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I. Introduction

And this narrative of the origin of the city is essential, for we see there
in its purest state, and expressed simply, the feelings of the builders. Such
feelings are no longer evident in our modern day when the prodigious
complexity of the world hides the simple plans of the never-changing
human heart.!

In this short excerpt the essence of Ellul’s dialectical method is apparent. His corpus
is a whole interwoven of eternal and temporal alike; thus we can see The Meaning of

VElll, The Meaning of the City, 7.
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the City as the theological counterpart to his more sociological The Technological Society.?
This paper aims to explore these two texts in particular, specifically seeking the way
from the ‘simple plans of the never-changing human heart’—as outlined by Ellul in
The Meaning of the City—through to the ‘prodigious complexity of the world’—which
he details in The Technological Society. We will begin by way of an examination of cities
in the line of Cain, those following from Enoch onward; and in this will trace out
part of the tour led by Ellul in his work on the City.? This will be followed by an
interlude in which a literary light is shed upon the whole by way of Cormac
McCarthy’s Blood Meridian, whereby we will find our way through to the latter work
of Ellul as concerns Technique. The intent throughout will be to examine the way in
which the City in Ellul’s telling was born of blood and thereby continued. We will
thus trace the violence of the City’s birth and continuance through its various aspects
and permutations to arrive at last at the form of Technique.

The two key characters here are therefore the City and Technique, yet to these we
will add a literary third that, we will argue, represents in symbolic form the unity of
City and Technique: namely the character of Judge Holden from Blood Meridian. This
papet, to borrow a line from the Judge, is thus but the occasion for a dance between
these three:

This is an orchestration for an event. For a dance in fact. The participants
will be apprised of their roles at the proper time. For now it is enough
that they have arrived.*

The topics treated by Ellul, those of the City and Technique, are propetly
conceived things immense. We treat of them with small words and perhaps forget
the vastness which lies behind a handful of letters. Yet Judge Holden contains within
himself—as fictional character, yes, but also as the historical figure which was his
basis—a sublimity which only art could have woven in full force. Solzhenitsyn noted
this peculiar power as concerns literature in his Nobel lecture: “art transfers the whole
weight of an unfamiliar, lifelong experience with all its burdens, its colours, its sap of
life; it recreates in the flesh an unknown experience and allows us to possess it as our
own.””

We know from Genesis, for instance, that Tubalcain was the first to forge
weapons of war; yet in this narrative the whole is rendered bloodless in dead ink.¢
The violence at the heart of all war, we must recall, is that of Cain and Abel. To
paraphrase, albeit purposed to our present ends, a poem by Jorge Luis Borges:
‘Whoever kills is Cain. The victim is Abel.”” The penultimate line of this poem,

2 Wilkinson in Ellul, The Meaning of the City, viii.

3 This paper will address specifically those cities in the line of Cain, excluding the
counterpoints which are dealt with by Ellul elsewhere in The Meaning of the City. The primary
intent of this work is to explicate the City in its relation to Technique, hence our restricted
focus.

4 McCarthy, Blood Meridian, 342.

5 Solzhenitsyn, “Nobel lecture,” 57.

¢ Genesis 4:22

7 Borges, “Happiness,” in Seected Poems.
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moreover, captures the essence of this relation, one with which Ellul is concerned
immediately in his treatment of the City: “Everything happens for the first time, but
in a way that is eternal.”® When Ellul speaks of war, therefore, we must read in this
violence also the echo of Abel’s blood; it was thus that violence was introduced into
the human condition and whence thereafter ever it proceeds. The same applies to
Cain’s subsequent founding of that first city in the land of Nod: Enoch. Here the
name entails reference to an initiation—into what? We see the meaning in Cain’s
flight from God, Ellul notes that the literal Hebrew translation for the land of Nod
is ‘the land of wandering.” The first city is founded in a place of wandering, a
settlement ever without rest; thus, we find the meaning of this first initiation:

Now a start is made, and it is no longer God beginning, but man. And
thus Cain, with everything he does, digs a little deeper the abyss between
himself and God. ... And Cain accumulates remedies, each one a new
disobedience, each one a new offense. Each remedy which seems to be
a response to a need in Cain’s situation, in fact sinks him even deeper in
woe, into a situation ever more inextricable.!?

Here we find echoes of The Technological Society—that is, of Technique—for there the
technical phenomenon proceeds precisely in this manner: any solution is temporary
and tends to deepen the fundamental disruption by which it was compelled,
compelling further ‘solutions’ and so on. This is an essential element in Ellul’s work,
that the problem is not the ostensible ends to which efforts are directed but rather
the means by which these, however lofty, are sought. Cain wanted settlement and
security; and fair enough—but how did he seek this?

Cain takes possession of the world and uses it as he wishes .... Cain
creates the art of craftsmanship. He carves stones and thereby makes
them impure, unfit for use in an altar for God (Ex. 20:25). It is man’s
high-handed piracy of creation that makes creation incapable of giving
glory to God. Cain bends all of creation to his will. He knows full that
by God’s order he has received dominion over creation, and he assumes
control. He forces creation to follow his destiny, his destiny of slavery
and sin, and his revolt to escape from it. From this taking possession,
from this revolution, the city is born.!

Again, we may sense here a thread which runs from the founding of this first city to
the ‘prodigious complexity’ of modernity which Ellul elsewhere binds under the
name of Technique. We may note, for instance, that Ellul describes Technique in
similar terms:

8 Ibid.

9 Ellul, The Meaning of the City,
10]bid, 6.

11 Ibid, 6-7.
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Science brings to the light of day everything man had believed sacred.
Technique takes possession of it and enslaves it. The sacred cannot
resist.!?

Of course, we cannot simply skip so quickly to the end of our narrative; it is precisely
the seed as seen in Enoch and the other scriptural cities, in particular Nineveh and
Babel, which Ellul describes as detailing the ‘simple plans of the never-changing
human heart.” All that follows has thus been built upon the foundation first laid by
Cain at Enoch, hence the earliest ages must also be our point of departure.

II. The City

And Cain went out from the presence of the Lord, and dwelt in the land
of Nod, on the east of Eden. And Cain knew his wife; and she conceived,
and bare Enoch: and he built a city, and called the name of the city, after
the name of his son, Enoch.13

Cain kills Abel, that much is known; then of his intercourse with God, cursed to be
a wanderer and fugitive, and the mark which was to assure his continuance. Cain
went then to the land of Nod—that is, we have noted, in literal translation, ‘the land
of wandering.” Thus, Cain’s unsettled state is emphasized in Scripture; yet there he
knows his wife who bears him a son, Enoch, and then also founds the first city which
shares his son’s name. Enoch, city and son; first in the line of Cain. The name means
initiation or dedication; not to God, then who? Cain distrusted the mark which God
gave him as a warning to others and assurance of justice for any harm. He sought
instead in this first city a security of his own making; that in progeny he also aimed
at much the same. Cain sought eternity in the temporal, thus he built upon the earth
a world of his own. All this follows from that first blood, thereafter Cain seeks
security in his settled wandering away from God. Of course, there can be no ‘away
from God’—mnot in a physical sense, at least, only in the spiritual. Thus, Cain turns
his face from God, but he cannot flee; can only wander as a fugitive. Enoch is the
chosen place of this settled wandering; hence its restlessness ever in vain. This is the
fundament of all cities that follow, that is, of the eternal City with its many-faced
face: Resen, Nineveh, Babel, and so on.

Ellul proceeds in the opening of his The Meaning of the City to outline the aspects
of this City. He does so by addressing in turn the various scriptural cities as each in
turn unfolds a facet of this singular face. The first we have addressed, Enoch; then
after Cain he addresses the next great builder: Nimrod. This time the builder does
his work in the land of Shinar: “the land of piracy and destruction.”'* And who is
Nimrod? Genesis tells us he was a “mighty hunter before the Lord.”!5 Ellul suggests
an alternative translation: that instead we know Nimrod as a mighty “conqueror” or

12Ellul, The Technological Society, 142.
13 Genesis 4:16-17.

14 Ellul, The Meaning of the City, 13.
15 Genesis 10:9
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“plunderer.”’¢ Thus the City takes on the aspect of warfare and rape, preying upon
the realm in which it is placed:

The city is now a center from which war is waged. Urban civilization is
a warring civilization. Conqueror and builder are no longer distinct. Both
are included in one man, and both are an expression of that desire for
might which is revolt against the Lord."”

Yet the essence of this revolt has, of course, been present from the outset at Enoch;
rather it is thus that we witness in Scripture an unfolding which renders these facets
further evident and emphasises them in turn. The structure of this section of Ellul’s
text can be seen as him turning over the eternal City in his palm and examining its
many facets. We may thus now turn to the further cities in the line of Nimrod.

The first of these is Resen, which name means “bridle” or “bit.”’18 This is the
scriptural origin of humanity’s mastery over horses; it is more than that, however, as
it represents also, in this symbolic sense, the mastery of humankind over natural
forces of all kinds. This includes, moreover, the mastery of the City over the people
that constitute its basis. The City is not only a physical place and an assemblage of
materials; it entails also a spiritual influence which prevails over its inhabitants and
shapes their lives. We may thus see the City itself as entailing from the outside a yoke
that falls upon the necks of all within its realm. This same aspect was addressed by
Ellul eatlier in his reference to Cain and the origin of craftsmanship; it is the carving
of stone which renders it unsuitable as an altar. Similarly, the City as yoke turns the
heads of its inhabitants from God. They are brought within the fold of a contrary
force, that which originates with Abel’s blood and the restless wandering which
follows. The entirety seeks a thing impossible, hence ever out of its reach. All are
yoked together in this doomed enterprise.

The two cities after Resen which are here of most of interest are Babel and
Nineveh. Of the first, the tower of Babel is well known, as is its tale; less often
emphasised is that Babel was itself a city—or rather, that this is an important aspect
of the story. Yet from the line followed thus far we may see that the tower of Babel
represents a continuance of the same motives that underlie the City’s origins. Of
Babel, we may recall, the people said “Come, let us build a city and make a name for
ourselves.”!” Here Ellul distinguishes the ordinary understanding of this intent, which
we may read in terms of reputation; that the people wished merely to build a
testament to their capacity and thus earn earthly renown.?0 Instead he emphasises the
subtle aspect of a name as entailing a sort of power over that which it selects. We
may think, for instance, of Adam naming the animals and the dominion which was
given him with this. The builders in Babel thus sought not simply a name in the sense
of renown but rather this stronger sense: they wished to name themselves. Rather

16 Ellul, The Meaning of the City, 12.
171bid, 13.

18 Tbid, 14.

19 Genesis 11:4

20 Ellul, The Meaning of the City, 16.
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than being subject to naming by God, in other words, they sought instead to exclude
Him from creation. This was a people desirous of strict independence, and in this we
can see the same spirit which animates the origins of the City. Cain sought in the City
an assurance of his own, that he wanted to guarantee a security for himself
independent of the mark promised by God; so also the tower aimed at the same.

Babel thus represents the utmost extent and final impossibility of this enterprise,
thus Ellul defines the City thereafter as “from the beginning mortally wounded.”?!
Yet we may note that God does not act as in the flood, does not strike down the
tower but rather settles the matter otherwise with a confusion of tongues. Here again
Ellul differs somewhat in his exegesis by emphasising that this concerns
understanding rather than being simply an explanation of linguistic variation among
humankind. The curse of Babel is thus epistemological rather than merely linguistic.
God sets a stone in the way of this path, much as the Cherubim with flaming sword
that blocks the way back to Eden:

Babylon, Venice, Paris, New York—they are all the same city, only one
Babel always reappearing, a city from the beginning mortally wounded:
“and they left off building the city.”??

The final city of immediate interest with which we will here deal is Nineveh. Nineveh
is returned to later with Jonah, but here it is the initial nature of this city which is
included within our ambit. We are interested in Nineveh not as a prime instance of
the City in its repentance, an aspect elsewhere dealt with by Ellul, but rather as a
watlike harpy — “strong in chariots and cavalry.”?3 At this we may well recall Resen,
that it is the bridle and bit which led down the line to chariots as the strength of the
City. This is an advanced civilisation which has mastered nature and technology, their
significance bound as symbol in the chariot. The essential line here, however, is that
Nineveh stands thus “and there is none besides me.” We may here turn a moment
to foreshadow Blood Meridian, for there the Judge speaks of war in a way which well
lluminates this essential aspect. He speaks of war as “forcing of the unity of
existence™: “It is the testing of one’s will and the will of another within that larger
will which because it binds them is therefore forced to select.”?* Thus we hear the
war in Nineveh’s voice: “I am, and there is none besides me.””2> This war is but the
stark face of that same singular effort which has ever animated the City; it is another
face of the same desire which brought about the tower of Babel—and in its futility,
the same as guaranteed the fall of that effort and the confusion of tongues which
followed.

Here we see a second way to that sought by Babel, where there the builders
aspired to a vertical ascent; now they seek a horizontal spread in the warlike aspect
of Nineveh. These are alike since the City in its warring has ever the same spiritual

21 Tbid, 21.

22 Tbid, 21.

2 Ibid, 21.

2 McCarthy, Blood Meridian, 261.
2> Zephaniah 2:15
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shape, that it seeks to exclude any alternative powers. See today the war on drugs, on
cancet, on terror, and so on. The same spirit animates these wars as that of Nineveh:
the City seeks to negate any other powers. Of course, the greatest of these alternative
powers—indeed, that in whom all others are enfolded—is that sought against first
by Cain and then consciously by the builders of Babel: God. He is the face of all that
contradicts the human essence of the City; it is He that calls into question the eternal
City. He reveals the ultimate temporality of the City as against the eternal Godhead,
that it is ever merely an aspect of this greater whole. Here we may recall the Judge on
war: “the testing of one’s will and the will of another within that larger will which
because it binds them is therefore forced to select.” The City defines all that opposes
it, all that it opposes, as merely nature; it thus seeks to war with this face as an equal.
The truth is that Ellul notes of Cain and Nineveh, that the City ever wars against
God: “I am, and there is none besides me.”26

Yet there is ever, of course, an essential instability in this warring relation, that
the war alone establishes and holds the actuality of the City; it stands eternal only so
long as it fights. This is the anxiety at the heart of the City which ensures its
restlessness, that there can never be any true settled point within this land of
wandering. The wanderer exists only in the activity entailed by his name; it is thus
that the City exists only in the activity of which it is composed. There is ever, then, a
frantic need for nothing in particular; since nothing can truly accomplish this end,
that there can be no true rest here. The City wanders blindly seeking itself. Of course,
that which it desires can never be found — hence, as after Babel, it is an enterprise
forever doomed to futility. The City cannot escape the creation which constitutes its
existence, cannot escape the creator out of Whose divinity it protrudes into actuality.
This would be, even if it were possible, to cut the branch upon which it grows; below
there is only the abyss out of which He first brought forth form. Here humanity is
powetless, for we are only a form brought forth amidst these, privileged perhaps, but
ultimately of the same stuff as all else that surrounds us. It is human hubris alone that
presumes any fundamental difference of the sort implied by Babel.

II1. Interlude

The way from the City to Technique, as our outset indicated, will here be sought
through Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian — a book in which the themes thus far
discussed are refracted in a way which draws our attention to the concreteness
underlying these roomy abstractions. We may begin by introducing the book for
those who are unfamiliar. McCarthy writes in Blood Meridian of the Glanton Gang, a
group of paramilitary scalp-hunters recruited by Mexican authorities in the 1850s to
fight against Apaches in northern Mexico. John Joel Glanton, the namesake and
leader of this group, was, in fact, an early Texan settler and soldier; thus, McCarthy’s
narrative is grounded in historical fact. The primary source for this group’s activities
is an autobiographical account by Samuel Chamberlain, titled My Confession: The
Recollections of a Rogne. Chamberlain details his involvement in the scalp trade with the
Glanton Gang; and of particular interest, mentions Glanton’s second-in-command,

26 Zephaniah 2:15
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a man named Judge Holden. It is Holden, known in Blood Meridian simply as ‘the
Judge,” that is the character of essential interest for our purposes. We will first
consider, however, the fact and act of scalp-hunting in its relation to the City.

A. Scalping

We may recall here Nineveh, strong in her chariots, “that said in her heart, I am, and
there is none beside me.”?’ The act of accomplishing this independence, of course,
depends upon her chariots; it is thus that she wars to establish herself alone. This
same dynamic can be seen in the conflict between Mexican cities and the Apache.
The Mexican cities could stand as Nineveh only to the extent that they were also
‘strong in their chariots’; hence they hired Glanton and his men to war against those
that threatened this standing. The point here is that it is violence which repels
contrary forces and ensures the sole standing of the City’s independence. The City
lives by this basic violence. The Mexican authorities are thus interested in the Apache
only insofar as they desire either their submission or absence; it is an interest which
secks only remove a contrary tendency. We may call think of this as a ‘negative
interest’ — an interest in absence rather than presence.

This makes the scalp the perfect symbol and ‘receipt’ for this war, and in this we
see, moreover, a truth as to the particular nature of war as in Nineveh. The scalp
signs the death of its ‘owner.” John Sepich treats of scalping further in his Nozes on
Blood Meridian:

The scalp is both proof of an Indian’s capture, given the stipulation that
the scalp must show the crown of the hair (and in some cases, for further
specificity, the ears), and proof of the Indian’s death, given the lengths
to which an Indian would go to protect his body from this
disfigurement.?

Those that will not enter the City as supplicants, therefore, are brought ultimately
within her ambit as scalps; it is as absence that they ate at last subjugated. This alone
ensures the certainty of the City in its independence against alternative powers. The
Apache raiders detailed in Blood Meridian are conceived thus by the City as its own
other, as nature unbound opposed to the civilisation that the Mexican authorities see
themselves as representing. Thus, a bounty is placed upon the raiders’ scalps, that
they are identified by a negative interest; are sought only as absence. War is the way
which this occurs, and as Nineveh is ‘strong in her chariots’ so the Mexican
authorities relied upon horse-borne warriors such as Glanton and his gang —
including, most notably, then and in McCarthy’s telling, a man known as Judge
Holden.

We may see the Judge here as possessing a singular self-consciousness of the
enterprise in which these men are all enrolled; and this, moreover, in its most abstract
and universal sense:

27 Zephaniah 2:15
28 Sepich, Notes on Blood Meridian, 8.
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Whatever exists, he said. Whatever in creation exists without my
knowledge exists without my consent.

... He nodded towards the specimens he’d collected. These anonymous
creatures, he said, may seem little or nothing in the world. Yet the
smallest crumb can devour us. Any smallest thing beneath yon rock out
of men’s knowing. Only nature can enslave man and only when the
existence of each last entity is routed out and made to stand naked before
him will he be properly suzerain of the earth.?

The unstable relation expressed above, that “the smallest crumb can devour us,”
reflects the ultimately futility of the Judge’s epistemic enterprise. There is an anxiety
in the Judge’s words here, one which reflects in him an awareness of this instability.
The task set is impossible: that “the existence of each last entity [be] routed out.” We
see here his identity is founded on the exclusion of anything unbound. Here we may
introduce the work of another French philosopher, Jean Baudrillard, whose concept
of ‘the remainder’ operates according to a similar principle: “it is through the
subtraction of the remainder that reality is founded and gathers strength.”3 This
remainder is that which must be excluded for the City to stand certain in its
independence; yet this subtraction is unstable, a war tested ever by impossibility. The
opposing aspect of this pair, moreover, is ever amorphous:

[The remainder’s opposite] is anonymous, it is unstable and without
definition. Positive, but only as the negative gives it the force of reality.
In a strict sense, it cannot be defined except as the remainder of the
remainder. ... Thus, the remainder refers to much more than a clear
division in two localized terms, [it refers instead] to a turning and
reversible structure, an always imminent structure of reversion, in which
one never knows which is the remainder of the other.3!

This unstable relation can be read into the anxieties expressed above by the Judge,
and in this we see, moreover, that the enterprises indicated by Babel and Nineveh are
reconciled in this face. It is, as we have stated in the prior section, that there can be
no ultimate end but ever an incessant wandering doomed to futility. The remainder
cannot be eliminated insofar as it remains ever the true ground of this epistemic
enterprise. There can be no independence as was Babel’s ultimate end, instead
Nineveh is maintained only by its ceaseless efforts. The City is founded as a violence,
as an imposition against the prevailing state of affairs:

For whoever makes a shelter of reeds and hides has joined his spirit to
the common destiny of creatures and he will subside back into the primal
mud with scarcely a cry. But who builds in stone seeks to alter the
structure of the universe ...%

2 McCarthy, Blood Meridian, 207.

30 Baudrillard, Simulacra and Sinmlacrum, 143.
31 1bid, 143.

32 McCarthy, Blood Meridian, 152.

137



Benjamin Gaskin

Reeds and hides decay alike with stone, that which crumbles or falls at the hands of
other cities; it is that the City is ever moving in its effort to stand still. There can be
no still center but that which is presupposed in the ground of existence, which was
at the outset rejected by Cain and his line. God alone can offer that which the City
secks; yet the City is precisely the rejection of this offer; it is the concerted effort of
mankind to engineer grace.

There is, however, a further aspect to the City’s restlessness in modernity. This
is that which Ellul has dealt with under the topic of Technique; or rather, that which
underlies the technical phenomenon. We may better understand this epistemic aspect
of the topic by a concrete study of the Judge’s enterprise, in which we see enacted
precisely the process described by Baudrillard: “through the subtraction of the
remainder ... reality is founded and gathers strength.”3

B. The metaphysics of inscription

Lastly he set before him the footpiece from a suit of armour hammered
out in a shop in Toledo three centuries before, a small steel tapadero frail
and shelled with rot. This the judge sketched in profile and in
perspective, citing the dimensions in his neat script, making marginal
notes.

Glanton watched him. When he had done he took up the little footguard
and turned it in his hand and studied it again and then he crushed it into
a ball of foil and pitched it into the fire. He gathered up the other artifacts
and cast them also into the fire and he shook out the wagonsheet and
folded it away among his possibles together with the notebook. Then he
sat with his hands cupped in his lap and he seemed much satistied with
the world, as if his counsel had been sought at its creation.’*

The Judge here attends carefully to his specimens, that it is precisely these referents
which he inscribes painstakingly in his journal — “sketched in profile and
petspective, citing the dimensions in his neat script, making marginal notes.” There
is an obvious interest in the actuality of that which he translates from physical form
with pencil to paper; it is this specimen and none other that the Judge seeks to
inscribe. Yet immediately after we find his apparent disregard for the same which he
just attended to so carefully. Here his care is matched, even outdone, by the disdain
which follows: “he took up the little footguard and turned it in his hand and studied
it again and then he crushed it into a ball of foil and pitched it into the fire.” How
can we understand this apparent contradiction?

When all the specimens thus collected have been transcribed and likewise
destroyed, then he sweeps clear the area, packs away his possibles, and finally rests:
“he sat with his hands cupped in his lap and he seemed much satisfied with the wotld,
as if his counsel had been sought at its creation.” There is in this an obvious echo of
that act in Scripture with which all began: “And God saw every thing that he had

33 Baudrillard, Simulacra and Sinmnlacrum, 143.
3 McCarthy, Blood Meridian, 146.
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made, and, behold, it was very good. ... and he rested on the seventh day from all
his work which he had made.”?* Thus we see here the Judge enacts the symbolism of
creation as told in Genesis; yet in this case it is as if an inverted counterfeit: “Satan is
the ape of God.” We note that this is not an act of creation akin to that of the deity
Himself but rather entails a distinction of singular importance. Where God created
ex nihilo, here the Judge is powerless to do the same; nor can he truly destroy —
instead we find something else entirely.

We may look now to the paper upon which the Judge inscribed his rendering of
the footguard and other specimens. The particular nature of this paper and pencil,
what we might call zhe metaphysics of inscription, provides the key to the process
witnessed here. This unfamiliar term is intended to emphasise the peculiarity of this
mode of representation, that the material activity is not neutral but rather can be seen
to entail an implicit principle. Thus, we find first that the paper is not nothing, hence
there is no true creation ‘ex nihilo,” rather the specific quality of paper that provides
for the possibility of inscription is instead its homogeneity. This is the essence which
characterises all the various materials of inscription: wax, clay, papyrus, paper, and so
on. All entail a uniform surface upon which the inscribed lines and forms thus stand
stark against a plain background. The point is that ondy that which has been placed is present.
Hence there is never any ‘nihilo’ out of which the creative act proceeds miraculously
as described in Genesis; instead, there is only an annihilation of determinate form —
as, for instance, the tree is pulped and prepared as paper — which provides for a
relative nothingness upon which the inscribed form is rendered. What matters is only
that nothing here contradicts the Judge’s intent: “and he seemed much satisfied with
the wotld, as if his counsel had been sought at its creation.” This shape is shared with
Nineveh, that he sits satisfied having assured himself that “I am, and there is none
besides me.”

This point can be further emphasized in the specifics of the Judge’s sketch,
namely that the footpiece is sketched “in perspective.” We know, of course, that the
paper upon which this form is inscribed is a flat surface, yet there is a miracle of sorts
in the illusion allowed by the art of perspective. Thus, we may bring into relief the
metaphysics of this act:

Drawings are like windows through which we see things. The
draughtsman, who is a maker of these windows, appreciates the effort
put into them much more so than others, who only see through
drawings, as it were, to the things themselves depicted and so take the
drawing for granted.3

The Judge is described as an admirable draughtsman, and thus he is a creator of these
windows — and what world do these windows look out upon? Perspective drawing
of the sort that the Judge carries out for the footpiece entails “the representation of
three-dimensional objects on a two-dimensional surface.”?” Thus the specific nature

¥ Genesis 1-2
36 Booker, The History of Engineering Drawing, 1.
37 1bid, 1.
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of inscription is apparent from the spatiality conjured by the Judge’s pencil — a tool
that Booker describes in his History of Engineering Drawing as “the most potent
instrument in the world.”3® We find, therefore, that the Judge not only represents the
referent but further imbues it with a dimensionality that exceeds the surface upon
which it is inscribed and somehow strangely mirrors the actuality in which the original
referent sat. The perspective sketch, in other words, creates a window to another
wortld; a world, moreover, in which the Judge is sole curator and, indeed, of which
he feels himself creator. We seek scale in His watchtower, in other words, that we
might defenestrate the standing deity.

The metaphysics of inscription, therefore, entails an inverted counterfeit of
creation ex nihilo; it proceeds first by the annihilation necessary to the materials of
inscription — or rather, since destruction is as much beyond man as creation, the
rendering of form as a homogeneity adequate to this purpose — and then the
imposition thereupon of a man-made and humanly-determined form. This results in
a purely human order that stands, as it were, outside the ordinary realm of divine
creation; a world wherein there is nought but that which the human mind has placed
— a wortld known only by eyes through the illusory window conjured by the
draughtsman. We see the reality of this realm, and its relation to the remainder, in
the Judge’s final inspection of the footpiece. He turns over the specimen a final time
in his hand and thus assures himself that no aspect remains yet inscribed which is of
any interest to him; it is this assurance, in light of his completed inscription, that
extinguishes the referent’s claim to any actuality in his eyes. There is beyond this
nothing else: “through the subtraction of the remainder ... reality is founded and
gathers strength.” Once copied into his notebook then the referent itself is redundant
and accordingly discarded — indeed, is not only redundant but further despised as
evinced by its destruction.

There is in this destruction a further act, that the original is not only supplanted
but must by necessity be destroyed so as to prevent any testimony against the actuality
of its inscription: “I am, and there is none other besides.” We find here echoes of
Nineveh, that the pencil as chariot runs down any and all forms contrary to its intent;
hence the Judge answers thus a question put to him by one of his companions:

What about all them notebooks and bones and stuff?
All other trades are contained in that of war.3

Of course, this war participates in the ever-wounded aspect of the City with which it
shares a symbolism; it is a futile and restless enterprise — doubly so perhaps for the
latent sense of its futility. There need be a ceaseless war else the truth of eternity
would clearly consume all temporal strivings contrary to the divine fiat enacted at
Babel. The Judge, like the City, is thus compelled to war restlessly with the remainder
to assure himself that he is independent: “The freedom of birds is an insult to me.
I’d have them all in zoos.”#

3 Ibid, 1.
3 McCarthy, Blood Meridian, 260.
40 Thid, 208.
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IV. Technique

The metaphysics of inscription with which we have just dealt here provides the basis
for our understanding of Technique. A question remains for Ellul, since there seems
in modernity to have been a mutation of the City — but how can this be traced in
Scripturer Technique is clearly built upon the same basis as Enoch and all that follow,
that much at least is clear; yet there remains a gap between the specific form found
today and that first founded by Cain. We have here sought some way of bridging this
through our interlude with the Judge, in which we addressed directly an enterprise
that seems the sum of Babel and Nineveh: inscription as an aspect of spiritual war.
The particular power of the Judge’s journals is that they provide an open-ended
reality into which the world can be placed; and moreover that, as most obviously in
the case of scalps, as also the sketched footpiece, the sigh comes to displace the
referent. We will now detail the way in which this phenomenon can be seen to lie at
or near the heart of Technique.

There is a fundamental difference between the order of creation from which the
Judge draws his forms and that of inscription into which they are placed, that which
then further comes to supplant the former. The essential difference here is that the
metaphysics of inscription requires a conscious act on the part of the human agent;
as we have phrased it eatlier, that only that which is placed is present. This means
that anything left out of the inscription, anything thus deemed unimportant, will in
some sense cease to exist — at least from the perspective of one operating within
the realm of inscription. We might ask then: why would any operate within such an
apparently impoverished realm? Here we must emphasise the power provided by
inscription. This is perhaps a topic somewhat beyond the ambit of our current
enterprise, and yet much of the most important advances in modern science — or
rather, in the conditions which made these possible — can be traced to developments
in the material culture of inscription.

The role of the printing press, for instance, is often singled out in the
development of modern scientific culture. Eisenstein, in particular, has tendered a
lengthy treatment of this topic: The Printing Press as an Agent of Change. Her work
emphasises the essential role of cascading inscriptions — that is, the way in which
the printing press increased the flow of reliable reproductions so as to allow
knowledge that was once disparate to now readily accumulate at several centres. This
can be seen, for instance, in the advances made possible by Tycho Brahe’s
accumulation of ancient astronomical records alongside the most recent records of
his day assembled from far-flung observatories.#! This body of knowledge, and in
particular the fact that these copies were produced with diagrams and tables at an
efficiency and reliability beyond the possibility of scribes prior, allowed for a process
of collation and comparison which rendered the library itself a scientific instrument
even akin to the telescope. Brahe may have been the last of the naked-eye
astronomers, she notes, but he was the first of a generation aided essentially by such
inscriptions.*?

4 Hisenstein, The Printing Revolution in Early Modern Europe, 244.
42 Tbid, 244.
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Ellul himself notes that a similar process is essential to the proper operation of
Technique: “It can be truly efficient and scientific only if it absorbs an enormous
number of phenomena and brings into play the maximum of data.”*3 This process
of ‘absorption’ involves nothing other than, in essence, the textual enterprise which
we have witnessed of the Judge in Blood Meridian. The totality of information required
here, of course, exceeds the capacity of any single human mind; it is possible only by
way of an assemblage of inscribed information which can be leveraged by processes
of comparison, simplification, and calculation. Latour notes that the initial data of a
laboratory experiment, for instance, is far too copious to be handled and necessatily
requires a series of filters which reduce the mass to a manageable amount; it is this
same process which provides the scientific basis upon which Technique operates.*
There are, moreover, things which cannot be seen but via inscriptions: the economy
of a country, for example, can be inspected only by some such mediation. What this
means, of course, is that Technique does not see the actuality towards which its
actions are directed; rather it ever only sees that which is presented through the
process of inscription.

This is an essential point for understanding Technique, though one which we
will here only be able to address in part. The specifications of this present piece
require we select a single aspect of this topic and seek to demonstrate our case for
that; other elements demand further treatment elsewhere. We will emphasise in
particular an element that has been prefaced by our prior discussion; namely, the
instability of the ‘temainder.” There is throughout Ellul’s treatment in The Technological
Society a curious tension between the obvious power of Technique, an appearance at
times approaching omnipotence, and its simultaneous blindness and impotence in
the face of certain problems. Part of Ellul’s purpose is to demonstrate that these
difficulties are not accidental but rather that their recurrence stems from the essence
of Technique. Of course, a common criticism here is that there is no ‘essence’ of
Technique; that Ellul does not sufficiently ground this concept so as to allow it to be
deployed thus. Our here emphasising the metaphysics of inscription provides one
way of establishing the unity which Ellul claimed.

We will here define Technique upon the basis of the City, that is, as an extension
of this basic enterprise; it remains in this aspect the same as that which was begun at
Enoch. Yet this does not account for the particularity of Technique as a modern
phenomenon, for Ellul himself notes in The Technological Society that this is something
new; it can be explicitly contrasted against what might be labelled ‘traditional
technics.” Indeed, Ellul notes that Technique could well be defined as precisely the
opposite of this prior form of craftsmanship — how can we find two opposites
following from the same stem? The answer, of course, is that this is perfectly possible
but that we must be careful in drawing our line. We begin with the enterprise of the
City and note that this is an end; it seeks to establish a human order on earth, a settled
wandering which follows from the distrust of Cain subsequent to his murder of Abel.
This might be expressed more concisely by saying that civilisation results from the

B Ellul, The Technological Society, 125.
# Latour, “Drawing things together,” in Representation in Scientific Practice, 47-8.
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fear of death and seeks to overcome this existential anxiety by human means. The
end everywhere is that humanity not be diminished by anything outside of itself.

Of course, this enterprise is ultimately impossible: death comes to all eventually.
While Adam may have lived a long while, still he someday died; the same is so for all
of us. Everywhere the remainder — that which establishing reality requires we deny
— asserts itself eventually against the attempted impositions of even the most willful
ego. The two deeds performed by Cain immediately after leaving God’s presence are
here telling as ways of overcoming this: to know his wife, thus bear a child; and to
found a City. These alike aim to establish something beyond oneself, each offers a
sense of security against the ultimate impotence of our mortality and temporality. Yet
the secking of these, in spite of their impossibility, as assured most emphatically at
Babel, nonetheless gives rise to the City as a spiritual power; it is the refusal of God
which compels a futile restlessness. There can be no other salvation than His, nothing
can be assured by human deeds except as granted by Him; it was against this that
Babel sought unsuccessfully a final exclusion. We have spoken of the interplay of
Babel and Nineveh, that against the vertical tower we see the horizontal war; in this

we find the essence of Technique — that the task of Babel has been resumed
unconsciously under a new name, as empowered by the particular potency of
inscription.

The difference now is perhaps that humanity no longer seeks power over the
name in itself, rather attempts to usurp the referent; it is to the named that we now
address ourselves. We place an inscription between ourselves the actuality to which
we refer, thus implicitly deny the remainder until its protrusion forces otherwise upon
us. This enterprise depends, as we have sought to show, on an inverted counterfeit
of creation ex nihilo. The first task is rather the creation of nihilo, so to speak, such
that the remainder which might testify against the actuality of that which is
established as inscription must somehow be cowed. We will here detail one example
of this in particular as raised by Ellul in The Technological Society, namely that the human
condition itself is now subject to this same dynamic. Technique is not satisfied to
concern itself with human nature only indirectly and by subtle influences, though
ever has the City had such an effect; it now takes the human being into its grasp and
subjects them also to the same process of inscription. We find with Technique,
therefore, that man faces a choice between assimilation and accommodation:

The individual must be fashioned ... either negatively (by the techniques
of understanding man) or positively (by the adaptation of man to the
technical framework), in order to wipe out the blots his personal
determination introduces into the perfect design of the organization.*

Ellul’s language here reflects perfectly the relation described insofar as it is
understood by way of the metaphysics of inscription: “in order to wipe out the blots
his personal determination introduces into the perfect design of the organization.”
Technique rules as suzerain from its realm of paper, and it requires everywhere that
the world conform to its specifications. We may here note this sense expressed

4 Ellul, The Technological Society, 138.
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precisely by Le Corbusier, a man who might be said more than any other to embody
the spirit of Technique — and moreover, patticularly in its relation to the City:

The despot is not a man. It is the Plan. The correct, realistic, exact plan,
the one that will provide your solution once the problem has been
posited cleatly, in its entirety, in its indispensable harmony. This plan has
been drawn up well away from the frenzy in the mayor’s office or the
town hall, from the cries of the electorate or the laments of society’s
victims. It has been drawn up by serene and lucid minds. It has taken
account of nothing but human truths. It has ignored all current
regulations, all existing usages, and channels. It has not considered
whether or not it could be carried out with the constitution now in force.
It is a biological creation destined for human beings and capable of
realization by modern techniques.*

Le Corbusier here speaks of ‘the Plan’ as having “ignored all current regulations, all
existing usages’— this way of speaking belies the fact that this follows nigh
necessarily from the paper upon which the plan has been drawn. This empty paper
provides the perfect point of departure for a plan which is constituted by its internal
relations, that the actuality upon which this will be imposed is excluded to as great
an extent as is possible with modern techniques. We may see this relation epitomised
in the rejected plans which Le Corbusier drew up for a new Moscow, which were
criticised by the Soviet artist El Lissitzsky as a ‘city of nowhere’ — “a city on paper,
extraneous to living nature.”” This city grew not from the ground to reflect its
surroundings; it was plucked from the sky. The City of Technique thus imposed is
that described by Thomas Merton:

There is nothing in the world of buildings that is not fabricated, and if a
tree gets in among the apartment houses by mistake it is taught to grow
chemically. It is given a precise reason for existing. They put a sign on it
saying it is for health, beauty, perspective; that it is for peace, for
prosperity; that it was planted by the mayor’s daughter. All of this is
mystification. The city itself lives on its own myth. Instead of waking up
and silently existing, the city people prefer a stubborn and fabricated
dream; they do not care to be a part of the night, or to be merely of the
world. They have constructed a world outside the world, against the
wortld, a wotld of mechanical fictions which contemn nature and seek
only to use it up, thus preventing it from renewing itself and man.*8

Conclusion

The single most important fact to be drawn from the prior discussion of Technique
is the principle established under the metaphysics of inscription: #hat only what is placed

4 Le Corbusier in Scott, Seeing like a State, 112.
47 El Lissitzky in Scott, Seeing like a State, 114.
48 Merton, Raids on the Unspeakable, 13.
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is present. The corollary, of course, is that whatever is placed is present; it is in this sense
that the plan comes to stand in a new tension with the remainder. We may place upon
the page, alongside referents drawn from actuality, anything we might imagine. Here
representation and presence stand side-by-side, apparently coequal. Supposing that
we sketch a tree, for instance; then we might easily turn the page upside down. This
upside-down tree stands on an equal footing, at least as concerns its internal relations,
with the drawn tree in its ordinary aspect. Once we realise that things could be
otherwise, the question immediately arises: then why are they thus? The whole
becomes arbitrary when considered from the perspective of this world outside the
wortld constituted by the metaphysics of inscription; thus, all actuality is called into
question as mere convention: “Technique advocates the entire remaking of life and
its framework because they have been badly made.”# Technique in this way entails a
spirit of total war. The plan is brought to bear on the entirety of existence, ever
proceeding to subjugate further areas hitherto untouched by rationality. The only
limits in this line are our imagination and technical capacity. Nothing in the plan can
say it is necessarily impossible or unworkable or merely imaginary; nor can it warn
what lurks in the remainder. The plan presents us with the possibility of a secular
paradise and, moreover, one which may be realised in actuality by human artifice.

This movement, of course, was born of the City and shares in its fundamental
motivation; it is perhaps a new stage but the war itself is as old as time. Everywhere
it is an effort to assert itself against contrary powers, an effort of man to establish
himself; and everywhere it is sandcastles against the sea. There is an instability
inherent in this war against God which requires man ever exert himself so as to
maintain the impossible. While the prodigious complexity of modern Technique may
have come upon powers far beyond the ancient City, there remains an eternal
simplicity at its heart; one which is spelled out precisely in Scripture. There can be no
excluding God from creation. This is ever His realm and remains so irrespective of
our efforts. The dialectical movement of the technical phenomenon strives against
this truth; indeed, it is the falsity and futility of this which everywhere impels its most
frantic efforts. Wherever the remainder reasserts itself, there we find the vanguard of
technical progress. Such and such problem demand a solution, that this in turn
operates upon faulty or at least partial premises; hence the remainder surges forth
once more and compels the show to go on—all proceeds around and again evermore
until the end.

If the opposition were any other than God, then perhaps there may be a
possibility of peace; yet here such a peace is impossible insofar as every step takes us
further away from reconciliation. The City is wounded from the outset, and hence
the whole cannot contain the remainder with which it wars. There is only a single
way out, that which was open to Cain even in spite of his curse, that God offered
him a mark of assurance; that we have the same and may trust in this. The mark of
Cain, of course, was a warning and promise of justice; that any who do harm against
him would earn a sevenfold vengeance. What Cain sought, in contrast, was temporal
security; which as against justice, is operant only from the perspective of eternity.

4 Ellul, The Technological Society, 143-4.
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Here the way out, that which Ellul sees Christ as exemplifying contra Cain, is to
accept our status subsequent to sin; after the Fall and Abel’s blood. While Christ may
himself be free of sin, to the extent he participates in our condition then he must—
and Ellul argues, does—accept its consequences:

At last, we see the realization of a complete attitude of wandering. At
last, there appears before our eyes the one bearing Cain’s curse. Cain
wanted nothing to do with his sentence. Cain revolted and built the city.
It was against man’s will that he was nevertheless a wanderer on the face
of the earth, broken away from his environment. But Jesus took the full
condition of man.>

Yet everywhere there is instead rebellion, that mankind rejects curse and mark alike,
think themselves sufficient to guarantee themselves; that they are without need and
thus might do as well without God—even against Him.

Where the City thus tends to omnipotence, we might say that Technique operates
similarly but appends to this an omniscience also. Here lies the novelty of the modern
age as noted by Pope Benedict in his encyclical, Spe salvz:

That a new era emerged — through the discovery of America and the
new technical achievements that had made this development possible —
is undeniable. But what is the basis of this new era? It is the new
correlation of experiment and method that enables man to arrive at an
interpretation of nature in conformity with its laws and thus finally to
achieve “the triumph of art over nature.” The novelty ... lies in a new
correlation between science and praxis. This is also given a theological
application: the new correlation between science and praxis would mean
that the dominion over creation — given to man by God and lost
through original sin — would be reestablished.5!

There is thus an effort to undo by human means our Scriptural origin, that we
ever seek reject our finitude and true condition. This hubtis is pursued ineluctably by
its own nemesis for it is founded upon a false basis; thus, the remainder must ever
be suppressed so that we can pretend to establish a human reality which entails the
totality. Any beyond this must, therefore, be immediately assimilated or
accommodated so as to ensure the apparent continuity of this reality; that it remains
self-sufficient. The technician thus pretends to the possibility of certainty, whereas
Ellul ever emphasises the contingency of all plans: their ultimate dependence on
grace. Thus, Herman Melville’s protagonist in The Lightning-rod Man laughs at the
eponymous salesman who visits amidst a storm:

... you mere man who come here to put you and your pipestem between
clay and sky, do you think that because you can strike a bit of green light
from the Leyden jar, that you can thoroughly avert the supernal bolt?

50 Ellul, The Meaning of the City, 121.
51 Benedict XVI, “Spe salvi.”
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Your rod rusts, or breaks, and where are you? Who has empowered you,
you Tetzel, to peddle round your indulgences from divine ordinations?
The hairs of our heads are numbered, and the days of our lives. In
thunder as in sunshine, I stand at ease in the hands of my God. False
negotiator, away! See, the scroll of the storm is rolled back; the house is
unharmed; and in the blue heavens I read in the rainbow, that the Deity
will not, of purpose, make war on man’s earth.5?
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