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Measure for Measure: Machines as the Measure of Men reviewed

As is the case with any work which attempts to review a large quantity of material, Machines as the Measure of Men covers a vast amount of territory, both temporally and geographically. Within this large context author Michael Adas examines to what extent Europeans used science (this term is meant to indicate the exploration, analysis, and, in the realm of technology, mastery of the natural world), as the standard by which all cultures were measured. As Europeans learned about the world around them, they discovered radically new ways of categorizing and controlling that world and other peoples in it. Of course, science was never the only measure of a civilization (Adas is careful to note the importance of religion and, sometimes, race in the hierarchy of man), but here the author gives a well-articulated argument for the prevalence of this particular cultural yardstick.

The very logical structure of the book takes us on a chronological exploration of Europe’s relations to other parts of the world. Beginning with the Age of Exploration and working methodically through the Scientific and Industrial Revolutions, and the Age of Empire Adas arrives at the downfall of science and technology as a means of categorizing societies around the time of the first world war. Assuming a more or less continual progression of scientific discoveries, and therefore a constant increase in the role science and technology played in European civilization, it is not hard to imagine the reasons for structuring a book on so clearly chronological of a scale. The author is careful to note, however, the dangers of over-generalizing, or pigeonholing thoughts according to a specific historical context because the distinctions between them are often “blurred”.
 In presenting a review of his work I shall, nonetheless, attempt to generalize the major threads of thought present in each era.

Adas’s source-base goes a long way towards explaining his conclusions on the major theories present in Europe during the Age of Exploration. Until the middle of the 16th century the bulk of material written about other parts of the world came from “merchants’, missionaries’, and explorers’ accounts”.
 Often these writers were not members of the “educated elite”
 who would have been privy to the major scientific discoveries of the time. Consequently, the typically impressionistic accounts of other cultures did not include an in-depth analysis of their scientific frameworks. Instead, the usual subject of comparison on which Europe based its supremacy was religion.

Science stretched out its arms to encompass an ever-widening swath of understanding and therefore played an increasingly important role in shaping thought. By the beginning of the 17th century the effects of the great number of major scientific discoveries and technological advances were recognized by a more significant portion of the European population. As the gap between the Western world and the rest of the earth grew more profound the “patronizing, if not condescending”
 accounts of foreign forms of science increased. 

The spread of western learning and science formed the basis for much of the rapport between Europe and its colonies during the nineteenth century. Railways became a physical manifestation both of the temporal and technological precision that western culture possessed and others lacked. Europeans stressed “Work schedules, business appointments, and railway timetables”
 in their efforts to socialize foreigners to a regimented life-style which was better equipped to handle the realities of scientific calculations and measurements. Unfortunately, many of these cultural and scientific teachers reached the conclusion that non-westerners were plagued by “stunted intellectual development” and essentially incapable of progressing past a puerile understanding of western science, literature, and culture.

The beginning of the 20th century saw the appearance of several frightening specters which put an end to science and technology as the supreme indicator of civilizing standards. Japan, under the Tokugawa shogunate, was in the midst of mass industrialization, thereby destroying Europe’s ultimate supremacy in the realm of technology. Meanwhile, war showed the entire world the horrible effects technology could have on humanity. Intellectuals and the general population alike became aware of a “humanity betrayed and consumed by the technology that Europeans had long considered the surest proof of their civilization’s superiority.”
 The sum effects of these factors was certainly not the end of science and technology as important tools wielded by mankind, but was the end of their use as the measure of mankind.   

Within the chronological framework of the book Adas categorizes his analyses according to regions of the world. He focuses his work on Africa, India, and China and by choosing such three disparate regions does an admirable job of showing the wide range of opinions of cultures held by Europeans. The great diversity of argumentation presented also helps to prove the astonishing prevalence of technology-based supremacy theory.  He (deliberately) limits his research to areas of the world which were colonized and dominated by Europe to a great extent over the given time period which serves the practical end of having a large number of sources and a through-line of “discovered” races of people.

As interesting as it is to see comparisons between European views on different cultures, the sheer amount of differing opinions presented makes it impossible to draw any useful conclusions, or even to form a fully coherent picture of the material. Better to choose one region (Africa, India, or China), and flesh out the different theories about that region in comparison with each other (as opposed to completely unrelated places and cultures). Of course, doing so might weaken the overall picture of the universality of science as the standard of civilization. And yet, how much more satisfying to see exactly how and why science became such a standard in one part of the world and to for the sake of argument (at least until the publication of the next volume) of the world-wide commonality of the phenomenon..

Just as Adas tackles too many places he also tackles too much time. Adas discusses over 500 years of history during which the scientific world changed immensely. Even though our dating and labeling of eras and revolutions are arbitrary and perhaps meaningless, surely there must be a useful stopping point somewhere within that great time-span. Granted, Adas uses this great stretch of time to illustrate the increasing importance of science in European thought. But this increase is implicit in the structure of the book whereas the actual analyses focus more on contemporary reasons for a given theory (rather than their historical relation to what had gone before). The author himself mentions in his introduction that he originally intended to focus solely on the Industrial Revolution, an option which seems highly logical, as this was clearly the period from which he drew the richest examples and sources\.  Instead he cites a desire to describe what came before, to trace the roots of technology as a measure of man.
 Unfortunately, the evidence shown from the pre-industrial period (a discussion which takes more than a fourth of the book) does little more than state that science and technology was not so important in measuring other societies because it was not yet important in European society.  

Of course, this is not to say that the book offers nothing of interest in regards to the Scientific Revolution. In fact, the indication that science was not, in fact, terribly important during the period commonly labeled as the Scientific Revolution adds a certain perspective on this time period. Obviously no revolution is instantaneously far-reaching and universal, but in comparison to the Industrial Revolution the events of 17th century seem inconsequential, at least on a world-wide scale. This statement is a little superficial, given that the ways of thought introduced during the “Scientific Revolution” made the Industrial Revolution possible. Nevertheless, this work reminds us, in a roundabout sort of way, that the Scientific Revolution was, for a very long time limited to a very select time, place, and people.

Having reached passed the Scientific Revolution to the more apropos period of the Industrial Revolution, Adas has astute and intriguing proposals to make about the nature of man’s regard towards one another. In writing a large review-style book he makes the unfortunate choice of hiding these comments after one hundred pages of less interesting and certainly less germane analysis. But reach the end of the book and, I think, one reaches a greater understanding of the role science and technology have played in our history. 
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