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Rumors - Editorials -



In the age of instant information, rumors are the ‘real thing’.
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Rumors-Editorials



Rumors-Editorials This is the opening section for opinion pieces and leading articles written by either the scientific and the editorial directors or other experts in the field. They offer both an overview of each issue introducing the contents and different viewpoints on the chosen topic.



Derrick de Kerckhove, Eric McLuhan



100 years… This has been the year of numerous celebrations for the McLuhan centennial. It is wonderful to see how, the world over, the life and works of Herbert Marshall McLuhan are being celebrated 100 years after his birth on July 21st, 1911. McLuhan was so much ahead of his time, that after a brief but enviable fame, he was forgotten even during the last ten years of his life. He died December 31st, 1980, and a few conferences were dedicated to him, mostly in Italy, and fewer in Canada. And yet, in July 1986, the Times Literary Supplement actually declared that, for a short while, Toronto, thanks to him and the School of Toronto (Harold Innis, Eric Havelock, McLuhan and his followers, some of whom are in this first issue, became the intellectual centre of the world. It took the world almost 50 years to catch up with his extraordinary predicting abilities and verify the following two sentences from the first version of Understanding Media (1962): The next medium, whatever it is (1) it may be the extension of consciousness (2) will include television as its content, not as its environment, and (3) will transform television into an art form. A computer as (4) a research and communication instrument could (5) enhance retrieval, (6) obsolesce mass library organization, (7) retrieve the individual’s encyclopedic function and flip into (8) a private line to (9) speedily tailored data of (10) a saleable kind. The numbering is mine. I call it the McLuhan Decalogue because it scores on each number. In the first, I read Internet and all its contents. The second and third are happening now, as TV goes into Internet and turns into an art form as YouTube, with which the tools of production and distribution of the world’s most expensive medium, are in the hands of everybody, practically for free. Number 4 and 5 may seem a little too evident today, but computers, in McLuhan’s days, filled a classroom and were not interconnected. Number 6 is as counterintuitive as it is true, namely that information on line would eventually be tagged in such way as to render less necessary or pertinent most conventional hierarchical classifications. The one I admire the most is number seven because it predicts Wikipedia even without the evidence of anything closely resembling a wiki. The last three pointing to what is becoming the economy did not require one to be a genius but still, considering the times, was a pretty good guess. As the rest of this editorial makes clear, it is the position of McLuhan at the interface of many disciplines that is worth achieving for this journal. Indeed, it takes after many other serial initiatives of McLuhan and his colleagues, starting with Explorations (1953-57), which continued as inserts in the University of Toronto’s Quarterly Magazine, The Varsity Graduate, till the early seventies. The selection of articles was always meant to allow a rich interplay of connections and resonances between disciplines as far apart as anthropology (often the care of Edmund Carpenter, co-editor of Explorations) French Literature (Derrick actually contributed a couple of essays for the insert in The Graduate) and chemistry. The original nine issues of Explorations are collector’s items today. Hardly easier to come by, the best essays have also been collected in an anthology compiled by the editors and published in 1960 under the title Explorations in communication (Beacon Press). Eric McLuhan picked up the mantle in 1996 with his and Francesco Guardiani’s McLuhan Studies (http://projects.chass.utoronto.ca/mcluhan-studies/mstudies.htm), an irregular but fascinating series of one issue in print and 6 on-line issues filled with unpublished papers by McLu-
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han and contributions from colleagues and other scholars, artists, cartoonists, reviewers etc.1 Here, to give a flavor of the thing, is the introduction to the first on-line edition, posted in 1996:



Desocupado lector [Idle reader]: We had intended to reach you through this medium, but it happened sooner than we expected. We present the second issue of this journal (the first being on paper), where we have been stuck for quite some time, unwilling to beg for government money, and uncomfortable with business support. The WEB came to our rescue, logically, sensibly, forcefully, and smoothly. Quite frankly, we don’t know where it is going to lead us: everything in this ‘page’ is explorative and new, enticing and tentative. With a black and white scanner, an editorial team of two, and a net domain open to the electric world, we plan on probing its ground, recognizing its circuits, and mapping its patterns. Our certainty and our impetus come from the work of Marshall McLuhan. There is no need to restate the strength and potential of McLuhan’s ideas today: WIRED magazine invokes his ‘holy’ patronage, his books continue to be re-issued, and new books about him appear with increasing frequency. Our purpose with this journal is twofold: to present some of his previously unpublished material in each issue (not simply to honor his memory, but to show its heuristic effectiveness to deal with contemporary issues), and to continue to work along the lines he pursued. Be part of it. Be a media explorer yourself. Francesco Guardiani



Eric McLuhan



McLuhan was 50 years ahead of OUR time. Now it is our turn. Derrick de Kerckhove and Eric McLuhan Scientific Directors



1 The Varsity Graduate issues went from #10 in VG Vol. 11, No. 2 (*May 64) to #33 published in VG Summer,’ 72). Eric McLuhan came up in 1991 with the first issue of McLuhan Studies. This first issue was subsidized by Shawn Marquis of Marquis Enterprises (now defunct), and assembled and edited entirely by himself. Francesco Guardiani started up the on-line version. Eric worked with him on the first couple of issues, but had no interest in an e-version. More recently, Eric edited the second on-paper issue of McLuhan Studies. It appeared as an issue of the journal, Explorations in Media Ecology, Vol. 6, No. 3 (2007). So thus far there had been two and two only printed issues of McLuhan Studies. This present initiative marks the third issue on paper.



Matteo Ciastellardi, Emanuela Patti



Re-cognizing McLuhan’s critical thought We look at the present through a rear-view mirror. We march backwards into the future. This year over 200 events worldwide have revitalized vibrant multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary debate around McLuhan’s thought, best known for his popular concepts such as ‘the global village’ and ‘the medium is the message’. Drawing on his most famous works, The Mechanical Bride (1951), The Gutenberg Galaxy (1962) and Understanding Media (1964), we can readily understand why in the last sixty years his name has mainly been associated to media theory. In the last two decades, especially, the arrival of the Internet, the explosion of new interactive media, the convergence between old and new media and the development of innovative communication practices have indeed confirmed that Marshall McLuhan’s ideas and the approach of the School of Toronto are still as relevant and transformative today as they were fifty years ago when he foresaw how technology would transform humanity. We cannot but acknowledge the impact of media technology on culture and welcome McLuhan’s thought in every disciplinary field, since there is no subject area, as a socially intended form of knowledge, which is excluded from a technological environment. While it is clear how in the last fifty years his most acclaimed aphorism ‘the medium is the message’ has gained favour and recognition in relation to mass media and, more recently, to new media, we believe that this motto is most valuable as a brilliant epistemological tool, as a valuable critical and empirical method. As John Robert Colombo describes him, he was ‘the country’s Aristotle, taking inventory of material causes and immaterial effects, assuring us of their interconnectedness’. His ideas and explorations are rooted in a 360° conception of media which integrates subjective and social dimensions, which transcends hyperspecialized and fragmented disciplinary research practice so that we might better understand the paradigms of our present-day knowledge society. He provided us with an incredible methodological toolkit to help understand causes, effects and connections which goes far beyond Media and Communication Studies, as traditionally conceived, and instead embraces a wide range of subjects which, in the present more than in the past, require a ‘McLuhanian’ approach; consider subjects such as Performing and Visual arts, Linguistics, Literature, Intellectual and Cultural History, Social Sciences, Educational Studies and Anthropology. Still, we have not been as good as he was at going beyond his ‘messages’ (books) and at valuing him as a ‘medium’ (a critical method). It is time to recognize that his messages are metaphors of their historical period – ‘All words, in every language, are metaphors’, he said in one of his provocative probes – and their reception, in particular, is strictly related to the cultural and historical context where they were read (‘the content is the reader’). His ‘messages’ were in fact mainly conveyed through the means of the ‘Gutenberg Galaxy’ (i. e. the accumulated body of recorded works of human art and knowledge, especially books, together with the changes occurred in social and cultural paradigms and in human consciousness following the invention of the printing press), which demonstrates even more that their meaning derives from their medium and their figure/ground relation (‘All words at every level of prose and poetry and all devices of language and speech derive their meaning from figure/ground relation’). It is time to move on from his ‘messages’, then. The purpose of McLuhan Studies today is to understand McLuhan as a critical ‘medium’ and, even more than understanding him, re-cognizing his intellectual thought, ‘resuming possession’ of his methodology, identifying it from his work
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and applying it to our present reality. This is the reason why we are starting this new experience of the International Journal of McLuhan Studies.



1. The International Journal of McLuhan Studies: the editorial product and the digital variant The age of writing has passed. We must invent a new metaphor, restructure our thoughts and feelings. In principle, there may seem to be a number of inherent contradictions in the idea of an academic journal in McLuhan’s name. First of all, academic journals are usually related to either a particular academic discipline, or a specific author, or a research field. Yet, in drawing on the work of McLuhan, we cannot but implicitly call upon a wide range of disciplines, as well as make reference to an increasing number of technologies; and we cannot but allude to the life and work of the author in his own; but, at the same time, be tempted to project the atypical and unconventional figure of McLuhan in the future. Secondly, assuming that the definition of ‘academic’ would therefore sound restrictive for a journal in McLuhan’s name, its purpose still indeed remains to serve as a meta-forum for the introduction and presentation for scrutiny of new research and the critique of existing research in the field of McLuhan Studies, i. e. an umbrella of research and knowledge areas ranging from the studies on McLuhan’s thought and insights to disciplines which were re-thought in new terms after McLuhan’s contribution. McLuhan Studies therefore includes areas such as Education, Social Studies, Arts and Humanities, Politics and Economics. Ideally, the Journal will espouse a variety of approaches where the study of the effect of the latest form of media on culture and society will progress beyond the traditional concept of media as technologies. Finally, the concept of ‘meta-forum’: how should this be developed in the era of the Internet? The Open Journal System has launched a new generation of journals with open access, broader distribution and improved accessibility, which can develop in the direction now made possible by web 2. 0. The big challenge is therefore to transform the virtual writing seminar space of traditional academic journals from an intertextual, exclusive, intermittent intellectual discourse to one which is hypertextual, interconnected and open-ended. In this sense, the Journal aims to create a critical environment which is not limited to the presentation of a number of selected ‘points of views’, and one which goes beyond the intertextuality and silent thinking of the Gutenberg Galaxy. We stand before an era of convergence culture where old and new media intersect, where the power of the producers and the power of the consumers interact in emergent, unpredictable ways. Thus, the idea to advocate a tool(kit) to promote knowledge by means of connective interchanges has in mind the realization of a framework consisting in a synthesis of the Gutenberg and McLuhan Galaxies, where by ‘McLuhan Galaxy’ we mean a network community, part of a convergent culture made of old and new media. In this respect, in order to create a cultural dispositive (in Foucauldian terms), the journal intends to overcome the



The book is a private confessional form that provides a ‘point of view’, said McLuhan



Matteo Ciastellardi, Emanuela Patti



limits of the Gutenberg Galaxy in a traditional academic approach shared between a few peers and sustained overtime by a theoretical niche in a monolitich research environment. This Journal is therefore meant to be a meta-critical rethinking of the concept itself of ‘academic journal’ as both ‘medium’ and ‘message’: Rethinking academic journals as ‘medium’ means sanctifying the ‘wedding between language and electricity’ in the attempt to open the ‘book mentality’ of traditional journals (Gutenberg Galaxy) to a continuously updated critical discourse cross-fertilized by the McLuhan Galaxy. In practical terms, this can be thought of as an extension of academic journals to a more participatory form of interaction, information sharing and user-generated content. The idea underpinning the extension of an academic journal to a really hypertextual interconnected 2.0 dimension would then deeply affect the ‘message’, as it would sustain the analytical abstract thinking of the editorial product with the additive, aggregative, empathetic and participatory forms of expression of the digital variant. Furthermore, the bringing together of written communication and audiovisual systems of symbols and signs would overcome the critical divide of the mind operated in the shift from oral to written language. In this respect, we want to consider The International Journal of McLuhan Studies as a place where the circular influence between media and messages really comes together, a place where academic research opens its boundaries and meets the wider digital network community with the intent of becoming fertilized. We do not know what new messages the revolutionizing of the ‘book mentality’ of academic journals would bring in terms of knowledge, but we believe that the best way to predict it is to invent it. The outcomes of a ‘wedding’ between the Gutenberg Galaxy and the McLuhan Galaxy are therefore unforeseeable, but it is an experiment worth trying.



Literacy, in translating man out of the closed world of tribal depth and resonance, gave man an eye for an ear and ushered him into a visual open world of specialized and divided consciousness



2. The editorial product Every issue of the Journal will present a different monographic topic, addressing these principal areas of interest: a. McLuhan, the message and the global village, welcoming papers on the studies on Marshall McLuhan, on his thought and on his insights. Main topics: the very McLuhan, the Toronto School, Media Ecology, media laws, media studies, McLuhanism, etc. b. Education and the new scenario, welcoming papers on the critical approach to the traditional educative patterns and institutions, new environments and new educative figures. Main topics: school/media, digital natives, digital literacies, the Gutenberg parentheses,
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edupunk, invisible learning, learning interfaces, book/ebooks/non-books, new devices to support education. c. Social Media, networks and new dimension of life in digital culture, welcoming papers on the new theoretical and scientific research studies focused on the Internet, on convergence culture and on topics like self-organization, emergence, social media, collaborative web, user generated content, tagging, mashing-up strategies, folksonomy, identity, privacy and control. d. Fiction and its ‘metaphors of reality’ welcoming papers on McLuhan’s critical approach in the analysis of traditional and new narratives. Main topics: McLuhan’s critical writings on literature, literature and cinema as expressions of mediated reality in the context of convergence culture where traditional literature and cinema are subject to multimedia hybridizations. e. Art (and techne), from sensorial dimension to extended mind, welcoming papers on electronic age new practices, mind-body analysis, performing and visual art, human and social prostheses, theoretical aspects of new bodies. Main topics: new sensorial paradigms, human computer interaction, cultural interfaces, new screens, mobile media, ubiquitous computing, data-visualization. f. Economic political dimensions and globalization, welcoming papers on the relationship between media and politics. Main topics: economy, ecology, management, wikinomics, ‘long tail’, local, global and glocal dimensions, new 2. 0 democracies, political inclusion, gender, geopolitics and technologies for social inclusion. A part from the theoretical frameset of the topics accepted in the journal, the real structures, selected for each monographic issue, will follow this format: 1. Rumors (Editorials), an opening section for opinion pieces and leading articles offering both an overview of each issue and different viewpoints. 2. Messages (Papers), the main section based on the papers accepted after a double blind peer review. In this section it will also be possible to find papers written from renowned experts and researchers, occasionally including a special section dedicated to a critical, contentious, eccentric, heretical, unwelcome, provocative contribution regarding McLuhan and his thought. 3. From the Gutenberg Galaxy (Reviews), a section dedicated to reviews of books, articles and other scientific specialist writings which will move from a traditional concept of reviews as descriptive testimonies, analysis and personal opinion to a dialogical narrative form stimulated by probing questions; also, in each issue this section will address a different professional category to review one single book (such as artists, politicians, teachers), thereby avoiding the circular ‘book mentality’ of academic journals where reviews are usually written by academics to other academics, as if they were an abstract meta-category. 4. On Air (Interviews), represents the transcription of interviews with people involved in spe-



Matteo Ciastellardi, Emanuela Patti



cific studies of the monographic issue. It is connected to the digital variant of the journal in order to trigger a debate and continue the analysis of a topic by means of a participative debate online (meta-forum). 5. Media Ecology (Focus Map on Media Ecology topics), is the section related to this particular field and it will host contributions and new perspectives concerning this theoretical niche. 6. Media Archeology (Focus Map on Media Archeology topics), will focus on today’s communication technologies by considering them in relation to their socio-technical historical antecedents. It will also engage in historical research into forgotten, obsolesced, neglected and sometimes retrieved or revived media technologies, such as LP records, telegraph equipment, mechanical and electric typewriters, audio cassettes, 8-track tapes, old personal computers, etc. All four quadrants of Marshall McLuhan’s Laws of Media are relevant; considerations of what new technologies enhance, reverse, retrieve, and obsolesce. 7. Probes (Discussions), is a micro-section which aims to stimulate an online debate (metaforum) starting from some of McLuhan’s probes, bringing them up to date in relation to contemporary debates. The editorial product, distributed in electronic and paper form, presents a digital variant that emphasizes the academic nature of the journal, facilitating and re-engaging issue after issue an open-ended intellectual discourse sustained by the active peers of the research community around McLuhan Studies.



3. The digital variant The digital variant of the journal will function as an online ‘toolkit’ (and a shared board) in order to engage in an open-ended debate on the topics analyzed in each monographic issue. The main idea is to replicate some of the sections of the journal and to promote others that do not exist. In fact, editing digital variants has not necessarily corresponded to a web 2. 0 (or 3. 0) vision, to a participative or folksonomic approach to knowledge, nor has it directly adopted the social media resources offered by present (and future) online systems. In most cases, these aspects are still related to the traditional idea of publication and their digital output is a scarcely enriched version of the editorial product. As we have anticipated above, the challenge of this journal, by means of its digital variant, is therefore to transform the virtual space of traditional academic journals from an intertextual, exclusive, intermittent intellectual discourse to one which is hypertextual, interconnected and open-ended. The structure of the digital variant will mirror some of the journal’s sections, reframing them in a participative, social-media driven platform. 1. Journal: main platform. The main system is a mashed-up system realized on several web 2. 0 tools. It essentially has a double harvesting/dual function: on the one hand as an editorial CMS (Content Management System) to manage the different interactive sections and sub-platforms and to present and organize the output of the journal; on the other hand as an OJS (Open Journal System) to collect and manage the academic reviews (by the means of a double peer review) and diffusion of materials.
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2. Messages (Papers). The papers are available in digital format (abstract or full papers, depending on copyright/copyleft notices). In the digital format it will be possible for any contribution to be quoted, inserted in traditional social networks or commented on using micro-blogging features. Some of these papers will be inserted in the Hermes system: a sub-platform for hypertextual writing and critiques. Once they are inserted in this sub-platform, the papers will be enriched with multimedia elements, such as notes, comments, other sub-texts and links which are included directly in the body of the text, preserving the original contribution but extending it in a connective mode. 3. From the Gutenberg Galaxy (Reviews). This section will be entirely inserted into a blogstyle sub-platform, in order to elicit new contributions and new critical approaches from the reviews, from the authors of the reviews and from the authors of the materials reviewed. ‘Blog-style’ means that the posts will be aligned in chronological order but also be framed on a semantic tag-engine to create a cross-fertilized critique between similar topics and different posts and vice-versa.



Environments are not just containers, but are processes that change the content totally



4. On Air (Interviews). This section presents the original (video) streaming of the interviews, framed in a system of topic indexing, in order to disseminate parts of the interviews on social networks and to obtain a direct bottom-up feedback from people interested in the topics. The aim is to encourage a debate and continue the topic’s analysis by the means of participative online contributions (meta-forum).



5. Media Ecology/Media Archeology. These sections have an interactive timeline (aligned to the Google Timeline application) in order to explore the principal contribution over time of both research fields. The elements of the timeline can be expanded and enriched. 6. On the Wall. This section is an interactive board of contributions related to each monographic issue. It is the multimedia cover of the publication, with short talks by researchers and experts in several fields. The paper version will contain only a referral to this interactive wall. The ‘Wall’ will make it possible to directly record a video contribution in order to stream it from the website and to bookmark it with a QRcode. 7. Aphorisms (Interactive Discussions). This section will initiate interaction on McLuhan’s quotes, cited by the Hermes sub-platform for hypertextual writing and critiques. The aphorisms inserted in this sub-platform are enriched with multimedia elements, such as notes, comments, other sub-texts and links directly inserted in the body of the text, preserving the original contribution but extending it in a collective and connective manner.
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4. Understanding media today: McLuhan in the era of convergence culture. Any new technology is an evolutionary and biological mutation opening doors of perception and new spheres of action to mankind On the wave of McLuhan’s centennial, this first issue of The International Journal of McLuhan Studies intended to merge the traditional reception of his thought with the new cross-disciplinary patterns of convergence culture. According to Henry Jenkins’s idea, we are in the era where old and new media intersect, where grassroots and corporate media collide, where the power of the media producer and the power of the consumer interact in unpredictable ways: re-cognizing McLuhan’s thought is the formula of this first issue of the Journal in order to understand media as a rich, multifaceted complex environment. The first section of Issue 1, ‘Messages’, will open with a very stimulating two-panel painting of McLuhan’s figure by Robert K. Logan and Bruce W. Powe. The first paper, McLuhan misunderstood. Setting the record straight by Robert K. Logan will draw on some of McLuhan’s most provocative, but yet most misunderstood probes clearing up some of the misconceptions generated around his work. Remarks such as ‘I don’t pretend to understand my stuff. After all, my writing is very difficult’, ‘I don’t necessarily agree with everything I say’, ‘You don’t like those ideas? I got others’, ‘Do you think my fallacy is all wrong?’ have offered some detractors and critics enough ‘contents’ to question his scholarship and suggest that his writing was largely hype and whimsy and at best merely poetry. Logan explains how these quotes comprehend a much wider critical vision and a ‘positive’ obsolescence in relation to the mainstream of academia which go beyond a simplistic ‘outrageousness’. He then moves on to clarify the misunderstanding regarding McLuhan’s ‘technological determinism’ and explore it in the direction of a better defined ‘totalfield-theory approach’. In this respect, he introduces one of McLuhan’s most significant legacies as a social critic, which is the study of environments (their structure, their content and their impact on people in terms of human perception, understanding, feeling and value), in other words, ‘media ecology’. Finally, in the last part of his paper, Logan offers an updated rereading of the pillars of McLuhan’s thought clarifying some of his most popular one liners such as ‘the medium is the message’ and ‘we become servomechanisms of our technology’. In Apocalypse and Alchemy: Visions of Marshall McLuhan and Northrop Frye Bruce W. Powe compares McLuhan with his more traditionally academic and theoretically opposite counterpart, Northrop Frye. This paper explores their agons, harmonies and complementarities suggesting the possibility of a theoretical synergy between them which would form the crux of what can be considered as the Canadian indigenous apocalyptic prophetic tradition. As Powe argues, McLuhan and Frye represented two specular definitions of reality, which were reflected in their styles and their identities. While in the former the satiric, playful, quarrelsome, destabilizing, futurist and alarming attitude covered his cautionary concern, in the latter the scholarly form was tempered and cautious, but his lyrical enthusiasm moved his prose into fleeting ecstatic passages. The former was centrifugalist, the latter was centripetalist. Despite their differences, Powe presents yet another perspective on McLuhan showing us the bridge connecting his thought to Frye’s through association in literary training and finally meeting on Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. Both of them used verbal analogies and metaphors to comprehend concerns of being and consciousness, perception and value. Still, while their critical thought made of them complementary figures, an entwined ‘double-faced figure, like Janus’, as John Robert Colombo defined it, nevertheless they confirmed a different perspective on society which was clearly marked in Frye’s editorial on ‘Communications’ in July
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1970. At the heart of the debate, which seems to be still relevant in the intellectual querelle today, were the values of print versus screen and radio, the function of the writer as a counter-culture medium (here defined instead in McLuhanian terms as p. o. v, ‘point of view’) and the totalitarian role of mass media. As Powe highlights, although this was probably the most agonistic moment of their relationship, it is still in their intellectual synergies that we can better understand convergence and friction between media systems, between the literary world and other expressions of mediated reality. Thoughts After McLuhan written by his son Eric focuses on the projects and on the ideas around the research, the man and the deliveries related to Marshall McLuhan and their reception immediately after his death. To close the invited papers session, in his short intertext Marshall McLuhan and Sholem Aleichem, Paul Levinson presents a compared reflection on Mark Twain and Sholem Aleichem by McLuhan to explore the genius of both writers. The second part of the ‘messages’, including a selection of the best papers for each panel of the McLuhan Galaxy, held in Barcelona, 23-25 May, opens indeed with a reflection on the convergence between media, focusing first on writing and orality. As Gibson argues in her Tradition into text: Plato’s dialogues and the literate revolution, there is a tension and inconsistency between the arguments concerning the radical division between oral and written forms as represented by Homer and Plato and the conception of a ‘frontier’ of ‘merging’ and ‘interplay’ between different media systems, with Plato marking the point of this convergence. The same concept of ‘merging’ and ‘interplay’ is also particularly relevant in education, where McLuhan’s vision proves to be a good way to think about new interactive learning environments, as Espinosa and Medina discuss in their Learning in digital media. The legacy of McLuhan and his impact on formal education. Together with new environments, digital technology has also introduced a new concept of disintermediation or re-intermediation (also called cyberintermediation) in the generation and distribution of knowledge which could lead to big transformations of our educational institutions. To what extent is this phenomenon reshaping the traditional role of the university? This is the key question raised and discussed in Death of university? Knowledge production and distribution in the disintermediation era by Kuklinski, Cobo and Scolari. Following these papers on the convergence of old and new media in writing and education, the next one, From tactile to magic: McLuhan, changing sensorium and contemporary culture by Chiara Giaccardi explores the changing of sensorium, the new role of tactility in the relational space of the net and the possible ‘new magical thinking’ fostered by the new media environment. Cultural changes related to new media is also the main concern of the last paper of this section, L. I. N. K. faculty understanding connections, making connections by Matteo Andreozzi which takes into consideration the revision of the cultural paradigm of Western anthropocentric civilization with a special focus on the ecological and social crisis of our century. Convergence of media and sensorial expression in new environments are also the topics of the section On the air, which features an interview with Derrick de Kerckhove by Emanuela Patti on traditional writing and digital language, on text and hypertext, on literarity and hyper-literarity. Drawing inspiration from Isou’s lectrism, Rimbaud’s Voyelles and Apollinaire’s Calligrammes, de Kerckhove discusses the concept of ‘electronic lectrism’ as a new form of augmented digital literarity. The interview rethinks traditional concepts such as authorship, readership and identity comparing literary and digital dimensions. Convergence, again, is the key word of the following section, Media Ecology, a research niche the Journal intends to encourage, related to McLuhan’s thought, but officially defined by Neil Postman as ‘the study of media as environments’. In brief, Media Ecology studies the ways in which the interaction between media and human beings give a culture its character and, one might say, help a culture to maintain symbolic balance. Scolari argues that beyond the semantic origin of media ecology it is clear that this conception did not
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arise from spontaneous generation nor from a stroke of genius from McLuhan or Postman. Both old and new ‘McLuhanesque’ media ecologists contributed to the underpinning idea of this research field: ‘in a scenario marked by the consolidation of global information networks, convergence processes and the explosion of new media and communication platforms, the appearance of transmedia narratives and the eruption of a paradigm of many-to-many communication, breaking the traditional model of broadcasting, media ecology becomes an almost essential reference for understanding these processes’. The implicit idea of ‘thinking-outside-the-box’ supporting this interdisciplinary approach to culture was also the key concept of McLuhan’s DEW (Distant Early Warning) Line, which Alexis Kuskis describes in the section Media Archeology, a brilliant re-signifying practice to point at the important role of art and artists as ‘lateral thinkers’ and ‘culture forerunners’. This is the reason why for the review section From the Gutenberg Galaxy we decided to choose the professional category of artists (Stephen Kovats, Elaine Brodie, Cristina Miranda de Almeida) who will comment on McLuhan’s Counterblast. Enjoy this new first issue. Matteo Ciastellardi and Emanuela Patti Editorial Directors
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I don’t have a theory of communication. I don’t use theories. I just watch what people do.
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Messages-Papers This is the main section of the Journal, based on the papers accepted after a double blind peer review. In this section it will also be possible to find papers written from renowned experts and researchers, occasionally including a special section dedicated to a critical, contentious, eccentric, heretical, unwelcome, provocative contribution regarding McLuhan and his thought.
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McLuhan Misunderstood: Setting the Record Straight Robert K. Logan University of Toronto – sLab/OCAD



Introduction Marshall McLuhan was one of the most influential thinkers of the 20th century and probably the most misunderstood scholar of his time. He has his many fans, who credit him along with Harold Innis of having created the entirely new field or discipline of media ecology as it is called in North America and medium theory, the name it goes by in many parts of Europe. In addition to his fans, admirers and scholars like myself who have tried to extend his work there are still a number of detractors, critics and naysayers. Despite his enormous contribution to our understanding of media, communication, technology and their impact on the human psyche, social interactions, the arts, literature, education, work, commerce, governance and social organization there are those who question his scholarship and suggest that his writing was largely hype and whimsy and at best merely poetry. Some even go so far as to suggest that he was a charlatan. On the other hand, according to the scholar and Fordham University professor, Father John Culkin (1967), McLuhan can be regarded as ‘the oracle of the electric age’ and ‘the most provocative and controversial writer of his generation’. Another admirer of McLuhan was Claude Bissel, a fellow member of the English Department who became the President of the University of Toronto and defended McLuhan from the attacks of his faculty, who found McLuhan’s ideas too radical for their careful and specialized approach to scholarship. Of course McLuhan gave as good as he got in his criticism of academe and academics, as I will describe later. Whether one agrees with McLuhan or is critical of him all would agree that he is perhaps one of the most enigmatic and misunderstood scholars of the twentieth century. This is due, in part, to his own doing with remarks such as: 1. I don’t pretend to understand my stuff. After all, my writing is very difficult. 2. I don’t necessarily agree with everything I say. 3. You don’t like those ideas? I got others. 4. Do you think my fallacy is all wrong? The purpose of this expository essay is to clear up some of the misunderstandings and misconceptions about his work. No attempt will be made to apologize for McLuhan’s scholarship or ideas, as no apology is needed. Rather the objective is to make his work more accessible to a larger audience and to identify the origin of some of his key concepts. This will be achieved largely using his own words and those of his colleagues (including myself), who have reminisced about what it was like to work with him and learn from him. What prompted this effort was the fact that I have been involved in two McLuhan projects, which have caused me to reread a great deal of Marshall’s writings. One of the projects is a book on McLuhan as an educator that I am writing with McLuhan scholar and on-line education expert Alex Kuskis. The other project is the preparation for the year-long 2011 celebration of the centenary of McLuhan’s birth on July 21, 1911 in Toronto and all across the globe. As I reread McLuhan and read for the first time some of his early work that I had previously overlooked I
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realized that he explained the raison d’être of his methodology and that a close reading of him cleared up many of the misconceptions of his work by his critics. I also found that reading the new biography of McLuhan (Coupland, 2010) and rereading the older ones (Gordon, 1999; Marchessault, 2004) that new insights emerged. McLuhan was too busy generating one new idea after another to ever take the time to systematically explain his approach to media studies. I have decided to take on this challenge, as I am one of the few surviving colleagues of his and this is my way of celebrating his centenary. This is my birthday present to him.



1. My Line of Attack Since it is our intention to clear up some of the misunderstandings about McLuhan and to explain some of the paradoxes of his approach to research we will begin with an explanation of (not an apology of) what some describe as his cryptic style of writing, which he himself admitted was difficult. We will also explain what he meant when he said ‘I don’t necessarily agree with everything I say’ and show how this attitude is related to his notion of the probe and his claim that he does not have a point of view nor does he work from a theory. As he famously is quoted in the 1967 book Hot and Cool A Critical Symposium, ‘I don’t explain – I explore’. Eric McLuhan (2008), Marshall’s son, opened his essay, Marshall McLuhan’s ‘Theory of Communication: The Yegg’ with the lines: Whenever provoked, Marshall McLuhan would declare, Look, I don’t have a theory of communication. I don’t use theories. I just watch what people do, what you do. Or words to that effect. That’s the short answer to our question, ‘What is McLuhan’s Theory of Communication?’ (McLuhan E., 2008: 25)



Despite his claim not to work from any theory or particular point of view many have branded him, pejoratively, as a technological determinist. We will show that he was a technological determinist, but that he was a soft determinist in the sense that technology by itself was not the only factor that determined human behavior but that it was one of many contributing factors that needed to be reckoned with. Given that McLuhan never removed free will nor the possibility of human responsibility from his consideration of the impact of technology on society, the charge of technological determinism is really over the top. We will show that his notion that electric media give rise to a field perspective is inconsistent with a simple interpretation of a direct causal connection between a technology and its impact. McLuhan after all was a media ecologist, perhaps the first, and although an ecological view incorporates causality, the relationships between the elements of a media ecology that includes the users and their technologies is not a simple one that can be summed up with a simple linear cause and effect form of determinism. We will address the question of whether or not McLuhan was a serious scholar only because there are those who suggest otherwise. We will also address the false claim that he was an advocate of new electric media. Another unwarranted and unsubstantiated claim made by some is that McLuhan’s scholarship was unduly influenced by his deeply held belief in Roman Catholicism. We will lay to rest this ridiculous claim. We will also explain that his many exaggerations were ploys to get the attention of his readers and/or his students. Although in many cases his exaggerations are indefensible we will show
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that they nevertheless correctly identified many trends that are taking longer to become evident than he had earlier suggested. We shall examine the origin of the term media ecology, which was not coined by McLuhan himself but was first used by Neil Postman as a way to describe his program in communications and media study at New York University in the 70’s, 80’s and 90’s. We will close this expository essay by clearing up a number of misconceptions and misunderstanding of McLuhan’s one-liners, which due to their brevity are subject to ambiguous interpretations. We will show that if these one-liners are read in the context of McLuhan’s overall body of work their meaning becomes quite clear and any remaining ambiguities were intended by McLuhan and are not the product of the sloppy use of language as some have suggested.



2. McLuhan’s Cryptic Writing Style We begin with Marshall McLuhan’s writing style, which many readers find extremely challenging. A student once asked McLuhan, ‘Why are your letters to the newspapers so plain and your other writings so difficult and obscure?’ McLuhan responded by saying: This question highlights the difference between exposition and exploration. Anything that I know I can explain quite simply and directly. I can package it. Nearly everything I write is concerned with areas of exploration in which I am actively engaged in discovery. That is why I say, ‘I have no point of view’. Anyone engaged in exploration uses every available approach, every available foothold, every accessible crevice to which to cling as he scales the unknown rockface. The actual process of dialogue and discovery is not compatible with packaging of familiar views. A person engaged in exposition has nothing new to say, and he cannot communicate the effects of participating in the process of discovery (McLuhan, 1970: 11).



McLuhan obviously used his writing as a way to probe new ideas and explore and follow-up on his observations of the effects and impacts of new media (i. e. media new to the world he inhabited). Serving the needs of his readership was obviously a secondary consideration for him, but how valuable for us it is that he chose to record the workings of his mind. This explains why reading him closely pays off such big dividends because we are able to creep into his mind and explore with him the issues that puzzled him. Because he shared that process with us we are able to apply his thinking to the new media of our era, namely the digital media, and derive from his observations of electric mass media insights into the workings and effects of digital media. This makes the effort of deciphering his texts worth the effort. One never fails to get new insights each time one reads or rereads McLuhan. As Fraser McInish once remarked at an organizing meeting for the McLuhan Centenary, ‘Reading McLuhan is like reading the I Ching’. Each reading or re-reading always provokes new thoughts. Unlike most academics McLuhan was more interested in discovery than in being correct every time. Even his mistakes provide insights. Because McLuhan was constantly probing, constantly trying out new ideas, not everything he said panned out as planned. The way in which McLuhan used the term probe is defined in The Book of Probes (McLuhan and Carson, 2003: 403): ‘The probe is a means or method of perceiving. It comes from the world of conversation and dialogue as much as from poetics and literary criticism. Like conversation, the verbal probe is discontinuous, nonlinear; it tackles things from many angles at once’.
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It was with this in mind that he uttered what seemed to be the self-contradictory remark, ‘I don’t necessarily agree with everything I say’. What he was saying here in exploring some of his probes he is attempting to see where an idea will carry him rather than trying to prove something that he believes to be true. A scientist who formulates a hypothesis does not necessarily believe that it is true. In fact as Karl Popper (1934) once declared for a proposition to be considered science it must be falsifiable. McLuhan embraced this tenet of the scientific method. He functioned as a scientist. He observed the effects of media and then he hypothesized and he considered his hypotheses as probes that might be true or might not be true. McLuhan even suggested a third option. A hypothesis might be half-true, which McLuhan declared would be a lot of truth. He did not need to be exactly correct every time; he only had to keep exploring. He was also fond of pointing out the close connection between the words probe and prove. In fact one cannot prove anything by using the methods of science because if one were to prove that a proposition was true then it could not be falsified and hence by Popper’s criteria the proposition would not be a scientific proposition (Logan, 2003). McLuhan liked to joke when someone challenged one of his ideas or probes with the retort, ‘You don’t like those ideas? I got others’. He was very playful when it came to developing new ideas. He believed play was essential to developing new ideas. He often would remark that without the play in the wheel and axle that the wheel would seize up. He repeated this mantra over and over. It was typical of Marshall to repeat certain one-liners in what seemed to some endless repetition but I sensed that he was testing the validity of his ideas. Although he repeated the same oneliners he did so within a new context so as to test their validity in a new circumstance. He was constantly probing and thinking out loud to see how it sounded to him and to see what kind of reaction it engendered in his audience. When he was working on a new idea he would repeat the same probe over and over each time we would encounter some new evidence or a new example that suggested that particular probe had merit. Although he was addressing me or at other times a larger audience, I always felt he was also engaged in an internal dialogue sorting out his ideas. Of course he was always interested in any comment that his audience or I had to make. He enjoyed that kind of challenge because it gave him a chance to probe his idea even further. He paid more attention to those that disagreed with him than those that merely went along with what he had to say. He had no patience for a ‘yes-man’. He enjoyed the give and take of a dialogue in which the other side took a different position than his own. Further, he was not rigid and it was possible for him to change his mind based on someone else’s argument. This was not a frequent event, but it did happen. The repetition of an idea or a probe would go on for weeks as he refined it until he was satisfied with the result. The repetitions were a form of a thought experiment like those, we physicists would conduct when we were trying to figure out how nature worked. From my perspective McLuhan operated more as a scientist than as a social scientist. I would go so far as to say that he operated more as an experimental social scientist than as a theorist. I make this assertion from the perspective of my training as a physicist and the close to twenty years I was active as a theoretical elementary particle researcher. I would also like to offer an explanation as to why McLuhan liked to formulate his thoughts in the outrageous manner in which he did, something that many of his colleagues could not abide and which I believe led some to consider him a charlatan. He deliberately wanted to shock his readers and/or his students in order to get them to pay attention. As he said he did not believe everything he said. Helga Haberfellner, who studied with McLuhan, recalls that often after making an outrageous statement he would say to his class ‘Are you going to let me get away with that?’ McLuhan wanted to provoke his students or his audience to think threw things for
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themselves. Remember because McLuhan believed that every new medium numbed its users and made them unaware of its effects he felt the need to exaggerate to make users aware of the effects of that new medium. He wrote in Understanding Media ‘I am in the position of Louis Pasteur telling doctors that their greatest enemy was quite invisible, and quite unrecognized by them’ (McLuhan, 1964: 18). He did not want to just tell people what were the impacts of the new media he wanted them to discover it for themselves. This is why every re-reading of a McLuhan text no matter how many times it was read before never fails to reveal new insights for the reader. As he said, ‘the user is the content’. The second explanation for his outrageousness was that he enjoyed being a trickster. Jokes and joking were part and parcel of his persona and his research methodology. Haberfellner reports that she once heard McLuhan say that puns were the crossroads of meaning, a form of parataxis. No wonder so many straight-laced academics found him and his techniques incomprehensible. McLuhan took jokes quite seriously because of the insights they provide. He once wrote, ‘I am indebted to funnyman Steve Allen for the observation that all jokes are based on grievances. I ran that backward and got, where there are grievances there are jokes’. The hidden grievances behind McLuhan’s jokes was that he saw with great clarity the effects of electric media but most of his colleagues were unable to see that. His other grievance was that his critics were unable to see the value of his probes, which gave rise to his crack, ‘Do you think my fallacy is all wrong?’ By the way this was similar to his line in Woody Allen’s movie Annie Hall when he confronts the young professor in the movie line trying to explain McLuhan’s ideas to his date. McLuhan acknowledged that writing was not his favorite form of expression. He much preferred the oral channel as noted by his biographer Philip Marchand: As far as McLuhan was concerned, the best way to explore any subject was to talk. I have to engage in endless dialogue before I write,’ he once told a reporter. ‘I want to talk a subject over and over’. He was never so happy as when he was talking. For McLuhan, conversation had more vitality, more fun, more drama, than writing and was the chief, almost only way, he had of arriving at insights and conclusions. ‘I do a lot of my serious work while I’m talking out loud to people’, he proclaimed. ‘I’m feeling around, not making pronouncements. Most people use speech as a result of thought, but I use it as the process’ (Marchand, 1989: 58).



3. Technological Determinism – Not Guilty One of the charges levelled at McLuhan in an attempt to trivialize his work is that he is merely a technological determinist. 3.1 Was McLuhan a Technological Determinist? This is a difficult question to answer because the term ‘technological determinist’ is a loaded term used by many scholars as a pejorative to dismiss the work of others as being naïve or simplistic. Despite the fact that McLuhan did not operate from a point of view or a theoretical base he was accused by many of being a technological determinist. P. David Marshall is just one of many communications scholars who tried to tar McLuhan with the ‘technological determinist’ brush: ‘Because of the simple relationship between technology and its capacity to transform society, McLuhan is rightly labelled a technological determinist’ (Marshall, 2004: 31).
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In fact, P. David Marshall is the one who is being simplistic in suggesting that McLuhan proposed that there existed a simple relationship between technology and its capacity to transform society. McLuhan developed a very rich relationship between technology and media and their impact on society. Certainly McLuhan is guilty as charged if one wishes to label anyone who posits a mere relationship between technology and societal transformation as a technological determinist. Anyone who would deny a relationship between technology and societal transformation would be hopelessly naïve and out of touch with social realities. However, by suggesting a relationship in part, along with many mitigating factors, McLuhan clearly asserted a multiplicity of considerations influencing the relationship between society and technology. Having extracted the poison of the charge of technological determinism, the question becomes to what extent was McLuhan a technological determinist and what kind of technological determinist was he. There is no question that a central tenet of McLuhan’s approach to understanding media is that they contribute in a very important if not dominant way to social, political, cultural, educational and economic transformations. McLuhan’s notions that ‘the medium is the message’ and media are ‘living vortices of power’ are certainly two cases in point. Yet having established McLuhan as a technological determinist in the sense that technology’s impact on societal processes is important we are left with the question as to whether or not he was a naïve technological determinist as some have claimed. Clearly McLuhan was not a single cause explainer of anything. He railed against the notion of the ‘point of view’ and the ‘single vision of Newton’. He described an insight as ‘the sudden awareness of a complex process of interaction’, which is how he regarded the relationship between media and society. ‘We live today in the Age of Information and Communication because electric media instantly and constantly create a total field of interacting events in which all men participate’ (McLuhan, 1964: 248). A field approach rejects the notion of a linear cause and effect model, which characterizes naïve ‘technological determinism’. McLuhan adopted a ‘total-field-theory approach’. He recognized the non-linear aspect of the relationship between media and society and in a certain sense foreshadowed the notion of coevolution and complexity or emergence theory. There is even a hint of complexity or emergence theory in a 1955 paper of McLuhan (1955) in which he wrote, ‘It is therefore, a simple maxim of communication study that any change in the means of communication will produce a chain of revolutionary consequences at every level of culture and politics. And because of the complexity of the components in this process, predictions and controls are not possible’. I find this passage quite eerie because one of the basic tenets of complexity theory is that complex non-linear systems have properties not possessed by the components of which they are composed and it is impossible to predict these properties. In terms of Darwinian evolution this translates into the notion that one cannot prestate Darwinian pre-adaptations (Kauffman, Logan et. al., 2007). The reason that I find this eerie is that as early as 1955 McLuhan seems to be aware of systems theory, which was just beginning to emerge at that time. It is also possible that McLuhan arrived at these ideas on his own. Later in his book War and Peace in the Global Village (McLuhan, Fiore and Angel, 1968) McLuhan refers explicitly to the general systems theory work of von Bertalanffy. P. David Marshall (2004) suggested that, ‘McLuhan places too much importance on one factor in shaping society’ and hence overlooks ‘political and economic forces’. In fact the opposite is true. McLuhan constantly examines the connections between media and communications on the one hand and commerce and the nature of work on the other hand. For example, McLuhan observed that electric technology ended the dichotomy between work and leisure. McLuhan and Nevitt (1972) co-authored the book Take Today: The Executive as Dropout in which they analyzed the impact of media and technology on economics and politics.
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McLuhan biographer Coupland argued that rather than overlooking political and economic forces that McLuhan actually presaged the profound changes that took place long after his passing. McLuhan’s writing was profoundly political… the changes he foretold weren’t overnight phenomena. They were about changes in cognition, cultural shifts that would cause shifts in the evolution of humankind… such events as the collapse of communism and the [emergence of] jihad (Coupland, 2010: 187).



The charge of technological determinism cuts in two directions. McLuhan’s critics used it in the pejorative sense to dismiss his work, but there is the flip side to determinism. For example, consider the fact that determinism is at the heart of much explanatory science. Newton, Faraday, Maxwell, Einstein and Darwin were all determinists. Any formulator of a law is a determinist. Certainly The Laws of Media (McLuhan M. and McLuhan E., 1988) that Marshall developed with his son Eric is another example of formal laws. McLuhan’s laws emerged from his observations of patterns in the same way that natural scientists formulate their laws from the patterns they observe. 3.2 Was McLuhan a Serious Scholar? McLuhan was not just a scholar – he was also a social critic, a social reformer, a futurist, and an educator. McLuhan was also concerned with the impact of media on the individual or the user as he was fond of saying. In his 1963 description of the graduate course he taught out of his beloved coach house he described media as ‘man made environments’ that ‘act as both service and disservices shaping the awareness of users’. What makes him fresh and relevant now is the fact that … he always did focus on the individual in society, rather than the mass of society as an entity onto itself. It was Marshall’s embrace of the individual –a poetic and artistic, highly humane embrace– that allowed the reader (then and now) to enter his universe (Coupland, 2010: 142).



Aside from his loyal fans there was no love affair between the mainstream of academia and McLuhan. One of the reasons that many academics tried to dismiss McLuhan was that he constantly attacked them as this excerpt from The Medium is the Massage illustrates: Professionalism is environmental. Amateurism is anti-environmental. Professionalism merges the individual into patterns of total environment. Amateurism seeks the development of the total awareness of the individual and the critical awareness of the ground rules of society. The amateur can afford to lose. The professional tends to classify and to specialize, to accept uncritically the groundrules of the environment. The groundrules provided by the mass response of his colleagues serve as a pervasive environment of which he is contentedly unaware. The ‘expert’ is the man who stays put (McLuhan and Fiore, 1967: 93).



Is it any wonder that the members of the Academy disliked him and felt the need to dismiss his scholarship? He alarmed them by making them face the possibility that they were obsolete. Not only did McLuhan critique higher education he made fun of his colleagues. They never forgave him. Perhaps the most egregious attack on McLuhan is that made by those claiming to be scholars that McLuhan was not in fact a serious scholar. This claim is without merit in view of McLuhan’s



33



34



Messages-Papers



early work in the field of literary criticism, which certainly fits the mold of traditional scholarship. We will also show that this charge is bogus in terms of his later work in media ecology where this so-called non-scholar made predictions that turned out to be correct, a feat not duplicated by many social scientists. Among McLuhan’s predictions that came to pass are his notion of a Global Village, his foreshadowing of the Internet and the Web, his suggestion of the power of crowd sourcing and much more. So many of McLuhan’s pronouncements about the effects of electric media are prophetic because it seems as though he was aware of the coming of the Net, the Web and other digital media. A simple example of his prescience is that he, in fact, through his writing foreshadowed the Internet. William Gibson, the author of Neuromancer, certainly deserves credit for coining the term cyberspace but long before Neuromancer was written or even conceived of, McLuhan described the Internet in the following passage in response to being asked ‘How is the computer affecting education’ McLuhan’s response was an almost exact description of the Internet: The computer in education is in a very tentative state but it does represent basically speeded up access to information and when it is applied to the telephone and to Xerox it permits access to the libraries of the world, almost immediately, without delay. And so the immediate effect of the computer is to pull up the walls of the subjects and divisions of knowledge in favor of over-all field, total awareness–Gestalt (McLuhan, 1967: 67).



McLuhan description of the Internet was complete with the exception of packet switching if you allow Xeroxing to represent the reproduction of a hard copy by a printer. And he opined this description two full years before the development of ARPANET in 1969, the forerunner of the Internet. An even earlier remark by McLuhan (1962) in the Gutenberg Galaxy also foreshadows the Internet: A computer as a research and communication instrument could enhance retrieval, obsolesce mass library organization, retrieve individual encyclopedic function and flip into a private line to speedily tailored data of a saleable kind (McLuhan and Zingrone, 1995: 295-6).



One can also interpret without too much of a stretch the retrieval of ‘individual encyclopedic function’ in the above quote as a foreshadowing of Wikipedia as Derrick de Kerckhove once did1. McLuhan not only foreshadowed the Internet and Wikipedia but he also foreshadowed Innocentive.com, a Web site that connects companies that have a problem to solve with experts that Innocentive has aggregated. They call the process ‘Open Innovation’ which they describe as follows: Open Innovation allows many people from different disciplines to tackle the same problem simultaneously and not sequentially. Anyone can participate with collaborative technology and Open Innovation training. When many minds are working on the same problem, it will take less time to solve it.2 



1 See the editorial 100 years…, p. 13. 2 See www.innocentive.com
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McLuhan (1971 – with my emphasis) in a convocation address at the University of Alberta said: The university and school of the future must be a means of total community participation, not in the consumption of available knowledge, but in the creation of completely unavailable insights. The overwhelming obstacle to such community participation in problem solving and research at the top levels, is the reluctance to admit, and to describe, in detail their difficulties and their ignorance. There is no kind of problem that baffles one or a dozen experts that cannot be solved at once by a million minds that are given a chance simultaneously to tackle a problem. The satisfaction of individual prestige, which we formerly derived from the possession of expertise, must now yield to the much greater satisfactions of dialogue and group discovery. The task yields to the task force (McLuhan, 1971).



McLuhan not only foreshadowed the development of the Internet and crowd sourcing he with his co-author George B. Leonard in an article in the popular magazine Look also explained why the digital media would be so compelling to young people and to a certain degree their elders. They suggested that the age of print and the fragmentation that it encouraged was over: More swiftly than we can realize, we are moving into an era dazzlingly different. Fragmentation, specialization and sameness will be replaced by wholeness, diversity and, above all, a deep involvement… To be involved means to be drawn in, to interact. To go on interacting, the student must get some-where. In other words, the student and the learning environment (a person, a group of people, a book, a programmed course, an electronic learning console or whatever) must respond to each other in a pleasing and purposeful interplay. When a situation of involvement is set up, the student finds it hard to drag himself away (McLuhan and Leonard, 1967: 25).



He and Leonard also predicted that the relationship to humankind’s knowledge would change with electrically-configured information as we are beginning to see in this the Internet Age. When computers are properly used, in fact, they are almost certain to increase individual diversity. A worldwide network of computers will make all of mankind’s factual knowledge available to students everywhere in a matter of minutes or seconds. Then, the human brain will not have to serve as a repository of specific facts, and the uses of memory will shift in the new education, breaking the timeworn, rigid chains of memory may have greater priority than forging new links. New materials may be learned just as were the great myths of [p. 25] past cultures-as fully integrated systems that resonate on several levels and share the qualities of poetry and song (McLuhan and Leonard, 1967: 25).



Still another foreshadowing of McLuhan was that of the smart phone as described by his biographer Phillip Marchand He told an audience in New York City shortly after the publication of Understanding Media that there might come a day when we would all have portable computers, about the size of a hearing aid, to help mesh our personal experiences with the experience of the great wired brain of the outer world. What makes this prediction even more amazing is that there were no personal computers
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at the time, no cell phones and no Internet (i. e. ‘the great wired brain of the outer world’) (Marchand, 1989: 170).



The notion of the need for keeping messages short and hence the power of the one-liner foreshadows in our digital era texting, instant messaging and Twitter. Marchand also pointed out McLuhan’s prediction of the videocassette 20 years before its appearance in Understanding Media when he wrote: At the present time, film is still in its manuscript phase, as it were; shortly it will, under TV pressure, go into its portable, accessible, printed-book phase. Soon everyone will be able to have a small, inexpensive film projector that plays an 8-mm sound cartridge as if on a TV to screen (Marchand, 1989: 276).



Let me suggest one more possible foreshadowing of McLuhan, namely that of the Web. Let me warn the reader that this is a sweeping generalization, which is at most half true but for a McLuhanite that’s still enough truth to share it at least as a probe. The book that McLuhan and Fiore (1969) co-authored, The Medium is the Massage, broke new ground in the way in which they integrated text and illustrations as is the case with the Web. I would not claim that McLuhan predicted that the Web would emerge someday but I do believe in a certain sense he foreshadowed this development. It is interesting to note that the title of the book was intended to be The Medium is the Message but when they received the typesetter’s they discovered that he had changed the title to The Medium is the Massage. McLuhan, who was a great fan of puns, liked the new title and decided to keep it. Given McLuhan’s insights into where electric media would go one can hardly deny that McLuhan was a scholar of the highest order whose insights were not matched by any other scholar of his generation. Only those who discount his predictive powers and consider scholarship to be exposition of the known rather than exploration could suggest otherwise. What McLuhan lacked in his inability to footnote his sources he made up for with his incredible insights. Just as a footnote to his predictive powers one can claim and I do that McLuhan even foreshadowed the concept of digital natives, a term that was coined in 2001 by Marc Prensky3. But in 1958, over 50 years ago, McLuhan foresaw that the youth and their parents’ generation would not belong to the same culture and would not speak the same language. In the journal he coedited with Ted Carpenter, Exploration, in Volume 8 he wrote, ‘Today the matrix of technology is releasing, not new vernaculars, but a whole series of new tongues, which the younger learn as mother tongues’. In the same article he even hinted at attention economics: ‘The modern environment with its media carrying many messages simultaneously and at different levels demands new habits of attention’. He also foresaw the transition from products to services as is the case today with the downloading of software, cloud computing and services like iTunes and Netflix. In a 1967 address to an Ontario Provincial Committee on the Aims and Objectives of Education he wrote, ‘All the industries of our time are service industries. With Xerox the book becomes a service industry. It ceases to be a package or a product’ (McLuhan, 1970: 3). One can add to this list the notion of the Global Village, which we will visit later in this essay.



3 See http://www.marcprensky.com/writing/Prensky%20-%20Digital%20Natives,%20Digital%20Immigrants %20-%20Part2.pdf (last visited September 22nd 2011, GMT+2).
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In closing this section I would like to insert the homage paid to McLuhan by a highly respected scholar, Neil Postman, who created the Media Ecology program at New York University largely based on McLuhan’s work. Commenting on his first encounter with McLuhan Postman remarked, ‘I was enormously impressed with the range of his knowledge and also with the intellectual daring that he displayed’. Postman went on to say ‘I can’t think of a book that I’ve written that I could have written if not for McLuhan’4.



4. Not a Technophile Nor a Luddite But a Social Critic McLuhan was accused by many as being a champion of the new electric technology while others labeled him a technophobe. He was neither an advocate for the new technologies nor afraid of them but he was critical of the negative effects they were having on literacy as the following quote indicates: Many people seem to think that if you talk about something recent, you’re in favor of it. The exact opposite is true in my case. Anything I talk about is almost certain to be something I’m resolutely against, and it seems to me the best way of opposing it is to understand it, and then you know where to turn off the button5.



The button referring to TV to be turned off was for the individual not for society as a whole. He used to joke that the only solution to the problem posed by television was ‘to pull the plug’. Again he was not advocating that television should be eliminated from society but rather that one should not allow television to be the dominant medium in one’s life. His personal views of television vis-à-vis its impact on his family were even stronger.



5. Did McLuhan’s Deeply Held Roman Catholic Convictions Affect His Scholarship? There are those that claim that McLuhan’s Roman Catholic Convictions affected his scholarship. In the six years that I worked with McLuhan the only way his religious beliefs ever entered into our work was that sometimes on our way to lunch we would stop at St. Basil’s Church to attend the noon hour mass. McLuhan prayed to his God and being Jewish I prayed to my God to understand what Marshall had said that morning. It was a peaceful time in which I had a chance to meditate on our morning’s exploration and to frame questions for our lunchtime conversation. I must confess at the very beginning of my collaboration with McLuhan I wondered if his Catholicism would affect his scholarship. I became interested in the impact of science on society as the result of a course I taught beginning in 1971 at the University of Toronto called the Poetry of Physics. I was fascinated by the problem posed by Joseph Needham in his book the Grand Titration of why abstract science began in the West despite the fact that so much of technology originated in China. I proposed that since monotheism and codified law were unique to the



4 See http://www.kaschassociates.com/417web/PostmanOnMcLuhan.htm (last visited September 22nd 2011, GMT+2). 5 Quoted from a 1966 TV Interview with the journalist Robert Fulford.
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West and that together they give rise to a notion of universal law and that this might explain the Needham paradox. I shared these thoughts with McLuhan who immediately pointed out that the alphabet, which served as a model for analysis, classification, coding and decoding was also unique to the West. We (McLuhan and Logan, 1977) combined our ideas and developed the hypothesis in a paper entitled ‘Alphabet, Mother of Invention’ that the phonetic alphabet, codified law, monotheism, abstract science and deductive logic were ideas unique to the West and while they were not causally linked, they were self-supporting or autocatalytic. The ideas for this paper arose out of my very first conversation with McLuhan who was interested in my Poetry of Physics course. After discussing these ideas and reaching the conclusion we arrived at he asked me to write up what we had discussed. As I did so that night I worried that perhaps the notion that the origin of monotheism was somehow linked to the alphabet and codified law might offend his religious sensibilities. I held my breath as I read him the first draft of our paper the next morning. He was fine with it and there was no discussion of religion at all. He corrected my grammatical mistakes and added some additional insights by dictation and asked me to give the manuscript to his secretary Marg Stewart to be typed up and sent off to Etcetera, a journal edited by Neil Postman who duly accepted our paper. The fact that McLuhan’s religious beliefs did not affect his scholarship in this case should be no surprise. He often said that his exploration of the effects of media was made without using a particular point of view or making a moral judgment. McLuhan held that ‘moral and emotional indignation was simply an indulgence on the part of those powerless to either act or to understand’ (Marchand, 1989: 121). Let me conclude this section with a McLuhan quote, which demonstrates that despite his personal beliefs he was not afraid to criticize the Church. I am a Roman Catholic and the Roman Catholic Church is just as befuddled as it was by the Gutenberg age. More so! They are still attempting to look for lines and blueprints, which no longer exist. They are not there. So what do you do? Well we have not discovered the strategies of behaviour or response for a situation in which there are no boundaries. It is like being in total space.



6. The Origin of the Term Media Ecology There is some dispute about whether the origin of the term ‘media ecology’ rests with McLuhan or Postman. Eric McLuhan in an interview conducted by Laureano Ralon claims, ‘Media Ecology is a term I invented when we were at Fordham. I discussed it with Postman and he ran with it’6. According to Marc Leverette in an article entitled ‘Towards an Ecology of Understanding: Semiotics, Medium Theory and the Uses of Meaning’ published January 2003 in the online journal Image & Narrative: The term ‘media ecology’ was first employed in November 1968, at the annual meeting of the National Council of Teachers of English in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, where Postman used the phrase in a major address for the purpose of suggesting a new direction for the



6 See: http://figureground.ca/interviews/eric-mcluhan/ (last visited September 22nd 2011, GMT+2).
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teaching of English (published as ‘Reformed’). In coining the term, and subsequently the field of study, Postman pointed out that he was not inventing a non-existing discipline, but simply giving a name to the kinds of inquiries in which a number of scholars were already engaged. He cites as examples of practicing media ecologists such people as Lewis Mumford, Harold Innis, Peter Drucker, Jacques Ellul, Marshall McLuhan, Edmund Carpenter, David Riesman, Norbert Wiener, Ray Birdwhistell, and several others (Leverette, 2003)7.



It is also true that in 1971, Neil Postman founded a graduate program in media ecology at the Steinhardt School of Education of NYU. I do not know if McLuhan used the term media ecology before 1968 or 1971 but I do know that McLuhan used the term ‘an ecology of media’ as early as 1974 in a lecture documented on page 242 in the book, Understanding Me, edited by Stephanie McLuhan and David Staines. In 1978, in a book that we co-authored together entitled The Future of the Library – An Old Figure in a New Ground Marshall and I used the term ‘media ecology’. The book was never published due to McLuhan’s untimely passing in 1980 and it now sits on my hard drive and in the Canadian National Archives in Ottawa. These excerpts from the opening pages of our manuscript establish McLuhan’s use of the term as early as 1978. The term appears twice in our manuscript along with the term ‘ecology’ by itself and also the term ‘information ecology’. Here are the two instances where the term ‘media ecology’ appears: 1. ‘The library a monument to hardware, now finds itself in the new electronic age of instantaneous information, an age of software. The libraries response to this challenge has been to go multimedia. It is fighting back with audio tapes and discs, video tapes, films, music concerts, plays, art galleries, computer terminals and centres for continuing study. In short the library is becoming a centre for media ecology instead of remaining tied to the more culture of the book’. 2. ‘These are questions that require careful study by librarians, educators, communicators and all those concerned with the preservation of our cultural heritage by media ecology’. And here is the instance where the term information ecology appears: ‘A library that caters to left-brain needs and the interests of analytic specialists, or one that caters to right-brain needs, a centre for information ecology which helps its users develop an overview of man’s knowledge?’ There is a report in the book McLuhan and Me edited by Stephanie McLuhan and David Staines that McLuhan said in a talk show interview in 1977 that media ecology ‘. . . means arranging various media to help each other so they won’t cancel each other out, to buttress one medium with another’ (McLuhan and Staines, 2005: 232). Although I have not been able to find the term media ecology in McLuhan’s early work he hints at the idea of media ecology often and as early as 1955, and as the following list of instances from McLuhan’s writings indicate he was on to the notion of media ecology long before 1971. In a 1955 article, ‘Communication and Communication Art: a Historical Approach to the Media’, he spoke of media as though they were Darwinian species and as such they by extension would belong to a media ecology as his biological metaphor suggests. He understood that media



7 See http://www.imageandnarrative.be/inarchive/mediumtheory/marcleverette.htm (last visited September 22nd 2011, GMT+2).
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were constantly interacting with each other and undergoing constant change. This is clear from the following passage: The media can be viewed as artificial extensions of our sensory existence–each medium an externalized species, as it were, of the inner genus sensation. The cultural environment created by the externalizations of the modes of sensation now favors the predominance of one sense or another, and these species struggle through various mutations in a desperate attempt at adaptation and survival (McLuhan, 1955: 105).



In 1962 he wrote, ‘Any technology tends to create a new human environment… Technological environments are not merely passive containers of people but are active processes that reshape people and other technologies alike’ (McLuhan, 1962: I). In 1964 McLuhan wrote, ‘A new medium is never an addition to an old one, nor does it leave the old one in peace. It never ceases to oppress the older media until it finds new shapes and positions for them’ (McLuhan, 1964: 174). The notion of field associated with electric information and its relation to the electric field was a key concept and organizing principle for the way in which McLuhan saw the post-Gutenberg world in Understanding Media (McLuhan, 1964). A field approach implies an ecological approach. An ecosystem can only be treated and described with a field approach. There are too many elements in an ecosystem like the interactions of all forms of media and the humans that interact with each other through them for it to be described as anything other than a field. It is not possible to describe them one component at a time. Newtonian mechanics could describe the solar system one celestial body at a time but that approach broke down for describing the interactions of electrical particles because of the sheer number of them that approaches 10 to the power of 26 or 27. The same is true of the media environment consisting of 7 billion human beings and all the technological media through which they interact. The electric age gave us the means of instant, total field-awareness (McLuhan, 1964: 47). We live today in the Age of Information and of Communication because electric media instantly and constantly create a total field of interacting events in which all men participate (McLuhan, 1964: 248). Electric media, because of their total ‘field’ character, tend to eliminate the fragmented specialties of form and function that we have long accepted as the heritage of alphabet, printing, and mechanization (McLuhan, 1964: 277).



In a letter to Bucky Fuller Marshall wrote in 1964: ‘If one says that any new technology creates a new environment that is better than saying the medium is the message. The content of the new environment is always the old one. The content is greatly transformed by the new technology’ (McLuhan, 1987: 56). In a 1966 article McLuhan wrote, ‘Under present-day electronic conditions the total human environment becomes made of information’ (McLuhan, 1966: 37). In their 1967 book The Medium is the Massage McLuhan and Fiore wrote, All media work us over completely. They are so pervasive in their personal, political, economic, aesthetic, psychological, moral, ethical, and social consequences that they leave no part of us untouched, unaffected, unaltered. The medium is the massage. Any understanding of social and cultural change is impossible without knowledge of the way media work as environments. All media are extensions of some human faculty – psychic or physi-
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cal (McLuhan and Fiore, 1967: 26).



In 1968 McLuhan (1968) once again entertained the notion of environment when wrote, You live unconsciously in a new environment of electric ‘software’ or information… New environments are always invisible. It is the preceding environment that is always blamed for the damage done by the new one… The Greek word for environment is perivallo, which means to strike from all side at once (McLuhan, 1968: 33).



In 1971 he wrote, ‘The electric environment, has in effect, restored us to a Palaeolithic stage of the hunter. The hunter is the man who must use all of his faculties to read the total environment’. And again in 1971 McLuhan (1970) wrote, It is perfectly clear to me that all media are environments. As environments, all media have all the effects that geographers and biologists have associated with environments in the past… The medium is the message because the environment transforms our perceptions governing the areas of attention and neglect alike… The absence of interest in causation cannot persist in the new age of ecology. Ecology does not seek connections, but patterns. It does not seek quantities, but satisfactions and understanding (McLuhan, 1970: 4).



Although the only evidence I could find of McLuhan using the term ‘media ecology’ was in our book on the future of the library his constant use of the term environment to describe media implied the notion of media ecology especially in the context of this 1967 comment, ‘Environments are not just containers, but are processes that change the content totally’. We will grant that perhaps the term of media ecology was coined by Neil Postman and later adopted by McLuhan but I believe it is clear that the origin of the concept lies with McLuhan who is responsible for the biological spin he gave to media theory and what is now called media ecology. In closing this section I want to refer the reader to my paper published in EME entitled ‘The Biological Foundation of Media Ecology’ (Logan, 2004)for those interested in exploring further the biological roots of media ecology. I also wish to acknowledge that in that paper I mistakenly attributed the coinage of the term media ecology to McLuhan. I have corrected that mistake in this essay and that is the only caveat I need to make for this article.



7. Knowledge Ecology McLuhan developed the notion that media create an environment or an ecosystem that is best studied by what we now call media ecology, a term that he also embraced. Paralleling his notion of a media ecosystem was his notion of a knowledge ecosystem although he never used this term in which the study of one discipline in depth required one crossing disciplinary boundaries to study other disciplines as well. I would like to introduce the terms of a ‘knowledge ecosystem’ and ‘knowledge ecology’ based on McLuhan’s notion of the interdisciplinarity of knowledge as the quotes below will attest and also as an extension of the term he and I used in our manuscript the Future of the Library, namely the term ‘information ecology’. These quotes from Understanding Media (McLuhan, 1964) to my mind introduce the notion of a knowledge ecosystem (all knowledge is interrelated) and knowledge ecology or the study of interdisciplinarity:
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In education, likewise, it is not the increase in numbers of those seeking to learn that creates the crisis. Our new concern with education follows upon the changeover to an interrelation in knowledge, where before the separate subjects of the curriculum had stood apart from each other. Departmental sovereignties have melted away as rapidly as national sovereignties under conditions of electric speed (McLuhan, 1964: 35). In education the conventional division of the curriculum into subjects is already as outdated as the medieval trivium and quadrivium after the Renaissance. Any subject taken in depth at once relates to other subjects (McLuhan, 1964: 347). Men are suddenly nomadic gatherers of knowledge, nomadic as never before – but also involved in the total social process as never before; since with electricity we extend our central nervous system globally, instantly interrelating every human experience (McLuhan, 1964: 310-1).



This excerpt from the famous March 1969 Playboy interview reveals that McLuhan (1969) believed the acquisition of knowledge not only required crossing disciplinary boundaries but also required accessing knowledge in a variety of media: PLAYBOY: Might it be possible for the ‘TV child’ to make the adjustment to his educational environment by synthesizing traditional literate-visual forms with the insights of his own electric culture -- or must the medium of print be totally unassimilable for him? McLUHAN: Such a synthesis is entirely possible, and could create a creative blend of the two cultures – if the educational establishment was aware that there is an electric culture. In the absence of such elementary awareness, I’m afraid that the television child has no future in our schools (McLuhan, 1969).



8. McLuhan’s One Liners Clarified McLuhan enjoyed using one-liners or epigrams because he believed that with the information overload that electric information creates, the one-liner was all the attention his readers would be able to muster. Although this is certainly a stretch, I would like to suggest that with his advocacy of one-liners McLuhan foreshadowed the idea of Twitter that a short succinct message is all we have time for. His use of one-liners contributed to his challenging writing style and led to a number of misunderstandings. In this section I want to address a few of his one-liners and help to clarify them. As already mentioned figure-ground analyses are very useful for interpreting ambiguities. In many cases McLuhan actually resolves the ambiguities of his one-liners but this does not let him off the hook. As I stated before I make no apologies for McLuhan. However, since he gave us so much I contend that we can cut him some slack. All I wish to do is clear up some misunderstandings so lets go right to it starting with the most famous one of all–the medium is the message. 8.1 The Medium is the Message This one-liner has more than one meaning. One is the notion that, independent of its content
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or purported messages, a medium has its own intrinsic effects on our perceptions, which are the medium’s unique message. The other meaning of this one-liner is that a medium transforms its content. A movie shown on television or a play that is filmed affects its audience differently from the original. Even a telephone conversation on a cell phone is different than one on a landline–the same content but different effects and hence different messages. And finally, a third meaning suggested by McLuhan himself and quoted above, ‘any new technology creates a new environment’. Alex Kuskis has elaborated this point after reading a first draft of this essay with the following remark: ‘The message of any medium is not the content that it carries, but rather the sum total of all the changes that it produces in the world, thereby transforming it. The message of cars, for example, is all of the infrastructure created to support them; the auto industry, highways, the petroleum industry, gas stations, etc.; it is also the resulting pollution, gridlock and deaths from, autos – the totality of the changes wrought by cars’. Another misunderstood point of this famous one-liner is the notion that it only applies to media of communication. In fact McLuhan regarded media as both communications tools and technology in general. For him a medium was anything that mediated one’s interaction with their environment and with other individuals. Accordingly all tools, which he considered as extensions of our body, are media. The media can be viewed as artificial extensions of our sensory existence (McLuhan, 1955). Speech, writing, the printing press and the computer were all lumped together with the hand axe, the hammer, the automobile and the space ship and included both hardware and software. He believed that ‘Since all media are extensions of ourselves, or translations of some part of us into various materials, any study of one medium helps us to understand all others’ (McLuhan, 1964: 139). This being the case McLuhan analysed both communication media and other tools under the single category of media. And given that all tools form an ecosystem they have to be studied using media ecology as content analysis would not incorporate all of the interactions of the media in this environment. 8.2 The User is the Content ‘The user is the content’ makes no sense if it is taken literally but it makes perfect sense if one considers that each reader or viewer brings his or her own experience and understanding to a medium and transforms the content according to his or her own need and ability. This might have been one of the first post-modern one-liners. The genius of McLuhan is that with a 5-word one-liner he could express a sentiment that a post-modern theorist needed an entire essay to express. Anyone who tries to make a distinction between education and entertainment doesn’t know the first thing about either. (McLuhan, 1967) It was statement like this that infuriated many members of the Academy. What McLuhan was saying was simply that in the electric age of information overload in which there are so many distractions one has to keep students entertained to hold their attention so as to educate them or turned around; students educate themselves by entertaining themselves. Imposing sanctions on them and attempting to discipline them simply will not work. The proof of this assertion is that the most effective teachers and professors are the ones that are the most entertaining, i. e. most able to hold the attention of their students. Marshall certainly was one of the most entertaining professors who ever lived! He enjoyed using jokes to make his points and he loved to have fun with his students, who really loved him. Let me relay one example. One day not long after I began working with him, Marshall asked me to host his Monday night seminar. He told me he was having dinner with
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Prime Minister Trudeau and he wanted to bring the PM to the seminar and surprise the group so I was to say nothing about this. I kept my word. When I heard the motorcycles accompanying the PM, I, and I alone in that room, knew what was about to happen. McLuhan strode into the room and exclaimed, ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, the Prime Minister of Canada’. Mr. Trudeau came into the room looked around to greet everyone, spotted me and said Bob, Hi! How are you? Marshall’s jaw dropped for he did not know that I was one of Trudeau’s policy advisors for I had never gotten around to telling him of my work in politics. He enjoyed the trick he played on the seminar group and the one I played on him. After that evening he and I spent many times together advising the PM on matters of bilingualism and the use of TV. I hope the reader will forgive me for slipping in this personal anecdote -- it not only illustrates McLuhan as a trickster but it also gives me an opportunity to tell a story that my listening audiences have always enjoyed and I have always wanted to document. Working and learning with Marshall McLuhan was one of the most entertaining parts of my life and it certainly underscores his observation that education and entertainment are not mutually exclusive but rather mutually inclusive of each other, for entertainment can be educational and education is always entertaining. 8.3 Obsolescence never meant the end of anything, it’s just the beginning When McLuhan suggested that television obsolesced text and the book, many took this suggestion literally. Therefore, when the number of books published actually increased, they took this as a sign that McLuhan’s ideas were not valid. When McLuhan said books and printed text would be obsolesced what he meant was that these media would no longer be the principal media for the consumption of information. In fact he was proven correct because radio and television took over as the principal means by which people accessed information. Likewise when print obsolesced handwriting, handwritten communication was not completely wiped out it just played second fiddle to print. Although most recorded music is digital the analogue vinyl record is still very much alive. McLuhan with his son Eric codified this idea with The Laws of Media (McLuhan M. and McLuhan E., 1988), which states that: 1. Every medium or technology enhances some human function. 2. In doing so, it obsolesces some former medium or technology, which was used to achieve the function earlier. 3. In achieving its function, the new medium or technology retrieves some older form from the past. 4. When pushed far enough, the new medium or technology reverses or flips into a complementary form. Television enhanced entertainment, obsolesced print, retrieved the oral tradition and flipped into YouTube. By the way we see that digital media is now obsolescing television in the sense that young people look more to digital media to meet their information and entertainment needs instead of television. Television cannot compete with the interactivity of digital media and their two-way flow of information. Television has become a one-way dead end medium – without interactivity and hence boring.
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8.4 We Become Servomechanisms of our Technologies ‘To behold, use or perceive any extension of ourselves in technological forms is necessarily to embrace it. By continuously embracing technologies, we relate ourselves to them as servo-mechanisms (McLuhan, 1964: 46)’. At first, technology serves as an extension of humankind but after a while a subliminal flip takes place and suddenly the user is transformed into an extension of the technology they have come to consider part of them. This idea has been expressed in the following oft-quoted remark: ‘We become what we behold. We shape our tools and thereafter our tools shape us’. This quote has been attributed to McLuhan who used it a lot in his every day conversations, but it actually was coined by John Culkin (1967). 8.5 The Global Village A key element in McLuhan’s historical overview of communications is that electric information moving at the speed of light creates new patterns of communication and social interactions. He describes this as ‘an instant implosion’ that reverses the specialism of the print age and contracts the globe to a village in which ‘everybody lives in the utmost proximity created by our electric involvement in one another’s lives’ (McLuhan, 1964: 35). Electricity especially the Internet and TV brings information instantaneously from the four corners of the planet and invests distant events with a personal dimension; it is as though these are occurring in one’s own community. Communities across the globe become entwined in one another’s affairs. The command over space that electric and especially digital media creates reduces the entire globe to the dimensions of a village – a ‘global village’. The Internet is in fact a Global Village. The term ‘the global village’ has entered the English language to such a degree that people are more familiar with the expression than they are with McLuhan’s name. Another interesting note is that the term ‘globalization’ was first used in 1959 one year before McLuhan coined the expression ‘the global village’. 8.6 The Rear View Mirror: History as the Laboratory of Media Studies ‘We drive into the future using only our rearview mirror’. McLuhan felt that an understanding of history was essential for understanding the future and the impact of new technologies. He often used the metaphor of the rearview mirror, a device by which we are able to determine what is about to overtake us from our past. In his famous Playboy interview McLuhan (1969) expanded on his concept of the rearview mirror. Most people… still cling to what I call the rearview-mirror view of their world. By this I mean to say that because of the invisibility of any environment during the period of its innovation, man is only consciously aware of the environment that has preceded it; in other words, an environment becomes fully visible only when it has been superseded by a new environment; thus we are always one step behind in our view of the world. Because we are benumbed by any new technology – which in turn creates a totally new environment – we tend to make the old environment more visible; we do so by turning it into an art form and by attaching ourselves to the objects and atmosphere that characterized it (McLuhan, 1969).
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Conclusion I believe that I have only scratched the surface in explaining the ideas of this great thinker. No article can do justice to the ideas that Marshall McLuhan engendered. I hope that my essay helps the reader in their approach to McLuhan. However, the only way to understand McLuhan is to read him directly and figure out what he means for you for as he said ‘the user is the content’. Each of us that reads McLuhan takes away their own interpretation. It was my pleasure to share mine and hope that it helps you to better understand this giant of 20th century thought. Acknowledgement – I want to thank my many early readers of this essay for their suggestions and edits, which I made liberal use of. In particular I want to thank Alex Kuskis, Katherine Dolgy Ludwig, Maeve Doyle, Helga Haberfellner, Michael McLuhan, Mogens Olesen, Phil Rose and Yoni Van Den Eede for their helpful comments and all the members of the McLuhan Legacy Network (mcluhan. org) for their inspiration. I also wish to acknowledge the help of the McLuhan biographers who I only read after completing the initial draft of this work. Thank you Philip Marchand, Terrence Gordon, Janine Marchessault and Douglas Coupland each of whom provide me with one or two timely quotes.
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Apocalypse and Alchemy: Visions of Marshall McLuhan and Northrop Frye Bruce W. Powe University of York



1. McLuhan and Frye were colleagues at the University of Toronto. Their work was well-known to the other. While Frye was initially the more renowned of the two – he had published two major works of criticism by 1957, McLuhan’s The Mechanical Bride (original title: ‘Guide to Chaos’) was published to some critical recognition and almost no sales in 1951 – McLuhan’s later celebrity was global and factious in ways that mark him today. They were conscious of the other’s presence on campus, in the English Department for which they both taught, in the collegial conversations of university gatherings, in classrooms where they often shared students, in the public domain of review and reputation. But there is more to the phenomenon of their physical proximity. They were dramatically aware of the other’s writings and ideas; their notebooks, letters, books, public pronouncements and essays are often charged with pointed exchanges. Although they never debated one another in person, they conducted conversations and arguments in their texts and articles. This paper will show how McLuhan and Frye worked in patterns of antagonism and influence for one another. Agons must be structures of influence. They articulate concerns over infiltrations or permeations of thought. These critics of media and literary structure knew that there was another teacher close by who was similarly absorbed in a visionary-prophetic intention, searching for – and possibly receiving – the patterns of the apocalyptic. Further, McLuhan and Frye chose to remain in Canada and at the University of Toronto, when they could have accepted long-term appointments at universities in the United States. Canadian identity – in its evasive amorphousness and elusive ambiguity – informs the positions in their work and their relations to one another. Put succinctly, this paper argues their agons, their harmonies and complementarities, and the possibilities of a synergy between them, form the crux of what is an indigenous apocalyptic-prophetic tradition. I am wrestling with two people who were my teachers in 1978 and 1979 at the University of Toronto. McLuhan and Frye are my fearful angels remaining with me, sometimes more like magnetic fields than like guides. They rear up, summoned in words. I have engaged McLuhan’s perceptions and Frye’s concepts so intimately over the years that I am not sure where their thoughts end and mine begin. I continue to struggle with their purposes for literature. It is a struggle with their definitions of reality and with their Christian metaphysics. This paper is part of my reconciliation with them, an attempt to find the point-counterpoint in their thinking. I often found it important at times to resist them. Yet I have never stopped engaging the two. The passing-on continues and occasionally rages. Surrendering the will through openness allows for more acute impression. I have needed their teachings for guidance. Never fully a McLuhanite or a Fryegian, I have disliked the zealous insularities of their admiring circles. But is any master ready for the ardour or the breaches of their students? What do you acknowledge higher than yourself? ‘If the pupil is ready, the Master comes’, the adage says. Passionately, I have needed to understand them and then use – or apply – them.
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Nietzsche’s Zarathustra tells his disciples, in Chapter Three of Book One, in the concluding passages of the existential sermon Thus Spoke Zarathustra, ‘Now I go alone, my disciples. You too go now, alone. Thus I want it. …One repays a teacher badly if one always remains nothing but a pupil. …Beware lest a statue slay you. …Now I bid you lose me and find yourselves; and only when you have all denied me will I return to you’ (Nietzsche, 1982: 90). McLuhan and Frye admonished us that there should be no followers. It has taken years to understand the importance of turning away from my teachers and then of returning to struggle with them. Coming back to them has become an unexpected action in the moments when feelings of isolation and desperation surge, and resurge. The wrestling is the lesson. 2. John Robert Colombo, valuable chronicler of quotations, comments on the presence of McLuhan and Frye on the University of Toronto campus and in the city zeitgeist. The passages are apposite; they establish their bearings on one another, their signatures and evocations, the decisive influencing of the McLuhan and Frye agon and matrix, and they prepare us for the explorations and exchanges to come: There were two enormously powerful generators of literary and cultural thought in operation on the campus of the University of Toronto in the late 1950s. Every student of the humanities knew that the currents of thought were of two kinds – DC and AC. The Direct Current emanated steadily from the office of Northrop Frye at Victoria College; the Alternating Current came in waves from the Coach House of Marshall McLuhan at St. Michael’s College. If one was an undergraduate with an interest in the literary and cultural matters of the day, one could not help but be affected by one or both of these generators. …Northrop Frye was the Plato of Canada: divining the Pure Forms, assuring us of their existence. Marshall McLuhan was the country’s Aristotle, taking inventory of material causes and immaterial effects, assuring us of their interconnectedness. I attended their lectures and addresses and I read their essays in journals like the University of Toronto Quarterly and Explorations. Since then hardly a day has gone by that I have not pondered an insight or formulation, a phrase or thought, of one or the other of these two great contemporary thinkers. I selfishly believe that fate ordained it that they would have come to Toronto at the appropriate time to wield an influence over my mental development. Indeed, one of them travelled from Eastern Canada, the other from western Canada; one emerged from Protestantism, the other from Catholicism. In my mind’s eye they are entwined, so entwined as to be a single, doubled-faced figure, like Janus. They function as my mental bookends. It is easy to visualize Frye and McLuhan as polar opposites, easier to see them as complementary figures, and easiest of all to benefit from their sense of what constitutes tradition and transformation.



McLuhan and Frye are countering figures whose bequests have marked the Canadian field. The mutable tensions between them, and within them, are those of the scholar-humanist and the experimental discoverer, the perpetual reader and annotator and the re-imagining aphorist and poet. They are incarnate paradoxes. Frye writes in a style and scholarly form that can seem, on first reading, tempered and cautious. This covers his apostolic zeal for liberation; moreover, a lyrical enthusiasm sometimes moves his prose into fleeting ecstatic passages. McLuhan evolved a style and form that was satiric, playful, quarrelsome, destabilizing, futurist, and alarming. The playfulness
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covers his cautionary concern. They wrestled with ideas and perceptions, with changing global communication environments and the structural content of literature. We may never know their personal agons, how they struggled in themselves. The letters and notebooks offer inklings; and we may speculate. Clearly, they wrestled; part of the wrestling was with one another. 3. We acknowledge the presence of McLuhan and Frye in our urban landscape and cultural history, in the imaginations and memories of their students. Where did these two thinkers come from? How did they shape themselves? What are the implications of their signature careers and writings? How did their theoretical proposals evolve? What critical positions did they assume? What intellectual precepts and concepts did they pass on? How have their intellectual undertakings continued to hold sway? Why were each eagerly accepted and at times ruthlessly dismissed? Identity for Frye, we know, is the narrative pulse and metaphoric drive of the literary quest. This story of the loss and regaining of identity is, I think, the framework of all literature. Inside it comes the story of the hero with a thousand faces, as one critic calls him [the critic is Joseph Campbell], whose adventures, death, disappearance, marriage or resurrection are the focal points of what later become romance and tragedy and satire and comedy…’ (Frye, 2002: 21).



McLuhan evokes the centrality of the being-becoming issue when he says in The Global Village, ‘For two centuries, at least, the frontier has taught us how to go out alone. …going out to be alone raises the ultimate question: who am I?’ (McLuhan and Powers, 1989: 147). McLuhan talked of the importance of the mask or put-on; consciousness was discovered in process and constructed in medias res. Identity is a core obsession for them, one of the concerns where they intersect. If the romance-quest is the DNA of narrative, the story behind the stories, the felt presence behind the material of literature and the signatures of our environment, then let us look to the identity of McLuhan and Frye, beyond their reputations and their personae. They have been called Mass Sage and Magus, the Northern Lights, ‘each other’s Achilles’ Heel’ (by the late Donald Theall, another critic who studied with both McLuhan and Frye1), the two genii of the University of Toronto2. In Northrop Frye (1971), the critic Ronald Bates speculatively calls McLuhan ‘the centrifugalist’ and Frye ‘the centripetalist’ and goes on to elaborate: ‘the centripetalist (the priest), I would say, produces a Summa, the centrifugalist (the jester), a Geste book, with the emphasis on performance, process, gesture, and suggestion. The one draws you in, a vortex, the other sends you out, a galaxy. Both can be dizzying experiences’ (Bates 19-20). (Emphasis mine). 1 Donald Theall, Professor of English at Trent University, Peterborough, Ontario, author and scholar. These comments come from a telephone interview conducted with Theall in December 2007. In The Virtual Marshall McLuhan ([2001]. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press), Theall calls Frye McLuhan’s ‘alter ego’ (49). Theall’s study of McLuhan’s poetics in his 2001 examination is seminal, and strangely bypassed by scholars and critics. His book delves deeper, arguably, than most critics tend to do into the literary McLuhan. This book owes much to his scholarship and to his conversation. He confirmed in my dialogue with him that McLuhan and Frye belong together in a Canadian prophetic matrix of interaction. I will be referring to Theall’s insights into his time working with McLuhan in my agon chapter. Professor Theall died in May 2008. 2 Eric McLuhan interviewed in conversations on April 20th-21st, 2005. Mrs. Corinne McLuhan, in interviews conducted on those same dates, in April 2005, also called Frye and McLuhan ‘twin geniuses’. Pierre Elliott Trudeau called them ‘the Northern Lights’, in conversation in Montreal 1992.
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At junctures in their careers, after the publication of Fearful Symmetry and Anatomy of Criticism, and after the publications, in quick succession, of The Gutenberg Galaxy and Understanding Media, they were feted and heralded. Fearful Symmetry was, to Edith Sitwell, ‘a book of great importance, and every page opens fresh doors’ (Ayre, 1989: 205)3, McLuhan was called ‘the most important thinker since Newton, Darwin, Freud, Einstein, and Pavolov’ (Wolfe, 1968: 138)4. Frye was an intellectual who had reached outside of the University to the common reader. Forty-one years after its first published edition, Fearful Symmetry is still in print (there have been ten printings); thirtyone years after its first appearance, Anatomy of Criticism is also still in print (there have been fifteen printings). Out of Frye’s writings come myth criticism and the elevation of the critic to the status of independent force, a seer in his own right. Margaret Atwood and Dennis Lee were his students. From Frye’s speculations come the emphases on theoretical structure and the critical movements that have taken totalizing, predictive theory to its logical extreme. Fredric Jameson and Edward Said acknowledged their debts to Frye’s ‘meteoric theoretical ascendancy’ (Jameson, 1981), and have established their theoretical critical agons with him5. Out of McLuhan’s thought come media and interdisciplinary studies, and the declaration that specialization is dead. Although many of his books have slipped in and out of print, and he has had to wait for posthumous confirmation of literary worth through the republication of his corpus through Gingko Press, Penguin Books, and the University of Toronto Press – his two most influential works, The Gutenberg Galaxy and Understanding Media, have remained in the public eye. Understanding Media was revised by McLuhan for subsequent editions. Out of McLuhan’s work come artistic responses, music by John Cage and R. Murray Schafer, the title of Haskell Wexler’s film ‘Medium Cool’, and the critical exegesis of the crises of classical or humanist literature in the conditions of post-literacy that we find in the writings of George Steiner, Camille Paglia, Sven Birkerts, and William Irwin Thompson6. Novelists William Gibson and J. G. Ballard have acknowledged their imaginative debt to McLuhan’s technological vision of extended psyche and nerve-ends, discarnate body, imploding senses: flesh and steel, cells and microchips now the battleground. 4. ‘The medium is the message’ illuminates ground and effect, how we are immersed in the language of forms. Let us extend McLuhan’s understanding of the energies in multiple texts: the 3 Edith Sitwell’s review of Fearful Symmetry appeared in 1947 in The Spectator. The passage alluded to is quoted in John Ayre’s Northrop Frye: A Biography. 4 Wolfe T. (1968). ‘What if he is right?’, in The pump house gang. New York: Farrar, Strauss & Giroux. 5 The phrase ‘meteoric theoretical ascendancy’ is Edward Said’s. Said’s strongest responses-respectful, attentive, critical, and absorbing-can be found in Said E. (1983). The world, the text, and the critic. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. See the references in the following essays from that book, ‘Secular Criticism ‘, (22); ‘The World, The Text, and the Critic ‘, (50); ‘On Originality ‘, (131); ‘Roads Taken and Not Taken ‘, (147); ‘American ‘Left’ Literary Criticism ‘, this is where Said’s phrase appears, on (165). McLuhan and Frye are criticized for their religious-based criticism, in his ‘Conclusion ‘ (290-2). 6 Steiner G. (1976). Language and Silence. New York: Atheneum. See also ID. (2001). Grammars of Creation. New Haven: Yale University Press. Paglia C. (1992). Sex, Art and American Culture. New York: Vintage. ID. (1991). Vamps and Tramps. New York: Vintage. These books do not mention McLuhan directly in terms of her own essaying, but the McLuhan mark is clearly there. See Birkerts S. (1994). The Gutenberg Elegies: The Fate of Reading in the Electronic Age. New York: Fawcett Columbine; Thompson W. I. (1966). Coming Into Being: Artifacts and Texts in the Evolution of Consciousness. New York: St. Martin’s Press and ID. (1989). Imaginary Landscape: Making Worlds as Myth and Science. New York: St. Martin’s Press.
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first language is that of Nature (God’s first writing); ignorance (the fall) prevents us from reading these forms. Technology is super-Nature, our second language; the alphabet and the printed book are technologies. Television and computers extend this technological language. We see our reality largely through the rear-view mirror of nostalgia, routine, custom and habit. The past becomes the narrative for the present. But we have retrieved the acoustic-tactile space of tribal awareness through electronic technologies. Our present state, however, connects us with the conditions of electricity: speed, borderlessness, instantaneousness, simultaneity, everything everywhere at once. By the channels of the source, electricity, human fields change. We are sent without bodies, minds and spirits floating and tumbling into the global ether. Electronic technology thus retrieves the ancient world of acoustic reverberation and flips into something wholly new. Certain technologies are high definition, carrying data densities (called hot by McLuhan). High definition technologies are the book, and radio. Low definition technologies convey lighter expressions of information (called cool). Low-definition artifacts are, or were TV and the telephone. The global village was an earlier stage of the development of the electronic polity; we morphed into the global theatre, being surveyed by satellite eyes and ears. Nothing is settled in swirling electrified time/space. A fixed moralizing perspective will not help us to perceive what swerves radically, at every instant. All situations are therefore provisional. Paranoia and ecstasy are twins, eternal mirrors for one another unless we shatter the mirror and examine the shards. The pun is a necessary instrument for perception because everything is happening at once. Therefore ‘the medium is the message’ means that every technology massages us; the forms may change all processes into mass (weight, and communion: total involvement), but there is also the overtone of message, of things falling apart. The later texts, from Through the Vanishing Point (1969) to Laws of Media, explore the deepening influence of electronics, how satellites and computers are wiring up shore-less, inexhaustible networks. How should we perceive shifts in global paradigms? McLuhan’s methodology relies on mosaic presentations, on reader’s re-creations, on multi-disciplinary references to many sources, on satiric assault on reader’s expectations. Irritation and hyperbole are primary public techniques. He says in The Book of Probes, ‘For me any of the little gestures I make are all tentative probes. That’s why I feel free to make sound as outrageous as possible. Until you make it extreme, probe is not very efficient’ (McLuhan and Carlson, 2003: 306). McLuhan’s strategy is to establish counter-environments, or counter-readings, by anecdote and flips on cliché, by lampoon, poetry, paradox, illustration, and retrieval of the ancient wisdom of art. This becomes a mime of the multiple texts available in the media cosmos. The hermetic maxim, ‘As above, so below‘, can be revised in light of McLuhan’s suggested ‘As outside, so within:’ this elicits the premise that we live inside technologies and our technologies end up inside ourselves, processing being and becoming without our approval. ‘We have become like the most primitive Paleolithic man, once more global wanderers, but information gatherers rather than food gatherers. From now on the source of food, wealth and life itself will be information’ (McLuhan and Carlson, 2003: 26). Is there determinism in his signature ideas? It appears that technology predominates over the human. But technology only has the power that we grant to it. We can be stamped by the cogs or webs of mechanical or electronic force. This pressing can enforce unconscious behaviour. If we merge with technology without realizing we do so, our reactions will be determined. Nothing is permanently encoded. Art is the supreme example of resistance to determinism. As long as we retain our power to make and to perceive, then no technology, and by inference no tyrant using that technology, can dominate us. There is a bridge from McLuhan to Frye through association in literary training. Both used verbal
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analogies and metaphors to comprehend concerns of being and consciousness, perception and value: One way of stating our condition [McLuhan said in 1955] is to say that in the electronic age our entire technology has achieved the freedom and flexibility that had formerly been available only in the verbal universe. The metaphoric parallels and discontinuities – parataxis and syntaxis – by which mankind had first learned to structure acoustic space and create a subtle world of oral and interpersonal relations is now possible visually and spatially as well (Gordon, 1994: 164).7 (Emphasis mine.)



This passage illuminates McLuhan’s prophetic leap: from the awareness of the literary text and its properties, to the awareness of electronic text and its sensory topics and sensible signs. Images are visible speech. What happens if the solitary reader looks up from his or her silent book and grasps at the pulse of the racing forms of electric technology? In summary, Frye’s essential critical movement is towards understanding the transcendent order of words in literary texts. In the Late Notebooks, 1982-1990 Frye is supremely occupied with seeking and revealing the structures of the ‘verbal universe’. In these notebooks we find, ‘The only critical criterion worth a damn is the apocalyptic one’ (Frye, 2001: 676). Frye’s apocalypse begins in his studies of Blake and moves outward with a concentrated cohesiveness, through his theory of critical structures and genres, to his essays on education and the role of criticism in society, on to the major studies of the Bible, and the last contemplation of mortality. ‘My whole life in words: nothing is of value except finding verbal formulations that make sense. …Words are to us what water is to a fish: dwelling house of being, says Heidegger’ (Frye, 2001: 267). The ordering, elevating archetypes of literary text resist the ‘Three A’s’ of anxiety, alienation, absurdity. ‘What I want is an outline of the spiritual world’ (Frye, 2001: 272). Critical reading is an apparent withdrawal from the world to find the higher dream of arising, transfiguring sense. What does the acutely conscious critic see when he casts his eye on literary texts? As Frye recognizes, literature offers a counter-history, a fable of identity against what appears to be the disorder of socalled reality. Thus when we look into text, we find the meaning that seems denied to us when we are smashed up by selfishness and loneliness, violence and cruelty. Theory for Frye is more than scholarly exercise and categorizing. Criticism is the responsive poetic to the calling of art. We are readers lingering by the river Hebrus listening with practiced attentiveness to the passing of Orpheus’s head and lyre, which continues to sing and to prophesy in gnomic songs and sibylline lines, while it passes and sways, winds and waves rippling, even after brutal dismemberment. Art and its intimate companion criticism form a universal here that overturns what often seems to be the blank murderousness of Nature and of social disorder. Criticism and art transform the alien universe into intelligible cosmos. Reading lifts us from existential experience – living may mislead us with false patterns: the deceptions of seductive propaganda – towards the revelatory. The felt presence in texts is human consciousness in evolution. Through human consciousness something greater (the Spirit) speaks. The reader engages the persuasive reality of text, and is moved into communion with that which is not a social or political structure. Movements of ‘ecstatic metaphor’ remove us from time’s bondage (Frye 2007: 85-9). Ideologies to Frye give way to imaginative primacy. Once we recognize the structures and genres of literature and engage their images and patterns, we move towards the visionary conditions of energy, wholeness, insight and liberty: the 7 It is archival material, probably written in 1955. Not published anywhere except for Gordon’s book.
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mind expands beyond physical limitation; there is more to be known. This is not chaos: Frye says ‘a sense of articulate order comes down through the gate of horn’. The liberal vision is comic, of the summer, not of the winter – a hopeful transformation of consciousness that takes us into myth. We become violators of historical fact. The counter-history in literature is mythopoetic; but if we understand myth, then we begin to see that the imagination works in dreamtime, where all is always now. ‘…We are always in the place of beginning; there is no advance in infinity’ (Frye, 2001: 281). Frye’s daring proposal is that literature embodies the total dream of humankind: our dreamtime frames nature and will eventually replace it. Frye speaks of this when he invokes his favourite Shakespearean play, The Tempest, and Prospero, the magus: ‘When Prospero’s work is done, and there is nothing left to see, the vision of the brave new world becomes the world itself, and the dance of the vanishing spirits a revel that has no end’ (Aithel, 1966: 6-7). The universe is broken open with the light and the reverberations of human presence. In the process we find unity with every struggling mind and soul: the individual quest becomes every person’s quest. To use terms which are not Milton’s but express something of his attitude, the central myth of mankind is the myth of lost identity: the goal of all reason, courage and vision is the regaining of identity. The recovery of identity is not the feeling that I am myself and not another, but the realization that there is only one man, one mind, and one world, and that all walls of partition have been broken down forever (Frye, 1965: 143).



Truly Frye is an intellectual and an apocalyptic critic whose systems of thought surpass conventional categorizations. He knew this himself: ‘I don’t know if there really is a word for the kind of thing I am…I am a critic who recognizes no boundaries…’ (Aithel, 1966: viii). Frye’s method is to take the traditional essay-so he informed us on that first page of Anatomy of Criticism-and shape his voice towards a combination of eloquent compact expressiveness and scholarly reference. His tone is often mild; his approach seemingly cautious; his exultations muted; his heresies tempered by tonal ironies; his paraphrases and allusions often elliptical; his erudition often gnomically vast in its compression; his transitions from thought to thought only seemingly supported by logic; his prose metaphors often link to metaphors in poems and plays. Consequently, it is easy to miss his audacity. We must read him closely, as he compels us to read closely the patterns at work from the Bible through to Finnegans Wake (1939) and Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow. His verbal fecundity, his tireless book-production, comes in part from recognizing the key to the outsider imagination in the war against repressive creedal structures, however they may manifest. This book argues that this outsider critical imagination is a part of his original Canadian vision. If all things are artifice, then the flexibility of the text-making mind is such that we may continuously create and re-create. Frye reinforces the idea of the power of making when he comments in ‘Blake’s Bible’, in Myth and Metaphor (1990) on our capacity to address the infinite: We think we fall asleep at night into the illusions of dream, and wake up in our bedrooms in the morning facing reality again. But of course everything in the bedroom is a human construct, and whatever humanity has made it can remake. We gradually discover that this principle applies to everything: what is real is what we have made, and what we have not yet made: verum factum, as Vico says (Frye, 1990: 286).



The reader’s eye penetrates down into the depths of a poem in a book. There the reader discovers the upward spiral voice that speaks in symbols, the essential human, trying to be heard over the
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scuffling noise of life’s disarray. Verum factum roughly translates into ‘truth comes from what is made’. But there is nothing in Frye’s work bolder than this implication: in the verbal order, the sublime construct, we can sense the emergent Spirit that has eternally waited for us. What is beyond the human seeks and needs the human. The Spirit has been waiting for words, for the evolution of consciousness towards the ecstatic metaphors of our writings. 5. In July 1970 Frye wrote an editorial on ‘Communications’ for the front page of the Londonbased paper, The Listener. It is one of his most explicit defense of print culture, arguably his most direct confrontation with media culture. The piece does place McLuhan, or more exactly McLuhanism, at the heart of the debate about the values of print versus screen and radio. The editorial follows up on suggestions made in The Modern Century, and in his notebooks. McLuhan replied four months later. Though the debate took place off shore, as it were (that is, outside Canada), it speaks to their agon. It is likely that Frye had read From Cliché to Archetype by then. The tone between them was never so aggrieved. In the McLuhan circle of supporters at the Centre for Culture and Technology, the Frye editorial confirmed what they suspected was his opposition to McLuhan’s ideas. It affirmed that he was willing to make his antagonism bluntly public. ‘The Listener Debate’ became for members of the McLuhan inner circle (primarily Carpenter and Watson) a shorthand reference to the suspected conspiratorial resistance to McLuhan’s inquiries into what the media now constitutes for cultural life. Frye begins by acknowledging that he was at that time ‘on an advisory committee concerning Canadian radio and television…and so I have been trying to do some reading in communication theory. I find it an exciting subject…But I have also become aware of a more negative side to it, as to most technology. The future that is technically feasible may not be the future that society can absorb’ (Frye, 1970: 33). A synopsis of his case will show how he identifies mass media with a new totalitarianism; it is an argument similar to the one he outlines in The Modern Century. ‘My hair prickles when I hear advertisers talk of a television set simply as a means of reaching their market. It so seldom occurs to them that a television set might be their market’s way of looking at them, and that the market might conceivably not like what it sees’ (Frye, 1970: 34). This is an image of mass media as Big Brother invading our lives; Frye may be writing an anti-capitalist polemic. He talks of outrageous acts of ‘counter-communication…noisy enough to shout down that voice and spit at that image, if only for a few moments’ (Frye, 1970: 34). But violence is counterproductive. Frye looks at the theory that we have returned to an ‘oral-tactile’ culture of mantic poetry, and that print represent an obsolete linear mode of thinking; and finds it wanting. He finally mentions McLuhan (column four, paragraph nine) in the now familiar disagreement with how electronic media may be reconfiguring our sensorium into ‘a new ‘simultaneous’ or mosaic form of understanding. Contemporary unrest, in this view, is part of an attempt to adjust to a new situation and break away from the domination of print. …I understand that for some of them the phrase ‘p. o. b.’, meaning print-oriented bastard, has replaced s. o. b. as a term of abuse. It seems to me that this view is not so much wrong as perverted, the exact opposite of what is true’. (Emphasis mine.) The allusion to the ‘p. o. b’. is a misconstruing of McLuhan’s often-used shorthand reference to the ‘p. o. v’. writer: it is an acronym for ‘point of view’. It means one whose point of view becomes a prison-house of convictions. Nevertheless, Frye understands this shorthand to be a flat dismissal of the values of print, rather than a satiric put down of those who refuse to explore, and prefer the extreme stance of a hard-line position, on whatever subject. Frye is identifying a strand of
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thought in McLuhan’s followers, and not, so he will say, in McLuhan himself. However, seldom do we see Frye close to outrage. He matches hyperbole with hyperbole. The current of rage is obvious in column five, paragraphs 12 to 14. The elements and characteristics of the oral society are compared with ‘the opening of Paradise Lost…Satan is a rhetorician, an orator, a dictator: for use of words, everything depends on the immediate mood, where one can express agreement or disagreement only by shouting. The devils are being trained to becoming oracles, whispering or commanding voices telling man how to act and think’ (Frye, 1970: 35). Rhetoricians are satanic; the devils, oracular beings. Reading this, McLuhan must have taken the lines to be a personal attack: he was an expert in Elizabethan rhetoric; his aphorisms had been called an oracular form. He had been referred to as an oracular figure by Tom Wolfe in the famous (or infamous) profile, ‘What if He’s Right?’ Frye goes on: ‘But there is one important difference [to the oral condition]: God is thinking of writing a book, and is outlining the plot to the angels’ (Frye, 1970: 35). This would have likely struck McLuhan as an oblique, but apparent, setting up of that virtuous us (book culture) versus the demonic them (oral, electronic culture). We may grant to Frye his own brand of ironic mischief-making. Frye mentions McLuhan in the second last paragraph. Then he concludes: ‘Democracy and book culture are interdependent, and the rise of oral and visual media represents, not a new order to adjust to, but a subordinate order to be contained’ (Frye, 1970: 36). The final sentence equates liberal democracy with the printed book, oral and visual media with techno-fascism. There is the fearful warning: contain what is happening before it is too late. Frye is seldom so candidly judgmental. On October 8 McLuhan replies. He does not wait until well into the editorial to mention Frye. He refers to him in the first sentence. His voice is drenched in scorn: ‘It is heartening to observe Northrop Frye venturing into his first steps towards understanding media’ (McLuhan, 1970: 475). McLuhan damns with faint praise: ‘The terrain is treacherous and beset with primitive elephant traps, as well as tiger traps. Many of these are created by those who, like Professor [sic] Frye, attempt to establish personal or private points of view about the environmental forms devised by the perennial human effort to create new service environments’ (McLuhan, 1970: 475). There is only one more specific reference to Frye, column three, paragraph two. It comes in the form of a corrective to Frye’s learning. ‘In rallying to the cause of the book, Professor Frye could have found some help in European Literature in the Latin Middle Ages by Ernst Robert Curtius’. Then in what must be for us by now a familiar concern for McLuhan on the duality between his perception and Frye’s concepts, we read this expansion on the Curtius reference: ‘The section on ‘The Book as Symbol’ testifies to the universality of this trope, East and West. The Book of Nature has always evoked the full energies of scientists, and was a province of ancient grammatica’ (McLuhan, 1970: 476). McLuhan emphasizes ‘Understanding is not a point of view’ (McLuhan, 1970: 476). An editorial is merely an expression of an angle. ‘My personal values and attitudes, which are entirely related to the printed word, I have found it necessary to exclude from media study, so far as possible. Value judgments about the psychic and social consequences of railways and aeroplanes soon become a smog that clouds perception and judgment’ (McLuhan, 1970: 476). Agreement should not be a factor in apprehensions. McLuhan expounds for three columns and eleven paragraphs subsequent to the responses to Frye, but never mentions him again. His strategy is to paraphrase and repeat the premises of his own books, in highly compressed form, to explore ‘the electric world of audile-tactile space, the space of encounter, confrontation, involvement and participation’ (McLuhan, 1970: 476). In his final paragraph he returns to his indirect admonition to Frye, and quotes the terms of
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the July 9th editorial: ‘Nothing is more upsetting than such awareness to those entrenched in conventional preoccupations. Nothing is more perverted than the party who reports that ‘your house is on fire’, when you are enjoying a cosy nap’ (McLuhan, 1970: 476). The word ‘perverted’ cries out for quotation marks. Clearly, the conclusion asks the great Blake scholar to shake free from cosy cliché. Hereafter McLuhan would refer to Frye as one of his enemies8. The Listener argument is the debate they should have had in person. A direct Frye reaction to McLuhan’s writing is not on record. The two pieces have never been published side by side, which they should be. They are an indelible part of the Canadian theoretical-visionary tradition. 6. My argument began with the claim that McLuhan and Frye wait ahead of us at a crossroads. The juncture must be clearer now: at the turning point, the transition from book culture (the domain of the literate eye, or I; the room with a view) to electric culture (the sphere of the audile-tactile; the theatre with multiple sensations) was embodied in their dialogues. Their debates personalized profound structural shifts. They gazed into the whirlwind of the present, into the maze of texts; and they read in terms that grew from a need to find ‘fearful symmetries’. They were impelled by what they took to be possessive energies. Frye took literary text to be the countering to a mad world; McLuhan took the maddened world to be his text. There was spirit in the world, all things are animated. There was a spirit in the words: literary texts offer inspiration. McLuhan and Frye expanded and echoed the other. They expand us in our explorations of their thought. We are closer to their crossing – and a crossroads is an image of complementarity, cruxes where energies meet. One of these cruxes is Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. McLuhan and Frye looked for keys, codes, laws, signals: how to enter into processes, and explain or describe them. So we arrive at Joyce’s last work, what is for McLuhan and Frye, a canonic text. In complementary acts of reading they were gripped by the intertextual complexities of Joyce’s book. It offered the kind of rewarding difficulty they deemed essential. The prodigality of its verbal ingenuity lured them. Finnegans Wake is tightly organized around Giambattista Vico’s cyclic patterns. Mytho-poetic, it is a musing text of ‘outer nocense’, (Joyce, 1992: 378) a slipping off into dreams after the drowsy words of Molly’s soliloquy at the end of Ulysses; and a polyglot punning ‘mamafesta’ (Joyce, 1992: 104), the first text of modernism to represent the effects of theatre, radio, TV and cinema. McLuhan and Frye focused with precision and passion on the first page and on the last page of ‘the book of Doublends Jined’ (Joyce, 1992: 20). McLuhan’s references to Finnegans Wake are myriad. They begin in The Gutenberg Galaxy and continue to the posthumous collaborations. There is no single McLuhan text after 1962 that does not mention Joyce and his writings. There is a well-known story that tells of McLuhan being asked by a journalist what books he would take with him to a desert island. ‘All of them by James Joyce’, he replied. War and Peace in the Global Village is set in a stylistic essai concrete, its marginalia made of quotations from Finnegans Wake. Three pages of War and Peace (46-8) are a recitation of the ten thunders that appear throughout Joyce’s book. Finnegans Wake becomes for McLuhan a set of verbal clues, and cues, for decoding and comprehending the global theatre. Frye’s references to Finnegans Wake are legion too. In Northrop Frye Unbuttoned, he writes, ‘[It] is a kind of hypnagogic structure, words reverberating on themselves without pointing to objects… 8 Reported to me by Eric McLuhan and Frank Zingrone, in interviews conducted in 2004, 2007, 2008.



57



58



Messages-Papers



This may be the hallucinatory verbal world within which God speaks’ (Frye, 2004: 95). Hypnagogic works make reverie books. These mesmerize the reader into receptive states. Joyce’s novel (if we can call his genre-melding a novel) is for Frye the most refined expression of the pure verbal cosmos in which the outside world is condensed into dream pages. Frye reworks and extends the passage from his notebook, as he often does, in a published statement, this time in Words with Power. Frye mixes the allegorical deep structure of the quest-romance, the journey towards identity, with Joyce’s verbal oneiromancy. It is Frye’s explicit pronouncement of literary text as a convergence point (crucible) for invisible spirit (imagination) and visible matter (words). The motto of Delphi was ‘Know thyself ‘, which suggests that the self-intended was a conscience far below the ego with the anxieties of self-interest, far below all social and cultural conditioning, in short the spiritual self. For that self to ‘know itself’ would constitute the unity of Word and Spirit in which all consciousness begins and ends. Such a spirit could produce its own oracles, and they would be not only genuinely prophetic but genuinely witty. Finnegans Wake is the only book I know which is devoted entirely to this hidden intercommunion of Word and Spirit, with no emergence into the outside world at any point, but of course the creative energy involved has produced all literature. (Frye, 2007: 232). (Emphasis mine)



Frye’s phrase, ‘hidden intercommunion’ serves as a synonym for the theory of complementarity. Finnegans Wake was for McLuhan and Frye a step beyond literature, a movement into exuberant meta-expression. Its appeal was powerful: it is a text that joins insights into present situations with laughter, textual innovation with mythic allusion, cyclical patterns of exile with return, precise wordplay with the widest possible allusiveness. 7. Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari identify the key role of the flux-flow for McLuhan’s iconoclasm in their Anti-Oedipus (English translation: 1982). Stream of consciousness becomes the overflowing stream of the borderless post-Gutenberg current: …what exactly is meant when someone announces the collapse of the ‘Gutenberg galaxy’? …This seems to us to be the significance of McLuhan’s analyses: to have shown what a language of decoded flows is, as opposed to a signifier that strangles and overcodes the flows. In the first place, for nonsignifying language anything will do: whether it be phonic, graphic, gestural, etc., no flow is privileged in this language, which remains indifferent to its substance or its support, inasmuch as the latter is an amorphous continuum. The electric flow can be considered as the realization of such a flow that is indeterminate as such. But a substance is said to be formed when a flow enters into a relationship with another flow, such that the first defines a content and the second, an expression. The deterritorialized flows of content and expression are in a state of conjunction or reciprocal precondition that constitutes figures as the ultimate units of both content and expression. …Hence the figures, that is, the schizzes or break-flows are in no way ‘figurative’; they become figurative only in a particular constellation that dissolves in order to be replaced by another one (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983: 240-1). (Emphases mine)



Finnegans Wake for McLuhan incarnates ‘the language of decoded flows’ by pouring out lin-
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guistic associations into its readers. We are meant to become drunk with its verbal libation, its liberating spirit(s). To Frye, the ricorso invokes the primal story, the poetry before the poems: ‘the map of the souls’ groupography rose in relief…’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983: 476). Soon after the circling back to origins, Joyce writes in Part One: ‘There extand by now one thousand and one stories, all told, of the same’ (Joyce, 1992: 5). His book is a mapping on synchronic levels of the single story falling and rising through, and haunting, western literature. Yet the one story cannot be told or received in the same way: it is always reinvented. To break from ‘the nightmare of history’the phrase uttered by Stephen Dedalus in Ulysses (Joyce, 1992: 28) – the critic – seer traces the current, diving deeper into verbal depths. The return is to re-interpretation, remaking the text in a context of principles and ideas. With each ricorso, the cosmos of literature takes on more reverberations and associations. Joyce’s structuring of the Wake confirmed for Frye the indelible wave-form of re-reading and re-vision. Each punning word is a world. The Wake represents the ‘pan-literary’ dream: a hypnagogic structure, into which readers may fall and then rise to identification of latent patterns: ‘…And I was jogging along in a dream as dozing as I was dawdling, arrah, methought broadtone was heard and the creepers and the gliders and flivvers of the earth breath and the dancetongues of the woodfires and the hummers in their ground all vociferated echoating…’ (Joyce, 1992: 404). In Joyce’s dream-time we awaken to the powers of myth and metaphor. Outside the book’s leaves reality sleeps. It is likely the Wake reinforced the insight Frye had into The Tempest: the isle of art is an internal utopian (‘Phoenix’) polis or theatre where the cell of dream-life eventually, ideally, overcomes the reality that too often seems estranged. The night of the Wake is no darkness. It is the space and time of the imagination, Spirit and Word in ‘intercommunion’. The book is endnegating: ‘fin negans’; we find the French word for ‘end’ and a pun on negation. There is more to the Wake than this. For McLuhan and Frye the book gave its readers a key. In ALP’s last aria she sings of ‘the keys’. The musical analogy is obvious. But the keys are given to what? Perhaps to opening the doors of perception and of conception; imaginative life unbound. Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism clarifies: If I have read the last chapter of Finnegans Wake correctly, what happens there is that the dreamer, after spending the night in communion with a vast body of metaphorical identifications, wakens and goes about his business forgetting his dream, like Nebuchadnezzar, failing to use, or even to realize that he can use, the ‘keys to dreamland’. What he fails to do, the ‘ideal reader suffering from an ideal insomnia ‘, as Joyce calls him, in other words the critic. Some such activity as this of reforging the broken links between creation and knowledge, art and science, myth and concept, is what I envisage for criticism. (Frye, 1971: 354).



Frye announces his grand project: a synthesis through criticism of the Renaissance ideal-art and science together. Joyce does not use the phrase ‘keys to dreamland’ in the Wake – it is a Frye portmanteau line. Still, the dreamland he envisions is where there is an embrace of the investigative techniques found in philosophy, poetry, art, politics, science, in a resonant whole. Frye’s view of science is not post-Cartesian naturalist study, specialized and fragmentary: it is comprehensive. He says in his notebooks: ‘To unite the dream world with the waking world is to create’ (Frye, 2004: 51). His reference to the Wake on the last page of the Anatomy is to the making of new consciousness. The term ‘critic’, for Frye, is wide-ranging: it turns the common reader into the uncommon synthesizer of seemingly disparate textual strands.
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McLuhan understood science in the same comprehensive-ist way. The allusion to the Renaissance view of science and knowledge, art and myth, in a harmony of exploratory understanding, is evoked in the Baconian and Viconian subtitle to Laws of Media: The New Science. We can infer that the subtitle is meant to cohere with McLuhan’s Ph. D. thesis on Nashe and with the essential emphasis he put on seeing art and science, grammar and rhetoric in a cluster of interacting disciplines. In Laws of Media, McLuhan describes the codes at work in media processes and offers a key through the tetrads, to filtering and transfiguring the flooding effects of the media-sea. He criticized his colleague Frye for a classifying mania in Anatomy. In fact they shared similar aspirations: to unite fields of inquiry, to find keys and laws (in patterns of fours) to help overcome alienation. Finnegans Wake was a text that provided a key to the charging forces of the cosmopolis, and a key to the imaginative power that melds spirit and word. Verum factum: what is true is what is made. McLuhan and Frye read through the Wake towards their re-vision of Vico’s axiom: we are our inventions; the truth is in our inventions. Vico’s phrase from De Italorum Sapientia is often quoted in its abbreviated form. The axiom reads when we restore it: verum esse ipsum factum. ‘Truth is in itself a construction’. In keeping with the latent metaphysics of McLuhan and Frye, while the Viconian axiom implies existence is a product of our inventions, it does not assert there is no truth. The axiom may mean our inventions are a foundation for truth. But truth, we glean from McLuhan and Frye, is found in narrative process and discovery. In the last passage from Anatomy Frye points to Joyce’s incomplete last sentence. The book of imagination is not finished. One book opens to another. The silence at the end of the Wake is not a signal of desperation. The critic must insert him or herself. Verum factum is the poetic principle. In his declaration about ‘reforging the broken links’ at the end of his opus, Frye says this principle continues. This is the great yes said to the human project. The white space at the end of the Wake is a place where echoes begin. It is where we pick up the keys which are clues too. Unsurprisingly, McLuhan and Frye read the same book with differing interpretations of its alchemical dream. By adding their re-readings and their imaginative extensions they confirmed its importance to modernity and to their apocalyptic quest. In a 1977 letter to Walter J. Ong (written just before Christmas), Frye speaks of a suggestion made to him by a student: …one of his proposals was that he and Marshall [McLuhan] and I should form a seminar to discuss Finnegans Wake, which hardly fitted my working schedule, or I should imagine, Marshall’s…(Frye, 2007-8: 31).



It should not jar us to learn it was once suggested at the Department of English that the two conduct a joint seminar on the Wake. Their different classroom methodologies would not have meshed, however. McLuhan conducted his graduate seminars in conditions of quick improvisation; Frye tended to read from lecture notes and work from diagrams sketched out on blackboards. He says in the excerpt from the letter that he did not have the time to prepare for such an event. Perhaps he could not imagine sharing a class room with the ‘jazzing’ McLuhan either. There is no mention of the proposal in McLuhan’s letters. Yet it is one of the missed opportunities of literary time that the seminar never took place. McLuhan said in The Medium and the Light that complementarity must be understood in terms of doubling, constantly shifting and multiplying figures and grounds. Joyce says early in the Wake, ‘So This Is Dyoublong? …Hush! Caution! Echoland!’ (Joyce, 1983: 13). They read the Wake and carried its echoes into their fascinations, their studies, their class rooms, their creation
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of texts that directed us towards what was for them the enduring poetic principle that reincarnates in many forms. The meta-language of the Wake propelled them into blank space (pages or screens) where relationships of unique intensity might exist between texts and users. ‘If there is a future in every past that is present’, Joyce writes towards the end of the Wake’s Part Three, ‘… Stump! His producers are they not his consumers? Your exagmination round his factification for incamination of a warping process’ (Joyce, 1983: 497). 8. They shared a sense of destiny that they were to be great readers. ‘Read, read again, and you will find’ is an alchemical maxim. McLuhan wrote in The Classical Trivium, ‘The doctrine of names is, of course, the doctrine of essence…The great grammarians are… also alchemists’ (McLuhan, 2006: 16-7). McLuhan said he found his name in a book whose pages are full of voices and sounds.‘…Orion of the orgiasts, Meerschal MacMuhun, the Ipse dadden, product of the extremes…’ He read this in Finnegans Wake (Joyce, 1983: 254) years before he became famous9. In a late-night contemplation Frye said in his notebooks, ‘Note to cheer myself up with: I’m not a great 17th c. poet like Milton, or a great 18th-19th c. visionary like Blake, but I am a great 20th c. reader, and this is the age of the reader’ (Frye, 2001: 203). Later that same night he wrote a note that allowed his modesty to evolve into the ‘wild pitch’ of his readings: ‘It doesn’t matter how often I’m mentioned by other critics: I form the subtext of every critic worth reading’ (205). (Emphasis is mine). For all their complementarities, and for all the possibilities of synergy in their thought, there remains between them significant differences of sensibility and character, of intellectual preference and stylistic concern. McLuhan’s aphorisms imply a limit for language. We participate in the phenomenal world, but the spiritual realm, like electricity, can be known only through effects. An aphorism is provocative exempla of a compressed philosophy. But it suggests the limitations of language through its brevity and resistance to totalizing structure. Kafka, a fellow aphorist, is useful here: ‘For everything outside the phenomenal world, language can only be used allusively, but never ever approximately in a comparative way, since, corresponding as it does to the phenomenal world it is concerned only with property and its relations’ (Kafka, 1991: 92). For McLuhan, describing our world through aphorism pays homage to what created the world, and yet is beyond it. Frye is the patient re-reader of the singular human text; but what is the point of the concentrated gaze of the contemplative eye? Kafka is again helpful in an apposite aphorism: ‘It was because of impatience that they were expelled from Paradise; it is because of indolence that they do not return’ (87). There is nothing more reminiscent of Kafka than Frye’s proposition that we are already in the heaven and hell of innocence and experience; our minds make it so. Re-reading McLuhan and Frye replenishes a sense of wholeness in an understanding of the electronic saga and our indispensable texts. This whole vision is a Canadian dynamism. The argument of this paper has been that the McLuhan and Frye visionary tradition will begin to inspire even more agons and harmonies when complementary voices rise.



9 Bob Dobbs, the McLuhan archival website manager, and George Thompson, former office manager of McLuhan’s Centre for Culture & Technology, drew attention to this Joycean passage in telephone conversations conducted in April 2008.
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This year, 2011, marks the centenary of Marshall McLuhan’s birth in Edmonton, Alberta, on July 21. The year has seen a great number of lectures and conferences devoted to discussing and assessing his work, which still, more than thirty years after his death, has the power to upset conventional minds and challenge conventional explanations of what new technologies and their media do to the users and their cultures. A centenary also affords, among other things, a timely occasion for taking stock of his contributions to our understanding of media and society. After all, McLuhan established, virtually single-handed, the fields of media study and of media ecology. His published books include these, among others: · The Mechanical Bride: The Folklore of Industrial Man (1951) · Alfred Lord Tennyson: Selected Poetry (1954) · The Gutenberg Galaxy: The making of Typographic Man (1962) · Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1964) · Voices of Literature, Vol. I (1964); Vol. II (1965), Vol. III (1970) · The Medium is the Massage (1967) · War and Peace in the Global Village (1968) · Through the Vanishing Point: Space in Poetry and Painting (1968) · The Interior Landscape: The Literary criticism of Marshall McLuhan, 1943-1962 (1969) · Culture Is Our Business (1970)1 · From Cliché to Archetype (1970) · Take Today: The Executive as Dropout (1972) · City as Classroom: Understanding Language and Media (1977) · Laws of Media: The New Science (1988) · The Classical Trivium: The Place of Thomas Nashe in the Learning of His Time (2006) Nor did publication cease with his death. Aside from fresh releases and editions in recent years of some of his more popular books, he has had numerous new titles appear under his name. This year (2011) alone, Marshall McLuhan has co-authored two trailblazing new books: Media and Formal Cause and Theories of Communication. The first of these occupied his thoughts for many years because the usual form of causality (efficient cause) was used exclusively as the modus operandi in the sciences and the social sciencesand still is. But efficient cause is of no use whatever in discussing the manner of operation of environments. The form of causality that does deal with environmental change is called formal cause, and it has been a source of confusion to philosophers since the Middle Ages. Sorting the matter out then assumed a high priority, but was one of many things left unresolved at his death. The second, Theories of Communication, was a favourite project on which we began to



1 Culture Is Our Business is the planned third volume in a trilogy that began with Mechanical Bride – The Folklore of Industrial Man, continued with Gutenberg Galaxy – The Making of Typographic Man, and ends with this volume on the Folklore of Electric Man. That trilogy has not heretofore been announced publicly.
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collect notes and examples in the 70s, but again never got around to finishing. It shows some surprising relations to the matter of formal cause. These bring up the matter of other projects left unfinished, and there are quite a number of them. Let me mention a few. A Baedeker of the Twentieth Century. I am sure that the National Archives has quite a lot of material on this as we collected a great deal over the last decade or so. The idea behind the project was to examine innovations and discoveries made in the decade or so surrounding the turn of the century and look for patterns of relations between them and subsequent changes in man and society. The project never got very far though it remained ‘on the back burner.’ The field is now open for someone to do the same for the new millennium: A Baedeker of the 21st Century. Some years earlier, we discovered that James Joyce had actually made two ‘dry runs’ at a new technique that he exploited in the novel, Ulysses. T. S. Eliot hailed it as being of monumental significance for poets and artists of his time and for many years thereafter. That was the ‘mythic’ technique of maintaining continuous parallels between two situations, in the case of Ulysses, between Homeric Troy and modern Dublin. What Joyce scholars do not know is that there were two earlier attempts. One is the book of short stories, Dubliners; the other, the play, Exiles. The latter exploits parallels between the modern time and Euripides’ play Medea. The former exploits parallels between each of the stories set in Dublin and Ovid’s Metamorphoses: fifteen Books in Ovid’s work and fifteen short stories, one for one. Had we finished these studies, they would have revolutionized Joyce studies. They still can, and might. Another project was to bring his study of the trivium up to the twentieth century. The project begins with his Ph. D. dissertation, The Place of Thomas Nashe in the Learning of his Time, which outlined the history of the trivium (Rhetoric, Grammar and Dialectic) from Cicero to the Elizabethan period (the time of Nashe). This work provides the first comprehensive account of the Western intellectual tradition. Other studies focus on one or two elements of the trivium, but McLuhan’s was and is the first to take the full trivium into account. Here, the plan was to continue the history from the sixteenth century into the twentieth by adding a second volume. There were plans to publish the thesis as a separate volume to begin the process, and McGraw-Hill had agreed to take it on, but after they bungled the publication of Culture is Our Business so badly, the book was withdrawn. (They published Culture is Our Business without its having been proofread: there are about one and a third errors per page on average in the type and they substituted their own ads for ours in several cases, so the commentary on the facing pages makes no sense.) Eventually, we took the plan for the two-volume set to University of Toronto, which did offer a contract: the set was to be called From Cicero to Joyce. When they gave us the contract, we were tremendously busy with other obligations, so it sat for a while and then had to be postponed until some of the other matters had been dealt with. My father died before that eventuality came to pass. A few years ago, Gingko Press published the thesis under the title, The Classical Trivium. It is one of the most important books of its kind to appear, since that particular work is the foundation of everything my father did in both media and literature during the rest of his career. Of course, there were quite a few other bits of unfinished business. Much of it has yet to see the light of day. A couple of examples: The following brief Note on Obsolescence gives an idea. Obsolescence is very far from simple. Most people assume that it means disappearance, rather like yesterday’s newspaper, which is declared obsolete by its dateline and by the appearance of today’s newspaper. But obsolescence is actually the matrix of all innovation, and as such it is essential to the functioning of arts and sciences alike. One of the first signs of obsolescence is not disappearance but rather sudden pro-



This note was appended to an essay written in mid-1970.
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liferation. A number of studies of the process of obsolescence is much needed to clarify its operation in the ecology of media and culture. Our time is deluged in major innovations, seemingly at the rate of a major new technology or set of competing technologies every couple of years, with a corresponding rate of obsolescences. The sheer rapidity of these changes demands new strategies for observing and dealing with them. There has been much speculation and discussion surrounding when and where my father first used the now-famous observation, ‘the medium is the message’ (title of the first chapter in Understanding Media, and used as the title of The Medium is the Massage). I found the answer in his library. He made this note documenting the first use in a book by James McCrimmon, From Source to Statement, which reprinted that first chapter:



It reads, ‘1st used this phrase in June (?) 1958 at Radio broadcasters conference in Vancouver. Was reassuring them that TV could not end radio’.



Eric McLuhan



It is remarkable that the phrase is still, nearly half a century after it was first used, almost universally misunderstood, despite the author’s repeated efforts to make its meaning plain. Much of the trouble stems from the fact that readers do not take the trouble to think, or they have lost the ability to read. The word ‘medium’ carries two meanings; readers generally assume that McLuhan intends the meaning that they are accustomed to using when they speak of ‘the media’. But the book was written before that meaning had become general. ‘Medium’ as used in Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man principally means milieu or environment. From the first page of Chapter One of Understanding Media: For the ‘message’ of any medium or technology is the change of scale or pace or pattern that it introduces into human affairs. The railway did not introduce movement or transportation or wheel or road into human society, but it accelerated and enlarged the scale of previous human functions, creating totally new kinds of cities and new kinds of work and leisure. This happened whether the railway functioned in a tropical or a northern environment, and is quite independent of the freight or content of the railway medium. The airplane, on the other hand, by accelerating the rate of transportation, tends to dissolve the railway form of city, politics, and association, quite independently of what the airplane is used for. . . . ‘the medium is the message’ because it is the medium that shapes and controls the scale and form of human association and action.



It is difficult to imagine a clearer statement of the meaning of that phrase. Elsewhere in the book, he reiterates that ‘a medium is an environment of services and disservices’ that the new form brings into play and which, because it is environmental, remains largely invisible – and therefore omnipotent. One of McLuhan’s greatest contributions to the study of media is recognition of this fact of invisibility and techniques he developed for studying environments of that sort. The statement also points to the urgent need for an ecological approach to studying new media and technologies before they are released into a culture or society, much as we now do for new chemical drugs. The idea behind every type of ecological study is always eventual control of the matters beings studied. We applaud the control of drugs and the study of their effects and side-effects. We abhor the idea of control of media, no less addictive than tobacco or heroin, as somehow unpatriotic or as striking at the root of capitalism and free enterprise. Drugs are visible; media and their environments are another matter. Much of the resistance to his work, I presume, was due to the reaction of rationally-trained minds when confronted with causes and forces that are invisible and therefore irrational. As recently as last year, students at some universities were still being advised to direct their attentions away from McLuhan or face the consequences of having their work disallowed or disregarded. Alternately, they ought to keep quiet about their interest. And do not teach McLuhan’s ideas or you’ll find your academic career sidelined. I do not exaggerate. These caveats and conditions are far less frequent now than they were thirty years ago: then they were to be heard nearly everywhere. Actually, they are good testimony to the potency of McLuhan’s thoughts and observations. Today, the acceptance of his importance to the field is widely recognized, though understanding has not yet caught up with popularity2. It might be useful to list a few of McLuhan’s major contributions to the study of media (not 2 Well, one has to begin somewhere.
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to mention his contributions to the study of literature). One contribution is the discovery that media are environments that require special tools and techniques to enable their study. A main tool is formal cause, which has now, finally, been set on a firm footing. Environments are causes. But along with formal cause, there is the matter of the role of the arts in providing counter-environments. Allied to this is the observation that media are not additive: you cannot simply add a new medium to an existing situation. Any new medium (environment), regardless of the use to which it is put, takes the entire preexisting situation as its content. Media, then, are transformative. McLuhan’s theory of communication is transformation, not transportation of goodies or ideas from person to person pr place to place. The Global Village idea soon became a popular cliche, which it remains today. But the subsequent development, afforded by the satellite environment, was that the Global Village had turned into a Global Theatre in which there is no audience but everyone is actor. Warhol’s thought of everyone getting fifteen minutes of fame pales by comparison to the reality, of which the current craze for ‘social media’ is a minor symptom. A principal element of McLuhan’s approach to the study of media and of literature was the role of perception both in the impact stage and in the much more important area of closure and audience involvement. For example, the movie-goer is not and cannot ever be objective about the movie he is watching, for the simple reason that he is completely involved in completing the images on the screen. Regardless of the content of the movie, the viewer is required to supply all of the movement. No viewer has ever been able to stand to one side and simply observe the events on the screen without supplying the movement, which occurs between frames while the screen is dark. It cannot be done. Movies, therefore, are not a visual medium so much as a kinetic one. Put the same movie on TV and it demands a totally different form of closure from the viewer. The TV image does not provide snapshots (there is no shutter on the TV camera); it scans the image continuously and turns comprehending it into a continuous process of filling-in the image of dots of imformation. Too, the colours are supplied by the viewer. The set (computer or TV) gives only the classic red/green/blue elements, from which the viewer manufactures instantly all the rest of the spectrum as required. Again, the viewer cannot stand aside and observe (and claim objectivity); he is forced to supply the colours and to complete the mosaic image. The visual sense plays a comparatively small part in these manipulations. It is worth noting that as involvement escalates, objectivity evaporates. Our first experience of objectivity and detachment was provided us by the phonetic alphabet and its intense stress on the visual sense. Needless to say, media that insist rather on involvement are not visual media but multi-sensory in one or another manner. TV and film are, paradoxically, not visual media. A major, if little known, contribution to the field is the subject of From Cliche to Archetype, which was written in response to the observations of Northrop Frye and Carl Jung (and Plato) about the role of archetypes in life and society. The theme of the book appeared succinctly on the dust jacket: ‘New’ Archetype is Ye Olde Cliche writ large. The process of transformation whereby cliche becomes archetype is that of retrieval, as mysterious in its way as its complement, the process of obsolescence. McLuhan’s last work is the study, Laws of Media, completed some eight years after his death. It began as an updating of Understanding Media for McGraw-Hill, who wanted to issue a tenthanniversary new edition in 1974. But they rejected the revisions and new chapters, so it took on a life of its own. The first chapter of the book is an extended essay that would have formed part of the project to revise the study of the trivium into the two-volume From Cicero to Joyce. It shows how the trivium emerged from transformations of sensibillity occasioned by the introduction of the phonetic alphabet. In this, the work of Eric Havelock (Preface to Plato) and of Pedro Lain-



Eric McLuhan



Entralgo (Therapy of the Word in Classical Antiquity) have been crucial. Another chapter discusses the difference between the reigning ‘transportation’ theory of communication and the muchneeded transformation theory, which Laws of Media proposes. The search for laws of media took a number of years and resulted in the statement that there were only four that applied in every single case – which statement still holds true, after over thirty years of search for a fifth or an exception that allows the number to be reduced to three. Four it is. Because the four exhibit an organic interrelation, the set of four that defines each subject, each human artifact, we called a tetrad (somewhat in contradistinction to Hegel’s triad). Two years ago, I discovered another feature: the tetrad of four Laws is also an analytic of formal cause: the two are related indissolubly. Here is matter on which philosophy can chew for the next couple of centuries. The tetrad is not merely descriptive: it enables discovery of a new kind. I was working at a tetrad last week on the subject of cloud computing. It begins of course with the ubiquitousness of computers, and the obsolescence and retrieval phases are also pretty clear. But the reversal phase for cloud computing unexpectedly means the environment itself turns into computer. Marshall McLuhan’s work is far from over: it has just begun.
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Marshall McLuhan and Sholem Aleichem Paul Levinson Fordham University



Paul Levinson



Joseph Dorman’s 2011 documentary, Sholem Aleichem: Laughing in the Darkness, offers powerful footage and sage commentary about the man born Sholem Rabinovich in Russia in 1859, who died world-renown under his pen name Sholem Aleichem in New York City in 1916. This was four years after Marshall McLuhan was born in Edmonton in 1911. Sholem Aleichem was known as the Yiddish Mark Twain. Yiddish is an international Jewish language, at least a millennium old, that combines High German with elements of Hebrew, Aramaic, and bits of Slavic and Romance tongues. Although a hand-written Yiddish manuscript dates from 1272 AD, and a printed Yiddish book from 1541, the language enjoyed a primarily oral life, and still does. Given one of Sholem Aleichem’s specialties in ironic endings of short stories, he also could have been known as the Yiddish O’Henry or de Maupassant. But the Twain reference speaks most to Sholem Aleichem’s relevance to Marshall McLuhan. Mark Twain’s ear for American vernacular, and capacity to put it on the written page, fired up his master works Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn. Aleichem did the same for Yiddish. McLuhan provided tools for explaining this genius of both writers – hybrid energy, their capturing of one mode, the acoustic, and rendering it convincingly in another mode, the visual. Indeed, the very ‘Yiddish Mark Twain’ allusion benefits from this hybrid energy, melding the acoustic Yiddish to the literary Mark Twain. The timing of the drive to capture the acoustic on the written page is no coincidence. As McLuhan noted, we tend to prize and yearn for that which our dominant media neglect to do. McLuhan developed this insight from Harold Innis’ pendulum between time-and space-binding media – or a swing in one direction provoking a swing in the other. In an age of radio, we sought the visual, and supplied it in our mind’s eye. That’s why, as McLuhan used to tell me, the Charlie McCarthy ventriloquist show (Charlie was Edgar Bergen’s dummy) was one of the most popular shows on radio in the early 40’s. Similarly, in an age of television, our tactile sense was stimulated (McLuhan, 1964: 285-6) – we wanted to reach out and touch someone, as per the 1979 Bell telephone commercial (see http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HO17B-ACRn0, last visited October 10th, 2011, GMT+2) – rather than just watch the image on the screen (see my ‘Engaging All Five Senses,’ 2011, on the need for in-person contact in the age of the Internet). Aleichem and Twain both wrote at the height of the written Victorian and Edwardian ages, in which the letter on the page reigned supreme. With radio still a few decades away from becoming an affordable mass medium, the acoustic on the written page was an irresistible entree for our grandparents’ sensoria hungry for sound. As Dorman’s movie makes clear, Sholem Aleichem might have written in Russian, his native written language, or in Hebrew, the formal, sacred language of his people. Instead, he chose to write in the shtetl slang he heard all around him. This made him cooler than Tolstoy as well as the Talmud – a written rapper of his time. McLuhan understood and wrote about the power of slang, including its transformation into cliche and in turn into archetype (McLuhan, 1977). Sholem Aleichem, alas, died a decade before his work would achieve its full archetype status – in the Soviet Union, Israel, and America, in different ways, as the movie shows. This was also a decade before radio began satisfying our acoustic needs directly, one consequence of which was to make the acoustic on the page less needed. But Laughing in the Darkness now buttresses Sholem Aleichem’s enduring hybrid archetypal status. I had one quibble with the documentary – it made no mention of Joe Stein, who wrote the play, Fiddler on the Roof, which catapulted Aleichem’s Tevye the Milkman stories into theatrical and then cinematic prominence in the 60’s and 70’s. Although I studied Sholem Aleichem in the Workmen’s Circle Yiddisheh shuleh in the late 50’s, and heard about him from my parents and grandparents, for many people Fiddler was their introduction to Sholem. Its saga of a loving father whose daughters make increasingly modern choices in their marriages, which are
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therefore increasingly more difficult for Tevye to accept, can be seen as a parable for Sholem Aleichem’s own difficult voyages into modernity. And for McLuhan’s voyages, beset by bellowing critics, into our own post-modern age. McLuhan might have said that Fiddler on the Roof as a play retrieved the Yiddish theater in New York popular at the beginning of the 20th century – a theater in which Sholem Aleichem did not enjoy the critical success he had achieved as a writer. But the play was wildly successful on Broadway beginning in 1964 and beyond, and then reversed itself into the 1971 movie that won three Academy Awards. From the ear to the page to the screen, with all kinds of media serving as content for newer media in between – a McLuhanesque story of media evolution writ large. Author’s Note: An earlier, shorter version of this essay appeared in Paul Levinson’s Infinite Regress blog, InfiniteRegress. tv
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Awarded Papers McLuhan Galaxy 2011 On May 23-25 2011 Barcelona welcomed one of the largest events organized for McLuhan’s centennial by the IN3 (Universitat Oberta de Catalunya), Universitat Pompeu Fabra and CCCB. This section includes the best papers selected by the Editorial Board for each session of the conference: ‘McLuhan in the Global Village’ (Twyla G. Gibson, Tradition into text: Plato’s dialogues and the literate revolution), ‘Education beyond the book’ (Ruth S. Contreras Espinosa and Irene Garcìa Medina, Learning in digital media. The legacy of McLuhan and his impact on formal education), ‘Social media, Networks and Life’ (Hugo Pardo Kuklinski, Cristòbal Cobo and Carlos Scolari, Death of the university? Knowledge production and distribution in the disintermediation era), ‘Extensions and Sensorial Dimension’ (Chiara Giaccardi, From tactile to magic: McLuhan, changing sensorium and contemporary culture) and ‘The Global Big Bang’ (Matteo Andreozzi, L. I. N. K. Faculty. Understanding connections, making connections).
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Tradition into Text: Plato’s Dialogues, the Literate Revolution, and the Foundations of Media Theory Twyla G. Gibson University of Toronto



Introduction Marshall McLuhan began his Prologue to The Gutenberg Galaxy by stressing that his ‘field and mosaic approach’ to media was ‘complementary’ to the work of Milman Parry and Albert Lord on the emergence of literate culture out of orality. ‘The enterprise which Milman Parry undertook with reference to the contrasted forms of oral and written poetry is here extended to the forms of thought and the organization of experience in society and politics’ (McLuhan, 1962/2002: iv; 1). McLuhan’s approach brought together the Parry/Lord scholarship on Homer, the comparative historical method of Harold Innis, and the theses of E. A. Havelock and Walter J. Ong concerning Plato. Referencing the scholarship of these colleagues, McLuhan compared the oral-formulaic style of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey with the language and style of Plato’s philosophical prose dialogues. Finding no sign in Plato of the circular formulaic patterns of organization that characterize Homer’s verse, McLuhan concluded that oral-formulaic composition is ‘imitative’ or mimetic: ‘the entire message is traced and retraced, again and again, on the rounds of a concentric spiral’. By contrast, literate composition is straightforward and ‘linear’ (McLuhan, 1994: 26). According to McLuhan, ‘the content of a medium is always another medium’ (McLuhan, 1994: 8). A ‘new technology tends to take as its content the old technology… as indeed Plato did with the dialogue. It was the old oral culture’ (McLuhan, 2003: 125). Between the formulaic style and highly developed literate expression is a zone of ‘merging’ and ‘interaction’ (McLuhan, 1962/2002) with Plato as the fulcrum of this convergence. Hence ‘Plato lived in a double world … he straddled the written and oral traditions [and] translated the tribal encyclopedia of the preceding culture into the written, classified form’ (McLuhan, 2003: 125). Thus the contrast between the circular formulaic patterns in Homer’s epic poetry and the linear prose style in Plato’s dialogues served as evidence of a basic division between oral and written, and represented the way that messages are conveyed through the form of the medium and not solely through the content as well as how the content of a new medium is made up of prior media. Thus for McLuhan, Plato was ‘the representative of the new literate culture of Greece in philosophy’, and oral and written were theorized as radically different forms representing two different kinds of media systems, cognitive styles, and cultures (Ong, 1991: 167-8). The oral is poetic, circular, imitative, mythical, emotional, concrete, uncivilized; whereas the written is philosophical, linear, original, rational, abstract, and civilized (McLuhan, 1995: 245; 2003: 227). This division highlights the underlying assumption that the advent of a new medium is associated with new forms of mentality and society that are more advanced than the ones associated with the prior medium. In McLuhan’s comparative method, the ‘Great Divide’ between Homer’s poetry and Plato’s philosophy in the Literate Revolution became the fundamental model that was extended to the split between manuscript and print media in the Gutenberg Revolution and the divide between print and electronic media in the Electric Revolution. In fact, scholars such as Arthur Kroker and Marilouise Kroker (2008: 2) have argued that this notion of a great division between contrasting forms may be McLuhan’s most ‘lasting contribution’ to the field of media.
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By extension, the ancient Greek model that serves as the foundation of media theory continues to inform a number of discussions today concerning ‘digital divides’. It persists as the basis for the assumption that every subsequent innovation in communication technology is an ‘advance’ over the prior technology, creates a more highly developed cognitive capacity, and is associated with societies that are more ‘civilized’ – in fact ‘better’ – than the technologies and societies associated with the previous medium. However, there is an inconsistency between the hypothesis concerning the radical division between poetic and philosophical forms (as epitomized by Homer and Plato) and the hypothesis of a zone of ‘merging’ and ‘interaction’ with Plato’s dialogues as the site of this ‘double world’. The argument concerning contrasting forms is not consistent with the theory that the new medium takes as its content the previous media. In other words, there is a problem and tension between the argument concerning a basic contrast between the oral as represented by Homer and the literate as represented by Plato and the theory of a ‘frontier’ of ‘merging’ and ‘interplay’ between oral and written media cultures and systems (McLuhan, 2002) with Plato marking this ‘double world’. Two fundamental premises of the arguments concerning media are at odds: the premise of contrasting oral and written forms; and the claim that the new medium takes as its content the previous media. If the theory is correct, and the message is communicated by the medium, and previous media become the content of the new medium, and Plato’s writings are representatives of literate prose philosophy that have as their contents the prior forms, then there should be evidence in the dialogues of the circular oral-derived formulaic technique that characterizes the plot pattern in Homer’s epics. In addition, we should expect the messages in Plato’s dialogues to be communicated through the interaction of form and content, and not solely through the content. In fact, it turns out that Plato’s writings do manifest the sorts of circular and spiraling forms – known as ‘ring composition’ – that characterize the oral-formulaic style, not only in Homer, but in a number of other works of ancient literature, as studies over the last two decades have demonstrated (Barney, 2011; Brann, 2004: 93ff. ; 116ff, & 117; Brumbaugh, 1989: 17-22; Burnyeat, 1999: 288; Dorter, 2006: 3ff. & 7; Leroux, 2002: 3; Notomi, 1999: 39-42; Pritzl, 1999: 60-83; Thesleff, 1993: 107-28). In ring composition, the plot is organized into a series of topics that progress from a beginning through a prescribed series to a central turning-point after which the initial series of topics is repeated in reverse order until the story returns to the starting point. In a number of recent works, I have examined Plato’s dialogues in light of the research on ring composition and have shown that recognizing this form as a medium of communication is crucial to the understanding and interpretation of the philosophical content (Gibson, 2010a, 2010b, 2009, 2005). Similarly, in the years since McLuhan and other thinkers who helped pioneer the field of media studies first published their work, subsequent researchers have amassed a body of studies relying on the ‘field approach’. These studies support the hypothesis of a frontier zone of interaction between forms – and falsify the notion of a Great Divide between orality and literacy. Strong evidence from field studies from different cultures and time periods shows that oral traditional expression continues in tandem with and into written texts. Instead of a total ‘break’ between oral and literate technologies, the research describes ‘a complex series of graduations and transitions existing between the two’ (Foley, 1999: xiii; Kellog, 1977: 655-65). Thus the application of the field studies method has demonstrated fairly conclusively that the meeting of traditional and textual cultures results in a gamut of expressive forms, from ongoing oral traditions, to oral traditions that endure together and in interaction with literate forms, to highly textual compositions that still have residues of their origins in oral tradition. Even as the premise of Plato’s pivotal role in the Literate Revolution and the premise that the contents of a new medium encompass prior forms have stood the test of time, the latest research
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indicates that the conclusions concerning contrasting forms are inaccurate and need to be revised. If Plato’s writings manifest the circular forms of organization that have been identified with Homer’s formulaic language and style, what is the significance of this finding for reading and interpreting the philosophical content in the dialogues? How does the presence of ring composition in Plato change the ‘field or mosaic approach’ to media studies that McLuhan and other early media theorists premised on a radical contrast between traditional and textual forms? In the pages that follow, I highlight the passages concerning the banishment of the poets in Book X of the Republic. These are the passages that Havelock offered as evidence for the argument that Plato was a representative of literacy and that McLuhan referenced in his arguments concerning the radical contrast between oral and literate forms. I show that Plato vanquishes the poets not because he is rejecting the imitative mindset that Homeric education engenders and as a consequence of his literacy, but rather, in order to advocate for the system of education offered by the Pythagoreans, which at that time was a long and venerable school of thought with roots extending back into the pre-literate era (Gibson forthcoming). In addition, I show that the very passages cited by Havelock to support his arguments (that Plato was rejecting the imitative oral-formulaic technologies utilized by the Homeric poets) are organized into the ring composition for the definition of imitation. Further, I will argue that evidence of ring composition in the Republic indicates that Plato represents not a ‘break’ with tradition but a ‘break boundary’- a site of assimilation and interplay―between poetry and philosophy, and between traditional and textual media, systems, cognitive styles, and cultures. I argue that Plato’s dialogues are a hybrid form, amalgamating formulaic modes of organization with a fully literate prose modality. My argument is that the messages in Plato’s dialogues are not conveyed solely through the philosophical content, but rather, through the way in which that content is ordered into a ‘total configuration’. Results confirm McLuhan’s claims about the ‘doubleness’ of Plato’s writings, and buttress the central observation that ‘one medium’s content is always other media’ (Kittler, 1999: 2), even as they show that the switch from oral expression to writing was more complicated than was at first envisioned by the early developers of media studies as a discipline. Straightening out discrepancies in the theory lays the ground for a set of premises that are more in line with the evidence, and provide a superior method for the comparative study of media (Gibson, 2008). In the sections that follow, I first outline the contributions to the theory and method offered by Parry, Lord, Innis, Havelock and Ong, contributions that McLuhan drew upon when formulating his ‘field or mosaic approach’. Next, I highlight the statements in the passages in the Republic that show that Socrates was not arguing for an education based on literacy, as Havelock, Ong, and then McLuhan suggested. Rather, he was arguing for the education offered by the Pythagoreans, a different branch of the Greek tradition that was over two hundred years old at the time the dialogues were composed. I then present a brief description of the features used by scholars to identify the circular and spiraling patterns associated with ring composition, and then use these features to find rings in Plato’s dialogues. I point to the statements at the beginning of Book X of the Republic – the key passage in the argument concerning Plato’s rejection of formulaic technologies – wherein Socrates asks for a definition of imitation (mimèsis, or representation), but no explicit definition is given. After that, I turn to Plato’s Sophist, a dialogue that does present the definition for imitation that is described as being ‘comprehensive’. Based on the instructions explained in the Sophist, I set forth in graphic format the series of topics in the definition of imitation. This diagram shows that the definition has all the features that characterize a ring composition. Then, I turn once again to the sections of Book X of Plato’s Republic wherein Plato’s Socrates banishes the poets, and show that this passage is organized into a ring composition that conforms to the pattern for the definition of
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imitation outlined in the Sophist. The identification of ring composition in the passages in Book X of the Republic that banish the poets, together with the demonstration that Socrates is advocating the education associated with the centuries-old Pythagorean tradition, makes it even more unlikely that Plato is rejecting the imitative methods of education used by the Greek poets in order to promote literacy. Finally, I explain why removing incongruences in the philosophical foundations of the theory of media puts the method on a more solid basis, paves the way to a more powerful explanatory model that conforms more accurately to the evidence, and leads to a more enlightened view of oral cultures, both in the past, and in today’s Global Village.



1. Theory and Critique In the 20th century, the Parry/Lord scholarship had a significant impact on a number of different disciplines. The hypotheses concerning the origins in oral tradition of the Homeric epics became a major critical method for the study of ancient, medieval, and contemporary literatures, and continues to serve as a theoretical basis for comparative studies of media that span different academic divisions, geographies, and historical periods (Foley, 1985: 11-2). When McLuhan emphasized that his method for the study of media was ‘complementary’ to the Parry/Lord research, it was precisely the contrast between oral and written forms that provided the basis for his extension of the method to forms of society and politics. Hence, the Parry/Lord claim that storehouse of formulaic expressions in the Iliad and Odyssey were built up through imitation and repetition, and their comparative approach (which sought to verify hypotheses concerning the long dead Greek manuscript tradition through a comparison with the then living oral tradition of South Slavic singers), is the foundation for McLuhan’s expansion of contrasting forms to different cultural domains and to many other time periods in human history. These claims and the comparative method took their impetus from several other scholars, whose arguments were also influenced by the Parry/Lord approach. Comparative analysis of parallel situations at different points in history is the contribution to the method proposed by Innis. Taking a page from the Parry/Lord field studies, he suggested that past transitions in technology can shed light on current concerns just as they had used contemporary phenomena to illuminate the past. History, argued Innis, provides a lab for studying the relations between technology and culture. The central communication technology in a civilization is a powerful force that impinges on nearly every facet of life. Identifying the predominating medium in a culture makes it possible to discover what the physical and social pattern of that culture has to be, he asserted, cautioning that this central form and all its powers are frequently masked from the attention of those living in that specific technological environment. The dominant communication technology, he maintained, creates a bias or a kind of blindness and these effects are imperceptible to those living in that technological and cultural environment. Innis stated that observing how media impacted different cultures at various points in history ‘may enable us to see more clearly the bias of our own’ (Innis, 1951: 34-44). While the postulates relating to Homer in McLuhan’s method and theory were based on the scholarship of Parry and Lord, the arguments pertaining to Plato’s part in the transfer from formulaic techniques to writing in Greek culture were contributed by Havelock and Ong. Havelock’s Preface to Plato (and other works) argued that ancient Greek society was ‘wholly oral’ and that after the introduction of the phonetic alphabet, there was ‘a long period of resistance to the use of letters’, so that Athenian culture did not become literate for about three centuries. After Homer, he emphasized, the methods for transmitting the culture began to change as Greek education gradually reoriented around literate forms of communication and instruction. Even up to Plato’s time, he



77



78



Messages-Papers



said, the introduction of the alphabet made ‘little practical difference to the educational system or to the intellectual life of adults’ (Havelock, 1986: 90; 1966: 38; 44-67). Following a comparative analysis of the language and style found in Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey with that observed Plato’s dialogues, Havelock (1963) pointed to the lack of formulaic patterning in Plato’s writings. Underscoring the sections of Book X that banish the poets and their poetry (Rep. 598d-602a), he assumed that the reason why Plato’s Socrates was dismissing the poets was because he was rejecting their education based on the use of imitative formulas. Plato was urging that his own philosophy replace Homer as the central literature in Greek education. With the ascendance of literacy, Havelock argued, more and more of the cultural heritage was set down in writing and traditional ways were challenged. Plato’s attack on the poets was, he asserted, a rejection of the oral tradition in which the bards merely imitated and copied words and phrases without any genuine knowledge of what they were doing. Plato’s assault, he maintained, was a denunciation of the formulaic style produced by the Greek oral mentality, a state of mind that was in tension with new modes of thought made possible by the effects of the alphabet. Havelock’s claims about Plato were augmented by Ong, who further refined the arguments concerning the split between orality and literacy so that ‘the relationship between Homeric Greece and philosophy after Plato was not continuous, but disruptive and antagonistic’ (Ong, 1991: 167-8). Though the claims about the ground-breaking importance of the technology of the phonetic alphabet presented a challenge to established conceptions of Greek culture and generated major controversy when they first appeared in the mid-20th century, the argument about the gradual nature of the modulation to literacy is no longer in question. Researchers have found significant evidence of a protracted phase of interplay between formulaic habits and literate modes of expression that stretched on for centuries after Plato (Robb, 1983: 3; Lentz, 1989: 176; Thomas, 1992: 103; Cook-Gumperz & Gumperz, 1981). The argument that Homeric poetry has it origins in orality has gained broad acceptance as well. The claim that Plato is an exemplar of literacy and an ‘author’ (in the way we conceive that role in contemporary culture) has rarely been scrutinized. Field studies of contemporary oral cultures demonstrate that traditional language and poetics persist for a long time after writing is introduced. Composers and their communities of reception do not automatically forsake traditional forms and immediately adopt literate modes of expression when writing first appears on the scene. Initially, the familiar language and style that is understood by both composers and spectators continues to be employed. Oral-formulaic language and organizational patterns are recorded in writing and signal to readers the same meanings and messages that guided spectators’ understanding in oral performance culture, even though the presentation is no longer live (Foley, 1999: 17-8; 45). In spite of the research that has confirmed that the Greek oral tradition lasted for hundreds of years after Plato, the notion that the dialogues are representatives of alphabetic writing only, and that ‘Plato was an author – in the modern sense – has rarely been given a second thought. While the contrast between Homer’s orality and Plato’s literacy in Havelock’s Preface to Plato was initially ‘trumpeted to an unreceptive world’ (Thomas, 1995), it turns out that this resistance focused on the now ‘largely discredited argument’ that ‘it was the introduction of the alphabet that led to the development of science, philosophy and ‘the true beginning of consciousness’ (Nunberg, 2011: 10). The argument that Plato is a representative of literacy has formed a tacit assumption that continues to justify reading the dialogues as authored books and solely through the lens of literary-critical methods of exegesis. However, not only is the argument that Plato’s dialogues mark a sudden shift to literacy at odds with both the evidence and the arguments in the theory that describe the lengthy and gradual nature of the change of medium, but there are also significant problems with the view that Plato’s banishment of the poets was a rejection of formu-
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laic patterns of thought and education. The assumption that Plato’s condemnation of the poets represents a denunciation of the formulaic style is problematic, and cannot be supported by statements in the dialogues. In the Republic, Plato has Socrates criticize the education of the poets in an effort to instate his own system as a substitute. However, the system he was trying to establish – as is stated outright in Book X of the Republic (598a-601e) and confirmed by Aristotle’s report of Plato’s teaching (Metaphysics I. IV. 9-v. 1-VI. 10) – was the philosophy of the Pythagoreans. Plato was ‘for the most part’ a Pythagorean, states Aristotle, and he supplemented their teachings with some ideas from Heraclitus and Socrates and added in some ideas of his own. Plato was not advocating for literacy. Havelock read the passages concerning the banishment of the poets as proof that Plato was dismissing the oral tradition as represented by Homer. However, this section of the dialogue presents a lengthy comparison of two traditions in order to determine which one offers the best education, the tradition associated with Homer and his ‘tribe’, or the one associated with Pythagoras and his followers. At every stage of the discussion, Plato’s Socrates establishes that the tradition and way of life inaugurated by Pythagoras provides the superior training. The comparison in this passage (Rep. 598a-601e) can be outlined as follows. The square bracket indicates a topic that is not stated explicitly.



Pythagoras



Homer



Pythagoreans knows arts, virtue, vice, and divine things works with reality [] produces the exemplar devotes himself to real things leader among men can see forms and colors leaves noble deeds and works is the theme of praise transmitted a Pythagorean way of life a good legislator credited with public service a guide in education, i. e. serious men took pleasure in associating with him successors carry on the tradition and are distinguished among contemporaries



homeridae, the Homeric tribe does not know the truth works with phantoms three removes from reality produces the semblance imitates leader of tragedy sees only words and phrases leaves works is the praiser did not transmit a way of life is not a legislator no public service a form of play no associates poets carry on the tradition poets are not distinguished



As is quite clear, in the comparison with the ‘Homeric tribe’, the competition turns out to be the Pythagoreans, not a new tradition based on the technology of the alphabet that Plato was in process of creating. According to the Republic, the Homeric tradition is not dismissed in order to advocate its replacement by writing. It is rejected and in its stead, Plato champions his own philosophy, which is said to belong to the tradition that was ‘transmitted to posterity’ by the students of Pythagoras. Havelock, Ong, and then McLuhan, located Plato on the writing side of the turning point between the oral tradition and the literate mentality and saw the dialogues as representing a
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discontinuous leap into literacy. This assumption is betrayed by Havelock’s statement that ‘Plato was writing at the crucial moment of transition from orality to literacy’ (Havelock, 1986: 111); Ong’s contention that the change from orality to literacy ‘was not continuous’; and McLuhan’s argument that Plato was a ‘representative of the new literate culture of Greece’. However, since studies show that in the initial stages of the move from speech to text, ‘prose at first conformed to the previous rules for the poetic’, as Havelock himself noted (1963: 39), what would be expected is that Plato’s dialogues would fall somewhere between the poles of poetry and prose, a hybrid or ‘double form’ that is simultaneously formulaic and circular and linear and sequential. The theory leads us to anticipate that Plato’s writings would reflect this kind of hybridity and reciprocity between poetry and philosophy. Havelock emphasized the notion of a hybrid form when he said that prose at first conformed to the principles of poetic composition, that initially, writing was utilized as a tool for preserving what had ‘been shaped for preservation orally,’ when he concluded that letters were for a long while ‘used to inscribe an orality which was slowly modifying itself in order to become a language of literacy,’ and when he said that ‘Plato was the first to adapt sustained oral teaching into continuous written discourse’ (Havelock, 1963: 56). McLuhan stated that Plato ‘straddled the oral and the written’ and ‘lived in a double world’. Even as Ong urged a discontinuity in the tradition, he maintained that initially at least, prose writing contained a ‘residue’ of the set expressions and formulaic organization that epitomize formulaic composition. Further still, Ong went on to identify a number of characteristic features of the traditional style that carried over into written texts as a vestige of formulaic patterning, naming as specific examples the system of ‘places’ or ‘topics’ that developed over time into ‘ring composition’ (Ong, 1967: 84). Ong said that if we find in written texts the ‘formulaic tendency to repeat at the end of an episode elements from the episodes beginning,’ then it is certain that these symmetrical patterns are residues of traditional composition (Ibid.). Still, the possibility that Plato’s writings might manifest traditional patterning did not appear on the radar, even though both the theory and the evidence lead to the expectation that Plato’s dialogues are a merger of traditional and textual systems and cultures, and not just an artefact of the technology of writing. Juxtaposing statements from McLuhan, Havelock, and Ong highlights these incongruences and oppositions in the theory. While the theory creates the expectation of the dialogues’ hybridity, when the theory was applied to Plato, the dialogues became an exception to the rule. While Ong theorized the ‘transformation of the word’ as a continuum that followed a developmental progression from ‘formulas’ to ‘places’ (literally, ‘topics’), to the ‘headings of literate categories’ (Ong, 1967: 80-1) so that the balanced symmetries of the ring composition were ‘intermediate between the oral and the chirographic-typographic’ (Ong, 1967: 26), he stated at the same time that formulaic composition was ‘superseded’ by Plato. While Havelock argued that in the development of human thought, Plato’s theory of forms was a ‘transition’ between the concrete image-thinking of oral poetry, and the arrangement under general headings or categories of the abstract concepts of philosophy (Havelock, 1963: 259-60), his argument was that in the dialogues, there is no evidence whatsoever of formulaic ring composition. The heart of the matter is that there is a tension and inconsistency at the very foundations of media theory. The hypotheses concerning Plato’s authorship and promotion of literacy cannot be supported, either by the evidence or by other premises of the theory.
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2. Methodology: Ring Composition Let me now describe the features that characterize ring composition in Homer and other ancient Greek texts – features that may be used to identify similar circular formulaic patterns in Plato’s dialogues. In ring composition, the plot is ordered into a symmetrical series of topics on either side of a center. As the plot unfolds, the topics raised in the discourse move from a starting point through a prescribed sequence to a mid-point after which the progression is repeated in reverse, so that the series of topics moves backward from the centre as it returns to the beginning, thereby forming a ring, typically represented on paper as follows: A – topic 1 B – topic 2 C – topic 3 D – turning-point C*-topic 3 response B*-topic 2 response A*-topic 1 response and return to starting point Of course, this way of depicting rings is a compromise; circular patterns are difficult to represent because they do not ‘flatten out well on a printed page’ (Peabody, 1975: 1-2 & 70). What should be noted is that in this A-B-C-D-C*-B*-A* progression (the asterisk indicates a repeated element), there is a relation between the topics in A that serve as the starting point in the series, the turning-point, and the topics discussed at place A* at the end of the sequence. This relation is signaled by repetition of key words, ideas, or themes. A and A* are parallels, matched pairs, or mirror-images, wherein A sets up the situation, the center repeats keywords, themes, and ideas, and A* responds to these ideas or resolves them. Larger scale plot rings encompass smaller rings that link with the overall circle to create spiraling forms. Thus the entire plot of the Republic and the Sophist are ring-composed (Barney, 2011; Dorter, 2006). Ring composition is also known as ‘chiasmus,’ emphasizing the cross over and inversion of the order of topics. It is sometimes called ‘pedimental writing’, denoting a sequence that goes up to a turning-point, changes direction, then comes down the other side. Another term for this circular form is ‘inclusio’, indicating that rings are a framing device that encompasses everything between the opening phrases and the conclusion (Douglas, 2007: 1-6). These are the features that scholars use to identify circular patterning in oral traditions and oral-derived literature. We will now use these features in a search for rings in Plato’s dialogues.



3. Ring Composition in Plato’s Sophist and Republic In Book X of Plato’s Republic (595a-c), Socrates asks his companions to define imitation; yet, no explicit definition is given. Only the Sophist presents overt and in-depth instructions for the definition of imitation (Soph. 265a-268d). Let us compare this passage from the Sophist that provides an extended explanation of the definition of imitation with the passage in the Republic that banishes the poets. Readers should use the Stephanus numbers of the passages to compare this outline of excerpted statements that form the ring with the full-length discourse in the dialogue. Words in bold faced type indicate the name of the topic as well as the keywords or ideas in that topic.
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A art (265a-b) B acquisition (angling, hunting, contention, merchant of learning, and other kinds, 265a) C production (power to bring into existence what did not exist before, 265b-e) D divine (gods, elements of nature, fire, water, living animals, plants, lifeless bodies, 265c) E human (things made out of nature by man are works of human art, 265b, e) F original (in building, produces an actual house, 266a) G image (266a, d) H likeness (eyes, dreams, 266b-d) I semblance (reflection, shadow, 266b-d) J tools (uses instrument, painting produces dream for waking eyes, 267a) K mimicry (producers person or voice is used as an instrument, 267a-b) L knows (knows thing impersonates, acquainted with traits or voice) M does not know (no knowledge of virtue, only an opinion, conceit) N simple (sincere, imagines that what he believes is knowledge) O ignorant (insincere, deceives others, 268a-b) P private (short arguments, forces to contradict themselves) Q public (long speeches to large assembly, 268b) R statesman (268b) S demagogue (a long-winded type, 268b) T wise man (the real, genuine, 268b) U sophist (268c) U* [sophist] T* [wise man] S* [demagogue] R* [statesman] Q* [public] P* [private] the art of contradiction making, (268c) O* descended from an insincere kind of conceited. .. (268c) N* [simple] M* [does not know] L* [knows] K* mimicry. .. (268c) J* [tools] I* of the semblance-making breed, presents a shadow play of words H* [likeness] G* derived from image making, distinguished as a portion (268d) F* [original] E* but human (268d) D* not divine (268c-d) C* production (268d) B* [acquisition] A* [art]



Table 1. The Definition of Imitation (Mimèsis) in Plato’s Sophist (265a-268d).
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A art: in poetry: poets and all other imitators, that kind of art is a corruption of the mind (595b) B acquisition (learning): of all listeners who do not possess as an antidote... (595b) C production (brings into existence what did not exist) [ ] D divine (elements of nature). .. a knowledge of its real nature… (595b) E human: certain love and reverence for Homer has possessed me from a boy (595b) F original: For he appears to have been the first teacher and beginner of tragedy G image: Could you tell me what imitation is? I do not apprehend it (595c) H likeness (eyes): often the dimmer vision sees things in advance of the keener. I semblance: posit one form for multiplicities with the same name J tools: of the many couches and tables, these utensils imply only two forms K mimicry: producer fixes his eyes on the form to make couches we use L knows: God, knowing this, created the unique couch with real being M does not know: painter will paint though he has no expertness N simple: in these arts, he deceives children and foolish men O ignorant (deceives others): making them believe it is real P private (short arguments in private): anyone reports to us Q public: who knows everything that men severally know R statesman: he is a simple fellow who met… (598d) S demagogue: a magician and imitator, is deceived T wise man: into the belief that he is all-wise U sophist: can’t tell knowledge from imitation U* sophist: we scrutinize tragedy and its leader, Homer T* [wise man]: these poets know all arts and things human S* [demagogue] critics fall in with imitators & are deceived R* [statesman] a man able to produce exemplar and semblance Q* [public] pursuits that make one better in public & private life P* [private] and many others are able by private teaching O* ignorant to impress upon their contemporaries the conviction that N* [simple] they will not be capable of governing their homes or city M* [does not know] unless they put him in charge of their education L* [knows] and make themselves beloved of wisdom K* mimicry. .. all the poetic tribe beginning with Homer are imitators of images J* [tools] the painter will fashion, knowing nothing of the cobbler’s art I* semblance-making. appears to be a cobbler to him and to those who know nothing H* [likeness] but judge by forms and colors, the poet, knowing nothing but how to imitate G* image making, lays on with words and phrases the colors of the arts so the equally ignorant F* [original] not the maker, cobbler & smith but only the man who understands the use E* human three arts are concerned with everything, the user’s art, the maker’s and the imitator’s D* not divine the excellence, beauty, rightness of every implement, living thing and action rely on use C* production for which each is made or by nature adapted? B* [acquisition] the user knows most and reports to the maker the good or bad effects in use of the thing A* [art]



Table 2. The Definition of Imitation (Mimèsis) in Plato’s Republic (595b-601e).
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Setting forth the series of topics in the Sophist and Book X of the Republic shows that the two passages are organized into an A-B-C-D-C*-B*-A* progression, and that both passages manifest all of the features that are characteristic of ring composition. The Sophist and the Republic move step-by-step through a series to a turning-point, change direction, and then move in reverse back to the topic that served as the starting point. Further, the very passage in the Republic that Havelock cited to support the claim that Plato was rejecting imitative formulaic expression has an implicit order that conforms to the circular definition of imitation in the Sophist. That this passage is organized into a circle adds weight to the argument that the use of formulaic expression is not the basis for the rejection of the poets. Taken together with the close reading of the argument comparing the poets and Homer with the philosophers and Pythagoras, the weight of evidence indicates that Plato is rejecting Homer and the poets because they imitate the forms without any genuine knowledge of them. He is arguing instead for the venerable Pythagorean tradition, a ‘whole way of life’ dedicated to a genuine knowledge of the forms and to producing exemplars rather than mere imitations of images. The Pythagorean tradition, at the time the dialogues were composed, extended backward in time to the centuries before literacy. Plato is not banishing the poets in order to champion literacy and writing, he is denouncing the ‘Homeric tribe’ and advocating instead for a different branch of the Greek tradition. It is not possible within the confines of this essay to set forth the many features that this ring in the Republic has in common with the definition of imitation in the Sophist. So here, I concentrate on one topic that appears at K and at K* in both dialogues: imitation (mimèsis). The Greek keyword, mimèsis (or its grammatical variants), occurs at K and K* in the ring in the Sophist and at K and K* in the ring in the Republic. In the Sophist, the imitator is said to use his own person or voice as an instrument for imitating traits or speech. The repetition of the term at K* confirms the matched pairs on opposite sides of the middle. The ring in the Republic is a smaller spiraling form that connects with earlier Books in the dialogue. In this smaller ring in the Republic, Homer is identified as the first teacher and ‘maker of tragedies’ whose works are three removes from truth. The relation between the topic at K in the initial series and at K* in the ‘responsion’ in the Republic is signaled by repetition of the keywords, topics, and ideas, so that ‘all the poetic tribe beginning with Homer are imitators of images’, and images are, as has been explained by Socrates, ‘three removes from the truth’ (597e). The parallel accounts of the poets’ imitation on either side of the turning-point signals the relation between matched pairs, so that K* confirms the topic under discussion, and responds to the issues set forth in the initial topic at K. The appearance of the Greek words for both Homer and imitation in the center of the ring under the topics for Sophist at U and U*, relates to the keywords, themes, and ideas at K and K* and suggests that the poets are a species of Sophist, with Homer as the greatest Sophist of them all. The aim of this brief demonstration has been to confirm the presence of the definition of imitation in a formulaic ring composition in the major passage that was used as evidence that Plato was rejecting formulaic composition. A related aim has been to give a sense of how the messages in Plato’s dialogues are communicated not simply through the content, but through the total configuration of form and content. Thus, the formulaic medium is a technology of communication that conveys messages over an above what appears in the content. We are able to understand that Homer and the poets are Sophists because of the extra information provided by the form of the definition, which I am arguing is an ancient medium of communication or technology of representation.
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Conclusion: The Global Village McLuhan’s famous maxim, ‘The medium is the message’, underscores two key principles of media theory: first, that messages are transmitted not simply through the content, but through the medium itself in interaction with the content (McLuhan, 1964: 7); and second, that the content of a medium is always the prior media. Two of Plato’s dialogues, the Sophist and the Republic, manifest the circular forms identified with the oral-formulaic technologies found in Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey – at the same time as they exhibit a mastery over linear prose expression. This finding is exactly what the theory would predict. Additionally, the presence of the formulaic definition for imitation in the section of the Republic that Havelock and then McLuhan referenced for the argument that Plato was denouncing the formulaic style adds to the weight of evidence that this premise of the theory requires revision. Additionally, this brief analysis demonstrated how meanings inhere in the formulaic medium, so that the form communicates messages in addition to the messages communicated by the content alone. The findings of this study make apparent that identification of ring composition in the dialogues is important for the interpretation the messages communicated by the discourse. Plato’s writings combine formulaic poetics with literate prose expression, and so meanings and messages emerge from the interplay between the circular and spiraling forms and the more straightforward and linear modes of communication. Thus, concentrating exclusively on the philosophical content in Plato’s writings while neglecting to take into account the circular forms into which the content is ordered means that the messages conveyed by the total relationship of form and content were not noticed by McLuhan, Havelock, and Ong – and classicists and philosophers more generally. These messages can now be recovered. The recovery of a hitherto unrecognized Platonic formulaic system for organizing and classifying information has the potential to revitalize our traditions concerning these classical texts. A new understanding of how ancient media communicate information in classic works that stand at the origins of our Western tradition will illuminate our collective past, and offer new insights into the ways that innovations in media might impact our future. In addition, the idea that Plato marks a break with tradition shifts to the idea of the dialogues as a ‘break boundary’ between traditional and textual media systems, technologies, mentalities, and cultures. Results corroborate both McLuhan’s assertions about the ‘doubleness’ of Plato’s writings, and Innis’s arguments about the slant produced by the dominant technology. In fact, Innis’s arguments concerning the blindness and bias produced by our immersion in the technology of the written word explain how McLuhan, Havelock, and Ong could have overlooked formulaic patterning in the dialogues at the same time as they were studying them in Homer. The findings in this study also suggest that the interplay between formulaic technologies and writing was more multifaceted and unruly than initially supposed and that the bias, blindness, and distorting power of the dominant medium is much more profound than originally thought. Further, the recognition of traditional forms in Plato calls into question the premise that the history of media can be divided into a sequence of discrete, discontinuous phases, and paves the way for a unified conception of the Greek tradition from Homer through to Aristotle and beyond. As well, the wall between poetry and philosophy, between the Homeric and Platonic traditions, and between speech and writing can be torn down to allow for a truly interdisciplinary and unified approach to the classical world and by extension, to contemporary media and culture. Just as studies in oral tradition indicate that the historical modulation from orality to literacy should be conceived in analogy with the spectrum rather than as different phases separated by a Great Divide, so too the arguments about ‘digital divides’ in our own time must be re-assessed



85



86



Messages-Papers



(Bharat, Merkel, and Bishop, 2004). Just as transitional works – those that were set forth in writing during the transfer from speech to document – fall along a continuum of expressive forms and take as their contents the previous media, so too we should expect that compositions created during the shift from print to digital media will for many years be hybrids reflecting ‘a complex series of graduations and transitions existing between the two’ forms (Foley, 1999; Gibson, 2009; Kellog, 1977: 655-65). As well, there may be barriers that impede access to computer-mediated communication, but these barriers will be permeable and not airtight. Removing inaccuracies makes the premises of the theory consistent, both internally and with the evidence, so the ‘field or mosaic approach’ provides a more powerful method for studying media history and philosophy, and for generating hypotheses concerning the potential impacts of the change to digital media currently taking place. Again, with a re-oriented theory, the hypothesis of a Great Divide changes to the subtler picture of media changes as a continuity encompassing interactions, blurry areas, and smaller cracks in the tradition rather than as a series of progressive advances divided by giant rifts and discontinuities. We must abandon the view of media, communication, cognition, and culture as a series of evolutionary leaps forward, with Homer’s formulaic style representing a primitive and uncivilized stage of human cognition and culture relative to Plato’s literacy. Similarly, the view of Plato’s dialogues as demarcating the initial phase of humanities’ progress to a better, more highly developed, civilized, and superior stage gives way to a view of the dialogues as a hybrid medium that incorporates the previous media into a revolutionary, not an evolutionary, new form. In this new view, Plato’s writings are a break-boundary – not a break – between old and new media. Finally, the idea that Plato represents a big step forward from the ‘primitive’ tribal mentality of the Greek oral tradition to a better more ‘civilized’ stage of communication is a key factor in the intellectual underpinning that has and continues to serve as the rationalization for the obliteration of the languages and traditions of oral societies and tribal cultures around the world because they are backward, inferior, and of lesser value (Chamberlain, 2002: 72). McLuhan once said that writing has often been used as a weapon of power over oral cultures, ‘Western man with his alphabet has always felt it mandatory to impose it on all other people’ (McLuhan, 2003: 228). Plato’s dialogues are important sources of information about the classical world, and they have had a major impact on the history of ideas. Alfred North Whitehead stated that the Western tradition ‘consists of a series of footnotes to Plato’ (Whitehead, 1929/1978: 39). If Plato’s writings are a mixture of poetic and philosophical expression, created by way of formulas that communicate meanings and messages that have neither been fully recognized nor understood, then a re-assessment will supply new information relevant to both the study of the classical world and to the appreciation of oral and tribal cultures in the Global Village today. Such a re-evaluation of the place of Plato’s dialogues in the Literate Revolution has the potential to increase our understanding of ancient oral-derived expression, and of oral histories, traditions, and even contemporary media that were constructed on the Greek paradigm. As the transfer to digital media continues to accelerate, it is possible that new knowledge of the communication technologies employed by cultures in the past will come to light. Let us hope that the advent of digital media will remove the blinders imposed by print technologies, open our eyes to the value of living oral and tribal cultures, and perhaps even lead to a broader, more expansive and inclusive vision of the Global Village. Acknowledgements This research is supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC).
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Learning in Digital Media; the Legacy of McLuhan and his Impact on Formal Education Ruth S. Contreras Espinosa, Irene García Medina University of Vic



Introduction The works of McLuhan have a continuing influence upon academia and it is enough to substitute ‘electronic media’ by ‘digital media’ in his work so that his conclusions are still valid. Today, the education system faces an explosion of information and knowledge and a distribution of social knowledge, but also faces a fight for changing the linear speech and the frame normalized of formal technicians. This is the inheritance that is being left to the students; a legacy where the formal surroundings of education generate evaluation systems with standard criteria that legitimate the knowledge but that punish more than stimulate the creativity of the student. McLuhan was able to anticipate the inexorable transit to a new age, which some texts named as the ‘Information Age’, and also anticipated that education, amongst other things, would transform adopting technologies of electronic communication. These works were criticized in their time (Gambino, 1972), and today also we can find critics on the use of technologies in the learning process, an example is the International Center of Research for the Development (Fonseca, 2005) that mentions the need to surpass this magic vision that the introduction of technologies improves education by itself. Díaz A. (2006), bases his criticisms on the risks of implementing transformations that do not have a conceptual or strategic basis. For education to adopt new communication technologies a paradigm change is required, that reflects not only modifications on a methodological level, but it also changes the culture and the organization of education itself. During the 80s, attention was given to the needs of teachers; in the 90s the attention was given to the interaction, now however this decade requires a pronunciation on the effects that bring new technologies in the learning system and the organization of the formal surroundings of education. This era has promoted an educational reform (definitely, most of the time) in which the students are no longer passive, but they choose innovative and interactive learning methodologies, in accordance with the contemporary theories of education, we could mention like an example the use of platforms such as Facebook, Slideshare or YouTube. The majority of these methodologies are a complement to the traditional classroom, or they work as a product of special projects that function outside the organization of the normalized school, but still have not been integrated on the organization of the education on a big scale. If technology is going to play a very important role in other ways in which we learn, then it would be important to pay more attention to the way institutions use these technologies, also, it would be important to take care of teachers on their role as managers of educational technology into use, and not only like creators of content. If an investment of infrastructure is made (hardware, software, connectivity), then it would be necessary to realize in a parallel way, diverse proposals for the infrastructure (contents, connection networks), for the management (sustainability, impact evaluation, operation), without forgetting the info-culture (digital literacy, collaboration, participation).
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The use of the technologies should not be studied as a world far away of education, since their use generates new forms of informal learning, social expression and new ways to perceive reality. The ‘Lifelong Learning’ establishes that it is necessary to recognize the value of this informal learning and for this, it is necessary to create mechanisms that help to validate this invisible knowledge which is not certified. Developed countries such as France promote its development (OECD/CERI, 2009), and some formal qualification systems like Cedefop, already advance in its accreditation. In this paper, we carry out a bibliographic analysis on the vision of Marshal McLuhan and the vision adopted by diverse current authors regarding the use of the new interactive learning technologies. The paper also analyzes the transformation that the formal surroundings of education will have to undergo. The conclusions show us that the technologies open new possibilities of language and expression, and that technological advances have an impact necessarily on the social institutions that precede them, and therefore these entities have to study the way in that these new technologies need to be integrated into their educational work (proposals no only of investment of infrastructure) in order to improve their social function. This change could mean a reward for the students, and in the words of McLuhan ‘The citizens of the future. . . they will be rewarded by their diversity and by their originality’ (Oliveira, 1976).



1. The Legacy of McLuhan The ideas of McLuhan concerning the effects of the technologies of communication were inspired partially, by the work of Harold Innis (1894-1952). Harold Innis (1951) argued which ones were the particular qualities of the technologies of communication and that the promo- tion of a technological invention can give place to the fall of a form of social organization. He also wrote that the technologies of communication have a central role in the creation of the human societies, since they affect to the flow or control of information, and he studied the properties and dominant ways of communication, his effects in human interaction and in social structures of power. McLuhan (1996) insisted on understanding the importance of the technological changes aside from opinions: the effects of technology are not produced to the level of opinions or concepts, but they modify the sensory indexes, or guidelines of perception, regularly and without finding resistance. The city as a classroom (that regrettably did not have the attention that the educators wanted it to have) marked a clear aim; to sharpen the perception of the secondary school student about the cities where they live, and therefore mitigate the effects that the electronic life could have on them. McLuhan wanted young students to be more able to explore their surroundings find clues that enables them to better understand the nature of the contemporary world (Matie, et al., 1987). New generations are in a world where digital communications have a main role in his training and in the understanding of reality. Studies, like ‘Observatory of tendencies’ (NOKIA and CONECTA, 2010), show precisely the habits of a digital born generation. This study was carried by Nokia and the consultancy CONECTA over two years and was initiated in 2010. Six further studies have been added that describe with his results the relation of the young adults with technology. Those born in the digital age of between 15 and 18 years, use currently social networks, chats and blogs without limit. They employ all type of devices to store information. The computer is a basic element in the life of the digital generation. McLuhan (1969) already mentioned in his writings the computer like an instrument more of electronic fixation of the
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information. His book discusses the electronic interdependence that re-creates the world of a global village and states the following: ‘Instead to evolution toward an enormous library of Alexandria, the world has turned into a computer, an electronic brain, exactly like a story of science fiction for children’ (McLuhan, 1969). He made us a premonition that today is a reality: ‘the computer keeps the promise of technologically creating a state of understanding and universal unit, a state of absorption in the logos that can join humanity in a family’ (McLuhan, 1969). His ideas also inspired the books of Castells (1997).



2. Digital Media on Formal Education One of the characteristics of traditional education is the predominance of the printed media, and this was the case until a few years ago. McLuhan and Leonard already they re- ferred to this: ‘In an age when even such staid institutions as banks and insurance companies have been altered almost beyond recognition, today’s typical classroom in physical layout, method and content of instruction still resembles the classroom of 30 or more years ago’ (McLuhan and Leonard, 1967: 23). The organization of modern schools based in grouping the students according to their age and/or capacity, according to knowledge, thematic area and level of difficulty, reflects the same visual logic that is used in printed media: it is linear and hierarchical. Some of the structures used by formal institutions and that reflect this logic are (Lynch, 2002): · Students grouped by age. · Knowledge grouped in disciplines and/or subjects. · Periods of time allocated to a particular subject matter or limiting access to subjects without having studied another. · Subject matter is divided in parts and levels of difficulty. · Classrooms designed for the education of masses and directed by the professor. · The students work individually and in a competitive way. · The hierarchical structure of knowledge in fields limiting the horizontal movement between subjects. · The movement of students in the classroom and the communication between students is limited. · Education based in projects or in studies of cases is not compatible with the available physical areas for the student. This linear logic is based upon a standardized system and regulated in agreement with some formal and technical guidelines that teachers have to follow. Otherwise, this could lead to a lack of credibility in the new forms to produce the knowledge or result in a less rigorous system. In the case of the students, without the widest possible standardization, they run the risk of not attaining the school aims. Those that attain them are not necessarily the strongest, but those that have adapted to the predominant paradigm, and not to the educational system or to the educational curriculum. This is the legacy that must not be taken away from the university careers, in which at present there are some standard criteria that are those that legitimate the knowledge. McLuhan predicted that the structures and roles of the traditional school would transform, accepting increasingly the logic of the electronic communication. This can translate in to a situation where the current structure would have to include the integration of mixed age classes,
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the learning organized around the approach and resolution of problems, and in the learning based in projects. This would be the beginning and tasks of multidisciplinary investigation, flexible organization for the students and his time, and especially, classrooms designed to exert the interaction should be included. McLuhan and Leonard (1967) describe: ‘New educational devices, though important, are not as central to tomorrow’s schooling as are new roles for student and teacher. Citizens of the future will find much less need for sameness of function or vision. To the contrary, they will be rewarded for diversity and originality. Therefore, any real or imagined need for standardized classroom presentation may rapidly fade; the very first casualty of the present day school system may well be the whole business of teacher led instruction as we know it’ (McLuhan and Leonard, 1967: 24). In the literature review, criticisms can be found concerning the use of technologies in the learning (Fonseca, 2005). The International Center of Investigations for the Development mentions for example the need to surpass this magic vision that the introduction of technologies improves education by itself, while Díaz (2006) directs his critique at the risk of implementing transformations that are not accompanied by conceptual and strategic frames. The introduction of technologies or new devices in education although important, are not so for education as much as the new roles of the student and of the professor. Without a change in the roles, the introduction of the technology, massive as it has done up to now, ends up generating an ineffective repetition of the pre-existing situation simply expanded by the technological media. If we concentrate on the review of Linch (2002), the qualities that have to reflect a new logic in the roles, include the following activities: 1. The teachers have to facilitate the location and understanding of the multidisciplinary information. 2. The distinctions between teacher, professor, tutor and/or administrator have to disappear. 3. The students have to be free to move around the buildings and school. 4. The communication between the students has to be promoted and maximized. 5. The students have to participate directly in the solution of real problems. 6. The students have to work in a cooperative way. McLuhan himself reflects on the media and technologies, referring to his linguistic fundamental structure. In addition, Bruce Powers, professor of the University of Niágara and a recognized expert in the area of the technologies of communication, reflect on the subject, referring to the media and the technologies: Not only are they like language, if not that in its essential form, are language whose origin comes from the capacity of man to extend himself through his senses to the part that surrounds it (McLuhan and Powers, 1989).



3. The Current Vision of Learning via Digital Media The reforms resulting from contemporary theories, the predictions of diverse authors on education, and the effects noticed by researchers, are ideas near to the vision promoted by McLuhan, who discovered this phenomenon. He discovered the way in which technology changes man and vice versa and redefines them in a bidirectional unfinished movement (LabCom Javeriana, 2010). For example, Cornu (1995) wrote about the integration of technology as a process that
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transforms the organization of the school at all levels. Diverse authors have expressed the opinion that the application of new technologies in formal educational institutions goes hand in hand with the reform of the functions and structures of the education. Duchateau (1995) maintains that allowing students to work in a group represents a valuable opportunity for inter and multi disciplined activities that are not limited by borders of the subject. The interpretation is that subjects would no longer be grouped in future, reflecting that the main aim of the education is turning into the act of learning in general. In his review on the effects of information technology on education and learning, Toomey (2001) observes that diverse reports identify information technology as a cause of reform in the school system, and concludes that the strategic introduction of technology in schools could become daily practice. The Group US Panel on Educational Technology (Becker and Ravitz, 1999: 357) argued that the true promise of the use of technology in education is its potential to facilitate fundamental and qualitative changes in the nature of learning. Pierson (2001) finds that the skills of the professors, technology and pedagogical strategies, are all important in the determination of how education integrates with information technology on a daily basis. Therefore, if it is required that professors succeed to integrate information technology in their teaching, in addition to ensuring that they have the opportunity to develop knowledge and pertinent skills, is important to foresee the opportunities for the continuous development of the pedagogical capacity in general. All these visions of education and the role of new technologies, amongst other things, show that the majority of researchers have studied whether the secondary effects of the integration of technologies are coherent with the predictions of the changes in the organization of education. There are also some publications that question the structures and traditional functions of schooling. These include: Commission of the European Communities (2000), Craw- ford (1999), Hawkins (1993), Knupfer (1993), and UK Department of Education & Skills (2001). There is no doubt that the introduction of information technology and the modification of the education system are taking place. Examples such as the project initiated by Bill Clinton in 1996 (the report Getting America’s Students Ready for the 21st Century, Meeting the Technology Literacy Challenge, (1997) describes it) and project 1X1 implemented in Spain in 2009 by the Spanish government, demonstrate a change, although not with the planned rapidity and scope. This can be attributed to institutions keeping their traditional strategies and a lack of understanding concerning the challenge and opportunities that the technology can offer. It is necessary to take advantage of these movements to create customized new learning surroundings, able to articulate all the dimensions and anchorages of previous learning methodologies and generate others (Downes, 2009). Web 2. 0 already has allowed the generation of diverse methodologies of learning and new options of the use of the free tools. Facebook, Twitter, You tube, Second Life are examples of this. As a result of the joint work of hundreds of professors, the base of digital pedagogy is beginning to take shape (Buckingham, 2008; Piscitelli, 2009). They are no longer the odd virtual ethnographies and studies and can be found in common use (Reid, 1994; Markham, 1998; Wilson and Peterson, 2002). The most significant changes take place in the knowledge communities of because they represent new forms of collaboration and participation and create a new perspective for digital natives. These publications show the vision of McLuhan and his influence, however, other ideas can be found regarding the interaction of the technologies with the institutionalized structures and its functions. Furlong, Facer and Sutherland (2000), state that the way technologies are becoming part of daily life has been much more complex than initially planned. In the investigations, the technology is often described with an approach in which the roles
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of professors and students require of real modifications in their relation and in the exchange of information and experience. Games, for example, represent a format of instruction similar to immersion (Molano and Martinez, 2006) and some educational surroundings provide complex relations and rich experiences that the traditional educational system does not provide. In the report School innovation: Pathway to the knowledge society, Cuttance (2000) carried out a review in twenty schools and showed a split between learning in the school and the learning outside the classroom due to changes in the school calendar and changes in the physical surroundings of the classroom. It concludes that, ‘the experiences of the schools that have treated to integrate information technology in its learning environment in the last decade, indicate clearly the need for other compatible changes’. It is therefore the moment to transform the role of teachers as managers of technology used and not only simply creators of content. It is the moment to look for experiences that enrich learning and generate personalized learning surroundings in addition to promoting a real reform in the function and structure of education. What could involve the transformation of subjects that, until now, have been grouped as we know them to be, and succeed in transforming education into understanding how to learn rather than just memorizing a traditional subject.



Conclusions The points of view of the contemporary authors on the effects of technologies of communication in education reflect the influence of the already adopted ideas previously put forward by Marshall McLuhan in the years 1950 and 1960. His contributions confirm the effects of the introduction of technologies in the development of new societies, and verify the need to modify the operational procedures of educational institutions, as well as the form in which individuals relate to one other and learn. As a conclusion, the main points of view and contributions of diverse authors are grouped and described. They should be taken into account in future by all the actors involved in formal education. a) Digital Media: An Opportunity to Change the Organization of Education. Digital media have impacted social institutions that precede them, and therefore these entities have to study the way that the new technologies have to be integrated in teaching. This pressure creates new rules in which digital media have to form part of education, and thus the use of the technologies has to be studied as part of education due of its importance. This also needs to be seen from a transversal critical and integrated perspective. Schooling is often seen in forms that reflect the tribal logic of these technologies, however, the realization of this logic consists in practices, structures and functions that are incongruous with the institutions of education. The transition of an education that reflects the logic of the impression supposes a major change, but no only in the implementation of the technology, but it also requires changes in the culture and the organization of education. As stated by Cobo (2010), if an investment is made to create infrastructure (hardware, software, connectivity), there would have to exist diverse proposals for its use (contents, networks of exchange), for the management (sustainability, evaluation of impact, operation), without forgetting to the info-culture (digital literacy, collaboration, participation). Other authors like Duchateau (1995), Toomey (2001), Cornu (1995), LabCom (2010), and Becker and Ravitz (1999) agree that the technology is a door to change the organization of education.
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b) The New Role of Education Linch (2002), Nokia and CONECTA (2010), Pierson (2001), Commission of the European Communities (2000), Crawford (1999), Hawkins (1993), Knupfer (1993), and UK Department of Education & Skills (2001) mention the importance of modifying the current roles. What matters are neither the contents nor the media that bear them, but the structure of the space in which the student takes control, splitting of some strategic notions of the teacher. In this situation, the teacher renounces the role of being only actor in possession of the knowledge and yielding space to the student. In the era of internet, a vertical transmission of the information and control of power. When new roles between professor and student are created, the taking of decisions becomes decentralized and contributes to generate new profiles of students. This will create leaders of projects, creators of documentation or perhaps a community manager. Therefore, the change of the role of the professor will allow the implementation of strategies that promote the auto learning on a day to day basis and learning based in problems and/or collaborative learning. ‘Lifelong Learning’ establishes that it is necessary to recognize the value of the informal learning (Longworth, 2002) and although the mechanisms have not been created that would help to validate this knowledge and certify it, is strategic to promote the change of roles. The aim would be that in the future it is possible to create these mechanisms to validate knowledge that has not been learned in the classroom. Recognize the strategic value of the knowledge obtained in an informal manner, is a pending task of formal education, but is necessary to begin the transformation from down upwards, changing the current roles of the education. c) Innovative and Interactive Methodologies Technology has been used to deliver content, in other words, the message of modern education. This means that new technologies open up new possibilities of language and expression, and champion a new form to carry the educational reform by innovative uses of media that are consistent with the contemporary theories of education (Lynch, 2002). With this, the students stop being passive, and opt for methodologies of innovative and interactive learning. The use of innovative and interactive methodologies does not mean to use alternative methodologies instead of the traditional method. Instead, it tries to develop competitions between teachers and students so that there is a more dynamic role, using sources of current varied and motivating information and a definite, interactive and cooperative methodology of work (García and Gonzalez, 2005). The conclusions show us that technological advances have an impact necessarily on the social institutions that precede them, and therefore these entities have to study the way to incorporate them into their educational work in order to improve their social function. It is important to introduce modifications on a methodological level, but it is important not to forget that technological advances change the culture and the organization of education itself. It is necessary to invest in infrastructure (hardware, software, connectivity), but also it would be necessary to realize in a parallel way, diverse proposals for the infrastructure (con- tents, connection networks), for the management (sustainability, impact evaluation, operation), without forgetting the infoculture (digital literacy, collaboration, participation). In summary, technology has to integrate entirely with the organization of the education and become a complement of the traditional classroom or has to be integrated as a special product from outside of the organization of the normal school. If the technologies are to play an important role in the transformation of the way schools are seen and conceived, then the institutions
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have to promote the use of these technologies in order to be able to improve its social function. The development of the native digital generation will definitively have a very strong influence over the course of education, which undergoes radical transformations in institutions. More value will be given to anything that wakes up interest in this generation of much more demanding consumers and citizens who are better informed (Islas, 2009). The capacity to carry out multiple tasks represents a distinctive characteristic of this generation. The systems of current formal education will, not without difficulty, achieve to call the attention of individuals that understand the possibility to transform education into being much more interactive, dynamic and of course, motivating.
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Introduction. Opening Education: More an academic necessity than an intellectual game If students could take courses from anywhere, a marketplace of instruction would emerge that should lead the best to rise: the aggregated university (Jarvis, 2009: 215). In the 21st Century, an increasing number of citizens have access to Higher Education1. However, the imbalance between free contents available on the Internet and expensive enrolment fees, particularly in the Anglo-Saxon universities, could cause long term problems for the Higher Education system. If the on-line experience is reasonably similar in activities and quality to the teaching provided in the classroom, why not consider a disintermediation of Higher Education, as has occurred in other business models such as the culture industry. What would happen if citizens and governments rejected university degrees that certify these institutions as a unique source of learning and professional legitimation? It is well known that there is currently an active debate in the European Union about recognition and validation of informal learning (Council of the European Union, 2009)2. The aim of this debate is to design new accreditation methods that are not limited by the constraints imposed by formal education institutions. In this context the analysis of and reflection on disintermediation practices in Higher Education is more an academic necessity than an intellectual game. All the communication and cultural industries have already debated this phenomenon: Why should Higher Education avoid the discussion on disintermediation? This article explores questions such as: To what extent is this phenomenon reshaping the traditional role of the university? Will it cause a crisis in the educational institutions? Will this disintermediation of education evolve towards the disappearance of institutions like schools and universities? In the following pages we reflect on these topics and propose new categories for understanding them.
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1. Defining Disintermediation 1.1 Disintermediation In a few words disintermediation could be defined as ‘cutting out the middleman’ in the production / distribution / consumption chain. The main objective of disintermediation is to decrease the final cost of the product and accelerate the entire economic process. Although the concept of disintermediation was first introduced in the 1960s in the banking industry, it only became widely popularized in the 1990s after the spread of the World Wide Web. In the mid 90s the expansion of the WWW raised discussions about possible new intermediations in fields such as recorded music, cars, computers, books, music, video rental, the construction trade sector, hotel reservations and capital markets. In 1995 the Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication published a Special Issue on Electronic Commerce.1 At that time the potential of the World Wide Web as a distribution channel and a medium for marketing communications almost clear. Considered as a distribution channel, the web potentially offered providers the possibility of participating in a market in which distribution costs or cost-of-sales shrank to zero, especially in certain sectors like publishing, information services and digital product categories. The introduction of the appropriate information technology in the industry value allowed the manufacturer to leap over all intermediaries and to reduce the cost of the whole process (Hoffman, Novak, and Chatterjee, 1995; Wigand and Benjamin, 1995). Among the benefits for the producers Michalski (1995) stated that ‘digital products can be delivered immediately, hence such businesses may encounter massive disintermediation or even the eventual elimination of the middleman’ (1995). According to Sarkar, Butler and Steinfield (1995), reducing costs and internalizing activities are the main arguments for cutting out intermediaries. On the Web buyers and sellers can access and contact each other directly, potentially eliminating some of the marketing cost and constraints imposed by these interactions in the real world (Hoffman, Novak, and Chatterjee, 1995). Disintermediation soon reached popular cybercultural discourses (Silver, 2000; Scolari, 2008, 2009). In 1997 Nicholas Negroponte wrote in his classic column in Wired magazine (1997) that ‘the new story of disintermediation is an old bits-and-atoms classic. The complex process of ‘things’ has created a food chain of middlemen and wholesalers who import, export, warehouse, and redistribute physical items.’ Disintermediation and other concepts like end-user empowerment, outsourcing and re-intermediation became the buzzwords of the late 1990s (Fourie, 1999). End-user empowerment refers to end-users having access to information and having the necessary skills to retrieve their own information according to their own needs; in other words, they can do it on their own. With empowerment users should be less dependent on information specialists. This does not necessarily mean that the information specialist as an intermediary will become obsolete: not all end-users will have the time or the interest to make their own searches. Disintermediation was one of the basic (and utopian) components of the cybercultural discourse in the mid 1990s. Managers included disintermediation in their digital wishlist, scholars transformed this process into one of their favourite research objects and journalists fed the discursive machine with utopian visions of a new economy.



1 In 1995 the Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication published a Special Issue on Electronic Commerce edited by Charles Steinﬁeld: http://jcmc.indiana.edu/vol1/issue3/vol1no3.html
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In the following section we will reflect on re-intermediation, a basic concept for understanding the contemporary transformation of Higher Education systems. 1.2 To re-intermediate (cyberintermediation) Are intermediaries doomed to becoming an extinct species? How can intermediaries survive in the new digital system? Negroponte recommended that if threatened the intermediary should ‘re-intermediate by adding a new dimension of value. Typically, this is a service with some flavour of added personalization’ (1997). As early as 1995, in the middle of the debate on disintermediation, some scholars warned about the limits of these processes. For example Sarkar, Butler and Steinfield (1995) disagreed that the radical restructuring of the manufacturer-consumer relationship would cause intermediaries to disappear. These researchers proposed expanding our view of intermediary functions to include search and product evaluation services (quality control, consumer reports, etc.), as well as services that help customers determine their needs, reduce consumer uncertainty, improve product communication, inform consumers about the existence and characteristics of products, enhance the packaging and distribution of goods, and influence consumers’ purchasing behaviour by providing information about this behaviour. According to their analysis – based on the nature of consumer needs, particularly in a computer-mediated environment – they suggested that both traditional and new types of intermediaries still have a role to play. They even introduced a new figure: the cyberintermediator. In this new context the cyberintermediator was conceived as a new network-based intermediary that took the place of former direct linkages. These actors apply technology to reduce the producer-intermediary or intermediary-consumer transaction costs. The existence of cyberintermediaries was considered consistent with traditional marketing theory, which views intermediaries as organizations that support exchanges between producers and consumers, increasing the efficiency of the exchange process by aggregating transactions to create economies of scale and scope. Cyberintermediaries are just intermediaries who take advantage of the technology to create these economies of scale and scope. Distribution service firms such as Federal Express were considered a prime example of how information technology had begun to make it economical to provide services independently that historically had been provided by integrated retail intermediaries. In a scale economy the digital technology allows transaction services provided by intermediaries at a very low cost. The expansion of e-commerce also triggered a re-intermediation process in the form of huge portals like Amazon and eBay. The traditional middle man was substituted by a buying-selling interface based on algorithms, databases, fulfilment centres around the world and, last but not least, the information provided by millions of user interactions. In this context the original disintermediation proposal – based on a killer car dealer logic – derived into a mixed clicksand-bricks economy. 1.3 Disintermediation beyond economy The discussion about disintermediation spread beyond the field of economy and soon reached media and education. These two institutions should be considered the most important social reproduction devices of industrial societies. Traditionally the school has taught a combination of knowledge, ideology and discipline (Althusser, 1970); in the second half of the 20th century the media system joined the school in the social reproduction functions. Disintermediation is now challenging both institutions.
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In the media the discussion about the possible disintermediation of information processes arrived with the spread of blogging at the beginning of the 2000s. The arrival of the collaborative web (O’Reilly, 2005; Cobo & Pardo Kuklinski, 2007) and the expansion of social networking put new questions on the table (Pardo Kuklinski, 2010): If information is produced and distributed in collaborative environments, are information professionals still relevant? Is there any future for professional journalists in the land of social networks? The debate about citizen journalism (Gilmour, 2004; Scott, 2007) is a relevant example of this kind of discussion about disintermediation in the media field. According to Gilmour ‘tomorrow’s news reporting and production will be more of a conversation, or a seminar. The lines will blur between producers and consumers, changing the role of both in ways we’re only beginning to grasp now’. In this context the communication network itself ‘will be a medium for everyone’s voice, not just the few who can afford to buy multimillion-dollar printing presses’ (2004: XIII) According to Shirky (2008) the organizational forms perfected for industrial production have to be replaced with structures optimized for digital data. The core problem that school and media solved – the transmission of knowledge, ideology and discipline to millions of citizens – seems to no longer be a problem. At this point of this initial reflection we can ask whether the educational institutions – an organizational form that, like journalism, was ‘designed’ for the industrial mass society – need to be replaced with new structures and processes adapted to digital knowledge generation and distribution. As early as 1996 researchers like Homan (1996) introduced the concept of disintermediation into the educational discourse. For him disintermediation should be interpreted as ‘becoming more proactive in identifying information needs; managing the end-user; new retrieval methods, sources and dissemination techniques; improving efficiency and cost-effectiveness; and adding value’ (1996: 589). The questions have always been the same: Will educational intermediaries be disintermediated? Will this enhance their role? How can the profession continue to add value in an age of information access for all?



2. Disintermediation and Higher Education: New visions and models The university as an institution in the Western world has been in existence for more than eight centuries. According to Readings: ‘The modern University has had three ideas: the Kantian concept of reason, the Humboldtian idea of culture, and now the techno-bureaucratic notion of excellence.’ (Readings, 1996: 14). The digital technology is becoming a driving force for transformations that affect the role of institutions that have traditionally been acknowledged as organizations that provide legitimate knowledge. The current state can be described as the ‘expanded role of the university’. From our perspective the transformations of two relevant dimensions (the generation and distribution of knowledge) have affected the traditional role of Higher Education. This phenomenon is analyzed based on new mechanisms of knowledge generation (e-science, online education, distributed R&D, open innovation, peer-based production, online encyclopaedias, user generated content – UGC) and new models of circulating and distributing knowledge (digital print on demand, e-journals, open repositories, license as Creative Commons, academic podcasting initiative, etc.). In connection with these new mechanisms of generating and distributing knowledge Benkler (2006) explains that a ‘radical decentralization’ is shaping the current network society. He believes that the radical decentralization of intelligence in our communications network and
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the centrality of information, knowledge, culture and ideas in advanced economic activity are ‘leading to a new stage of the information economy-the networked information economy. In this new stage, we can harness many more of the diverse paths and mechanisms for cultural transmission that were muted by the economies of scale that led to the rise of the concentrated’ (2006: 32). From an institutional perspective, particularly in the context of Higher Education, this ‘radical decentralization’ is articulated by new agents, actions and transactions. Since ancient times educators and students have used information and knowledge intensively as the raw material of their teaching and learning activities. Nevertheless, the rapid development of the information and communication technologies (ICT) is empowering unprecedented forms of generation, distribution and management of old and new knowledge. Boyer (1990) developed a model for explaining an ‘expanded role of the university’. Although this theoretical model was elaborated before the expansion of the World Wide Web it still provides valuable ideas for discussing the role the university has to play as a ‘knowledge broker’ institution in the networked society. Boyer’s model states that the four key functions of the university (scholarship) are: discovery, teaching, application and integration of knowledge. Johnston (1998) summarizes Boyer’s model as follows: • Teaching is not simply a matter of dissemination, but of scholarship, transforming and extending knowledge by a process of classroom debate and continually examining and challenging both content and pedagogy. It fosters the active, critical and continuously updated process of learning. • Discovery, or research, is a pervasive process of intellectual excitement rather than just a concern for outcomes in the form of new knowledge. It includes generating new knowledge by resolving problems. • The scholarship of application is professional activity in practice and service that has to be subjected to the same rigour of evaluation and accountability as teaching and research. It facilitates applying theoretical and practical knowledge. • The scholarship of integration refers to making connections between knowledge and models from different disciplines and within the wider context. It promotes the combination of disciplines within and outside the academic environment. In different degrees of intensity and based on distinct development levels depending on the educational institution, it can be considered that these four key functions have evolved significantly as the knowledge society has become more connected and interdependent (Willke, 2007). Based on this model Johnston (1998) states that the university has lost its ‘monopoly’ over the production and distribution of knowledge. He explains that the university today is no longer unique with regard to the scholarship of teaching, discovery, application and integration. Gibbons et al. (1994: 6) add that these former monopolized functions are increasingly shared with ‘non-university institutes, research centres, government agencies, industrial laboratories, think-tanks (and) consultancies’. The authors (1994: 156) envisioned that: ‘The university must enlarge its view of its role in knowledge production from that of being a monopoly supplier to becoming a partner in both national and international contexts’. In a later work, Nowotny et al. (2003) state the necessity to ‘enlarge the role of the university’ and proposed a new academic paradigm of knowledge generation (also called ‘Mode 2’) that is socially distributed, application-oriented, transdisciplinary, and subject to multiple accountabilities.
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However, Jacobson et al. (2004) highlight the inconsistency between the so called Mode 1 (traditional, discipline-based) and Mode 2 (applied, problem-focused, transdisciplinary, heterogeneous, demand-driven, entrepreneurial, embedded in networks). These authors state that it is necessary to move towards new models of academia. In general ‘these new models describe organizational changes designed to harmonize incentives and expectations, improve access to user groups, and increase the resources available for knowledge-transfer activities’. Nowotny et al. (2003) and Jacobson et al. (2004) highlight that universities need to play an ‘enlarged’ or ‘extended’ role, emphasizing aspects like: (1) communication between the producers of knowledge and the users of knowledge, (2) brokering and negotiation of knowledge translation arrangements, and (3) the delivery of knowledge. Nowotny, Scott and Gibbons suggested the concept of a ‘Mode-2 society’ in which scientific research would be increasingly socially embedded, leading to more ‘socially robust’ forms of knowledge generation. The authors present the notion of an ‘agora’, a public space for open and democratic forms of reasoning and decision making, for conceptualizing the hybrid forms of interaction between scientific and social actors (Nowotny, Scott, and Gibbons, 2001; see also the revisions in Nowotny, Scott, and Gibbons, 2003).



Mode 1



Mode 2



Closed-Isolated Objective Decontextualized Restricted to scientific communities Disciplinary



Open-Interconnected Socially robust Context dependant Not restricted to scientific communities Transdisciplinary



Table 1. Gibbons’ Mode 1 and Mode 2. Source: based on Nowotny et al. (2003) and authors’ contributions.



To conclude this section we present the following table as a way of summarizing the abovereferred concepts and ideas. The table combines the knowledge generation and knowledge distribution dimensions with Boyer’s key functions. This table also includes two columns: ‘traditional’ and ‘disintermediatory’ mechanisms inspired by the seminal contributions of Nowotny et al. (2003). It is noteworthy that what has been denominated ‘disintermediatory mechanism’ (right column) is proposed as a collection of trends that envision the adoption of more flexible mechanisms of knowledge translation. The elements included in this column are linked with the concept in Mode-2 that emphasizes the relevance of socially distributed, application-oriented and transdisciplinary generation and distribution of knowledge.
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Boyer’s model Teaching Generation of knowledge



Examples: Academic Earth, iTunes U, OER Commons, Khan Academy, Open Learn. Discovery Examples: Research Gate, Research Channel, How Stuff Works



Mode 1: Traditional intermediated mechanism



Mode 2: Disintermediatory mechanism



Linear transference of knowledge based on content accumulation and memorization (banking education: concept coined by Freire, 1970)



Interactive co-production and experimentation in changing contexts.



Critical reading of scientific peer-reviewed publications / text writing for academic publications, theses or similar.



Connecting people, cultures and disciplines. Serendipity. Context-based learning. Hybrid approach (i. e. enterprise-university partnership).



i. e. Knowledge generated within the laboratory of the i. e. Knowledge generated in academy. spaces of social interaction. Application Circulation and distribution of knowledge



Example: Public Library of Science, Living Labs, iLab Project; Cramster. Integration Example: Wikipedia; YouTube Edu; SciVee. Directory of Open Access Journals.



Development of proficiency and quality in the adoption of knowledge (assessed by tests). Assessment based learning.



Based on experiment, peer based learning, trial and error, exchange (assessment based on outcomes in-thecontext), living labs, etc. Performance based learning.



Single discipline. Addition of new contents and bibliography to the academic curriculum.



Combining teaching and researching with professional (live) experience (spin off) and crowdsourcing. Transdisciplinarity.



Table 2. Gibbons’ Modes and Boyer’s Models. Source: based in Boyer (1990), Nowotny et al. (2003) and authors’ contributions



The pace of change is now so rapid and interdependent that it should be considered as a constant, with no period of inactivity in between. In this context, Douglas and Seely Brown (2011: 17) ask: ‘What happens to learning when we move from the stable infrastructure of the twentieth century to the fluid infrastructure of the twenty-first century?’. Learning today is undergoing a ‘radical decentralization’ triggered by new ways of generating and distributing knowledge, i. e. new digital encyclopaedias, the virtualization of books, open access to educational contents, collective peer reviews and P2P universities. In this section we have explained that information and knowledge are used as the raw material for the ‘generation of knowledge’ as well as the ‘circulation and distribution of knowledge’. In the following section we will explore questions that could contribute to the understanding of the individuals/agents and mechanisms in this changing environment.



3. From disintermediation to knowledge broking ‘[T]he economy of the future will be founded on the generation, transmission and exploitation of knowledge of many kinds, much of it dependent on the coming together of disciplines in innovative ways’ (Crossick, 2010: 7)



Hugo Pardo Kuklinski, Cristóbal Cobo, Carlos A. Scolari



The discussion about disintermediation in the media field has introduced new concepts like citizen journalism or user-generated content; likewise, for analyzing disintermediation in the educational realm we also need to construct a new dictionary of concepts and analytical categories. Knowledge broking (knowledge broker) is one of these concepts. The concept was introduced by Hargadon and Sutton (2000) and should be considered a natural evolution of the term knowledge worker coined by Drucker (1959). In this section we will explore the significance of the knowledge broker profile in relation to the current challenge that universities face in an era of hyperconnectivity and ‘radical decentralization’ (Benkler, 2006). In other words: this section analyzes why and how, educators and students as well as scientists and researchers should embrace some of the attributes envisioned in the profile of a knowledge broker. As we show in the following pages, these agents play a key role in the production, distribution, translation and dissemination of knowledge. 3.1 What is a knowledge broker? A broker is a person (and also certain organizations) who arranges or negotiates (a settlement, deal, contacts, commodities or plan) with an intermediary. This profile corresponds to personnel whose skills are remarkably important in the context of the information society. From the perspective of knowledge translation and dissemination the knowledge broker is an emerging human resource profile that facilitates connections between information, people and context. A fundamental skill of a knowledge broker is the capability to make proficient use of the digital technologies to bridge the gap between different stakeholders or communities (Straus et al., 2009). Pawlowski and Robey (2004) wrote that the ‘brokering practices include gaining permission to cross organizational boundaries; facilitating the transfer of knowledge among organizational units’ (2004: 663). For instance, a knowledge broker gives both decision makers and researchers a better understanding of each other’s field of expertise or interest.



Table 3. Knowledge brokering in the Higher Education system. Source: Authors.



A knowledge broker (KB) can be identified in different socio-cultural contexts. In the specific case of Higher Education institutions, a KB becomes a ‘knowledge networker’ who connects and bridges different activities of knowledge generation and distribution within the university and also outside of it (see Table Nº3). Depending on the link (see arrows) and the stakeholder or
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context the networking activity could vary significantly. The profile of the KB is based on the understanding that if knowledge is not in action (translated and disseminated) it is underexploited, or even worse it could be simply ignored. From this perspective, the knowledge-to-action process is an activity that has to be pursued with an iterative, dynamic and complex process of creation and application of knowledge. In this actioncycle there is a blurring of boundaries between the creation and action components (Straus et al., 2009: 22). Jacobson et al. (2003) explain that ‘Knowledge brokers mediate between researchers and user communities. Individuals serving as brokers must understand both the research process and the users’ decision-making process’ (2003: 98). From an educational perspective, teachers and other educators should develop the skills of a knowledge broker in order to better connect (and update) the knowledge that is being created with what is taught and learnt by students. Coming back to the key functions of the university, the teaching of discovery, application and integration of knowledge should be driven by people who are able to understand and adopt this profile. In other words: knowledge brokering ‘links researchers and decision makers, facilitating their interaction so that they are able to better understand each other’s goals and professional culture, influence each other’s work, forge new partnerships, and use research-based evidence’ (Straus, Troe and Graham, 2009: 125). Knowledge brokers also promote the ‘interaction between researchers and end users, as well as to develop capacity for evidence-informed decision making [. . . ] developing a mutual understanding of goals and cultures [. . . and] facilitates the identification, access, assessment, interpretation, and translation of research evidence into local policy and practice’ (Dobbins et al., 2009: 2)



3.2 Knowledge in transformation Straus et al. (2009) summarize the stages of knowledge generation (research) in three levels. One of the key roles of Higher Education institutions is to design and adopt different strategies for fostering the discovery of new knowledge. It is important to keep in mind that not all the knowledge is discovered at the same stage. The stage that is adopted during the production of knowledge will also depend on the discipline or the subject studied. 1. First-generation knowledge is derived from primary studies such as sampling error and measurement error. 2. Second-generation knowledge: Knowledge synthesis. Aggregation of existing knowledge. Explicit and reproducible methods are applied to identify, appraise and synthesize relevant studies or information. It involves identifying, reviewing and selecting the knowledge or research that is relevant to the problem, and adapting the identified knowledge or research to the local context. 3. Third-generation knowledge: Knowledge tools or products. The presentation of knowledge in clear, concise, user-friendly formats, ideally to provide explicit recommendations. It facilitates and promotes awareness and implementation of knowledge. It may include tools and products (Straus et al., 2009: 27). The academia has its traditional channels of knowledge dissemination and, depending on the context, the education system may provide incentives for fostering this distribution. Some well-
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known examples of knowledge distribution mechanisms are the publication of peer-reviewed journals, book publications, and the presentation of posters in conferences, among others. It is also known that the strategies of knowledge distribution may vary depending on the discipline. For instance, some disciplines promote presenting papers in conferences, while others prefer a high impact factor (average number of citations in articles published in science and social science journals) provided by the Institute for Scientific Information (cfr. ISI Web of Knowledge, visit here: http://wokinfo.com). Even acknowledging that the traditional channels of knowledge dissemination we have already mentioned are massively adopted by scholars and scientists, it is important to keep in mind that these are not the only ways of distributing academic knowledge. When a scholar or a community of scholars only adopt the traditional channels of diffusion used to disseminate and circulate academic knowledge, there is a potential risk that knowledge will be underutilized, which could affect the further exchange of new knowledge generation within other academic communities and between stakeholders. In many instances, this phenomenon of underutilization could be closely linked to neglecting or simply ignoring the possibilities that the digital environment and new media provide. Dobbins et al. (2009) explain that ‘the evidence demonstrates that traditional one-way passive strategies used alone are relatively ineffective. Strategies that are more interactive and involve face-to-face contact show promising results, and involvement of decision makers in the research process is associated with a higher degree of research uptake’ (2009: 4). Jenkins et al. (2008) refer to the importance of this action-cycle, which includes knowledge creation and distribution. In their work on ‘spreadability’ they refer to the importance of knowledge in action saying ‘If It Doesn’t Spread, its Dead’ as a way of saying that it is vital to create connections between knowledge creation and knowledge distribution through different niche communities. Based on the current evolution of the digital environment and considering how the global society is changing, it is important to question whether the diversification of strategies for distributing and circulating knowledge today is sufficiently discussed by the academic community. Straus et al. (2009) explain this diversity as follows: ‘In the United Kingdom and Europe, the terms implementation science and research utilization are commonly used in this context. In the United States, the terms dissemination and diffusion, research use, knowledge transfer, and uptake are often used. Canada commonly uses the terms knowledge transfer and exchange’ (2009: 19). Jacobson et al. (2004) also states that knowledge transfer is a concept close to terms like: research transfer, technology transfer, knowledge utilization and knowledge exchange. As we can see, the concept of knowledge brokering (broker) is a useful theoretical tool for understanding the re-intermediation processes in Higher Education and defining the new skills and profiles that the education professionals should develop.



Conclusions: Is this the death of the university? Regarding the future of educational institutions, Tucker (2010) proposes a sort of middle ground perspective. Interestingly Tucker highlights the social value of educational institutions (schools in this case), suggesting that they will evolve toward hubs for creating and maintaining social relationships. ‘There will always be physical schools-students need to go somewhere during the day to enable the engine of modern economic progress: two parents working. But these schools will evolve into things that look more like civic centers-hubs for community involvement and
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rich relationship-building’ (2010: para. 7). In order to summarize some of the main ideas proposed in this paper the authors highlight three questions that have been discussed in this text and are open to further debate: a) Will Higher Education institutions disappear because of disintermediation processes? As in other fields, disintermediation will not lead to the death of the university; however, there are reasons enough to believe that Higher Education institutions are no longer alone: a complex network of platforms, systems and new institutions are operating in the educational field. Many of these platforms and systems were born under the flag of disintermediation, but now some of them are good examples of cyberintermediation, that is, a series of digital environments that promote some kind of ‘collaborative intermediation’. b) How is the Higher Education system mutating? New actors, new relationships, new teaching/learning processes. The traditional educational institutions no longer occupy a monopolistic position. The traditional closed / closed system (closed generation of knowledge + closed distribution and access) is changing to a closed / open system (closed generation of knowledge + open distribution and access), and is currently evolving towards a more radical stage: an open / open system (open generation of knowledge + open distribution and access). OpenCourseWare or iTunesU are remarkable examples of a closed / open model, while the P2P University and the Khan Academy are examples of an open / open model. We believe that there is no longer any opposition between intermediation and disintermediation. Disintermediation platforms are the new digital collaborative intermediaries, but these systems are often working together with traditional intermediaries like universities. In this context we could talk about a ‘hybrid system’ in which old and new intermediaries coexist in the same environment. c) What are the relationships like between traditional intermediaries and new intermediaries? Universities should not compete but collaborate with new cyberintermediaries. We can identify countless micro and macro combinations between traditional and new practices in which Higher Education institutions apply new disintermediated logics that include new agents, actions and transactions.
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From tactile to magic: McLuhan, changing sensorium and contemporary culture Chiara Giaccardi Catholic University of Milano



Introduction Nearly half a century ago a certain literary critic and professor – Canadian by birth, a converted catholic by faith-stated that media are ‘extensions of our senses’. This powerful and catching definition, astoundingly new and challenging at the time, remains crucial even today in order to understand the meanings of technological change and of contemporary cultural sensibility. Today, McLuhan’s heritage (namely his methodological attitude, his refusal towards ‘substitution’ in favour of re-mediation and his ‘environmental’ approach) remains valuable for the interpretation of the relationship between media and the sensorium as well as for the understanding of emerging cultural issues and dilemmas. This paper will draw upon theoretical and empirical evidence to address three distinct but interrelated aspects of McLuhan topicality, namely: I. Media as extensions; that is, the overall ‘visual to tactile’ shift in the sensorium and the new meaning of the eye in the tactile era (scopic, haptic, phagic, acoustic eye); tactile media as ‘immersive environment’. II. Tactile sensorium and new forms of local and ‘virtual’ relationships (from global village to digital social networking services, or SNS). III. The relationship between touch, the rise of a ‘new magic’ and the potentially risky ‘remediation’ of the global village.



1. From visual to tactile: media and sensorium Thinkers such as Simmel, Benjamin and even Kant indicated the sensorium as the primary human interface with the world. Walter Ong defined it as ‘The patterned, patterning, coordinated world of the sense experience; the entire sensory apparatus as an operational complex’, or ‘The use of human senses together to communicate’ (Ong, 1967). Hierarchies among senses not only shape individual perceptions, but also transform social and cultural values: ‘The etymology of all human technologies is to be found in the body itself’ (Cavell 2003: 69). In the present age, the sensorium appears to be undergoing an overall shift in at least two respects. The first dimension relates to a growing intersensoriality, which implies an ‘end of hierarchy’ and of the primacy of sight: By imposing unvisualizable relationships that are the result of instant speed, electric technology dethrones the visual sense and restores the dominion of synaesthesia, and the close interinvolvement of the other senses (McLuhan, 1996: 111).
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The second dimension relates to Kant’s ‘secondary’ senses. ‘Secondary’ senses, such as smell and taste, ‘affect’ the subject other than providing information, ‘subjectivizing’ and individualizing our relationship with the world. Today, secondary senses are gaining ground against the ‘objectivizing’ sense of sight, thus shifting the sense of truth toward pleasure and ‘intensity’ (Kant 2006). What is changing, also due to the increasing ubiquity of media, is the very nature of the sensorium itself, which shifts from being a paradigm of distinct, specialized senses hegemonized by the eye towards a synesthetic, tactile sensorium in which sensations are translated from one sense to another: It begins to be evident that ‘touch’ is not skin but the interplay of senses, and ‘keeping in touch’ or ‘getting in touch’ is a matter of a fruitful meeting of the sense, of sight translated into sound and sound into movement, and taste, and smell (McLuhan, 1996: 60).



If our senses allow us to be always immersed in a ‘total sensory bath’ (Le Breton, 2006), our extensions make this immersion far more intense and stimulating. In turn, this nurtures a sense of reciprocity and mutual involvement (as touching always implies being touched – see Derrida, 2006), and may be fostering an immersive era of ‘augmented sensitivity’ where the criterion of truth shifts from ‘correspondence to an external order of things’ to ‘intensity’ (intended as an interior subjective resonance). As Howes (2004) stated, ‘reach in pleasure’ today means ‘reach in meaning’. Moreover, in this new era rational dialogue may be giving way to ‘being tuned in’ as the dominant mode of relationships, fostering a social space of empathic rather than dialogic nature. As McLuhan well understood, internal shifts in the sensorium influence the equilibrium among media themselves: ‘What I am saying is that media as extensions of our senses institute new ratios, not only among our private senses, but among themselves, when they interact among themselves’ (McLuhan, 1996: 53). 1.1 New meanings of the eye: from visual to audio-tactile space In the shifting sensorium hierarchy gives way to interdependence, and today both are moving toward tactility. The eye, for instance, loses its ‘scopic’ character, and becomes haptic and tactile by reducing distance and ‘touching’ the perceived object (as in Cézanne’s ‘haptic vision’1, or in Illich’s ‘erectile pupil’2). Moreover, as touch is an organ-less sense which rejects distinctions between inside and outside, the ‘tactile eye’ may also be becoming a ‘phagic’, bulimic eye, making, by metonymy, the entire body surface mouthlike. This process is related to the distinguishing character of contemporary culture (remarked for example by Žižek, 2002) as ‘starving’ for images and stimuli, un-reflexively swallowed in order to enable subjects to partake into the (hypermediatic) environment. Again, McLuhan well understood that in the post-visual era ‘we are the screen’. McLuhan also remarks that media are ‘always on’ as either extensions or environment. As a result, boundaries blur: those between subject and extensions, those separating each medium from the next (fostering ‘convergence’ – see Jenkins, 2006) and those between media and the rest of the environment (fostering ‘post-mediality’). 1 In Merleau-Ponty (2006). 2 In Cayley (2009).
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The proliferation of images also enacts a sort of ‘acoustic’ space where the presence of the world is constantly confirmed by the ‘buzzing’ of (involving and touching rather than referential) images. ‘Acoustic space has no center and no margins (…) it is organic and integral, perceived through the simultaneous interplay of all the senses; whereas ‘rational’ or pictorial space is uniform, sequential and continuous and creates a closed world with none of the rich resonances of tribal echoland’ (McLuhan, 1969). The tactility produced by discontinuous and mixed stimuli, together with simultaneity, fosters an audio-tactile involving environment which harkens back to a pre-alphabetic, tribal era: By their dependence on the spoken word for information, people were drawn together into a tribal mesh; and since the spoken word is more emotionally laden than the written – conveying by intonation such rich emotions as anger, joy, sorrow, fear – tribal man was more spontaneous and passionately volatile. Audible-tactile tribal man partook of the collective unconscious, lived in a magical integral world patterned by myth and ritual, its value divine and unchallenged, whereas literate or visual man creates an environment which is strongly fragmented, individualistic, explicit, logical, specialized and detached (McLuhan, 1969).



1.2 Invisibility, idiocy and the new integral awareness As Edward Hall (1966) remarked, the environment is mostly unconscious, or ‘the hidden dimension’. According to McLuhan, as far as the ‘environmental’ nature of contemporary communication media is concerned, the ‘invisible’ character of the environment can foster ‘technological idiocy’: in fact, the less the subject is aware of the environment, the more s/ he is ‘massaged’ and shaped by it: ‘Our various physical extensions or media act upon one another through the agency of our own senses. In this mode the man appears as the reproductive organ of the technological world’ (McLuhan, 1996: 116). Unaware of the environment, ‘our conventional response to all media, namely that it is how they are used that counts, is the numb stance of the technological idiot’. (McLuhan 1996: 18). McLuhan would have appreciated the little parableish story novelist David Foster Wallace told Kenyon College graduates in 2005,3 302 indeed, McLuhan himself employed the same aquatic metaphor: ‘One thing about which fish know exactly nothing is water, since they have no anti-environment which would enable them to perceive the element they live in’ (McLuhan and Fiore, 2001). My hypothesis is that it is exactly young people who may be risking falling into ‘techno- logical idiocy’, in spite of their quick and skilled swimming. Rediscovering an ‘old fish’ like McLuhan could represent a resource for them insofar as it could potentially foster an ‘artistic’ stance toward the new digital environment. In fact, while an immersive/tactile culture does not favour increased awareness per se (reality appears rather to prove the contrary), McLuhan’s warnings about the environmental nature of media, as well as about interdependence and inter-sensorial translation, can help escaping the ‘environmental massage’, through the cultivation of creative and ‘artistic’ capabilities thanks to augmented perceptual competence. If the artist is ‘the man of



3 ‘There are these two young fish swimming along and they happen to meet an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says ‘Morning, boys. How’s the water?’ And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of them looks over at the other and goes ‘What the hell is water?’ (Wallace, 2008).
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integral awareness’ (McLuhan, 1996: 65), youths able to exercise reflexivity may become the artists of contemporary everyday life: ‘To deal with the environ- mental as artefact is to move that which has long been unconscious onto the plane of knowing’ (Cavell, 2003: 96). An example of ‘everyday art’ in the new environment can perhaps be found in the practice known as ‘hacking’. In its most romantic form, hacker ethics (Lévy, 1984; Himanen, 2001) conceptualize hacking as an art-form, to be revered or frowned upon. Forty years after Understanding Media, McLuhan’s artist’s mantle could be donned by hackers, as hacking – broadly intended as tinkering, configuring, bending and exploring communication systems – appears to be a diffused attitude among digital natives-who in the digital era may hold the foremost ‘integral awareness’.



2. Tactile space and the digital village As we have seen, ‘McLuhan’s notion of communication combines a spatial model with a sensory one’ (Cavell, 2003: 6). McLuhan draws on Edward T. Hall’s The Silent Language (1973) to advance his point that media communicate through space and time. According to Hall ‘space speaks’, not only by communicating but also by organizing virtually every aspect of life, thereby forming a ‘cultural unconscious’. Hall conceives space as strongly related to territoriality: ‘Every living thing has a physical boundary that separates it from its external environment’ (Hall, 1959: 158), whereas McLuhan’s notion of space is much more dynamic in both nature and function: ‘Environments are imperceptible, but they are not mere containers. They are active and pervasive processes. The diversity of spatial forms is related to technological impact on our sensibilities’ (Cavell, 2003: 78-9). The space of today may be that of ‘configuration’: discontinuous, heterogeneous and mixed spaces and perspectives are present simultaneously rather than sequentially, like in Picasso’s paintings or Braque’s collages. And discontinuity calls for active participation and involvement. Space is therefore not the ‘container’, but the ‘product’ of relations; it is a space where objects, and subjects, create their own environment. The simultaneous, discontinuous space brought about by contemporary media is also an ‘empathic space’: Such spaces are discontinuous and paratactic in their nature, where the latter word indicates not only the lack of coordination or subordination of spaces, but also their tactility, insofar as these spaces are analogous not to the uniformity of the visual, but to the discontinuities of touch’ (Cavell, 2003: 122).



Or, as McLuhan on page three of The Gutenberg Galaxy, In the electronic age (…) we encounter new shapes and structures of human interdependence and of expression which are ‘oral’ in form even when the components of the situation may be non-verbal’.



Empathy ‘implies both the interrelationship of viewer and object, and the interrelation- ship of sensory apprehension’ (Cavell, 2003: 123), within the ‘resonating echo chamber of the discontinuous, interrelated tribal world’ (McLuhan, 1969).
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As we will see, empathic identification, empathic spatial production and simultaneous field of relations, which is the nature of auditory space, are all striking features of SNS. In fact, social networking services foster a kind of ‘secondary orality’ retrieved through electronic media; a sort of ‘speaking that takes the form of writing, and of writing that takes upon itself the lineaments of a visible speech’ (Cavell, 2003:138). The flat, horizontal, non-hierarchical, simultaneous space of the Internet can be seen indeed as an auditory space in McLuhan’s sense: Visual space is now being displaced by spaces constructed through the other senses, and together these spaces of the ‘sensorium’ formed a mosaic, a textured space that is neither planar nor linear, but ‘cubist’, as opposed to perspectival. McLuhan’s umbrella terms for these spaces was ‘acoustic’ or ‘auditory, since ‘hearing is from all directions at once (Cavell, 2003: 76)



In Through the Vanishing Point McLuhan emphasized the tactile implications of auditory space, and, indeed, the space of SNS can be seen as a ‘tactile world with oral implications’. The space inhabited by the youth is of a discontinuous and paratactic nature, both features of tactility according to McLuhan. In The Gutenberg Galaxy he elaborates on ‘non visual attitude to spatial forms and orientations’ and ‘multidirectional space orientation which is acoustic or auditory’. Moreover, Acoustic space has no center and no margins (…) it is organic and integral, perceived through the simultaneous interplay of all the senses; whereas ‘rational’ or pictorial space is uniform, sequential and continuous and creates a closed world with none of the rich resonances of tribal echoland (McLuhan, 1969).



Another feature of auditory space is that, unlike the visual one, it cannot be shut out: in fact, ‘We have eyelids, but we have no ‘earlids’. We cannot shut out our acoustic space, or the space of relationships and connections that are all around us’ (Federman, 2003) We are thus living in a regime of ‘perpetual contact’ (Katz and Aakhus, 2002): such is the post-media condition, where ‘sharing’ becomes the operative word. Communication may today be more sharing environments than saying things: Communication, in the conventional sense, is difficult under any condition. People prefer rapport through smoking or drinking together. There is more communication there than there ever is by verbal means. We can share environments we can share weather, we can share all sorts of cultural factors together but communication takes place only inadequately and is very seldom understood (McLuhan and Stern, 1967).



On the basis of recent empirical evidence (Pew Research Center, 2010; Giaccardi, 2010) this paper advances an interpretation of the reciprocal ‘tactile’ visibility of young people in social networks as approximating a digital version of McLuhan global village – with some crucial differences. The original notion of ‘global village’ was based on a perceptual-empathic- emotional participation and involvement with other – distant and unknown – people: Television is primarily an extension of the sense of touch rather than of sight, and it is the tactile sense that demands the greatest interplay of all the senses. The secret of TV’s tactile
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power is that the video image is one of low intensity or definition and thus, unlike either photograph or film, offers no detailed information about specific objects, but instead involves the active participation of the viewer (McLuhan, 1969).



And moreover: ‘The electronically induced technological extension of our central nervous system is immersing us in a world-pool of information movement and are the enabling man to incorporate within itself the whole of mankind’ (ibidem). But while in the global village the oneway accessibility of unknown people cannot prevent the risk of ‘the rhetoric of distant suffering’ and ‘the crisis of pity’ (Boltanski, 1999), in SNS well-known people, or ‘friends-of-friends’, are reciprocally accessible and in ‘perpetual contact’, performing a ‘transitivity’ between online and offline, and using communication in a way that is mainly ‘phatic’, thus fostering of a sense of mutual involvement and commonality (in accordance to Marcel Mauss – see Mauss 2001 and below). In McLuhan’s view, the ‘global village’ produced by television was based on a shift from perceptual to emotional participation. However, there was very little interaction among villagers. The ‘digital village’ of SNS appears to better fulfil McLuhan’s prophecy by bringing about the ‘tactile’ dimension of reciprocity and interaction: being affected is also feeling affection (like the translation of ‘contacts’ into ‘friends’ suggests) (Boyd, Ellison, 2007; Boyd, 2007; Tufekci, 2008). If television failed in overcoming visual individualism, the behaviour of young people in the Social Network (SN) appears to offer alternatives, albeit still embryonic. Some of the practices enacted by users appear to implicitly criticize several features of contemporary individualistic culture. For example, subjects appear to be trying to overcome the gap between function and meaning (Castells, 2009), or medium and message; manifesting demand for non-solely-private reconstruction of meanings; refusing to be entirely driven by technology; expressing the need for effective action, recognition and sharing. In SNS, the medium (that is, the relationship) is also the message: semantics are either subordinate or incidental, and at any rate are vehiculated by the relationship. Here telling is not simply ‘saying something’; it is, first of all, ‘saying something to someone’. Being in relationship with somebody even when talking about nothing holds greater importance than saying something: the ‘phatic function’, aimed at performing a social task rather than conveying information, appears to be dominant (see Liu, 2007 on ‘taste performances’). As Marcel Mauss remarked, the phatic function (such as chatting about nothing around the evening fire) is a crucial ‘social glue’ in traditional villages. It appears to remain so in the digital village, where alphabetic separation is overcome by the post-visual, tactile words of phatic communication: Our new electric technology that extends or sense and nerves in a global embrace has large implications for the future of language. Electric technology does not need words (…) Electricity points the way to an extension of the process of consciousness itself, on a world scale, and without any verbalization whatever (…). The computer, in short, promises by technology a Pentecostal condition of universal understanding and unity’ (McLuhan, 1996: 80).



While alphabetic communication is divisive, phatic communication is inclusive and fosters an attitude leaning more towards ‘collectivism’ than individualism. In SNS, relation appears indeed to be both medium and message. The apparently intangible and incorporeal space of SNS actually appears to be deeply intertwined in the material and actual life of youngsters, and is somewhat comparable to Oldenburg’s
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‘third place’ (Oldenburg, 1989; on different virtual environments as ‘third places’ see Steinkuehler, Williams, 2006; Soukup, 2006). Oldenburg writes of a shared meeting place, informal and cosy, that ‘anchors’ community life facilitating and broadening interaction. Its main features are: free access, high accessibility, a welcoming and comfortable character, the regular attendance of people, and the availability of both new and old friends. The effort to build a ‘third place’ between public and private, offering the chance to be in touch with any other attendant of the same space, strikes as a relevant if flawed at- tempt to overcome individualism by building a dimension of ‘commonality’, of a loose ‘being in touch’, within which individual problems and issues can be shared and ‘translated’ in a broader perspective. It is also a place where the uncertainty of many ‘rite de passage’ (Van Gennep, 1960, Turner, 1982; Turner, 1986) of life (such as beginning high school or college, moving from one city to another, or coping with parental divorce) can be shared with peers playing the role of tutors in the ‘liminal’ phase. This happens in an historical moment where traditional places and actors suffer from a loss of function and legitimacy. In order to investigate these hypotheses, in 2010 a national survey was conducted in Italy aimed at studying the communicative and relational practices of young people in the digital world. The sample (n=50) included subjects aged between 18 and 24 years4. The underlying, Mcluhanian hypothesis was that media were used by subjects, rather than as mere ‘instruments’, as ‘settings’ or ‘environments’, where experiences could take place and relations be formed and maintained. The project returned some interesting findings pertinent to this paper’s objectives. First among them was a continuity between the offline and online relational dimension (Kennedy, 2006); these dimensions did not appear as parallel worlds in tension (surrogating or substituting relationships). Instead, what emerged was a single ‘real’, discontinuous, simultaneous space of experience – which appeared as mixed, internally differentiated and unified by practices and relations: a tactile, rather than visual space. What emerged for each subject was a complex geography of experience, crossing different terrains. Second, relationship appears to play a central role in the how this ‘digital village’ is inhabited (Gochenour, 2006). Here, ‘to be’ appears second to ‘to be with’ and more than narcissism (an accusation often directed towards SNS users – see Buffardi, Cambell, 2008) what appears dominant is a more context-oriented attitude, which can easily shift toward conformism in the digital village: as McLuhan put it, Tribal cultures cannot entertain the possibility of the individual or the separated citizen. Their ideas of spaces and times are neither continuous nor uniform, but compasssional and compressional in their intensity (McLuhan, 1996: 84).



In Hall’s term, the Digital Village hosts a ‘high-contact, high-context culture’. This notion appears evident in many of the project’s empirical findings, particularly with regards to:



4 Sampling was performed on the basis of gender, area of residence (northern/Southern/central Italy), town size (small or large urban centre) and occupation (students/workers). To be eligible, subjects had to possess a mobile phone and internet connection, and use SMSs, email, IM and SNS at least three times a week each. The project was conducted by the Catholic University of Milan and financed by the UCS (National Office for Social Communication) of CEI (Italian Episcopal Conference) The whole report is available (in Italian) at www.testimonidigitali.it/ricerca, and has been published in Giaccardi 2010.
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a) Technology adoption, which appears to be largely motivated by fear of social exclusion and enacted on an imitative basis. b) Uses, which emerged as consistently relation-oriented both for ‘environmental’ or ‘instrumental’ (i. e. aimed at specific goals, for example organizational) relations. Although different inhabiting styles could be seen in the sample (the digital village as a space for performance, reference or entertainment), relational uses appeared dominant. In particular, the phatic use appeared to be central in constructing and stabilizing a ‘common place’ and a sense of ‘being with’ trascending both instrumentality and individualism. c) Identity management practices, which emerged as irriducibile to mere narcissistic exhibitions of individuality or to its concealment. The practices of meticulous forgings of user profiles emerged as both attentive to others and inclined towards standardization (rather than extravagance) so as to ensure a harmonious inclusion within the environment (as is the norm in the neo-tribal collective contexts). Identity emerged from our data as not merely the ‘expression of inner self’, but rather the result of a journey outside of it, and of the effort of recomposing into a ‘narrative mosaic’ the many traces of the self scattered online. This kind of ‘averted reflexivity’ obviously needs the recognition of others. Identity is, in some way, a kind of ‘gift’ one receives from the other, as ‘our private and corporate lives have become information processes just because we have put our central nervous system outside us in electric technology’ (McLuhan, 1996: 52) d) The management of one’s social network. In this respect, the digital environment appears to enable subjects to handle satisfactorily the increasing complexity in both the most invested (in-depth management) and ordinary (network maintenance) forms. Trust appears to play a central role in the widening of social circles, often through the mediation of offline acquaintances acting as guarantors for new friends met online. e) The meanings conferred by users to technologies, which appear to be mostly ‘proxemic’. Indeed, meanings appear to range according to the ‘proximity to the self’ of a technology and therefore according to the level of ‘intimacy’ it allows. The ‘proxemic bubble’ (in Edward Hall’s terms) defined by each technology appear to vary according to three factors: 1) the content of what is said; 2) who can be reached through the different platforms; 3) the extent of a technology’s importance for the subject. The research found that the mobile phone, followed by MSN, are the most ‘intimate’, while Facebook is considered a ‘distant’ platform allowing a low level of intimacy. These findings were then summarized along two polarized axes. The first axis relates to the relationship established by the subject with ICTs, and ranges from ‘instrumental’ (that is limited in time and focalized) to ‘environmental’ (based on the mentioned ‘perpetual contact’ attitude). The second axis is related to the kind of interaction technology establishes with young people’s social networks, and ranges from ‘dynamizing’ (i. e. aimed at widening the networks of relations) to ‘stabilizing’ (i. e. aimed at consolidating) Four different user profiles emerge from this scheme: - reserved, enacting a somehow ‘reluctant’ use of technologies oriented towards consolidating limited but strong networks of offline relations; - hypersocial, enacting uses oriented towards improving the management of wide and differentiated networks of offline relations;
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- collector, enacting a use of technologies oriented to widening online relations, mostly in a playful way; - convivial or multicommunitarian, enacting an instrumental use of technologies aimed at maintaining and widening friendship networks both offline and online). With the exception of the ‘collectors’, who display a more superficial and self-centred (when not downright predatory) approach to the digital environment, all other profiles are characterized by strong investment in (and commitment to) personal relations, and by a high awareness of the online/offline patterns of distinction and connection within the subjects’ discontinuous, empathic space of experience. Collectors appear to be the most inclined towards experimenting a ‘magical’ approach to SNS, either for escaping the ‘crisis of presence’ or for experiencing what Benjamin (1969) called ‘the thrill of acquisition’ within the magic circle of one’s own collection (in that case, not books but contacts). Overall, the panorama emerging from the research appears to be favourable for the development of a new digital humanism, particularly when we take into consideration the capacity of the young people interviewed to shape this environment and to make the most of opportunities that nurture relations. Again, this notion appears resonant with McLuhan himself: ‘McLuhan’s humanism flore directly from his notion that our total environment – including its technologies – was a human construct’ (Cavell, 2003: 26). Our subjects appear able to establish relations (contrary to a diffused understanding and also to our own expectations) which are not ephemeral or circumstantial, but long-lasting and stable. The maintenance of the common perceptual, tactile place for meetings and meaningful relations often rooted in a distant past, is one aspect that clearly comes to light in the research: space and time are no longer separated, and time is a sort of ‘fourth dimension’ of space, as in Newton’s (and then Bakhtin’s) ‘chronotopes’ (see Bakthin, 1981). We could say that being ‘in touch’ is not matter of skin, but rather of being accessible and visible to the haptic eye in the digital village. Seeing other people and chit-chatting can be very reassuring, and can foster a neo-tribal ontological security (see Giddens 1991, Silverstone, 1984). In the theatre, at a ball, at a ball game, in Church, every individual enjoys all those other present. The pleasure of being among the masses in the sense of the joy in the multiplication of numbers, which has long been suspect among the literate members of Western society (McLuhan, 1996: 107).



In the reciprocal accessibility of digital village, much more than in the electric age, at least ‘we wear all mankind as our skin’ (McLuhan, 1996: 47).



3. Touch and the new magic: the dangers of tactility The first German edition of Understanding Media, in 1968, was fittingly titled Die Magiche Kanale, emphasizing the nature of media as techniques (which is also the nature of magic) rather than ‘instruments’ (an aspect instead privileged in the title of the Italian edition, Gli strumenti del comunicare, or ‘The Tools of Communication’). ‘Magic’ comes from Greek ‘μαγεία’ meaning ‘voice’, insofar it provides techniques for evoking and calling up spirits. The post-literate, neo-oral era is also an era where magic seems to
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come back, and, again, McLuhan foresaw the development: ‘We might return to the state of tribal man, for whom magic rituals are his means of ‘applied knowledge’ (McLuhan, 1996: 59), where ‘applied means translated or carried across from one kind of material form into another’ (McLuhan, 1996: 58) ‘Our very word ‘grasp’ or ‘apprehension’ points to the process of getting at one thing through another, of handling and sensing many facets at a time through more than one sense at a time’ (McLuhan, 1996: 60) And also: Tribal man is tightly sealed in an integral collective awareness that transcend conventional boundaries of time and space. As such, the new society will be one mythic integration, a resonating world akin to the old tribal echo chambre where magic will live again’ (McLuhan, 1969).



There are several reasons to believe that in the tactile, digital re-mediation of the televisual global village, magic could become an individualistic technique for getting things done, alternative to participation. First, the context: today’s global world is based on contiguity and interdependence, as everything is (or appears) connected to everything else (McLuhan’s ‘total field’). Magical thinking assumes the world as a whole where anything is linked to anything else. Several anthropologists (including Mauss and Frazer) remarked how the laws of magic are all based on this originary ‘contact’. For example the ‘law of sympathy’: ‘things in contact are and remain the same – like produces like, opposites work on opposites’ (Mauss, 2001:79). Being in contact is the condition for magic to work: waving a magic wand to cast the spell is using an extension of the arm enhancing the effect of touch. This is in fact the condition of magic effectiveness, which is mainly based on the law of ‘sympathy’ and the correlated principles (continuity, similarity and opposition). As everything is in contact with everything else, the whole can be affected by acting on any of its parts: ‘This whole, which is contained in everything, is the world (…). Everything has something in common with everything else and everything is connected with everything else’ (Mauss, 2001: 91). Second, the promise: just like contemporary technology, magic promises to eschew space (‘The shaman open the doors of distance’-De Martino, ibid: 15) and time by reducing ‘the interval between desire and its realization’: ‘Between a wish and its fulfilment there is, in magic, no gap’ (Mauss, 2001: 78). Moreover, the contemporary neo-oral, neo-visual, deeply secularized era appears to be a favourable time for neo-magic. In a complex world and in the ‘age of risk’, magic becomes a technique of ‘ritualizing optimism’, by fostering the hope of effective action, as well as being an antidote to the ‘crisis of presence’. The latter is a concept elaborated by Italian anthropologist, Ernesto De Martino, who analysed traditional and religious rituals of (especially southern) Italy, and indicates an existential awareness of the fragility of being, an anxiety about the solidity of things as they are and the risk of nothingness; a dilemma evidenced in a disturbed sense of self and often expressed as illness, emotional distress, or ‘alienation’. Magic allows for a sort of ‘redemption of presence’: in Mauss’ words, ‘Magic’s exclusive aim, apparently, is to produce results’ (Mauss, 2001: 78), as magic is in sense ‘the easiest technique’ for reaching goals. De Martino refers to ‘the magic drama’ as a drama in two acts: ‘the struggle of being, when is under threat and its relative redemption, taking place in particular moments of one’s existence when presence is required more strongly than usual’ (De Martino, 2007: 81)
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In fact, when a certain sensorial horizon faces a crisis, the risk becomes real for any limit to collapse; anything can become anything, which is like saying that nothingness is moving forward. But magic, being on the one side an indicator of risk, on the other side is at hand for containing chaos and redeeming it by order. Under this respect, magic is restorer of horizons under siege. And with its demiurgical role, it can restore for all the otherwise vanishing world (De Martino, 2007: 123).



In the global village of television, perceptual and emotional contact were condition of the awareness of the world as a whole; but the large amount of ‘bad news’ was heavily responsible for a sense of ‘crisis of presence’, nurturing what Bauman (2001) calls a generalized sense of uncertainty/unsafety/unsecurity. By ritualizing optimism, magic can also fulfil the need for effective action in a world where the feeling of irrelevance and the sense of powerlessness are widely shared. Being a ‘tecnique for making things happen’, magic can become the new ‘art of changing’. This ‘magical turn’ could foster problematic outcomes if we consider, for instance, the potential role of media as stages for contemporary ‘shamans of presence’, using neo-magic devices for injecting reality and trust in a chaotic and uncertain world, with heavy effects on political language and practices. McLuhan in a sense did forecast the revolution: TV is revolutionizing every political system in the Western world. For one thing, it’s creating a totally new type of national leader, a man who is much more of a tribal chieftain than a politician. […] The new political showman has to literally as well as figuratively put on his audience as he would a suit of clothes and become a corporate tribal image – like Mussolini, Hitler and F. D. R. in the days of radio, and Jack Kennedy in the television era. All these men were tribal emperors on a scale theretofore unknown in the world, because they all mastered their media. (McLuhan, 1969).



Thanks to the digital overheating of the ‘cold’ global village, ‘participation’ risks to devolve into ‘delegation’, and the ‘showman chieftain’ could rise to the rank of ‘shaman of presence’. This ‘neo-shaman’ has several distinctive qualities: he can use ‘special methods’ to increase its capacity and its perceptual representational thinking, and also to enhance the in- tuition. While these methods can theoretically also be employed by ordinary members of the community, they are necessary condition of shamanism (De Martino, 2000: 12). Moreover, the shaman does not merely ‘see’ things, but is able to influence the ‘seen’ and his vision aims to be an active determination of the real (68). Within the ‘existential drama’, Shamans become ‘masters of the limit, explorers of the beyond, heroes of the presence’ (104). But as ‘magic has no churches’ and can perfectly fit the needs of an individualistic society, the risk for the digital village to reverse into a crowd of separated unities, leaded by a neo- shaman, is not so irrealistic, as the political situation of many countries seems to suggest. As a conclusion, we can certainly recognize that more than forty years after Understanding Media, McLuhan’s ‘explorations’ appear to retain a greatly usefulness for tasting and understanding the ‘unique cultural flavour of our society’ (McLuhan, 1996: 13).
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L. I. N. K. FACULTY Understanding Connections, Making Connections Matteo Andreozzi Università degli Studi of Milano



Introduction This paper is intended to provide comments on the high-strength connection between media and cultural shifts in ways of thinking and worldviews. I focus especially on new media, linking thinking, and systemic worldviews as three related aspects of the cultural shift that seem fair to expect from the global society of this century. In addition, I make some concrete suggestions for spreading philosophical perspectives and cultural paradigms that can help us to overcome contemporary crises. A recent study (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005a) found that ecosystem services are deeply linked with commonly encountered components of human well-being. Nevertheless, it is not easy to perceive that all of us depend on nature for the conditions of a good life. Hence, the changes humans have made to ecosystems in the last decades to improve and globalize the Western standard of life have caused an ecological crisis, which implies biological and social crises. Indeed, these unprecedented changes have weakened nature’s ability to deliver key services related to the flourishing of life on the planet and have jeopardized the achievement of social goals such as reducing poverty, hunger, and disease (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005b). The global Big Bang represents one of the most relevant aspects of human involvement in planet crises, but not the key aspect. Physicist and systemic thinker Fritjof Capra (1982) points out that all these crises are only symptoms of the worldview crisis derived from the foremost thinking crisis of the Western civilization. Hence, in order to handle all the problems now coming to a head from the out-of-date anthropocentric cultural paradigm, we need to adopt a different worldview and think in a different way (Capra, 1982). We cannot solve contemporary crises with the same paradigm we used when we created them. Given these arguments, Capra (1982) claims that if societies will assume a new systemic cultural paradigm, then the resolving consequences will come in all areas. I argue that in order to realize the cultural shift advocated by Capra and many others systemic thinkers we have to highlight that the media by which we produce and share our thoughts are strongly linked with our thinking and worldviews. ‘Societies have always been shaped more by the nature of the media by which men communicate than by the content of the communication’ was one of the most important statements in Marshall McLuhan’s The Medium is the Massage (McLuhan, 1967: 8). In addition, the economist Jeremy Rifkin (2010) claims that every historical state of Western culture is always characterized by a specific restructuring of the ways we communicate and of the media of communication. In other words, the way in which we understand and organize reality, and the kind of linguistic metaphors we use to describe it, are dependent on the media we use to communicate and are also deeply related to cultural shifts. In light of these statements, I claim that first of all we need a medium shift: in order to perceive ourselves as part of the web of life, we need to comprehend nature through the fulfillment of an ecological web of knowledge.
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Among new media of communication, Ted Nelson (1992) highlights several elements of hypertext that describe this system as particularly suited to pursue the aim I suggested. The non-linear and non-sequential structure of the open, interactive, collective and cooperative World Wide Web (Nelson, 1992) already offers efficient writing and learning systems based on the network pattern. I argue that through the use of hypertext systems it is easier to understand natural connections and, therefore, make new vital connections. I claim that by using hypertext systems humans can develop or strengthen the faculty to think through linking underlying aspects of a real well-being, such as life needs, several fields of knowledge, nature services, and technological innovations, capabilities, and aims. I call this faculty L. I. N. K. (Life, Innovation, Nature, Knowledge) and I argue that this new way of linking thinking supported by new media is strongly related to a new systemic worldview more suitable for helping us in changing our attitudes. In section 1, I explicate the connections between natural well-being and human well-being. In section 2, I show how contemporary crises depend on the inability of old cultural paradigms to understand these complex connections, and I also explain the reason why we need to change the way we think in order to change our worldview. In section 3, I argue that thinking changes are deeply influenced by media changes and point out how hypertext systems can now answer the need for a new media. Lastly, in section 4, I provide suggestions – related especially to the social movements involved with the cultural change – to use the World Wide Web in order to facilitate spreading the L. I. N. K. faculty and the systemic approach to reality.



1. Global crisis, planet crisis The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA) is an international report that cost 24 million US dollars and involved the work of more than 1,360 leading scientists worldwide. Initiated in 2001, with the support of the UN, the objective of the MA was to evaluate the consequences of ecosystem changes for human well-being and to develop future scenarios based on detected trends. The findings, contained in five technical volumes and six synthesis reports, also provide the options to restore, conserve, or enhance the sustainable use of ecosystems. I must emphasize that the term ‘ecosystem’ indicates a part of nature that is dynamic and dynamically linked to other parts of the biosphere. Talking about ecosystems (plural) is therefore equivalent to talking about nature. In fact, an ecosystem is a natural open system always interconnected with other open systems (other ecosystems). Each ecosystem is composed of a set of living communities (biotic component); a specific physical-chemical environment in which they are located (abiotic component); and the mutual relations that exist between living organisms and between them and the environment (Odum and Barrett, 2005). These networks of networks of relationships tend to preserve over time a state of homeostasis (given by a continuous exchange of matter and energy), which helps in maintaining the dynamic equilibrium essential to keeping the natural system alive (Odum and Barrett, 2005) – and to keeping humans alive, as well. The MA is the scientific community’s first attempt to describe and evaluate on a global scale the full range of services that derive from nature. It has been able to provide a health-check on 24 of these services, divided into four broad groups (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005a, pp. VI-VII). The support group of services (nutrient cycling, soil formation, primary production, etc.) is essential for the proper functioning of all the other groups and is also directly connected with biodiversity (biological variability of genes, species and habitats) on Earth. The other three identified groups of ecosystems services are provisioning services (food, fresh water, wood and fiber, fuel, etc.); regulating services (climate regulation, flood regulation, disease regulation, wa-
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ter purification, etc.); and cultural services (aesthetic, spiritual, educational, recreational, etc.). In fact, the MA (2005a: VI-VII) shows that all of our basic needs, such as security (personal safety, secure resource access, security from disasters, etc.); basic material for good life (adequate livelihoods, sufficient nutritious food, shelter, access to goods, etc.); health (strength; well-being; access to clean air and water; etc.); and good social relations (social cohesion, mutual respect, ability to help others, etc.) are more or less directly and more or less strongly dependent on these four (plus one, considering biodiversity) natural services. In other words, not only our well-being depends on nature, but also our own freedom of choice and action (‘the opportunity to be able to achieve what an individual values doing and being’) can be traced back to nature (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005a: VI-VII). However, the findings (published in 2005, after a four-year study) show a serious damage of the ecosystems balance directly related with human activities (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005a: 26-48). They argue that we are consuming natural resources beyond repair and highlight that the consequences of this degradation will also increase significantly over the next fifty years. If we consider the cited MA statement on the connections between natural well-being and human well-being, it is easy to understand that if we are living in an age of crises, it is because the ecological crisis implies biological and social crises. Therefore, these crises involve both our primary and secondary needs, and I claim that they are mostly dependent on our inability to understand life-nature connections and to make new knowledge-technology connections. Human history is interwoven with natural history. The development of human societies has been a story of changing the ecosystems to sustain ever-more sophisticated demands of the comfort and well-being of a growing number of people (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005b: 11). The MA (2005b: 6) focuses the problem by claiming that ‘as human societies become more and more complex and technologically advanced, it is easy to gain the impression that we no longer depend on natural systems’. An increasing percentage of the population lives in cities, which are environments dominated by human-built structures and technologies. Nature appears to be something nice to enjoy but not at the forefront of our daily concerns. Even the conservation and preservation of natural spaces are often seen as unlinked with human wellbeing: the construction and maintenance of parks and reserves are considered useful only to protect the natural beauty or maintain our home clean. The MA (2005b: 6) claims that these are all dangerous illusions that ignore the vast benefits of nature to human and non-human life: ‘we may have distanced ourselves from nature, but we rely completely on the services it delivers’. Today’s knowledge and technology are already able to reduce the human impact on ecosystems significantly and, at the same time, to meet the growing needs for food and other primary services. We already have the means to handle world contemporary crises. Better protection of nature requires coordinated efforts across all sections of governments, businesses, and international institutions; however, the greater need is to change our perception of life and nature (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005b, p. 6). The MA (2005b) remarks that such knowledge and technology changes are unlikely to be achieved fully unless we start to put ‘nature at the center’ of our worldview. It follows that first of all we need to consider the full value of life-nature interconnections through a better understanding of the web of life.



2. Cultural paradigms, worldviews, and ways of thinking Systemic thinker Fritjof Capra (1982) claims that the current inability of the Western cultural paradigm to solve global and planet crises demonstrates that it has reached its limits; conse-
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quently, He argues that we are moving in the direction of a deep-seated cultural change. Capra (1992: 6) defines a cultural paradigm as ‘a constellation of concepts, values, perceptions and practices shared by a community, which forms a particular vision of reality that is the basis of the way a community organizes itself’. In other words, cultural paradigm contains both the explicit and implicit premises of our thoughts and actions. It follows that in order to change our worldview, we need to change the way we think. In my recent work (2011) I identify three dominant paradigms in the history of Western civilization and remark on their different worldviews. First, the hierocentric paradigm of primitive civilizations, which puts at the center of its worldview a holy spirit (the Greek, hieros, means sacred). Émile Durkheim (1912) describes this sacred essence as something which is perceived as spread throughout the natural world, giving a primeval sense of mutual belonging of humans to life and life to nature. Secondly, the theocentric paradigm of the agricultural-hydraulic civilizations, which puts God at the center of its worldview. According to readings of this paradigm – Thomas Hobbes (1651), Baruch Spinoza (1670) and David Hume (1757) – God is perceived as an authority detached from the world who founds reality and establishes moral laws and human goals. Thirdly, the industrialized civilizations’ anthropocentric paradigm, which puts mankind at the center of the worldview. In this perspective, humans represent the pinnacle of evolution and the yardstick for evaluating all life: we are the natural guardians, even owners, of Earth. The implicit bases of this paradigm are dominating our culture even today. Arnold Gehlen (1957) highlights that superstition and religion were the knowledge base of hierocentric and theocentric societies: they were unable to understand how dependent we are from nature, but their tools and techniques were not so invasive as to seriously damage ecosystems. Throughout history, science and technology have become increasingly predominant in our culture, but also over-sectorialized, and therefore unable to understand the existing links between humans, life, and nature (Gehlen, 1957). Thanks to industrial development, Western societies rapidly proclaimed themselves masters of nature, but just as rapidly they have started to deeply damage ecosystems services. Moreover, we have started to put our own values (such as economic development and technological progress), at the center of our perspective, considering them as the most advanced and fairest in comparison to the others. In the era of globalization, this concerning derivation of the anthropocentric paradigm, which can be named ethnocentric, has probably become the main reason for contemporary crises. Capra (1982) shows that our paradigm is mainly based on some outdated seventeenth century beliefs, such as the analytical dualism of Descartes; Bacon’s hierarchic view of the relationships between humans and nature; and the Newtonian mechanistic approach to reality. Hence, it offers a limited view on our well-being, disconnected from natural well-being and therefore based, after the industrial revolution, on the economic and technological wrong reading of the concepts of development and progress – now even globalized. These obsolete interpretations have led us to live in this age of crisis precisely because the anthropocentric and ethnocentric way of thinking is still unable to understand the complex system nature in which we are integrated (Capra, 1982). On the other hand, a new paradigm is now emerging from the systemic theories, and it seems fit for the purpose of helping us to tackle contemporary crises. The new paradigm can be defined ecocentric or biocentric, because it puts ecosystems interconnections and a holistic view of life at the center of a renewed worldview (Andreozzi, 2011). Capra (1996) highlights that its systemic and ecological approach emphasize nature more on the whole than on its living or non-living parts – more on processes than on structures. Furthermore, it requires a new way of thinking, from which new human behaviors consequentially derive. One of the most significant systemic thinkers’ claims is that in order to perceive reality as a network in which parts are
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merely patterns in an inseparable web of relationships, we need an interconnected network of knowledge able to represent the observed phenomena (Capra, 1992). In other words, in order to shift to an ecocentric or biocentric cultural paradigm and adopt a systemic and ecological worldview, first of all we need to think in a collective, interactive and cooperative way, highlighting underlying natural interconnections and links between human and ecosystems well-being. Therefore, humans have to develop or strengthen a linking thinking faculty now trapped in the linear thinking of the reductionist and analytical anthropocentric culture. A recent WWF study (2005) sets ‘linkingthinking’ aspects apart from ‘boxed-thinking’ ones. In short, the Western dominant ‘boxed-thinking’ faculty is linear and exclusively rational; focuses on egos; believes both in objective knowledge and in the power of delimited problem-solving approaches; tries to understand a complex whole by looking at the detail; considers most issues and events as fundamentally separated; does not consider emergent properties; defines concepts by separations and oppositions; and wants to keep the control (or even the possession) of everything (Sterling, 2005: 13-14). On the other hand, the emerging ‘linkingthinking’ faculty related to the systemic and ecological worldview tries to balance linear rational aspects with non-linear intuition aspects (balancing our left brain with our right); focuses on relationships; believes both in epistemic knowledge and in problem-solving approaches that care to develop solutions that generate further solutions; tries to put the complex whole in a larger context; considers issues and events as connected parts of an interrelated reality; considers the significant role of emergent properties; considers the so-called opposites in relationship; and is more flexible, accepting uncertainty, and not trying to control (or possess) everything (Sterling, 2005: 15-16). The WWF study (2005) confirms that the ‘linkingthinking’ faculty is the key to spreading the systemic and ecological worldview. Therefore, it represents also the main aspect of the final fulfillment of cultural changes which the Western anthropocentric civilization has to do to handle ecological and social crises of our century. The demand to start thinking in an ecological, collective, interactive, cooperative, and linking way has become even more widely shared in recent decades. I suggest exploring these demands outlining at least three perspectives: theoretical, ethical, and operational. From a theoretical perspective Gregory Bateson (1972) writes about ‘ecology of mind’. He states that ‘such matters as the bilateral symmetry of an animal, the patterned arrangement of leaves in a plant, the escalation of an armaments race, the processes of courtship, the nature of play, the grammar of a sentence, the mystery of biological evolution, and the contemporary crises in man’s relationship to him environment, can only be understood in terms of such an ecology of ideas’ (Bateson, 1972: 13). From an ethical perspective, Daniel Goleman (2009) writes about ‘ecological intelligence’ to mean the faculty to better adapt ourselves to the world we live in through thinking connecting human actions to the chain of environmental consequences that are implied in them. From an operational perspective Pierre Lévy (1994) and Derrick de Kerckhove (1997) write about ‘collective intelligence’ and ‘connective intelligence’. Lévy (1994) highlights that knowledge, which is always a ‘distributed knowledge’, is enhanced by the new communication technologies that foster better cooperation between users. On the other hand, De Kerckhove (1997) points out that the World Wide Web network, through its interaction and interconnection potentialities, is the new media most suitable form to foster better connection between contents. Considering these three aspects (theoretical, ethical, and operational) in light of all the arguments given in this section on the new way of thinking, I suggest naming the linking thinking faculty on the whole L. I. N. K. (Life, Innovation, Nature, Knowledge). The acronym means to represent, through the use of a single term, the need to go over the rationalistic, egoistic, dualistic and reductionist views of reality and change our attitudes using new media innovations to
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think connecting elements of the ecosystem nature now felt as separated from life and culture, as well as linking several branches of knowledge now seen as disconnected and distant from each other. In short, I claim that the L. I. N. K. is the thinking faculty given by new media systems such as hypertext to produce an ecological network of knowledge; to understand the connections between human well-being and nature well-being; to develop innovative technologies for sustainable living; to spread the systemic and ecological worldview; to change our cultural paradigm; and, finally, to handle contemporary crises.



3. Thinking changes, media changes The human thinking process is not only a neurobiological process, it is also a personal and contextual experience in which we transform a set of signs carried by a medium within a specific contextual meaning into a network of interrelated and evolving meanings or, vice versa, we use a medium to communicate our thoughts. It follows that, in order to argue about thinking changes, it is necessary to consider the relationship between our thoughts and the media we use to communicate. Moreover, Marshall McLuhan claims that ‘it is impossible to understand social and cultural changes without a knowledge of the workings of media’ (McLuhan, 1967: 8). Hence, understanding cultures, worldviews and ways in which thinking changes require an inquiry into how the various forms of media influence societies. McLuhan highlights three medium features. First, as an extension of our physic of physical faculties (McLuhan, 1964). He argues that the way we perceive the world, as well as the way we think and act, is directly related to the media extensions we use to communicate: ‘when these ratios change, men change’ (McLuhan, 1967: 41). Secondly, every medium is a different message, because the form is so merged with the content to even transform it. It follows that changing media means changing information. Finally, it is a massage, because it influences human sensorium by massaging ourselves (McLuhan, 1967). In fact, McLuhan claims that media work us over completely: ‘they are so pervasive in their personal, political, economic, aesthetic, psychological, moral, ethical, and social consequences that they leave no part of us untouched, unaffected, unaltered’ (McLuhan, 1967: 26). In summary, the media of communication that inform and meanwhile transform both messages and humans are essential instruments for understanding the world. It follows that different media offer different ways of organizing knowledge, thus different ways of thinking, and then different ways of understanding the world. Walter J. Ong (1982) argues that each medium of communication dominance transition is always related to a deep anthropological transformation. For example, in the transition from orality to literacy, the new way of organizing knowledge, from mnemonic poems to written texts, has freed the mind, giving us the opportunity to make more abstract and original thoughts, which have shaped, or at least facilitated, the scientific and technological progress of humanity (Ong, 1982). In other words, many apparently obvious aspects of the anthropocentric Western way of thinking depend on the new resources available thanks to the technology of writing. Furthermore, McLuhan’s longtime associate, Derrick de Kerckhove, (1991) affirms that each dominant medium entails at least two revolutions. The first one happens inside ourselves and affects the way we think, because we are constantly interpreted in accordance with our own interpretations. The second one takes place in the world, because the way we perceive it depends on how we are able to think it works. In agreement with Ong’s and de Kerckhove’s claims, I argue that in order to use the L. I. N. K. faculty to change our cultural paradigm we need, first of all, a medium shift. De Kerckhove (1991) refers to the different ways in which communication techniques and
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technologies have shaped interpretations of the human mind, worldviews and societies over the ages, naming them ‘brainframes’. He (1991) outlines three different ‘brainframes’: first, the ‘alphabetic brainframe’ (the alphabet) is what most shaped the way Western culture approaches the world, because its adoption of the left-to-right handwriting implies an analytical, sequential, and rational experience of reality; secondly, the ‘video brainframe’ (the television) requires intuitive understanding and corporal ‘sub-muscular’ responses, and therefore generates mass culture by allowing neither time nor opportunity to assimilate and reprocess information in personal ways; finally, the ‘cybernetic brainframe’ (the personal computer) is an interactive based frame that allows us to be not only sequential information and standardized image consumers, but also producers of a new collaborative and connective global knowledge network. I argue that personal computers and the Internet have offered us the opportunity to use L. I. N. K. to better comprehend humans-life-nature connections through the fulfillment of a web of knowledge that is more suitable to represent the web of life. The non-linear and non-sequential structure of the open, interactive, collective and cooperative World Wide Web description offered by Ted Nelson (1992) shows that hypertext media already offer efficient writing and learning systems based on the network pattern. This evidence suggests that electronic hypertext systems are already suitable to help us in changing our cultural paradigm through a cooperative use of the L. I. N. K. faculty. Further support to this claim comes from Jeremy Rifkin (2010), who directly connects each historical state of Western culture to the use of a specific medium of communication and suggests using the World Wide Web to advance our cultural consciousness. As I (2011) suggest outlining hierocentric, theocentric, anthropocentric-ethnocentric and biocentric-ecocentric cultures, Rifkin (2010) outlines mythological, theological, ideological-psychological-dramaturgical, and biospherical cultures. He (2010) argues that oral cultures nurtured a ‘mythological consciousness’, script cultures a ‘theological consciousness’, and print cultures raised a mainly anthropocentric ‘ideological consciousness’. However, our electronic and digital culture developed a ‘psychological and dramaturgical consciousness’ which offered new ways to conceive our own identities and interrelationships and to spread our empathy to fulfill the new upcoming ‘biospherical consciousness’ of the globalized biocentric-ecocentric culture (Rifkin, 2010). Tracking back these passages to the arguments given in the previous sections, I suggest that the use of the World Wide Web hypertext as the new dominant media of communication can help us to tackle contemporary crises. A possible framework of what might happen after the achievement of the social transition to a hyperlink culture will probably involve Internet reduced distances between humans and augmented reality (AR) and improved relationships between humans and reality. In fact, through the use of mobile phones, tablets, netbooks, and notebooks, and thanks to even more widespread Wi-Fi, 3G, and WAP connections, it might be easier to share or dispute information from all around the world and to perceive underlying aspects of our daily life (such as ecosystems relationships of nature elements and environmental impacts of products we commonly encounter). It follows that it might be easier to handle problems, developing solutions that will not generate further problems. Furthermore, a hyperlink culture will imply a new linking way of thinking and a networked view of reality, which are essential aspects of the L. I. N. K. faculty as I have described it. I argue that focusing on developing or strengthening the L. I. N. K. faculty could give us the opportunity to fulfill sustainable societies in which people use non-linear intuition to put their own needs and desires in an even larger complex whole, In the following section, I will provide suggestions for social movements adopting systemic and ecological approaches on how to use the World Wide Web to share their views and promote their intentions in a more effective way.
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4. Internet waves, social waves Deep ecology is a social and philosophical movement founded by the Norwegian philosopher Arne Næss in 1973 (Næss, 1973). In agreement with cultural needs showed in previous sections, it is based on systemic approaches and claims to recognize the interdependent nature of human and non-human life as well as the importance of the ecosystem and natural processes (Næss, 1976). Furthermore, the main aim of deep ecology is to change the Western cultural paradigm through changing both rationally and intuitively our anthropocentric worldview. The relevance of this movement is shown by the fact that in the last decades it has provided the foundation for most of the environmental, ecology and green movements involved in the desirable cultural change. However, I claim that deep ecology and the other movements still have to recognize completely, according to McLuhan’s works, that changes in cultural and worldview require changes in thinking and media. I have demonstrated how the new media of today can promote a networked view of reality directly related to the linking thinking shift required by the L. I. N. K. faculty. In this last section I offer ecological social movements a draft proposal of using hypertext systems not only for trivial display purposes, but also to pursue their aims in a more effective way. In short, I argue that Internet waves are particularly suited to encourage social waves. Næss describes the deep ecology movement as ‘a total view comprising many levels in contact with each other’ (Næss, 1995b: 75) and illustrates verbally articulated ‘logical relations’ between the premises and the conclusions of its ecological worldview by the so-called ‘Apron Diagram’ (AD). In his diagram they move down in stages, so that ‘some conclusions become premises for new conclusions’ (Næss, 1995b: 75). Næss highlights that the cultural change promoted by deep ecology also requires ‘genetic relations’(75). They refer to ‘influences, motivations, inspirations, and cause-and-effect relations’ which cannot be indicated in the AD: ‘they may move up and down or anywhere, and they involve time’ (75). Using the AD as a pattern of how ecological social movements act to slowly revolutionize Western cultural paradigm and worldview – even Næss (77) suggests to use it in order ‘to illustrate the same general aspects of other international movements’ too – I claim that World Wide Web systems can influence the direction of genesis and reduce the time required to make the cultural change needed to resolve contemporary crises.



Fig. 1. Figure shows the 1995 version of the Arne Næss’s Apron Diagram (Næss 1995a, p. 10).
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There are four levels to take into account: (level 1) verbalized fundamental philosophical and religious ideas and intuitions; (level 2) the platform of the ecological social movements; (level 3) more or less general consequences derived from the platform (such as lifestyles and general policies of every kind); and (level 4) concrete situations and practical decisions made in these situations (75-6). Hence, Næss (77) claims that the ecological social movements can be seen to manifest both plurality and unity: unity at level 2 (as is true for many global grassroots movements) and plurality at other levels. In other words, the platform principles of the ecological social movements (level 2) can be theoretically grounded for individual supporters in many and diverse religions or philosophies and can also bring various general and concrete ethical decisions. It follows that level 2 is the (theoretical and ethical) key to fulfilling the systemic and ecological worldview related to the biocentric or ecocentric cultural paradigm. Given this argument, with my draft proposal of the ‘Web Apron Diagram’ (WAD), I (2011) suggest using hypertext not only to develop or strengthen the L. I. N. K. faculty, but also to produce an ecological network of knowledge and share an ecological web of learning. I claim that the hypertexted platform principles that can be realized through the use of the V. I. T. A. (Video, Image, Text, Audio) elements of the World Wide Web systems will facilitate, or even embody, the intuitive ‘genetic relations’ in the AD influencing motivations and causes, and therefore accelerate the cultural change process. In fact, I affirm that it will help global ecological social movements’ theorists, collaborators, and supporters in many ways. Firstly, it will help all in using the L. I. N. K. faculty, which I showed to be related to new media and essential to fulfilling the systemic and ecological worldview. Secondly, it will help theorists and collaborators in interactively refining and joining systemic and ecological principles and spreading their messages all around the globe. Finally, it will help supporters in theoretical and ethical coordination, as well as in making practical decisions in concrete situations.



Fig. 2. Figure shows a reviewed version of the Web Apron Diagram (Andreozzi 2011, p. 226).
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In my draft proposal of the WAD I suggest theorists to use Wiki and Blog systems to cooperatively write a web principles platform, thanks to reviews and suggestions from Chat, Forum, and Social Network interactions with collaborators. In fact, through the use of V. I. T. A. hypertext elements, it is possible to build a relations network of topics linking arguments and sorting them by tags and keywords. I argue that it can help supporters and readers in general in using L. I. N. K. to understand reticular non-sequential connections between several branches of knowledge now seen as disconnected and distant from each other, and therefore between natural and human well-being. However, it has to be pointed out that not only peer reviews and scientific data updates are essential to guarantee rigorous information; precise references to data, books and publications are also necessary. The web platform can also be useful to coordinate activists and global campaigns as well as to help people to make ecological decisions in daily ethical situations. On the other hand, I have to clarify that the last and decisive steps needed to fully develop biocentric or ecocentirc awareness belong to individuals only, and are therefore realized in concrete spaces through the making of a personal effort. Platform principles represent an invitation to assume a different cultural perspective and their hypertexted version represents further encouragement to transform our way of thinking and worldview. That is why I claim that the new medium offered by hypertext systems can help ecological social movements in reaching their aims. However, it cannot solve all the problems of the world in one move. In fact, the principal work that has to be done refers to the manner of living of individuals and therefore to the choices of our daily life. In other words, even without setting apart all the key arguments given in this paper, the first step to be done remains that of making a personal effort.
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The ‘expert’ is the man who stays put.
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On Air-Interviews This section represents the transcription of interviews with people involved in specific studies of the monographic issue. It is connected to the digital variant of the journal in order to trigger a debate and continue the analysis of a topic by means of a participative debate online (meta-forum).



Derrick de Kerckhove by Emanuela Patti



From the letter to electronic lettrism. The reincarnation of the word and the implosion of the Muses



An interview to Derrick de Kerckhove by Emanuela Patti
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Derrick De Kerckhove is presently Professore Straordinario at the Faculty of Sociology in the University Federico II in Naples (Italy) and Director of the research line in Culture and Technology at the IN3/UOC in Barcelona. He is former Director of the McLuhan Program in Culture & Technology and Professor in the Department of French at the University of Toronto. He received his Ph. D. in French Language and Literature from the University of Toronto in 1975 and a Doctorat du 3e cycle in Sociology of Art from the University of Tours (France) in 1979. He was an associate of the Centre for Culture and Technology from 1972 to 1980 and worked with Marshall McLuhan for over ten years as translator, assistant and co-author. He has worked on two collections of essays on McLuhan, culture, technology and biology, namely Understanding 1984 (UNESCO, 1984) and McLuhan e la metamorfosi dell’uomo (Bulzoni, 1984). Among the other publications, we remember The Alphabet and the Brain (Springer Verlag, 1988), La civilisation vidéo-chrétienne (Alpha Bleue, 1990), both books on the impact of the alphabet on mind and society, research taken further in Brainframes: Technology, Mind and Business (Bosch&Keuning, 1991). The Skin of Culture (Somerville Press, 1995) is a collection of essays on the new electronic



reality which stayed on Canadian best-sellers lists for several months. Connected Intelligence (Somerville, 1997) introduced his research on new media and cognition. Both books were translated in a dozen languages including Japanese, Chinese, Korean, Polish and Slovenian. The architecture of intelligence was conceived and supported by and for networks and it was first issued in Dutch in December 2000, and in English (June 2001), Italian and German in September 2001. This book is now being updated under a new title: The Era of the tag (with Matteo Ciastellardi and Andrea Cruciani). As a consultant in media, cultural interests, and related policies, he has participated in the preparation and brainstorming sessions for the plans for: the Ontario Pavilion at Expo ‘92 in Seville, the Canada in Space exhibit, and the Toronto Broadcast Centre for the CBC. He was involved in plans for a major exhibit on Canada and Modernism at the Cité des sciences et de l’industrie in Paris for 2003-4 and is working presently on The Global Village Square between Toronto, Naples and Milan. A World Economic Forum Fellow, de Kerckhove was decorated by the Government of France with the order of Les Palmes academiques and has been a member of the Club of Rome since 1995. In the Fall of 2003, he was appointed co-chair, as the Canadian representative, for ICT trade between Canada and Italy by the Department of External Affairs in Canada and the Ministero delle attivita produttive of the Italian government. Finally, for 2004-6, he has been awarded the Papamarkou Chair in Technology and Education at the Library of Congress in Washington where he ran a series of conferences and seminars on Managing creativity in the digital contexts. This series was covered live by C-Span. He was invited to return to the Library of Congress for a return engagement during the Spring of 2008 where he conducted a new series of lectures and seminars on Digital Natives. He gives more than one hundreds lectures per year worldwide.
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Wicklow, July 23rd, 2010 EP: After its original form of orality, for many centuries now literature has mainly developed as a creative form of expression of the Gutenberg Galaxy. In the technological shift from writing to digital language, from text to hypertext though, the word seems to undergo a new transformation. In some of your lectures, you used the concept of ‘electronic lettrism’ to describe this evolution. Could you explain what you mean by that? DdeK: In 1947 Isidore Isou, a Parisian artist, published the manifest of lettrism. In fact, lettrism further develops what Arthur Rimbaud had started with Voyelles, meant to give colour to the letter, and rethink the letter as something sensorial. This offers an artistic dimension to the problem; it is a form of calligraphy, which originates, in my opinion, from the impact of the new technologies of reproduction and diffusion of publicity images on erstwhile bare Paris walls, but it’s also a return of the senses into writing: Apollinaire’s Calligrammes, for example, turn the lines of writing into images. Electronic lettrism is the same thing, but at a higher level. It brings a return of the senses in the letter, the return of the word, to be more precise. The letter favoured the eradication of the senses from the word, in fact, reduced it to the reproduction of signs. As a consequence, virtual reality is the reverse of all this, it heralds the return of the Muses, the implosion of the Muses on the electronically augmented human body. One could think that the virtual



dimension has nothing to do with language and all to do with the senses. I believe that the virtual is a product of language; however, it is not a product of the written word. We will always go through the letter, but in this dimension of lettrism the artistic ambition is to please and carry people beyond it. In this respect, I refer to the electronic Logos as the place where we find the imitation of the ancient Logos, the magic, creative, productive, diffusive dimension of the divine word which creates things. That we find in the electronic letter. That’s it! The electronic lettrism is the shift to this dimension. It is an exaggeration to say that the Muses implode on themselves, but it is an exaggeration which makes us understand that we are not experiencing the explosion of the things from the alphabetic letter, but the implosion of things. Therefore, augmented literarity addresses the word rather than the letter.
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EP: Moving on to the question of readership, you distinguish between the ‘literary person’ and the ‘screen person’. Could you explain the difference between the two and how the concept of ‘screen person’ affects the reception of a text, or, I should rather say, of a hypertext? DdeK: The ‘screen person’ and the ‘literary person’ are easy to distinguish, as the literary person introduces the world into the head and processes the information in a silent and private way. This does not mean you cannot write or speak. The point is that the process of reflection and creativity first starts inside the head; in other words, it is an abstract description you have to embody through the sensorial memory of your senses. So, going back to electronic lettrism, this is indeed the embodiment/reincarnation of the word at a second degree. In this respect, instead of doing things inside the head, the ‘screen person’ does it outside the head, and not alone, but potentially employing an amazing quantity of resources and process systems and having the possibility to share interests with a group of people without being physically present. This creates a very different situation: while it is clear that it is always the head that does the main processing of the information, all the while, most other cognitive skills (drawing, designing, calculating, music composition and interpretation, professional, social and personal organization, sorting, classifying, storing, remembering and imagining) are more and more delegated to the machine. The screen person is someone who takes advantage of this possibility and spends his time between the external and the internal condition.



EP: How is that going to affect our imaginary and our memory? And what impact could that have on literature? DdeK: To tell the truth, I do not know what the consequences of this situation on one’s personality could be and I cannot even foresee it. Nevertheless, the existence of this scenario reminds me of Plato and his tale, where Theuth offers writing to the god Amon Rah and tells him to have found a remedy for the memory of human beings. And Amon Rah, who is much smarter, replies: ‘To invent is one thing, to foresee is another. You think you have discovered the remedy for memory loss, but actually you found how to forget about everything, by relying on external sources instead of remembering by oneself. This
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will create an insufferable amount of ignorant people’. But Eric Havelock makes another point, namely that literacy did not make people stupid or ignorant, it liberated their mind from the need to repeat and remember so that they could finally innovate. The impact on literature is that it turns into crossmedia, transcinema, videogames, interactive art installations, Youtube, and, why not, the genre of the epigram, Twitter. EP: If you trust more and more machines and delegate your normal cognitive functions to them, Is Google making us really stupid? I have already found an electronic answer to Montaigne, who used to say ‘Il vaut mieux une tête bien faite qu’une tête bien pleine’ (better a head well-made than one well filled). Nowadays who cares about well-made and well-filled heads? Let’s put all the heads together! Back to Havelock, on the one side there is Plato’s thinking followed by moralist philosophers, on the other side there is Eric Havelock, who was much inspired by – and inspiring to-McLuhan. He says: ‘If ancient Greeks have lost their memory because they moved it from their heads into the books, they have gained a lot in terms of invention. Instead of wasting a lot of energies for remembering, they have gathered all their energies for thinking. Pas mal. I like this reasoning and I find it in line with my positive, optimistic dimension. Now the question is: what happens if you give not only your memory but also your cognitive processes, such as deduction, innovation, creativity, which are operations normally associated with humans to machines? What could be the outcome for the head, after that it has got ridden of thinking and calculating tasks? EP: An empty head? Is that possible at all? DdeK: Well, the emptiness of Eastern wisdom is the way to be as full as possible. I cannot say whether this is either positive or negative. I am reporting things I am interested in and I find it totally useful to think about it rather than simply reporting. I am thinking about it and can never find a solution. What is this incredible implosion of all the heads together for? What is this phenomenon of the electronic language for? The screen person is different, as I think, from the literary person. I imagine the screen person as something different, but I cannot feel and see him/her well yet. What I do see is that the networked person is not the same as the literate one. It’s a different geometry. When you are hyper connected and exposed every minute to some kind of sensor, you become transparent. Not to yourself but to whoever needs to x-ray you. Your identity is supported by your connections not by your personality. Are we either absolutely different or are we exactly the same just with different tools? I think today we are different, as much as the person of the Middle Ages is different from the person of the Renaissance. And this difference between the medieval and the renaissance Self is evident not only in the works of art, but also in the thinking and in politics as well. There is a wide context that shifts totally from the medieval to the renaissance sensibility.
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EP: How would you define this period, then? DdeK: I call this period neo-baroque for this reason, because we are witnessing the revolution of all senses and we are rethinking all our senses under the conditions of electricity. We are acquiring very quickly an extended, secondary sensoriality where touch plays an increasingly important role. We are immersed into this livewire environment, enmeshed into it. We could say we are in the middle of hyper-literature, even if hyper-literature is still the product of the letter. Instead of considering the letter as a part of an ensemble, it is the point of view of the hypermedia through the letter that has to be taken into account. EP: Taking into consideration the point of view of the hyper-literature, I would like to go back to some concepts that you have identified and outlined, i. e. anonymity, ubiquity, episodism, plurality of actors. It seems to me that the authorial subject can be identified with a wide variety of new emerging characters nowadays. I am thinking, for example, of the possibility to be in more than one place, to multiply endlessly your identity through the avatars, but also to hide your identity through an anonymous avatar… DdeK: We are going back to the ancient Greek masks, which (literally) allow(ed) you to personify. That is the origin of the persona. Today we are witnessing the reversal of this condition. We are going back to the masks, which are actually silencing, concealing the person. This gradual loss of features in our representations (take Avatar as one example, but emoticons provide another) reflects and promotes the gradual eradication of the kind of personalities we inherited from the literate era. You need a large base to emerge in a fluid environment, not deep roots. EP: With regard to the masks, our well-known Italian writer, Luigi Pirandello, who was also a dramatist, talked about the identity in terms of ‘One, No one and One Hundred Thousand’. Are we experiencing the triumph of this floating identity? DdeK: Pirandello is definitely one of the main writers who predicted the problem of the identity. The Late Mattia Pascal is a masterpiece on the issue of the identity and Adriano Meis could be considered as the first avatar in the history. I think it is interesting to rethink our antecedents to understand what is currently happening. From now on identity has to be separated from selfhood. The identity can float as long as the self of experience and memory has succeeded in establishing continuity. If memory lessens, so do the experience and the self. To mentalize your perception of the novel’s environment inside your head as the original source of what you see is one thing; another thing is to look at this as an objective production because someone else can see your avatar. This is the materialization, the objectification of the process of your self-image, the possibility to multiply your identity and sensibility, and reach the simulation of the point of view. I call that the objective imaginary and I see an embryonic form of it in Second Life and other online shared environments.
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EP: Shall we come to terms with the schizophrenic aspect of this experience, then? DdeK: Yes, but it depends on your ability to manage these situations. For this reason we are thinking about how to define our current being in comparison to the being of the Renaissance. The Renaissance emphasized the physical boundaries of the identity, which was something static that could not be either doubled or replaced. Now, on the contrary, we are experiencing its multiplication towards its expansion. Today, you can still perceive some of this Self, there is a physical space where my Self is, and this is a guarantee of your presence in the world. The vision too, even though it is not so clear and precise. All this reminds me of James Joyce in the Finnegans Wake ‘Here comes everybody’. Joyce’s principal character in the novel. In the middle ages, the notion of Everyman, Jedermann, was a main step in the direction of the human being’s definition and of the feeling of being an identity. As Northop Frye explained very well, in the novel there is a continuous definition of the individual considered as an individual, not as part of an anonymous crowd. Jedermann was the main figure in the German drama; he was the embodiment (internalization?) of this character in general. In line with this anonymous formula, from comedy and tragedy to the novel, from Mona Lisa’s portrait, to one of Molière’s characters and to Marivaux’s characters in the France of the XVIII century, a more and more precise definition of the individual occurred. What’s going on today? Children are always in front of the screen and make such a frequent use of the emoticons that they have lost their sense of physiognomy. While classic novels and paintings used to emphasise the face’s details and the expression, kids tend to stylize it. We are shifting from definition to de-definition to go towards multiplicity. Identity is up for grabs and will soon turn into a commodity.
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On the Wall Interactive interviews with Fellows, Researchers and Friends
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This section is an interactive board of contributions related to each monographic issue. It is the multimedia cover of the publication, with short talks by researchers and experts in several fields. The ‘Wall’ allows to directly record a video contribution in order to stream it from the website and to bookmark it with a QRcode. This QR-code gives you access to the electronic margin, where you can find the interactive interviews. To access them by mobile devices (smarthphones, game consoles, tablets, etc.): devices need to have Internet access (WI-FI or 3G) and a Qr-code reader application installed. If you do not have any application installed you can download a compatible software from one of the following links: http://www.personalsquare.com | http://www.i-nigma.mobi | http://reader.kaywa.com To access it by laptop, go to the website: http://www.mcluhanstudies/walls
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The ‘expert’ is the man who stays put.
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Media Archeology By Alex Kuskis Although boundaries and terrain of this emerging interdisciplinary field of media studies have yet to be defined, media archeology focuses on today’s communication technologies by considering them in relation to their socio-technical historical antecedents. While examining emerging technologies in their historical socio-technological context, it also engages in historical research into forgotten, obsolesced, neglected and sometimes retrieved or revived media technologies, for example LP records, telegraph equipment, mechanical and electric typewriters, audio cassettes, 8-track tapes, old personal computers such as the Commodore 64, TRS-80, etc. All four quadrants of Marshall McLuhan’s Laws of Media are relevant; considerations of what new technologies enhance, reverse, retrieve, and obsolesce. Initially this column will be concerned with retrieving some of Marshall McLuhan’s little known work that McLuhanists might not be familiar with, such as the DEW Line Card deck and Newsletter, Sharing the News, his pamphlet on newspapers, and other such works. Marshall McLuhan’s claim that obsolesced technologies don’t disappear but become are art or are repurposed will be explored in future issues.
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The Distant Early Warning (DEW) Card Deck (1969) Alex Kuskis Gonzaga University



A difficult to find item of Marshall McLuhan media is the DEW line card deck, printed in 1969 as an adjunct to ‘The Marshall McLuhan DEW-Line Newsletter’, published from 1968 to 1970. The DEW Line was an integrated chain of some 63 radar and communication stations, stretching 3,000 miles across Arctic Canada at approximately the 69th parallel, from Alaska to the eastern shore of Baffin Island. Completed in 1957, a later extension connected eastern Canada to Greenland. A separate Mid-Canada Line was built farther to the south, along with the Pine Tree below that along a portion of the U. S. border.



Fig. 1. The DEW Line



Built at the height of the Cold War, with its threat of nuclear annihilation, the system was designed to provide advance warning of imminent air attack to Canada and the United States. The DEW Line became a perfect metaphor for McLuhan on the role of art and the artist at a time of rapid social and technological change and he repeated the idea frequently. For example, he wrote in Understanding Media (1964): ‘I think of art, at its most significant, as a DEW line, a Distant Early Warning system that can always be relied on to tell the old culture what is beginning to happen to it.’ Since the newsletter was the brain child of New York publishing entrepreneur Eugene Schwartz, the off-shoot card deck might have been as well. Aimed at decision-makers and influential people, the card deck was intended to stimulate problem-solving and thinking, in a manner that later came to be known as ‘thinking-outside-the-box’, and perhaps ‘lateral thinking’. The instructions direct the player to think of a personal or business problem, shuffle the card deck, select a card and then apply its message to the problem.
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Fig. 2. DEW Line Card Deck



Some of the messages on the cards repeat well-known McLuhanisms, some are attributed quotations, some are funny, while others are sardonic. All are suggestive and revealing of their author. For example: • • • • • • • • • • 



When all is said and done more will have been said than done (4 spades) Should old Aquinas be forgot? (3 diamonds) To the blind all things are sudden (Jack diamonds) A man wrapped up in himself makes a small package (8 hearts) The medium is the message (10 diamonds) ‘Propaganda is any culture in action’ (Jacques Ellul) (5 spades) Thanks for the mammaries (7 diamonds) ‘Silence is all the sounds of the environment at once’ (Cage) (5 diamonds) Hell hath no music like a woman playing second fiddle. (Queen clubs) Is there a life before death? (5 hearts)



Although it is difficult to see what bearing some of the sayings might have on business problems (‘Thanks for the mammaries?’), the card deck reveals McLuhan’s love of jokes, especially one-liners, puns, and pithy aphorisms. It illustrates as well his willingness to experiment with a variety of communication media, no matter how lowly or taken for granted. That playing cards might have communication and information value beyond their mere play function has more recently been illustrated by the U. S. military in Iraq issuing pictures of the 55 most wanted Saddam regime loyalists depicted on playing cards. With Saddam as the Ace
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of Spades, son Uday as the Ace of Hearts, the other son Qusay as Ace of Clubs, and so on, the hierarchy of the Baathist regime was suggested in a manner easy to understand by the lowliest soldier looking for them. The playing cards were far more effective than wanted posters, and resulted in the apprehension of most of the individuals depicted. An accompanying, unintended subtext, is the idea of war as a game, which meshes for the Americans with the British nineteenth century notion of ‘the Great Game’, the strategic rivalry that existed between Czarist Russia and the British Empire in Central Asia, throughout the nineteenth century. The Americans embarked on their own Great Game in the Middle East, the outcome of which is far from certain. Sold over the Internet, the Saddam Card Deck is reported to have sold over a million copies as a novelty item. Once again, McLuhan seems to have been onto something. Collectors seeking to purchase the DEW Line Card Deck will not find it easily. It occasionally appears in antiquarian bookseller listings on ABE. com, as well as on eBay, at prices somewhere between $50 to $200 U. S., depending on the condition of the deck. If you seek to purchase it, make sure the card deck is accompanied by the playing instructions.



Fig. 3. The King of Diamonds



The complete DEW Line card deck can be seen on Flickr here: http://tinyurl.com/2hzxt8. Click on each individual card for a close-up view.
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The effects of new media on our sensory lives are similar to the effects of new poetry. They change not our thoughts but the structure of our world.
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Media Ecology By Carlos Scolari Universitat Pompeu Fabra



In the last decade Media Ecology has become consolidated as an innovative and useful theoretical framework for media studies. It was born in the 1960s and was initially ignored by the scientific establishment; however, the diffusion of the World Wide Web, the creation of the Media Ecology Association in 1998 and the development of media convergence processes – which renewed the interest in an integrated approach to media – facilitated the ‘resurrection’ of thinkers like Marshall McLuhan and the institutional consolidation of Media Ecology in the context of communication studies and the social sciences. In Kafka and His Precursors (1964) Jorge Luis Borges wrote that ‘every writer creates his own precursors. His work modifies our conception of the past, as it will modify the future’. In this sense we could say that many researchers were McLuhanian before McLuhan, in the same way that many writers were Kafkian before Kafka. Media Ecology has deep roots in 20th century economy, history, linguistics, sociology and education research. Media ecologists recognized themselves in this multidisciplinary tradition that creates a retroactive theoretical framework for supporting their contemporary investigations. The objective of this section is to include groundbreaking contributions on the ecology and evolution of media.
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Media Ecology. Map of a theoretical niche1 Carlos A. Scolari Universitat Pompeu Fabra



Introduction What is a theory? According to the Spanish Royal Academy’s Dictionary, a theory can be – simultaneously – speculative knowledge independent of all application, a series of laws that are related to an order or phenomenon, a hypothesis whose consequences are applied to a science (or an important part of it) and, for the Ancient Greeks, a religious process. As we can see, a theory covers anything from scientific explanations (of empiric or speculative origins, or so-called scientific theories) to religious practices. Etymologically, theory derives from the Greek for observe and is related to the action of looking or seeing. It comes from theoros (spectator), comprising both the a (a view) and horar (to see). In this article, I wish to re-examine the idea of theory, not so much related to seeing but closer to hearing: theory understood as a conversational field where different but more or less competent individuals talk about a specific theme. In other words, theories are understood as something performed. If, as Austin (1982) said, we can make things with words, then scientists make theories. Within this context, analysing conversations is essential to understand a scientific domain.2 Where are theories talked about? Universities, books and scientific journals, research centres and conferences all go to make up organisational settings where scientific discourse is produced, circulated and interpreted. Scientists are not limited to exchanging words: they also discuss hypotheses; they argue; they arrive at agreements – the so-called scientific consensus – and make compromises. From this perspective, a scientific field is more than a space where conflicts appear and different players make their symbolic stakes (Bourdieu, 1999): it is also a network of conversations, a fabric of linguistic com-promises – in the sense of the theory of speaking acts (Searle, 1990; Austin, 1982) – where these players define what kind of interaction they wish to hold with each other, in which class of conversation they are interested in taking part and how they will carry out these conversations. If we want to understand the activity of a scientific field, we need to look at their discussions, identify the speakers and listeners that go to make up the network of conversations and understand the acts of speaking and listening that take place inside this part of the semiosphere (Lotman, 1996). Communication theories constitute a discursive field characterized by its heterogeneity. According to R. T. Craig: The various traditions of communication theory each offer distinct ways of conceptualizing and discussing communication problems and practices. These ways derive from and appeal to certain commonplace beliefs about communication while problematizing other beliefs. It is in the dialogue among these traditions that communication theory can fully engage with the ongoing practical discourse (or metadis- course) about communication in society (Craig, 1999: 120).



1 This contribution is published under kind permission of Quaderns del CAC. The original text was published in Quaderns del CAC, vol. XIII (1), Issue 34, June 2010, p. 17-25 (English version), ISSN 1138- 9761 [paper]; ISSN l 2014-2242 [electronic], Barcelona, Consell de l’Audiovisual de Catalunya. 2 The first part of the Introduction is based on Scolari (2009, 2008).
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It could also be said that communication theories have been nothing more than a long conversation aimed at clarifying the meaning of the word communication (Scolari, 2008). Communication theories have been classified in different ways, based on their original discipline (sociology, psychology, anthropology, etc.); their explanatory system (cognitive, systemic, etc.); their organisational level (interpersonal, group, institutional, mass, etc.); their epistemological premise (empirical, critical, etc.) or their implicit conception of communicational practice (rhetoric, semiotic, phenomenological, etc.) (Craig, 1999). In addition to considering theories as conversation, this article also proposes a new classification: generalist theories and specialised theories. Generalist theories propose building integrating or global tables for all the processes that affect the communication world. Although a theory that explains everything is unimaginable, it is obvious that some theoretical constructions tend towards integration and generate an explanatory model of greater scope. Amongst the generalist theories, the Political Economy of Communication and Culture covers communication production, distribution and consumption processes without ignoring an analysis of cultural goods (Mosco, 2009; Golding and Murdock, 1997). In its own way and time, Shannon and Weaver’s Information Theory also proposed a very simple explanatory generalist model, while including all communication process elements (transmitter, channel, message, receiver, etc.).3 Specialized theories focus on one particular aspect or process of communication and leave others outside their explanatory model. Theories of limited effects, of news-making, agendasetting or semiotic-textual models are a type of theoretical construction that attempts to explain a smaller area of the communication universe. On the other hand, scientific discourses on communication have always shown a tendency towards speaking about the mediums in an isolated way: studying ‘television’, ‘radio’, ‘cinema’, etc. Semiotics have also followed the same route; this is why a ‘semiotics of television’, a ‘semiotics of cinema’, etc, exists.4 If we base ourselves on this opposition between generalist and specialized theories, it will not take us long to find media ecology amongst the former: this is an expanded theory that covers, depending on the theory-statesperson of choice, almost all aspects of communication processes, from relationships between the media and the economy to the perceptive and cognitive transformations undergone by individuals after being exposed to communication technologies. On the other hand, media ecology does not focus on one medium in particular – it is a theory that covers all media in all aspects. Nor is it limited in time: its reflection starts with the transition from orality to literacy and stretches into our agitated days of digital life.



1. Media ecology: McLuhan and his predecessors Generally, when one talks of the ‘invisible university’ one is thinking of the group organized around George Bateson, Paul Watzlawick, Ray Birdwhistell and Edward Hall in the 1970s. However, media ecology also suffered a period of academic ostracism, which condemned it to invisibility for some years. The famous monograph.



3 A brilliant semiotic reflection on conversations between scientists (and between scientists and the rest of society) can be found in Verón (1999). 4 Some indispensable bibliographic references in the field of communication theories: Rodrigo and Estrada, 2009; Wolf, 1987, 1994; Moragas, 1981.
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Ferment in the Field in the Journal of Communication (1983) about the state of the sector ignored it completely, and something similar happened a decade later in The Future of the Field I and II (1993). Corseted between empirical-administrative research and critical approaches, there was somewhat of a delay in media ecology finding its place under the academic spotlight. However, little by little, media ecologists were gaining territory and nowadays have their own organization (the Media Ecology Association), a scientific publication (Explorations in Media Ecology) and a space in organizations such as the International Communication Association. In this section, we will take a quick look back over the history of this trend of communicational thinking. The consolidation of an ecological vision for media and communication ran parallel to the diffusion of ecologist ideas from the 1960s. Although the concept of media ecology was officially introduced by Neil Postman in a talk for the National Council of Teachers of English in 1968, Postman himself recognized that Marshall McLuhan had used it at the beginning of that decade, when the Canadian’s brilliance was at its brightest (The Gutenberg Galaxy is from 1962 and Understanding Media from 1964). However, other researchers prefer to award the distinction of semantic coining to Postman (Lum, 2006: 9). Whatever the case, during his talk, Postman defined media ecology as ‘the study of media as environments’. It can be said that Postman brought about the shift from metaphor to theory or, better, the journey from a purely metaphoric use of the term media ecology to the start of the delimitation of a specific scientific field. Postman fought hard for the new concept: in 1971 he created the first degree in media ecology at New York University, thereby providing media ecology with its first step towards academic institutionalisation. Beyond the semantic origin of media ecology, it’s clear that this conception, which aims to integrate different components and processes from the techno-social-communicational sphere, did not arise from spontaneous generation nor from a stroke of genius from McLuhan or Postman. As Borges maintained about Kafka and his predecessors (how many writers were unwittingly Kafkaesque before Kafka was born?), we can also identify a series of researchers who were ‘McLuhanesque’ before McLuhan himself. 1. 1 The predecessors All texts dedicated to media ecology almost unanimously recognise the existence of a first generation of predecessors. By the beginning of the 1970s, the mathematician Harold William Kuhns (not to be confused with the epistemologist Thomas Kuhn) had already defended the legacies of Lewis Mumford, Jacques Ellul, Siegfried Giedion, Norbert Wiener, Harold Innis, Marshall McLuhan and Richard Buckminster Fuller in The Post-Industrial Prophets: Interpretations of Technology (1971). This list could be completed with other predecessors such as Eric Havelock. We will continue by summarising some of the most noteworthy contributions. • Lewis Mumford (1895-1990): media ecologists do not hesitate to consider Lewis Mumford’s Technics and Civilization (1934) as the great founding work in the field. Throughout his life, Mumford developed an investigative, inspirational, ecological programme based on the following points: urbanization / mass communication / technology. Technics and Civilization provided an integrated picture of humanity’s technological evolution, beginning with the eotechnical phase (craft traditions), continuing with the paleotechnical (industrial society based on steam machines) and the neotechnical (society based on electricity). Mumford suggested a parallelism between the organic and the technical, making him a pioneer in proposing an ecological vision of technological culture based on the concepts of life, survival and reproduction. This supersedes mechanical focuses
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based on concepts such as order, control, efficiency and power. But Mumford’s technorganic idea was nothing if not ingenuous, especially since, after the Second World War, he questioned the growing distance between the biological and the technological due to savage mechanization and industrialization processes (Strate and Lum, 2006). • Jacques Ellul (1912-1994): better known for his sociological contributions than for his work on communications, Jacques Ellul tried to combine Marxism and Christianity in the same theoretical vessel. His preoccupation with dehumanization places him amongst the founding fathers of media ecology. Two works go to make up key references for media ecology researchers: La technique ou l’enjeu du siècle (1954) and Propagandes (1962). Rather than being an anti-technological luddite, Ellul questioned replacing lifelong moral values with technical ones; with regard to propaganda, he was worried by the persuasive power of images against the more traditional forms of communication based on words and debate. It could be said that Ellul preferred the power of the word over the power of the image, as the latter was charged with negative connotations. Despite some discrepancies – Ellul considered that McLuhan insisted too much on the media while leaving social aspects to one side, while McLuhan and other researchers such as Walter Ong did not promote image over word but orality over writing – Ellul’s eclectic and interdisciplinary work became a essential reference for media ecologists (Kluver, 2006; Christians, 2006). • Harold Innis (1894-1952): together with Marshall McLuhan, Harold Innis is considered the other great representative of the Toronto School. Some well-known media ecology researchers such as Neil Postman or James Carey readily consider Innis the true revolutionary that gave the discipline its definitive form. Trained in political economics – his first works are dedicated to an analysis of the railway system (A History of the Canadian Pacific Railroad, 1923) and the fur trade (The Fur Trade in Canada, 1930) – as time passed, he gradually shifted his integrating, systemic gaze towards the field of communication (Empire and Communications, 1950; The Bias of Communication, 1951). The importance of Innis’ contribution to media ecology is undeniable: the Canadian was the first to put communication processes at the centre of history. In other words, Innis moved from analyzing the economy of the railways and fur trade to concentrating on technologies that allowed the flow of information and knowledge. His perspective helped to link, for example, the development of the telegraph with thepress in the 19th century and the growing demand for new information, an analysis that McLuhan brought to its utmost consequences. In Empire and Communications, Innis relates the stories of Babylon, Egypt, Greece, Rome and the Middle Ages from the viewpoint of their communication systems, covering the development from clay tablets and papyrus to the printed book. Eclipsed by the international fame of fellow Canadian Marshall McLuhan, Harold Innis’s fundamental consideration gradually acquired warranted recognition within and outside the confines of media ecology. One could say that their approaches were complementary to a certain extent: while Innis’s vision linked communication technology to social and economic organization, McLuhan’s connected the media with sensory organization and individual thought (Heyer, 2006). • Eric Havelock (1903-1988): the link between Harold Innis and Marshall McLuhan would not be complete without mentioning the work of Eric Havelock, a British researcher
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and expert in classical culture who also often visited the University of Toronto between 1927 and 1947. In every way, Havelock should be considered the leading expert in the transition from orality to literacy in Greek society; his book on the transformations of Greek culture since the consolidation of literacy (Preface to Plato, 1963) profoundly influenced Harold Innis, Marshall McLuhan and Walter Ong. 1. 2 The Founding Fathers The boundary between predecessors and founding fathers is made clear by the explicit application of ecological metaphor to the media. However, there are researchers who, for a series of chronological, scientific and discursive reasons, are located at a frontier zone between the predecessors and founding fathers. For example, Walter Ong – a key player in media ecology for having developed, amongst other things, the concept of secondary orality – did not speak directly about ‘ecology’ in his texts about the contrasts between orality and literacy. So why not place him among the predecessors? For two reasons. First, because although he had published some works of great relevance in the 1960s, the most noticeable contribution by Walter Ong was Orality and Literacy in 1982. On the other hand, his doctoral thesis, dedicated to the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins, was supervised at St. Louis University by a young, studious Canadian called Marshall McLuhan in the 1940s. It is obviously not easy to differentiate or distinguish between academic generations: rather than a lineal flow of scientific debates, they go to make up a semiotic network of continuous and often simultaneous appropriations, deviations and reinterpretations. Next we will consider the founding fathers of media ecology. • Marshall McLuhan (1911-1980): what can be said about Marshall McLuhan that has not already been said? McLuhan had a double effect on media ecology: on one hand he presented an ecological viewpoint of contemporary media processes both inside and outside the scientific arena; on the other hand, his fame was also counterproductive as it eclipsed other media researchers (not only in media ecology) who worked in silence and rejected the Canadian’s effervescent declarations. Within the context of 1960s mass culture McLuhan was, undoubtedly, the paradigm of media researchers and enjoyed media fame similar to other popular icons such as Andy Warhol or Bob Dylan. This gained him no small number of enemies in academia. Such was the envy of some University of Toronto colleagues that McLuhan asked his students not to cite him in theses and dissertations to avoid reprisals (Morrison, 2006: 169). As it has already been mentioned, the concept of media ecology was born out of a conversation with his colleagues (Morrison, 2006). However, from a more general perspective we should also acknowledge the fact that it was McLuhan who updated and integrated within one approach the ideas of some of his predecessors such as Lewis Mumford, Sigfried Giedion, Harold Innis and Eric Havelock. McLuhan never tired of insisting that the media together form a sensory atmosphere or environment (a medium) in which we all move; like a fish in water, we do not realize their existence until we stop perceiving them for some reason. His ecology is totally biased towards the perceptions of subjects: we humans model communication instruments but they, at the same time, remodel us. Marshall McLuhan’s other noticeable trait concerned his explosive forms of expres-
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sion: his writing in mosaics, his ability to create unforgettable slogans and concepts – such as the medium is the message or global village – and the permanent intertextual jump between the media, the literary and the technological make him an indispensable figure in the study of twentieth-century mass communication. Some of his works have become essential references, even for those who do not share his view, from The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man (1962) to Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1964), The Medium is the Message: An Inventory of Effects (1967, with Quentin Fiore) and Laws of Media: The New Science (1988, with Eric McLuhan). At the beginning of the 1990s, when his detractors had forgotten about him, the appearance of the World Wide Web and the global consolidation of television channels such as MTV and CNN brought about a revival of Marshall McLuhan’s ideas, a process which culminated in his canonization by Wired magazine (which voted him Patron Saint in its first edition in 1993). From then on McLuhan’s works have initiated a process of reappropriation in digital format, which we will discuss in the third section of this article. • Neil Postman (1931-2003): although he is a well-known academic heavyweight in the Anglo-Saxon academic world, Neil Postman never had the media presence achieved by Marshall McLuhan. As I have already mentioned, McLuhan’s overexposure in some ways eclipsed researchers of undoubted importance such as Postman himself. Coming from an education background (more specifically, English language teaching), Neil Postman was one of the great thinkers in the media from 1970 to 2000. In such works as Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business (1985), Technopoly: the Surrender of Culture to Technology (1992) or The End of Education: Redefining the Value of School (1995) Postman developed an ecological, critical and ethical view of the American media system (Gencarelli, 2006). According to Postman, technological change was not additive but ecological, and he explained this by using the following example: if we leave a drop of red ink in a glass of water it will dissolve into the liquid, colouring each of the molecules. That is what Postman understands by ecological change. The arrival of a new medium is not limited to just being added to what already exists: it changes everything. In 1500, after the invention of the printing press, there was not an ‘Old Europe’ with a press: there was a different Europe. After the arrival of television, the United States was not the USA plus television. The new medium gave a new colour to each political campaign, home, school, church, industry, etc, of the country (Postman, 1998). The figure of Postman is fundamental to media ecology, not only for his theoretical ideas but also for having created, in 1971, the first degree course in media ecology at the Steinhardt School of Education (New York University). Postman trained, inspired and worked with distinguished researchers such as Paul Levinson, Joshua Meyrowitz, Jay Rosen, Lance Strate and Dennis Smith. • Walter Ong (1912 – 2003): as we have already indicated, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (1982) is a key reference in media ecology. Together with Eric Havelock, the Jesuit priest Walter Ong is a great expert on the transition from orality to literacy; his half a century of research analysed this transition in its different dimensions: literary, theoretical, social, cultural, historical and even biblical. Some of his works before Orality and Literacy included The Presence of the Word (1967), Rhetoric, Romance, and Technology (1971) and Interfaces of the Word (1977) (Soukup 2005). The generation of media ecology’s founding fathers is made up of many researchers
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and obviously the list does not end with Marshall McLuhan, Neil Postman and Walter Ong. A more detailed study than the present article would, for example, include Edmund Snow Carpenter (1922), co-editor, together with McLuhan, of the magazine Explorations, whose best articles were published as a collection in Explorations in Communications (1960), or James W. Carey (1934-2006), a researcher who can be considered the bridge between North American media ecology and British Cultural Studies. Carey rejected the dominance of quantitative methods but at the same time distanced himself (albeit recognizing the value of his contributions) from the sometimes speculative ideas of Marshall McLuhan (Wasser, 2006; Vannini et al, 2009). 1. 3 The new generation In June 2000, the first Media Ecology Association (MEA) convention took place at Fordham University (New York) and, two years later, the first volume of Explorations in Media Ecology appeared – the Association’s scientific publication. The conventions continued: the last one occurred in St. Louis (Missouri) in 2009 and the 2010 event will be hosted by the University of Maine. Behind this feverish institutional activity is a new generation of researchers trained, when they were young, by the founding fathers McLuhan, Neil Postman and Walter Ong. Among the most prominent exponents of the new generation is Lance Strate, professor of Communication and Media Studies at New York’s Fordham University. Strate was the first president of MEA and one of its most active militants. His field of research covers many areas, from epistemology and the historic roots of media ecology to the impact of new information technologies and popular forms of mass communication. Another distinguished member of the new generation is Joshua Meyrowitz. His book No Sense of Place: The Impact of Electronic Media on Social Behaviour (1985) is still an invaluable reference to reflect on mass media and communications. Sadly never translated into Spanish or Catalan, No Sense of Place is a text that has not lost its validity in spite of the transformations media ecology has undergone since the World Wide Web. While Strate and Meyrowitz come from Neil Postman’s American circle, Robert Logan studied, in Toronto, the effects of literacy alongside Marshall McLuhan at the end of the 1970s. The fruit of that investigation was The Alphabet Effect (1986), a text that was followed by several other works in the spirit of McLuhan, such as The Sixth Language: Learning a Living in the Internet Age (2000) and The Extended Mind: The Emergence of Language, the Human Mind and Culture (2007). These days Logan is one of the most faithful interpreters of this multifaceted, across the board view that characterised Marshall McLuhan’s intellectual production. Finally, another fundamental reference in post-McLuhan studies is Derrick de Kerckhove, Director of the McLuhan Program in Culture & Technology at the University of Toronto since 1983 and recognised moderniser of the Canadian’s work. We will not dig deeper into Derrick de Kerckhove’s contributions here, although he is perhaps the best known media ecologist in Latin America out of all the new-generation researchers (de Kerckhove 1999a, 1999b), because he did not play an active role in the academic institutionalisation of media ecology (although from an epistemological perspective his work fits perfectly within this theoretical field). This brief reference to the third generation is incomplete and unjust since it does not take into account many researchers who participated in the academic community built around the Media Ecology Association. On the other hand, a fourth generation of young researchers will not delay in achieving academic visibility and continue exploring the possible paths opened up by media ecology.
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2. Media ecology: an intertextual mosaic In this section we will provide a brief synthesis of the fundamental concepts and postulates of media ecology. Following a methodology inspired by McLuhan, we will build this section from a mosaic of ideas, phrases and expression from the principal exponents of media ecology: • ‘Media ecology is the study of media as environments’ (Postman, The Reformed English Curriculum, 1970). • ‘Plato was thinking of writing as an external, alien technol-ogy, as many people today think of the computer’ (Ong, Orality and Literacy, 1982). • ‘One such perspective, or emerging metadiscipline, is media ecology’ (Nystrom, Towards a Science of Media Ecology, 1973). • ‘We put the word ‘media’ in the front of the word ‘ecology’ to suggest that we were not simply interested in media, but in the ways in which the interaction between media and human beings give a culture its character and, one might say, help a culture to maintain symbolic balance’ (Postman, The Humanism of Media Ecology, 2000). • ‘Any technology tends to create a new human environment. Script and papyrus created the social environment we think of in connection with the empires of the ancient world (…) Printing from movable types created a quite unexpected new environment: it created the public’ (McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy, 1962). • ‘The surge of modern science undoubtedly depended, to a great extent, on the joint effect of the technique of the Indo- Arab system of numeration and the technique of the Greek alphabet, multiplied by the introduction of the printing press’ (Havelock, Origins of Western Literacy, 1976). • ‘Technologies are not mere exterior aids, but also interior transformations of consciousness, and never more than when they affect the word’ (Ong, Orality and Literacy, 1982). • ‘The medium is the message’ (McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964) • ‘(An environment) structures what we can see and say and, therefore, do. It assigns roles to us and insists on our playing them. It specifies what we are permitted to do and what we are not. Sometimes, as in the case of a courtroom, or classroom, or business office, the specifications are explicit and formal. In the case of media environments (e. g., books, radio, film, tele- vision, etc.), the specifications are more often implicit and informal, half concealed by our assumption that what we are dealing with is not an environment but merely a machine. Media ecology tries to make these specifications explicit’ (Postman, The Reformed English Curriculum, 1970). • ‘One thing we can never see is the element in which we move’ (McLuhan, The Marfleet Lectures, 1967). • ‘Every technology has a philosophy which is given expression in how technology makes people use their minds, in what it makes us do with our bodies, in how it codifies the world, in which our senses it amplifies, in which of our emotional and intellectual tendencies it disregards’ (Postman, Five Things We Need to Know About Technological Change, 1998). • ‘All technological change is a trade-off… Technology giveth and technology taketh away. This means that for every advantage a new technology offers, there is always a corresponding disadvantage … Culture always pays a price for technology’ (Postman, Five Things We Need to Know About Technological Change, 1998). • ‘As a general rule, textualists identify writing with printing and rarely – or never – even
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dare to take a look at electronic communication’ (Ong, Orality and Literacy, 1982). • ‘Whether there ever will be TV in every classroom is a small matter: the revolution has already taken place at home. Television has changed our sense-lives and our mental processes’ (McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964). • ‘The media tend to become mythic (…) common tendency to think of our technological creations as if they were God- given, as if they were a part of the natural order of things.’ (Postman, Five Things We Need to Know About Technological Change, 1998). • ‘Electronic technology has brought us into the age of ‘secondary orality’. This new orality has striking similarities with the old in this participatory mystique, its foresting of a communal sense, its concentration on the present moment and even its use of formulas’ (Ong, Orality and Literacy, 1982). • ‘No medium has its meaning or existence alone, but only in constant interplay with other media’ (McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964). • ‘Media ecology is the study of media environments: the idea that technology and techniques, modes of information and codes of communication play a leading role in human affairs. Media ecology is the Toronto School and the New York School. It is technological determinism, hard and soft, and technological evolution. It is media logic, medium theory, mediology. It is McLuhan’s studies, orality-literacy studies, American cultural studies. It is grammar and rhetoric, semiotics and systems theory, the history and the philosophy of technology. It is the postindustrial and the postmodern, the preliterate and prehistoric’ (Strate, Understanding MEA, 1999). • ‘Media ecology is very much in its infancy. Media ecologists know, generally, what it is they are interested in – the interactions of communication media, technology, technique and processes with human feeling, thought, value and behavior – and they know, too, the kind of questions about those interactions they are concerned to ask. But media ecologists do not, as yet, have a coherent framework in which to organize their subject matter or their questions. Media ecology is, in short, a preparadigmatic science’ (Nystrom, Towards a Science of Media Ecology, 1973). • ‘Technologies are artificial, but – paradox again – artificiality is natural to human beings’ (Ong, Orality and Literacy, 1982). • ‘Media ecology looks into the matter of how media of communication affect human perception, understanding, feeling and values; and how our interaction with media facilitates or impedes our chances of survival. The word ‘ecology’ implies the study of environments: their structure, content and impact on people. An environment is, after all, a complex message system which imposes certain ways of thinking, feeling and behaving.’ (Postman, The Reformed English Curriculum, 1970). • ‘Today, the ordinary child lives in an electronic environment. He lives in a world of information overload’ (McLuhan, Cybernetics and Human Culture, 1964). • ‘Media ecology tries to find out what roles media force us to play, how media structure what we are seeing, why media make us feel and act as we do’ (Postman, The Reformed English Curriculum, 1970). In brief, what do media ecologists talk about? The following diagram – composed from a series of classic articles on media ecology written by Marshall McLuhan, Neil Postman, Walter Ong and other representatives of the new generation – serves to visualize the major themes of theoretical conversation for this field of communication knowledge. Media ecology can be synthesized into one basic idea: technologies (in this case communica-



165



166



Media Ecology



tion technologies, from writing to digital media) generate environments that affect those who use them. Some ecologists such as Neil Postman developed a moral interpretation of the new forms of communication, for example criticising the advance of television over the practices of writing, while others such as Marshall McLuhan ignored these concerns to a certain point in favour of analysing the perceptive and cognitive transformations that media users undergo. Other members of the media ecology tradition such as Harold Innis prefer to link the evolution of the media with socioeconomic processes, for example the simultaneous development of the telegraph and the railways, within the context of a systemic view of society. In some of his famous aphorisms, Marshall McLuhan also drew attention to another dimension of the ecological metaphor: the media only gain importance when related to other media. From this perspective, the media would be like ‘species’ that coexist in the same ‘ecosystem’ of communication.



3. New media ecology In recent years, media ecology researchers demonstrated a particular interest in new and interactive multimedia forms of communication. At a 1995 conference Neil Postman had already identified the infoxication (Cornella, 2000) prevalent in a digitalized society: ‘people don’t know what to do with information. They don’t have an organizing principle, what I would call a transcendent with narrative.’ Humanist till the end, Postman argued that ‘the guys from MIT’ (2004: 6) did not actually have the answer to this information explosion. His reflections on the crisis facing academia and the need to adapt itself to new times are as relevant now as they were when he wrote them nearly three decades ago. On the other hand, texts written by predecessors and founding fathers have undergone a sub specie digital reinterpretation. In a world marked by profound changes in the ways people produce, distribute and consume knowledge, the comparison with past processes such as the discovery of writing or the invention of the press has much to offer. Some cyber-culture researchers readily compare our society’s current techno-cultural transformation with the discovery of the printed press in the 15th century (Piscitelli, 2005). Within this context, the works of Eric Havelock, Marshall McLuhan, Walter Ong and other media ecologists become compulsory reading for researchers interested in the new forms assumed by digital interactive communication. With Marshall McLuhan something extraordinary happens: you only need to take any one of his texts and replace the word ‘television’ with ‘World Wide Web’. The results are surprising. McLuhan spoke in the 1960s about the transition of the written word to ‘electronic communication’ (or television) but it is as if he were describing the digitalization processes that occurred thirty years later. A re-reading of McLuhan in the digital age has generated works of great value such as Digital McLuhan: A Guide to the Information Millennium (Levinson, 2001) or Understanding New Media (Logan, in progress). In a scenario marked by the consolidation of global information networks, convergence processes and the explosion of new media and communication platforms, the appearance of transmedia narratives and the eruption of a paradigm of many-to-many communication, breaking the traditional model of broadcasting, media ecology becomes an almost essential reference for understanding these processes. It proposes themes, concepts and questions that enrich scientific conversations about interactive digital communication.



Carlos A. Scolari



Graphic 1. Themes of theoretical conversation about media ecology; source: In-house.



Rereading McLuhan without the academic prejudices that isolated him from some colleagues in the 1960s, rediscovering Postman’s analysis of education and communication in the midst of a crisis in schooling, or going back to the astute reflections of Ong or Havelock on the transition from orality to literacy can offer us new key interpretations for the understanding of the shape being adopted by the media ecosystem in the 21st century.
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From the Gutenberg Galaxy -Inter(re)views-



The effects of new media on our sensory lives are similar to the effects of new poetry. They change not our thoughts but the structure of our world.
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From the Gutenberg Galaxy – Inter(re)views This section is dedicated to reviews of books, articles and other scientific specialist writings which will move from a traditional concept of reviews as descriptive testimonies, analysis and personal opinion to a dialogical narrative form stimulated by probing questions; also, in each issue this section will address a different professional category to review one single book (artists, entrepreneurs, teachers), thereby avoiding the circular ‘book mentality’ of academic journals where reviews are usually written by academics to other academics, as if they were an abstract meta-category.



Cristina Miranda de Almeida



Counterblast in the world of Art by Cristina Miranda de Almeida Art is one of the issues around which the International Journal of McLuhan Studies is structured. Art is a space for reflection on McLuhan, a space for the manifestation of what McLuhan considered to be the artists’ qualities. A space for -in his words-, a total awareness of the present, for the shaping, analysis and understanding of life forms and structures created by electric technology; for the grasping of the implications of human actions and new knowledge to our time. New perceptions emerge on the limits of knowledge. In this sense we start by provoking the limits of editorial reviews. Instead of asking an expert to review a book from a traditional approach in which the reviewer develops analysis according to a set of criteria, in this case the reviewer is asked to answer a few personal questions around one book. Beauty appears in the fresh insights that result from the co-lateral blind-based working process. For this first issue the selected book is Counterblast. Two of the contributors developed part of their work based on this book: Stephen Kovats published the 1954’s version and Elaine Brodie the Counterblast Reblast. Both contributors are working in the intersection of art, media studies and McLuhan. In the third interview I presented a different point of view, more based on my experience as an artist working in the intersection of art, technology and perception. The Journal greatly benefits from the precious first-person comparative approach that emerges in these parallel interviews. As in any artwork each reader will complete the work by being exposed to the spark that shines from the meeting of parallel discourses around each of the 4 questions.
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Elaine Brodie 1) Please choose a quotation of the book and use it to give us your overview of this text. ‘Printing upset the balance of oral and written speech; photography upset the balance of ear and eye. ’ McLuhan believed that the predominance of a particular media shifts rationality by altering the balanced ‘matrix of thought’. Yet he also speaks of the interplay and orchestration of the senses, noting that media affect all the senses. McLuhan employed synesthetic and ‘unbalancing’ techniques in his work to draw attention to these ideas. In the second edition of Counterblast he used unconventional typography to extend the sensory effects of the printed page, while ‘The Medium is the Massage’ uses an overtly physical word to evoke the ordinarily visual and acoustic concept of ‘message’. 2) Please choose a word (or quotation) of the book and use it to explain the author’s main viewpoint on the topic. ‘Our most impressive words and thoughts betray us by referring to the previously existent, not to the present. ’ McLuhan says that we are ‘deaf-blind mutes’ in the face of the current new media, since we are unable to perceive how, and to what extent, they create the reality we believe we understand. If print made history linear and simultaneous, then new media have brought the world, electronic speed and endlessly shifting ‘info-mation’ to our fingertips. These attain a mythic dimension through the immediacy of electronic delivery, while the content of media, which dazzles us, obscures that the media themselves alter how we think.



Cristina Miranda de Almeida



3) Respond to the author’s opinions: What do you agree with? And why? What do you disagree with? And why? McLuhan contends that before writing was invented we lived in an acoustic, directionless space, full of emotion, intuition and speech. I disagree. According to Mark M. Smith [1] (p. 12-16), a sensory anthropologist, we must be careful not to suggest that pre-print cultures relied less on vision than modern cultures do, or that the rise in importance of one sense necessitates a decline in others. Historically and anthropologically, cultures understand the senses differently, and with shifting priorities. Writing can extend or create boundaries, but does neither inherently. McLuhan’s pre-print acoustic space is a myth. 4) Name the most significant aspect of the book for you and comment on how it inspired/could inspire your work. Counterblast Reblast is a book, video, original score and performance inspired by Counterblast. Created collaboratively with Dr. Edward Slopek, McLuhan’s curiously low-tech distribution method of his 1954 edition provided the inspiration to create 100 signed and numbered books, which were covertly inserted into libraries and bookstores across Canada and Europe, next to McLuhan’s. A video of this distribution served as the backdrop for a joint public reading of our book, Counterblast Reblast, which both blessed and blasted McLuhan, while elaborating on the context of his work.



Elaine Brodie is an artist and designer working in photography, video, installation, and print. Her work has been widely published, and is included in public and private collections, including that of the Canada Council Art Bank. She is a professor in the Faculty of Animation, Art and Design at Sheridan College, where she teaches courses in Digital Media and Text and Image. She has an MFA in Documentary Media, with distinction, from Ryerson University.
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Steven Kovats 1) Please choose a quotation of the book and use it to give us your overview of this text.



The 1954 COUNTERBLAST ‘manifesto’ ends with this statement, which fundamentally re-defines the entire body of text preceding it. Written in the typographic, hand-made style of photoprint, an intense performative attempt to position media culture as a part of national identity emerges. As such, this rare COUNTERBLAST ‘zine’ perhaps marked McLuhan’s internal shift from English professor to timelesse cultural guru. In this, his first retort to Windham Lewis’ BLAST (1914), McLuhan reduces the age old cultural battles between the United States and Canada to ‘cosmic baby powder’ driven by a media obscuring our vision, a vision cleared for a few moments by the sharp rant COUNTERBLAST brings to life. 2) Please choose a word (or quotation) of the book and use it to explain the author’s main viewpoint on the topic.



The entire text of the manifesto is a rhetorical slap on the wrists of the seemingly petty battles that rage within North American cultural determinism and imperialism. At the same time it is a stunningly crafted performative illustration of the unfolding cultural revolution that televison and the art of visual broadcasting was beginning to create. In his play of words, which knock on the doors of the contemporary stereotypes McLuhan uses to cement his arguments, he both acoustically (through reading out loud) as well as visually mimics the voice as carried by the electromagnetic frequencies in the early moments of broadcast technology.



Cristina Miranda de Almeida



3) Respond to the author’s opinions: What do you agree with? And why? What do you disagree with? And why? Given the tongue in cheek nature of the text itself, it may be possible to agree with the sense of attitude and premonition-the peculiar atmosphere-that the text creates. It is quite remarkable that the cultural battles, whether one agrees with them or not in detail, are to a large extent still raging in Canada today. The fact of media both blurring our vision and obscuring how we see and understand the world is also one of the key arguments of today’s digital and mobile media world. While communications media have the ability to create infinite forms of expressive democracy, these means of open systems that are created are used just as effectively as tools of control and coercion. neither inherently. McLuhan’s pre-print acoustic space is a myth. 4) Name the most significant aspect of the book for you and comment on how it inspired/could inspire your work. I was shocked and inspired by the simplicity and power of the text (i wouldn’t refer to it as a book, but rather as a manifesto) to precisely illustrate a certain point in time and space, in which cultural and social politics fused with art and technology. This text, in its hand-made form and expressive nature I also feel must be read out-loud, performed, to an audience. It is not bedtime ‘lektüre’.



Media researcher and architect Stephen Kovats is initia- tor of the ‘McLuhan in Europe 2011’ network, examining the impact of the Canadian media philosopher’s work on contemporary art and culture in Europe. He was artistic director of transmediale, Berlin’s festival for art and digital culture 2008 – 2011, previously chief program curator at V2_Institute for the Unstable Media, Rotterdam and initi- ator of the Bauhaus Dessau Foundation’s Electronic Me- dia Interpretation Studio. His interests lay in the dynamic relationships between media, political, and electronic space, with projects aimed at strengthening the role of art and technology within the transformation of societal and cultural landscapes.
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From the Gutenberg Galaxy-Inter(re)views



Cristina Miranda de Almeida 1) Please choose a quotation of the book and use it to give us your overview of this text. ‘In the school room officialdrom suppresses all their [children’s] natural experience; children are divorced from their culture. They are not permitted to approach the traditional heritage of mankind through the door of technological awareness; this only possible door for them is slammed in their faces’. Web 2. 0 Internet and social media-based processes of knowledge are changing this situation. Classrooms are being connected to nature (if we can still use this word), or at least to natural experience. In fact, nowadays children are the best channels of digital culture and new doors are being opened. However, technological awareness is still not achieved. One of the possibilities to develop technological awareness is to apply the method of critical awareness suggested by McLuhan. Art can highly contribute to this process of revealing the invisible presence of technology as a tool for knowledge and awareness. 2) Please choose a word (or quotation) of the book and use it to explain the author’s main viewpoint on the topic. ‘The new media are not bridges between man and nature: they are nature’. Media turns into ‘nature’ by disappearing into the role of ‘environment’; an environment that ‘shapes’ and ‘extends the mechanisms of human perception’; that ‘imitates the modes of human apprehension and judgement’. Mimetic aspirations revealed by the creator’s fascination of recognizing herself/himself in the media mirror of a technological Narcissus. 3) Respond to the author’s opinions: What do you agree with? And why? What do you disagree with? And why? I would like to highlight two aspects. The first one is that McLuhan said ‘until writing was invented we lived in acoustic space’. Instead of stressing the acoustic dimension of space, the inclusion of other senses should be considered. A transsensory and not homogeneously distributed sensory regimen could be have been the dominating mode in different cultures until writing was invented and long after its emergence. According to Classen [1] (p. 161) ‘to understand a culture’s sensory model, it is not only the dominant sense of symbolic elaboration that must be considered, but the interplay of all the senses’. The second aspect I would like to question is when McLuhan said ‘media are art forms’. I would frame this statement like: media cannot be per se -always and unconditionally- understood as art forms because no art form can exist without art intention: only art intention can transform media in an art form.



Cristina Miranda de Almeida



4) Name the most significant aspect of the book for you and comment on how it inspired/could inspire your work. The most significant aspect of the book relates to the linearity of the printed book. WiredBook & ElectronicMargin [2] is a project that aims at breaking the rigidity of the text by linking the paper book to Internet. Started in 2007, the project is evolving into other forms of connecting physical elements (objects, environments, publications) to their virtual counterpart (electronic margin). Supported by social media-based and web 2. 0 bottom-up processes of production, co-production, distribution and classification of knowledge, the proposal is able to transform environments into a glocal classroom and to expand classrooms to reach the scale of the globe. [1] Classen, Constance (2010) ‘Sensescapes Sensation in Cultural Context. McLuhan in the Rainforest: The Sensory Worlds of Oral Cultures’ in David Howes, Empire of the senses. The sensual culture reader. Berger: London [2] WiredBook & ElectronicMargin is developed together with the group integrated by Derrick de Kerckhove, Matteo Ciastellardi and Andrea Cruciani.



Cristina Miranda de Almeida, European PhD (UPV/EHU, 2005), Artist and Architect. Affiliated to the Department of Art and Technology, University of Basque Country, Spain and Visiting Scholar in the Internet Interdisciplinary Institute (IN3), University Oberta de Catalunya (UOC), Barcelona. Her research interests are focused on the intersection of art, technology and perception. In special, she is developing different projects related to the augmented realities and social media-based dissemination of art and science (Projects: WiredBook & Electronic Margin, Universal Margin, Connected Matter, The Web of Matter project).
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Probes -Discussions-



The effects of new media on our sensory lives are similar to the effects of new poetry. They change not our thoughts but the structure of our world.
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Probes-Discussions This section is dedicated to reviews of books, articles and other scientific specialist writings which will move from a traditional concept of reviews as descriptive testimonies, analysis and personal opinion to a dialogical narrative form stimulated by probing questions; also, in each issue this section will address a different professional category to review one single book (artists, entrepreneurs, teachers), thereby avoiding the circular ‘book mentality’ of academic journals where reviews are usually written by academics to other academics, as if they were an abstract meta-category.
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In the future half the world will be busy spying and reporting on the other half.



The more they know about you the less you exist.



In the age of instant information, rumors are the real thing.



Today each of us lives several hundred years in a decade.



In the electronic era, we wear all mankind as our skin.



If the medium is the message, then the user is the content.
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Tomorrow is our permanent address.
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