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Chapter 18 — The New Social 
Environment: Technological Society 

The life of the human race has undergone a 
radical change in the last 250 years, a change as 
great or greater in scope than the change from 
primitive society to traditional society which 
occurred among some peoples in the third 
millenium B.C.1 We have moved from a traditional 
society, or, to be more accurate, a collection of 
traditional societies, to a world-wide technological 
society that is rapidly becoming universal for the 
human race. This change from traditional to 
technological society has revolutionized human 
life, and one of the elements of human life that has 
been radically altered is social relationships. It is 
difficult at this time to assess the full significance 
of this change, since we live even now in the midst 
of an ongoing process of rapid technological and 
social change whose end result can be predicted in 
only a tentative fashion. Though some observers 
predict that the process of rapid change will soon 
be brought to a halt as the new technological order 
encounters various crises, such as resource 
shortages, the change could possibly continue for a 
while to come.2 

To understand men’s and women’s roles in the 
contemporary world, one must understand the 
transition to technological society. In particular, 



	  

one must understand those aspects of modern 
social life that have resulted from the rapid social 
change produced by technological development. 
This understanding is first of all necessary 
background to comprehend accurately the 
scriptural teaching. In the above discussion of the 
scriptural teaching on men’s and women’s roles, it 
was often necessary to consider the differences 
between the social structure in scriptural times and 
the social structure in modern society in order even 
to understand the meaning of the words in the 
scripture. But in order to understand more fully the 
scriptural teaching, we also have to understand 
ourselves as modern people who are reading the 
scripture. The writers of scripture had their own 
distinctive human characteristics that marked them 
as members of a specific culture and a specific era, 
but we do as well. If we are to avoid the mistake of 
assuming that our position is privileged and the 
presuppositions of our society and culture are 
automatically authoritative, we must understand 
the content and sources of our presuppositions. 
Then we can judge how these presuppositions 
ought to influence our response to the scripture. 

In addition to aiding our understanding of the 
scripture, an understanding of the development of 
the modern world is in itself something that must 
be considered when discussing the construction of 
a workable Christian social structure. As 
mentioned in Chapters Sixteen and Seventeen, any 



	  

adequate approach to social structure, and 
therefore to men’s and women’s roles, must 
successfully take three significant issues into 
account: What is the nature of the human material? 
What is the ideal human society? What is the 
nature of the existing social environment? This 
chapter will examine this third issue—the nature of 
the modern social environment. It will thereby 
contribute to a successful Christian approach to 
men’s and women’s roles, and social structure in 
general, in the modern world. The final approach 
to men’s and women’s roles advocated in this book 
will not be determined exclusively by the pressures 
and demands of the existing social environment. 
The ideal for human society and the nature of the 
human material must also contribute to the final 
approach. However, if we are to live with a pattern 
of men’s and women’s roles of any sort, we must 
do so within our present environment, and for most 
human beings today this environment is shaped by 
the development of technological soclety. 
Therefore, it is necessary to examine the 
development and the structure of modern 
technological society. 

Technological and Traditional Societies 

In the eighteenth century a major change 
occurred in Western European civilization, 
beginning with England. Peter Laslett, a British 



	  

historian, characterizes the change in these words: 

…the general contrast between seventeenth and 
twentieth century English society is the one 
which seems to us now considerably more 
important than any other known to English 
history. If by the exercise of historical ingenuity 
it could be attached to a particular set of events, 
there can be no doubt that it would have been 
called revolution, the revolution in fact.3 

This “revolution” centers upon the advent of 
industrialization and the beginning of what is now 
known as technological development. However, 
this change extends beyond the industrial sector of 
society. Laslett calls this change a “revolution” 
because it effected radical change in the way 
human beings approach all of life. Defining and 
describing this change precisely is not an easy 
task. As Laslett points out, no easily isolated 
“particular set of events” make up the 
technological “revolution.” However, even the 
most casual student of history can perceive a great 
change beginning in the latter part of the 
eighteenth century, accelerating and spreading in 
extent in the nineteenth century, and in the process 
of totally transforming all of human life in the 
twentieth century. It is too soon to describe the 
exact results of this change should it continue to its 
fullest form, but it has clearly inaugurated a new 



	  

era of human history among all the peoples of the 
world. This chapter is concerned with 
understanding how this change produces a life 
different from that of traditional societies, and how 
it affects social relationships, especially in the 
family.4 

For our purposes, human social groupings can 
be divided into three main types: (1) primitive 
society5 (all of which is prehistorical except insofar 
as it is described by “historical men” who make 
contact with contemporary primitive cultures); (2) 
traditional society (the type of society in which the 
New Testament was written and which prevailed 
in Western Europe until the eighteenth century); 
and (3) technological society. The concern in this 
chapter is with the difference between “traditional 
society” and “technological society.” An 
understanding of this difference will clarify the 
unique and extraordinary qualities of this modern 
technological society which we so easily take for 
granted. The difference between traditional and 
technological society is also important because it is 
precisely the fundamental difference between the 
world of the New Testament and the world in 
which we now live. 

In drawing a contrast between traditional 
society and technological society, one should be 
aware of the diversity that exists among both 



	  

traditional and technological societies.* The term 
“traditional society” refers to a broad spectrum of 
societies with many diverse social arrangements.† 
The society of Palestinian Judaism in the first 
century A.D. differs in many respects from the 
society of Imperial Rome in the same century and 
of Western Europe in the fourteenth, and all of 
these societies differ greatly from that of Tang 
China in the eighth century. Significant differences 
can be observed in the shape of political 
institutions, economic arrangements, social 
stratification, and family life. Though there is good 
reason for grouping these societies together, they 
do demonstrate a high degree of diversity. 

Recognizing this diversity can be helpful, 
because many people inaccurately describe 
technological society by contrasting it exclusively 
																																																								

*A sensitive socio-historical analysis will also note great diversity 
within most societies according to social class. Because of its limited 
purposes and scope, the present chapter pays little attention to class. 
However, it should at least be acknowledged that the history of men 
and women, children, the family, and social structure as a whole varies 
a great deal not only according to period and place, but also according 
to social class. Family and communal social structure in late medieval 
Europe differed greatly among nobles, bourgeoisie, peasants, and 
laborers. As the bourgeoisie in the nineteenth century were developing 
the model of the protected woman at home, the working class woman, 
accompanied sometimes by her children, would frequently be in the 
factory helping to support the family. 

†The diversity among traditional societies applies also to those 
traditional societies which still exist in the twentieth century. This 
diversity affects how the process of “modernization” will shape these 
societies. The end result may not necessarily be completely uniform.6 



	  

with the type of Western European society which 
immediately preceded it in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. Such a contrast can prove 
misleading, for Western society at this time had its 
idiosyncratic elements and was not completely 
typical of most traditional societies. First, this 
society contained many remnants from medieval 
Western Europe, such as the remnants of a feudal 
system. Secondly, Western Europe in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (and perhaps 
earlier) also included features which can be 
considered advance developments of technological 
society, such as the development of the capitalist 
system and the emergence of a special school 
system for educating the young of at least the 
wealthy class.7 In other words, this particular 
society is not always representative of the majority 
of traditional societies. 

The variety existing among traditional societies 
does complicate the contrast between 
technological and traditional society. This contrast 
is further complicated by the evolution of 
technological society.8 In its early forms 
technological society looked very different than it 
did in its later forms. A gradual but accelerating 
development of technology has spanned the past 
two hundred years. At first this technological 
development primarily involved mechanical 
changes, such as the harnessing of new forms of 
power in the steam and internal combustion 



	  

engines. Now this development is predominantly 
technetronic, as exemplified by the remarkable 
advance of computer science. Corresponding to 
these technological changes, the most significant 
socio-economic developments were at first in the 
most basic levels of industrial production, but are 
now, at least in the more “developed” nations, in 
the human organizational sector (managerial 
development) and in the application of technology 
to change in human beings (training and opinion-
forming methods). A manifestation of this 
evolution has been the shift from a predominantly 
agrarian population to a predominantly proletarian 
or “blue-collar” population, and then to a 
population that is predominantly engaged in 
service occupations (such as secretaries, sales 
people, clerks, social workers, and teachers). In 
earlier stages, technological change was seen 
mainly in terms of the machine and 
industrialization. Now the computer has replaced 
the machine as the symbol of modern society, and 
the power of technology to transform human life is 
much more evident. 

The contrast between technological and 
traditional society is also complicated by the 
contemporaneous existence of all three types of 
society—primitive, traditional, and 
technological—in the twentieth century world. It 
would be a mistake to view the modern world as a 
collection of uniformly technologized societies. 



	  

However, the dominance of technological society 
in the twentieth century is evident from the rapid 
pace at which traditional and primitive societies 
are being drawn into the process of global 
technological advance and consequent social 
change.9 Traditional societies still exist, but they 
inevitably feel the impact of neighboring 
technological society, and begin to show signs of 
change. It is thus possible to pass a series of 
Bedouin tents in a Middle Eastern desert and find 
television antennae extending from the tops of the 
tents. Many people in rural areas of Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America still follow a predominantly 
traditional pattern of social life, but these rural 
areas surround major technologized urban centers 
which are in the process of transforming the nature 
of rural life. Even the nations of North America 
and Europe, which are some of the most 
technologically advanced nations in the modern 
world, still include remnants of traditional society, 
particularly among rural groupings and ethnic sub-
cultures. However, these remnants are quickly 
dissolving. The world at present contains many 
types of societies, but the dominant force is that of 
technological society. Trends within all societies 
are in the same direction—toward a technological 
pattern of life. 

For all the possible refinements of description 
in the contrast between traditional society and 
technological society, it is still the basic contrast 



	  

that is most important in obtaining an overall 
perspective on recent human history and on the 
difference between our life and that of people in 
scriptural times. A characteristically new approach 
now dominates human life. Understanding the 
basic principles of this new approach and how they 
transform social structures will provide a helpful 
perspective for understanding social roles in the 
modern world and the roles of men and women in 
particular. 

Functional and Relational Principles of Social 
Structure 

When a human society moves from traditional 
to technological society, a basic principle changes 
in the organization of the social structure. The 
organization shifts from a social pattern in which 
relationship is the most fundamental consideration 
to a social pattern in which functional 
accomplishment is the most fundamental 
consideration. An overall systemic change occurs 
in the structure of human society, and this change 
reshapes everything in human life. Because the 
change is systemic, many elements change in a 
subordinate way. Family life moves from being 
consanguineal to conjugal. Government moves 
from being personal to bureaucratic. The 
fundamental unit of society ceases to be the family 
and becomes instead the individual. The care of 



	  

social needs shifts from the realm of stable 
personal relationships to the realm of specialized 
social welfare institutions. Efficiency 
considerations replace status and honor 
considerations. Tradition as a source of authority 
yields to utilitarian rationalism as a source of 
authority. Each of these factors is somewhat 
independent of the others, but there is a mutual 
interaction among them. Hence, there are two 
systems of human interrelation, each shaped by a 
different basic principle. It is helpful to begin a 
study of the difference between traditional and 
technological society by examining the difference 
between a relational and a functional principle of 
social structure. It will then be possible to see how 
a change from the one principle to the other 
involves a major change in the structuring of 
society.10 

When a group of human beings is highly 
interested in completing a task, they tend to 
organize their activities and interrelations 
according to a functional principle. One can speak 
of a functional approach to human activity and 
interrelations when a set of human interactions are 
systematically shaped to maximize production or 
to achieve other goals.11 The functional approach 
is most dominant in a situation where work occurs 
in a different time and place from “living,” that is, 
when a work site such as an office or factory is 
separated from the home. When the functional 



	  

principle has been thoroughly applied to a job, 
then the laborers will go to the work site for a 
particular amount of time for the purpose of 
performing certain tasks. The time spent at the 
work site is used primarily for performing these 
tasks, and all people are excluded from the work 
site if they are not contributing measurably to the 
accomplishment of those tasks. What leads most to 
accomplishing the task with the least expenditure 
of time and effort is what is most desirable. The 
chief or overriding criterion which organizes 
activities in the functional situation is task-
efficiency. The functional principle is thus a work 
principle oriented primarily to production, 
achievement and efficient task-performance. 

This criterion of task-efficiency is not universal 
to the human race. Those accustomed to the 
functional efficiency of the modern office or 
factory can be maddened when they visit another 
culture where work is not segregated from “life” in 
special environments dominated by a functional 
approach. They may become frustrated and 
confused when they discover that an official will 
readily spend hours talking to a friend who 
happens by, or when they confront a political 
situation in which ceremony is accorded a high 
value and consequently often replaces the 
functional tasks of government rather than being 
separated as much from them as possible. Such 
visitors are encountering a principle of social 



	  

structure that differs from the functional principle. 
The alternative to the functional principle of 

social structure is the relational principle.12 This 
has been the predominant principle shaping the 
social organization of most cultures throughout 
human history. The main remnant of such 
relational groupings in technological society is the 
family, but other remnants are sometimes found in 
villages, neighborhoods, religious communities or 
other intentional communities. People join together 
in relational situations primarily for the sake of 
living together and not primarily for the sake of 
accomplishing a task or producing a product. For 
example, a family often shows much devotion to a 
family member who is hostile, incapacitated, or 
otherwise unable to make a functional contribution 
to the family. If asked to explain such loyalty, 
family members would probably say simply, “he is 
my father,” “she is my daughter,” or “he is my 
brother.” Their replies would consist of a simple 
statement of the type of personal relationship that 
exists among them. Questions of functional 
contribution and task efficiency are not primary in 
determining the structure and life of the grouping. 

Many people living in technological society 
think of the word “functional” as a term of 
unqualified commendation. What is not purely 
functional is described as “inefficient,” 
“purposeless,” or “disorganized,” in other words, 
as functioning poorly. However, though the 



	  

relational approach is not primarily task-oriented, 
it is inaccurate to characterize it as “purposeless” 
or “inefficient.” A different criterion for efficiency 
applies to relational settings. This criterion 
measures “relationship value” rather than “task 
efficiency.” A type of purposiveness exists in 
relational groupings, but one that differs from the 
task-orientation of the functional grouping. The 
primary goal in a relational grouping is to 
strengthen the relationships and the people who are 
in the relationships. Task considerations are not 
ignored. However, they are secondary to the 
primary concern for the solidarity of personal 
relationships and the welfare of those individuals 
who are in the relationships. 

People who live in a technological society 
usually find it difficult to understand the concept 
of “relationship value.” This difficulty springs 
largely from the functional tendency to divorce 
purposive, goal-oriented activities from expressive 
activities. The sphere of expressive activities 
includes aesthetic expression (e.g., music, dance, 
painting), emotional expression (e.g., anger, 
affection, grief), and ceremonial expression.13 
According to the functional approach, this sphere 
remains separate from the functionalized work 
setting, since expressive activities do not directly 
contribute to the accomplishment of the tasks at 
hand. As a consequence, the concern for 
usefulness and purpose is not supposed to interfere 



	  

with the expressive sphere. A person gets angry, 
celebrates, or sings a song, simply on the basis of 
preference and feeling. The more purely it 
expresses feeling (and not a utilitarian or even a 
social purpose), the more genuine or authentic it is 
supposed to be. Expression is an end in itself and 
is divorced from the purposive sphere of 
productive or utilitarian concerns. 

This separation between goal-oriented and 
expressive activities does not occur in a relational 
situation. The relational work setting provides 
room for expressive activities, such as customs of 
respect or affection, as, for example, among a 
family preparing a meal. There is also a 
purposiveness in the expressive activities. They are 
not merely guided by emotion and preference. 
Activities such as showing affection of respect, 
worship, ceremony, and celebration express 
aspects of a personal relationship when done in a 
relational grouping and are often done on the basis 
of objectively understood principles. They are not 
primarily ways of expressing emotion, though 
emotions can be involved. The purposive, goal-
directed sphere is thus integrated with the 
expressive sphere within the context of stable 
personal relationships. This integration sheds light 
on the meaning of the term “relationship value.” 
An activity has high relationship value when it 
expresses, establishes, or strengthens a 
relationship, even though the activity may not be 



	  

productive or utilitarian. 
There are several other important differences 

between groups structured according to functional 
and relational principles. First, functional groups 
tend to be characterized by certain types of 
impersonality when contrasted with relational 
groups. Functional situations are normally 
structured in a way that makes them independent 
of particular people. This type of impersonality in 
functional groupings is sometimes described as the 
“institutional” or “bureaucratic” element of the 
grouping.* An organization is created (a factory or 
a corporation or a government) which is staffed by 
people, but the people are replaceable. They 
assume positions on the basis of their competency 
for the job. The positions have set responsibilities 
and functions defined according to certain rules of 
administrative structure. The procedures by which 

																																																								
*It is helpful to further clarify the relationship between bureaucracy 

and functional, technological groupings. Though functional groupings 
are usually organized according to bureaucratic or institutional 
principles, bureaucratic groupings are not always thoroughly 
functionalized. In bureaucratic organization, “system” predominates. 
The bureaucratic spirit is eager for uniformity, control, and order as a 
value in itself. Something must be added to the bureaucratic or 
institutional approach in order to make it functional, and this additional 
element is the preoccupation with results. The motive force of the 
functional principle is the tendency to improve production and 
effectiveness. The functional approach tests uniformity, control, and 
order by the criterion of efficiency. More often than not, the favored 
organizational scheme is strongly systematic, but greater flexibility is 
possible since results provide the controlling factor.14 



	  

the group operates are formalized, that is, fixed 
and official. All of the people in the organization 
could die simultaneously and be replaced by 
people of like skills, and, if adequate records were 
left, the organization could continue on in the 
future as it did in the past. The organization is thus 
independent of the particular people who work and 
live within it. 

A relational grouping operates according to a 
different principle. The work and life of the group 
depends to a greater degree upon the particular 
people within the group. The father of a family is 
not replaceable. If he dies, another man may marry 
his widow and care for his children, but he would 
not easily be considered more than “like a father” 
to the children. A family shop will be passed on to 
a son, even if he is not specially competent, rather 
than be given to someone who passes an exam. 
Such a business may also be handed over to an 
apprentice, but the apprentice would inherit the 
business because of his personal relationship with 
the master. It is the personal relationship which 
counts, and not the fact that he is the most skillful 
craftsman available in the town. In a traditional 
state, the personal identity of the ruler is central, 
and authority to act derives from a personal 
relationship with him. Government is executed by 
the servants or friends of the ruler; their 
commissions are often established to deal with a 
particular situation, and they can be changed at 



	  

will by the ruler without the approval of a 
functionally organized administrative or legislative 
body. This contrasts with a functionalized or 
bureaucratic state, where, while a ruler may have 
his own personal staff, the government as a whole 
is structured according to functionally defined 
positions, each of which has its own area of 
responsibility, competency of authority, and rules 
of operation, and many of the office holders 
continue to fill their positions even after the term 
of the current chief of state has ended. 

A functional grouping is also impersonal in the 
sense that it tends to be concerned with people 
only insofar as they contribute to accomplishing a 
task.15 A functional approach tends to pare away 
all factors besides strictly functional ones, and 
hence tends to eliminate all personal 
considerations that are not in some way relevant to 
the efficient accomplishment of the task. Each 
individual works according to the job description 
and procedures (whether specified explicitly or 
understood implicitly), and, as far as the 
organization is concerned, the characteristics of the 
individual are irrelevant except insofar as they 
strengthen or weaken his or her ability to perform 
that job.* The functional principle thus leads to the 
																																																								

*In recent years management experts have emphasized the 
connection between personal factors and the functional efficiency of 
employees. Managers are thus urged to pay attention to personal factors 
as a means of improving work efficiency and increasing production. 



	  

sharp distinction between purposive goal-directed 
activities and expressive activities. Family life, 
personal interests, and feelings have no place in 
the functionalized goal-directed work 
environment. The consequence of this type of 
impersonality is the tendency to separate “private 
life” from “public life.”16 Private life occurs away 
from the impersonal functionalized work 
environment, and is the place where the individual 
expresses his own interests and preferences. It is 
the place where affective and expressive activities 
are acceptable in themselves and where family life 
can be lived. 

A relational principle of social structure, on the 
other hand, leads to the integration of personal 
considerations and task considerations, with the 
personal considerations predominating. The 
personal relationships determine how the group 
acts together. The son may be more competent 
than his father at managing the family business, 
but he will not therefore become the father’s boss. 
The nature of their personal relationship precedes 
																																																																																																															

The fact that personal considerations must be consciously reinserted 
shows how far the functional principle has dominated, and the need to 
justify these considerations by reference to efficiency and production 
shows what concerns are actually most prominent. The Japanese 
corporation seems to come closer to blending the functional and the 
relational effectively than most Western groupings, but it is likewise a 
primarily functional grouping. For a short but incisive treatment of this 
issue, see Jacqueline Scherer, Contemporary Community (London: 
Tavistock Publications Limited, 1972), pp. 88–90. 



	  

in importance strict task-competency 
considerations. Nor is there anything like a private 
sphere. The entire life of each member of the 
grouping is of concern to each other member. A 
father is concerned with his son’s performance in 
school or work, but he is also concerned with his 
son’s personal interests, desires, and relationships. 
Relational groupings thus take into account and 
even build upon personal considerations, without 
totally neglecting the accomplishment of tasks. 

Another important difference between 
functional and relational groups is that functional 
groups tend toward specialization and 
standardization, whereas life in a relational 
grouping is more holistic and varied.17 The tasks 
and roles that an individual performs in functional 
groupings tend to be highly specialized. Not only 
is economic life specialized by craft, but there is a 
tendency to specialize more and more within each 
activity. The extreme form of industrial 
specialization is found in the assembly line where 
each worker performs one operation. 
Governmental specialization leads to the creation 
of a multitude of departments designed to perform 
more and more circumscribed and specialized 
governmental activities. At the same time, a 
functional principle leads to greater 
standardization.* There is a tendency to make 
																																																								

*At first glance, the principles of specialization and standardization 



	  

everything uniform so that it can be 
interchangeable. The same jobs are developed with 
the same qualifications. The same methods are 
used. Tools, parts, and equipment become uniform. 
In addition, this standardization occurs not only in 
one area, but over a broad geographical region. 

One result of the dual process of specialization 
and standardization is that people are mainly 
considered as the bearers of a skill. The chief 
interest that a functional grouping shows in 
																																																																																																															

may seem to conflict. In fact, they complement one another perfectly. 
In a nonspecialized work setting, a craftsman performs a general task, 
such as building a piece of furniture, and single-handedly (or with the 
help of a servant or apprentice) accomplishes the wide variety of 
operations involved in the task. Such non-specialized craft work 
necessarily allows for much personal and idiosyncratic expression. 
There may be objective standards of quality which each craftsman in 
the field must comply with, but there will also be a great deal of variety 
in the work produced and the methods used by different craftsmen. On 
the other hand, in the specialized work setting, a group of people 
perform a general task by dividing the task into a set of more limited 
operations and distributing the responsibility for the different 
operations among them. For example, one person may be responsible 
for the wooden frame of the furniture, another for the legs, another for 
the springs, another for the upholstery, and so on. If the group is large 
enough, it might even divide further and appoint different groups to 
take responsibility for different types of furniture. This trend toward 
specialization fits well with standardization. The more limited and 
specific the operation each person performs, the more that operation 
must be quantified, regulated, and strictly standardized. And since the 
process of specialization presumes the movement from small 
independent shops to large centralized industries, there is a strong 
pressure for tasks to be standardized among a large grouping of people 
and over a broad geographical area. Therefore, many of the personal 
and idiosyncratic elements characteristic of the non-specialized work 
setting must be eliminated in the specialized setting. 



	  

another human being is in that human being’s 
ability to perform a particular task effectively, i.e., 
that person’s competence. Moreover, the 
functional grouping is only interested in individual 
bearers of skills.18 Relational corporate units bring 
needless complications. A civil service office or a 
factory cannot deal with a family as a unit. 
Families are not allowed to hold positions, only 
individuals who bear the requisite skills. 

Life in relational groupings is approached in a 
more holistic and varied fashion. One man is 
father/farmer/warrior/builder/judge. One ruler 
performs all the functions of government. He 
might do so as part of a college (a council) or with 
subordinates who govern smaller geographical 
areas on his behalf, but he will normally perform 
all the functions of government. A relational 
principle also allows more variety from grouping 
to grouping. For example, in the Middle Ages 
there was a great degree of local variation in tools, 
parts, equipment, jobs, and methods. As a result of 
this varied and holistic approach, people are not 
considered primarily as either individuals or 
bearers of a specialized skill, but as members of 
particular corporate groupings. A man is not 
primarily seen as John the lawyer or engineer, but 
as John the son of Will from Bridlington. 

Finally, functional and relational groupings 
differ from one another in the way they approach 
change. Functional groupings tend to prize 



	  

innovation and flexibility, whereas relational 
groupings value stability.19 M. F. Nimkoff 
describes this contrast vividly: 

An important factor here is that economic 
production, being based upon science, is subject 
to the process of rationalization, and the family 
is not. If science can be said to have a motto, it 
is: There is always a better way. Obsolescence 
and innovation are encouraged. But the family, 
like religion, is designed to afford stability to 
social life. We may be interested in a new 
model of cars every year, but not in a new 
model of family life.20 

If something can be done better, the dynamic of 
the functional principle is to change to do it 
better—at least if the cost is not too great. This 
principle finds prominent expression in modern 
technological society, which exposes all of its 
members to a constant experience of change. On 
the other hand, a relational principle tends more 
toward stability. Family relationships are 
considered permanent. No one can divorce their 
children, and divorce in a marriage is unfortunate 
rather than ideal. Friendship, neighborliness, and 
other bonds among people grow stronger over 
time. In addition, relational groupings value 
consistency in a personal relationship. When 
family members or close friends regularly 



	  

rearrange their values or alter their patterns of 
response, the social group is weakened. Changes 
that are seen by all as improvements in someone’s 
behavior are always welcome, but other types of 
constant change weaken and even destroy personal 
relationships. A relational grouping thus tends 
much more to stability than does a functional 
grouping. 

The contrast between functional and relational 
groupings can be drawn too strongly. Functional 
and relational principles are actually “pure types” 
that are never completely embodied in one group.21 
For example, families or friendships often employ 
a functional approach. In fact, human beings take 
this approach to some degree whenever they work 
together. A functional principle can be applied to 
specific areas within a grouping which is 
predominantly relational. The movement from 
Palestinian Jewish society to the Christian 
community discussed earlier involved a movement 
from a social situation in which many leadership 
positions were determined by birth (except those 
filled by the scribe-rabbis) to a situation in which 
the elders were all chosen for positions on the 
basis of ability. As the pastor of a community of 
people, an elder served in a much more relational 
way than a manager of a modern factory, but a 
functional element had been introduced. Various 
institutional or bureaucratic elements have existed 
in communities and groupings that are 



	  

predominantly relational. 
The relational principle also intrudes constantly 

in the modern world of work. Just as the functional 
principle emerges in some form whenever human 
beings work, so the relational principle emerges 
whenever human beings come together. 
Friendship, sexual attraction, and accommodation 
to preferences, feelings, and needs all surface in 
the functionalized world of work even though the 
demands of task-efficiency would restrict them to 
the private sphere. In all likelihood no human 
groupings can ever be totally functionalized. 
Nonetheless, though the functional and relational 
principles exist only as pure types, it is still the 
case that all human groupings are formed primarily 
by either one or the other. Each principle has a 
logic of its own, and each produces different 
results when applied to particular social structures. 
The difference between a functional and relational 
principle must be understood in order to accurately 
understand the nature of modern technological 
society. 

Social Structure in Technological Society 

Western European civilization began to 
undergo a significant change in the eighteenth 
century which led to the development of what is 
now sometimes called “technological society.”22 A 
new type of society began to form, one based on 



	  

new principles of social structure. The term 
“technological society” indicates the importance of 
the role technological change played in shaping 
this new form of society. However, technological 
development was not the only major factor 
involved in this process of social change.* 
Economic and social factors played a major role 
with the growth of population, economic activity, 

																																																								
*Understanding technological society as a society which manifests 

a system of human relationships formed according to a guiding 
principle helps clarify the many discussions surrounding the origin of 
technological society. It is generally observed that a number of 
elements change at the same time when a society becomes 
technological. However, disagreement arises over the causal 
connections among the various elements. Does the economic change 
cause the ideological change (as Marx certainly held), or does the 
ideological change cause the economic change (as Goode sometimes 
intimates, (World Revolution, pp. 18–22), though his observations refer 
mostly to the shift from traditional to technological society occurring 
among less developed nations in the twentieth century). While this 
discussion has some usefulness, it often ignores the basically systemic 
relationship among the various factors. The elements of the social 
system are interdependent. Each is a condition for the other, and a 
change in one produces a change in the other. The ideological 
development of a concern for individual rights is both a cause or 
enabling factor for industrialism and a consequence of industrialism. 
Each causes the other and the advance of one makes the advance of the 
other easier. It is not possible to change one element without in some 
way changing the rest of the system. An ecological balance exists 
among the elements. It is helpful to trace the development of the set of 
conditions which makes a new dynamic possible and which allows it to 
gradually dominate a society, and it is helpful to trace some of the 
events which advance the development of that new system, but it is 
probably not possible to relate most of the main factors as dependent 
variables in connection with one or two all-important independent 
variables. 



	  

and urbanization, and with the disruption of 
traditional social patterns caused by the new form 
of economic life and by the rapidly expanding 
cities and proletariat. Ideological factors also 
played a significant role with the increasing 
influence of Enlightenment thought on society and 
the declining influence of Christian belief, values, 
and order. Nonetheless, this new social order has 
been sufficiently molded by the demands of 
modern technology that the term “technological 
society” is an acceptable label for the new society. 

A central characteristic of technological society 
is the way the functional principle dominates 
social arrangements. In traditional society, 
relationship considerations were dominant in 
shaping the social structure. Most modern people 
would be surprised at how little a functional 
principle was adopted as a way of structuring 
various groupings in traditional society. We are so 
thoroughly accustomed to the idea that people 
work in a different place from where they live that 
we tend to project this modern model into our view 
of the past. However, in past societies, most people 
worked at home: on a family farm, at a craftsman’s 
workshop, or in a shop attached to a craftsman’s or 
merchant’s house. Moreover, functional 
considerations and family and personal 
considerations were much more integrated than 
they are today. People normally worked with 
members of their families or with members of 



	  

other families as servants or apprentices, and the 
relationships shaped the way in which work was 
carried out. The functional principle played a more 
dominant role in some settings: in professional 
armies like the Roman army, in some civil service 
situations where bureaucratic methods developed 
(including some ecclesiastical “civil service” 
situations), and in some economic situations.23 
However, before the eighteenth century, it was rare 
for a group of human beings in any setting to 
systematically organize all of their activities and 
interrelations to maximize their efficiency in 
completing certain tasks. In the eighteenth century, 
this functional principle began to be widely 
applied to certain economic enterprises with the 
development of the factory system of production. 
As time passed, the dominance of the functional 
principle spread to other areas of life. The concern 
here is primarily with its impact on social 
relationships, and the differences between social 
relationships in the old and new order. 

Basic Life Pattern 

In technological society, social relationships are 
thoroughly transformed. As the world of 
interactions that follow a functional principle 
expands and dominates new sectors of society, the 
overall shape of people’s lives changes. There is a 
life-pattern that “fits” with the development of 



	  

technology, a life-pattern in which the shape of a 
person’s life provides the least obstacle for that 
person finding a place in the socio-economic 
activity that characterizes technological society.24 
Central to this pattern is the establishment of the 
individual and the mass collective as the main 
units of society.25 

 
The Individual and the Mass Collective. The 
primary unit in traditional society was a group, not 
the individual. Individuals functioned as part of 
groups in such a way that their lives were largely 
determined by the life of the group rather than by 
their own individual direction. People spent more 
time together in groups both physically (fewer 
homes had private rooms) and socially. Individuals 
in traditional society were more conscious than we 
are of belonging to certain groups and of 
identifying themselves according to their role in 
those groups. The primary group was the family, 
but not merely the nuclear family. The family in 
traditional society included a wider kinship 
grouping, though all in the grouping did not 
necessarily inhabit one residence. In addition, there 
was the larger social group of the village or the 
quarter of the city, or the guild or craft 
association.* 
																																																								

*The weakening of kinship ties and neighborhood-type groupings 
in technological society will be discussed later in this chapter, pp. 491–



	  

In technological society an individual is 
detached from his group relationships so that he 
can function according to a skill he bears or a job 
he performs. Family commitments ideally play no 
part in a modern work environment such as a 
factory or an office. Guilds and other professional 
or religious corporations are inefficient and have to 
be eliminated because they operate as social bodies 
and fraternities rather than merely as functional 
groups.26 The dynamic of technological society 
undermines the groupings of traditional society 
which constitute its fundamental structural units 
and which provide people with a communal life 
and a sense of communal belonging and identity. 
These groups are deprived of their legal protection 
and either reduced in importance if indispensable 
(as was the conjugal family), eliminated (as were 
most guilds and corporations), or replaced by 
functional and relational groupings which are more 
clearly distinct (as “functional” professional 
societies and “relational” clubs replace the older 
corporations which integrate relational and 
functional considerations). This frees individuals 
to move and act independently of other 
individuals. People become more mobile. They can 
take a job, invest money, and change residence 
without needing the agreement of anyone else 
(other than immediate family members). They can 
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fit into the technological system according to their 
competency and the system’s need. In other words, 
individuals can fit into the system in a way 
determined solely by functional criteria and not by 
personal relationship or communal criteria. 

As the individual replaces the relational 
grouping as the basic unit of society, the mass 
collective also develops as the main corporate 
body.27 Society becomes less and less a structured 
set of interrelated groupings, each with its own 
rights and responsibilities. Instead, it becomes 
increasingly a mass aggregate of individuals. 
Historically, this process was aided by the concept 
of the absolute state and by the actual increase in 
the state’s authority. A further major step was 
taken on the European continent beginning with 
the French Revolution: Many groups within 
society lost their rights. Local rights, guild rights, 
university rights, and church rights were frequently 
stripped away, or else conferred upon these groups 
by the sufferance of the state. The concept of the 
rights of man (i.e., the individual) and its correlate 
concept of state authority replaced the view of 
society as a network of interrelated semi-
independent bodies, each with its own traditionally 
guaranteed rights. Jacques Ellul describes more 
fully this societal shift which occurred in France at 
the time of the French Revolution: 

The very structure of society—based on natural 



	  

groups—was also an obstacle (to the 
development of technological society). Families 
were closely organized. The guilds and the 
groups formed by collective interests (for 
example, the University, the Parliament, the 
Confraternities and Hospitals) were distinct and 
independent. The individual found livelihood, 
patronage, security and intellectual and moral 
satisfactions in collectives that were strong 
enough to answer all his needs but limited 
enough not to make him feel submerged or 
lost… These obstacles disappeared at the time 
of the French Revolution, in 1789… a 
systematic campaign was waged against all 
natural groups, under the guise of a defense of 
the rights of the individual; for example, the 
guilds, the communes, and federalism were 
attacked, this last by the Girondists. There were 
movements against the religious orders and 
against the privileges of Parliament, the 
Universities, and the Hospitalers. There was to 
be no liberty of groups, only that of the 
individual. There was likewise a struggle to 
undermine the family. Revolutionary legislation 
promoted its disintegration; it had already been 
shaken by the philosophy and the fervors of the 
eighteenth century. Revolutionary laws 
governing divorce, inheritance, and paternal 
authority were disastrous for the family unit, to 
the benefit of the individual. And these effects 



	  

were permanent, in spite of temporary setbacks. 
Society was already atomized and would be 
atomized more and more. The individual 
remained the sole sociological unit… For the 
individual in an atomized society, only the state 
was left.28 * 

Thus the French Revolution gave considerable 
impetus to the movement towards the mass 
collective. This collectivization has only been 
implemented thoroughly and uniformly in certain 
Communist or Fascist states. However, even in 
Western societies, which contain various 
independent corporate bodies such as labor unions, 
the main social and political groupings are not 
structured relationally. Instead, they are structured 
functionally as a band of individuals joining 
together to exercise power in the only ways 
available to them in a mass collective society. This 
trend towards mass society is present today 
throughout the technologized world. 
 
Government and Authority. The shift in the 
basic units of society has several significant 
																																																								

*Though Ellul's remarks can create the impression that mass 
society includes no collective groupings other than the state, such is not 
the case. In most non-communist countries, many types of collectives 
operate without complete state control, e.g., business corporations, 
labor unions, charitable organizations, and churches. The key 
observation is that these groups are not relational but functional and 
each is usually regulated, supervised, and licensed by the state. 



	  

aspects. One of these aspects appears in the way 
groups are governed and authority is exercised.29 
Government in traditional society is predominantly 
personal. It is incarnated in a position represented 
by a man who is the leader of the people. A 
personal relationship exists between him and the 
group he is leading. He is a figure in their lives, 
someone they respond to with personal loyalty (or 
personal disloyalty and hostility). He may gain his 
position through inheritance or by being chosen 
(either by training or election), but he exercises his 
leadership within the context of a personal 
relationship. 

By contrast, government in technological 
society is more impersonal. It occurs within a mass 
institution, not within a small relational grouping. 
The leaders are officeholders, and they can be 
freely replaced by others as long as the function is 
fulfilled. Their role consists primarily of 
administration and policy setting rather than 
personal leadership. This does not mean that they 
cannot exert personal leadership or become the 
focus of personal loyalty (or hostility). The 
President of the United States, for instance, 
frequently exerts some form of personal 
leadership, although he mainly functions as a chief 
executive. Human beings cannot completely avoid 
wanting or having leaders. Nonetheless, the trend 
away from personal government is evident, and the 
contrast between traditional and technological 



	  

society is clear: In technological society an 
institution tends to fulfill the functions of 
government, whereas in traditional society leaders 
assume a more personal governmental role. The 
government in technological society is “the state,” 
not the king or the council or the elders, and the 
historical development of the nation-state was one 
of the chief factors preparing for the advent of 
technological society. 

As forms of government change, so do the 
ways of exercising authority or “social control” (a 
sociological term derived from the leadership 
models of technological society).30 In traditional 
society, a leader relies primarily upon the direct 
exercise of personal authority within a personal 
relationship. A different mode of social control 
emerges in technological society. Rather than 
exerting direct authority, the leaders of mass 
institutions prefer to establish policy, make 
regulations, and influence opinions. In short, the 
governing institutions regulate and propagandize. 
The people in technological society are very 
susceptible to such control because they are all 
individuals isolated from one another and 
unconnected to stable groupings which loyally 
hold and carefully pass on other values.31 
Moreover, much of this type of social control 
affects people on a less than conscious level. 
People are often unaware that they are being 
controlled, and will accept this control willingly 



	  

while reacting against anything that looks like a 
direct exercise of authority. For example, most 
modern Americans resist and dislike clear 
commands and directions, but they submit with 
readiness to various forms of control through 
opinion formation. The exercise of social control 
in technological society can be at least as 
thoroughgoing as in traditional society, and 
perhaps more so. 

 
Personal Care. The shift in the basic units of 
society is also reflected in the way that society 
cares for personal human needs.32 In traditional 
society, education, professional training, health 
care, and financial support all occurred within a 
relational social grouping. Family, guild, village, 
and church normally met these needs. Hospitals 
existed in Western traditional society, but they 
were only for special illnesses, and they were 
ordinarily administered and staffed by religious 
orders. The aged were cared for within the family. 
Orphanages existed, but they too were special 
facilities, administered and staffed by religious 
orders, for those individuals who had lost their 
place in the interrelated set of groupings which 
was society. 

In technological society, mass institutions 
predominate in the care of personal human needs. 
Education, welfare, and communications are 
increasingly entrusted to social institutions such as 



	  

hospitals, schools, welfare agencies, and retirement 
homes. Personal needs which were once met 
within a relational grouping are now handled by 
functionalized public institutions staffed by people 
hired and trained for the purpose and with whom 
the cared-for individual has no personal bond. The 
development of educational institutions is of 
particular importance. In traditional society, 
children were educated and formed in the course of 
daily life by their parents and older adults within a 
relational grouping. In technological society, they 
are segregated from normal adult life and entrusted 
to special institutions where they relate solely to 
other children (their peer group) and to 
professional educators. just as government is 
exercised through a mass collective institution 
rather than a relational grouping, so personal needs 
are cared for within a mass institutional setting. 

The functionalization of society thus 
undermines the traditional structure of society. 
Government and personal care are no longer 
conducted within a set of interconnected relational 
groupings which form the basis of society. Instead, 
the new technological social structure is based on 
mobile individuals and mass collective institutions 
which govern the aggregate of those individuals 
and care for their personal needs. The overall 
structure of society thus undergoes a change that 
has tremendous consequences for human life. 



	  

Values and Personal Relationships 

Ascribed and Achieved Positions. In addition to 
the basic structural changes just described, the 
functionalization of society also produces concrete 
changes in values and personal relationships. In 
technological society greater value is given to 
achieved positions, whereas positions which derive 
from birth or inheritance are devalued.33 The key 
criterion for obtaining status and respect is 
competency defined in functional terms. Family 
background and inherited wealth no longer qualify 
a person for status or respect, except insofar as 
they put someone in a position of power. However, 
power which has been inherited rather than earned 
usually draws an equivocal response of respect 
mingled with resentment. The positions of father, 
mother, son, or daughter are not highly valued, but 
are instead taken for granted (father and mother 
less so, since raising a family can be seen as an 
achievement). The position of Christian likewise 
loses value, as does the position of clergyman 
unless it is reinterpreted in functional terms (for 
example, as “counselor”). Class distinctions based 
on birth lose their importance (with the frequent 
exception of race), and members of society are 
categorized chiefly according to socioeconomic 
class. The main categories of upper, middle, and 
lower class are determined by job and education—
the equipment for jobs. The functionalization of 



	  

society thus leads to an increase in the status, 
respect, and value given to achieved positions, and 
to a corresponding decrease in the value given to 
nonachieved positions. 
 
Commitments. The functionalization of 
technological society also affects the nature and 
quality of personal relationships. One major 
change occurs in the type of commitments that are 
made within social groupings. Technological 
society emphasizes partial functionally-specific 
commitments.34 Commitments in traditional 
society tend to be few, but they encompass the 
whole of life. For example, a guild was a 
professional society, but a craftsman’s 
commitment to the guild extended far beyond what 
modern people would consider the limits of his 
professional life.35 It included an obligation for the 
welfare of the other members, who could call upon 
him whenever a need arose. The guild could 
discipline and regulate his private conduct. The 
guild was a religious body which worshiped 
together and a fraternal body which socialized 
together. By contrast, most commitments in 
technological society are functionally defined in a 
more specific fashion. Membership in a modern 
professional society involves a much more partial 
specified commitment than did membership in a 
guild. The member only participates to a limited 
extent: He is normally committed for a certain 



	  

amount of time, money, and perhaps work, but no 
more. His religious and social life as well as his 
personal needs and conduct are of no official 
concern to the society except insofar as they 
directly affect his professional life. Aside from 
special friendships that develop among members, 
any acts of personal concern or of responsibility 
for the private life of another member would likely 
be resented as unwarranted interference. This trend 
towards limited, partial, functionally-specific 
commitments affects most of the groupings within 
technological society, including most religious 
groups. 
 
Separate Functional and Personal Spheres. 
Another significant change in personal 
relationships occurs as a result of the new division 
created within technological society between the 
functional and personal sphere. As mentioned 
earlier, traditional society incorporates purposive, 
functional activities and approaches into a broader 
network of personal relationships. Relational 
groupings in traditional society are stable, 
structured, and purposive, but they are also 
personal at the same time. They contain an order of 
authority, defined roles, and customary patterns of 
relationship; they are stable over a long period of 
time; and they encompass both the world of work 
and the world of family, preference, and emotion. 
Relationships in technological society, on the other 



	  

hand, tend to follow one of two courses. 
Relationships are either structured, purposive, and 
functional, such as those on a work site, or they are 
informal, expressive, and nonpurposive, as those in 
friendship groupings. There are several exceptions 
to this generalization. For example, the family still 
normally combines structure and purpose with 
expressiveness, though the tendency to separate 
these spheres is affecting even family life. Clubs 
and groups sponsored and staffed by adults but 
geared for children, such as scouting groups and 
athletic clubs, also present some exception. In both 
the family and in youth organizations, the presence 
of children seems to increase the demand for 
structure. Nonetheless, the trend of technological 
society is definitely toward separating the 
functional and “personal” spheres of life. 

This separation is a consequence of both the 
breakdown of stable social groupings and the 
reaction to the preponderance of functional 
groupings in technological society. People in 
traditional society associate with one another 
primarily according to stable relationships and 
according to the roles and order of those 
relationships. The patterns of interaction are 
determined by longstanding family, kinship, 
village, craft, and religious relational groupings. 
On the other hand, in technological society the 
stability of relational groupings decreases as 
commitments are partialized. Kinship relations 



	  

outside the immediate nuclear family become less 
stable than in the past, while associations centered 
upon work or residence become more temporary 
and less likely to be marked by stable bonds or 
commitments than was once the case. Therefore, 
the nonfunctional relationships that do exist tend to 
form according to interest, attraction, and 
sometimes according to current proximity, and 
tend to be characterized by fluidity, informality, 
lack of structure, and instability. 

The formation of these types of relationships is 
also furthered by a popular reaction to the 
preponderance of functional groupings in 
technological society. Most people have some 
reaction against the impersonality and structured 
rigidity of functional groupings. Though they 
accept that some type of order is necessary in 
functional situations to efficiently accomplish a 
task, they desire that their “private life” be free of 
such an order and purposiveness. The personal 
realm thus becomes the antithesis of the functional 
realm. In the personal realm, emotion, spontaneity, 
and preference hold sway. One makes friends for 
reasons of mutual interest or mutual liking, and not 
for reasons of mutual advantage or benefit. 
Romantic love becomes the sole basis for marrying 
and remaining married. Arranged marriage passes 
away in technological society and family 
considerations no longer enter into the choice of 
marriage partner. To a person living in a society 



	  

where the functional and personal realms have 
been almost entirely separated, considerations such 
as mutual benefit or advantage in friendship or 
marriage choice seem crass in contrast to pure 
preference or attraction.* 

The very term “personal relationship” as used 
in modern society reveals the extent of the divorce 
between functional and personal spheres of life. 
The term usually refers to human relationships that 
are not predominantly functional, that are in fact as 
different from functional relationships as possible. 
Since structure, order, and purpose characterize 
functional relationships, personal relationships 
should proceed according to different principles. 
Such a definition of “personal relationship” would 
																																																								

*The technological division between structured, purposive, 
functional relationships on the one hand, and informal, expressive, 
nonpurposive relationships on the other explains some of the reactions 
modern people have to the social forms of traditional society. Most 
twentieth century people react with condescension or hostility to 
traditional social forms, for these forms are no longer integrated into a 
structure of society built upon personal relationships. Marriages in 
which family considerations are dominant or in which the choice is 
“arranged” are considered anathema. Objective patterns of ethics and 
morality are frequently disliked as being too restrictive. Stable social 
arrangements are avoided. The emphasis is on spontaneity, not on 
faithfulness; on authenticity not on loyalty. One of the areas of 
strongest reaction is the area of men's and women's roles. It is difficult 
for modern people to grasp how the structure and order of traditional 
social roles operated within the context of personal relationships rich in 
commitment and affectivity. The personal was not banished from the 
structure of traditional social roles for the sake of greater efficiency, but 
was at the very heart of this structure. For further discussion, see the 
section on the “romantic reaction” in Chapter Nineteen, pp. 517–520. 



	  

be less intelligible to people living in a traditional 
society, where functional relationships are much 
less frequent and less important, and where 
“impersonal” relationships are nearly nonexistent. 
Almost all relationships in traditional society are 
“personal” in the sense that they involve all aspects 
of a person’s life, though few relationships in 
traditional society would be personal in the 
modern sense. The modern use of the term 
“personal relationship” is in itself a reflection of 
the divorce between functional and personal 
spheres in technological society. 

 
Emotions. The effects of this divorce are specially 
evident when examining the place of emotions in 
technological society. Emotional expression in 
traditional society was thoroughly integrated into 
stable relationships. People felt strongly and 
expressed themselves freely (perhaps more freely 
than people in technological society), but their 
emotions were regarded as but one element in their 
personal relationships. Emotion was not normally 
valued for its own sake, and the guide to 
genuineness in personal relationships was loyalty 
rather than emotional authenticity.* In 
																																																								

*Lionel Trilling, in Sincerity and Authenticity, traces the 
emergence of the modern ideal of authenticity and describes its 
inherently anti-social tendencies. He begins by analyzing the 
Renaissance ideal of sincerity, which he sees as best typified in the 
words of Shakespeare's Polonius: “to thine own self be true / and… 



	  

technological society, as personal and functional 

																																																																																																															

thou canst not then be false to any man.” Sincerity means behaving in 
such a way that motive and action are congruent, in a way that avoids 
the deception of others. Being true to one's self is a means to a higher 
end: being true to other people. Trilling sees the twentieth century ideal 
of authenticity as differing from earlier conceptions of sincerity in that 
truth to self becomes the primary end in view, rather than a means to a 
broader social virtue. The enemy of authenticity is not the conscious 
deception of others, but self-deception. Trilling states this point in the 
following manner: 

 
The hypocrite/villain, the conscious dissembler, has 
become marginal, even alien, to the modern 
imagination of the moral life. The situation in which 
a person systematically misrepresents himself in 
order to practice upon the good faith of another does 
not readily command our interest, scarcely our 
credence. The deception we best understand and most 
willingly give our attention to is that which a person 
works upon himself. Iago's avowed purpose of base 
duplicity does not hold for us the fascination that 
nineteenth century audiences found in it; our liveliest 
curiosity is likely to be directed to the moral 
condition of Othello, to what lies hidden under his 
superbness, to what in him is masked by the heroic 
persona (p. 16). 
 

The dominance of the ideal of authenticity leads to the 
introspective search for hidden motives and feelings as a criterion for 
action. Trilling connects this search to the popular emergence of 
psychoanalytic techniques and concepts. Ultimately, such a criterion of 
action dismisses the roles and structure of traditional society as a 
falsification of the inner experience of the individual. Trilling writes, 
“At the behest of the criterion of authenticity, much that was once 
thought to make up the very fabric of culture has come to seem of little 
account, mere fantasy or ritual, or downright falsification. Conversely, 
much that culture traditionally condemned and sought to exclude is 
accorded a considerable moral authority by reason of the authenticity 
claimed for it, for example, disorder, violence, unreason” (p. 11). 



	  

spheres separate, emotion becomes more distinct 
from outside purposes, and becomes a major 
independent criterion of judgment. In fact, feelings 
become the basis and criterion of personal 
relationships. One should not show love without 
feeling love, nor show respect without feeling 
respect. To do so would be “inauthentic.” Sharing 
of emotions becomes the crucial test of the depth 
of a relationship. For those who live in 
technological society, the traditional approach to 
emotions appears repressive or unpleasant. 
However, it is not in fact clear that the 
technological approach is superior. For example, it 
is arguable that arranged marriages in traditional 
society may succeed better than modern marriages 
based on romantic love.36 

Though it is accurate to say that technological 
society tends to divorce emotion from 
functionality, one qualification must be made. 
Technological society has also created a 
technology of emotions. Functionally efficient 
techniques have been applied to the control of 
human emotion and many people labor diligently 
and methodically at increasing their emotional 
pleasure. The entertainment “industry” has only 
developed in technological society. The same is 
true of T-groups and other therapy groups 
designed to produce emotional results in their 
participants. The sphere which in certain respects 
contrasts with the functional realm has become in 



	  

another respect one of the more functionalized 
areas in technological society.37 

 
This discussion has sketched the broad outlines 

of the substantial differences between 
technological society and traditional society. The 
basic units of technological society are the 
individual and the mass collective rather than a set 
of relational groupings, and this affects both 
government and social services. Achieved 
positions are valued more than inherited positions. 
Commitments become partial and functionally-
specific. The realm of personal relationships and 
human expressiveness is separated from the 
functional realm, resulting in relationships based 
primarily on emotion, preference, and an anti-
structural anti-purposive bias. These changes 
amount to a radical transformation in the shape of 
human society. They also lead to significant 
changes in that grouping which proves most 
central for an understanding of men’s and 
women’s roles—the human family. 

The Family in Technological Society 

To understand technological society, one must 
understand and assess its impact on the family. 
The family constitutes the basic unit of both 
traditional society and, to a more limited extent, 
technological society. The family is also the unit of 



	  

society which resists functionalization most 
stubbornly. In fact, one could even say that to the 
degree that the family is functionalized, to that 
degree it is weakened and dissolved. The dynamic 
of family life is contrary to the dynamic of 
technological society, and family life increasingly 
manifests the strains that come from inhabiting an 
inhospitable environment. 

Changes in Family Life 

Two major changes befall the family in 
technological society, The first change involves 
the gradual weakening of kinship ties and 
supportive neighborhood-type groupings.38 In 
traditional society, the family consists of more than 
the nuclear unit of husband, wife, and offspring. 
The traditional family consists of a sizable group 
of people and includes many conjugal units linked 
through some structure based on common descent. 
This wide set of committed kinship relationships 
exists regardless of whether the group lives 
together in one building. The larger family, kinship 
group, or clan has several important functions. It 
provides financial aid to the individual conjugal 
unit in times of special need, and often functions as 
a unit of economic operation. For example, a 
family farm or business often belongs to the larger 
kinship group instead of to the head of a conjugal 
family. The kinship grouping therefore serves as 



	  

the social security, welfare, and insurance system. 
The members of the larger family also share one 
another’s good fortune. If one member arrives at a 
position of power or wealth, the entire kinship 
grouping can expect to benefit. Side by side with 
this strong kinship system is a committed village, 
neighborhood, occupational, or class grouping.* 
These groupings sometimes perform functions and 
fulfill roles similar to those of the kinship 
grouping. The conjugal unit thus finds its place in 
the wider set of relationships and commitments 
provided by the kinship system and the 
neighborhood-type grouping. 

Technological society changes the relationship 
between the conjugal unit and both the wider 
kinship and village-neighborhood networks. The 
bonds within a kinship grouping begin to weaken, 
and the family group as a whole becomes smaller. 
Village-neighborhood relationships lose much of 
their familiarity, stability, and interdependence. 
This process whereby the conjugal family is 
																																																								

*Supportive relational groupings not based on kinship are very 
common in traditional society, though the precise nature of these 
groupings varies according to such factors as class, nationality, and 
historical period. For example, medieval peasants received much 
communal support from their village grouping, whereas immigrants to 
the United States in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries often found 
this support in the ethnic urban neighborhood. The traditional nobility 
usually related within a nexus of noble families that was not 
geographically proximate. For merchants and craftsmen, the crucial 
relational grouping outside of the kinship network was either a set of 
patrician families or a guild. 



	  

isolated from larger relational groupings should be 
familiar from the previous discussion. It includes 
an increase in geographic and socioeconomic 
mobility, the general weakening of all groupings 
which do not operate according to strictly 
functional principles, the trend toward making the 
individual the basic unit of society, and the gradual 
transfer of the functions of the kinship network to 
larger social institutions with more resources at 
their command. Thus, the conjugal grouping of 
husband, wife, and children assumes a new 
independent existence, and becomes the only 
major familial unit of society. 

Many internal features of the conjugal unit also 
change.39 Descent loses much of its importance, 
and the descent system therefore shifts from a 
matrilineal or patrilineal structure to a bilineal 
structure.* This means that the individual traces his 
descent through both the father and the mother, 
and kinship groupings thus become less unified 
and distinct. This change predated technological 
society in the Western European family but affects 
many other family systems in the process of 
technological development. Choice of spouse 
becomes primarily the prerogative of the 
																																																								

*The passing on of the father's name is one of the few patrilineal 
features of the modern Western family. There is no consistent cultural 
distinction between a conjugal unit's relationship to the wife's family 
and the husband's family (such a distinction being the central mark of 
patri- and matrilineal systems). 



	  

individual, in part because the newly created 
conjugal unit will find no integral place in a larger 
network of committed relationships. As larger 
relational groupings diminish in significance, the 
conjugal family increases in emotional intensity 
and in the psychological burden which it must 
carry.40 In technological society, the nuclear family 
unit of husband, wife, and children therefore 
becomes “the family.” 

The second major change affecting family life 
is the loss of family functions.41 In traditional 
society, the family provided for most of the needs 
of its individual members. First, the traditional 
family was a major economic unit. Whether the 
family consisted primarily of farmers, craftsmen, 
merchants, rulers, or warriors, the individual 
normally found employment through the family 
relationship, and most often worked in the context 
of his own home. Secondly, the family was a 
social welfare unit. The sick would be cared for at 
home by other family members. The aged would 
live with their younger relatives, and would 
receive material and emotional support from them. 
Anyone who encountered financial trouble or other 
types of difficulties would normally seek help 
from family members. Only after reaching the end 
of family resources would they seek help from 
outside the family, from neighbors, a wealthy 
person in the region, or someone else in the 
associated village-neighborhood network. 



	  

Thirdly, the family was the primary educational 
unit. Most young people received their basic and 
technical education from their parents, older 
brothers and sisters, uncles, aunts, and older 
cousins. In Western traditional society, a young 
person’s technical education would often be 
supplemented by apprenticeship to an unrelated 
adult, but even in the new setting the young person 
would become part of the master’s household. 
Tutors only served in noble and wealthy families, 
and special schools, as developed later, would be 
only for those receiving professional training. In 
Western society, schooling did not become 
common for wealthier bourgeois children until the 
seventeenth century, and mass education was a 
product of the nineteenth century. Fourthly, the 
family was often a unit of defense and protection. 
Families were frequently armed. Families often 
served as units in citizen armies, and they 
sometimes had the responsibility and legal right to 
punish certain offenses committed against family 
members (i.e., the right of blood vengeance). 
Family functions vary from society to society and 
from time to time within the history of a society. 
Nonetheless, it is generally true that an individual 
in traditional society spent much of his life within 
his family and under the care of his family. The 
basic unit of society was the family, not the 
individual. 

In technological society, most of the functions 



	  

once associated with family life are transferred to 
the realm of mass institutions. Economic life 
occurs within distinct economic institutions 
(businesses, factories, offices) separated from 
people’s homes. Hospitals, clinics, doctors, and 
nurses care for the sick, and most people are born 
and die in a medical institution apart from the 
family. Infirm aged are cared for in hospitals, 
convalescent homes, and retirement centers. 
Financial support is provided by insurance 
agencies, loan agencies, social security systems 
and welfare departments. Most education (except 
for the earliest stages) occurs at a school or on the 
job. Religious education is provided by Sunday 
school or catechism class. Police and standing 
armies assume all defense functions. Even leisure 
becomes less the province of the family, and more 
the province of peer groups and “friends.” 

The family only retains the functions of 
reproduction and early childhood training, and 
emotional and personal support. In fact, the burden 
of emotional support falls more heavily on the 
nuclear family as kinship ties and neighborhood-
type groupings weaken. The family becomes the 
only place in society where the individual receives 
stable, unconditional, overall concern. Home is the 
place where “they have to take you in.” As society 
assigns more and more things to specialized 
groupings designed for specific purposes, and as 
an individual’s life gets portioned out to different 



	  

groups and institutions, the technological family 
loses many of the functions which the family 
performed in traditional society. 

Consequences for Modern Family Life 

The gradual weakening of kinship and 
neighborhood ties and the loss of family functions 
which occur in technological society have several 
significant consequences in family life. 

 
Isolation. First, the conjugal family becomes 
isolated from other relational groupings which can 
support the pattern of family life.42 It is popularly 
supposed that this isolation strengthens the 
conjugal family. This view assumes that as the 
conjugal family becomes more independent of the 
wider kinship grouping and makes more decisions 
on its own, it should increase in strength and 
vitality. In fact, isolation appears to weaken the 
family. The traditional kinship network has a great 
interest in the stability of the individual nuclear 
family. The kinship network strengthens the 
individual family by placing it in a larger 
communal setting that reinforces family ties and 
compensates for individual family weaknesses. 
The institutions of technological society provide 
some support for family life, but they cannot 
replace strong kinship relations. 
 



	  

Emotional Support. Secondly, the nuclear family 
life tends to be unable to carry the heavy burden 
for personal and emotional support that 
technological society lays upon it.43 In studying the 
family in technological society, Norman Ryder 
makes this point: 

The competitive and impersonal environment 
of an occupational structure (for the adult) or of 
an educational structure (for the child) is 
psychologically burdensome because it asks 
much of the individual in discipline and returns 
little in psychological security… The conjugal 
family serves as an oasis for the replenishment 
of the person, providing the individual with 
stable, diffuse and largely unquestioning 
support, assuaging the bruises of defeat and 
otherwise repairing whatever damage may have 
been done in the achievement-oriented 
struggles of the outside world. The network of 
relationships through which one could seek 
such acceptance without the test of satisfactory 
performance was once much larger; it 
encompassed the extended kinship structure 
and the community of residence… With the 
erosion of these alternatives the importance of 
the immediate family as a source of dependable 
emotional support becomes enhanced.44 

Technological society is dominated by 



	  

functional situations which demand much from the 
individual and give little in return. Since the 
kinship network is no longer strong enough to 
assist and other stable relational groupings have 
weakened or vanished, the conjugal family must 
shoulder the full burden of this support. In 
addition, the absence of other family functions 
tends to make this one function the focal point of 
family life. This emotional intensity produces a 
strain on the conjugal family which it is not always 
able to cope with. 

 
Parents and Children. A third and related 
consequence of the changes in the family within 
technological society is a weakened relationship 
between parents and children. As family functions 
are attenuated and emotional support becomes the 
basis of the family relationship, the bond between 
parents and children grows fragile. Ryder states 
this point as well: 

The links between parent and child, unlike 
those between husband and wife, are forged 
during the long and intimate process of 
interaction required for child socialization. In 
spite of this solid foundation it is uncertain that 
those links will survive the child’s transition to 
adulthood, because their structural supports, 
which are characteristic of a traditional society 
have now largely vanished. The parents once 



	  

controlled access to the land and provided most 
of the training necessary for the child’s later 
work, but now land is not the prime base of 
production and technical education is acquired 
outside the family. The shift of the control of 
rewards and punishments from the family to the 
society has attenuated the traditional authority 
of the parent over the child. Deference, respect 
and gratitude alike have been diluted by the 
intrusion into the family structure of the alien 
ideology of individual rights and liberties.45 

Therefore, parents in technological society become 
less important to their children in every area other 
than emotional attachment. They provide for less 
of their children’s needs—less of their education 
and rearing, less of the key to their future life. As 
they grow older, children rely upon their parents 
only for financial assistance, and even this need 
soon disappears. Nor do parents rely upon their 
children for anything other than some form of 
emotional support. As technological society 
develops, children perform less work within the 
family, and become uncontributing dependents. 
Parents increasingly provide even for their own old 
age. The breakdown of structural supports puts 
considerable pressure on the emotional bond, and 
in many cases the bond is too unstable to bear the 
pressure. The father’s authority in the family 
becomes questioned, and the relationships between 



	  

parents and children as a whole become brittle and 
unsteady. 
 
The Man’s Role. Fourthly, the gradual weakening 
of kinship ties and the loss of family functions 
which occur in technological society also affect the 
role of the husband and father.46 The adult male 
familial role narrows in scope, and many of the 
traditional incentives for assuming this role are 
eliminated. This can be seen first of all in the 
separation of work site and home that results from 
the loss of the family’s economic function. Since 
he must spend a large proportion of his time away 
from his home and in activities which exclude the 
participation of other family members (such as 
young sons), it is more difficult for him to exercise 
consistent authority over the household and to 
raise his sons. In addition, the psychological 
demands of the functionalized work environment 
cause many men to use their time away from work 
as a period of emotional escape, rather than as an 
opportunity to fulfill the demanding 
responsibilities of a husband and father. The 
traditional male role in the family can appear as a 
difficult extra chore, since it is no longer integrated 
into the daily fabric of the man’s life. The loss of 
family functions also diminishes male incentive for 
fulfilling a paternal role by virtually severing the 
connection between a man’s family and his career, 
livelihood, and status. In most traditional societies, 



	  

a man desires offspring as a way of recruiting 
laborers for the family’s economic enterprise, 
providing for his old age, gaining added physical 
strength for defense, carrying on his name and 
lineage, and generally advancing his position and 
status in society. These incentives no longer exist 
in technological society. Also, as “deference, 
respect and gratitude” for the paternal role are 
“diluted” among the children, the role of father and 
husband ceases to bring status and honor even 
within the family. The male familial role thus 
narrows in scope, and the man has few structural 
incentives to fulfill even this narrow role. 
 
The Woman’s Role. Finally, the changes in 
family life which occur in technological society 
seriously undermine the traditional role of women 
in the family. The woman today who assumes the 
traditional role of wife, mother, and domestic 
manager becomes increasingly isolated and 
dependent.47 The weakening of kinship ties means 
that her household role no longer places her in the 
midst of a lively and attractive set of personal 
relationships. The loss of family functions means 
that she no longer participates productively in the 
economic activities of the family. She thus 
becomes isolated from economic, social, and 
political life, and grows more emotionally and 
financially dependent upon her husband. At the 
same time that she becomes isolated, she also finds 



	  

her traditional household role shrinking in 
significance. She has fewer children to care for 
than would a mother in traditional society, and the 
increasing longevity of people in technological 
society means that she will spend a much smaller 
proportion of her life caring for those children.48 
The diminishing significance of family life in all 
but its emotional aspects means that little of her 
knowledge and skill is demanded of her while 
much is demanded of her emotionally. In addition, 
the educational institutions of technological 
society treat men and women alike; thus many 
women grow up with functional work skills and 
desire for achievement. This causes a role conflict 
to develop. As Ryder puts it, “The education 
system, which typically exhibits less overt 
discrimination than either the home or the place of 
work, equips the young woman with capabilities 
for and interests in nonfamilial roles. If her 
aspirations are frustrated, she experiences 
discontent; if her aspirations are fulfilled, she 
experiences guilt.”49 Great pressure is therefore 
placed upon the traditional female role in 
technological society. 

The traditional role of women is also attenuated 
by trends which detach many women from family 
units. Women in traditional society were always 
attached to men and family life. Since their role 
was primarily internal to household life, they were 
even less independent of the family than the men 



	  

were. However, the changes in the family in 
technological society have altered this condition. 
More and more women are unattached to men and 
to family, and not always by the woman’s choice.50 
In many sectors of modern Western society it is 
assumed that females, like males, will eventually 
become independent of the parental conjugal 
family. Often they can expect to spend much of 
their adult lives alone because of a husband’s 
death, divorce, or because they never marry. In 
traditional society, unmarried and widowed 
women would automatically become part of a 
family group. In technological society, being 
unmarried or widowed usually means being on 
one’s own. In such circumstances it is almost 
impossible for a woman to fulfill the traditional 
female role. 

The role of women as traditionally defined is 
thus undermined by the changes in family life 
which occur in technological society. The female 
role within the family begins to lose much of its 
substance. Since the world of work appears to be 
the only option, many women enter this world. 
Children tend to be entrusted to various institutions 
and surrogates, such as the day-care center, school, 
or television set. The family—the one situation in 
technological society which has a place for men’s 
and women’s roles—diminishes as a significant 
relational grouping. Personal relationships among 
men and women occur chiefly in strictly 



	  

functionalized settings, or in spontaneous, 
unstructured, and informal friendship groups. In 
such a social condition, the demands expressed in 
women’s movements arise almost of necessity. 

 
The forces of technological society militate 

against groupings structured according to a 
relational principle. The family therefore finds it 
difficult to inhabit such a society. Family functions 
are removed, wider support systems are broken 
down, and roles and relationships become less 
stable and secure. Yet the family continues to play 
a role of great significance in technological 
society, as it must in every society. The family 
rears the children and provides personal and 
emotional support. As Ryder points out, many 
conflicts result from the family’s ambiguous 
position in technological society: 

The conjugal family is a relatively efficient 
design for supplying the kind of labor force a 
productive society needs and for providing 
comfort to the individual exposed to the 
consequences of participation in that system. 
The family has been the foundation of all 
systems ascribing status on the basis of 
characteristics fixed at birth (such as race, sex, 
ethnic group and frequently social class). Its 
influence is antithetical to the exercise of 
productive rationality through equality of 



	  

opportunity. Yet any attempt at further 
attenuation of family ties, in the interests of 
optimal allocation of human resources, would 
probably be self-defeating because of the high 
psychological cost to the individual. The family 
is an essentially authoritarian system persisting 
within an egalitarian environment. The growth 
of industrialism has been closely linked to the 
development of the ideology of individual 
liberty. Family political structure—the 
authority of male over female and of parent 
over child—has no immunity to the 
implications of this ideological change. Grave 
internal difficulties may therefore be 
expected.51 

The position of the family within technological 
society is precarious. It performs essential 
functions for the wider society, but in so doing it 
must operate according to a principle of social 
structure diametrically opposed to this society. 
Consequently, the family undergoes serious 
tensions, and its future in technological society is 
in question. 

Men’s and Women’s Roles and the 
Misinterpretation of Social History 

As the discussion of family life illustrates, the 
transition from traditional to technological society 



	  

has had a great impact on the roles of men and 
women. The roles of husband and father, wife and 
mother now involve numerous conflicts and 
dilemmas that at least partly explain the rise of the 
feminist movement over the past one hundred and 
fifty years. Unfortunately, modern critics of the 
traditional remnants of men’s and women’s roles 
often make several errors in historical 
interpretation which come from a lack of genuine 
understanding of traditional social structure and of 
the social change which occurred in the shift from 
traditional to technological society. Three of these 
errors are especially prominent in the modern 
literature of men’s and women’s roles, and will be 
considered here. 

The “Influence” of Traditional Roles 

First, much modern literature on men’s and 
women’s roles attributes the social problems of 
technological society to the continuing influence of 
traditional society and the traditional structure of 
men’s and women’s roles. Sometimes this 
criticism of traditional approaches points to social 
problems in advanced technological societies and 
holds the traditional approach responsible. For 
example, some critics blame isolation of the 
modern housewife on the traditional pattern of 
men’s and women’s roles which rigidly restricts 
her to domestic family-related tasks.52 However, 



	  

such attacks on a “traditional” approach to the 
female role are not really attacking a fully 
“traditional” approach at all. Instead, they are 
attacking a remnant of an old order, a fragment 
that has lost much meaning as a result of being 
severed from its natural context. The domestic role 
of women in a technological society where the 
household has lost much of its strength and 
significance means something quite different from 
the domestic role of women in a society where the 
household is central to the corporate life of the 
entire society. It is important to understand that the 
full traditional approach to men’s and women’s 
roles passed away with the breakdown of the 
traditional social system. The remnants of a 
traditional social order may cause problems in 
technological society, but these are not problems 
which can justly be attributed to traditional society. 

Sometimes the criticism of traditional 
approaches points instead to societies in an earlier 
stage of technological development, either in the 
nineteenth or twentieth century, and attributes their 
social problems to weaknesses in the traditional 
social structure. For example, Chinese society 
before the Revolution is often depicted as a time of 
great oppression and social turmoil, with good 
reason.53 The conclusion usually drawn, especially 
among those who sympathize with the Revolution, 
is that the traditional social structure was 
responsible for the turmoil. However, China of the 



	  

early twentieth century was hardly a traditional 
society in the full sense. It had already been 
influenced considerably by Western ideologies and 
Western industrialization. It is more accurate to 
describe China or Russia at the beginning of the 
twentieth century as predominantly traditional 
societies which were suffering great upheaval as a 
result of the importation of new and alien social 
principles—the principles characteristic of 
technological society. While traditional societies 
certainly have social problems, the problems 
caused by the impact of technological development 
on traditional societies are different. Traditional 
society should not be blamed for the problems 
caused largely by the pressure of a newly emerging 
technological society. 

Women’s Rights 

A second historical error is the view that 
women have been deprived of full human rights 
since the beginning of human society and have 
only won these rights within the past two 
centuries—since the beginning of movements for 
women’s rights. In the past two centuries women 
have attained equal access to education; full rights 
to inherit, own, sell, and control property; full 
rights of citizenship; and access to most 
professions with equal compensation. Women may 
not always be treated equally with men in these 



	  

areas, but these rights have a fundamental legal 
and moral recognition. To be sure, women in most 
societies did not have these “rights” before 1900. 
However, this is because traditional society made 
little or no use of the category of “individual 
rights” for anyone—men or women. This concept 
is an aspect of the shift from a society based on 
relational groupings to a society based on a mass 
of individuals. 

When women are given “rights,” they are being 
treated as full individuals in a mass society. These 
“rights” are a way of applying the social structure 
of technological society—with all its advantages 
and disadvantages—to women. Giving women 
“equal rights” is a way of weakening relational 
groupings and communal social structure and 
fitting women into a functional technological 
society. Before the advent of technological society, 
men did not have these “individual rights” either; 
the structure of traditional society made these 
rights a meaningless category. Traditional society 
was based instead on the rights of relational 
groupings, and the position of men and women 
derived from their personal relationships within 
these groupings.* Women were generally 
																																																								

*Nisbet makes this point in the following way: 
In the medieval world there was relatively little 
concern with positive, discrete rights of individuals, 
largely because of the diffuseness of political power 
and the reality of innumerable group authorities. But 



	  

subordinate to men in all traditional and primitive 
societies, but men were also generally subordinate 
to other men, and no one would have thought of 
such a subordinate role in terms of limited 
individual rights. As technological society 
developed, the basic pattern of individualization 
was applied more slowly to women and children 
than to men because the family unit was preserved 
longer than other relational groupings. However, 
as the family unit is gradually attenuated and 
functionalized, women are treated increasingly like 
men and gain their “rights” as full individuals in a 
mass society. At the same time, however, women 
have lost the special legal provisions (both 
privileges and limitations) which came from their 
																																																																																																															

when the consolidation of national political power 
brought with it a destruction of many of the social 
bodies within which individuals had immemorially 
lived and taken refuge, when in sum, law became a 
more centralized and impersonal structure, with the 
individual as its unit, the concern for positive, 
constitutionally guaranteed rights of individuals 
became urgent. European governments may have 
sought often, and successfully for long periods, to 
resist claims of individual right, but it is hard to miss 
the fact that the States (England, for example) which 
became the most successful, economically as well as 
politically, had the earliest constitutional recognition 
of individual rights, especially of property. In 
retrospect, however, we see that it was the sheer 
impact of State upon medieval custom and tradition, 
with the consequent atomizing and liberating effects, 
that, more than anything else, precipitated the modern 
concern with positive individual rights. (p. 107) 



	  

position in a society structured on families.* 

The Victorian Caricature 

A third error in historical analysis found in 
much feminist literature is a caricature of 
traditional womanhood based on the late 
nineteenth century Victorian attitude that women 
should stay at home, work as little as possible, and 
be kept in a protected, restricted, and passive state. 
Feminist polemics can draw a particularly vivid 
contrast between this late nineteenth century view 
of woman and the new liberated woman of the 
future.55 It is reasonable to attack such a view of 
ideal womanhood, but it is not reasonable to 
express or presuppose that this late nineteenth 
century view was the traditional view of 
womanhood. The non-working, passive, delicate, 
protected woman who always stayed at home is a 
bourgeois Western ideal.† It grew partly out of the 
medieval tradition of courtly love, partly out of a 
trend toward domesticity in the seventeenth 
																																																								

*The purpose of this discussion of women's rights is not to assert 
that women always received better treatment in traditional society than 
in technological society. Such comparisons are very difficult to make.* 
Rather, the key point here is that “individual rights” is an inappropriate 
category for making a historical comparison between the status of 
women in traditional and technological society. The term itself takes on 
different meanings in the two different social systems.54 

†The working class Victorian woman was also very different from 
the bourgeois ideal of femininity. Her economic role made it difficult 
for her to live a “delicate” or “passive” existence. 



	  

century, and partly out of social conditions in the 
nineteenth century after the first phase of 
industrialization had taken the world of work from 
the home and left the women behind. The late 
nineteenth century bourgeois ideal of womanhood 
is hardly that of the sturdy helpmate found in 
scripture or in most of the history of Western 
society. 

All three of these historical perspectives are 
severely critical of the approach to men’s and 
women’s roles taken in traditional society. 
Traditional society certainly had its weaknesses; 
nevertheless, the charges made in these three 
interpretations of social history do not accurately 
reveal any such weaknesses. They are errors in 
historical interpretation which probably derive 
from a critical attitude toward the remnants of 
traditional men’s and women’s roles as they are 
found in modern society. Admittedly, there are 
many problems with the way men’s and women’s 
roles currently operate in technological society. 
However, these problems should not be allowed to 
distort our perception of the way men’s and 
women’s roles were actually lived out in a 
traditional social setting. 

Evaluating Technological Society 

An overall evaluation of the shift from 
traditional society to technological society lies 



	  

beyond the scope of this book. Some people 
idealize traditional society and deplore 
“modernization” as the ruin of humanity. Others 
demonstrate more enthusiasm for modern 
“progress,” and see the increase in knowledge and 
power brought by technological society as an 
unparalleled boon to the human race. However, it 
is in fact very difficult to make an adequate 
evaluation of the overall shift. This is true largely 
because of the great variety that exists among both 
traditional and technological societies. Both types 
of society have had their share of successes and 
failures. One can readily draw up a list of atrocities 
that have occurred solely within traditional 
societies, but then one can as readily draw up a list 
of equal length for technological societies. Both 
types of societies have their weaknesses, and stand 
in need of improvements. In the final analysis 
one’s evaluation of the shift from traditional to 
technological society depends more on one’s 
values than on a factual assessment of strengths 
and weaknesses. 

This chapter was not intended to provide either 
an exhaustive comparison between traditional and 
technological society, or a final assessment of the 
disadvantages and advantages of each system. For 
instance, the genuine benefits of technological 
society, such as medical science and increased 
food production, have not been touched upon. 
Instead, the purpose of this chapter has been to 



	  

examine one significant aspect of the difference 
between traditional and technological society—the 
underlying organizing principle of social structure 
in each—and to see how these two principles 
affect social structure in general and the family in 
particular. It is possible to conclude, based on this 
examination, that in at least one area of human life 
traditional society seems to have succeeded better 
than technological society. Traditional society 
provides a more hospitable environment for what 
can be termed the natural structures of society—
those structures based on age and sex differences 
that find primary expression in family life and 
supply an environment in which people can live 
and receive personal support, rather than merely 
work. Technological society fails to come to grips 
adequately with these natural structures, and thus 
develops a specific set of social problems. 

These problems especially concern those 
groups of people who are unable to participate 
fully in the functional world of work. Two such 
groups are the aged and the dying.56 Neither group 
is able to participate functionally in the way 
demanded by the larger society. In addition, the 
changes in family life in technological society 
mean that the aged and the dying can no longer 
find their place in the family unit. The 
technological family is constructed in such a way 
that few adult roles remain after the children have 
been fully raised. Older people find themselves 



	  

alone, isolated, separated from constructive life, 
and without a sense of being able to make a 
worthwhile contribution. Their age earns them 
little respect, for they are unable to fill the 
positions or perform the tasks that give status and 
honor. The family unit is no longer large enough or 
cohesive enough to care for the aged, the infirm, 
and the dying. These people are thus entrusted to 
mass social institutions or left to care for 
themselves. They often find their lives purposeless 
and meaningless, for they have no place or role in 
the society around them. 

In traditional society, the aged, the infirm, and 
the dying found themselves in a very different 
position. Although there was a consciousness that 
age brought failing powers, older people were 
normally accorded greater respect, partly because 
their greater experience proved more useful to a 
younger generation living in a society that did not 
know rapid change, but also as a consequence of 
an ascribed status. Age was automatically 
accorded respect. In addition, the aged were not 
isolated. Rather, they lived as part of a family 
group in a home environment where most of the 
vital functions of society were performed. They 
could relate actively and constructively to people 
of all ages. The infirm and the dying also found 
their place in the family. The size and commitment 
of the family allowed them to be cared for within a 
familiar home environment, in the midst of 



	  

bustling daily life, among a group of people who 
were personally loyal to them. Thus, the aged, the 
infirm, and the dying all found themselves in 
relational groupings of people who had known 
them all of their lives and had built up an abiding 
respect, loyalty, and affection for them. Traditional 
society was therefore better able to incorporate 
these people into the whole life of the society. It 
could do this both because of the strength of the 
family, and also because functional considerations 
did not predominate in personal relationships. 

In similar fashion, traditional society had a 
place for the young.57 Children became a part of 
normal daily life after their first few years. They 
quickly began to contribute to the well-being of 
others and to care for others. They were 
surrounded by models from whom they could 
learn. They were confident of their role in life and 
of the right way to live. They drew their personal 
identity from their family membership. On the 
other hand, the young in technological society are 
confined to a world of their own populated by 
other human beings who lack the age and training 
to be able to function competently. For years they 
are unable to contribute substantially to the welfare 
of others, and remain apart from the “real life” of 
society. They also grow into a world of uncertain 
values, and they are segregated from an experience 
of how more mature members of society confront 
the most important situations in life. The young 



	  

consequently experience an “identity crisis” and 
seem increasingly prone to dissatisfaction with 
themselves and with others. 

Finally, as discussed earlier, women occupy a 
difficult and ambiguous position in technological 
society.58 Their traditional role within the 
household no longer places them in the 
mainstream of social and economic life. Women 
thus face a challenging dilemma. If they maintain 
their traditional role, they become isolated and 
dependent, and unable to assume a functionally 
productive role in the larger society. However, if 
they pursue an occupation and a career, they are 
less able to care for a family. Many women 
arrange some compromise between these two 
alternatives, but some ambiguity and tension 
normally remains. The female role operated much 
differently in traditional society. Because the 
family was so important to society, women were 
able to both care for a family and participate in the 
wider society. There is little evidence that women 
in traditional society experienced widespread 
dissatisfaction with their role in society. They 
knew that they were valued as women, and they 
could achieve a great deal of respect through 
fulfilling their womanly role well. In contrast, 
technological society tends to put less and less 
value on their role as women, and more value on 
their functional success as individuals. 

In addition to these social problems, some 



	  

psychological problems appear to be associated 
with technological society.59 These problems are 
more difficult to describe and less commonly 
studied, but it is reasonable to see them as tied in 
some way to the advent of technological society. 
Many of them are emotional problems, and may 
well be connected to the lack of stable relational 
groupings in technological society. The following 
are some of these psychological problems: 

 
1. An emotional need for relationship, love, and 
community. Many people are prone to loneliness, 
and feel that no one in the world can understand 
them or share their inner life. 
 
2. Greater personal insecurity. This is likely tied 
to the weakening of commitment and stable 
relationships in technological society. This may be 
also tied to the fact that most social bonds are 
based on emotion. This often leads people to relate 
to others with great intensity of emotion, especially 
in sexually-based relationships, but the emotional 
basis introduces instability and a lack of peace 
often all the greater because of the intensity of 
feeling. 
 
3. Heightened level of anxiety and guilt feelings. 
These feelings are probably connected to 
insecurity, and the absence of stable, unconditional 
relationships which need not be earned and are not 



	  

easily lost. 
 
4. Greater desire for the approval of others. It is 
reasonable to relate this pattern to the fact that 
from early years people must compete for approval 
in evaluative settings. They earn approval and 
acceptance through the proof of personal abilities. 
The lack of unconditional committed relationships 
means that people must also “earn” satisfying 
relationships. 
 
5. Lack of self-discipline. Most people receive 
technical training in modern society, but they do 
not receive training in personal life. This may be 
one cause of a problem with self-discipline. 
 
6. Greater susceptibility to stress, tension, 
moodiness, depression, addiction, and other 
psychological problems. People in technological 
society may also be more prone to neurosis and 
psychosis.60 The suicide rate, which relates 
somewhat to these problems, increases with the 
advance of industrialization and technology.61 

Though these psychological problems are not 
completely alien to traditional society, they do not 
seem to play as prominent a role as in 
technological society. 

 
Technological society as presently constituted 

fails to meet many fundamental human needs that 



	  

were once met within traditional society, The near 
universal application of a functional principle to all 
aspects of social structure appears to be the major 
cause of this failure. This does not necessarily 
mean that technological society should be 
abandoned in favor of traditional society. 
However, it does imply that some space must be 
made in modern living for social groupings based 
on a relational principle. Some restoration of 
family and community life is needed if the 
problems of technological society are to be 
successfully overcome. 

The transition from traditional society to 
technological society has radically altered human 
social structure. Since the world of the writers of 
the scripture was a traditional world, while ours is 
a technological world, it is not surprising that 
many Christians find it difficult to understand the 
scriptural teaching on social structure. The 
material presented in this chapter should help us to 
perceive clearly the background of much of this 
teaching, and thus help us to understand the 
teaching itself. This material should also help us 
identify our own preconceptions and 
presuppositions, as people of the twentieth century, 
regarding various approaches to social structure. 
Many people respond negatively to the scriptural 
teaching because they bring a functional mentality 
to their reading of scripture. In addition, the 
material presented in this chapter should also 



	  

clarify the genesis and development of the feminist 
movement. This movement is in part a response to 
genuine needs and problems. Though the feminist 
solutions are often inadequate, any adequate 
Christian approach to the roles of men and women 
must squarely face these same needs and problems. 
Finally, an understanding of the transition from 
traditional to technological society gives us a 
clearer grasp of the world in which the scriptural 
teaching must be lived and applied. If the teaching 
of the scripture can speak to the man and woman 
of the twentieth century, and can meet the needs of 
the Christian people of the twentieth century, it has 
to be applied to twentieth century needs and 
circumstances. It is therefore necessary to 
understand these needs and the concrete 
circumstances within which the word can become 
flesh. 



	  

Chapter 19 — The New Intellectual 
Environment: Ideology and 
Christianity 

The gulf that separates life in the twentieth 
century from life in first century Palestine or tenth 
or fifteenth century Western Europe consists only 
in part of a new social order, characterized by the 
refashioning of government, occupation, and 
family according to a functional principle. This 
gulf also consists of important changes in 
intellectual climate. Modern approaches to 
morality, ideals, and social structure all differ 
greatly from those of past societies. This 
intellectual change is sometimes termed “the rise 
of modern ideologies.” Just as modern social life is 
revolutionized by the dominance of functional 
groupings, so the realm of modern thought 
becomes dominated by powerful new ideological 
currents. 

It is as important for us to understand these 
ideologies as it is for us to grasp the differences 
between the traditional and technological social 
environments. Modern ideological thought is as 
new in human history as technological society, and 
it may be as significant a factor in contemporary 
discussions of men’s and women’s roles. One 
cannot fully understand many of the modern 
viewpoints on the scripture passages about men 



	  

and women, on the interpretation of scripture, and 
on the evidence from the social sciences discussed 
in previous chapters without also appreciating the 
impact of modern ideological thought on society, 
including its impact on the Christian churches. The 
influence of ideology on modern thought is not 
always immediately apparent. However, what 
appear to be unrelated opinions, viewpoints, value 
judgments, and ethical positions actually coalesce 
into integrated ideological systems with definite 
sources and definite implications. This chapter will 
locate the sources of these ideologies, draw the 
outlines of the main ideological systems, and 
evaluate them as social strategies or “ideals” of 
societal formation. It will also examine the past 
and present Christian response to the ideologies 
and the challenges of modern society as a whole. 
Such an analysis will help in understanding the 
modern discussion of men’s and women’s roles. 

Modern Ideological Positions 

The term “ideology” is used in several different 
ways in popular language and in the social 
sciences.1 In a broad sense, the term can refer to 
any set of “theoretically articulated propositions 
about social reality.”2 As used in this chapter, the 
term refers to a world-view focusing especially on 
social structure. An ideology is a system of 
thought which presents in implicit or fully 



	  

articulated form an understanding of human life 
and what it should be like. From this 
understanding, an ideology develops an ethical 
system and an approach to the formation of human 
society. Though it is a type of intellectual system, 
an ideology can embody the views of ordinary 
people; it does not have to be merely a 
philosophical system entertained by an intellectual 
class. Most modern ideologies originate in the 
philosophies of an elite group within society, but 
they do not reach the full stature of an ideology 
until they filter into the consciousness of an entire 
social grouping and provide the basic values and 
perspectives of that grouping.* Ideologies shape 
the opinions of the ordinary members of society, 
regardless of how conscious these members are of 
having their opinions shaped. Whether justifying 
an existing system or clearing the way for a new 
system, ideologies play a significant role in 
forming people’s approaches to ethics and social 
structure.3 

The rise of modern ideologies is closely 
																																																								

*Though an ideology usually takes systematic form among 
intellectuals, it is also shaped to a certain extent by social and economic 
forces. An ideology will not become dominant in a social grouping 
unless it fits the needs and circumstances of that grouping. For 
example, many ideologies take shape in response to the needs and 
circumstances of a particular social class. The feminist ideology in the 
United States has developed largely among the upper middle class—the 
managerial-professional class—and has received much less support 
from the lower-middle and poor classes. 



	  

associated with the rise of technological society. 
Modern ideologies first emerged in the latter half 
of the eighteenth and the beginning of the 
nineteenth centuries—the formative period in the 
development of technological society. The 
ideology of the Enlightenment-—probably the first 
modern ideology—paved the way for the advance 
of technological society by eroding the common 
acceptance of traditional social forms and by 
undermining the Christian view as a social 
consensus. The process of industrialization which 
followed, intensifying in the nineteenth century, 
also brought with it a need for new social 
solutions. This opened the way for the full 
emergence of modern ideologies. Ideology thus 
paved the way for technological society, and in 
turn technological society created a need for 
further ideological developments.4 

Modern ideologies focus particularly on issues 
concerning the organization of society and social 
change. They deeply affect the ethical and social 
structural positions taken in the modern discussion 
of men’s and women’s roles. Therefore, the 
following pages will examine and analyze some of 
the major ideological currents of the mid-twentieth 
century. The first ideologies to be examined are 
Liberalism and Socialism, the two most influential 
ideologies of the past two centuries. Then 
consideration will be given to the “romantic” 
reaction to technological society, and to an 



	  

ideological amalgam of various positions which 
can be called “American Liberation Thinking.” 
Both of these currents of thought shape much of 
the discussion of men’s and women’s roles. Of 
necessity, the treatment of each of these bodies of 
thought cannot be comprehensive. Only the 
general outlines of their thinking and historical 
development will be presented. The picture that 
results will thus be somewhat of an ideal type. 
Nonetheless, the basic presentation given here 
should provide a helpful orientation to the sources 
of many positions often taken in modern 
discussions of men’s and women’s roles. 

Liberalism 

“Liberalism” sometimes simply refers to the 
opposite of conservatism. A “liberal” in this sense 
is someone who is favorable to social change. But 
“Liberalism” also refers to an ideology, and it has 
been used in this sense in Europe and in Latin 
America. Liberal parties are active in European 
politics, and these parties have taken on an 
ideological approach.5 They often include the word 
“Liberal” in their formal titles. In the mid-
twentieth century, these parties are by no means 
the most leftist or willing to change. They are 
frequently right of the political center because they 
still maintain an ideological position that was 
developed early in the nineteenth century. 



	  

Classical Liberalism was born of the 
Enlightenment and of the French Revolution. It is 
the ideology which was commonly espoused at the 
beginning of the movement toward a technological 
society, and it is the ideology which most 
consistently advocated the changes which 
furthered the development of technological 
society.6 

The core of the Liberal ideology is the concept 
of individual rights. It is expressed in phrases like 
“life, liberty, and the preservation of private 
property,” or “liberty, equality, and fraternity.” In 
the American Declaration of Independence, 
Thomas Jefferson stated the central Liberal 
principle as follows: “We hold these truths to be 
self-evident, that all men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” The pivotal 
point of Liberal ideology is the idea that the 
individual, apart from any social grouping, is born 
with rights which cannot be taken away from him. 
Rights are not conferred upon individuals by 
society, but instead reside inherently in each 
individual. The most basic human right is the right 
to liberty. “Liberty” means the freedom of the 
individual to act as he chooses and to pursue his 
own interest with as little outside interference as 
possible. In his essay On Liberty, John Stuart Mill, 
one of the most prominent English Liberals of the 



	  

nineteenth century, discusses the right to liberty in 
the following manner: 

…the sole end for which mankind are 
warranted, individually or collectively, in 
interfering with the liberty of action of any of 
their number, is self-protection. That the only 
purpose for which power can be rightfully 
exercised over any member of a civilized 
community, against his will, is to prevent harm 
to others. His own good, either physical or 
moral, is not sufficient warrant… The only part 
of the conduct of anyone for which he is 
amenable to society, is that which concerns 
others. In the part which merely concerns 
himself, his independence is, of right, absolute. 
Over himself, over his own body and mind, the 
individual is sovereign.7 

The Liberal ideal therefore calls for total 
individual autonomy, limited only when it 
infringes upon the individual autonomy of others. 
According to Mill and other nineteenth century 
utilitarian Liberals, the final goal of liberty and 
individual rights is the attainment of personal 
fulfillment defined in utilitarian terms. The 
“happiness” of the individual is the highest value. 

Not surprisingly, Liberalism tends to be 
individualistic and anti-authoritarian.8 The chief 
social unit emphasized within Liberalism is the 



	  

individual, and a chief social goal is the securing 
of individual rights. The solidarity of the society as 
a whole is not so much ignored or attacked as it is 
taken for granted. In fact, many nineteenth century 
Liberal thinkers asserted that the good of the whole 
society could only be attained by allowing each 
individual to seek his own self-interest.9 The 
Liberals’ great preoccupation is to combat 
excessive or unjust authority. Their target is any 
external constraint placed upon the individual 
beyond what is absolutely necessary for the 
protection of all the individuals in society. 

Liberalism has assumed many varied forms in 
the past two hundred years. In eighteenth century 
North America, the Liberal ideology crystalized 
around the attack upon absolute monarchy and 
foreign domination.* In eighteenth century France 
																																																								

*Liberalism in the United States has had a unique history. The 
customary antagonists of Liberalism—an entrenched aristocratic ruling 
class, a privileged clerical class, and a network of traditional social 
relations hallowed by centuries of history—were all largely absent in 
the colonies and the new nation. Liberal ideals such as freedom and 
individual rights therefore became deeply rooted in the mentality of the 
entire people, but the systematic ideological development which is born 
out of confrontation and opposition did not occur in the same way as it 
did in England and the European continent. Liberalism in the United 
States has tended to be equated with the American way of life rather 
than with a particular stance. This equation of Liberalism with the 
American way of life is the primary theme of Alexis de Tocqueville's 
classic, Democracy in America (Garden City: Doubleday and 
Company, [1848] 1969). For a helpful study of the primary tenets of 
traditional American liberalism, the differences between them and the 
tenets of continental liberalism, and their relationship to Roman 



	  

and generally in nineteenth century continental 
Europe, Liberalism fueled the revolutionary attack 
on absolute monarchy, the aristocratic classes, the 
church, and other social forms inherited from 
traditional medieval society.10 Liberalism was also 
normally linked to the fight for national unification 
and self-determination. In nineteenth century 
England, Liberalism was largely preoccupied with 
economic questions centering on the desirability of 
freedom from mercantilist government 
intervention.11 Though Liberalism has taken 
different shapes and struggled for different 
political ends, the common theme has been the 
central importance of the individual and the 
preservation of his freedom. 

The pervasiveness in the twentieth century of a 
democratic form of Liberalism can tend to obscure 
the fact that in its origin and through much of its 
history Liberalism favored one particular social 
group—the propertied bourgeois male.12 When 
leaders of the French Revolution proclaimed the 
right to liberty, equality, and fraternity, they did 
not understand these rights as applying to 
																																																																																																															

Catholic teaching, see John Courtney Murray, We Hold These Truths, 
(New York: Sheed and Ward, 1960). Hannah Arendt in On Revolution, 
(New York: The Viking Press, 1963) also distinguishes the principles 
and practice of the American Revolution from those of the French 
Revolution. Another Catholic thinker, Emmet John Hughes, takes a 
very different view of the American Revolution and American 
liberalism, see pp. 109–127, 180–202. For a general introduction to 
American liberalism, see Hartz. 



	  

everyone. In the original Liberal social systems, 
the right to vote was bestowed on the wealthy man, 
the man of property. Female suffrage was not even 
considered. The Code Napoleon, a model of 
Liberal jurisprudence, was the low point for 
“women’s rights.”13 This code removed the 
traditional protections and privileges women had 
enjoyed and made them completely subject to their 
husbands in the context of a functional society.14 
As the nineteenth century progressed, the 
principles of Liberalism—once applied exclusively 
to a limited group within society—began to be 
claimed by a new group, the working class. In the 
past hundred years these Liberal principles of 
individualism and freedom have been extended 
further by various movements, such as the civil 
rights movement and the feminist movement. 
Nevertheless, this modern form of democratic 
Liberalism should not obscure the fact that 
Liberalism originated as the ideology of a 
particular class in society.* 
																																																								

*As a historical movement, Liberalism has undergone significant 
changes over the past two hundred years. It began as a middle class 
ideology dedicated to the reduction of government intervention, at least 
in economic life. As time progressed, the principles of freedom and 
individual rights were claimed by other members of society—the 
working class, racial and ethnic minorities, colonial territories, 
women—who were not originally included as equal participants in the 
Liberal vision of society. In many ways, this extension of Liberal 
principles to new groups is consistent with the inner logic of the Liberal 
ideology. Another adaptation occurred in the Liberal position at the end 
of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century, an 



	  

In its attack on traditional forms of authority, 
the Liberal ideology has often taken an anti-
Christian or at least an anti-church stand. This is 
particularly true of the Liberalism of the French 
Revolution. The writers of the Declaration of the 
Rights of Man also attempted to abolish Christian 
worship, secularize churches, and replace 
Christianity with the cult of reason.15 The 
enthronement of an ex-prostitute as the goddess of 
reason on the high altar of the Cathedral of Notre 
Dame was a symbolic act expressing the religious 
thinking behind early French Liberalism. 
Wherever this form of Liberalism advanced, it 
encouraged attempts to reeducate people away 
from Christian belief. Sometimes it even led to the 
establishment of explicitly anti-Christian 
legislation. In England and the United States, 
Liberalism tended to be less openly hostile toward 
																																																																																																															

adaptation that is not so consistent with the original Liberal position. At 
this time, many Liberals began to see the need for government 
intervention in economic and social life as a way of creating a more just 
society and protecting individuals from the rule of natural and human 
forces beyond their control. A new form of Liberalism which could be 
called “welfare Liberalism” began to emerge. Examples of this new 
form of Liberalism are found in the main policies advocated by the 
Democratic Party in the U.S. since Franklin Delano Roosevelt and the 
New Deal. This is what most people today mean when they think of 
Liberalism. However, this form of Liberal ideology is not strictly 
consistent with the principles of the earlier Liberal position. In fact, it 
probably results from the influence of Socialist thought on the Liberal 
ideology. For a brief and simple discussion of “Welfare Liberalism” in 
relation to classical Liberalism and Marxist Socialism, see Brinton, pp. 
191–193. 



	  

Christianity.* Nevertheless, on the whole, 
Liberalism tended to follow the anti-Christian 
tendencies of the earlier Enlightenment ideology. 

Socialism 

“Socialism” is a second great ideology 
produced within Western technological society.17 
The word “Socialism” here is used in a broad 
sense to apply primarily to Marxist and Marxist-
influenced ideologies, including not only 
Communism but also Social-Democracy and many 
of the modern nationalistic “Liberation” 
movements. The term “Socialism” as used here 
can also refer to non-Marxian Socialism (e.g., 
Fabian Socialism) and to some aspects of Fascism. 
Even granting the historic antagonism and genuine 
differences between Socialists and Fascists, the 
Nazis were still National Socialists, and there are 
important similarities in the broad outlines of the 
Fascist and Socialist approaches to national social 
structure.† Nonetheless, Marxist Socialism will be 
																																																								

*The relative moderation found in the American and British 
Liberals' approach to Christianity can be at least partly explained by the 
fact that the church as a social institution was less of a threat to Liberal 
policies and aims in these two countries than it was in the countries of 
continental Western Europe. Nonetheless, even in Britain and the 
United States, Liberal ideology led often to a dismissal of traditional 
Christian teaching. The main difference between the continent and the 
English-speaking world was the intensity of the dispute between 
Liberalism and Christianity, not in its existence.16 

†It is possible to argue that, from an overall perspective, the 



	  

the central concern. It is with Marx and those who 
followed him that Socialism developed as a 
powerful movement, and his thought may 
represent the dominant ideological influence on the 
modern world. 

Socialism, like Liberalism, accepts the basic 
movement of modern society toward a 
technological way of life. Socialism may even be 
largely responsible for installing technological 
principles in a dominant position within modern 
society. In particular, the political success of 
Marxist Socialism—an ideology which teaches 
that the future of the working class lay in 
increasing technological development—has helped 
to make a positive view of technology dominant in 
Western society, and now in much of non-Western 
society as well.18 Socialism proves to be even more 
consistently functional and technological in its 
approach to human life than does Liberalism. An 
effective Socialist state will reconstruct almost 
every area of public life in accord with a functional 

																																																																																																															

differences between Socialism and Fascism are more important than 
their similiarities. And, in fact, there are major differences between the 
two ideologies. For example, Fascism emphasizes the preservation of 
national and racial heritage, whereas Socialism traditionally maintains a 
trans-national orientation in theory, and is usually willing to sacrifice 
heritage to economic production. Nevertheless, the differences between 
Socialism and Fascism are not relevant enough to questions concerning 
men's and women's roles to warrant full treatment here. In this area of 
social structure, the similarities between Fascism and Socialism are 
more important than their differences. 



	  

principle. Social relationships that are not based on 
functional considerations are either eliminated or 
reduced in importance. While Socialist societies do 
not normally try to eliminate the family, they tend 
to be suspicious of it and to minimize its roles.* 
This radical consistency in applying the functional 
approach to all of society is the main difference 
between Socialism and Liberalism. Whereas 
Liberalism focuses on the principle of individual 
liberty, Socialism assigns chief importance to the 
society as a whole (the collective) and the common 
good. The Socialist goal is to form a unified 
society in which the individual is clearly 
subordinate to the corporate good, a society 
containing a coherent integrated structure that 
rationalizes social relationships and eliminates 
many of the conflicts caused by group and 
individual interests not in harmony with the overall 
good of society. 

Modern Socialism, like Liberalism, seeks to 
free individuals from the obligations, 
commitments, and loyalties of traditional social 
																																																								

*The approach of Marxist-Leninist and non-Marxist-Leninist 
socialists tends to differ on this issue. Marxist-Leninist socialists 
(usually the more radical party) have shown a consistent suspicion of 
the family unit, though they usually come to tolerate it as an essential 
element of society (that is, at least society in its present imperfect 
Communist forms). Non-Marxist-Leninist socialists, on the other hand, 
seem much less suspicious. They often favor principles and policies 
which may weaken the family unit, but this is usually not their main 
purpose in holding such policies. 



	  

relationships and groupings. However, Socialism, 
unlike the Liberal ideology, does not want these 
individuals as free as possible from the 
interference of society or the state. On the 
contrary, the Socialist ideal would have all 
individuals committed first to the welfare of the 
whole people and desiring only that freedom of 
action which furthers the collective life. Socialism 
detaches people from traditional loyalties and 
individualizes them not for the sake of personal 
freedom but to build a more united, integrated 
collective. Socialists talk a great deal about 
freedom, but their social goal is not individual 
liberty in the Liberal sense, but equality. In a truly 
Socialist society, each individual is treated equally, 
and differentiation is only allowable on the basis of 
competence. The Socialist model of society 
operates strictly in accord with the logic of a 
functional, technological approach. Consequently, 
Socialism receives greater acceptance as 
technological society advances. 

Socialism describes itself as democratic. 
According to the definition of “democracy” which 
restricts the term to states which put supreme 
power in the hands of popularly elected officials, 
many Socialist states such as the Soviet Union or 
the People’s Republic of China are hardly 
democratic. However, most Socialists define 
democracy as a system that governs society for the 
good of all its members, a system in which each 



	  

individual receives his share of the benefits of 
social life, and where no group uses a position of 
power to gain advantages at the expense of other 
groups.* In this sense Communist states may be 
more democratic, at least in theory, than states in 
which the Liberal ideology is dominant and which 
value parliamentary practices. Totalitarian 
Socialist states sometimes appear even more 
successful than the Western Liberal democracies in 
stimulating mass participation in corporate 
decision-making. In theory and perhaps in fact, 
Socialist democracy is the democracy of a mass 
society. 

In Socialist societies, authority is ideally 
exercised in a collective rather than a personal 
fashion.19 This tendency can be observed even in 
those socialist states which have a well-earned 
reputation for being authoritarian. In Communist 
countries in particular, the authority of the state is 
paramount and ruthlessly enforced. Power 
relationships among the top leadership of the state 

																																																								
*Once again, Marxist-Leninist and non-Marxist-Leninist socialists 

tend to disagree about the meaning of the term “democracy.” The 
position discussed in this paragraph is the Marxist-Leninist position. 
Most modern non-Marxist-Leninist socialists usually advocate 
something approximating the modern welfare state, which includes the 
democratic political institutions familiar to the Western World. For a 
few clear descriptions of the Marxist-Leninist approach to democracy, 
see V.I. Lenin, State and Revolution, (Moscow: Foreign Languages 
Publishing House, 1917); Mao Tse-Tung, On People's Democratic 
Dictatorship (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1952). 



	  

may be subject to internal rearrangements, but they 
are not subject to change by any other group. 
Nonetheless, even Communist dictatorships do not 
often exercise direct personal authority over 
people’s lives. Individuals’ “private lives” are in 
theory and in practice largely outside of the 
authoritarian intervention of the state, with the 
notable exception of those “dissidents” who need 
to be reeducated or suppressed.20 This does not 
mean Socialist governments exercise little control 
over their people. Rather it means that they 
exercise control in a bureaucratic fashion, without 
issuing individual personal directives. The tools 
they use are regulation and propaganda. Instead of 
directing individuals, the state regulates society by 
instituting policies, laws, and procedures which 
either apply to everyone or to everyone in a 
particular category. It also forms the thinking of 
individuals through strict control of the opinion-
forming organs of society, and through mass 
education. This type of control is especially 
pronounced in Marxist Socialist states.21 

Another important feature of Marxist Socialism 
is its dialectical view of history. Marxism builds 
upon a dialectical view of historical development 
that Marx learned from Hegel and Hegel’s 
followers. In Greek philosophy, “dialectic” 
originally referred to the process of argumentation 
by which an opposition of opinions (thesis and 
antithesis) produces a fuller, more comprehensive 



	  

and adequate view (the synthesis). Applied to 
historical development by Hegel and his followers, 
dialectic means that the primary pattern of 
historical development involves a conflict of 
cultural forces which is resolved in a fuller, more 
comprehensive and adequate cultural life. Marx 
interpreted the dialectic in social and economic 
terms, but he preserved Hegel’s basic dialectical 
understanding of history. In the Marxist view, 
history will evolve through a dialectical process 
until the advent of the Communist society. The 
good of humanity lies in following the dialectical 
process until industrial society reaches maturity 
and all contradictions are resolved in the full 
synthesis of Communist society, a society which 
will be both technologically mature and socially 
harmonized and integrated. 

Marx’s dialectical view of historical process 
provides the key to understanding certain features 
of Marxist strategy which are especially evident in 
situations where their party does not hold overall 
political power. The dialectic places a principle of 
conflict at the heart of the Marxist approach to 
social life and political discussion. Marxists 
deliberately attempt to exacerbate conflict, 
increase anger, and set people at odds. Behind this 
strategy lies the view that the only way to progress 
is to increase contradiction until it culminates in a 
dialectical resolution. Marxists have developed 
effective techniques for “raising consciousness” 



	  

among people about their condition of 
“oppression” so that they become more dissatisfied 
and more “revolutionary.” The Marxist goal is to 
make people more eager for change, more willing 
to fight for it, and more ready to regard as their 
enemies those who represent contradictory social 
forces.22 Also, many Communists have interpreted 
the dialectic as giving them freedom to lie and 
propagandize with little concern for “truth.”23 
Their ethics are not based on absolute norms, but 
are historically conditioned. Marxists feel free to 
do whatever is necessary to advance the 
Communist society—the society in which justice 
will prevail. What is true at one stage of the 
dialectical process or from one perspective in the 
dialectical conflict is not necessarily true at 
another stage or from another perspective. 
Marxists do not entirely reject the concept of 
objective “truth,” but they define and apply the 
term in a way that differs drastically from its 
definition and application in Christian morality. 
For a Marxist, lying can be permissable—even 
necessary. 

This dialectical approach to ethics and truth 
highlights a final characteristic of Marxist 
Socialism—it is anti-Christian. The anti-Christian 
tendencies present in Liberalism are further 
developed in Socialism. In fact, Marxist theory 
condemns all theistic religion, and many anti-
religious policies have been formulated and 



	  

implemented in Communist states. There have 
been some Christian Socialists, and today one can 
even find some Christians who consider 
themselves Marxists, but nonetheless the main 
currents of Socialist thought over the past century 
and a half have been anti-Christian. 

The “Romantic” Reaction 

As soon as rationalistic Enlightenment thought 
and the first stages of industrialization began to 
influence society, a reaction to rationalism and the 
functionalization of society appeared. This 
reaction, which emphasizes the non-rational and 
the emotional, has continued as society has 
become more technological. This reaction is not 
properly speaking an ideology, but is instead a 
collection of ideas that assumes diverse forms. 
Nonetheless, it resembles an ideology in the way it 
shapes the thinking of people in technological 
society, especially in regard to personal 
relationships and the roles of men and women. 
Historically, the reaction to technological society 
has been associated with Romanticism, because 
the Romantic movement arose as the first 
embodiment of the reaction. However, to simply 
identify it with Romanticism would be inaccurate 
and overly narrow. According to most definitions, 
the Romantic movement has long disappeared, but 
the reaction to technological society maintains a 



	  

thriving force. The reaction as a whole is not a 
defined movement in the same sense as the 
Romantic movement, nor are all the elements of 
the Romantic movement present in the modern 
reaction. Still, since its main lines of thought can 
be traced back to Romanticism, this chapter will 
speak of the “romantic” reaction (with a small “r”) 
to identify this modern stream of ideas. 

At the heart of the “romantic” reaction is a 
concern for the authentic expression of emotion, 
feeling, and human impulse, and an attack on those 
things which confine the human personality or 
genius. The “romantic” reaction emphasizes 
experience and intuition rather than reason; it 
prizes subjectivity rather than objectivity. In effect, 
it emphasizes all the aspects of human life that find 
little place in the functionalized modern 
environment: the emotional, the expressive, the 
spontaneous. In a way only fully possible after the 
development of technological society, it sees the 
personal element in humanity as especially evident 
in the human capacity to feel and to express 
feeling, a capacity which should be ideally 
cultivated as much as possible. All forms and 
structures which unnecessarily stifle emotion and 
human spontaneity are seen as undesirable. In 
summary, the “romantic” reaction prizes emotional 
authenticity and immediate experience, and rejects 
rigid structures and rationalistic, mechanistic 
approaches to human life.24 



	  

The “romantic” reaction can be traced 
historically as far back as the Middle Ages, but it 
first emerges as a developed and popular set of 
ideas at the end of the eighteenth and the 
beginning of the nineteenth centuries.25 The initial 
stage of the Romantic movement was mainly a 
reaction against the rationalism and the formalism 
of the eighteenth century Enlightenment. However, 
as industrialization advanced and affected the 
shape of nineteenth century society, the “romantic” 
reaction was also directed against the 
impersonality and inhumanity of the developing 
social conditions. Romanticism as a movement is 
usually seen as ending around 1850, but the 
popular reaction to rationalism and to 
technological society has continued to manifest 
itself in various forms. Such twentieth century 
developments as Fascism, existentialism, and 
psychoanalysis all display various aspects of the 
“romantic” reaction. Other contemporary 
phenomena which show manifestations of this 
reaction include modern humanistic psychology 
and personalist philosophy; the music, art, politics, 
and lifestyle of the “counterculture” in the 1960s 
and 70s; and the recent popularity in Western 
countries of various versions of Eastern 
mysticism.26 

The “romantic” reaction has been linked with a 
diversity of approaches to ethics and social 
structure. In the late eighteenth and early 



	  

nineteenth centuries some of those involved in the 
Romantic movement held traditionalist views of 
society.* They saw themselves as the defenders of 
the old social order which was being destroyed by 
a technological social order and an Enlightenment 
ideology. Others involved in the early Romantic 
movement were Liberals, and traces of the 
influence of the “romantic” reaction can also be 
seen in some nineteenth century socialists and 
anarchists.† The early “romantic” reaction did not 
yield one distinguishable ideological position, but 
tended to influence the approaches of people of 
diverse ideological stands. 

The recent manifestations of the “romantic” 
reaction, though not confined to one ideological 
camp, offer a more consistent attitude toward 
ethics and social structure. Where the early 
Romantics were reacting primarily to 
Enlightenment thought, the modern “romantic” 
reaction has been aimed at the actual 
functionalized social conditions of technological 

																																																								
*Walter Scott is an example of a romantic who was also a 

traditionalist. Some traditionalists, though not full-blown romantics, 
displayed many romantic characteristics at an early date. Joseph 
DeMaistre and Edmund Burke fall within this category. 

†Many of the early romantics were Liberals. Byron and Blake are 
two examples. Examples of romantic Socialists and Anarchists are 
more difficult to find, for these political movements had not gathered 
momentum until Romanticism as an identifiable movement had almost 
dissolved. William Morris and Michael Bakunin show some signs of 
romantic influence. 



	  

society. The target of the “romantic” reaction is the 
functional principle of technological society, 
which requires modern human beings to 
subordinate much of their personality to task-
oriented considerations. The “romantic” reaction 
seeks to allow full expression for all the emotional 
and personal needs that are unacceptable in 
functionalized groupings. Humanistic psychology, 
personalist philosophy, and the other 
manifestations of this reaction urge that an 
individual’s feelings and unique identity should 
become the basis for personal relationships. They 
see both traditional social forms and modern 
functional forms as rigid and constricting, forces 
which inhibit the spontaneous expression of one’s 
emotions and the authentic display of one’s true 
personality. Thus the “romantic” reaction’s 
approach to personal relationships and social 
morality tends to be anti-structural. The chief 
values are informality, spontaneity, and 
authenticity, rather than commitment to roles and 
standards.27 

The anti-structural social thought of the most 
recent forms of the “romantic” reaction often leads 
to a disregard for broad social structural concerns. 
Rather than proposing serious social reforms or 
fundamental changes in the nature of the social 
structure, the modern “romantic” reaction tends to 
express its greatest concern for the individual and 
his conduct within his sphere of personal 



	  

relationships.* Indeed, the anti-rational and anti-
functional aspects of this reaction lead to a mistrust 
for sweeping social blueprints. Such plans and 
programs seem intellectual, functional, and 
impersonal—further manifestations of 
technological society. Instead, the modern 
“romantic” reaction concentrates on the quality of 
private personal relationships and the cultivation of 
spontaneity, expressiveness, and emotional 
authenticity in the individual. 

The “romantic” reaction as manifested in the 
twentieth century is a product of the division in 
technological society between the functional and 
the personal spheres of life.28 In traditional society, 
all relationships are personal in the sense that both 
functional and personal considerations are 
integrated in an extensive set of committed, 
structured, personal relationships. Emotions are 
part of these relationships, but they are subordinate 
to the relationship itself and its structure. In 
technological society, a division is introduced 
between the functional and personal spheres, so 
that “personal” relationships become primarily 
unstructured relationships with a dominant 
emotional element, as opposed to the structured, 
																																																								

*Fascism is an exception to this individualistic approach in the 
modern “romantic” reaction. Fascism is, however, a semi-Socialist 
ideology rather than a romantic movement. Nonetheless, Fascism uses 
a romantic mystique of the nation or people and its history as an 
important source for drawing support and for founding its ideology. 



	  

impersonal, functional relationships of the world 
of work. The most modern version of the 
“romantic” reaction accepts this division as a 
social necessity. Its program is to make sure that 
the two spheres remain separated, and to redress 
what it sees as an imbalance between the 
emotional/personal sphere and the 
functional/impersonal sphere.29 

American “Liberation” Movements 

A fourth ideological view of importance is the 
thinking behind some contemporary liberation 
movements that have origins in the United States, 
chiefly women’s liberation and gay liberation.* 
These American liberation movements should not 
be confused with nationalistic liberation 
movements in other countries, most of which take 
a Marxist ideological approach, or with “liberation 
theology,” an intellectual current which originated 
in Latin America and which is likewise primarily 
Marxist in origin and content.30 Instead, the 
American movements represent a distinctive 
amalgam of the American left embodying elements 
of both the “romantic” reaction and Liberal and 
																																																								

*Feminism itself did not begin in the United States. There have 
been currents of feminism in Europe in both the nineteenth and the 
twentieth centuries. What is being discussed in this chapter under the 
heading “American Liberation Movements” is the distinctive form the 
feminist movement has taken in the United States in the 1960s and 
1970s, and its various offshoot movements. 



	  

Socialist ideology. The thinking behind these 
movements does not have the same intrinsic 
importance as Liberalism and Socialism, but it is 
nonetheless important because of its great 
influence on the material written on men’s and 
women’s roles since the 1960s. 

At the core of the American liberation 
movements is an approach drawn from the Liberal 
ideology. Like Liberalism, these movements 
appeal to the interests of a particular group within 
society. Also, like Liberalism, they emphasize 
individual rights and maximum freedom of 
operation for the individual rather than the 
common good of society. However, this core of 
Liberal ideology is fused with elements of both 
Socialist ideology and the romantic reaction. As in 
much modern Socialism, these liberation 
movements stress “equality” in the sense of the 
need to treat each individual in an identical 
fashion.* More significantly, these movements, 
especially women’s liberation, often employ a 
dialectical pattern of thought and tactics.† History, 
social structure, and social change are viewed in 

																																																								
*In theory, this approach to equality has been true of most liberal 

thinking since the advent of universal suffrage. 
†Marxist influence is not only discernible in the contemporary 

manner of discussing men's and women's roles, but also in the 
discussion of other important issues. Conflict and pressure tactics and 
the use of propaganda are becoming the normal ways of conducting 
public debate. 



	  

categories of oppressors and oppressed. The 
strategy for attaining goals is often influenced by 
the Marxist dialectical approach. It involves the 
fomenting of conflict and discord between 
“liberated” people and those who “oppress” them, 
between men and women, and between “radical 
women” and those of more traditional orientation. 
Those within these liberation movements will 
often use consciousness-raising techniques geared 
to produce greater dissatisfaction, motivation for 
change, and hostility toward those who “stand in 
the way.”31 They also sometimes use propaganda 
with a disregard for factual truth that is 
characteristic of a Marxist dialectical approach to 
ethics. 

The point of view of these American liberation 
movements also contains many elements of the 
“romantic” reaction against the functionalization 
of society. A key feature of the women’s liberation 
argument has been the final appeal to the authority 
of personal experience.32 They also tend to argue 
that the functional structures of technological 
society are the products of male social dominance, 
and they seek a more informal, personally-oriented 
social arrangement through a reduction of 
relational structures (such as those within the 
family) and an increased participation of women in 
public life.33 Like the modern version of the 
“romantic” reaction, the women’s liberation 
movement devotes little attention to overall 



	  

questions of social structure and corporate welfare. 
Its advocates seldom attempt to relate their goals to 
the possible future course of society.34 This 
emphasis on personal experience criteria and 
dislike for a social structural perspective, both 
characteristic of modern forms of the “romantic” 
reaction, are probably behind the movement’s 
advocacy of abortion, homosexuality, and 
unrestrained sexual relationships. In short, the 
modern American movements for “liberation” are 
an amalgam of several ideological perspectives 
which appeal to a particular interest group. 

Significance of Ideologies 

Ideologies are of great importance in the 
modern world. They underlie most discussions of 
the significant ethical, political, and social 
questions of the twentieth century, and have 
special relevance to modern discussions of men’s 
and women’s roles. Ideologies also have important 
characteristics that often go unnoticed. 

First, modern ideologies have implications for 
structuring society. Certain fundamental principles 
are developed into a systematic approach to social 
organization. Behind what looks like a philosophy, 
an abstract system deduced from some ultimate 
ethical principles, is really a program for social 
restructuring. For example, the full meaning of the 
principles of freedom and equality is not always 



	  

apparent and cannot be grasped without a social 
analysis. Many people freely use ideological 
principles in modern discussions without 
adequately appreciating their ideological 
background or their social implications. 

Secondly, modern ideologies present ideals of 
what social relationships should be like. They do 
not merely offer practical recommendations for 
specific social and political changes, but they also 
describe an ideal for social relationships. Of 
course, practical concerns have dominated in the 
development of most social arrangements, 
especially in pragmatically oriented countries such 
as the United States and Britain. Nonetheless, the 
way these concerns are formulated and 
implemented is influenced greatly by ideological 
ideals. Even in the United States, an ideology 
(Liberalism) has had a molding power that is not 
negligible. Social ideals drawn from the modern 
ideologies play a key role in discussions of social 
structure and social relationships. 

Thirdly, modern ideologies involve definite 
ethical positions. Though an ideology may actually 
represent the interests of a particular group in 
society, it does not function as an expression of 
desire but as an expression of conscience. The 
slogan “liberty, equality, fraternity” may have 
originated in the bourgeoisie’s attempt to gain 
power at the expense of the privileged noble and 
clerical classes, but the slogan nonetheless rang out 



	  

as a moral watchword. It struck men with all the 
force of an “ought,” an ethical imperative. Modern 
ideologies appeal to people’s consciences, and 
those who reject an ideology must rely upon the 
force of an alternate ideological or moral position 
or contend with the guilt which results from 
rejecting the ideological appeal. This is why it is so 
important for Christians to be able to recognize 
non-Christian ideologies. If they cannot, they are 
defenseless against their moral appeal. Christians 
are among those most susceptible to ideological 
influence, precisely because of their high level of 
moral sensitivity. 

Fourthly, the ideologies common in 
technological society are strikingly different from 
the patterns of thought and belief found in 
traditional societies.35 Modern ideologies are 
predominantly secular. By contrast, the ethical and 
social systems of all traditional societies are rooted 
in a religious perspective of human life. Modern 
ideologies are also numerous and competitive. 
Most traditional societies have one clearly unified 
approach to social life, with room for some 
variation and divergence. However, in modern 
society a plurality of ideological movements 
compete with one another and exercise various 
degrees of influence in different places. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, modern 
ideologies demonstrate a consciousness of social 
life and social change that was absent in traditional 



	  

society. Only technological society has developed 
an extensive consciousness of social patterns and 
the means to reshape them—in other words, a 
technology of social change.36 Hence it is now 
possible to think of radically repatterning society 
in ways that would have been impossible in 
traditional societies, which were largely shaped by 
economic and social forces and by inherited 
patterns. Modern ideologies are both an expression 
of this consciousness of social life and social 
change and a means of awakening it in groups that 
do not have it, creating in them a dissatisfaction 
with their position in society and a willingness to 
work for a particular type of social repatterning. 
This is a new development in human history. 
Traditional societies did not know secular, 
pluralistic systems conscious of social change and 
capable of achieving it. 

Ideologies and Men’s and Women’s Roles 

Modern discussion of the roles of men and 
women can be viewed most usefully against the 
background of modern ideologies. Since ideologies 
represent approaches to the structuring of society, 
they will influence the roles of men and women—
an important aspect of social structure in all human 
societies. Therefore, ideological positions 
influence how people approach and think about 
men’s and women’s roles. When someone speaks 



	  

of the equality of men and women, they are 
expressing a view of equality derived from a 
modern ideological view of how society as a whole 
should be structured. When someone uses words 
such as “discrimination” or “sexism,” their 
terminology and viewpoint is rooted in a modern 
ideology which embodies a particular moral stand. 
Those who use such terms and hold such positions 
are often unaware of the broader ideological 
framework of their views. Nonetheless, their 
understanding of men’s and women’s roles is 
determined by a modern ideology. 

It is especially important to see the modern 
discussion of men’s and women’s roles against the 
background of modern ideologies because the 
current discussion often proceeds without a great 
deal of clarity about the consequences of changes 
in this aspect of social structure. The roles of men 
and women are frequently approached as if they 
could be changed without substantial alteration in 
the rest of society. Certain ideological conceptions 
are appealed to without a consistent ideological 
approach being followed. As a result, much 
polemical pressure is devoted to changing certain 
aspects of men’s and women’s roles, while 
comparatively little effort is devoted to developing 
a consistent view of society within which those 
changes might be successfully implemented. 

A responsible approach to structuring the roles 
of men and women must begin with a larger view 



	  

of how society as a whole should be structured. 
This approach must then develop a realistic 
program for how a new society could 
constructively handle family life, childrearing, care 
for the aged, the differences between men and 
women, and other crucial human realities. The 
roles of men and women should be understood as 
integral elements in a social system, and 
ideological ideas used in discussions of men’s and 
women’s roles should be understood in terms of 
the broader ideological systems where they 
originated. In short, the discussion of men’s and 
women’s roles as a whole should be conducted in 
terms of an overall approach to the organization of 
society. 

The Christian Response 

Christianity first emerged in a world vastly 
different from that of the twentieth century. For 
seventeen hundred years it developed and matured 
within the context of traditional society. In Europe 
and the Americas it became a key element of 
society. It encountered rival religions and internal 
disagreements, but it never confronted anything 
like a modern ideology. Then, after centuries of 
learning to survive and flourish in a familiar 
environment, Christianity witnessed the 
unprecedented set of changes which led to the 
development of a new type of society—a 



	  

technological society. This new type of society 
posed great challenges. Powerful new attacks were 
directed at traditional Christian teaching and 
traditional Christian institutions. New social 
problems arose—problems created by the new type 
of society being forged. At the same time new 
solutions were being proposed—solutions destined 
to become the major ideologies of the modern 
world. Christians were unclear about the response 
they should make to these challenges, yet the 
stakes were high: They involved the extinction or 
survival of Christian life. 

Challenges to Christianity 

One of the historical facts which called for an 
effective Christian response was the repudiation of 
Christianity by Western society as a whole. In 
sociological terms, Western society in the early 
eighteenth century was a Christian society. Society 
as a whole upheld Christian doctrine and 
theoretically accepted it as a final point of appeal. 
Many historians have even called traditional 
Western society by the term “Western Christian 
society” (mainly to distinguish it from Byzantine 
Christian society and from other historically less 
significant societies like Abyssinian Christian 
society).37 Christianity was the dominant cultural 
force, and Christian teaching exercised 
considerable influence on daily life. This does not 



	  

mean that traditional Western society was a model 
Christian society. Non-Christian forces deeply 
influenced the development of Western society. 
There is much substance to the view that Western 
Christianity never completely assimilated the 
barbarian societies which invaded the Roman 
empire. The mixture of Greco-Roman, Germanic, 
and Christian cultural influences may explain 
much of the instability and mobility of Western 
Christian society. Nevertheless, it is still 
sociologically accurate to consider traditional 
Western society as a part of “Christendom” until 
the eighteenth century. 

The era of Western Christendom was the 
second of three great stages in Christian social 
history.38 The first stage began with the founding 
of the Christian church, and continued until the 
conversion of Constantine in 312 A.D. This stage 
could be called the period of diaspora Christianity. 
During this stage Christians constituted a minority 
of the Roman and Parthian and Sassanid empires. 
Christians understood themselves as occupying the 
same social position as Jews living outside the land 
of Israel, dispersed from their homeland and yet 
still a nation, living as resident aliens and in exile 
(1 Pt 1:1, 2:11; Heb 11:8–16, 13:14; Phil 3:20). 
The early Christians enjoyed great social cohesion. 
They were able to maintain a different culture than 
those around them because they understood 
themselves to be a different people. The fact that 



	  

most people in the surrounding society lacked 
belief in Christ did not weaken the early 
Christians’ faith or destroy their ability to live a 
different kind of life. Instead, the opposition of the 
larger society only strengthened the Christians’ 
resolve and motivated them to be more disciplined 
and committed. 

The conversion of Constantine and of the King 
of Armenia brought a great change to most of the 
Christian churches. Within a century and a half 
after the conversion of Constantine, the Roman 
Empire was officially Christian and most people 
had some type of faith in Christ. In sociological 
terms, the majority of the Christian people were no 
longer a community within a larger society—they 
had become a Christian society. The church as a 
social institution now became identified with the 
whole people. Except for carefully defined 
relationships with pagan and Jewish minorities, 
Christians associated in daily life exclusively with 
other Christians. The social dynamics of Christian 
life underwent a revolutionary change in this 
second stage of Christian history. How much 
genuine Christianity was adequately preserved in 
the process is a debated question, but it is at least 
clear that the social form of those people who 
accepted Christian doctrine underwent a major 
change. 

The third stage of Christian social history began 
with the eighteenth century. In this century 



	  

Western Christian society came under the 
influence of Enlightenment thought and began to 
repudiate Christianity.39 The repudiation was not 
always openly stated. Many Enlightenment 
thinkers and their successors were purportedly 
Christian teachers and theologians. They often 
claimed that they were preserving Christianity by 
saving its core (normally a version of morality in 
accord with the prevailing Enlightenment or 
Liberal ideas) and by freeing the faith from 
unenlightened elements (usually the heart of 
Christian belief as expressed in the traditional 
creeds and the teaching on atonement and 
redemption). However, the repudiation of 
Christianity was sometimes articulated with great 
clarity and force. The French Revolution explicitly 
substituted a deist cult of reason for Christianity 
and tried to suppress Christian worship. In the 
twentieth century, Marxism made an atheistic 
stance an integral part of its program. The 
movement to “de-Christianize” society did not 
succeed overnight, but its initial forms in the 
eighteenth century had a significant impact. 

The leaders of the main churches reacted to 
these hostile forces by attempting to preserve 
Western society as a Christian society. These 
Christian leaders had inherited a Christendom 
mentality, and they thought it crucial for society to 
be authentically Christian. In fact, they were as 
committed to society as a whole as they were to 



	  

the Christian people, for in Christendom there was 
no differentiation between the two. However, their 
response was also based on the need for Christian 
survival. The supportive Christian environment 
was society as a whole; therefore, when society 
weakened in its Christian commitment, the life of 
the Christian people weakened. There was no 
special community in which the Christian people 
could be strengthened. Nineteenth century 
Christian leaders witnessed the erosion of 
Christian faith as society became increasingly de-
Christianized. They knew of no alternate way to 
preserve Christianity. 

The struggle over Christendom lasted 
throughout the nineteenth century and into the 
early twentieth century. The ultimate result was a 
massive de-Christianization of Western society. 
The de-Christianizing process moved more slowly 
in countries where Christianity had a firmer hold 
on society and among groups of Christians who 
had been persecuted. For example, the Catholics of 
Ireland and Poland managed to survive with some 
degree of vitality, as did the dissenter sects in both 
Protestant and Catholic countries which had long 
been organized to survive against the hostile 
influences of the dominant society. Likewise, the 
immigrant churches in religiously mixed countries 
such as the United States were more successful in 
holding their own. Nonetheless, the trend in 
society was toward de-Christianization. This trend 



	  

received further impetus from the social changes 
occurring within technological society. Relational 
groupings like the family and the neighborhood 
began to lose their strength, and the influence of 
mass education, the media, and other tools of 
social control made it more and more difficult for 
Christians to pass on their faith to their children. 

The repudiation of Christianity is only one of 
several modern challenges to the church. The 
development of technological society, described in 
Chapter Eighteen, brought into existence a social 
environment unlike anything Christians had to face 
in the past. The stable, structured, relational 
groupings of society which once formed the basis 
of daily Christian life began to crumble. The new 
social environment consisted primarily of 
functional groupings, mass institutions, 
unstructured friendship relationships, and 
independent individuals. New social problems also 
arose. Training of the young and care for the old 
became more challenging. Women’s domestic role 
diminished in significance as family functions 
narrowed, the kinship network weakened, and 
family groupings played a less vital role in public 
life. Increased urbanization and mobility brought 
their own constellation of problems. Thus, the new 
social environment of technological society posed 
a challenge to the traditional social teachings of 
Christianity, and demanded a response. 

Christians also needed to contend with the 



	  

emergence of the ideologies. From one 
perspective, the Christian response to the 
ideologies seemed obvious. The ideologies were 
not Christian. Their origins and principles derived 
from sources other than Christian revelation. 
Ideologies often led the campaign to repudiate 
Christianity. The leadership of many Liberal, 
Socialist, and Fascist parties were frequently anti-
Christian and commonly passed laws limiting or 
suppressing Christianity upon gaining political 
power. However, from another perspective, the 
proper Christian response to the ideologies was not 
at all obvious. Never before had Christian teachers 
and thinkers needed to answer the fundamental 
questions about the shape of society and the social 
order that the ideologies posed. The questions were 
new because the ideological positions were new, 
but also because the circumstances of society were 
new and the social problems were unprecedented. 
Furthermore, the belief systems and ethical 
imperatives of the ideologies did not always 
obviously contradict traditional Christian teaching; 
at times these systems were phrased in such a way 
as to seem compatible with Christianity. What, for 
example, should a Christian think about the slogan 
“liberty, equality, fraternity”? Thus the emergence 
of such ideologies as Liberalism, Socialism, and 
Fascism raised new issues demanding a Christian 
response. 

The repudiation of Christianity, the new social 



	  

environment, and the challenge of the ideologies 
were all intimately related. Ideology played a 
major role in both the societal repudiation of 
Christianity and the rise of technological society. 
The rise of technological society advanced the 
ideologies and weakened traditional Christianity. 
The repudiation of Christianity weakened the 
traditional order and made the rise of technological 
society and its ideologies possible. The Christian 
responses to these three challenges were similarly 
related. In particular, the failure of most churches 
to cope adequately with the new societal attitude 
toward Christianity weakened their ability to 
respond adequately to the extremely difficult 
questions which technological society and the new 
ideologies had raised. The Christian people were 
no longer an identifiable community in which a 
specifically Christian approach to modern society 
could emerge. Instead, the lines between the 
Christian people and the non-Christian society 
were blurred, and it became more and more 
difficult to formulate a distinctively Christian 
response. 

Societal Influences and the Christian Response 

The new challenges of modern society called 
for a clear, distinctive, and authentically Christian 
response. However, the very forces which 
challenged Christianity also inhibited its ability to 



	  

give such a clear response. The repudiation of 
Christianity, the rise of technological society, and 
the emergence of modern ideologies all combined 
to confuse Christians about their approach to the 
new circumstances of modern society. 
Consequently, many of the responses offered by 
Christians were not essentially “Christian,” but 
were instead reflections or adaptations of ideas 
present in the society as a whole. Sometimes 
Christians consciously copied these secular 
responses, but more often they quietly and 
unconsciously assimilated secular principles. 
Many Christians thus lost a vision for a distinctive 
Christian model of society, and increasingly 
adopted the functional ideals of technological 
society and its ideologies. 

One response among Christians to the new 
conditions and challenges of modern society was 
conservatism. This response was especially strong 
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries. Many of those who remained 
authentically Christian at this time of intensifying 
de-Christianization sided instinctively with the 
defenders of the traditional order because they 
were more friendly to Christianity. However, these 
were also the defenders of feudal or economic 
privilege and people who sought to preserve a 
model of society that fit less and less with the 
developing conditions of technological society. 
Christians who adopted the conservative response 



	  

were often unable to distinguish the defense of 
Christianity and a basic order in society from the 
defense of the status quo and traditional privilege. 

A second response among Christians was 
patterned after the “romantic” reaction. Like the 
“romantic” reaction, it was strongest in the 
nineteenth century, though it continues to exercise 
considerable influence in the twentieth century. 
This response defended Christianity as an 
alternative to the functionalism and inhumanity of 
technological society. It appealed to emotion and 
an instinct for “something higher.” This appeal 
tended to inject an element of sentimentality and 
unrealism into the Christian life and mentality. 
Moreover, the romantic response did not help 
Christians deal with the real social issues of the 
day. The romantic solution, when there was one, 
tended to be a nostalgic return to a more primitive 
social order. 

A third response made by many Christians to 
modern conditions involved a complete acceptance 
of the modern ideologies: first Liberalism, then 
Socialism, and then Nationalism, Fascism, and all 
of the other ideological currents of Western 
society. This has been perhaps the most significant 
response among Christians of the second half of 
the nineteenth century and then the twentieth 
century. Christians who have adopted one of the 
modern ideologies have usually rejected the 
ideology’s most blatant anti-Christian positions, 



	  

but they have also usually accepted the ideological 
teaching about social order and personal relations 
even where this opposed the traditional Christian 
teaching on these matters. In fact, such Christians 
have tended to identify the ideological teaching 
with the “real” Christian position. American 
Christians have been known to speak of the 
principles of bourgeois individualism as the 
fundamental Christian principles for ordering 
society, even though these principles cannot be 
found in the New Testament, Christians in 500, 
1000, and 1500 A.D. all lived and taught without 
these principles, and these principles originated in 
a non-Christian ideology. Many German Christians 
similarly adopted Fascist principles under the 
Nazis. Many Christians are currently taking a 
similar approach toward Marxism, claiming that 
Marxist principles are the truly Christian principles 
in the twentieth century.* 

Many Christians have consciously and 
explicitly adopted conservative, romantic, or 
ideological positions over the past two centuries. 
However, one can only measure the actual 
influence of modern ideological currents on 

																																																								
*It is often embarrassing for many Catholics today to read about 

the struggles of the popes in the nineteenth century against the 
influence of the various ideologies, and to read their encyclicals 
condemning the various ideological currents that these same Catholics 
now hold as the only defensible Christian positions, e.g., Pius IX's 
Syllabus of Errors (1864). 



	  

Christian thinking by examining the principles 
held inarticulately or unconsciously by the 
majority of Christians. A Christian who may never 
think of identifying himself as a Socialist may still 
be greatly influenced by a Socialist approach. A 
Christian may know little and care less about the 
origins and development of Liberalism as a 
modern ideology and still hold several key Liberal 
principles as self-evident axioms of Christian life. 
From a Christian point of view, one of the most 
important features of the modern ideological 
currents of thought is the considerable impact they 
have had on the beliefs, values, and assumptions 
held by the general body of modern Christians. 

It is these secular movements of thought, 
whether consciously adopted or unconsciously 
assimilated, which usually dominate modern 
Christian discussions of men’s and women’s roles. 
Many of the most serious objections to the 
scriptural teaching on men’s and women’s roles 
are drawn from modern ideological principles and 
represent a functional ideal of society. Perhaps the 
strongest objection to scriptural teaching on men’s 
and women’s roles flows from the observation that 
the scriptural approach involves treating men and 
women differently. In the modern formulation, the 
objection is that scriptural teaching treats women 
“unequally” or “without the same rights.” Behind 
this objection is the modern notion of equality in 
which consideration of talent, gift, or ability is the 



	  

only legitimate basis for treating people 
differently.40 The scriptural teaching on men’s and 
women’s roles is thus branded as “sexist” and 
morally wrong. However, this objection is not 
based on Christian revelation, but on a principle 
drawn from Liberal/Socialist ideologies—
ideologies that accept and further the 
functionalization of social relationships. In fact, 
this principle of equality does not really forbid all 
discrimination between people. It only forbids 
discrimination on any basis other than the 
functional criterion valued by a technological 
society. 

Another ideologically-based objection to the 
scriptural teaching on men’s and women’s roles is 
the attack on the personal subordination that 
underlies the scriptural teaching. According to this 
objection, the husband’s headship over his wife (or 
the elders’ headship over the personal lives of 
Christians) constitutes a form of oppression or 
domination. Once again, this objection is not based 
on Christian revelation, but instead is an 
expression of the aversion to personal 
subordination and personal authority found in most 
modern ideologies. This principle does not really 
forbid the exercise of authority over other people’s 
lives. Instead, it forbids the kind of authority that 
grows out of a personal relationship, allowing the 
type of authority that relies upon the bureaucratic 
regulation and mental influence which is the 



	  

normal means of social control in a technological 
society. 

The point here is that neither the modern notion 
of equality nor the aversion to personal 
subordination are truly Christian principles. Both 
of these ideas are fundamental to the contemporary 
dislike for the Christian teaching on men’s and 
women’s roles, and many Christians use them as 
though they were Christian principles. But they are 
not Christian ideas. They derive from modern 
ideologies whose aim is to replace a social order 
based on stable, committed relationships with a 
social order based on functional relationships 
among people who have been individualized so 
they can fit where they are most functionally 
useful. 

This domination of a Christian discussion by 
secular ideals is a good example of how difficult it 
has become for Christians to formulate a Christian 
response to modern conditions. All too often the 
responses Christians have offered are mere 
reflections of the responses offered by the 
surrounding society. The distinctive Christian ideal 
for social life has often been obscured by the 
influence of non-Christian thought systems, 
systems which often embody a functional ideal of 
society. 



	  

Distinguishing Christian and Non-Christian 
Ethical Systems 

Not all Christians have allowed their response 
to the challenges of modern society to be shaped 
uncritically by modern secular thought. Some have 
at least partially succeeded in the effort to 
formulate a genuinely Christian response to the 
new circumstances.41 A genuinely Christian 
response involves first of all a faithfulness to 
traditional Christian teaching, doctrinal and social, 
and a refusal to adopt modern ideological 
principles when they conflict with revealed 
Christian principles. It also involves a recognition 
that a mere clinging to past structures and customs 
is insufficient as a way of approaching modern 
society, and instead attempts to apply and adapt 
the traditional Christian approach to modern 
conditions. A genuinely Christian response will 
not immediately discard ideological principles, but 
will evaluate them according to their usefulness 
and their consistency with revealed Christian truth. 

One can begin to formulate such a Christian 
response to modern society only by learning to 
distinguish between Christian and non-Christian 
ethical systems and between ethical principles 
deriving from these two types of systems. The 
ethical principles and the broader ethical systems 
of the modern ideologies have had great impact on 
Christian attempts to respond to the challenges of 



	  

modern society. Christians tend not to treat these 
principles as pieces of secular wisdom that may or 
may not be helpful in applying Christian truth to a 
new situation, but instead they regard them as 
moral imperatives that have at least as much 
authority as revealed Christian ethical principles. 
Therefore, many modern Christians are not free to 
dismiss or modify the modern ethical principles 
when they conflict with revealed Christian 
principles. Christians need a clear understanding of 
the differences between Christian and non-
Christian ethical systems and of how to approach 
the two systems if they are to hold distinctive 
positions in the midst of the moral pressures of the 
surrounding society. 

Christians will frequently decide that an ethical 
system is Christian if the majority of Christians 
accept it. This approach has value only if there is 
no authority in Christianity that is over and above 
the trend of opinion among Christians, whether 
that authority is found in scripture or creeds, or in 
some living human beings (like a church teaching 
authority), or both. But if such an authority does 
exist, then no census of Christians can guarantee 
that a popular ethical position is actually a 
Christian position. After all, a large number of 
Christians can be unfaithful or deceived, as 
scripture frequently indicates (see Gal 1:6, 3:1; 1 
Cor 5:1–2, 10:1–13; 1 Tim 1:6–7, 4:1–3). Such a 
decisive Christian authority does exist. Thus, the 



	  

term “Christian ethical system” will be reserved 
here for ethical systems that have been derived in 
large part from Christian revelation and in which 
the principles of Christian revelation are more 
authoritative in shaping the system than any other 
principles. The ethical systems of modern 
ideologies are clearly not Christian ethical 
systems. They may include elements that a 
Christian can use, but they are not in themselves 
Christian. 

A failure to distinguish between Christian and 
non-Christian ethical systems and principles has 
especially hindered a genuine Christian response in 
the area of men’s and women’s roles. Many ethical 
principles derived from non-Christian ideological 
systems are appealed to as authoritative, either 
because Christians mistakenly consider these ideas 
to be grounded in Christian revelation, or because 
they consider them clearly superior to the 
traditional Christian principles. Five of these 
principles are worth citing briefly—the principles 
of: (1) equality; (2) freedom; (3) developing full 
potential or achieving self-fulfillment; (4) 
authenticity; and (5) being a “full person.” Most of 
these positions have already been discussed in 
earlier sections of this book, but it will nonetheless 
be helpful here to review them together and to 
compare them with the teaching of the scripture: 



	  

 
1. The principle of equality.* As discussed earlier, 
this principle states that all individuals should be 
treated identically, except for differences in ability 
or interest. This principle is primarily derived from 
Socialism, but it makes its way into other 
ideological systems as well. Sometimes the 
principle of equality is phrased as an attack on 
anything that would make one person be regarded 
as “inferior” to another. This principle militates 
against social roles ascribed according to age and 
sex and also against personal subordination. 

Scripture also teaches a principle of equality, 
but it is a principle of equal care for all members 
of the body.† The scriptural principle is compatible 
with social roles and personal authority. It is not 
based on the individualizing of people for a 
functional society, but is instead based upon a 
communal life and personal relationships. 

 
2. The principle of freedom.‡ There are many 
varieties of this principle in the modern world, and 
																																																								

* On equality, see pp. 335–338; 514–515; 591–596. 
† Though the only ideal of equality recognized in scripture is an 

ideal of equality of care, there are other concerns related to equality. 
There is a significant focus, especially in Johannine literature, on the 
equality of the Father and the Son, for instance. Trinitarian 
formulations, such as the Athanasian Creed, often use the formulation 
of equality. The concern is whether they are in fact equal-that is, 
identical in essence—not on how they should be treated. 

‡ On freedom, see pp. 335–338, 510–511. 



	  

the Liberal and Communist views on the subject 
are not easily compatible. The Liberal principle of 
freedom is the one which surfaces most often in 
discussions of men’s and women’s roles. This 
principle states that each individual should guide 
his or her own life and make his or her own 
decisions independent of the thoughts or 
“interference” of others. This principle considers 
all forms of social control other than state-
authorized bureaucratic or educational forms as 
morally wrong, and it regards them as forms of 
oppression or domination. Personal subordination 
is evil and degrading. Underlying the Liberal 
principle of freedom is an individualistic notion 
that the highest good resides in the greatest degree 
of personal autonomy and freedom of movement. 

Scripture also teaches a principle of liberty, but 
it is the liberty to be the sons and daughters of God 
and freedom from all that opposes this status—
especially the world, the flesh, the devil, and sin. 
The type of freedom scripture describes is 
compatible with a strong commitment to a body of 
people and with the acceptance of personal 
subordination. In fact, scripture sees corporate 
commitment and personal subordination as aids to 
freedom. 

 
3. The principle of developing full potential or 



	  

achieving self-fulfillment.* This is an 
individualistic principle closely related to the 
principle of freedom. Self-fulfillment and full 
potential become ideals under conditions of little 
social cohesion where each individual feels the 
need to watch out for himself. This principle also 
has a strong functional orientation: It emphasizes 
individual gifts and abilities rather than personal 
relationships. 

A principle of self-fulfillment cannot be found 
in the scripture. The scriptural teaching presumes a 
cohesive communal lifestyle, and sets forth an 
ideal of servanthood. The scripture allows 
Christians to seek a reward, but the criterion for 
action is love, that is, laying down one’s life for 
the Lord and the brothers and sisters.† 

 
4. The principle of authenticity.‡ The principle of 
authenticity derives from the “romantic” reaction 
to functional society and social structure. It states 
that each individual should express his or her true 
feelings and preferences at all times so that one’s 
“authentic” personality might develop and be seen. 

																																																								
* On full potential and self-fulfillment, see pp. 44–45; 517–520. 
†Self-denial is not a scriptural goal either. Both self-denial and 

reward have a role in the scripture. Christians must deny themselves to 
follow Christ. In following Christ, their reward will be great. But a 
Christian does not make his own self-fulfillment the criterion for his 
action. 

‡On authenticity, see footnote, p. 489, pp. 517–518; 588–589. 



	  

Closely related to the principle of authenticity is 
the notion that each person should express his or 
her unique personality and gifts as fully as 
possible. The ideals of authenticity and uniqueness 
lead to a dislike for the type of social structure 
taught in scripture. To accept a role which does not 
fit one’s feelings or preferences would be 
inauthentic. 

While scriptural teaching allows for individual 
differences it does not idealize them, since sin 
finds authentic and unique expression in the lives 
of most people. 

 
5. The principle of being a “full person.”* This 
principle has two common formulations. The first 
formulation rejects personal subordination as a 
sign of immaturity or incompetence. In the social 
structure of technological society, the main forms 
of personal subordination hinge upon some 
deficiency in the subordinate—his youth, or 
occasionally a disability like mental illness. After 
children grow into adulthood, they are expected to 
make their own decisions and form their own 
opinions. To treat adults as subordinate in anything 
other than functional relationships is to treat them 
as deficient people. Thus a “full person” is 
someone who is free from personal subordination, 
and is subject only to the bureaucratic forms of 
																																																								

*On being a “full person,” see pp. 44–45, 519. 



	  

social control used in technological society. 
The second formulation of the principle of 

being a “full person” grows from the “romantic” 
reaction to functional society. This formulation 
states that all human beings should be considered 
primarily as “persons,” that is, as unique, 
individual centers of intentionality. To treat 
someone in terms of a social or a functional role is 
to treat that individual as an object rather than a 
person. For example, to treat a woman in a 
particular way simply because she is a woman is to 
treat her as a thing. 

The scripture also teaches that each person has 
value, but the ideal of treating each individual as a 
“full person” is not present in the New Testament. 
Instead, it allows for personal subordination of 
adults and various social roles. In fact, one’s status 
as a “full person” is less exalted than one’s status 
as a son or daughter of God or as a Christian father 
or a Christian mother. 

 
These five ethical principles exert a powerful 
influence over Christian discussions of men’s and 
women’s roles. Yet none of them are intrinsically 
Christian principles and none of them derive from 
a Christian ethical system. 

Evaluating Modern Ethical Principles 

The fact that these five principles are not 



	  

intrinsically Christian and are not found in 
scripture does not mean that they are totally 
useless. In fact, Christians have tended to accept 
the ethical systems of the modern ideologies 
because they have increasingly perceived that 
traditional social approaches are unable to cope 
with technological society and its social problems. 
The choice is between a good technological order 
and a bad one, not between a traditional order and 
a technological one. The need to respond to a new 
functionalized social environment has forced 
Christians to explore the secular wisdom of the 
ideologies for workable approaches to daily life. 
This is not an error in itself. A non-Christian 
ethical system is not always wrong or opposed to 
the ethics of the gospel. To develop an authentic 
Christian response to the challenges of the modern 
world, one must learn to distinguish between 
Christian and non-Christian ethical systems, 
between authoritative Christian teaching and 
secular ideological wisdom. But this does not 
mean one must necessarily reject every idea 
deriving from the non-Christian systems. 

In fact, these five ethical principles can help in 
understanding how to approach life in a 
technological society, especially in a non-
cooperative technological society with great social 
problems. Some principle of individual self-
reliance is probably necessary in an individualistic, 
competitive social environment. Individual 



	  

freedom may be an ideal of great value when the 
alternative foreseen is the rule of a dictatorial 
government. To form one’s own opinions and 
make one’s own decisions is an important value 
when there is no corporate body or authority that 
one can look to as trustworthy. An emphasis on the 
equal dignity of all individuals with no 
consideration of social role may be an essential 
way of coping with an unstructured technological 
society which makes the weak vulnerable to 
exploitation by the more powerfully placed. A 
stress on treating individuals as “full persons” has 
value in a social environment where people relate 
to one another primarily in terms of specific 
functional concerns, and, for example, care little 
whether they are giving their money when 
shopping to a person or a machine. None of these 
principles can be found in either scripture or 
Christian tradition, and they cannot be called 
“Christian ethical principles” in the sense of being 
part of an authoritative and distinctive Christian 
ethical system. However, they still have some 
value as modern wisdom for dealing with a 
technological social order. 

Nevertheless, these principles must always be 
clearly distinguished from those which are derived 
from scripture and Christian tradition. For 
example, the Christian teaching on loving one 
another or loving the brethren refers to a 
committed relationship in the body of Christ. It is 



	  

not teaching about how to love within a purely 
functional relationship involving no personal 
commitment. The modern idea of treating others 
equally and as persons is helpful in functional 
relationships, and may be the most ethically sound 
approach. It may even be the approach most in 
accord with the mind of Christ for such a situation. 
However, this idea does not come from scripture 
or revelation. It needs to be distinguished from 
teachings which do come from scripture, so that 
when a conflict arises between modern principles 
drawn from non-Christian ethical systems and the 
scriptural teaching, one is able to adjust or reject 
the modern principle and not reject the teaching 
that has scriptural authority.* If Eph 5:22–33 seems 
contrary to the modern notion of equality, one may 
have a reason to limit the application of this 
modern notion, but not a reason to reject the 

																																																								
*Sometimes there is a confusion caused for Christians by a too 

easy equation of analogous ideas. “All men (people) are created equal” 
is similar to “all people are created by God in his image and likeness.” 
Both statements point to reasons for valuing and respecting each human 
being. Some modern people would probably even say that the two 
statements articulate the same basic principle. For many practical 
situations in technological society this may be the case. Nonetheless, 
their origin is different, the social ideal behind them is different, and 
the intent of them as they were first written is different. When 
Christians begin to treat “all men are created equal” as an authoritative 
Christian truth, they are opening themselves up to assimilating 
unreflectively an ideal and an approach that is not scriptural. Such 
Christians will then be unable to follow the teaching of the scripture 
when it conflicts with a modern Liberal or Socialist principle. 



	  

teaching of Ephesians. 
This is why an ability to distinguish Christian 

and non-Christian ethical systems is so important 
for an authentic Christian response to the 
challenges of modern society. Non-Christian 
principles may be of some use, but they should 
never be grounds for rejecting principles drawn 
from Christian revelation. A failure to distinguish 
between ethical systems is often the basic error 
made by Christians who embrace non-Christian 
ideologies or ideological principles. Do they see 
the ideology as helpful wisdom for a new social 
situation, but wisdom that is subordinate to 
scriptural teaching? Or do they regard the ideology 
as a social approach that is superior to scripture, of 
greater value and authority? It is one thing to 
accept the need for an approach to technological 
society and learn from a secular ideology. It is 
quite another matter to accept a non-Christian 
ideology with all its ethical claims, and still 
another to consider it the essential Christian 
position. Perhaps a socialist or liberal structuring 
of society would be in certain respects more 
beneficial for a technological society than the 
alternatives. Nonetheless, it is a great mistake to 
think of liberal or socialist principles as the only 
right and moral course and the way things always 
should have been, and to view the scriptural and 
traditional Christian writers as participants in an 
earlier primitive stage of Christian revelation who 



	  

had not progressed to the higher liberal or socialist 
morality of today. It is a great mistake to raise 
liberal or socialist teaching to the same level as the 
teaching of Christ. When “all men are created 
equal” has the same authority for Christians as 
“love one another as I have loved you,” then 
something is radically wrong. 

Christians should be cautious in their use of 
non-Christian ethical systems because these 
systems represent an important aspect of what the 
New Testament calls “the world.”* The Christian 
people need to become free of “the world,” that is, 
the values and way of life of the non-Christian 
society around them. If they do not, they will be 
unable to follow the Lord and do his will when this 
conflicts with the prevailing currents of the 
surrounding society, as is often the case. The world 
affects Christians not only by holding out pleasure 
to them, but also by exerting ethical pressure. The 
world frequently tells Christians that it is right to 
do something and wrong to do something else. 
Such ethical appeals are often ways of inducing 
Christians to ignore Christian teaching. It is a 
mistake to think that the dominion of darkness is 
entirely devoid of ethics. Not only can Satan quote 
scripture, he can quote ethical principles. But even 
more, he teaches his own ethics, so that people can 
actually feel that it is wrong not to obey him. 
																																																								

*On the New Testament approach to “the world,” see pp. 275–278. 



	  

Christians have to be solidly established in the 
Lord’s teaching, fully aware of the differences 
between Christian and non-Christian ethical 
systems, if they are to adequately confront a 
worldly ethical system and maintain a clear 
conscience. 

It is difficult to formulate a genuine Christian 
response to the challenges of the modern world. 
The dissolution of Christian community and the 
social and ideological pressures of technological 
society conspire against such a response. However, 
such a response is a vital necessity. The first step 
toward a genuine Christian response is to learn to 
distinguish Christian from non-Christian ethical 
systems. 

Ideology and Christianity 

Widespread acceptance by Christians of non-
Christian ideologies and their ethical claims leaves 
Christianity defenseless against the influence of 
modern culture. Many Christians are losing the 
ability to make an overall critique of modern 
society and culture from a Christian perspective. 
Many Christians do critique modern culture, but 
they do so selectively and partially, as much from 
a Liberal or Socialist perspective as from a 
Christian perspective. Since they have completely 
embraced the principles and presuppositions of 
modern culture, they are only able to make an 



	  

internal critique. Increasingly, many within the 
Christian people are being assimilated to 
technological society and modern culture with no 
ability to form an alternative. Because they have 
lost an environment of their own, a community in 
which they can support one another in an 
independent Christian life, and because they have 
no adequate approach to technological society, 
they are at the mercy of whatever wave or current 
passes through modern society. 

A remarkable example of this phenomenon is 
the influence the women’s liberation movement 
has exerted on the church in the 1970s. This 
movement has influenced the Christian church as 
much as it has influenced any other institution in 
society. Christians not only accept the specific 
program of women’s liberation but also its 
underlying ideological principles. They often 
discard centuries of Christian consensus on the 
subject as misguided and morally inferior to a new 
secular ideology with its new ethical system. The 
Christian church thus begins to resemble more and 
more the modern culture in which it resides, rather 
than offering a distinctively Christian alternative. 

Concluding Observations 

These last two chapters have considered the 
social and ideological environment of the modern 
world as a necessary step toward an application of 



	  

Christian social teaching for Christians today. By 
necessity, this treatment has been sketchy. The 
development and character of technological 
society is a major topic which, like so many others 
in this book, could easily occupy the attention of a 
full volume. Modern ideological thought is a topic 
of similar proportion. Nevertheless, both topics are 
indispensable to an adequate understanding of the 
Christian approach to men’s and women’s roles 
today. Though the treatment is sketchy, there are 
certain broad conclusions that can be drawn safely 
from these chapters. 

First, contemporary Western society has a very 
different social environment than the societies in 
scriptural times. Social roles follow a different 
dynamic in technological society. Few groupings 
still have a network of committed structured 
personal relationships. Most relationships are 
either functional, or else informal, unstructured, 
and emotionally based. There is little “space” for 
an expression of men’s and women’s roles. Role 
differences in technological society can find 
expression only in the family, which cannot 
survive when following simply a functional 
principle. But precisely because it is a non-
technological remnant in a technological society, 
the family unit is weakening and losing 
significance. In short, it is becoming increasingly 
difficult to express a traditional approach to men’s 
and women’s roles without appearing ludicrous or 



	  

out-of-place. Today’s social environment is 
extremely inhospitable to traditional social roles. 
Any attempt to apply traditional Christian teaching 
must confront this fact. 

Secondly, the trend of modern society is 
currently irreversible. More and more of society 
will become technologized and functionalized, and 
more and more people around the world will be 
drawn into the patterns of technological society. 
This does not mean that Christians should fail to 
evaluate the development of technological society. 
However, though Christians can critique 
technological society, they cannot ignore it as a 
pervasive feature of life. The irreversibility of the 
current trend also does not rule out the possibility 
of a major breakdown of technological society in 
the future. The system might collapse as a result of 
war, domestic social turmoil, economic failure, or 
resource shortages. Still, there is no indication that 
society as a whole would accept a consciously 
engineered stoppage of the development of 
technological society. God might intervene, but 
technological society seems beyond the reach of 
Christians who might want to reverse the trend. 
Thus, Christians should not merely assume a 
conservative posture and complain about the 
direction of the modern world. They should either 
deal constructively with technological society, or 
they should withdraw, like the Amish and the 
Hutterites, and create a society of their own based 



	  

on non-technological principles. In short, any 
realistic Christian approach to men’s and women’s 
roles in the modern world must accept 
technological society as a given. 

Thirdly, technological society can at least be 
called problematic. Even if the final evaluation of 
technological society is positive, this society still 
has one major problematic feature: It is not 
currently suited for the development of human 
community. Stable personal relationships can be 
sustained only with difficulty in technological 
society. The technical-productive sector dominates 
society, producing a functionalized social system 
that leaves little room for natural human social 
structure. The human dispositions toward family-
communal structures based on age and sex 
differences have little “space” in which to be 
expressed. The lack of stable social relationships 
also causes problems for the raising of the young 
and the care for the old, and may very well 
contribute to a higher incidence of psychological 
and emotional disorders. Stable social relationships 
are more important for human life than most 
contemporary people realize. If we cannot 
reconstruct stable personal relationships, and if 
human values continue to be consistently 
sacrificed to functional values, then the human 
race will be greatly impoverished. It will have lost 
some of the most valuable elements of its social 
existence. 



	  

Fourthly and finally, Christians now face a two-
fold challenge: (1) they must find a way to 
preserve a specifically Christian pattern of thought 
in faithfulness to Christian revelation, and (2) they 
must devise a way to fashion a community life that 
expresses God’s purposes for the human race. 
Christian life cannot survive without some form of 
Christian environment. There must be enough 
environmental support to allow Christian life to 
withstand a non-Christian society. Christianity 
must also guide its life according to a set of 
principles derived from Christian revelation. If 
Christianity loses its distinctiveness and 
originality, if it merely reproduces secular 
ideology in religious language, then it will lack the 
substance needed to draw people and to hold them 
together in the face of an indifferent world. Any 
adaptation of Christianity to the modern world that 
is unfaithful to Christian revelation is self-
defeating. It is simply a Munich agreement in the 
face of the demands of modern society. It buys 
short-range acceptability at the cost of a long-
range loss of direction and ability to preserve 
Christian identity. 


