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In this contribution it will first be explored what pressure a machine 
bureaucratic society puts on the development of personal identities.  
Related to this the meaning of a dialogical understanding of 
personhood will be explored.  It will be shown, how dialogue 
understood as responsiveness towards others and as participating in 
the ongoing conversation of human history makes human beings 
more complete, whereas machine bureaucracies tend to reduce the 
full potential of human beings and being human.  It will be shown 
how information technology is at the crossroads of both tendencies.  
In developing this dialogical understanding of personhood the focus 
will be on the philosophy of living speech of Rosenstock-Huessy 
since he gave the most articulate presentation of it.  Finally some 
consequences of this approach for the design and moral evaluation 
of information systems will be proposed. 
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KROESEN 

Introduction: Computer Technology and Mass Society 
 

The computer started as a device for mass storage and 
calculation.  As a product of technology it is connected to the 
development of mass society both with respect to warfare and 
mass consumerism.  As far as warfare is concerned, missile 
technology in particular required huge calculations and the 
processing of innumerable data.  It also required the design of 
ever smaller computers in order to minimize the weight of the 
missiles.  For civilian use the computer first was applied 
primarily to financial transactions and later it got applied to 
the whole chain of production and consumption, until in the 
end the small computers (chip technology) designed for the 
military ended up as PCs on the desk of ordinary civilians.  
Moreover the development of the computer is related to large-
scale planning of social processes and to state regulation both 
of the economy and the military. 

As such the computer is symbolic of the 20th century, in 
which mass production, mass consumerism and mass warfare 
are typical phenomena.  It is symbolic of a machine 
bureaucratic society.  It belongs, as a means of calculation and 
planning, to the state apparatus, the complex of science, 
military and industry and to big multinational companies, 
whose needs it was meant to serve.  It is somewhat 
paradoxical that the computer also came to serve the needs of 
the individual who has to cope with these big apparatuses and 
that it thereby also came to serve the decentralization and 
democratization of society, depending on the cultural regime 
to which it was made subject.  For this reason it is, as it were, 
at the crossroads of two tendencies, or better, at the dialectical 
turning point of the one tendency into the other.  I'll come 
back to that. 

Let me first establish that there is a huge difference 
between the bourgeois individualistic society of the 19th 
century and the machine bureaucratic society of the 20th 
century.  As such the 20th century tends to reduce the human 
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potential of its members.  At the end of the 19th century free 
individuals could travel around the world without a passport.  
Contracts made up between individuals were legally viable 
without any state interference.  Presently however there is 
state regulation as to when and under which conditions 
contracts are legally viable.  Changes to the house - one's 
individual property - need approval from the authorities.  The 
individual freedoms of bourgeois society in general have 
become subject to state regulation, if not control, and 
individual entrepreneurship has become replaced by large 
bureaucratic multinational companies.  This development 
came about under the pressure of the wild capitalism of the 
19th century and the emergence of industrial society and the 
accompanying proletarization of labor.  Socialism, the Russian 
Revolution, but also the two world wars changed the character 
of the state even in “liberal” countries.  When it appeared, that 
the Russian state-controlled economy did not suffer from the 
depression of the 20s and 30s, Western Europe and even 
America (New Deal) accepted state-controlled economic 
planning instruments and the second world war too caused an 
enormous expansion of the state apparatus, giving rise to the 
existence of large-scale bureaucratic multinational companies, 
which heavily rely on the command chain and the division 
structure, both copied from the military (Berman, 1983; 
Rosenstock-Huessy, 1938; Hobsbawm, 1994). 

These developments would hardly have been possible 
without the computer as an instrument of mass calculation and 
mass storage and processing of data.  Whatever the benefits of 
these developments are in terms of living standard and 
individual well-being, there is a price to pay.  This price is in 
general terms the shrinking of individuals to standardized 
dwarfs as employees, consumers and citizens.  The individual 
feeling of responsibility and the time horizon is shrinking.  In 
devolving traditional welfare state responsibilities to societal 
institutions, to civil society and to individuals the state is 
trying to counter the standardization of individuals by 
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stimulating the feeling of personal responsibility.  By a 
shrinking time horizon I mean the feeling of being part of 
something bigger, an evolving history, which inherits its 
qualities from the past and moves forward in the perspective 
of a larger human project, no matter in what terms this human 
project is further described.  Such a project makes people 
bigger than they are and if such a project is lacking, people 
become smaller than they are entitled to be.  Lacking 
orientation they also will lack trust and courage to make their 
beliefs come true.  A person's biography will only be fully 
deployed within the perspective of a larger history, the 
perspective of what Taylor calls a “hypergood” (Taylor, 
1989).  But by this statement I already draw on the 
interpretation of personhood which I am about to put forward.  
There is something peculiar about human identity and 
computer technology which I want to explore first. 

Information technology in general puts us in a 
paradoxical predicament.  I have already stated the paradox 
between control and democratization.  On the one hand the 
computer clearly is designed and developed for detailed 
control of large-scale processes in the hands of the state and 
the military, companies and banks.  At the same time it turned 
into a means of democratization and individual initiative.  The 
fact that the internet has originated from the military pushes 
this paradox to the extreme.  The US military in order to 
prevent the possibility of destruction of all its computer 
devices in one place designed the first internet protocols, 
which made it possible to spread its computers over a number 
of centers (Misa, 2004).  Of course, the fact itself, that this 
possibility was envisaged in the US and not in Russia is 
indicative of the basic values of the society in which this 
technology emerged.  If those who are supposed to be most in 
need of hierarchical control (the army) still accept the 
spreading of the centers of control as a defense strategy, it 
appears that a top-down hierarchical machine bureaucracy is 
not the core value of the American society.  The even more 
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centralized Russian bureaucracy could not come up with that 
idea and if it would have, the idea probably would have been 
turned down, because hierarchy and control is much more a 
core value of the Russian political system. As far as the 
internet is concerned this supports the view, that what comes 
out of it somehow has first been put into it.  To an extent 
democratic values are conditional to and inscribed in this 
technology itself.   

Another paradox runs parallel to this one.  The computer 
is designed - like the word itself says - for large-scale 
calculation processes, i.e. as an instrument of planning and 
control.  The paradox is, that this same instrument has also 
become the primary means of communication and exchange 
of information.  The same instrument, which subjects human 
beings to total calculation and planning from above, is also 
used as a means of creating mutual understanding and 
planetary wide responsibility of human beings who become 
subjects of their own destiny.  Cooperation and coordination 
at the bottom of the pyramid compete with and sometimes 
even overrule planning and calculation from above.  There are 
many other technologies which are at the same intersection 
between a calculated approach and the necessity for speech 
and dialogue.  Infrastructure, mobility, military technology, 
and energy technology all put individual people and nations 
within the framework of a structural totality (Levinas, 1961).  
And as such they call for responsiveness, responsibility, 
communication.  They make it imperative to talk to one 
another lest we perish by the conflicts over scarce resources 
on a small planet.  Information technology - the computer - 
can be used both ways and in that sense it is symbolic of this 
intersection itself.  It can also be considered as symbolic for 
the 20th century as such, which has put global humanity on 
the intersection of calculative totalitarianism and/or mutual 
responsibility and communication. The fact that technology 
puts people into each other's physical neighborhood calls for 
an intensification of “moral neighbourhood”, i.e. the 
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responsibility of people who respond to each other as if they 
were neighbors. 

 
The Law of Technology and Responsiveness 

 
Rosenstock-Huessy has put forward what he calls the law 

of technology in order to understand the predicament of the 
20th century (Rosenstock-Huessy, 1988).  This “law” means, 
that (1) technology in general enlarges space, (2) makes time 
move faster and thus (3) destroys existing communities.  
Technology enlarges space by means of infrastructure, both 
virtual and real; increased mobility; and global 
communication media.  All of these features of new 
technologies make it possible for individuals to reach out 
farther.  They make it possible to communicate faster so that 
the set of ideas, the spiritual outlook and mental framework of 
the individuals involved also changes faster.  As a result 
traditional communities with a fixed pattern of relationships 
and a fixed mindset through time are disappearing.  
Everybody is more or less on the move both as monads and 
nomads.  In such criticism Rosenstock-Huessy could be 
categorized as one of the many technology pessimistic 
philosophers of the 20th century, but he adds a fourth step: 
within the new context of rapidly changing technologies the 
capacity for creating responsible communities should from 
now on be trained consciously and deliberately.  If being part 
of communities is not just natural anymore, human beings 
should develop a more acute awareness of and capacity for 
communication by which communities can be created and re-
created (Rosenstock-Huessy, 1970).  

Traditional communities repeat and participate in existing 
language patterns, existing discourses.  These are reproduced 
more or less automatically through time and handed over from 
generation to generation.  If the mental framework or 
discourse of the members of a society is not reproduced 
automatically anymore it tends to become fragmented.  With 
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the speeding up of information processing people only get 
pieces of what once was a coherent world view.  People tend 
to reproduce fragments of a set of different discourses without 
internal logic and coherence, the more they are caught up in 
the opinions of the day.  One issue movements, collectivist 
outbursts, arbitrary changes of opinion, and sensational news 
flows are indicative of this incoherence of speech.  How can 
people act responsibly if there isn't any more a sustainable 
storyline or discourse, which provides orientation to and 
energizes such responsibility?   

This tendency is reinforced by the large bureaucracies in 
which people generally work. If people are put to work under 
large systems of labor division and hierarchical control, if they 
are only told what to do, they lack the responsibility both for 
the initiative and the results of their actions.  They become 
like cogs in the machine.  Machine bureaucracies – especially 
if supported by IT – tend to turn persons into standardized 
dwarfs.  They are involved only in labor (Achterhuis, 1984) 
and this doesn't require much personal commitment or long-
term perspective.  It is the power of speech which 
counterbalances this process.  When people are under too 
much hierarchical control, they have nothing to say anymore, 
and the only remaining place where they have something to 
say is in their private lives, where their opinions do not have 
an impact on society.  Even if it is to an extent unavoidable 
that people have to work in such a context, then their labor 
should only remain part of their lives.  It should be 
compensated for by some larger perspective. Such a larger 
perspective may involve voluntary work, memberships in 
associations, the holding of public offices. In such cases 
people can have a say that matters.  The real proletarization of 
man does not consist so much in exploitation, but in making 
him morally and spiritually too small.  If responsibility is not 
exercised, it is not developed and it becomes rudimentary. 

What then does responsibility and responsiveness mean?  
Is the talk about responsibility and responsiveness merely an 
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idealistic philosophy of dialogue, which “should” be 
“implemented” in reaction to the age of machine bureaucracy?  
Or does it provide us with a phenomenological and historical 
understanding of what is and has always been the core quality 
of being human anyway?  Hasn't being human always 
somehow meant living in a larger perspective than the daily 
toil and moil, which makes the machinery function?  Are we 
losing on our humanity not only in a normative but also in an 
empirical sense if mass society turns us into cogs in the 
machine?  Is there something in our empirical core quality of 
being human, which simply doesn't stand it merely to function 
within the framework of mass society as standardized dwarfs? 

 
Dialogue and Personhood 

 
What makes humans specifically human is that they do 

not merely react, but respond.  Life is and has always been a 
dialogue, in which time and again new situations call for a 
different response.  People respond consciously to what old 
tradition tells them or to what people at the top command 
them or to what future challenges confront them with.  This 
respons-ability (and not reason) is the core quality of 
humanity.  Thinking is just another form of responding; it is 
talking in oneself.  Every real response doesn't merely consist 
of repetition, but is a creative step into novelty.  Every piece 
of information implicitly contains a challenge and an appeal.  
Responding is not just saying “I”, it is saying “but I”. By 
responding to information, to a situation, which appeals to me 
to take the process one step further, one makes a difference.  
A dialogue is evolving through time: every participant takes it 
a step further.  And every new course of action runs into a 
deadlock if a new response doesn't give it a turn and a change 
of direction once more. 

 This is not merely an idealistic projection, but the 
very realistic way in which history has always proceeded.  
Wherever it did not proceed this way it did not proceed at all.  
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It ran into a deadlock.  It is true, that many societies did run 
into a deadlock.  By not responding to a new challenge but 
sticking to old traditions they got lost.  Individuals can also 
run into a deadlock.  For a time you can be a mother's boy, but 
neither you nor your mother can stick to that code of behavior.  
For a time Great Britain could play the role of “good old 
England” and keep itself apart from “the continent” (England 
and Europe being considered as separate entities) but if Great 
Britain would not have changed its discourse and become part 
of the European Union, it would have run into a deadlock.  
And sometimes whole nations do. 

If people live their lives intensely, i.e. if life proceeds and 
doesn't fall victim to mere repetition, it always consists of 
roughly three periods.  In our youth we are primarily at the 
receiving end.  We are taking in.  Whatever is achieved before 
our time, we make it our own.  This continues until the 
moment we discover that this heritage does not adequately 
respond to future needs.  We discover that we can improve on 
it.  We can make a difference.  Unavoidably this phase 
involves loneliness, because whoever makes a creative step 
into novelty will have to suffer from the prejudices of those 
who hold on to the traditional view.  It takes time before a 
new insight can be heard and received.  Of course the new 
insight itself also needs to be deepened, corrected, elaborated, 
and tested.  This also takes time.  Only in a third stage can a 
person develop a peaceful relationship between the new 
insight and the (representatives of) of traditional views when 
the moment has come that society finally is ready to accept the 
new insight.  This often happens at the moment creative minds 
too can accept a connection point between their creative 
insights and past achievements.  This too is not so easy 
because it requires recognition that perhaps the new insight is 
not totally new, at least not so new, that it cannot be connected 
to an older framework.  This threefold process of receiving, 
responding and connecting is not only part of a personal 
biography, but is also the rhythm of an evolving history.  It 
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takes respectively the energy of the youth, the responsibility 
of adults and the wisdom of old age to receive the past, 
respond to it creatively, and connect to it wisely.  A complete 
human being really has something to say, because he really 
listened to the past - to what others have to say - and in his or 
her person (s)he has become a link in the chain between past 
and future, by which history is renewed and proceeds 
(Rosenstock-Huessy, 1956, 1958).  Note, that this is not a 
dialectical view (Hegelian), but a dialogical view of history.  
It is not a logical process but a creative dialogue. 

In order to move forward we need both to distinguish 
ourselves from the past and to connect ourselves to the past.  
We need room for ourselves (our own specific response) and 
we need to connect our own response to a time before ours.  
Conscious speech therefore results in two things, i.e. it results 
in dividing spaces and connecting times.  Speech divides 
spaces.  We need to differentiate and to live in different 
spaces.  A baby doesn't yet have an individual life and from its 
perspective the universe appears as one undivided space.  If 
the child grows up however it may soon get a room of its own.  
The older we get, the more individual we become and we 
learn how to move in different (social) spaces and change 
from one role to another.  It is the freedom of a human being 
to move from one space to another, to exercise multiple 
memberships, exercise different roles and to be on speaking 
terms with different groups.  We need such a differentiation 
and specialization, because otherwise we cannot differ from 
ourselves.  And if we cannot differ from ourselves, we end up 
repeating past achievements. If everybody knows everything 
about us (or has access to that) we are nailed down to our past 
identities and we cannot change any more.  That would take 
away the creativity of our responsiveness.  It must be possible 
to start anew and afresh. We need to divide space and change 
roles and we need to move freely in order to respond 
creatively.   
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However, we need not only to divide space, but also to 
connect times.  We should not only live in our own time.  The 
paradox of self-fulfilment consists in the fact that those who 
only live in their own time (fulfilling their individual 
“destinies”) do not develop to their full potential.  Only a great 
challenge makes people bigger than they would have been 
otherwise.  It is responsiveness which lifts us above ourselves 
and beyond our own daily life. It is the responsibility of a 
human being, which necessitates us to inherit the 
achievements of history, renew them by our personal 
commitment, and pass them on to the next generation.  This 
means, that we have to live in at least three times.  We need to 
reach out to a time before us in order to learn from it and to a 
time after us to teach the next generation what is indispensable 
for them in order to be responsible as well.  It is the creative 
response every generation has to give between past and future, 
which renews the course of history and makes it possible to 
proceed.  In this ongoing conversation (Postman, 1993) 
humanity can be understood as still being in the process of 
creation.  

 There is a strong collectivist and tradition oriented 
reaction to global information technology (Castells, 1997).  
The first almost pre-reflective reaction to solve the problem of 
fragmentation and uprootedness is to identify with some group 
with clear symbols and ideas.  Such collectivism or neo-
tribalism (Bauman, 1993) provides an escape for the difficult 
problem of identity, the acquisition of a personal storyline 
which allows for change, but still connects the times. In line 
with the dialogical understanding of being human however we 
can go beyond the collectivist solution.  This is what 
Rosenstock-Huessy already was driving at:  In an age of 
crumbling institutions, of the fragmentation of civil society 
and of traditional identities, the power of repeatedly creating 
short-lived but intense communities can and should be more 
consciously developed as a response to these processes 
(Kroesen, 2001). For that reason from 1918 till 1933 
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Rosenstock-Huessy was involved in adult education in order 
to reinforce the communication between different groups 
within society and in order to reinforce the personal 
accountability and responsibility of the individuals involved.  
Adult education according to his conviction does not teach 
adults the same ideas or make them part of a collective 
horizon of understanding.  Adult education challenges those 
involved in it to take a personal stance and to shape their 
biographies and choices in response to the different stories of 
which they have become a part.  It is by means of this creative 
response that they determine the future.  Adult education 
therefore is not only a matter of the head (knowledge) but also 
of the heart (orientation and commitment).  The word person 
is derived from the Latin verb “personare” which refers to the 
masks (persona) through which the voices of the actors made 
themselves heard in the theaters.  Our voices, by which we 
address the future, echo the voices of the past.  And this is the 
process which turns human beings into real persons.  In this 
threefold “personare” both personal and human history 
proceeds if it proceeds at all.   

For this reason this empirical understanding of history 
and biography also becomes a normative imperative.  Now we 
can understand in what sense the age of machine bureaucracy 
makes its members too small.  They become too small if they 
become the prisoners of the daily cycle of production and 
consumption.  If they no longer connect to a time before and 
after their day to day life, their biographies and their 
personhood do not grow to their full potential. 

 
An Update on the Understanding of Identity: 

Planetary Man 
 
The word “identity” itself is indicative of an old-

fashioned narrow enlightenment-like understanding of what it 
is to be human.  It unavoidably has the connotation of 
something fixed and immovable, something outside of history 
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like the “res cogitans” (“thinking thing”) of Descartes or the 
“transcendental subject” of Kant.  Compared to our time in the 
past indeed identities could be considered as fixed, while 
people were on the move enlarging space, first by means of 
tribes, later by means of empires, still later by the system of 
nation states and finally by means of the emerging global 
society.  In each of these phases the personal identities of the 
members of the social body became less fixed and more open 
to change.  The word “identity” itself therefore is symbolic of 
a time which lies definitely behind us.  We cannot afford to 
have a fixed identity anymore.  That would make us too 
inflexible.  But we do need a storyline in which the 
unavoidable and necessary changes and ruptures are also 
understood as connection points between the different phases 
of a personal narrative.  The large systems we live in may tend 
to turn us into standardized dwarfs, but at the same time they 
make it imperative to counterbalance this tendency by means 
of an understanding of identity as an evolving process through 
time.  With Rosenstock-Huessy I propose the metaphor of 
“planetary man” as symbolic of this change.  Among the fixed 
stars the planets were always unpredictable and on the move.  
The word planet itself means: what moves.  The people used 
to live on a fixed earth (fundament) under the fixed stars 
(firmament) and there were only a few of these stars, called 
planets, which were moving around and didn't fit into this 
eternal order.  Presently the earth is not a fundament anymore, 
but itself a planet, made of stardust, and within the universe 
nothing is firm anymore.  Everything is on the move.  
Everyone has to seek his or her way.  Life is trial and error.  
Again with Rosenstock-Huessy we could also use the concept 
of piracy (derived from “peirazo” - which means to try) to 
describe this modern life experience. We cannot avoid and 
should not avoid life to be a process of trial and error.  But 
such a life should also not be lived arbitrarily.  Even the 
ruptures and breaking point in our life make sense (or can 
make sense).  Otherwise we lose our bearings.  The process of 
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speech, dialogue, responsibility, and responsiveness is the 
means of not losing our bearings while accepting a nomadic 
life.  It makes us nomads (to an extent), but not monads, 
because the power of speech and responsiveness is the power 
to create intense communities although they may be transitory.  
To be part of transitory but intense communities 
counterbalances the law of technology. 

The beautiful thing about computer technology is that the 
same device which makes us smaller than we can be also is 
the means to become bigger than we are.  As a calculation 
device it makes us smaller.  As a communication medium it 
makes us bigger.  In a sense it is both the problem and the 
solution.  We can reduce each other by means of it to 
production and consumption units and to standardized clients 
within the state apparatus, but we can also take notice of each 
other, turn each other's traditions into an open source and 
enter into face to face relationships all over the globe.  The 
internet may have originated from the military, but it got its 
real impetus when people all over the world (universities in 
the beginning) opened their resources for each other for free.  
Here a calculation device turns into a medium of shared 
responsibility; a medium of control and possession turns into a 
means of giving for free. 

 
Consequences for the Design and Evaluation of 

Information Technology 
 

Although in this contribution there is no room to 
elaborate the details and intricacies of the philosophy of 
dialogue any further, some consequences may still be drawn 
for the understanding and the design of information systems.   

 
1. A deepened understanding of privacy: the need for 

freedom understood as dividing spaces and as multiple 
memberships allows a better understanding of privacy.  The 
right of privacy should not be understood as the right to be left 
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alone, but rather as the right to be different in different 
contexts, different to different persons.  This may explain why 
most people don't care about the possibility of being traced on 
the internet, don't care about camera surveillance and data 
storage by companies and government institutions.  They do 
not care as long as it does not affect their right and 
opportunity to be different to different persons even though it 
may affect their right to be left alone.  At the same time 
however this makes accessibility of this information a morally 
sensitive issue.  Information technology can make this 
information accessible, but it can also be designed in such a 
way that rules of accessibility for different parties are 
integrated into the software.  In doing this it creates more 
“spaces”, i.e. opportunities to be different to different persons 
and also to differ from ourselves.   

 
2. Consumer profiling may help companies to sell better, 

but even if they have selected the neighborhood in which I 
live for advertising their products it doesn't affect my freedom, 
if such freedom is not understood in terms of “my home, my 
castle,” but as my freedom to relate differently to different 
people.  In as much as consumer profiling, however, 
reinforces my living in my already too small world, it may put 
this freedom at risk. 

 
3. Regimes and imaginaries: the design of information 

technology is dependent on the particular regime and 
imaginary of a specific period of time.  Such a regime is sort 
of a social pattern of encoded behavior, which constitutes the 
interface between the technological hardware and human 
agency (“imaginary structurations of lived experience” 
Sassen, 2006, p. 344). Within the framework of the 
philosophy of dialogue these are called the established “ways 
of speech” (Rosenstock-Huessy: “Sprechweisen”). The way 
we deal with information systems does not just depend on the 
design of the hardware and the subjective choices of 
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individual human agents but much more on the social pattern 
of values and discourses, which feed the use of them.  This 
culturally informed interface of social interaction is path 
dependent, i.e. constituted by the development and renewal of 
our social interactions between past and future.  As such it is 
part of the ongoing dialogue of being human.  Such a 
sociocultural interface can create surprises. Sending small so-
called sms-messages for instance by mobile phone, which 
initially was designed only as a marginal additional option in 
its use, suddenly appeared to have opened a new space for 
communication.  Was this new social space produced by the 
technology or did a marginal option of the manual turn out to 
become more dominant thanks to some hidden value inscribed 
in it (such as the value of creative and quasi-secret 
communication which derives its power of expression exactly 
from its limitations and off the record character, which made 
sms-ing attractive)?  In any case this example shows that the 
technology receives its meaning within the field of 
interactions of its environment, the dominant (or first not 
dominant but innovative) social discourses.   

 
The ways we want to behave and the people we want to 

be (or whom we believe we should be) push technology 
forward in directions which surprise us although they are 
nevertheless the product of our own basic values, choices and 
imaginaries.  I already mentioned another example: the 
internet originated from the necessity for the military not to 
have all the computers only in one place, but to spread them.  
Only an open society can come up with such a solution.  The 
internet also surprisingly intensified the openness of this open 
society.  Is this merely coincidence?  Or did we somehow 
“choose” this destiny ourselves?  The technology appears to 
intensify the social values which contributed to its creation.  
That is proof that the technology answers to the urgent 
imperatives of each time and not the other way around.  For 
that very reason the computer, designed for calculation, could 

 40 



MACHINE BUREAUCRACY 

become a means of communication.  The technology is re-
created by human responsibility and responsiveness. 

 
4. Enlarging the space-time axis by personal growth: We 

need to deal with information systems in a more sophisticated 
and adult way.  The medium offers us the excitement and 
sensation we are not looking for as grown-up persons or 
which we should not be confronted with as young people.  
Confronted with so many impulses, stimuli and sensations we 
ought to (be able to) sort out what we really want and really 
need.  Confronted with so much speed in calculation and 
information we should become more sensitive to what really 
matters.  We have to develop internal empowerment and 
orientation in order to cope with external speed.  We need to 
learn how to distinguish between things that can be done 
quickly and things that require time in order to be done 
whatsoever.  Via the Internet we can easily make contact with 
people in other parts of the world.  But to really communicate 
and hear and listen to what people have to say takes a much 
more conscious and time-consuming effort.  Often human 
persons act like the central processors in a computer, which 
deal very quickly with a lot of information.  All the ones and 
zeros go through it but once turned off nothing has changed.  
In the same way people process much information very 
quickly, but nothing has an impact on their hearts, their ways 
of life, their horizon. Information systems should be designed 
and used in such a way as not to mix up these different 
rhythms.  Information systems can be designed in such a way 
as to create opportunities for personhood, but as mere devices 
they cannot guarantee it.  It is the need for communication 
which turned the computer from a calculation device into a 
communication medium.  That means that a felt social need 
gave an unexpected meaning to a device which was meant 
primarily for calculation. For that reason the quality of being a 
strong and fully developed person should be developed 
consciously in order to counterbalance the high speed and 
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standardized procedures of computer technology and make it 
subject to its own priorities.  The power of control initially 
inherent in the computer made the power of communication 
imperative, which from then on gave information technology 
its new meaning and direction.  That means this imperative 
did not arise from the technology as such, but from its 
interaction with its socio-cultural environment.  We get out of 
IT what we put into it. In the process IT reinforces and 
amplifies the values we have put into it. If we want it to be a 
communication medium, it will be a communication medium.  
If we want it to be open source, it will be open source.  If we 
want it to be a medium of control, we can realize that as well.  
But what we should, can and desire to realize is to be decided 
by the long-term perspective of the ongoing conversation of 
humanity through history.  This dialogue time and again re-
creates the technology. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Information technology puts us at the crossroads.  

Information technology either subjects us to its rules and 
procedures, or rather, to the values of control and calculation 
we have put into it, turning us into standardized mass 
consumers and production units.  Or it is an occasion to grow 
as human subjects and to cope with what Günther Anders 
called our moral backwardness (“Antiquiertheit”) in 
comparison to the fast development of technology (Van Dijk, 
1998). The technology of control and calculation has turned 
all the people of our planet into our neighbors.  This makes it 
imperative to create neighborhood also in a moral sense. We 
will have to turn our different discourses and narratives into 
shares of a common destiny.  We need to talk to each other.  
This has its impact on information technology; a device which 
was designed for computing and counting more or less 
“forces” us to take the otherness of the other into account in a 
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way as never before.  By human creativity and responsibility it 
became the means of communication it presently is.   

We have become hostage to each other (Levinas, 1973) 
in the sense that we cannot survive if the other human being is 
not allowed to be part of our universe.  We can only survive if 
we turn hostility into hospitality.  Information systems provide 
us with the infrastructure for turning the different traditions of 
humanity into a common stock.  Planetary individuals can 
draw on this common stock for the empowerment of 
personhood, moving through space and connecting times and 
taking the next step in the creation of humanity according to 
the motto: only those who have really listened to the past also 
have something to say for the future. 
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