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| KEY CONCEPTS
| ACOUSTIC SPACE
cooLmepiun ORALITY
~ EPISTEMOLOGY  cARrabIGM MEDIA
. HOT MEDIUM  TIME-BIASED MEDIA
LITERACY VISUAL SPACE

MEDIUMTHEORY

InOctober of 1999, as a way of ushering in the new millennium, Biography, a televi-
“ston show on the Arts and Entertainment (A&E) cable channel, counted down the
100 most influential people of the past 1000 years. To create the remarkable list for
the programis 4-hour world premiere, A&E polled 360 noted scholars, scientists,
and artists, Their responses, along with individual ballots cast through Biography's

ehsite, were evaluated by A&E’s editorial board, who eventually settled on a rank-
ordered list, Sitting atop the list as the single most influential person in the past 1000
was Johannes Gutenberg, the inventor of moveable-type mechanical printing,
enberg, who edged out such legendary historical figures as Sir Isaac Newton,
arles Darwin, William Shakespeare, Karl Marx, Leonardo da Vinci, and Mahatma
Gandhi, was awarded top honors because the printing press was felt to have more
profoundly transformed the world than any other invention, discovery,

World leader. The invention of the printing press was, after all, one of those pivotal

s in history when, in the words of philosopher Mark Taylor, “technological
fation triggers massive social and cultural transformation.”!
ith the advent of Gutenberg's printing press,
Bger limited to individual transmission. For th

oW possible to circulate messages to large,

5. The world had its first mass communication technology. As more and

#€people had access to the printed word, literacy spread, forever transform-
€ spheres of science, politics, and religion.

BIghts of others, allowing them to build upo

Plitical figures could more easily disseminate their ideas, shaping beliefs
, e.l'_Standings. And while religions could also share their doctrines more
ey could no lon

4 ger exercise such strict control over the interpretation
i religious texts, To

day, the development of the printing press is credited
Media Studies: An Introduction,

o0 Wiley & Sons,
B Website: ww,

or action by

w 7 .
A the flow of information was no

e first time in human history, it
anonymous, and distant audi-

Scientists had greater access to
n previous discoveries. Literary

Third Edition, Brian L. Ott and Robert L. Mack.
Inc. Published 2020 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
wiley.com/go/ott/criticalmediastudies
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he rise of rationality to the industrial Revolution. In
ated, distributed, and circulated, Gutenbergs
dig:;l shift-a fundamental transformation in

The three central premises of medium theory are: (1) that each medium of
communication has a relatively unique and fixed set of characteristics; (2) that
those characteristics produce a particular type of communication environment;
and (3} that the communication environment has consequences for human
| consciousness and social organization. Thus, medium theorists seek to identify

the characteristics of a medium - what senses it appeals to, its directionality,
speed of dissemination, structure, mode of use, size and location of audience,
and 50 on - that distinguish it psychologically and socially from other media.?
| Medium theory can be utilized at either a micro (single-situation) or macro
| fsocial) level. At a micro level, medium theory might ask, for instance, what are
the consequences of breaking up with your significant other in person versus
Via text message? Even if the message was identical (e.g. “I can't stand you.
{never want to see you again. And you smell funny!™), the medium would mat-
kr. By contrast, macro-level medium theory asks what types of human relations
ind social structures emerge in a particular communication environment.
Most media ecologists are interested in medium theory at the macro level,
fhich despite their very different approaches has produced a remarkably clear
d consistent picture of the history of civilization - one that, broadly speak-
i, connects three eras of civilization to three modes of communication.?
‘gble 13.1 illustrates, medium theorists generally divide civilization into

with everything from t
altering how information was cre
invention initiated a massive para

ive the world. -
ns know and perceive ' e
horfvhie;?nting press’s revolutionary impact on society offersa pa y clear

) ication technologies (i.e. media) to our
example of the c-int;?::g tzfa?f:‘r:::ﬁ;g:g truth about social !ife, 'narnely that
“ves'. For man: ?cation technologies are not merely sor.nethlng in our suc_l
meqla or combmuﬂ tally are our social environment. This perspective, known
e d-u t a;]o y, highlights that social environments ares first and‘_fo.
R :tion gf:r;\)'ironrments, which, in turn, are dominated by certain
i f::::r:t?:rlctechnologies at particular historical moments. Thus gy
comm

. . b
tral goal of media ecology, according to Neil Postman, is to

ple and their communications technology
i edia of commu
More particularly, media ecology looks into t}?e matter of ho:v:;ue. of ol
of:'- pn affect human perception, understanding, feeling, anf urﬁ;al o
- i § h ‘word
T‘,-l,:::r:u:tion with media facilitates or impedes ]:m-r c:m:;f; : S
l i ts: their stru X h
he study of environments:
ecology suggests t

on people in their daily lives.?

Study the interaction between peo

. .  oris
In this chapter, we will unpack the PerSPe?h.ve oi;1 medu:;;:c:lc:i)trs (;f' )
h" ve dubbed Ecological Analysis, by explaining t ; centheorists’ s o
t;:eory exploring the work of several well-known medium

B 13| History of civilization from a mediumn-theory perspective
igital environment.
on our current digi

Oral Print Electronic
i iy medium  Speech Paper Light and sound
s ry: An Overview A P p &
Medium Theory nology) {words are events) (words are objects) (words are bytes)
. ch tradit Multisensory Visual Aural and visual
. : is medium theory - a research Hae .
The basis for dolzg T?Edm ej:i;%?dﬁ;:‘me Jium of ¢ ommunication tob (balances the senses) (privileges sight) (sight and hearing)
n nolo or i9 1M - .
considers (he £¢ eveng)r,nore important than, the conte‘nt of l:egh i Tribal National Global
important to, or ) ent. To clarify this distinction an w ‘ Bidirectional Unidirectional Multidirectional
standing our social environm k -ge, as a metaphor for commumic
ink of “sending a packa ag .
e thmtll:eo contents %f the package would represent the mee“ ‘ . Slow Medium Instantaneous
metaphor, kaging would represent the form, and the MEaNS {face-to-face) (transportation)  (wires/waves)
and size of the packaging dium. Historically, media SC8 Local and small Distant and mass  Decentered and nich
delivered would represent the medium. e medis ant and ma ecentered and niche
- d far more on the message and its form than fm by 2 hOE Living memory Recorded memory  Digital memory
focuse fier all, does it make if the package was delivere hY - {concerned with (concerned with  ({concerned with
ence, a ter 'sll ‘1 But what if the message (the c0nten‘ts) ;Pfg ' Ppreserving discovering accessing knowledge)
Seemingly lt;(:' ing a mesh bag, and it was being delweﬁr: 'el - knowledge) knowledge)
n C » . 4 =
fn-“t’ the P;; In gthal case, assuming that the truck s x¢ Ifle i Communal and Linear and Associational and
miles away 11 of differenice at least t0 one’s taste buds)- il experiential rational affective
wor . world o - .
T]a]::;: technology of communication always mak;S amedi - Collectivist Individualist Coalitional
tha : ism, “the MEC= .
adoot Marshall McLuhan's famous aphorism, td ing the SP Nomadic or Industrial Informational
g‘um theorists are quick to point out that stu y;o hot typi agricultural (modern) (postmodern)
Medi L. e recisely because We | {premodern)
communication is important p ea e

P o inﬂuen_C
it, which means that we are largely oblivious to 1ts
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remodern oral societies, modern print societies, and postmodern electronic or
P
igital societies.

d‘gll-;ae information in Table 13.1 offers only broad bx’}lshstrc1kes,l hqwever. Fc):l‘i ;.1
e nuanced and complex picture of communication techno tﬁgle; or medi-

mor and the particular types of communication environments ;; t e])é C;ieat-e,

ul:sturn to the work of medium theory’s leading proponents: Haro nis,

w -

Marshall McLuhan, Walter Ong, and Neil Postman.

Whereas time-biased media favor religion and political stability, space-
biased media are inclined toward secularism, materialism, and rapid social
change. They are typically lighter in character, less durable, and more ephem-
eral.? Space-biased media such as papyrus, paper, television, radio, and newspa-
pers can reach many people over long distances, and thus support centralized
systems of government that are less hierarchical. Because societies built upon
. space-biased media can communicate easily over great distances, it is easier for
- a government located in one place (i.e. highly centralized) to govern faraway

places. At the same time, because knowledge is not controlled by a select few,
the structure of government itself is more egalitarian, which in turn fosters
rational deliberation and democratic debate. The fundamental differences
‘between time-biased and space-biased media are summarized in Table 13.2.

Innis’ interest in the bias of media informed his analysis of the Egyptian,
Babylonian, Greek, and Roman empires in Empire and Communications. Since
‘empires are characterized by rule over large areas for long periods of time, Innis

believed that they had to strike a careful balance between media biased toward
space and time. He wrote:

Harold A. Innis (1894-1952)

Harold Adams Innis was a professor of political. econorlr(\iy at tlt:eallilnlf:;stlzyt,;
Torento, where his interest in economic rnon.opohes \«.ro_ua1 e:v:vr:3 : w]rh el
study of information monopolies. Tl'.le exercise of poél:;:: ) (}:;)1 -
Innis argued, is influenced by the unique chzf.racter o ;:nformation monDE'(;h
that dominate the dissemination of information. Hence, nformation o
can be diffused or reconfigured by the ;e;j:{:::;:; ;r;d alzi -
inting press, for instance, is regarae ad . i
E::aﬁz::"; lr:lisrrl:inished the privileged position he.ld‘ by r'elltgllt-);sa ff;;b:: :ndgn e
mined the medieval Church’s monopoly over rellgIOl?S in :s e
over salvation.® Even though the content of th'e Scriptur e repﬁ)_
in medium ~ from an elite class of scr:bes' that pains bythe .
gl::ir::g:l:e by hand to the efficient mass re’:proldulctmtn ts}t; :;r:&t;uis E, ; s g
press - fundamentally altered ?he public’s rt; at::;zno P
became widely available and hter:_lcy spread am gdoctrine e
relied as heavily on the Church to interpret rehglousr T
is’ i in the relation among monopolies 0 2
Inenrl sar:gtteers;;;?ogties of communication in soc.iety is most f:s
ﬁ;ww’so book, Empire and Communications, which waslinaseth::ﬂn :
lectures he delivered at Oxford University in 1941!)8.’. It ;v:sd :;: e
duced his now famous distinction betwe‘en time- iased: o
| alcation medinareincine? . il 5 Stone, clay, parchment, and Papyrus, paper, and electronic
arguing that most commu | periods or moving easily across vast o Py g s
enduring for long h'lstm:lca P dine to Innis, “are those that are ds 1 sesch | : .
“Media that emphasize time, acco dgtone”7 Time-biased mediaal urable, heavy, static Ephemeral, light, mutable
gy parChm?n't,' da'y, i Bseca“;e their production il The preservation of .kDOWIedge; The disseminatf""" of knowledge;
- ;)f tr:lb'a]fs;qzzﬁtgr;tf’?‘l;:‘l::-“swe (e.g. carving and hand-wil endures for a long time reaches large audiences
materials and 1S

. Large-scale political organizations such as empires must be considered from the

standpoint of two dimensions, those of space and time, and persist by overcoming
the bias of media which over-emphasize either direction. They have tended to
flourish under conditions in which civilization reflects the influence of more than
‘one medium and in which the bias of one medium towards decentralization is
offset by the bias of another medium towards centralization, "

lo more fully understand this process, it is helpful to look at his specific analysis

bi 8 particular empire. We have selected the Egyptian empire, as it furnishes a
tile example,

ble 132 Time-biased vs. space-biased media

Time-biased {binding) Space-biased (binding)

- izationally, & Stability, continuity, Rapid change, individualism,
reach only a limited audience. Polmcal]zl .al‘l:'li :;(giall-:il::ar chi GY_ S community, religion, tradition secularism
; tralize ; -
based on such media ﬂife u:uaut)‘;‘d‘ecninor easy com munication O¥el ttio Decentralization, hierarchical Centralization, less hierarchical
; efficie R
biased media do not allow for \ such civilization: Religious control Political control
ious communities that make up B
S lth? ::lranoujent and autonomous. As it is difficult foral I,
relatively indepen . itisalsodi ' Moral ienti ical
e tribal area to communicate with other areas, itis al e Scientific/technica
R fluence and control. Meanwhile, leadership i i) Complex (hieroglyphics, Relatively simple/flexible
political influen nity is exceedingly hierarchical because k}"" cuneiform script) (Phoenician alphabet)
region or commu ‘ - ious fi
trfdition, which is preserved by community elders or religiof
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Innis begins his discussion of the ebb and flow of_the Egyptian dempflre :ﬁ (rletfrl:;te
o theln ce of the Nile, and its role in agricultural pro Iuctlcm I 3
ingon the “‘.nportan em like an odd place to begin an analysits of thehre ation
N thlscl'maydS Zm ire, Innis moves quickly from the watt_?r 1t?e1f tot a;: fl;le{:(:is-
bf:tween media an a]engar ,thal could accurately predict the rivers anim oa? s,
/] Cfea“}f:g alc dar. which relied upon astronomy to reconcile the ur}nlar ¢ f:}[:-
The ﬁ.rst suc c:l en ear, imposed Ra - the sun god - as the. sup”reme aut! :;-fo ;
dar. with the so ‘“I hl, 2895 to 2540 BC, this “divinely inspl‘red calendzzlr irmet
universe. From ro rgh Yin which the pharaoh - by controlling lsn.owle Ige ass};:?qa.l
e absf'-'l“te mo;m daz — was elevated to the status of 2 god. The rigidly hlerarc ic
e ‘?“ at this time was reflected in the dominant comn'{umc;il:n
char:.ncter o'f Soc-l:lt}l:ieroglyphic writing on stone. These sau.:red engrz?vmgsd c-
n.‘mdmm’ plcmrll’date ower, allowing the pharaoh to estal‘)llsh z'xuthonty an c:im.
tioned to a;onscl;lle]ﬂndehiS authority was perhaps mostevidentin thf: co?stmc tm;
trl? :;": e;yrai:?ds and t.he elaborate burial rites of th:-?l pl:lara?hs;nwﬁl:;r:l};ﬁ;:gkg;sg;“
¥ iracles from the dead as iro . 4
tha(t)therpt?;[::le;i);giﬂﬁ?etsh:nsta;:f]:es';;lerreal year createdhirregulafrtiltjiesp;:lalt-l;; ;a‘l:;:; :
wl . i allenge the authority of the » whe
o ;zl\lj:?e:lh:npsrtf:: g'};l:*-ogscilntgis?dual ggodhead to the Son of Ra. Eventually,
was

i he clergy o
the absolute monarch was replaced by a royal family :?;n Otseed (;t :,iyth
Heliopolis established a more contemporary calendar and 1mp

e 12 This shift in power led to the development of“a Ir:*mre f;::::(li ?i:l'e ;
that ce hority to local administrators and clergy. “The pro .
oo Ced_Ed e tc') qc(:ivilization involved in the shift from al?solute .mc:mar y
bances in Egyptian organization,” [nnis notes, “coincides with a sh}ft in en;ip
. democmucedigum of communication or as a basis of prestige, as 8 2
- 35;1 mto an emphasis on papyrus’’ As power was mcre:.i.s
in the py.raf:' li necessity for administrative communication$ uu:::;:as;i A
dm:emmhzr.ie i ement of new forms of writing that were more S ;rmad |
ll?l((ieu:ht: zacizzzsmbols used in hieroglyphics, af?e:e:gir;t;;tt;};:;t‘:haﬁé

e. In an effor chagy
literacy a_“d brotht;l:\:;:i;::::ef: :l:%rated to the upper classt, which :Jn ;
rec.:entrahze F'](:"l‘\'r ’Though this re-centralization was successful in re-nillonif
iﬁesml:gdensv;:?«;riting and thus accurate predictions aboutct:::::lut:ﬁ i :
pr:;\lremsg in ruling over a space ?h_at ti?efs::ffg:t:‘:;:;%; o
s e mpre " The eas introdced by nni i Bl
zndngmrig:::izoi woﬁdp eventually be extended by a fellow professor at €.

or

of Toronto, Marshall McLuhan.

Marshall McLuhan (191 1-80)

. hin .E gl
Herbert Marshall McLuhan began his acadefmc career t::cas hfwo
L;xrxis University in 1937. He continued teach?ng there f:han : it
graduate degrees at the University of Cambridge. Me

I
!
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1942 after completing his dissertation on the historical development of the
verbal arts or trivium (rhetoric, dialectic, and grammar). Prior to leaving St.
Louis University for a position at a Canadian institution in 1944, McLuhan
would direct Walter Ong’s Master’s thesis and introduce him to the topic on
which he would later write his doctoral dissertation under Perry Miller’s direc-
tion."” A few years later, McLuhan took up residence in Toronto, where he was
influenced by Harold Innis, and served for several years as chairperson for the
Ford Foundation Seminar on Culture and Communication. During that time,
McLuhan published his first book, a broad-ranging study of popular culture
titled The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Industrial Man. But it was his 1962 book,
The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man, that established
McLuhan as a major scholar of media.

The Gutenberg Galaxy is a sustained study of the printing press’s influence

. not only on European culture, but on human consciousness itself, According to
‘McLuhan, technologies create unique social environments that madify our

“forms of thought and the organization of experience in society and politics.*

For McLuhan, moveable-type printing constituted a decisive break from the
| oral societies of the past and produced “Gutenberg man™ a subject character-
Jized by rational, linear thought processes. The cognitive reorganization of
humans was accompanied by an equally dramatic social reorganization, not the
“least of which included the creation of publics. Prior to the development of mass

printing, there was no way to create publics on a national scale - and, indeed,
that we call “nations” could not, according to McLuhan, have preceded
Gutenberg’s invention. For both individuals and publics, the printing press fos-
tered a visually oriented self-consciousness, which isolated the visual faculty
from the other senses and affirmed the principles of uniformity and continuity.
inking technologies to specific senses was one of McLuhan's key contributions
¥media studies. In his view, each medium is an extension of human senses,

evalence of certain technologies at any given historical moment contributes to

overall sensory balance, Based on the idea of sensory balance, McLuhan
es all of human history can be divided into three major epochs or periods:
s Writing/print, and electronic. In each of these periods, what matters is not
tcontent delivered by media, but the character of the medium itself. To illus-
fthis point, McLuhan adopts the example of electric light in chapter one of

most famous book, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1964). He

electric light is pure information. It is a medium without a message, as it were
Whether the light is being used for brain surgery or night baseball is a matter
Mdifference. It could be argued that these activities are in some way the “con-
: of the electric light, since they could not exist without the electric light. This
“Merely underlines the point that “the medium is the message” because it is the
% f::that shapes and controls the scale and form of human association and
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MecLuhan proceeds to identify the unique charac- Table 13.3  Acoustic space vs. visual space

Ers e his distinction between hot and cool mediaasa

teristics of various media using

Acoustic (pre- and post-Euclidean) space Visual (Euclidean) space

S that “extends a single sense in ‘high definition;’ whilea Orality and electronic media —
B .  defir - . . | ‘ ;
oime n.‘ed“}m“lls Od finition” because it s hIgh I participation > COl.nple Multisensory (hearing, touch, etc.) interplay A single sense (vision) detached from
o me‘i“““; cM:'”eFor McLuhan, the distinction is not so much an either/ Asing
tion by the audience. )

i ia are low or hi
as it is a spectrum for evaluating the degree to whu:l;\;ned;:;1 31- -0 phoneﬁ}:
or articipation. Media such as radio, photographs., fi m,t e
o ool T B metion can be 8. ;i ’ Open, boundless, and creative Enclosed, contained, and controlled
e ea—— ’t‘ ly cool. This distinction can be a confusing one, P , ,
ve .
and cartoons are comparatt

ing it for the firt time. To underscore the poing Experiential, resonant, and sensual Abstracted, rational, and mental
| l , 1 .
e fnco‘fm.er;:fl ful to consider his inspiration. Paul Levinson Participatory, cool Do
i ths m;k;nlgiflttl;" ’ Primeval, natural, environmental form
offers this insightful history:

Dynamic, spherical, and discontinuous

Heterogeneous and multidimensional

Static, linear, and continuous

Homogenous and uniform

Civilized, artificial, human-made artifact
| Amorphic, undirected, and simultaneous Geometric, directed, and sequential
son of hot and cool derived from jazz slang for brassy, big banc.l- Figure and ground continually transform Abstract figure minus a ground
McLuhan’s invocation of hot an icates the soul (hot) versus wispy, tinkly stretches
oxi

rsand int f the big ‘pne another
ic that overpowe inkly ol =
n}us und that ?:urigue and seduce the psyche (cool). Th? brass{:re s of e :
(l)) sz bounces off us, knocks us out - we neither embrace it nor
and bou :

585 10 fol‘,_
1} n ast th 4] Oones t b Zi lhl’ ugh S A bl ou
it in o tr to e C Ol tone: hat reeie 0 u Ild d I Sen

low like the Pied Piper®

ight from the other senses; it is “an infinite container, linear and continuous,
homogenous and uniform.”* While visual space would dominate society for
egturies, McLuhan believes that electronic media have reinvigorated and
retuned us to acoustic space. Table 13.3 highlights a number of key distinctions
between acoustic and visual space.
- Toappreciation McLuhan’s distinction between acoustic and visual space, con-
ier the difference between having a conversation with a friend and reading a
bok. When you are chatting with a friend in a public place, all of your senses are
Bgaged. You see, smell, and hear your surrounding environment. In addition to
ur friend's voice, you hear the voices of others in the background, perhaps birds
diping or an automobile passing by. You feel a cool breeze on your neck. You
i everything from multiple directions all at once. And since the stimuli acti-
S0g your senses keep changing, the space itself is in a constant state of flux. This
aoustic space. But when you read a book {(even when you read in a public
ke), you focus your attention in one direction and largely block out your other
. Indeed, if you are unable to do so, you probably will not get much out of
B you are reading. This is visual space. As this example illustrates, different
Bunication technologies produce different experiences of space.
; uhan's distinction between acoustic and visual space, as well as that
#¥¢en hot and cool media, was an attempt on his part to understand the
$0fa medium upon other media, the environment, individual users, and
¥ as.a whole. As valuable as these analyses were, however, they did not
802 general blueprint for conducting this kind of analysis. So McLuhan
10 identify the basic functions, or what he called laws, of all media. These
€ argued, had to be provable or disprovable through direct observation.
"o Byt the invention of th : ISI’: McLuhan concluded that media perform four basic functions:
homogenous, resonant, arlld dY“am_‘C;l £ space which was later €8 .:l » losure, retrieval, and reversal. These form the basis of McLuhan’s
McLuhan argues, ushered in a new l'un DO ;P e;, space, visual spa¢ 8 of media, which he posed as questions.”
intensified by the technologies of print.” This n

i i t least, those that they engagel;
o Where?S o mleeilsacf;]::"{t;? ::;lt\t,‘ea;c; sveiii(;ness, and therefore invite -lT ,1|
'COOI o l?a;e ask us to fill in the details. McLuhan regards film as.t
mVOI.vemte,nt’ t szyit asks very little from us, supplying all the necessary 1 '
r'Ir‘lefig\lrlilsri‘:)nzT]least, analog television), by contrast, is cool because it is incon

i McLithan aisi
plete, less overwhelming than cinema, and more fleeting. But a0

. . I
i7es that mediums change over time, there‘b‘y altenrfg. thi::; r r,:-.
recogmzf hot or coolness. The advent of high-definition telewmg: -
S:E:i;;;' f:r instance, made TV aless cool medium than when McLuns
wntmg'the end of his life, McLuhan began working on updanfhg Ur::;t : g
Mgi‘:; rwith his son Eric. The result of that .effort was the pc:)sf h;?]_,uh 'S
ion of Laws of Media: The New Science in 19.88. Many e
tr:al:u‘:e ideas can be found in that book, but we w:l ;2:;:;;1;;1 : e
istincti tween acoustic an acs £
just tWF ;rf;c)li;heg\::;tl:[lt:’c:;lzircst in how human stenses (s:ghzrfi!:
ltzrtioand sméll) and their interactions prcfduce d}l}ffertzl;l:asztupal e
dat s:back to the 1950s,* but it did not gain muct 1.nd i o
f:wedecades {ater. The first chapter of Laws of Media is t:, l:sﬁc spﬁc ;
ing between acoustic and visual space. F(?l‘ Mcl.,uhan, ::ality_ W
ized the world as it was experienced duru}g pnr‘r‘larzerical’ P
involved the interplay of multiple senses; it was “sp ;
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bes McLuhans belief that every technology extends or
sense, or faculty of the user. 5o, he proposefi that
y asking: What does a medium enhance or inten.

But Ong'’s most famous study of the word and its transformation over time
comes in his 1982 book, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word.
The most popular of Ong's writings, Orality and Literacy has been translated
into more than 10 languages. It explores the critical changes to society and
human consciousness that accompanied the shift from orality to literacy in the
. ancient world. For Ong, orality refers to “thought and its verbal expression.”
| Primary orality describes those cultures that had no known literate modes of
' communication. In contrast, literacy refers to the technologies of writing and

print. Literacy is reflected in both chirographic (writing) and typographic (print)
cultures. While oral, writing, and print cultures all relied upon words as the
basis of communication, they conceptualized them in fundamentally different
- In primary oral cultures, the word was an event - something that is expe-
rienced only in the moment of its utterance.” Because sound is evanescent or
fleeting, one had to be physically present at the time of speaking to experience
e word in a world before writing, But writing and print transformed the word
om an event into an object or thing that could be preserved and widely distrib-
d.* Suddenly, one could see, rather than simply hear, words. As an image, the
ord was understood spatially, where it appeared, as opposed to temporally,
ben it was heard.
he transformation of the word from (aural) event into {visual) object, Ong
igues, altered the character of huran thought and expression. Accordingly,
s main objective in Orality and Literacy is to chart the specific modes of
pught and expression (i.e. psychodynamics) that characterize oral, writing,

print cultures. Ong identifies nine deeply interconnected psychodynamics
orally-based thought and expression:”

1 Extension descri
amplifies some organ,
medium theorists begin b -

i te?
ify or make possible or accelera .
2 scligsure referlz to his belief that as a technology amplifies or extends one

aspect of experience, it must necessar'{ly dimir:;Sh or E:;E;S;?& others. This
Jed to the question: What does a medl,um erode or :)hat " média un
3 Retrieval takes into account McLuhan's c.onv1ctlon : -
.ous media, bringing back into play ear ier exp - Thus
:E??tfrgrgzzstion is: What does a medium retrieve that has been earlier
sced? . ) 4
4 ;:ic;lrzal is rooted in the notion tha.t a rneﬂ:hurn,h wh‘er;Dt:z;n at;)du;n
will reverse certain of its charactenstxcg McLu a.nsh urth and e
tion, then, is: What does a medium flip when pushed to _

potential?

i i ¢ laws, or tetrad, could be applied to virtuall

MCL“F‘an be:ll ei:rmei:};:;:r;otz The Global Village he employed ther_n toa:

anYﬂ'?t31 - ::1 mediums. Keeping in mind that McLuhan understood med rl--'

f%41*::1]e::i::_:nsion of ourselves; s here is what hf: had to say z'!.bz}ln- :ll:,:] :u -.
t; X‘crowd“- it intensifies the desire to grow: it obsolesces md vi -

i $ a;'anoia; and it reverts into violence at ‘the fear of decre f.' i

ret_“e"e g rovocative as McLuhan's ideas are, 1t was a stl_ldent 0 _-_‘, |
905:;‘8‘:-;0 \Eas perhaps most responsible for bringing medium theory

mainstream of academic study.

Additive rather than subordinative. Oral expression piles ideas one upon the
fext, often using words like and or next, rather than organizing them
Ecording to the reasoned, analytic subordination typical of the printed
frd. Notice how the information in this chapter, for instance, is structured

ording to headings and subheadings, rather than presented as one con-
fidous flow,

Walter J. Ong (1912-2003)

3 gener
While McLuhan's work is cha;actel:izelv;ii fl::;rt 1-:1;:n grse:;i:?ﬁc?;:l ﬁg g
Walter J. Ong’s is defined by its istor.lca e S
i t most of his academic career at St. Lou 3
E;lészfa[;giéep: ?n Psychiatry and then as Wi'lliam ! I}-I;r;:r F:irtg ’
He had earned his doctorate degree in English lfrlon‘li P o
after completing his dissertation on tl.1e Fren; ougs Mgthad- 3
sertation would lead to the publication of amRe,asan o
Dialogue: From the Art of Discourse {0 the'Art :}fmre i
argued that the emergence of a visualist pl:mtgc67 o o
cal state of mind in the Middle Age.s. In hl.S 1 e it
Prolegomena for Cultural and Religious Htsto;y;ns i
Lectures he delivered at Yale in 1964, Qng o
mary medium of communication - and its s:;d o 1
(1) oral or oral-aural; (2) script (alphal;et eciﬁcaﬂytb B
explores the phenomenon of sm.md, an st;;‘ o oY
that it “is more real or existential thando : afed{ng i
because it occurs in time and, thus, produce :

Bregative rather than analytic. Oral expression employs clusters of words
d'in recall and memory. This is generally frowned upon in writing as
foersome and unnecessary. For example, orality prefers the “beautiful
ess” to the “princess” and the “courageous knight” to the “knight?”
f dant or “copious” Because the word is fleeting in oral expression, the
BErrelies upon repetition and redundancy to keep the listener oriented.
B, such redundancy is unnecessary because if readers lose their place,
$#0 simply back up a few sentences and reread them.
w¥ative or traditionalist. Since knowledge that is not repeated aloud
5 Quickly in primary orality, “oral societies must invest great energy
Over and over again what has been arduously learned over the
raI EXpression is conservative in the sense that it values the reten-
" ing knowledge {through repetition) over the production of new
8¢ Print, by contrast, is all about the production of the new,
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5 Close to the human lifeworld. Since abstracti9ns are n?dt ea51l\ir0:;all:a;1,lic:$
jon depends upon linking information and ideas closely

expz?:lr:}; This explains, in part, why oral cultures rely so heav1.1y on story-
::llljing as opposed to analytic categorization 10 cobn:r.eyé Lr;fo:rr;:::ﬂ::.in -4

6 Agonistically toned. Oral expression favors a compativ ; tgo egnmumge i
of both style and characters (villains and }?eroes) 50 aks S
lectual combat and the testing of ideas. L‘lterary‘ wc;).r.d,u E{Charaaﬂ: o
locate such tensions internally, as something an indivi

with psychologically. o . i

7 g:pathicpaf:d participatory rather than Obj"2the{yddlsf‘:f;:i;e“::,ger;;ﬁ'
and reading are solitary activities seen as distanced, ob) o idemiﬁcaﬁm__-_
oral expression is a shared experience tha.t foste_:rs comm b
1t depends on connection and active part1c1p'.?t:n:l.1e I

& Homeostatic. Oral societies are concerned wit P

your objections. The printed word presents its point of view and is generally
unaltered by its reception; it is a product to be consumed. Additionally, print
contributed to the romantic notions of “originality” and “creativity,” which fos-
tered a sense of the private ownership of words, as reflected in modern copyright
laws. Similarly, print fueled the notion of individuality and personal privacy by
allowing persons to withdraw or escape into their own mental states through the
solitary acts of writing and reading, The whole concept of a private diary, for
example, is a modern invention, since an oral diary would by necessity be public.
Interestingly, as we have moved from a print-dominated society to an increas-
ingly electronic one, the concept of a public diary has been revived through blog-
- ging and social networking.

~ The connection we have just made between blogging and orality is not an iso-
 lated one. Electronic media such as motion pictures, radio, television, and com-
| puters all contribute to what Ong calls “secondary orality;’ by restoring the strong

i is bi which
9 Situational rather than abstract. Since memory is biased toward that which

past, in contrast to print cultures. To main'tain ethbm-l?::h:?r:ﬁzt::;
there is a willingness to let go of memories and meani ngthe o

have relevance to the present moment. Print cul(;ur‘:; ;ete Lo e

carefully records, catalogs, and stores outdated and o

is concrete, oral expression tends to employ c?nc?pts 1tn s:}t,‘:a{;s;;;l’ ;Em .:
tional frames of reference so that they remain ¢ o;e omén s Ae
lifeworld. Homer applied the epithet. or byname o ]atm(}l' n 10 AT
which does not mean “blameless,” as it 1s’oftfin transla ::h; mncept:,sﬁbp
the-way-warrior-ready-to-ﬁght-is-beautlful. I-'lence, P
the listener with the necessary contextual framing.

. . did e
As a consequence of these psychodynam_lcs,‘ people 1:11 :;zztrzl:llit:u:j o2
know history in the same way that peoPle in literate z}?h ey icor
In oral cultures, one was constantly losm‘g contact wi o cﬁ- e
fleeting character of speech. Since nothing was .recor S o
primary orality, there was no way to ?ook anyth.mg :E;as i ;sk e
learn something other than through direct expel:nenc A
person. If there was no living person who experlencle o
wished to know, that information or knowledge was 1osi.e T
different than in literature cultures, where techno' ogthe i
allow for the storage and retrieval (?f kno?vledge a(]m e
museums). The transition from orality to literacy soof o g
rience of the social world from pl."edc'm.unantly o‘netEd o
oriented, to one of sight, which is ulldmdually orl:ln d.e creased*i;l b
inward, isolated, introverted practice. Memory sc:ded 5 péust' 3
with the rise of literacy, as events could now be rect;es i
The rise of print had an array of othel: c:onsequentitY o
reproduce with complete accuracy and in any (-:lum:: o palldsu
mation, it made possible the rise of moc.lern scn;:co;s i
ings of others to advance knowledge. Print aﬁlcios ;ook e i
you may disagree with that last statement,

group sense associated with the spoken word. He does not regard secondary oral-
ityas identical to primary orality, though, noting that “secondary orality generates
a sense for groups immeasurably larger than those of primary oral culture:

uhan’s ‘global village™* Ong stopped short of identifying the psychodynamics

‘of secondary orality and its impact on human consciousness, as the electronic

olution was still in its infancy when he was writing.*® But the idea of secondary
rality was a central concern of our final media ecologist, Neil Postman.

Neil Postman (1931-2003)

feil Postman was born and spent much of his life in New York City, having earned
oth & masters and a doctorate of education at the Teachers College, Columbia
miversity. Following his graduate work, Postman began teaching at New York
filversity in 1959. In 1971, he founded a truly innovative graduate program in
fia ecology at NYU’s Steinhardt School of Education, and he served as the
iperson of NYU's Department of Culture and Communication until 2002,
his career, Postman authored 20 books, including The Disappearance of
hood (1982), Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology (1992), The
80f Education: Redefining the Value of School (1995), and Building a Bridge to
Bth Century: How the Past Can Improve Our Future (1999). But his most
M work was, by far, the 1985 book Amusing Qurselves to Death: Public
Burse i the Age of Show Business, which in addition to being a bestseller, has
fimanslated into a dozen languages, including German, Turkish, Danish, and
&5 and sold more than 200000 copies worldwide. It is, quite simply, one of
88t influential books on media ecology ever written.
SSding to Postman, the inspiration for Amusing Ourselves to Death was his
Pation in an academic panel on George Orwell’s 1984 at the Frankfurt Book
84994 For Postman, the state of our world at that moment was better char-
i by Aldous Huxley's dystopian vision in Brave New World than by
21N 1984, In contrast to Orwell’s nightmarish vision of a world where the
“oncealed from people and control is exercised through pain, Huxley’s
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d out in a sea of irrelevance and c.ontro]
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Postman

istinctions between
logy of print Table 13.4 highlights a number of key distinctions between
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h { typography and the age of television according to Postman.
the age ©
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Table 134 Theage of typography vs. the age of television

Age of television F
Age of typography

Television, electronic
Print, written

HH s H 2| ent‘ COSTLE
easo p 0 y T nmel‘lt, amus m =
R ason al’gument. Oht1CS| Phll SDPh En{e tal

nonsense 4
Silly, trivial, ridiculous, @0 ".4'.‘
Tlogical, chaotic (random) 4
Theatrical, dramatic, ente ain
mindless L
Distracted, emotional, APPESS

Serious, important, relevant, potent
Logical, linear (sequential), orderly
Analytical, rational, expositional,
intellectual -
Detached, objective, seeks understan i |
Surface, simplicitys *‘
Incongruitys discopﬁfl ity

Words, substance
Depth, complexity, authenticity

Coherence, continuity, context
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shot length, and mode of gratification.* According to Postman, television's
subject matter, which is communicated primarily through images rather than
exposition, requires minimal effort to understand; its format, which encom-
passes political, religious, scientific, legal, and educational programming, is dis-
connected and decontextualized; its shot length, which averages 3.5seconds,
ensures viewers constantly shifting attention; and its mode of gratification,
which aims at pleasure, is primarily emotional rather than rational. As a result
of these traits, television cannot be serious, promotes incoherence and triviality,
and is uncompromisingly hostile to a print epistemology.* In short, television

- has ushered in an era of entertainment, one in which, as Huxley predicted, we
| have come to love and embrace that which is ruining and oppressing us.

Looking back on Postman’s indictment of television in 1985, it appears that

 he may have picked up on the leading edge of a much larger tidal wave. If, as

McLuhan and Ong variously suggested, the history of communication technol-
ggies can be divided into three major eras or epochs, then the emergence of
television marks just an early stage in contemporary culture. Drawing on the

work of recent medium theorists, our aim in the final section is to chart the key
features and logics of the third wave.

tharting the Third Wave

lhere is, as of yet, no consensus on precisely what to call the contemporary
foment. It has variously been referred to as postmodern, electronic, digital,
ondary orality, and the third wave. We have settled on the last of these
fases, which was coined by futurologist Alvin Toffler in 1980,* because
it the varying terminological preferences of medium theorists, they all
1o agree that if history is measured according to communication technolo-
B then we now inhabit the third stage of human history. Furthermore, as a
matic swelling or disturbance that moves through space and time and ends
fithe transfer of energy, the “wave” metaphor is especially apt. For most
ars, the social changes that characterize the transition from print culture to
vave culture are no less striking and significant than those marking the
rom orality to literacy. The changes wrought by the rise of computer-
ted communication technologies are nothing short of paradigmatic. In
ittion, we begin by identifying the central features of third-wave media,

consider how repeated exposure to those features fosters a unique way
fwving, knowing, and being.

dtteristics of third-wave media

#e media, alternatively referred to as “new media} describes those
ofcommunication that employ computing technology to create, store,
#ute data, This is an admittedly broad definition, including everything

341
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responding to content produced by others. Indeed, interface devices such as
touch screens, joysticks, keyboards, motion sensors, and voice-activation
software are designed precisely to facilitate direct user interaction. New
media are interactive not just because they involve participation, but because
such participation is also an act of co-creation or collaborative production.
Hence, new media have begun to collapse the old boundaries between
producer and consumer, sender and receiver, author and reader. To engage
with third-wave media is itself an act of invention and authorship.
Connectivity. We live in an increasingly connected world. Nearly all of the
digital media we use are connected by cable, fiber, or wireless technology to
the vast and continuously expanding network of data and information
stored on computer servers around the globe. Those few digital media
devices that are not connected, like the standalone MP3 player, are rapidly
becoming obsolete. Due to the decreasing cost of computing technology
and the convergence of media (a process we discussed in Chapter 1), an
astronomical amount and array of media content is available almost any-
where and at any time - at least, if you are willing to pay for it. But new
media technologies are linking us to one another as well as to media content.
Smartphones and social networking sites allow us to easily stay in touch
with family, friends, and even acquaintances. But connectivity should not be
confused with a strong sense of community, commitment, and connection.
Even as digital meda allow for heightened connectivity, they may also be
alienating us and undermining the depth of connection we once felt with
others.” This is due, in part, to the fifth and final characteristic of new

media,

Virtuality. New media create and foster intensely engrossing virtual envi-

ronments. In using the term “virtual,” we do not mean to suggest that those
environments are in any way fake or unreal. While the digital image of a
giraffe on one’s computer screen is not an actual giraffe, it is nevertheless a
very real image of a giraffe. In much the same way that a digital image of a

giraffe is real, virtual spaces generate real sensations and experiences. When

ouare speaking with a friend on your smartphone, for instance, your friend
I virtually (though not actually) present. In other words, it JSeels like she or

1€ is there. The simulated, virtual worlds or environments of third-wave
ledia can generate intense sensations and feelings that are every bit as real
S€ consequential as actuality. But, since a virtual world is not bound by the
Sistraints of the actual world, new media have the potential to create vir-
= eXperiences that are not possible in the actual world. There are count-

S examples today where individuals form real relationships with virtual
BE0ple ~ people who do not actually exist.

€ characteristics of new media we have

Pt than those of modern print media, extend and intensify some dimen-
“Un-digital electronic media like film, radio, and analog television. We
I rthls

this point because it suggests that the transition from one communi-
fadigm to another may involve intermediary steps or technologies.

just discussed, though radically
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Just as chirographic culture served as a bridge between primary orality and. Ecological Analysis 345

modern print culture, televisual culture may have been a bridge between mod- A z

ern print culture and the global network culture of new media. A 5 X

It is also worth noting that while digitality, variability, interactivity, con- ® ® 2

nectivity, and virtuality generally describe the structural characteristics of B

third-wave or digital media, these traits do little to help us understand the U ¢ Figure 131 Linea
important differences among various digital technologies. As media ecolo near system Non-linear system Y and nonlinear )

gists are quick to point out, even as various digital platforms and technolo- F systems.
gies share certain key characteristics, they also develop features unique to
themselves. It would be a mistake, for instance, to assume that Facebook and
Twitter share all the same traits just because they are both micro-blogging
platforms. Because of Twitter's distinctive 280-character limitation, it func
tions somewhat differently than other social networking sites. For one thing
it strongly favors message simplicity, as it is not possible to crafta compl
message in only 280 characters. We stress this point because we want readen
to appreciate the distinctiveness as well as the coherence of various digital
media.

Logics of third-wave media

Having cautioned readers about the importance of attending to the indi
traits of various digital media, we nevertheless want o close this chapter byle
ing broadly at the four key logics that underlie new media technologies &
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mology of third-wave media and how it differs from a print episteme i
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thinking by collapsing physical distance, thereby exposing audiences to
multiple perspectives and points of view. It is increasingly difficult in a
global network society to cling to the idea that one has access to ultimate
truth, because one regularly confronts the conflicting truths of a situation.
The contingent logic of new media is evident not just in everyday life, but
also in the rise of anti-foundational philosophy, which rejects correspond-
ence theories of truth.”
3 Prosumptive. The term “prosumer” was first used by Alvin Toffler in 1980 to
describe audiences who, thanks to interactive media, are producers as well
as consumers.” While the closed, static, and directive character of print
media privilege a logic of consumption or passive reception, the open, vari-
able, and interactive qualities of new media promote a logic of production or
active creation. Instead of consuming media in a uniform manner, as
intended by the author, users of new media become active co-creators of
 meanings, texts, and experiences. Though audiences have long been central
to the interpretive process, third-wave media make users central not just to
 the production of meaning, but also to the production of the text - to its
 direction, development, and duration - and, thus, to experience itself. The
digitality of new media further contributes to a prosumptive logic by encour-
aging users to treat media objects not as fixed and finished, but as mutable
bits to be edited, altered, and manipulated. There are countless examples on
YouTube today in which users have taken images, music videos, movie clips,

and other media and creatively recombined and refashioned them into
something unique.
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