, these attacks were never successful, mainly because they 

lacked imagination.  They were the result of intra-corporate espionage, as other 
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companies tried to see what we were doing, and we had a set of procedures that stopped 

them without fail. 

By 1990, however, these attacks had started to change in character.  They had 

gone from being routine and even laughable to become frighteningly inconsistent and 

confusingly impractical.  In particular, one of these new attacks exemplified the 

confusion created in the engineering minds that dominated my workplace.  In this 

specific case, I was ordered in the middle of the night, without any explanation, to report 

to the office.  When I arrived, the place looked like it did at ten o’clock on a busy 

workday morning, as my comrades were either sitting in front of their terminals looking 

dazed and sleep-deprived or were swarming around the computer room in an adrenaline-

stoked fury.   The two-member security staff was poring frantically over mounds of 11 

by 14 green-bar paper, and the computer operators—young, geekily-dressed 

programmers-in-training who were responsible for system hardware, including phone 

access—were being grilled by the executive staff in the cafeteria.  The problem was both 

obvious and devious:  no user could access the system.  The back door that all good 

systems have for easy access was still open, but no one’s password worked. 

After six hours of nerve-wracking code-crunching, with the president of GMAC, 

our client, calling every 15 minutes to tell us how much money we were costing him, we 

finally found the answer:  someone had broken into our system and placed a space in 

front of every account user’s password.  This trick was brilliant; users had entered their 

passwords by typing the same set of numbers and letters that they always did, but this 

routine procedure didn’t gain them access to their accounts.  As part of standard error-



173

checking protocol, the system operators had then checked the list of passwords, which 

should have shown some sort of discrepancy that the sysops could easily rectify.  Despite 

evidence to the contrary—the fact that users were typing the exact password that they 

claimed to be—the passwords looked exactly like they were supposed to.  For the system 

operators looking over the list of accounts and passwords, the added space was 

impossible to see on either a computer screen or a printout.  Millions of dollars in 

programmer and clerk resources later, we finally figured out what had happened. 

As an engineer, this attack baffled me.  I could understand another company 

wanting to steal our client’s customer list or looking at our latest application software to 

figure out our marketing and development strategies, but I couldn’t guess why someone 

would want to go to all this trouble simply for the thrill of watching a lot of very talented 

programmers pound their heads against the wall in frustration.  The attack had to be a 

prank, since there was no attempt to access any other files in our system; the person had 

broken in, gone directly to the file they wanted, changed it, and left.  The attack earned 

the prankster neither financial reward nor access to sensitive data, and it couldn’t have 

been used to help other thieves break in because—as the attackers surely suspected—as 

soon as the problem was discovered the machine was shut down to the outside world.  

The attack almost seemed to have been done as an intellectual exercise.  Why someone 

would go to all that trouble and take such a huge risk made no sense to me, working as I 

was in a utilitarian, accomplishment-driven environment.  Computer software of this 

sort wasn’t exactly fun to write; reading it, figuring out what would be the best method 

to bring down the system without bludgeoning it by wiping out ranks of files, and then 
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accessing the appropriate code and changing it was so far beyond my ken that I couldn’t 

comprehend what would drive someone to do something like this.  Spending that much 

time to work off teenage angst made absolutely no sense to me. 

Enter the Hacker 

This type of activity exemplifies the skills and attributes of the hacker, the 

current dominant cult of personality in the embodiment of technological prowess in the 

rhetoric of technology in the U.S.  As I discussed in the last two chapters, by the 1950s 

both the inventor and the engineer had out-lived their usefulness as agents of expertise.  

Traits of both icons still survive in the conversation about technology, as technophiles 

still discuss the creativity of the inventor and the rationality of the engineer.  

Nonetheless, fear of the intellect and anxiety about narrow-minded rationality has meant 

that neither symbol of technological proficiency retains the power it once had.  The 

hacker has now become the preeminent icon of human agency in the process of 

technological development. 

For instance, despite the fact that most Americans are afraid of just the sort of 

control that the person who hacked into the mainframe computer at my former job 

showed, the hacker who changed the passwords had to have a variety of skills in order to 

accomplish her task.  She first talked her way past a systems operator to get a phone 

number.  She then dialed into the system and figured out the immediate security on the 

phone line.  Next, she had to understand the programming language that the software 

that used the password file was coded in and she cracked the encryption code that the 

file itself was stored under.  She Finally, she had to damage the file and get back out of 
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the system without tripping any further security alarms or being traced.  The overall 

command of systems that she possessed was impressive, and she also had to have some 

sort of managerial skill in convincing the sysop to give her access and in contacting 

others in the hacker community for help with the systems she would find once in.  

Unlike inventors or engineers—at least in their cultural representations—hackers are 

seen as understanding more than just small pieces of the enormous matrix of 

technological systems that drive modern industry, and, as this hacker demonstrated, they 

possess abilities that make them appear to be premier agents of human control within 

the rhetoric of technology. 

Before I pursue the changes in the technological environment that helped bring 

in the cult of the hacker, I’ll first briefly discuss my choice of the term.  I’m fully aware 

of the implications of the term ‘hacker’ in choosing this term as the emblem of the latest 

cult of personality.  To an extent, my choice might well be the result of my somewhat 

nostalgic, clouded vision, because I’m old enough to remember a time when to be called 

a hacker was a term of endearment, especially among programmers but even within the 

corporate world.  At that time, hacking was the only way to solve computing problems, 

because the prepackaged systems that current programmers take for granted didn’t exist; 

in fact, the generation before me even had to do much of its own soldering, a task I 

avoided because I started programming after the appearance of pre-printed circuitry 

boards.  Programmers hacked because they had to perform a wide variety of tasks that 

called for many different skill-sets, ranging from understanding data storage and 

input/output devices to figuring out how to make limited possibilities meet what the 
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client wanted.  The meaning of the term started to change in the late 1970s, but the 

sense of honor that came from being in a community that agreed on the definition of 

hacking remains the same. 

Of course, the public disdain for hackers makes the term a loaded one, and other 

names are certainly possible.  I find this distrust a useful aspect of the term, but first I’ll 

discuss other possibilities.64 For instance, calling this period the cult of the systems 

analyst is also possible; although systems analysts aren’t necessarily popular icons they do 

appear in fictional works, and in order to perform their jobs they have many of the same 

skills and characteristics of hackers.  Systems analysts—no matter how unsexy they are—

have to be creative, logical, and resourceful, and thus according solely to job descriptions 

they might well work.  But systems analysts are almost by definition managers, and thus 

using them to mark this time period leaves out the blue-collar relationship with 

technology that figures in so many of its rhetorical threads.  Additionally, the term 

‘systems analyst’ is a bloodless description of someone whose usual task is to eliminate 

jobs through automation, exemplifying the Taylorization of the workplace in a sanitizing 

fashion.  Again, the idea of the systems analyst as a symbol doesn’t allow for any of the 

technophobic strains of the rhetoric of technology that are so prevalent.  The cult of the 

systems analyst isn’t descriptive enough of the many relationships—between people as 

well as objects—that technology encompasses. 

Another iconic image that I considered was that of the guru, popularized in Scott 

Adam’s comic strip Dilbert as an elderly man with a pointy astrologer’s hat and wand.  

The guru’s use of what to ordinary people seems magical is useful, as it emphasizes the 
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way that technology appears magical to those who don’t feel in control.  Additionally, 

the term itself invokes a spiritual connection to machines that is both masterful and off-

putting to those who prefer to interact with other human beings, thus emphasizing 

technophobic as well as technophilic possibilities.  But the image of the guru is too 

spacey to show a realistic-appearing embodiment of the ability to control technology that 

is critical to American national identity.  Mysticism doesn’t jibe well with an entity that is 

rational at its core, and the popular image of the guru doesn’t accurately speak to the sort 

of embodiment of technological control that Americans seem to want.  Finally, the 

concept of the guru has little connection to the large corporate structures that manage 

the landscape of technological development.  Like the systems analyst, the guru simply 

leaves out too many of the threads of the rhetoric of technology. 

The Need for Information Management 

Although fears about inventors and engineers are abundant in the rhetoric of 

technology, the main reason behind the ascendancy of the cult of the hacker was the 

changing nature of technology itself.  While technology has always maintained its basis in 

Ellul’s concept of technique, the desire to order the world rationally that began during the 

Enlightenment reached yet another crisis after World War II.  As media studies scholar 

John Johnston notes, the post-war period created a watershed in information 

management: 

Following the military’s development of new technologies, an entire 

communications industry, life sciences such as neurobiology and 

genetics, and a large number of corporations participated in the effort to 
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translate all processes and exchanges into information which, when 

coded by automated mechanisms, would serve as the basis for a new 

lingua franca of control. (1) 

The control of information became of critical importance to both existing and newly-

emerging industries, and these changes contributed to the need for the skills evidenced 

by the hacker, as huge corporations tried to manage large information systems in order 

to stay competitive.  The need to understand information systems developed into the 

full-fledged science of cybernetics, articulated by Norbert Weiner and Claude Shannon in 

their mathematical work at MIT.  Computers became machines rather than human 

mathematicians who often would work for years on a single technical problem, moving 

from mechanical devices to the sort of electronic systems that are currently popular.  As 

technology scholar James Beniger notes, by 1980 over forty-five percent of the civilian 

labor force worked in this rapidly developing sector of the economy (24). 

Of course, technology is always changing, as it both responds to and creates new 

relationships among existing social institutions.  The growth of the information industry 

can be traced as far back as Charles Babbage’s experiments with mechanical calculations, 

using a device he called the difference engine.  The need for control over vast realms of 

information only arose because of the growth of mega-corporations in the industrial 

economy of the U.S. in the late 19th century.  As Beniger argues in The Control Revolution:  

Technological and Economic Origins of the Information Society, this change in the nature of 

control was actually one of a series of industrial and institutional crises that affected 

technological development, with the first beginning with the processing of the 1880 U.S. 
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census.  The census bureau took nine years to encode the data compiled in this count, 

endangering the entire process of census-taking which was a critical part of governance 

(411).65 The size of corporations combined with the increased speed of manufacturing 

processes—partially a result of the Taylorization that I discussed in Chapter 3—to bring 

about a crisis in information management. 

One of the solutions to this crisis was the development of the computer.  This 

machine evoked many of the same technophobic fears and technophilic dreams that 

already existed in the rhetoric of technology while also creating new ones.  For instance, 

a non-fiction piece in one of the SF pulps, Leo Vernon’s “Tools for Brains” (Astounding 

July 1939), encapsulated both old and new strains within the rhetoric of technology in a 

non-fiction discussion of the recently developed ‘thinking machine’ (80).  The article 

discussed how the solution to some mathematical problems was being held up by the 

sheer drudgery of the math involved.  Vernon invoked both the labor-saving and 

progress aspects of the technophiliac dream of technology by informing his readers that 

just performing the math for these problems often took teams of three or four 

individuals upwards of twenty years.  The computer that he discussed significantly 

reduced this time, both freeing up these mathematicians for more theoretical work and 

quickening the pace of applying these solutions to material problems.  At the end of the 

article, however, he addresses the newly created fear that these machines make possible 

when he exhorted his readers to imagine the new opportunities for scientific progress:  

“A dream machine!  Not a thinking machine, but a powerful tool for the scientific brain; 

to do work that can never be done otherwise without wasting lifetimes on drudgery.  A 
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dream, but possible right now with what we know of mechanical principles” (90).  The 

possibilities for control had become frightening, and thus Vernon calls this machine 

utopic while carefully refusing it the ability to actually think.  Even the title of the article 

makes this claim; humans use ‘tools, ’ but ‘thinking machines’ can potentially reverse this 

dynamic.  The development of the computer as a means of controlling information both 

invoked old strains and created new ones within the American rhetoric of technology.  

Technological Anxiety and the Hacker 

The need for information management within technological development and 

production systems marked the changing nature of technology in the late 1940s.  The 

rhetoric of technology also reflected these changes, particularly in its technophobic 

threads.  While the desire to smash the machine still existed, in general dissatisfaction 

with technology was part of a larger alienation from what was perceived as modern life, 

reflected in ideas as divergent as Modernist literature, C.P. Snow’s attempts to 

differentiate between ‘scientific’ and ‘artistic’ minds, and escapist adventure or romance 

pulp fiction and films.  These anxieties had many causes on the technological side: 

increasing poverty in American cities, Cold War concerns, the automation and increasing 

speed-up of manufacturing processes.  For the most part, though, these technophobic 

strains are harder to pin down than their more Luddite counterparts. 

The image of the hacker incorporates these fears, making the cult that is 

dependent upon it as an icon fundamentally different than the inventor or engineer in 

the way that it speaks to American culture.  In the other two cults of personality, the 

appearance of negative portrayals marked the end of its importance in the rhetoric of 
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technology.  In constrast, the image of the hacker already incorporates the public distrust 

that I mentioned on page 5.  After all, the idea that either anti-social teenage boys or 

terrorist spies are hacking through the computer systems of the U.S. and the world is 

simply further proof that technology is all-pervasive.  It doesn’t matter whether you have 

your personal history destroyed by a hacker or you’re the target of a shakedown by 

hacker-sensitive corporate security.  In either case, hackers signify the extent to which 

identity in post-industrial society is technologically determined.  Also unlike engineers or 

inventors, hackers are often criminals, destroyers of valuable property and a potential 

source of aid to terrorists.  For technophobes, the image of the hacker—even if that 

image is media hype—means that they cannot pretend that they don’t see the 

Heideggerian web of being that makes technology appear to be a natural part of life.  

The cult of the hacker suggests that even if certain individuals have achieved agency, 

technology won’t necessarily aid in human progress towards utopia. 

Hackers are even an ambivalent proposition for technophiles, because their 

presence suggests the end of the technocratic dream of a completely rational, apolitical 

society.  That dream merged well with the cult of the engineer, but hackers often identify 

themselves as inherently political.  For example, non-corporate hackers see themselves as 

defenders of the rights of free-flowing information, invading corporations and research 

departments for data that at least in their eyes should rightfully be public, and preventing 

security apparatuses from becoming overbearing and complacent.  No longer is the 

agent of technological control someone who works towards the eventual attainment of a 

material paradise.  Instead, hackers represent a belief in chaos and disorder that mirrors a 
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lack of faith in rationality.  The domination of hackers in the rhetoric of technology 

suggests that all is not well with the dream of technological nirvana, and thus hackers 

occupy an ambiguous position for technophiles who believe in the orderly progression 

of ‘civilization’ as it is defined by the West. 

The Best of Both Worlds 

‘That’s the way it is with the best of systems.  There comes a time when 
you’ve got to make exceptions, and a wise man just goes ahead and 
makes them.’ (Hammett 185) 
While the hacker becomes symbolic of human agency in the rhetoric of 

technology because of the changing nature of technological development and 

production, their power arises from the combination of analysis, imagination, and 

management skills that they are perceived to possess.  In effect, hackers combine the 

creativity of the inventor with the logically trained mind of the engineer, and they add to 

these abilities the capacity to manage both diverse systems and resources outside 

themselves.  Certain members of the cult even add business acumen to their list of skills, 

as every cynical, postmodern, cyberpunk-loving hacker/freedom-fighter is countered by 

the actual alpha males of the tribe, Microsoft founder Bill Gates and Apple guru Stephen 

Jobs.  With the failed cultural resonance of both inventors and engineers, the image of 

the hacker filled the need in the American rhetoric of technology for a figure able to 

represent human agency in the process of technological development. 

Therefore, the image of the hacker functions as the symbol of the post-industrial 

American relationship with technology.  Hackers evidence control over both machines 

and systems through their unique combination of analysis, imagination, and management 
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skills.  Their talents help assuage the fears created by public disenchantment with 

inventors and engineers, as they embody human agency with the systems that comprise 

postindustrial society.  The corporate version of their image jibes with the 

instrumentalist vision of progress that equates technology with the eventual labor-free 

utopia.  And their image as the freedom fighters of the information age helps satisfy 

those who see security systems as being increasingly obtrusive.  At the same time, their 

predilection for destructive behavior has generated a public image in which they’re 

feared, exemplifying the increasingly magical appearance of technological devices and the 

wizard-like qualities of those who can manipulate them.  For many, hackers aren’t 

freedom fighters but terrorists, using barely-understood systems to rob innocent people.  

In this vein, they represent cultural anxieties about an overwhelming reliance on 

technologies that seem as fragile as they are ubiquitous.  Embodying all these 

contradictions and conversational threads makes the hacker a useful symbol for the 

American rhetoric of technology. 

The Origin of the Hacker 

Increasingly, the central question is becoming who will have access to the 
information these machines must have in storage to guarantee that the 
right decisions are made. (Lyotard 14) 
Unlike inventors and engineers, hackers don’t appear as characters in the SF 

pulps, since the term doesn’t even come into use until the mid-1960s.  However, while 

the hacker doesn’t appear in the pulps, the disappearance of engineers and inventors as 

protagonists is noticeable, and the new heroes of the pulp stories possess characteristics 

that prefigure those of the hacker:  the combination of analysis, imagination, and 
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management skills.  These characteristics develop into tropes that are mainly evident in 

the profusion of detectives and spaceship crews who start to appear in the pulps in the 

late 1930s and throughout the 1940s, heroes who combine the analytic skills of engineers 

with the flexibility and imagination of inventors in order to carry on the technological 

project of which the SF pulps saw themselves a part.  Additionally, both types of 

characters have problems that suggest some of the conflicts and ambiguities in the 

rhetoric of technology.  Much as was the case with the cults of the inventor and the 

engineer, the SF pulps provide a useful examination point from which the American 

rhetoric of technology and its disparate conversational veins becomes abundantly clear. 

Poe and the Process of Analysis 

The faculty of re-solution is possibly much invigorated by mathematical 
study, and especially by that highest branch of it which, unjustly, and 
merely on account of its retrograde operations, has been called, as if par 
excellence, analysis. (“The Murders in the Rue Morgue” 273) 
As I mentioned above, the predecessor of the hacker appears in two forms in the 

pulps:  the detective and the spaceship crew.  While I’ll focus on the crew later in this 

chapter, the fictional detective has a literary antecedent created by Edgar Allan Poe, an 

antecedent which points to the close connection between detective and science fiction, 

given Poe’s place as the originary figure of both genres.66 Poe’s Dupin is the first 

fictional detective, a character who relies on the same sort of analytic skills for solving 

crimes that is characteristic of the iconic image of the hacker.  Dupin’s talent lies in 

putting the pieces of a picture together to form a coherent whole, noticing and 

emphasizing details that others, blinded by their failure to understand the patterns of an 

individual project, miss.  He uses both imagination and logic to solve what are essentially 
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puzzles loaded with codes that only someone capable of hacking to a solution could 

understand.  Because of this combination of mental skills, the detective as epitomized by 

Dupin provides a unique embodiment of the attributes that engineers are missing 

according to the rhetoric of technology: the imaginative capacity to see an entire system 

and look outside the lines of logic for answers to both technical and social questions.  

These attributes of the detective will contribute to the cultural resonance of the cult of 

the hacker. 

Poe’s love of analysis and psychology led him to his invention of Dupin and the 

detective story, through which he sought to understand the way that both minds and 

systems work in his readers as well as his characters.  Poe includes cryptograms in many 

of his texts, including his only novel, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym. Pym has an 

anagram that creates a literary puzzle that works on several levels.  A Poe short story, “A 

Gold-Bug Tale,” includes a cryptographic message that again is designed to draw the 

reader into the larger mystery of the story’s plot.  In the introduction to Pym, Poe scholar 

Harry Beard argues that in fact the entire novel is “a hieroglyphic coded in black and 

white, a dream-adventure in cipher” (21), and Beard’s reaction underlines the extent to 

which the cipher functions as a symbol for Poe.  Poe’s intent is for these codes to 

produce an imaginative response in his readers, but they also prefigure the person of the 

detective, providing an idealized self-image that draws readers into the text as well as to 

the fictional environment. 

Poe’s love of these sorts of analytic games fuels his depiction of his detective 

Dupin, and “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” exemplifies the way that the detective 
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combines reason and imagination.  The text begins with a long discussion by the narrator 

on the nature of analysis, which he discusses by way of chess, checkers, and whist.  The 

narrator argues that the whist player is the best analyst among the three, because  

it is in matters beyond the limits of mere rule that the skill of the analyst 

is evinced.  He makes, in silence, a host of observations and inferences.  

So, perhaps, do his companions; and the difference in the extent of the 

information obtained lies not so much in the validity of the inference as 

in the quality of the observation.  The necessary knowledge is that of what 

to observe. (275) 

Poe’s narrator comments on an essential problem with engineering in the rhetoric of 

technology.  While engineering skills are unquestionably necessary for the continuation 

of progress, engineers themselves often don’t know ‘what to observe,’ i.e., what are the 

crucial components not just in solving the immediate problem but in understanding its 

system and social patterns as well.  Dupin exhibits this ability in all the three of the 

stories that Poe features him in, because he doesn’t rely on his reason alone.  For 

instance, in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” Poe describes the Parisian police force as 

incredibly thorough and professional, but they’re still engineers; they can’t solve the case 

despite their having pursued every possible logical angle and suspect.  Instead, Dupin 

uses his imaginative skills to put together the pieces of the crime in a way that defies 

rational explanation but nonetheless explains what happened.  In Dupin, Poe has defined 

the same combination of imagination and reason that will prompt the emergence of the 

cult of the hacker. 
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The Detective in the SF Pulps: An Overview 

I’d ask the bartender his name and talk about anything, but, really, behind 
my friendly talk, I was working to find something.  Nobody knew what I 
was up to and that made me sort of invisible, people thought that they 
saw me but what they really saw was an illusion of me, something that 
wasn’t real. (Mosley 128) 
The reason for the appearance of detectives in SF pulps isn’t clear, particularly 

since no scholarly work has been done on them.67 By sheer numbers, however, the 

development of scientific detective stories as a trope is hard to ignore.  Even if the 

definition of detective is constrained to characters identified directly as such and not 

used to include scientific investigators, the number of detective stories is significant.  In 

his exhaustive study of Gernsback publications, science fiction historian Everett Bleiler 

claims that over ten percent of the texts feature a detective as protagonist.  Gernsback, 

ever keen to the possibilities of profit, even started a short-lived pulp called Scientific 

Detective Monthly that featured only ‘scientific detective’ stories.  By the time Campbell 

took over Astounding in 1937, detectives had become stock characters within the SF 

pulps. 

Numbers aside, however, the attractiveness of the detective was still ambiguous 

within the genre.  For instance, part of the attraction of reading detective fiction is the 

reader’s idealized self-image of themselves as crime-solver, and particularly in the early 

SF pulps—approximately up to the time of Campbell’s editorship—SF authors were 

often more interested in giving science lectures disguised as works of fiction than in 

developing the necessary plot devices that kept readers guessing.  Even in stories 

featuring detectives in the early pulps, the detective often stopped and lectured his 
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audience on the particular scientific point being utilized by the character.  For example, 

David Keller creates the detective Joe Taine in a serial for Science Wonder Stories in 1931, 

but Taine spends literally pages explaining scientific theory.  In “The Feminine 

Metamorphosis,” a bizarre anti-women’s rights story in which Taine foils a plot by ultra-

feminists to rule the world, Taine carefully explains to his readers exactly how the 

chemical process that transforms women into men—actual scientific theory wasn’t 

Keller’s strong point—works, even adding the formulas themselves.  Part of the thrill of 

detective stories comes from the reader having the opportunity to play detective, and the 

fiction in the early SF pulps eliminated that pleasure. 

Nonetheless, what makes the detective an important trope within the SF pulps is 

the way that detectives carry out their work.  Their analytic skills mesh with the changing 

rhetoric of technology and industrial production’s increasing reliance on information 

systems.  Since engineers were portrayed as narrow-minded, overly-rational creatures, 

detectives—through the process of detection—offered a way of understanding situations 

that was impossible for someone too literally minded.68 Detectives certainly didn’t take 

over the genre, but the anxieties induced by the processes of both invention and 

engineering had led to obvious declines in the number of protagonists who were experts 

in either process.  Even if the detectives didn’t understand theory, they were capable of 

manipulating machines and understanding patterns in human relationships.   More 

importantly within the rhetoric of technology, their analytical skills, imagination, and 

ability to pull together disparate resources in order to solve crime demonstrated the 
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necessary attributes for thriving in a high-tech world.  Because of these abilities, 

detectives mark the first hints of the appearance of the cult of the hacker. 

Detecting the Pulps:  Case Studies 

In this section, I’ll examine five examples of the process of detection in the 

pulps.  One features an actual detective, while the other four show how the analytical 

skills demanded of either the protagonist or the reader engage the rhetoric of technology. 

One of the earliest appearances of a detective in the pulps is Lieutenant Tony 

Crow, the protagonist of “Time Wants a Skeleton” by Ross Rocklynne (Astounding 1941).  

The story’s plot is driven by the dilemmas of time travel, and Crow uses his detective 

abilities while journeying in both the past and the present.  It begins with Crow capturing 

two “galactic criminals” on an asteroid; since his ship has crashed, he thinks that there’s 

no way off, and so he prepares to die with his prisoners (116).  They’re rescued by a 

survey ship, but Crow discovers a skeleton on the asteroid.  As they leave the planet they 

are mysteriously trapped in the past, and they realize that they’ve been transported to a 

point in time about 18 hours before this asteroid will be split in two by a collision.  They 

have to repair the ship, but it can’t take-off with the additional weight of Crow and the 

prisoners, and, in a drawing of straws, Crow is forced to stay behind.  The rest of the 

group assumes that Crow will become the skeleton that they’ve seen in the future, but 

when the ship returns after the cataclysm, they discover that Crow has survived; the 

skeleton was an anatomically correct teaching device they had accidentally left behind. 

Lt. Crow uses the process of analysis to solve the mystery, relying on his police 

instincts.  His position as the crime-solver shows a distrust of narrow scientific training, 
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one that will become preeminent within the rhetoric of technology.  Crow has no 

scientific training in physics, yet even though there is a physics professor on the ship, 

Crow is the one to solve the puzzle of the skeleton—and thus of time travel—by using 

his training as a detective.  He is capable of thinking both imaginatively and logically; 

while he respects the professor’s logical brilliance, within this fictional world he is the 

only character capable of understanding all the ramifications of both the skeleton and 

the impending destruction of the world.  In fact, the only character who matches him is 

the criminal mastermind he has arrested, and Crow’s survival and re-arrest of the 

criminal at the end of the story confirms the power of the social order as enforced by the 

law.  Even the value of scientific research is debatable in the world of the story; as the 

professor’s assistant tells Crow 

‘a theory goes the rounds the asteroids used to be a planet.  They’re not 

sure the theory is right, so they send a few bearded long faces out to trace 

down faults and strata and striations on one asteroid and link them up 

with others…The girl’s old man [the professor] was just about to nail 

down 1007 and 70 and Ceres [other asteroids in the belt].  Good for him!  

But what the hell!  They prove the theory and the asteroids still play ring 

around the rosy and what have they got for their money?’ (121). 

The assistant’s word doesn’t necessarily carry Rocklynne’s intended meaning—after all, 

the assistant doesn’t get the girl, Crow does—but the story’s logic proves him right: at 

the crucial moment, the professor fails to understand the paradox of time.  Crow’s 

detective skills—the ability to reason combined with imagination—demonstrate the 
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importance of the process of analysis, a process that will subsequently result in the 

development of the cult of the hacker. 

 

Alfred Bester’s “The Push of a Finger” (Astounding 1942) features a reporter 

who uses the process of detection to discover that his ancestors will trigger the 

apocalypse.  Indeed, Bester—legendary in SF circles for his brilliant novel Demolished 

Man—explicitly compares the story to a “backward detective novel” (272).  The text 

again features time travel, and Carmichael, the reporter, has discovered that the scientists 

who run the time travel machine have located a void where this universe used to be 1000 

years from the present.  This void means that the world will end, and the scientists begin 

to search frantically for the possible causes.  They’re hopelessly ineffective, and 

Carmichael starts to lead the effort, using his investigative journalist skills to help them 

work backwards from the apocalypse.  Eventually, they discover that a scientist has been 

allowed to develop atomic power in the future, something that the present strictly 

forbids.  They then begin to trace how their future society decided to let atomic power 

happen, and they discover that the scientist who gives the speech that sways public 

approval back to allowing the development of atomic power is actually Carmichael’s 

grandson.  The grandson identified the foundation of the theory that he argues proves 

atomic power solely beneficial by translating Carmichael’s favorite phrase, “I’ll be a pie-

eyed emu,” into a mathematical equation.  Carmichael is shipped to a moon of Jupiter in 

the hopes that he won’t meet his future wife, and thus the scientific community hopes to 
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avoid nuclear catastrophe.  The story ends with Carmichael trying to figure out ways to 

return. 

As Carmichael’s mantra suggests, this story is a satirical look at industrial society 

in general and the hopelessness of scientific control in particular.  The chief aim of the 

scientists who run the time travel machine is to preserve “Stability” (264), a task they 

pursue with missionary zeal because of an earlier, near-apocalyptic nuclear war.  In the 

logic of the text, however, these scientists lack the imagination to figure out how to 

prevent this future apocalypse foreseen by their machine, but Carmichael is able to use 

the process of analysis to essentially play back through the tapes of the possible course 

of the future in order to determine the person who will be responsible for the re-

introduction of atomic power.  The scientists want to impose control on irrational 

humans, and Carmichael the detective wants to help reinforce the future path that will 

avoid nuclear war, but even he is lured by the sexual desire that will derail this perfect, 

orderly plan.  Through the process of detection, Carmichael solves the mystery, but 

Bester uses the solution to satirize the technocratic desire to impose order on irrational 

human beings. 

By using Carmichael as both the crime-solver and the source of the impending 

apocalypse, Bester also satirizes the notion that technological progress—and 

destruction—is the responsibility of any one individual.  As I discussed in Chapter 1, the 

history of technology is portrayed as a series of accomplishments by great individuals 

who each solved a specific problem or problems.  The American rhetoric of technology 

encompasses this type of historiography, both using it and being shaped by it in the 
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complex of relationships that characterize the cultural hopes and fears prompted by 

industrial and post-industrial society.  “The Push of a Finger” argues that no one person 

is responsible for opening Pandora’s nuclear box.  Carmichael and the scientists who 

want to maintain the “status quo” believe that they can prevent the lid from opening if 

they can eliminate that one person (264, italics in text), but the fact that Carmichael 

himself is that person indicates Bester’s ironic take on the power of the individual in the 

process of technological development.  In fact, the satirical nature of the text suggests a 

concomitant thread in the rhetoric of technology, the fear that human beings simply 

cannot be rational enough to control technological development.  Lone individuals can’t 

be trusted, but the nature of industrial society can’t maintain continuous vigilance in 

keeping these lone individuals in check.  The result is a black hole 1000 years in the 

future. 

 

In Eric Frank Russell’s story “The Hobbyist” (Astounding 1946), the detective 

takes the form of a scout who is looking for planets for human colonization.  While this 

scout is vacationing on an unexplored planet, taking a busman’s holiday, he encounters a 

strange globe of white light that terrifies him.  As he investigates the light, he finds that it 

comes from an enormous metal building, and he decides to overcome his fear in order 

to look for fuel in the building.  Once inside, he discovers an entire catalogue of strange 

and exotic machines, each capable of producing a specific species of plant or animal.  He 

no longer feels fear but instead feels awe, because he has stumbled upon the origin of 

intergalactic biological diversity: “in each of these machines, he knew, was some key or 
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code or cipher, some weird master-control of unimaginable complexity, determining the 

patterns each was building – and the patterns were infinitely variable” (185).  As he 

leaves the building with fuel, we’re told that the white light behind him marks in its chart 

that the “biped, erect, pink, homo intelligens type P.739, planted on Sol III” was 

“moderately successful” (191).  Essentially, the scout has discovered the workshop or 

laboratory of the gods, a technological and mechanistic metaphor for what Russell must 

see as the spiritual foundation of life. 

Just as in Rocklynne’s and Bester’s stories, “The Hobbyist” shows a detective on 

a search for origins.  The religious nature of the scout’s search is what differentiates it,69 

and this difference signifies one of the larger reasons behind the power of the cult of the 

hacker:  the concern that the implications of technology aren’t utopic or even beneficial.  

The technophobic strain in the rhetoric of technology has always prompted this fear, but 

even the technophile feels an anxiety evidenced in the domination of hacker, since 

scientific knowledge has been used in ways that now threaten the universe.  In a 

generally technophiliac medium like the SF pulps, the presence of texts like Russell’s 

indicates the desire for some sort of power higher than that of human beings.  The 

creature is merely a hobbyist, not an engineer, but the careful cataloguing of the entities 

that it creates hints that even if it’s an amateur tinkerer, it’s highly organized and rational, 

the sort of god that scientists envision.  The fact that the scout finds it while on vacation 

alludes to the accidental nature of the colonial/scientific mission, stumbling upon the 

workshop of the gods even though colonialism is seen as part of the manifest destiny of 

the U.S.  In fact, the creature’s notation that human beings are ‘moderately successful’ is 
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both a mildly sarcastic comment on human vanity and an assurance that the path that 

we’ve followed—technological, expansive, scientific—is one that we should be on.  The 

scout’s search for origins assures him that there is some sort of guiding power, one that 

might not be leading human beings through a clockwork universe, but which 

nonetheless is at least mildly interested in their success. 

 

While the first three detective stories feature the analyst as a character, Lawrence 

O’Donnell ‘s “Vintage Season” (Astounding 1946) places the power of the detective in the 

hands of the reader.  The main character, Oliver Wilson, is an average person who lives 

in an old house that overlooks the town.  He’s suddenly offered more money than he’s 

seen in his life to rent his house for the month of May, and he accepts, uncertain as to 

why someone would think his house a tourist attraction but unwilling to turn down the 

cash.  When the visitors arrive, their strangeness is obvious, but Wilson remains focused 

on the profit he’s making.  He finds out that they’re willing to pay him so much money 

because these visitors are actually from the future, a future which is so perfect that it’s 

boring.  In order to alleviate this boredom, they’ve made a game of traveling from great 

moment to great moment in the past.  They’re not allowed to interfere in any way 

because they don’t want to ruin their perfect future, but their travels allow them to 

capture these historical moments in their art and thus add meaning to their lives.  

Wilson’s home is worth the rent because it provides a perfect view of an asteroid that 

will soon crash into Earth, spreading a plague that will destroy most of the population.  

The visitors stay long enough to watch the asteroid hit, and then depart for their next 
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destination, the crowning of Charlemagne.  Wilson, the narrator says, doesn’t even live 

long enough to see his house demolished and burned in an effort to stop the plague. 

Unlike in most SF detective stories, the main character, Oliver Wilson is a loser 

who doesn’t appeal to the reader’s idealized self-image, and he doesn’t figure out what’s 

going on until it’s too late.  Instead, the reader is offered the chance to become a 

detective, as O’Donnell (a pseudonym for Catherine Moore, whose story “Greater than 

the Gods” I examined in Chapter 3) provides all the necessary clues for discovering 

what’s going to happen.  Her readers, steeped in the standard symbols of the genre, are 

far more aware of the possibilities for the story than is Wilson.  In fact, his position as 

someone unaccustomed to the genre—in contrast to the scores of narratives that feature 

characters who just happened to be reading the latest issue of Amazing or Astounding 

when the aliens arrive on their doorstep—makes him an outsider to the group of 

technophiles who understand both the action of the story and its implications.  In effect, 

the story allows readers to imagine their own community, a subculture that feels itself 

separated from the Owen Wilsons of the real world and in which members create their 

own idealized self-images out of the sense of agency they derive from the stories in the 

pulps.  As detectives, they can put together clues that those outside the genre aren’t even 

aware of and for once become the elite crowd; the only characters worth emulating in 

the text are the people from the future, people that embody the grand world that readers 

of SF pulps know will happen.  For the members of this group, leaving the Owen 

Wilsons of the world behind confirms their self-image as those who—through the 

process of analysis—understand technology well enough to control it. 
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While the other stories that I’ve identified so far focus on analyzing not-so-

perfect versions of the future, “The Monster’s Son,” by A.E. van Vogt (Astounding 1948) 

imagines the utopic possibilities of a world in which everyone has complete control of 

not only their own minds but the material world around them.  The narrative begins on 

Earth as aliens who desire to colonize it try to reanimate several people in order to 

discover if the incident that caused the cataclysmic destruction of all life on our planet is 

one that could possibly threaten a colony.  The first two people who are re-awakened tell 

the aliens little and are quickly destroyed, but the third person that they reanimate 

vanishes and starts a one-man guerilla war against the invaders.  As the story 

subsequently tells us, before they were wiped out by a nucleonic storm humans had 

developed incredible telepathic powers. Despite these powers, the human race had been 

wiped out by the storm because they hadn’t discovered the secret to locating planets that 

made colonization of space feasible, a secret that the aliens admit to themselves was a 

lucky discovery.  These aliens have found the secret to planet-location, and the 

reanimated human steals their secret and leads them to commit mass suicide in order to 

keep this secret from him.  As the alien ship heads into the sun, they realize that the 

human has discovered all he needs, and their race will soon be wiped out.  Human 

destiny—temporarily interrupted but resurrected by an alien deus ex machina—is now free 

to proceed to the stars. 

“The Monster’s Son” shows the apotheosis of the perfectly technical world.  In 

it, machines respond directly to human thought control; even our hands, through which 
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we first manipulated tools, are no longer necessary.  The material world responds directly 

to the application of Ellul’s technique, and the analyst, who since Poe’s Dupin has relied 

not on physical strength but on the powers of the intellect to manipulate others, now is 

the ultimate being.  In many ways, the fictional setting of “The Monster’s Son” 

exemplifies the technocratic ideal, as politics, class structures, even racial and gender 

differences no longer matter.  All people are capable of performing the acts done by the 

reanimated human, and since he has stolen the secret of planetary location from the 

invading race, humans no longer have limits.  Everyone is the perfect detective, as crime 

and poverty are now impossible and the perfect technocratic world is attainable. 

What makes this story appropriate for its place in the development of the cult of 

the hacker is its perspective.  Van Vogt was attracted to his colleague L. Ron Hubbard’s 

newly-developing Church of Scientology, seeing its emphasis on the combination of 

rationality and spirituality as a saving grace for people in a high-tech world seemingly 

bent on its own destruction.  However, “The Monster’s Son” is told from the viewpoint 

of the aliens, and from the very title the idea of who actually is the alien is confusing.  

The invaders are not benevolent, E.T.-like creatures, landing on this planet to reawaken 

our dead race.  Instead, they quickly and ruthlessly destroy the reanimated humans at the 

first sign of trouble, and they colonize other planets in order to exploit all the natural 

resources, leaving them constantly in the process of finding new colonies before the 

resources on the present one are depleted.  Despite their nastiness, however, it’s the 

monster’s son who doesn’t seem human, since he travels through space without the 

protection of a machine and defuses nuclear bombs with the power of his mind alone.  
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The aliens—despite their strange bodies—feel very human emotions, and their last gasp 

solution is one that humans usually are forced to in texts in the genre:  self-sacrifice in 

the cause of species survival.  The monster’s son is the alien, and this confusion shows 

the anxiety embodied in a symbol like the hacker whose control of technology is super-

human.  Van Vogt may see these people as the ultimate product of technological society, 

and their ability to control machines with just their minds might be the only possible 

outcome in which humans don’t destroy each other.  At the same time, these perfect 

inhabitants of a world in which rationality and imagination combine to make everyone a 

super-analyst are far scarier than blood-sucking aliens from another planet.  The fears 

about technology that are embodied so perfectly in the hacker are also evident in “The 

Monster’s Son,” as having the ability to control technology is no longer an unqualified 

virtue. 

Hacking as an Exercise in Teamwork 

The universe is rather bigger and more complicated than any given set of 
brains. (Anderson 24) 
The second anticipation of the hacker in the pulps can be seen in the explosion 

of stories featuring spaceship crews in the late 1930s and 1940s.70 Thematically, 

teamwork becomes necessary within the genre for manipulating both technology and the 

alien environments that the crews find themselves in, and the trope of the crew is the 

result.  Much as hackers pull together disparate resources in order to accomplish their 

goals, the captain of a crew calls on different members of his organization to add their 

own knowledge to the complex puzzle that confronts the entire group.  Invention and 

engineering are no longer portrayed as solutions to the challenges of the new world that 
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human beings now face as a result of technology.  In order to manipulate the complex 

information systems required by the changes in technological production, the single 

brain of the engineer is merely a piece of the required set of resources, and the powers of 

invention are no longer delegated to specific individuals but are instead found among the 

crew, often working in brain-storming mode to arrive at solutions.  The crew contains all 

the knowledge it requires within itself, functioning as a tight-knit unit even while its 

members retain their unique personalities.71 The advent of the crew story in the SF 

pulps anticipates the coming cult of the hacker. 

The crews in the SF pulps are organized in a military fashion that displays some 

of the complexities of the hacker as symbol of agency.72 Even if hackers are usually 

portrayed as loners in the media, they often work in teams because of the complexity of 

the hacks that they attempt.73 But the accuracy of the media portrait isn’t what’s at stake 

here; instead, these portraits show the constant desire to embody technology in one 

individual that’s emblematic of the American rhetoric of technology.  Technological 

progress is difficult to understand, particularly in the period after World War II when the 

apocalyptic possibilities are much clearer, and so, as I’ve already set up in Chapter 1, 

inventors, engineers, and hackers stand in as symbols for relatively abstract concepts.  

And yet, the complexity of technology makes the single all-knowing individual 

problematic.  Throwing many brains at a problem becomes the best alternative to the 

individual work of the genius, particularly when those brains are controlled both within 

the crew and from outside institutions, and when these teams have the best interests of 

society in mind.  Detectives have the appropriate analytic skills, and their connection to 
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the law differentiates them from mad scientists.  Nonetheless, even though technological 

development is most often embodied in individuals in order to be understood, an equally 

important thread in the conversation about the machine doesn’t trust individual 

motives—a distrust shown clearly in current portrayals of hackers.74 Thus, the 

development of the trope of the crew in the SF pulps shows some of the ambiguities 

that will surface in the cult of the hacker. 

The military organization of the spaceship crew indicates another of the cultural 

concerns evident in the cult of the hacker:  the idea of efficiency.  The technophobic 

strain in the rhetoric of technology sees the valuation of efficiency as overwhelming, 

saturating the consciousnesses of all members of industrial society.  As Jacques Ellul 

argues, the concern for efficiency is the “fixed end of technique,” as every “technician 

takes stock of alternative possibilities.  The immediate result is that he seeks to apply the 

new methods in fields which traditionally been left to chance, pragmatism, and instinct” 

(21).  Ellul sees this reliance on efficiency as the hegemonic choice for problem-solving, 

not only in technological situations but in all aspects of society.  On the other hand, 

good technicians know that often enough technical solutions happen by ‘chance, 

pragmatism, and instinct.’  When technological development, which by its nature values 

efficiency, is dependent upon relationships between widely disparate information 

systems, the resulting contradictions foster anxieties about development in general.  The 

implementation of hierarchical structures in technical organizations helps assuage these 

fears of being inefficient.  As anyone who’s been in the military knows, mimicking these 

organizational structures doesn’t guarantee efficiency.  Nonetheless, in the SF pulp trope 
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of the spaceship captain and crew, this form of organization appears to be the best way 

of ensuring that the efficient utilization of resources is possible in the drive to achieve 

utopia. 

Crews in Space:  The Pulps 

They’re puny and feeble, these small, swarming men, 
 Mere motes in the while of their Fates 
But they work with each other, together, and then 
 All Nature their conquest awaits. (Breuer 139) 

In order to demonstrate these characteristics of the space exploration story that 

features a spaceship crew, I’ll examine three texts from the SF pulps.  In each, the crew 

works together in an encounter with aliens, whether that life form be created by 

humanity or completely outside the known universe.  As I’ll discuss, each story 

anticipates the cult of the hacker by examining the changing attributes required for 

human agency within the rhetoric of technology. 

Isaac Asimov’s “Reason” (Astounding 1941) is the first text I’ll discuss.  It’s part 

of his canonical I, Robot series, which explores the ramifications of what it means to be 

human in a technological world.  This particular short story features the team of 

Donovan and Powell, who are stationed on Mercury where they are responsible for a 

machine called an Energy Converter that sends energy from the sun to Earth.  They’re 

aided by robots, and they’re eventually to be replaced by their machines.  The plot begins 

with the arrival of the latest version of the artificial intelligence designed to control the 

Energy Converter, which is called by its acronym QT1.  They run into an immediate 

problem with this robot, because it doesn’t believe that beings as inferior as humans 

could have created something as superior as itself.  Donovan and Powell go to great 
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lengths to convince QT1 that they are its creators, but it doesn’t believe them.  It even 

prevents them from doing their job because the robot is afraid that they’ll mess it up.  

Donovan and Powell sweat out a critical moment as they’re forced to watch QT1 correct 

the beam to account for a storm, but it handles the job flawlessly.  The plot ends with 

Donovan and Powell not telling their replacements—who will be with QT1 for the next 

six months—about the not-so-crazy robot.  The human crew has been replaced by 

automation in anthropomorphized form.  

Asimov serialized Donovan and Powell in a series of robot stories, and together 

they embody many of the anxieties about technology that are addressed in the cult of the 

hacker.  Powell is the calm, rational, and self-possessed engineer, while Donovan is the 

spontaneous, flexible, creative, and hands-on technician.  Their pairing suggests the 

composite of skills that the technophiliac strain in the rhetoric of technology embraces 

as necessary to control machines, and they work together to solve both technical and 

environmental problems.  In “Reason,” however, the only ‘solution’ possible is to 

acquiesce to the acknowledged superiority of the machine in doing their job.  This sort 

of solution fits with the overall theme of Asimov’s text, in which the supplanting of 

humans with robots is seen as a necessary part of the naturalized progression of 

technological development.  The joke here is a standard one in SF; humans need to 

understand that we’re eventually going to develop ourselves out of the need to work.  In 

effect, QT1 is the technophile’s dream, a world in which labor becomes unnecessary.  

The text works to assuage fears about humans being replaced by automation, a recurring 

concern in the U.S. rhetoric of technology. 
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Donovan and Powell’s response to what is effectively a rebellion against human 

authority is more than mere assuagement, however.  Rather than destroy QT1—as has 

happened to so many scientific creations from Frankenstein’s monster onward—they 

attempt to reason with it to prove that they were its creators.  They even build another 

QT1, but the existing robot argues that even a lesser being can follow instructions.  QT1 

has developed a religion of rationality—the Energy Converter is QT1’s god—and 

Donovan and Powell come to the gradual realization that these are the seeds that 

technological humans have sown.  Ellul might argue that these robots are a natural 

consequence of the gradual changes wrought in Western consciousness by technique,

while technophiles might contend that these robots are what industrial society has 

worked so hard to accomplish, but Asimov is concerned with a more subtle thread in the 

conversation.  As this story and his entire I, Robot series examines, the relationship 

between humans and their technology has changed once again because of the need to 

maintain and integrate vast information systems.  Even though Donovan and Powell 

have been effectively replaced, they’re not going off to an easy retirement.  Instead, 

they’re assigned to the next developmental task, because the process of creating 

technology has a momentum all its own, one that requires the combination of skills that 

they—and hackers—possess.  

 

Murray Leinster’s “First Contact” (Astounding 1941) hypothesizes the first 

meeting between human and alien civilizations.  The short story is told from the point of 

view of Tommy Dort, a “stereophoto technician” on the Llanvabon (401), and at first 
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contact the two ships realize that they are in a dilemma: neither can let the other go 

because they can’t guarantee that they won’t be traced back to their home planet and 

destroyed.  Both sides suggest a number of alternatives, but first contact looks like it will 

only be a continuation of the Cold War policy of Mutual Assured Destruction until Dort 

suggests that the two sides swap ships and head back to their respective planets.  Both 

sides actually have this idea simultaneously, and as each boards the other loaded with 

nuclear weapons in order to hold the ship hostage until the plan is implemented, the 

dilemma is resolved.  Despite the potential for a Darwinian struggle, the first conflict 

between aliens and humans is resolved peacefully. 

In “First Contact,” the need for the skills of the hacker is apparent, as the 

spaceship makes its human crew intensely dependent upon their technological prowess.  

This dependency symbolizes the wide variety of human resources needed to handle the 

technology of the post-World War II era.  The large number of information systems that 

comprise this and other spaceships of the pulps mimic industrial production, with 

individuals responsible for various sections, responding in a chain of command to one 

central person responsible for the entire ship or plant.  The ability to manage diverse 

resources is critical for the ship and crew’s survival, and anxieties about surviving the 

technological world are signified in this ‘first contact’ with aliens. 

While the ship symbolizes the intensity of the technologized world of 

information systems, the meeting with the aliens shows the righteousness of the path.  

These aliens are also intensely technological creatures, and their civilization has 

progressed in a nearly identical manner to that of the technological West.  Their 
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languages are similar enough that both sides can learn the other’s; each ship is powered 

by atomic fusion and has nuclear weapons; and both have created an intensely-controlled 

environment for their inhabitants.  Even the crew structures are identical, as Tommy 

interacts with a crewmember at his level while the two captains exchange ideas on how 

to break the deadlock.  The fact that an alien civilization has developed on a similar 

trajectory to that of the West validates human technological development, reassuring 

readers of the pulps that the exploration of space—symbolizing the next stage of 

progress—is the right path to follow. 

Another thread of the rhetoric of technology that is validated in the text is the 

intensively masculine nature of technological control.  The protagonist is portrayed as a 

clever child—after all, his name is Tommy—but all of the characters on board the ship 

seem to be having a grand adventure despite the underlying theme in the story of 

genocide.  For readers, the idealized self-image in the story is that of Tommy, not the 

Captain, and Tommy has early on in this process of getting to know the other ship—

supposedly done for finding tactical advantages in combat—discovered that an alien 

crewman shares his sense of humor.  Tommy nicknames his alien counterpart “Buck,” 

and the payoff of the story comes not in the peaceful resolution of the conflict but in 

Tommy’s revelation that he knew the two species would get along because he and Buck 

had swapped dirty jokes.  Aside from the obvious questions of alien sexual reproduction, 

both the name Buck and the telling of jokes confirm the nearly overwhelming maleness 

of this encounter.  In fact, when it becomes evident that both sides enjoy comedy, 

Leinster has the captain hypothesize that perhaps being civilized, or in the language of 
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the text, “evolved,” to this level means that the two sets of brains have developed similar 

patterns, ones that recognize the same sort of humor.  The masculine, nearly adolescent 

nature of this sort of humor also implies that the brain patterns that develop are 

predominantly male, confirming the dominant thread in the rhetoric of technology that 

assumes that masculinity and technological prowess are equivalent. 

 

A.E. van Vogt’s “The Black Destroyer” (Astounding July 1939) features a human 

crew banding together to defeat a hostile alien, one representative of the forces of nature 

yet who possesses an intelligence superior to any human.  Commander Hal Morton and 

his crew have landed on an unidentified planet, where they find vast ruined cities with 

few signs of life.  They encounter Coeurl, a catlike creature with two tentacles coming 

from his shoulders, an alien who looks and acts like an animal but who in reality is a 

highly intelligent creature, one of just a handful of survivors his species.  Coeurl becomes 

a creature of instinctive murderous rage when his hunger overpowers his intelligence, 

and he doesn’t hunger for mass but instead for animal energy, which he obtains by 

smashing his prey’s body and extracting their id.  He extracts the id from seventeen of 

the crewmembers, proving impervious to even their atomic weapons which he’s able to 

negate with his telepathic powers.  When not overpowered by hunger, Coeurl learns how 

to operate human technology, so that eventually he captures the engine room of the 

crew’s ship and constructs his own spaceship.  The conflict in the story is heightened by 

this construction, because the lack of space travel is the only thing preventing Coeurl’s 

species from finding and destroying Earth.  The crew bands their knowledge together 
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and destroys Coeurl by luring him into a trap that causes him to commit suicide by 

releasing the id from his own body.  The strange combination of animal and telepath 

that is Coeurl is destroyed by his own hunger and human ingenuity. 

The difficulty that the crew has in finally killing Coeurl speaks to the difficulties 

of technology in the era of large information systems.  Hacking becomes the only 

plausible alternative, and perhaps fittingly in this early hint at the viability of the hacker 

as cultural icon, several crewmen die before the problem is resolved.  At first, the crew 

treats Coeurl as an intelligent cat with only animal feelings of fear, remaining wary but 

not wanting to harm him.  After he kills his first crewmember they go after him with 

atomic blasters, but he uses telepathy to nullify these weapons.  He then escapes from a 

locked prison cell by manipulating its mechanical and magnetic locks with the powers of 

his mind.  Finally the archeologist of the crew guesses that Coeurl is in fact a sociopath 

within his own species, a species that has been reduced to a bestial state in which only 

murderers survive.  With this knowledge, they concoct a plan that lets Coeurl essentially 

hang himself by his own brutality and overwhelming hunger.  The text treats Coeurl as a 

problem requiring a series of possible solutions until he’s finally resolved, a process that 

hints at the power of the cult of the hacker that will eventually symbolize agency within 

the rhetoric of technology. 

What makes “The Black Destroyer” unique in the SF pulps is Coeurl.  He 

combines physical ferocity, libidinal hunger, intellectual agility, and telepathic control of 

the material world in a way that seems magical to the crew.  His predator-like appearance 

symbolizes American technological domination over nature, recalling apocryphal stories 
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of the frontier and combat with grizzlies and mountain lions.  It also represents a 

challenge to the technocratic rationality of future technological utopias.  Additionally, the 

manner in which he kills is particularly frightening, as it symbolizes for van Vogt both 

the animal part of human nature and a new danger peculiar to alien exploration.  This 

new danger is also evident in Coeurl’s remarkable ability to master the unknown 

technologies of the humans who have invaded his planet.  After invading the human 

ship, he simultaneously neutralizes an atomic blaster and builds a spaceship using 

materials and knowledge he’s never had access to before.  For van Vogt, the mental 

abilities he’s given Coeurl demonstrate the ambiguity of the intellect within the rhetoric 

of technology, because as I’ve already discussed in “The Monster’s Son,” he sees 

telepathy and mental control over the material world as the ultimate end of technological 

development.  He resolves this ambiguity by making Coeurl into a homicidal maniac 

who is the representative not of his species’ accomplishments but of its failure to keep 

pursuing all the possibilities of scientific exploration.  As the ship’s archaeologist says, 

Coeurl’s species’ failure to expand their borders resulted in only one possible trajectory 

for their civilization, one in which “a sudden vanishing of morals, a reversion to almost 

bestial criminality, unleavened by any sense of ideal, a callous indifference to death” (18) 

means that sociopathic killers are its only surviving representatives. 

Working together as a crew might be the best way to kill aliens, but this group 

identity provokes anxiety within the rhetoric of technology, from both the perspective of 

the American love of individualism and from the American desire to embody technology 

in one person.  While the crew works together to both plan and implement the trap that 
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lures Coeurl to his death, the archaeologist eventually stands out as the one who best 

understands how to deal with the alien.  He offers the captain the key piece of evidence 

when he deduces the Coeurl’s psychopathic nature.  He figures this out not by an 

individual analysis of Coeurl but by reading the pattern of the civilization and relating it 

to other cultures.  In fact, he tells the crew that civilizations all have specific patterns, 

outlining several on Earth as a way of proving that any civilization that somehow falls 

away from the standard will suffer such a profound shock that its members will 

inevitably undergo a ‘reversion to brutality.’  The archaeologist’s ability to understand 

patterns makes him a hacker, in this instance the one member of the crew who stands 

out.  He provides the solution, using his knowledge of the cyclical, patterned nature of 

history—a large information system in this simplistic view—to help kill the creature. 

The Hacker is the Future 

The sky above the port was the color of television, tuned to a dead channel.  
(Gibson 3) 
The twin tropes of detectives and spaceship crews that proliferate in the SF pulp 

stories of the late 1930s and 1940s mark the beginning of the cult of the hacker.  These 

tropes emerge as a means of understanding the new requirements of changing 

technology, particularly with the growth of large information systems designed for the 

purpose of control. Eventually, the cult of the hacker will become solidified in the 

rhetoric of technology in the U.S., as the hacker becomes the embodiment of human 

agency.  The hacker doesn’t entirely replace either the inventor or the engineer, because 

the processes of invention and engineering remain important in technological 

development.  However, the image of inventors and engineers doesn’t address the wide 
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variety of relationships between people and objects that technology encompasses.  The 

hacker does, and thus the hacker is the latest embodiment of technological prowess in 

the American rhetoric of technology. 

In the final chapter, I examine what this all means for those of us determined to 

take an activist approach to technological development.  I focus on teaching and 

research, since that’s what I do.  My hope is to demonstrate that although the rhetoric of 

technology is a swirling mass of currents and counter-currents, beset with cultural 

anxieties and loaded with cultural hopes, it is possible to enter this mass in a progressive 

and populist fashion, working within the margins if need be to overcome the dominant 

instrumentalist strain.  As Howard Zinn argued in 1980, “we [those who consider 

themselves politically progressive] may, in the next decades, be in a race for the 

mobilization of middle-class discontent” (575), and I hope to be an active part of that 

mobilization. 
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CHAPTER 5: WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 

 
We can no more afford to see ourselves as unavoidably victims of 

technological development than as happy beneficiaries of a future that 
has already been planned and exploited. (Ross 135) 
As I’ve outlined in the previous four chapters, the rhetoric of technology 

permeates all aspects of industrial culture.  Revolving around the dialectic forces of 

technophilia and technophobia, it simultaneously invokes images of both utopia and 

dystopia, incorporates corporate power and community resistance, and reveals anxieties 

about the morality of those who claim agency over technology as well as the likelihood 

of ever slowing down the Machine.  As I’ve argued, the rhetoric of technology specific to 

the United States includes these elements while also featuring a desire for human control 

over what is at times a faceless entity.  In its American version, the rhetoric of 

technology uses images of heroic figures to stake a claim for a peculiarly American type 

of agency, one based on technical prowess, heterosexual masculinity, belief in democratic 

and egalitarian ideals, and a practical-yet-superior, logically-guided intelligence.  American 

fiction, particularly science fiction, has both been saturated and has actively participated 

in the development of this rhetoric of technology, suppressing anxieties, reifying existing 

power relations, examining possible alternatives, and criticizing the implicit assumptions 

of the technical community.  For members of industrial society, technology is an 

invasive, consciousness-changing force, and the rhetoric that surrounds it and is created 

by it is an integral part of our daily lives. 

Despite American claims to the contrary, all of these controlling and conflicting 

threads make agency—the ability to change the direction that technology is going—
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appear illusory.  But the desire to claim human agency within the rhetoric of technology 

is more than just an acknowledgement of the power of technological development or a 

need to transcend, even falsely, the technological determinism that permeates industrial 

culture.  Even though the persuasiveness of images of utopia and dystopia seemingly 

prevent individuals from any but illusory control, the constant repetition of master 

tropes about inventors, engineers, and hackers reveals a profound uneasiness.  As 

members of industrial society, we must live within this dialectic, one that constantly 

shifts its power base due to the back and forth rhetorical events that are created to gain 

control for one faction or another.  But the presence of such battles for control 

underscores the existence of agency; otherwise, why engage in these ideological conflicts, 

particularly if industrial society’s future is already determined? 

Much as the constant repetition of anxiety-salving stories about the inevitability 

of the American dream of technological utopia entails, comments such as the one by 

Ross that began this chapter confirm fears among political progressives that technology 

is unstoppable.  As Andrew Feenberg identifies,75 the instrumentalist position simply 

reaffirms corporate power and the current direction of technology, while the 

technophobic side of the dialectic, the substantive view, sees most sorts of resistance as 

futile.  This argument seems to imply that those who see the power relations enmeshed 

in technology, those who understand that the consciousness itself of members of 

industrial society is irrevocably changed by the valuation of efficiency, rationality, and 

utilitarianism, have little opportunity for resistance.  At best, all they can do is to make 

Marcuse’s Great Refusal, attempting to step outside of industrial culture.  No other 
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options seem open.  Resistance becomes a matter of withdrawing to agricultural, pre-

industrial communes—as communities in the U.S. like the Amish do—and hoping that, 

as the rest of society plunges off the technological cliff, we’re not taken with it. 

The Technological Gap 

 ‘I blame society for my failure to be a productive, useful citizen and the 
sorry end that I’m coming to today.’ 

‘It’s not society’s fault.  You’re nothing but a criminal, a worthless punk.’ 
‘Yeah, you’re right.’ [dies] (Repo Man)

Are the only options, then, a blind acceptance of our technological destiny or a 

cynical, ironic alienation from the rest of industrial culture?  As I’ve discussed, the 

contradictions in the rhetoric of technology are ample evidence that conflicts and 

contradictions within the dialectic of technophobia and technophilia do exist.  One way 

that these contradictions reveal themselves is in the very fictional characters who are 

supposed to show human control over technology.  For instance, despite the fact that 

inventors are often portrayed as crazy, sometimes dangerously so, one thread of the 

rhetoric of technology still values the creativity and spontaneity associated with this 

process.  And even if engineers become cold-blooded automatons who can’t see past 

their proverbial noses at the consequences of their actions, they still embody a 

necessarily-standardized production process and emphasis on efficiency.  Hackers are 

criminals who don’t conform to corporate ways, but their hands-on approach and ability 

to manage several systems at once arouses jealousy in non-hackers who can’t manage 

this sort of relationship with technology.  Despite the hegemony of each of these 

positions at specific historical moments, the thread that each represents in the cultural 

conversation is never completely sublimated.  The continuous ebb and flow of these 
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cults of personality suggests that the rhetoric of technology is constantly in flux, and 

within this flux, perhaps, avenues of resistance exist. 

Resistance comes in many forms.  As Stalinist Russia discovered—and as Jacques 

Ellul identified—placing an ideological window dressing over capitalist forms of 

production is not enough to shake the system’s foundation.  Part of the despair felt by 

Ellul, and subsequently by Frankfurt school theoreticians like Herbert Marcuse, comes 

from the deeply-ingrained technological processes that alter the consciousness of 

members of industrial society.  To change this system without destroying its obvious 

benefits seems impossible, in part because technical knowledge itself increases so rapidly.  

This rapid change is naturalized as a social good, and it makes technology appear 

magical, with the general population merely trying to keep up.  Arthur Koestler identified 

this technological gap in his fictional documentary of Soviet Russia under Stalin’s purges, 

as his character Rubashov notes just how impossible the rapid process of technological 

development makes the task of democratizing the means of production.  While in 

prison, Rubashov writes in his diary that 

The maturity of the masses lies in the capacity to recognize their own 

interests.  This, however, pre-supposes a certain understanding of the 

process of production and distribution of goods.  A people's capacity to 

govern itself democratically is thus proportionate to the degree of its 

understanding of the structure and functioning of the whole social body. 

Now, every technical improvement creates a new complication to the 

economic apparatus, causes the appearance of new factors and 
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combinations, which the masses cannot penetrate for a time.  Every jump 

of technical progress leaves the relative intellectual development of the 

masses a step behind, and thus causes a fall in the political maturity 

thermometer.  It takes sometimes tens of years, sometimes generations, 

for a people's level of understanding gradually to adapt itself to the 

changed state of affairs, until it has recovered the same capacity for 

self-government as it had already possessed at a lower stage of 

civilization.  Hence the political maturity of the masses cannot be 

measured by an absolute figure, but only relatively, i.e. in proportion to 

the stage of civilization at the moment. (168) 

The impossibility of this task overwhelms Rubashov, and also neatly points out the way 

that the capitalist mode of production makes democratic socialist reform enormously 

difficult.  As I noted in Chapter 3, the political elite can purchase the technical elite’s 

loyalty.  This gap makes resistance seem impossible. 

Koestler’s technological gap even works in more insidious ways.  As Caroll 

Pursell notes, an important part of the American rhetoric of technology is the 

explanation from a corporate point of view of this lag:  “much of the destructive nature 

of the Depression was still understood in terms of cultural lag—that is, that society was 

lagging in its ability to deal with the material changes wrought by science and 

technology” (268).  In this view, the technology gap is portrayed as being the problem of 

the working class in the hegemonic corporate rhetoric of the time; if those who run the 

machines can’t keep up, then management will find new workers to run them.  The age 
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gap that this creates, with younger workers adept at handling the new technology 

constantly replacing older workers who can’t adapt, becomes emblematic of every 

paradigmatic shift in technology.  New technology places yet another generation of 

workers in a horribly unstable and frightening position.  And with fictional portrayals of 

inventors, engineers, and hackers codifying the bourgeois attitudes necessary to maintain 

personal agency within a bewildering work environment, the resentment that workers 

naturally feel towards this loss of the power of their job is replaced by fear of the loss of 

the job itself.  The gap becomes both one of age and of nationality, as technology 

enables corporations to move work to other countries in which labor is not capable of 

fighting corporate power.  Koestler’s technological gap is thus internalized by workers, 

who come to feel that their lack of technological expertise is somehow their own fault.76 

Willingly or not, labor thus enters the Sisyphean paradox, with the additional punishment 

of being crushed by the steamroller as it rolls back downhill. 

Entering the Conversation Where It Matters  

The powers that now most suggestively strike men’s fancy are not in the 
vital order (of generation); they are in the technological order (of 
mechanical production).  Yet technology itself is an embodiment of 
essentially human motives.  And thus in it there are preserved, though 
‘ungrammatically,’ the vestiges of a vital grammar…(Burke 251-2) 
The task for teachers who want rediscover the ‘essentially human motives’ that 

Kenneth Burke argues is the ‘vital grammar’ of technology is certainly a difficult one.  

However, some progressives are actively seeking solutions.  In particular, Andrew 

Feenberg both envisions possibilities for change and sketches ways that communities can 

make these possibilities happen.  As I discussed in Chapter 1, he envisions fiction as a 
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means of awakening members of industrial society to the moral problems with 

technology, but he also argues for direct action.  Feenberg takes specific 

accomplishments—such as the success of ACT-UP in changing the urgency of AIDS 

research—and uses them to sketch possible actions that people can take to affect 

technological development.  In what he calls the ‘constructivist’ position, Feenberg 

argues that we can infuse all aspects of technology with democratic and humanitarian 

values by working within what he calls the ‘margins of maneuver’ to affect the 

production process (86).  Feenberg acknowledges that giving up the benefits of 

technology in any sort of Great Refusal would be immensely unpopular for very good 

reasons.  However, he also argues that the subjectivist position is essentially correct in its 

assertion that technology incorporates many of the inhumane, anti-democratic attributes 

of the ideological system under which it developed.  Rather than trying to stand in front 

of the steamroller that is technology, he feels that those who wish to change this 

incorporation must be willing to work in the margins.  We must start slowly, gradually 

building influence from the design process on up.  Only in this way, he argues, can we 

change technology without lessening the quality of our own lives. 

In developing this position, he uses the early writings of Karl Marx to argue 

directly against technophiles who advocate a cyborgian resistance to the machine, an 

infestation from within.77 Marx proposed that an “economy controlled by workers 

would be able to redesign technology to apply high levels of skill to production” and that 

“deep changes in education, politics, and social life would flow from the requalification 

of the labor force” (Feenberg 15), thus controlling technology from the bottom up.  In 
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the current system, development decisions are made hierarchically and imposed from the 

top down, as companies and government agencies decide where to put their relatively 

scarce research resources.  The result is exemplified by the wide variety of types of cars, 

rather than a choice among many different types of transportation.  For Feenberg, the 

type of revolutionary approach that Marx suggests will instill humanitarian values into 

technology through the design and development process. 

Feenberg continues his construction of a space from which we can control 

technology by invoking Michel Foucault.  Feenberg argues that because Foucault’s 

“historical studies of the rationalization process uncover the roots of modern power 

structures in a variety of social techniques” (16), the Heideggerian ‘Web’ in which we are 

‘Enmeshed’ is revealed, and individuals can envision the type of control that comes from 

below traditional power structures.  Indeed, Foucault argues for four separate types of 

technologies in his “Technologies of the Self,” with the fourth being one that permits 

“individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain number of 

operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to 

transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, 

perfection, or immortality” (18).  This radical redefinition of the concept of technology 

helps to begin the process of its democratization, regaining control both from 

hierarchical power structures and from the entity of technology itself.  Feenberg’s 

solution would involve several massive cultural shifts, but it does carefully work out the 

possibilities for evolutionary change in technological development. 

 



220

Can the Margins of Maneuver be Exploited? 

Action on the margin may be reincorporated into strategies, sometimes in 
ways that restructure domination at a higher level, sometimes in ways 
that weaken its control.  (Feenberg 86) 
The plausibility of making these sorts of evolutionary changes is hard to foresee.  

As Feenberg notes, members of organizations that currently hold power must be willing 

to give some of that power up:  “to be effective, this demand must meet a sympathetic 

response from a significant fraction of the technical elites to which it is addressed” (155).  

Any sort of transition to this system, which Feenberg envisions as a socialist democracy 

will be slow and painful, more along the trajectory hoped for by Jack London in The Iron 

Heel, with its seven hundred year revolution, than that imagined by his comrade, Ignatius 

Donnelly, who wrote of a quick, bloody, and possibly totalitarian revolution, in his novel 

Caesar’s Column. Certainly the transition envisioned by Bellamy in Looking Backward, a

peaceful one in which capitalists voluntarily give up power primarily because they are 

assured of a place in the technical elite, seems like a fantasy.  Evolutionary change is the 

most likely, but even Feenberg acknowledges the immense difficulties in bringing that 

change about. 

As with all revolutions, the transition or transformation is the most difficult 

aspect to explain and predict.  Nonetheless, within the SF pulps, the desire for change is 

apparent, and thus they become possible teaching tools in helping students understand 

the idea of a rhetoric of technology. Whether a story is technophobic or technophilic, 

the SF pulp hunger to remake the world in whatever form the writer envisions is often 

palpable.  For example, a familiar form of desire for change in the genre is the use of a 
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comet or asteroid’s brush with the earth to miraculously change all people into perfectly 

rational creatures.78 The promise of change that occurs in war is another pulp 

alternative, with several of the stories in the period I’ve worked with re-fighting World 

War I under different conditions in an attempt to rewrite the destruction caused by the 

technology of the war.  In these configurations, the war is attributed to some sort of evil 

spirit, rather than a clash of nations struggling against each other for colonial resources.79 

In all of these cases, utopia is easy enough for the characters to imagine; it’s the 

transition to utopia from our present dystopia that’s so problematic. 

What Can Humanities Instructors Possibly Do? 

While there has always been a relatively close connection between the two, 
there is now an even closer relationship between the curriculum in our 
schools and corporate needs…Yet we cannot fully understand the 
implications of the new technology in this restructuring unless we gain a 
more complete idea of what industry is now doing not only in the 
schools but in the economy as well. (Apple 162) 
As anyone who has taught with any sort of high technology in a humanities class 

can attest, the creation of a Feenbergian ‘margin of maneuver’ is difficult to construct 

even within the atmosphere of the classroom.  The technophobe/technophile dialectic 

occurs in the academic community as well, often splitting departments along artificial 

lines.  Those who are technophiles often accuse their counterparts of being Luddites, 

while technophobes argue that incorporating technology in the classroom goes against 

the miss1ion of the liberal arts.  In the meantime, administrations envision technology as 

both a marketing tool and a means of cost-cutting.  From a marketing perspective, 

universities can easily sell themselves as places to develop technological literacy in an 

environment that is fraught with worker anxiety over falling behind.  From the 
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standpoint of automation, administrators often imagine technology as a way of making 

education more ‘efficient,’ allowing one instructor to teach many students through video 

and distance education programs.80 The implementation of technology in the classroom 

is often forced upon instructors by administration, with vaguely stated goals of 

‘improving’ the students’ experience.81 Constructing a place from which students and 

instructors can actively participate in the implementation of technology into their 

classrooms is a difficult task. 

As I’ve argued in this dissertation, one place that manifestations of power 

become visible is in fiction, particularly genre fiction.  Because of these manifestations, 

teaching fictional texts can be a particularly useful way to help students understand the 

rhetoric of technology and its effects.  The power evident in the rhetoric of technology 

has in large part shaped works of popular fiction, particularly those that specifically 

address technological concerns, and identifying the ways in which this shaping occurs 

can work in the classroom as a means of helping students to a different form of 

technological literacy.  Additionally, the rhetoric of technology, which ultimately 

influences far more than genre fiction, is itself shaped by genre fiction, particularly 

science fiction.  As I noted earlier in this chapter, Feenberg believes that fiction has a 

unique ability to change public perceptions about moral concerns.  Within the rhetoric of 

technology, these concerns focus on questions of control and agency, and as such 

science fiction can and does address issues ranging from the environmental catastrophes 

made possible by technology to the equitable distribution of its benefits.  Because it is 

genre fiction, SF doesn’t always reach a wide audience, but it nonetheless often provides 
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those within the community a place to discuss possibilities.82 And teaching with SF 

brings these moral concerns to the front. 

Many texts address technology, of course, and this discussion needn’t be limited 

to SF.  Among canonical authors, for instance, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court 

by Mark Twain could be read as venerating each of the cults of personality that 

Americans use to claim control over technology.  Twain uses The Boss, his protagonist, 

to satirize all kinds of cultural institutions, ranging from the residues of slavery to the 

justice and usefulness of the famed Yankee ingenuity that provides the ideological 

background to the text.  The Boss is a foreman who wakes up in King Arthur’s England 

after having been knocked out in a fight with a worker in his plant.  He quickly creates a 

foundation for technological and industrial development, one in which knights make 

themselves useful by roaming the countryside as a combination of traveling salesmen.  

Twain in effect challenges Anglo-Saxon notions of racial superiority, looking at the 

origins of the dominant racist strains in American culture to examine just how it could 

have produced institutions like slavery and the factory system.  His narrator, The Boss, 

offends everyone except the younger generation, whom he tries to educate through a 

series of trade schools.  After becoming frustrated with his inability to change this 

culture, he ends up killing off the best of the English aristocracy, all those knights whom 

he sees as inefficient and thus worthless, in a horribly bloody battle in which they’re all 

electrocuted in their own armor.  The text ends with The Boss alone with a few of his 

acolytes in a cave, missing his wife and child, trapped forever by his own arrogance and 

penchant for violence.  Despite his efforts to modernize ancient England, he instead 
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perpetuates the values of technology that technophobes fear most:  exploitation, willful 

use of power, and elitist, technocratic rule. 

The Boss in Twain’s novel combines all the characteristics of each of the 

dominant cults of personality.  His powers of invention are evidenced in the creativity he 

shows in developing unique systems and factories out of almost nothing.  His 

engineering ability is demonstrated in the ways he brings standardized and rationalized 

production to the ancient systems of medieval England, changing forever the ways in 

which people work and the goods they produce.  He’s also a hacker because of his skill 

in understanding a number of complex systems and his capacity to manage them as a 

coherent whole, not just producing more goods but subverting the entire structure of the 

system.83 Twain effectively satirizes the ability of any one person to control or even 

claim agency within the process of technological development, even though in many 

respects the text could be taken as a whole-hearted endorsement of modern civilization.  

Examining Connecticut Yankee in an American literature survey would be a useful means 

of identifying some of the moral conundrums presented by the American rhetoric of 

technology. 

Teaching with Science Fiction: The Matrix 
While Twain’s novel takes a critical look at technology, a recent film, The Matrix, 

provides an example of the American fascination with finding a single character to 

embody technological control.  Studying this film in a classroom environment can 

perhaps help students identify the fantasy that this romance with the lone hero evokes, 

while also seeing possibilities for subversive action against the cultural power 
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incorporated in technology.  Within the logic of the film, a savior figure emerges to 

enable human beings in their struggle to claim agency over the technology that they have 

created, a power that has turned the planet into a dead zone.84 Keanu Reeves plays Neo, 

a hacker who decides that the reality he inhabitants isn’t actually ‘real.’   In the terms of 

the rhetoric of technology, he’s able to penetrate the Heideggerian ‘Web’ of everyday 

existence and figure out that his life is actually an illusion.  The film’s resolution occurs 

when Neo uses his ability to see the ‘Web’ to actually become a cyborg figure within it, 

merging with the technology to defeat it from within.  The film implies that Neo alone 

will be the one to lead humans out of their technological dystopia and into a vaguely-

imagined yet intensely-desired paradise. 

In a classroom environment, the film can work in at least a couple of ways.  In 

the first, its reifying qualities can be made apparent.  As Feenberg and the Frankfurt 

School theoreticians before him point out, technology is incredibly value-laden, 

naturalized as the normal product of capitalism.  The Wachowski brothers’ hip, sexy film 

advocates a possibility for agency within technology in the form of the cyborg, but as 

with the pulp heroes who preceded him, Neo’s agency can be seen as functioning as a 

safety valve for revolutionary pressures.  The film can also be used to de-naturalize the 

rationality-privileging technique that Ellul identifies as the foundation of technology, as it 

embodies technology in the form of Artificial Intelligences that function as security 

watchdogs.  While the film doesn’t identify any margins of maneuver, it can provide an 

interesting text to a media studies or science fiction literature class in which the 

enormous institutional pressures and powers incorporated in the rhetoric of technology 
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are brought to light.  In this sort of way, The Matrix can be used to question the location 

of cultural power in technology, its constant repetition of the hero as white (and now 

young) male. 

‘Fight the Future:’ The Radical Possibilities of Technological Literacy 

As my too-brief discussions of both A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court 

and The Matrix imply, there is a place for studying technology within the humanities 

classroom.  Examining the moral implications of technological development and looking 

for possibilities for resistance are prospective possibilities available within the classroom.  

Rather than allowing students to become frustrated with the overall impossibility of 

participating in the technological design process, a humanistic look at tech might well 

help them understand the context in which others have also participated and actually 

made change happen.  After all, it is up to the main constituencies of the university—

students, faculty, and administrators—to change the definition of ‘technological literacy’ 

from one based on corporate needs to one that actually envisions the humanistic 

possibilities of a technological future that helps all citizens of the planet live sane, just, 

and moral lives. 
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 Footnotes 
 
1 I’ll save my discussion of the classroom potential of examining the rhetoric of technology for 

the final chapter, but for now I want to make clear the fact that I consider a critical analysis of technology 
an absolutely vital area of discussion in both cultural and literary studies. 

2 Hugo Gernsback, publisher of the first science fiction pulp and a figure that I will discuss later, 
claims Poe as founding father in the editorial column to his first issue (“A New Sort of Magazine,” 
Amazing Stories, April 1926: 3). 

3 This standardization of products through the rationalization of the development process later 
became a battleground between labor and management later in the century, an issue that I’ll discuss more 
thoroughly in Chapter 3. 

4 I borrow this phrase from David Noble’s book The Forces of Production:  A Social History of 
Industrial Automation (New York:  Knopf, Inc., 1984). 

5 William Griswold, who while not an extremely good judge of literary aesthetics proved to be a 
master of public relations, as his slanderous biography of Poe affected Poe’s place in the American canon 
for a number of years after both men had died. 

6 The language of competition is evident here, a byproduct of the naturalization of capitalism.  
The rhetoric of global capitalism often views this competition in terms of nation-states, pitting German 
manufacturers against Japanese, Brazilians, and Americans, for instance.  Within the complex interplay of 
company politics and international and national laws, the fact that such competition exists is true; in the 
early 1990s, Ross Perot made a presidential campaign out of the idea of ‘leveling the playing field’ against, 
among others, the Japanese.  However, for multinational corporations, able to skip across national 
boundaries almost at will, competition among nations is not an issue. 

7 Bernard Wolfe’s Limbo (New York:  Random House, 1952).   Wolfe served Trotsky as a 
bodyguard in Mexico, but his novel sees all ideological systems as equally corrupt.  Eventually, his 
characters try to avoid the pitfalls of technological development by undergoing voluntary amputation of 
their limbs, but even this practice doesn’t prevent nuclear bombs from dropping again. 

8 I’m indebted to M.J. Braun for thinking about technology in this way. 
9 This vision is clearly expressed in Clifford Simak’s City series, published in Astounding between 

1944 and 1951. 
10 Interestingly, part of the dystopic vision of the cyberpunk SF novels of the 1980s includes a 

West that is no longer predominant—the Japanese are often seen as the financial center of the world.  
These stories include a pre-cyberpunk version written in 1975 by Norman Spinrad, in which an American 
‘art’ broker sells an impossibly wealthy Japanese businessman the Brooklyn Bridge as a present for his 
wife.  The story is a play on the immigrant joke about being sold the Brooklyn Bridge as a worthless real 
estate deal in which the newly-arrived immigrant falls prey to a scam, but in it the impoverished state of 
the U.S. is the true joke. 

11 In her book Feminism and the Technological Fix (New York:  Manchester University Press, 1994), 
technology scholar Carol A. Stabile argues that this pendulum swings between technophobia and 
technomania (3).  I briefly considered using this term because it captures the intensity that technomaniacs 
often express towards technology, but I stuck with technophilia mainly because I believe that this term 
captures the naturalized love of technology that those who exist on this part of the pendulum feel. 

12 Skolimowski’s valuation of use reminds me of Marx’s description of use-value, and I’ve 
appropriated the term in this discussion even though Skolimowski obviously doesn’t use it.  Skolimowski’s 
emphasis on use, and my conflation of the term, shows the ideology naturalized in much of the discussion 
of technology, and fits the following description of use-value from Capital, Volume One: 

 
The product appropriated by the capitalist is a use-value, as yarn, for example, 

or boots…use-value is by no means the thing ‘quo’on aime pour lui-même’ in the 
production of commodities.  Use-values are only produced by capitalists, because, and 
in so far as, they are the material substratum, the depositories of exchange-value.  Our 
capitalist has two objects in view:  in the first place, he wants to produce a use-value that 
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has a value in exchange, that is to say, an article destined to be sold, a commodity; and 
secondly, he desires to produce a commodity whose value shall be greater than the sum 
of the values of the commodities used in its production, that is, of the means of 
production and the labor-power, that he purchased with his good money in the open 
market. (351) 
13 Instrumentalism as a description of technology first comes from Martin Heidegger in his essay 

“The Question Concerning Technology,” pp. 5-6.  
14 Cecelia Tichi’s book Shifting Gears:  Technology, Literature, Culture in Modernist America first made 

me think in terms of cults of personalities, as she discusses the way that engineers were romanticized in 
Modernist literature by poets like William Carlos Williams. 

15 I’m using the term hacker instead of systems expert for a variety of reasons, but mainly I’m 
invoking the earliest sense of the term:  hackers, in the original configuration, were problem-solvers, 
individuals who combined the creativity of the inventor with the technical expertise of the engineer.  The 
term doesn’t originate historically until thirty years after the time period I’m talking about, but unlike 
inventors and engineers, the hegemony of the hacker isn’t recognized immediately, as I’ll show in Chapter 
4.  Also, the fact that the hacker combines the skills of the inventor and the engineer doesn’t mean that I 
see the rhetoric of technology as ending with the development of this icon; as the current portrayal of 
hackers evidences, there are anxieties about hackers, anxieties which will likely lead to the dominance of 
yet another cult of personality. 

16 William Gibson, a SF writer of the 1980s, writes a short story satirizing early SF visions, even 
naming the story after Hugo Gernsback.  In “The Gernsback Continuum,” his narrator says that those 
sorts of early SF stories were the product of a “dream logic that knew nothing of pollution, the finite 
bounds of fossil fuels, of foreign wars it was possible to lose…it had all the sinister fruitiness of Hitler 
Youth propaganda” (Mirrorshades 9).  Gibson’s narrator notes both the impossibility and the fascist 
underpinnings of this sort of early SF dream.    

17 Tompkins, Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790-1860 (New York:  
Oxford University Press, 1985).  They also mark a desire among the subculture that will grow up around 
SF to find a sense of community in the increasingly post-modern world of which they are a part.  I find it 
easy to objectify this discussion—attaining proper academic distance—only when I give up the sense of 
wonder with which I read these stories as an adolescent.  And the ironic, mocking quality of the 
cyberpunks appealed to me in my early adulthood, as both making fun of those early stories and again 
proving that I belonged to a community that somehow ‘got it,’ whatever ‘it’ was. 

18 The following information on science fiction pulps comes from William Blackbeard’s chapter 
in the Handbook of Popular American Culture, edited by M. Thomas Inge. 

19 “The Beetle Hordes,” Ray Cummings, (Astounding April 1929), and “The Great Eye,” 
(Astounding April 1929). 

20 At this point in the discussion the concepts of science and technology start to merge.  I do this 
intentionally, as I agree with David Noble when he states in both America by Design and Forces of Production 
that the two are so “intermingled as to be inseparable” (Forces of Production 9). 

21 And thus the gender identity of the character is clear.  As will become evident in the ensuing 
discussion in the later chapters of this document, however, these protagonists are far from monolithic.  In 
fact, one of the main tropes that starts to appear early in the pulps is that of the establishment scientist—in 
combination with a man of action—defeating the mad scientist.  Part of the appeal of this sort of 
character—who usually don’t drive the narrative but function rather as sidekicks—is their desire to work 
within governmental—i.e., purportedly democratic—institutions.  Nonetheless, even with their triumph 
these scientists are often strangely emasculated, passive versions of the mad scientist himself, a distinction 
that I will briefly touch upon in Chapter 2. 

22 Don A. Stuart enabled Campbell to make an intentional break from his other persona, a break 
that enabled him to explore what he considered to be paths different (and more interesting) than the rest 
of the pulp tradition. 



232

 
23 Charles E. Wilson, the chairman of GE, commented that the two biggest problems facing the 

U.S. after having defeated Nazi Germany were ‘Russia abroad and labor at home’ (quoted by Noble, 21), 
showing evidence of big business’s immediate concerns at this time. 

24 As I discussed in Chapter 1, I take the rhetoric of technology to be the conversation that is 
created by and surrounds technology.  It has in large part shaped works of popular fiction, particularly 
those that specifically address technological concerns.  Additionally, the rhetoric of technology, which 
ultimately influences far more than genre fiction, is itself shaped by genre fiction, particularly science 
fiction. 

25 Both men became involved in protracted lawsuits in order to protect their patents, a practice 
that demonstrates the contradiction between the inventor’s desire for wealth and the public’s hope that 
inventors are mostly motivated by the public good.  See the Eli Whitney Museum webpage 
(http://www.eliwhitney.org/ew.htm) for more information on Whitney’s early background.  For 
information on Robert Fulton, see H.W. Dickinson’s 1913 biography, which can be viewed on the web at 
http://www.history.rochester.edu/steam/dickinson/.  

26 My difficulty in finding metaphors other than those that involve the hands shows the root of 
the word technology, which comes from the Greek word ‘techne,’ to manipulate.  It also emphasizes the 
strain within the American rhetoric of technology that privileges egalitarianism; ‘good’ CEOs come from 
the ranks (Andrew Carnegie and Bill Gates) and have worked their way up from the proverbial mailroom.  
Finally, my inability to find other metaphors demonstrates the biological importance in the rhetoric of 
technology of the specifically human phenomenon of the opposable thumb.  Arthur C. Clarke’s story 
“Second Dawn” (1949) describes a world in which three species have developed intelligence, but while the 
two without hands are far more intelligent, having even developed telepathy, they are limited to brutal wars 
over limited resources.  It is the third species, the anthropoids with hands, that create the devices and 
machines that enable the other two to live outside of the Hobbesian state of nature.  Clarke, a biologist by 
training, depicts technology as the one aspect of human achievement that can save us from the sort of 
territorial squabbles that instrumentalists characterize war as, conveniently ignoring the questions of 
ideology and national identity that are at the center of World War II. 

27 See the digital reproduction of this image at http://edison.rutgers.edu/mpstf.htm.
28 Howells’s The Rise of Silas Lapham (New York:  Rinehart, 1949) shows the emphasis on 

practicality and the linear direction of progress that mark the American rhetoric of technology—Lapham 
gets rich inventing a paint that wears longer and costs less than his competitors, only to lose out to an even 
better product by the end of the novel.  For Howells, invention was a relatively simple procedure that 
depended as much on luck and good business sense as it did intellect. 

29 In fact, the word innovation eventually replaces creativity and spontaneity in business-speak, as 
innovation implies the iterability of an already-discovered product, while creativity was impossible to 
control, or even call upon demand.  Like the steamship with its explosions or unemployment caused by 
automating manufacturing procedures, creativity also meant destruction.  Innovations to existing products 
promised much less upheaval in the manufacturing process, and thus caused much less anxiety.  For a 
modern example, consider GM and Ford.  GM has essentially had the same product lines for almost 20 
years, with very little retooling of either manufacturing processes or marketing efforts.  Ford, on the other 
hand, has constantly changed product lines in the last twenty years in an effort to overtake GM. 

30 The impractical inventor is satirized in this time period by Rube Goldberg’s cartoons, in which 
mechanical contrivances accomplish simple tasks with incredibly complicated systems. 

31 For example, Edison was given the name the ‘Wizard of Menlo Park,’ and he was often 
portrayed as a magician, as evidenced by an 1879 cover of the The New York Daily Graphic (shown on the 
Edison website at http://edison.rutgers.edu/wiz.htm).  This image persists; in Dilbert, Scott Adams 
routinely portrays computer systems programmers with a wizard’s hat and robe. 

32 The technocratic fear of the body is one that is echoed in male-dominated science.  Evelyn Fox 
Keller and Genevieve Lloyd were among the first to explore these connections and their implications for 
industrial society in their respective works Reflections on Gender and Science (New Haven:  Yale University 



233

 
Press, 1985) and The Man of Reason: Male and Female in Western Philosophy  (Minneapolis:  University of 
Minnesota Press, 1984). 

33 As was typical with Gernsback’s relationship with many of the writers whose work he used, 
Gernsback never responded to Wells’s repeated requests for payment.  Wells notes this with amusement 
and exasperation in his autobiography, Experiment in Autobiography (New York:  MacMillan, 1934).  Everett 
Bleiler argues that Gernsback perhaps assumed that his writers weren’t really interested in payment, since 
they were writing for their own amusement (Science Fiction:The Early Years, Kent, Ohio: Kent State 
University Press, 1990). 

34 Perhaps this is a reiteration of the English fascination with amateur scientists, such as Fowles 
satirizes in The French Lieutenant’s Woman. 

35 I’ve based this number on an informal survey of my own, completed on the first three years of 
Amazing’s publication.  In this time period (1926-1929), Gernsback published 204 short stories and 
novellas, and 176 of them contained a protagonist who I consider to be an inventor.  I’ve included 
scientists and engineers who ‘discovered’ some sort of process or device through revelation by an alien 
civilization in these numbers. 

36 The pun on Hack and Saw plays off the old nickname for doctors—Sawbones—and in a piece 
of curious serendipity, foreshadows the idea of hackers.  It also suggests that Fezandié is not all that 
reverential about doctors and the medical field. 

37 Interestingly, this story’s implicit message goes against some of the ads in the same issue of the 
magazine, which advertise for sales reps for devices that will improve gas mileage on cars far above what’s 
considered reachable today.  One wonders what happened to these devices, and to the drive to challenge 
the nascent petrochemical industry. 

38 The serialization of villains that’s seen in the original Buck Rodgers sketches doesn’t occur in 
the pulps.  Villains are eliminated in the vast majority of the stories, supporting Cawelti’s argument that 
science fiction resolves dilemmas through the application of science (knowledge has an end or a limit), 
while horror, being a psychic dilemma, keeps appearing. 

39 Hartwell argues that the style of science fiction texts is a reaction against literary Modernism, 
which he defines as “literature in which ordinary people in ordinary settings perform ordinary actions in a 
radically individual style.”   In contrast, “science fiction was about extraordinary people in extraordinary 
situations performing extraordinary actions in an ordinary style,” a contrast which Hartwell no longer 
thinks holds. 

40 The fiction of Edgar Rice Burroughs and H. Rider Haggard typifies this pulp impulse to justify 
colonial development in the dual vein of civilization and progress.  In particular, Burroughs’s stories 
featuring Carter of Mars—reprinted in Amazing—depict a Martian civilization that is ‘savage’ and in need 
of the hyper-masculine figure of Carter for ‘taming.’  For the pulp readership, space is the twentieth 
century equivalent to the ‘unknown’ lands of South America and Africa for the Victorians, as this 
comment from a reader points out:  “By all means keep on.  Space, for instance, has no limit and you [the 
editors at Amazing] have barely taken the first step into it.  A Rider Haggard could not very well have 
written ‘She’ or ‘King Solomon’s Mines’ at this date, when the situs would hardly have been available” 
(Amazing 381).  For this reader, there are no ‘new worlds’ on earth, but space offers the same sort of 
colonial possibilities for this generation. 

41 As I’ve already discussed, the power of inventors in the American rhetoric of technology is 
pervasive despite the fears they invoke.  But in the drive for technocratic utopia that characterizes much of 
the SF pulp conversation about science, the problems inherent in the process of invention elicit many 
possible solutions as well as fears.  A.E. van Vogt sees no way to account for all possible options in 
creating technological utopia; his story “The Monster’s Son,” which appears in Astounding in 1948, shows 
the end of human civilization brought about by a cosmic storm that was unavoidable because humans 
weren’t lucky enough to invent a device that located possible inhabitable planets from a distance.  An 
extra-terrestrial race was, and thus survived.  While humans created a paradise, the process of invention, 
no matter how rational, was unable to save them. 
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Another alternative that becomes a constant thread in the pulps is the possibility that machines 

will invent themselves.  In Isaac Asimov’s “Robot AL-76 Goes Astray,” published in Amazing in 1941, 
robot AL-76 invents his own machine, one that enables him to do his work in half the time and using a 
fraction of the power that the human version of this machine requires.  It’s clear in the story that only a 
robot could have done this, but the complications of invention are also evident, since the robot is told by a 
human to forget how he completed this stroke of creative genius, and thus the knowledge is lost.  The 
moral of the story is clear:  machines, the ultimate product of rationality, should probably be left alone to 
develop their own devices, since humans aren’t rational enough to control the complex process that 
invention has become. 

42 The definition of engineer has changed slightly from the early 19th century.  As W.H.G. 
Armytage points out in his Social History of Engineering (Cambridge, MA:  MIT Press, 1961), engineering 
originally referred to those who worked exclusively with ‘engines,’ which meant mechanical devices of all 
sorts.  The first university program devoted specifically to engineering was the U.S. Military Academy at 
West Point, an academic categorization that suggests the original meaning. 

43 There are many descriptions of the Progressive movement in the U.S. in the early twentieth 
century.  Howard Zinn describes the movement as one of “reluctant reform, aimed at quieting the popular 
risings, not making fundamental changes” (A People’s History of America, New York:  Harper and Row, 
1980).  I agree with Zinn, but I’m concentrating on the imposition of a rationalized bureaucratic culture on 
the general populace, a movement designed to take power out of groups that couldn’t be controlled 
rationally.  For the Progressive movement, old-time capitalists were definitely targets, but inner city 
political bosses were also seen as irrational and thus standing in the way of progress. 

44 Oldenziel makes this argument in relation to women’s places in the profession.  The result of 
scientific management for female engineers was that they were not even allowed to don coveralls, thus 
effectively keeping them away from a critical source of information for doing their jobs.  Her argument 
highlights the intensely masculine nature of the profession, one that contributes to the intensely masculine 
nature of several strains of the rhetoric of technology. 

45 Taylorism was used in France, for example, but in a far different manner than in the U.S., as 
the French used it to shorten work hours and raise wages (cf. Tichi). 

46 This reading of the Luddite movement as being strictly anti-technological ignores the political 
arguments that those in the movement made in the first place.  This ignorance points again to the ways 
that the dominant strain in the rhetoric of technology is instrumentalist, telling citizens of industrial society 
not to question technological development too much or they’ll be left behind. 

47 Andrew Ross offers a much more optimistic view of the politically progressive strains from 
which the technocracy movement comes in Chapter 3 of Strange Weather:  Culture, Science, and Technology in 
the Age of Limits (New York:  Verso, 1991). 

48 As evidenced by Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle.
49 The idea of Americans as good colonialists is fictionalized in Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan 

series.  In particular, the first novel in the series—Tarzan, Lord of the Jungle—paints a horrific picture of 
Belgium’s brutal oppression of the Congo, and it depicts the British as slightly more ‘enlightened,’ with 
American colonialism as the optimal form.  

50 This story is often anthologized due to its prediction of the tank, which won’t be used in war 
until the British develop them for World War I. 

51 While Wells’s stories, such as “The Empire of the Ants,” often portray native peoples fighting 
back against the brutal colonial forces of the various European empires, he still views European 
civilization as the proper goal of humanity, albeit after the socialist revolution has occurred.  This love of 
the machine is what E.M. Forster responds to in his anti-Wellsian-vision short story “When the Machine 
Stops.” 

52 Wells also comments on the problems with the shifting to a new construction of masculinity 
inherent within the changing rhetoric of technology.  The rural army represents the old type of ideal 
manhood: “big, healthy men” who are suntanned and who excel at riding horses and making war.  The 
townspeople who engineer their victory don’t match this ideal—an important consideration in being 
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defeated at war is the need to be defeated by the ‘better man’—and thus also engender the narrator’s 
antipathy.  He calls them “’smart degenerates’” and “’anemic cockneydom’”, referring both to their lack of 
physical ability and their low-born class standing, but he also notes at the end of the story that despite this 
degeneracy the victors do have “in their eyes and their carriage something not altogether degraded below 
the level of a man” (21).  Perhaps, the correspondent notes, these new type of men will live up to the old 
standards.  The question the correspondent asks is critical for the rhetoric of technology:  how exactly 
does the culture at large define masculinity within this new paradigm of the machine?  The 
correspondent’s original title exemplifies this conflict:  “’Manhood versus Machinery.’” For the 
correspondent, machines put manhood at question.  For Wells, on the other hand, these old standards are 
at best an ambiguous ideal. 

53 The appearance of women is rare; the first female main character in a pulp SF story appears in 
the May 1927 issue of Amazing. Typically, she is an extra-terrestrial who shows up on a rich doctor’s 
porch late one summer evening and offers him technological secrets from her planet.  She of course didn’t 
develop the technology herself, but she has fallen in love with the doctor while watching him from her 
planet.  Her own people kill her rather than let her reveal their technological secrets (Gray, “The Star of 
Dead Love”). 

 
The farthest afield the pulps get from the standpoint of ethnicity is the occasional presence of an 

Eastern European or Jewish scientist or engineer. 
 
The SF pulps reveal some fascinating constructions of both race and gender.  One series features 

a detective named Taine who in successive stories 1) prevents a race war and 2) prevents an ultra-feminist 
takeover of the world.  (Keller, The Taine series).  Published only one year later is a story by Nat 
Schachner in which the world oligarchy, run by two Caucasian men, one African woman, a Maori man 
from Oceania, and a Japanese woman, try to change the political system to a democracy.  The Caucasians 
fight the change, advocating further repression of workers, while the other leaders decide to give up power 
in order to bring about change.  Of course, war results, but the breakdown of race and gender is much 
different than occurs in the typical SF pulp story.  (Schachner, “Exiles of the Moon”) 

 
In further studies I intend to explore these constructions and what they reveal about the rhetoric 

of technology.  
54 The comparisons between the American working class and the native populations dominated 

by colonial powers are quite apparent.  Corporate powers sought to use the inner cities as both cheap 
sources of labor and as new markets, much as the colonies were used as sources of raw materials and as 
dumping grounds for industrial products.  Even the title of Upton Sinclair’s book, The Jungle, evokes the 
similarities between the American inner city and American colonies.  I will pursue this discussion further 
when I look at the connection between American engineering and the concept of civilization later in this 
chapter. 

55 A filmic representation of this fictional stereotype is found in the movie Imitation of Life, in 
which Claudette Colbert’s character founds a business empire and falls in love with just such an aristocrat, 
helping to validate within the language of the film her ‘natural’ transition from working to upper class. 

56 I wonder how much these swanky apartments in the city represented an idealized lifestyle of 
the writers themselves, many of whom come from the big cities on the East Coast.  Ray Bradbury, born 
and raised in a small town in Ohio, was definitely the exception, as most of the writers came from New 
York City. 

57 Donitz (and the standard pulp) vision of the coming move to civilization contrasts sharply with 
that of Jack London, whose The Iron Heel is written from the perspective of 700 years in the future.  
London portrays a series of seven revolutions, each one bloodily crushed, until society finally arrives at a 
socialist utopia. 

58 Marx bases his discussion of the pastoral ideal on previous works such as Virgin Land by Henry 
Nash Smith and Some Versions of the Pastoral by William Empson.  Annette Kolodny’s Lay of the Land, an 
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epiphanic discussion of the construction of masculinity in feminized representations of the landscape, is 
also an excellent look at the development of this idea in American culture. 

59 I feel the need to be fair to Simak here, partially out of self-interest, since as a teenager I loved 
the City series.  Although his series is obviously technocratic in its desires, it marks the development of 
both style and content in the pulps that happened in the late 1930s, as writers like Campbell, Heinlein, 
Asimov, Bradbury, and van Vogt took the genre far beyond its previous simplistic adventure stories.  
Simak doesn’t make his story a one-dimensional portrayal of the escape from the city, but instead shows 
that this escape also has consequences.   

60 The two versions of King Kong point to different era’s views of the power of American 
civilization.  In the first version, released in 1932, the American departure from the island isn’t commented 
on by the characters, but the filmic implication is that these people will now join the melting pot, or at 
least enjoy the benefits of Americanism.  In the second version, released in 1980, Jeff Bridges’s character 
speaks for countries like Vietnam who have had rather nasty experiences with American technology when 
he tells Jessica Lange that in 30 years the island culture that they’re leaving will be completely decimated by 
the presence of American military, booze, and the peace corps. 

61 Some lost continents didn’t need modernizing.  Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland (1915) 
depicts a feminist utopia set on a lost continent, one that American civilization would only destroy.  In 
fact, the women of Herland send missionaries to the U.S. in an effort to civilize this country. 

 
Herland is an important point of departure from the standard American dream of utopia, mainly 

because of its envisioning a utopia without masculine domination of the environment.  Gilman nicely 
satirized the sexual implications behind the discovery of lost continents, with all the obvious metaphors of 
penetration, and her satire points to the fragile nature of masculine identity among engineers as well as to 
the masculinized desire to impregnate exotic locales with the seeds of rational, scientific, and technological 
development. 

62 An interesting sidenote here is the way that the pattern of American civilization becomes the 
only possible path to paradise, a sort of natural law of technological development that cannot be altered.  
Text after text in the pulp argues that civilization happens in one way:  Stone Age, Bronze, Age, Iron Age, 
and so on.  No alternative possibilities are discussed until Ray Bradbury’s brilliant series of short stories 
published in novel form as The Martian Chronicles (New York:  Bantam Books, 1997).  In particular, the 
third story shows both the impossibility of different cultures proceeding along the same path of 
technological development and the extent to which American SF fans saw no other possibility.  In the 
story, a third U.S. expedition lands on Mars, and this one is heavily armed because the first two have been 
destroyed by Martian resistance.  As the third group lands, they find a small Midwestern town waiting for 
them, one in which every crewmember has a long-dead relative waiting for them.  Discipline becomes 
impossible to maintain, and the Martians turn back into Martians at night and kill all the members of the 
Earth crew. 

63 There are many academic studies of the utopic/dystopic dialectic, beginning with Jameson’s 
‘Progress Versus Utopia; or, Can We Imagine the Future?’ in Science Fiction Studies. Two that informed my 
incredibly brief discussion are Scraps of the Untainted Sky: Science Fiction Utopia/Dystopia, by Tom Moylan, and 
Jean Pfaelzer’s The Utopian Novel in America, 1886-1986:  The Politics of Form.

64 The one possibility that I don’t discuss is the idea that there is no longer a cult of personality 
that speaks to American desires for control over technology.  Despite post-modern questions about 
fragmented identity, I just see too much evidence in the U.S. popular press of the desire to embody 
technology in fictional characters.  For instance, in a recent episode of the television crime drama “Law 
and Order,” a man who runs an information access company is convicted of manslaughter when his 
company fails to protect a psychologist from being cyber-stalked and then killed by one of their clients.  
His conviction is a direct embodiment of the conflict between those who desire privacy and those who 
want security.  And the recent Spielberg-Cruise film Minority Report is an interesting representation in the 
form of a film superstar of desire for technological control.  It’s particularly interesting in the way that it 
completely revises Philip K. Dick’s original short story, turning Dick’s paranoia over the government’s 
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ability to penetrate the average citizen’s privacy at will into a morality tale about when surrendering this 
type of privacy is necessary. 
65 This crisis was complex:  the federal government had trouble counting the vast influx of immigrants 
arriving in the country, but manufacturers contributed by offering to buy census information if the data 
compiled was beneficial to their needs for market research.  The demand from companies for market 
research data increased the number of categories on the census from five in 1870 to 215 in 1890, making 
the data much more difficult to collect and statistically encode. 

66 My treatment of the detective will be brief, perhaps disconcertingly so to someone well-
schooled in the vast amount of scholarly work done on the genre.  I’m focusing on specific characteristics 
of the detective as they presage the hacker, and thus I’m necessarily skipping a large portion of their 
cultural impact.  For thorough treatments, John Cawelti’s Adventure, Mystery, and Romance:  Formula Stories as 
Art and Popular Culture (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1976) is an excellent starting point. 

67 Even though I’ve used epigraphs from Hammett and Mosley, two authors of the hard-boiled 
variety of detective novels, the pulps almost exclusively feature detectives more along the lines of Dupin 
and Sherlock Holmes, creatures of the night who solve crimes as a sort of a hobby.  One of the interesting 
developments of SF has been the cyberpunks, writers like William Gibson who intentionally conflate the 
hard-boiled style detective with SF themes in order to produce a dystopia similar to that found in the film 
Bladerunner (Scott 1984).  Of the early SF writers, only Alfred Bester’s brilliant The Demolished Man offers a 
SF take on the work of Hammett, Raymond Chandler, and James Cain. 

68 There are certainly other explanations as well—for instance, detectives and the process of 
detection in the pulps helps affirm the scientific/technological order of the U.S. in the early 20th century—
but I’ll concentrate on this explanation. 

69 Yet another strain in the rhetoric of technology that surfaces in this story is the debate about 
biological and spiritual origins.  One strain argues very severely that religion is an evolutionary step that 
humanity must move above in order to fulfill our potential; this strain is typified by Asimov’s canonical 
story “Nightfall” (Astounding 1941), in which religion destroys the hard work of science in the name of 
ignorance.  The other strain is typified by texts by Russell and others like Philip K. Dick, stories that search 
for some sort of meaningful religious meaning in a high-tech world.  Dick’s novel The Three Stigmata of 
Palmer Eldritch epitomizes this strain.  

70 The SF pulps featured spaceships from almost the beginning, but these ships didn’t anticipate 
the hacker.  Instead, these early stories read like pirate adventures, as larger-than-life heroes blasted their 
way through the universe.  This type of story, called the space opera by SF critics, is typified by E.E. 
Smith’s “Galactic Patrol,” (Astounding September 1937) in which his main character, the Grey Lensman, 
essentially defeats aliens and settles planets by himself.  For instance, look at the nearly orgasmic pleasure 
the Lensman feels in this passage: 

 
He thrust out tractor beams of his own, and from the already white-hot refractory 
throats of his projectors there raved out horribly potent beams of annihilation, beams of 
dreadful power which tore madly at the straining defensive screens of the patrol ship.  
Screens flared vividly, radiating all the colors of the spectrum.  Space itself seemed a 
rainbow gone mad, for there were being exerted there forces of a magnitude to stagger 
the imagination—forces to be yielded only by the atomic might from which they 
sprang—forces whose neutralization set up visible strains in the very fabric of the ether 
itself. (xi.)  

 
The readerly pleasure evident in this destruction is far different than that of the spaceship crew 

found in texts that foretell the hacker. 
 
71 Situations in which the crew implodes instead of works together are rare in SF, but they also 

address the rhetoric of technology and the forthcoming cult of the hacker.  I’ll briefly treat this theme in 
my discussion of Campbell’s “Who Goes There?” later in this chapter. 
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72 By the mid-1950s, the primacy of the military organization as the only possibility for space 

exploration becomes problematized.  Even if captains are benevolent dictators in these texts, they’re still 
dictators, and SF texts beginning with the cyberpunks examine concepts like democratic corporations 
(Bruce Sterling’s Islands in the Net, New York:  Ace Books, 1988) and non-human forms of social 
organization.  Sterling has published stories featuring large, interstellar hives that possess no concept of 
individual free will but which are guided by cellular, chemical knowledge (his Shaper-Mechanist series, with 
the best example being “Swarm” (The Oxford Book of Science Fiction Stories, New York:  Oxford University 
Press, 1992)).  Another example of this type of positing of non-human forms of social organization is 
Stephen Baxter’s “Sheena 5,” in which squids are sent by NASA scientists into outer space on the eve of a 
global apocalypse (Year’s Best SF 6, New York:  Eos Books, 2001).  These stories envision the limit of 
human organizations based on the opposing concepts of free will and efficiency.  Interestingly, these 
alternative types of societies still feature the development of technology, although it’s often based more on 
chemistry than on physics. 

73 The Legion of Doom is an example of a relatively famous, media-savvy group of hackers.  But 
the interesting thing to me is why the mainstream media portrays hackers as isolated, anti-social loners like 
the Unabomber.  Bruce Sterling argues in Law and Disorder:  The Hacker Crackdown that this media 
stereotyping of hackers is caused by a profound mistrust of the subculture.  His explanation implies the 
reification of technological control that is the dominant thread in the rhetoric of technology. 

74 Hackers often earn this mistrust, simply by naming their groups things like ‘The Legion of 
Doom.’  But I’m arguing that the process of hacking best exemplifies the desire to control and maintain 
technological progress, and that the mistrust earned by hackers is an important part of technological 
rhetoric. 

75 And as I discussed in Chapter 1. pp. 19-20. 
76 This internalization provides a wonderful money-making opportunity for institutions of higher 

learning, who have continuously positioned themselves as places where this sort of retraining can take 
place.  Clyde Barrow examines the historical roots of universities and this market niche in his book 
Universities and the Capitalist State:  Corporate Liberalism and the Reconstruction of American Higher Education, 1894-
1928 (Madison, Wisconsin:  UW Press, 1990).  

77 This position is characterized by Donna Haraway, who brilliantly argues in her essay A Cyborg 
Manifesto for women in particular to adopt the cyborg as a model of resistance.  Cyborgs are both organic 
and technological, and Haraway felt that this template enables subversion from within the machine itself.  
She later identified some problems with this possibility—to resist, you have to be in an enormously 
privileged position to begin with—but, as I’ll discuss later in this chapter, films like The Matrix state the 
case for cyborgian resistance still. 

78 H.G. Wells’s In the Days of the Comet (New York: Berkley Press, 1967) is a good example. 
79 Gernsback himself wrote a story in which Baron Munchausen, recently popularized by Terry 

Gilliam’s 1988 film The Adventures of Baron Munchausen, stumbles upon a gaseous cloud that contains the 
alien presence that has taken over the body of the Kaiser (Amazing June 1929). 

80 At the Western States Composition Conference in January 2000, I satirized the automation of 
education by comparing artificial intelligence software designed to grade psychology exams to AIs 
designed to grade French fries.  The subject becomes less funny as I get more ‘Enmeshed’ in the field. 

81 A recent on-line article discussed this phenomenon, citing a study that showed very little effect 
of technology in the classroom.  The authors argued that technology is often simply implemented in the 
classroom with very little subsequent training of the instructors who were to use it. 

82 As evidence, I offer a conversation I heard on National Public Radio recently.  In it, three 
scientists debated the merits of the space program, particularly the shuttle.  One of the scientists invoked 
the name of Arthur C. Clarke, an iconic SF author most widely know for 2001: A Space Odyssey, to prove 
his point about the viability of a space elevator.  Although the debate continued, Clarke’s name appeared 
as credible as any other scientist. 

83 The Boss’s incredibly widespread technical knowledge is an ironic joke by Twain on the 
amount of technological data that each of member of industrial society ‘naturally’ carries with them. 
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84 This concept is also used by a hacker in Pat Cadigan’s Synners (New York:  Bantam Books, 

1991), a novel in which a virus wipes out the entire technological structure of the U.S., and in which the 
protagonists must become one with the machine in order to defeat it. 
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