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Can Technology Replace
Social Engineering?
Alvin M. Weinberg

During World War 11, ang immediately afterward, our federal government
mobilized its scientific and technical resources, such as the Qak Ridge National
Laboratory [ORNL], around great technological problems, Nuclear reactors,
nuclear weapons, radar, and space are some of the miraculous new technojopies
that have been created by this mobilization of federal effort. In the past few
years there has been a major change in focus of much of our federal research,
Instead of being preoccupied with technology, our government is now mobilizng
around problems that are largely social. We are beginning to ask what we
can do about world population, about the deterioration of our environment,
about our educational system, our decaying cities, race relations, poverty. Recent
edministrations have dedicated the power of a scientifically oriented federal
apparatus to finding solutions for these complex social problems.
Social problems are much more complex than are technological problems.
It is much harder to identify a social problem than a technological probler:
- how do we know when our cities need renewing, or when our population
i too big, or when our modes of transportation have broken down? The prob-
are, in a way, harder to identify just because their solutions are never
“Feearcut: how da we know when our cities are renewed, or our air clean enough,
"_m- aur transportation convenient enough? By contrast, the availability of a
&8P and beautiful technological solution often helps focus on the problem
__19 which the new techinology is the solution. I doubt that we would have
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48 Defining Technology

Yei, | am afraid we technologists shall not satisfy our social engineers,
who tell us that our Technological Fixes do not get to the heart of the prob-
lem; they ait at best temporary expedients; they create new problems a5 they
solve old ones; 1@ put & Technological Fix into effect requires @ positive social
action. Eventually, social engineering, like the Supreme Court decision on
desegregation, must be invoked to solve social probiems. And, of course, our
social engineers ¢ nght. Technology will never replace social engineeering.
But technology has provided and will continue 0 provide to the social engt-
neer broader options, 0 make intractable social problems less intractable;
perhaps, most of all, technotogy will buy time—that precious commodity that
converts violent social revolution into acceptable social evolution.

Qur country now eCOEnIZes and 15 mobilizing around the great social
problems that corrupt and disfigure 0UF human existence 1t is natural that
in this mobilization W should look first 10 the social engineer. But, unfor-
tunately, the apparatus most readily available to the government, like the great
federal laboratories, is technologically oriented, not sociallty oriented. 1 believe
we have a great opportunity here; for, as I hope 1 have persuaded {my read-
ers}, many of our seemingly social problems do admit of partial technotogical
solutions. Our already deployed rechnological apparatus can contribute to the
cesolution of social questions. 1 plead, therefore, first for our government to
deploy 1ts laboratoses, its hardware CONLractors and its enginecring universi-
ties around social problems. And [ plead, secondly, for understanding and
cooperation between rechnologist and social engineer. Even with all the help
he can get from the technotogist, the social engineer’s problems are never real-
ly solved. it is only by cooperationt between rechnotogist and social enginest
that we can hope t0 achieve what is the aim of all rechnologists 2nd social
enginecers—2 better SOCiEty, and thereby, 2 petter life, for all of us who ar

part of society.




