MECHANIZATION AS TOTALITARIANIZATION 

Are We Living in Georges Bernanos’s Utilitarian Nightmare? 
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“The modern world is essentially a world without liberty. There is no place for liberty in the gigantic mechanical factory which must be regulated like a clock…. Liberty is a luxury which cannot be permitted in a society which has decided to engage all its resources toward the end of maximum efficiency…. With each war to preserve freedom, they take from us twenty-five percent of the freedoms which still exist.”

These are not the words of some libertarian or populist conservative of our time, but were written almost seventy years ago by Georges Bernanos (1888-1948). Best known for his penetrating novels The Diary of a Country Priest and Under the Sun of Satan, Bernanos delivered a series of lectures to audiences in France, Belgium, Algeria, and Switzerland in 1946 and 1947. After his death, the lectures were published in his native France, then translated into English and published in this country in 1955 under the title The Last Essays of Georges Bernanos. The quotation above is taken from an essay titled “Why Freedom?”

Why should we take the time to consider something written so long ago, particularly since things change so rapidly these days? What could a contentious Catholic novelist and curmudgeonly prophet see then that is still relevant now? Bernanos himself suggests an answer directly relevant to our post-9/11 world when he writes, “The day some new miracle of technology permits some physicist to manufacture in his laboratory some kind of matter which disintegrates easily, thus placing the destruction of an entire city at the mercy of the firstcomer, I think police troops will comprise nine-tenths of the population and a citizen will no longer be able to cross the street from one side to the other without twice taking off his pants in the presence of a policeman anxious to be assured that he isn’t hiding a single milligram of the precious stuff.” Liberty, he presciently argued, will be sacrificed to mankind’s fear of itself.

In a similar vein, Bernanos spoke out about the consequences of the transition from hand-made to machine-made goods and services. All civilizations have had their characteristic injustices, he notes, but what had been done by hand could be undone by hand. Modern civilization, however, is machine-made, and its injustices can only be undone by machines. As the purpose of machines is to mass produce, the consequences of injustice are similarly multiplied in a mechanical world, and civilization’s response tends toward total war on the perceived causes of the evil. “Certainly, for instance, there is a modern technique of granting assistance to the weak, to the disinherited, to the wretched of all kinds,” he writes. “But from the standpoint of techniques in general, the pure and simple suppression of such people would cost less. Therefore, technology will sooner or later suppress them.” Triage might not be a commonly iterated concept today, but its practice in the processes of birth control, age control, and the allocation of scarce medical resources to the chronically and critically ill, whether on state demand, as in China, or on social suggestion and suited to personal convenience and preference, as in the West (and soon by state demand here too), is very much with us.

Were Bernanos alive today, he would have extended his censure to cover the semi-totalitarian political, social, and economic campaigns we regularly wage under the ensign of “war” — against, for example, poverty, sexual and racial discrimination, and most measures of inequality. We may yet have much to learn from Bernanos’s insights. He contends that our world is one in which anguish and hallucination have replaced faith, that the “machine” has become man by an inversion of the Incarnation, and that man has been reduced to a producer and consumer of goods, a taxpayer and not a citizen, while the state has become the universal insurer. 

The common question of four of the five entries in his Last Essays can be put in the author’s words: “Are modern techniques capable of operating on opinion in so powerful a manner, and so continuously, that they can destroy, one by one, the moral reflexes that once upon a time would have made a society so despiritualized intolerable to the average man?” By techniques Bernanos meant everything from the latest technology (e.g., the atomic bomb) to sophisticated processes of propagandist brainwashing.

+++

What is the relation of man to machine? Has the sheer force of technology and technique so desensitized man that all of his traditional moral reflexes have been eviscerated? Is man no more than a diminished, schematized caricature of his former self in a world in which economics, whether of the Right or the Left, has trumped not only politics but philosophy and, most certainly, poetry and theology? Has man, in other words, come to be bludgeoned by technological circumstances into a state of moral and spiritual stupor?

Writing in the shadow of World War II, Bernanos offers an apparently irrefutable syllogism: Total war can be ended only by total peace; total peace can be maintained only by the total state. By inescapable conclusion, therefore, the total state is with us forever, unless we wish to experience total war with disastrous periodicity. And the total state’s dominant discipline is economics, whether of the liberal capitalist or Marxist variety, and its dominant virtue is distributive efficiency. Politics, social order, philosophy, and all other disciplines are dependent thereunto.

Yet the great issue for Bernanos is that of the spirit rather than the utilitarian ethics of machine-induced statism, though the latter systematically traduces the former and constantly erodes the moral banks that once contained its own turbulent flow. In these essays, Bernanos writes as a devoted Catholic lamenting the spastic devolution of the Church, the society to which she gave birth, and the civilization she sustained. This civilization was, as were all civilizations, a series of compromises between good and evil, a social attempt to protect man against the potentially lethal consequences of his instincts, without utterly denying them. Particularly lethal among these instincts, Bernanos argues, is the instinct for justice. This instinct isn’t justice any more than the sexual instinct is really love. This instinct isn’t even the desire for justice but rather a savage lust, “one of the most powerful forms that man’s hatred of himself takes. The instinct for justice, when equipped with all the resources of technology, is capable of laying waste to the earth itself.” 

The common observation might be noted here that Christian churches — including the Catholic Church, particularly since Bernanos’s time — have tended to abandon contemplation, theological speculation, and philosophical reasoning in favor of action in the name of social justice. The consequence has been to reduce revelation, tradition, and life in Christ to a matter of morality. This reductionism is not novel, of course. Once particularly concerned with sexual morality and displaying a thick philosophical justification based on “the way things are” (the natural law), the reduction is now primarily in favor of matters economic. Human sexuality in much of what is left of Western civilization has been reduced from social and even familial bases to individual preference among consenting adults, and the Church pastoral, if not the Church teaching, has come to terms with that. And so economics moves into the social vacuum and attempts to move with theological warrant from household management to saving the world.

Catholic action groups tend to attract nominal believers with such an itch for social-justice action that the Gospel for them consists of Matthew 25 and the tactics of Saul Alinsky. Or, as Bernanos might have phrased it, Paul of Tarsus is replaced by Saul of Chicago. Consequently, the meaning and relevance of creed, dogma, and any serious concern for ontology and cosmology recede exponentially.

The spiritual void left by the destruction of civilization and the abandonment of religion has been filled by the omnicompetent state, with secular dogma enforced through compulsory education, so that the average man has been relieved, finally, of that which he sought so earnestly and for so long to rid himself: his soul, which plagues him with the consciousness of good and evil. If the soul didn’t exist, or if it were at least mortal, then man could re-adopt morals in accordance with the age-old mantra, “When you’re dead, you’re dead.” It has been primarily the elite who have celebrated the existence of the soul and the responsibilities and duties incumbent thereupon. The rest clamor for rights. Now, however, the elite have come to capitulate, and the relieved masses “begin again to look for a vacant lot, a street corner, on which to lose their immortal souls, with the hope that no one will bring them back to them,” Bernanos writes. “Man isn’t free — what a joy!… With one blow, a decisive one, equality won all that liberty lost; liberty was conquered, not only conquered but destroyed at the source, its spiritual base disintegrated.”

+++

All this fits with Bernanos’s observations concerning man’s relation to the machinery he creates. Machinery changes the conditions of life, and the tragedy is that “machines do not multiply according to the needs of man, but according to those of speculation.” Though man may adapt to the changed conditions, something is lost in each transformation occasioned by technological innovation. In fact, Bernanos argues, echoing the citation above, the mechanization of the world, which he sees as equivalent to its totalitarianization, betrays “a secret and unconfessable wish” to resign and renounce. In the machine, man renounces himself. The net result of man’s technological progress will be a transformation of man far more significant than its transformation of the planet. “Man made the machine and the machine became man, by a kind of diabolical inversion of the mystery of the Incarnation.”

This diabolical inversion proceeds to unravel “the riddle of the world” in the wrong way. Bernanos argues that if we are indeed made in the image of God, then the answer to the riddle of the world lies not in our “practical observation of things” but in ourselves. In the practical observation of things, science challenges nature, as Francis Bacon argued should be the case, rather than collaborating with it. “For science wants only to turn to its own profit the largest possible share of the tremendous resources of energy in the universe,” Bernanos observes. That scientific project, however, will result only in man’s being crushed “between science and nature, between the hammer and the anvil.” This is the case because man’s flesh is weak, as is his nervous system, and it “must yield, sooner or later, to the increasing tension of a life whose normal activity is multiplied ten-fold, a hundred-fold, by the use of machines. The machine will give you leisure, so they tell idiots!”

In the promised mechanical paradise, there will be a double irony, Bernanos suggests, for not only will there be less and less leisure as machines proliferate, but “leisure will be more exhausting than work and work will be a rest after leisure.” The proliferation of machines will engage mankind in an accelerating arc in which the dangers will significantly outweigh the benefits.

It isn’t that intelligence is incompetent, Bernanos insists, but that it is restricted in its competence to making use of creation; it can never come to understand the meaning of creation. “If the Creation were only a work of intelligence,” Bernanos writes, “the human intelligence could do no better than to discover some of its laws, in order to exploit that knowledge in the same way one makes use of machinery; it would not always be ready to condemn Creation in the name of logic or justice. But the Creation is a work of Love.” A most important contention follows, to the effect that intelligence can only find its own cruelty and (perhaps) its indifference in nature. And what scandalizes man most is not the cruelty and indifference but the inefficiency, the lack of economy in it all. And man, Bernanos proceeds, is crueler than nature, for the technological “civilization” we create through our intelligence “will be pitiless, not only towards those suspected of producing less than they consume, but also towards all whose thinking is not in accord with the monstrous collective consciousness.” Nature, for instance, allows millions of the poor to exist; but in the future these will not escape from the severe winnowing antecedent to maximizing “the profits of the colossal world factory.” Suffering is, for the technologist, simply a “badly constructed syllogism,” which he and his cohort will set right somehow.

+++

The world of tomorrow, though characterized by a “moral nihilism that makes any madness possible,” will not be a world in which man cannot live; it will simply be one inhabited by a much diminished man. For the constructors of this brave new world, whom Bernanos insists on calling destructors, have “cut down, mutilated, dismembered” all of nature for the sake of the “totalitarian robot” of the future — a man who does not yet exist, except in their ideological dreams. Those dreams of “social justice” have such potentiality in the destructors’ minds that they lead to “the man with the submachine gun” — a phrase Bernanos also uses to characterize the “enforcers” of totalitarian regimes. The man with the submachine gun is the prophet of the future order for which generations may well have to be sacrificed: “Untold generations of men will die in a world made for another being. Who cares? What matters is to make the experiment irrevocable immediately by destroying Christian man, to make the world of tomorrow as uninhabitable for Christian man as the glacial era was for mammoths.”

These passages suggest a particular focus on Marxist dreamers come to power and paying out the bourgeois world with lead instead of gold. But Bernanos is an equal-opportunity denigrator. He argues that totalitarian capitalism has succeeded liberalism, and the latter was but a conduit for passing on “problems that could be solved only by strict controls. Capitalism and totalitarianism are only two aspects of the primacy of the economic. A faith in machinery enhanced by speculation and fueled by usury has led to the totalitarian state. Ultimately this capitalist state isn’t in conflict with money; it simply substitutes itself for money.” 

Technology united with dictatorship made Russia what she became after 1917, but this was possible only in a void, presumably political and moral. Europe is moving into the same void to the extent that she betrays herself, to the extent that she breeds men “debased, degenerate, and devalued,” those who have no respect for the past and feel no responsibility for the future, who see “civilization” only as a source of pleasure and profit. Should this come to pass, the result will be not simply a catastrophe but a cataclysm.

+++

Yet Bernanos steadfastly refuses to offer a plan, a program, a solution. He refuses in part because he sees the modern state as in no way the legitimate heir of the traditional state, but rather as a cancer growing on the remains of the latter. And one hardly programs a cancer. “If Louis XIV were to take up his celebrated formulation again today,” Bernanos says, “he would be forced to modify its terms a little, and to say ‘Le cancer, c’est moi!’”

And so Bernanos proposes not to send out his political ideas to be mauled in the chaotic situation of the illegitimate sequel to the traditional state, where “the prostitution of ideas has become a state institution. All the ideas one sends alone into the world with their pigtails hanging behind them and a little basket in their hand like Little Red Riding Hood, are raped on the first street-corner they come to by any old slogan in uniform. For all the slogans are now in uniform; all the slogans now belong to the police.” 

The present European welfare agencies — indeed, the brothels, to which Bernanos likens them — are in the service of the masses, and European civilization, he argues, was never a civilization of the masses. Yet today “the modern world honors the masses and isn’t far from worshipping them. In worshipping them, it worships itself and makes itself divine, because it recognizes itself in them.” It is not the misery of the work with which the modern world commiserates. It simply consecrates “the mass, the sum, the sacred total of which totalitarian civilization bears the thrice holy name.” This sheer, vulgar massiveness is pathologically developed in the modern world, so that men are bound together by physical necessity “to kill each other or for mutual pleasure.” Divine right has migrated from kings through the bourgeoisie to the masses.

But something must be done. And that something is not merely a matter of destroying machines. What we need, Bernanos says, is an “understanding that machine civilization is extremely partial to the slow and sure crushing of free men by the masses, that is, by the irresponsible state…the god-state, the god of a world without a god which will soon be a world without men.” The masses have put their trust in science, in mass and weight. And that trust has led to “unatonable wars,” wars that come into being by reason of political dictatorship characterized by rigid economic controls and the “worldwide enterprise for stultification, whose gigantic development — under the name of propaganda — sooner or later will succeed in handling opinion so easily and with such sure-fingered techniques that it won’t matter what other raw materials may be involved.”

The situation, however, is not hopeless. But, Bernanos warns, the only people who have the right to hope are those “who have had the courage to despair of illusions and lies in which they had once found a security they falsely took for hope.” He sees modern men as victims of the self-inflicted mendaciousness that Plato warned of when he spoke of the “True Lie,” the lie in the heart. For various purposes of self-interest, men deceive one another, and this practice inevitably leads to self-deception — and there is no more serious, less retractable, less remediable evil. The “deep well-springs of the soul” become exhausted by this mendaciousness — a mendaciousness occasioned regularly by mankind’s endless search for “an imaginary paradise of universal comfort for perfected animals.” Men’s souls become exhausted thereby, so that the “interior freedom which was our hereditary privilege…that interior freedom was He, was God. We have lost the freedom, and God with it. To recapture it, it will not be enough to want it back again, to bemoan its loss, or to search in the Pharisaism of social justice for an alibi which doesn’t fool God.” And so men do not simply die but die deceived.

Nevertheless, Bernanos insists, the world will be saved. But it “will be saved only by free men,” he declares. Free from what? To do what? Because of what? Bernanos never explicitly defines the word, but his overarching vision suggests that free men are those who resist machinery, overcome or subvert propaganda, believe in God, and act responsibly toward both past and present. 

More significantly, Bernanos proposes that free men are those who are not enslaved to the immediate and the circumstantial. Rather, they are men who possess that “interior freedom which was our hereditary privilege” as Christians. When we abandoned God, we lost that freedom. Everything became immediate, one immediacy segueing into another in a pitiless, unforgiving sequence. 

Who can honestly say that this isn’t where we are now? Does anyone care? Is Bernanos simply an antiquated curmudgeon who raved in the night? He certainly would have had a hard time imagining a civilization that abolished nature, as ours has — e.g., in pronouncing judicially that sexual complementarity is but one form of natural intercourse. Had he been able to do so, he might have called it a cataclysm.

+++

No doubt Bernanos was dismissed by many, perhaps most, of his contemporaries as a crank. After all, he was reared in a pious family, became involved in Action Française, was devoted to monarchism, was married, and, perhaps most scandalous of all, had four children. Why try to penetrate the rhetoric of a didactic novelist posing as a prophet, lamenting the infidelity of France and all Europe, and forecasting even greater disaster than the Babylonian Captivity of Vichy and the inability of the chosen people to sing hymns super flumina Babylonis?

There is a simple answer. His analysis and predictions were intriguingly accurate. He was, of course, neither the first nor the only analyst of his time to observe the meretriciousness of the use of the word democracy as a modifier to sanctify any and all causes. Democracy, he says, “is probably the most prostituted word in every language.” But he also saw that what were once the great democratic revolutions of the eighteenth century had been accompanied by an industrial revolution whose destructive effects at the time were somewhat subdued and whose social consequences were largely unforeseen.

But Bernanos saw a new order appearing, an order that witnessed the slow erosion of traditional social restraints on the use of capital, an order — he might well say a dis-order — characterized chiefly by the supreme virtue of efficiency, a utilitarian dream world of nightmarish consequences. It was a society in which the average man — the economic man, “made not in the image of God but in the image of the speculator” — was reduced to the dual roles of consumer and taxpayer.

In this massive rearrangement of human affairs, Bernanos saw a great difficulty. He noted that democracy was much more concerned with equality than liberty. In a variation on the theme of the tragedy of the commons, Bernanos noted that though “from every victory for equality each citizen could derive some advantages and personal satisfaction…the real profit went to the state.” And totalitarian regimes “are the most egalitarian of all: total equality in total slavery.” As the slogan affixed to the omnipresent depictions of the current North Korean dictator have it, “Without you there is no us.”

And so Bernanos argued that the victory of equality meant the victory of the state, whether that state were the incarnation of Marxist fulminations or liberal capitalist hallucinations. In either case, there seemed to be a general movement toward “highly concentrated centralization and dictatorship,” a phenomenon warned of by Friedrich Hayek. As Bernanos writes, “Corporations have little by little collected for themselves the wealth and power which were formerly distributed among a very great number of enterprises, in order that the modern state, stretching its enormous jaws when the proper moment comes, can swallow everything in one single gulp, thus becoming the Corporation of Corporations, the Corporation-King, the Corporation-God.” 

Contemporary society, especially our own — half-century champion of the “free world” and “free enterprise” against Soviet fulminations — is not unfamiliar with economic crises in which corporations “too big to fail” find their chief ally in the “Corporation of Corporations.”

An international order today appears to be basically total war on both nature and humanity, carried out by other means — that is, efficient mechanical production and distribution of goods and services with a minimal amount of military intervention but with the inevitable default position of nuclear destruction hanging in the background. The universal cry goes out that “others will undersell us!” since economic war can be, in the modern world, nothing but total war. Consequently, we enter and re-enter “the infernal cycle of unlimited production for immeasurable destruction” that Bernanos saw post-war France “dying” to come to terms with once again.

Given the present series of crises in which we currently simmer, crises different in degree but not in kind from those Bernanos lamented in the wake of World War II, it ill behooves us to criticize him for lamenting the inevitable. Whether the future of mankind be characterized better by Nineteen Eighty-Four or Brave New World, we see it coming through the aural garbage and visual detritus of the mechanical world cancer that the state, the economy, and the social order have become.

+++

There is no doubt much to criticize in Bernanos’s essays. But what Bernanos leaves his reader with is a passionate concern for the consequences of the interface between man, machine, and the spirit in the modern world. And Bernanos’s concern for spirit in a world of machines and techniques ought to give the reader more than a mere pause in a busy mechanical life.

Man made the machine, and the machine re-made man, as Bernanos feared in that terrible inversion of the Incarnation he set forth. One might extend the inversion: God made man, man made the machine, the machine re-made man, and man re-machined God. From machina ex Deo to Deus ex machina.

There is, however, little new in the fear we have on this score. Two and a half millennia ago, Chuang-Tzu, a Chinese sage, recorded the same fear in his parable concerning Tzu-Gung and the draw-well. The episode concludes with Tzu-Gung telling the old man how mechanically to improve his efforts at irrigation. The nameless farmer replies, “I have heard my teacher say that whoever uses machines does all his work like a machine. He who does his work like a machine grows a heart like a machine, and he who carries the heart of a machine in his breast loses his simplicity. He who has lost his simplicity becomes unsure in the strivings of his soul. Uncertainty in the strivings of the soul is something which does not agree with honest sense. It is not that I do not know of such things [as the draw-well]; I am ashamed to use them.”

Yet the fear remains. Tzu-Gung is ever with us. Indeed, we have met him, and he is us.
