Media Ecology in Theistic Perspective

T. David Gordon

“Today, in the electronic age of instant communication, I believe that our survival, and at the very least our comfort and happiness, is predicated on understanding the nature of our new environment, because unlike previous environmental changes, the electric media constitute a total and near-instantaneous transformation of culture, values, and attitudes.”  Marshall McLuhan, “A McLuhan Mosaic,” in George Sanderson and Frank Macdonald, eds., Marshall McLuhan: The Man and His Message, Fulcrum, 1989, p. 1.

“When I was confronted with the demands to ‘measure culture,’ I reflected that culture might be precisely that condition that excludes a mentality capable of measuring it.”  Theodore Adorno, in The Intellectual Migration:  Europe and America, 1920-1960, D. Flelming and B. Bailyn, eds.  Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1969, p. 347.

Course Outline

Introduction

A. Distinguishing Communications from Media Ecology

Though both discuss and study media, communications, as a discipline, studies the effective use of media; whereas media ecology studies the environmental effects, ordinarily unintended, of media, for both individual consciousness and society.

B. Whether, or in What Senses, Media Ecology is an Empirical or a Humane Discipline

I. Theistic Perspective

A. Creation Mandate

External-Garden

Internal-Imago Dei
-Human has divine traits to cultivate

-Human sensorium is flexible

B. Human as Garrulous/Social

C. Tower of Babel

D. Prohibition of Images in Decalogue

1. God is not physical, and cannot be represented accurately by physical productions.

2. God is infinite, and only the abstract quality of language permits true, albeit finite, descriptions of Him.

3. The imagination is less active in viewing images than in considering words.

4. The rational dimension is less active in viewing images than in considering words.

II. Overview of Media (excluding fine art)

A. Orality:  The Primary Medium.  3,000 languages exist today, of which only 78 possess a literature.

B. Chirography.  (since only 3500 BC, Sumerians)

1. Pictograph (if this is truly writing).  By 1716, Chinese already had 40,545 characters.

2. Logograph.  Chinese.  Each symbol is an entire word.

3. Syllabary.  Phoenicians, Hebrews.  Consonants (around 1500 BC)

4. Phonetic.  Consonants and vowels.  Greeks.

5. Media of chirography

Stone

Clay

Parchment (sheep or goatskin) and Vellum (calf, lamb, or kid skin)

Papyrus

Paper

C. Typography and Reading.  Gutenberg and Movable Type 

D. Electronic media and mass media (telegraph was electric but not mass)

1. Telegraph, 1838 (laboratory) 1844 (first actual successful line).  

Samuel Finley Breese Morse:  “What hath God wrought?”

2. “Wireless” (Radio). 

3.  Moving Pictures.  “The act of moviegoing created an important new subculture centered outside of the home.” (Czitrom, 51).

4. Telephone.  

5. Television

6. Cell phone

7.   Internet (and email)

III. Overview of Media Ecologists

A. Socrates, Phaedrus, 274-277

1. Writing aids recollection, but injures memory.  [275a-b] 

2. Writing does not permit the auditor to make inquiry. [275d]

B. Moses, prohibiting images

C. Medieval and Eastern Iconography

D. Reformation’s Iconoclasm and Counter-Reformation’s Repudiation of Typography

E. Walter Lippmann.  Mass communication and public opinion.

F. Harold Innis.  Mass communication and social environments.

G. Jacques Ellul.  Technology as self-generating and dehumanizing. 

H. Marshall McLuhan.  Media as both social and individual environment. 

Works:

The Gutenberg Galaxy.  Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962.

Understanding Media:  The Extensions of Man.  New York: New American Library, 1965.

“Interview.”  Playboy 16 (March 1969): 385-94.

--Daniel J. Czitrom. Media and the American Mind:  From Morse to McLuhan.  Univ of North Carolina Pr., 1982, p. 165. 

Among the McLuhan critics cited by Czitrom, are:  

Donald F. Theall, The Medium is the Rear View Mirror:  Understanding McLuhan (Montreal: McGill-Queens University Press, 1971.

Jonathan Miller, Marshall McLuhan (New York: Viking Press, 1971).

John Fekete, “McLuhanacy:  Counterrevolution in Cultural Theory,” Telos, no. 15 (Spring, 1973): 75-123.

Czitrom also mentions collections regarding McLuhan:

Rosenthal.  McLuhan:  Pro and Con.

Gerald E. Stearn, ed.  McLuhan:  Hot and Cool (New York: Dial Press, 1973).

1. The Medium is the Message.

“it is the formal characteristics of the medium, recurring in a variety of material situations, and not any particular ‘message,’ which constitutes the efficacy of its historical action.”  (McLuhan, “Effects of the Improvement of Communications Media,” Journal of Economic History 20 (December, 1960): 568.

“I am in the position of Louis Pasteur telling doctors that their greatest enemy was quite invisible, and quite unrecognized by them.  Our conventional response to all media, namely that it is how they are used that counts, is the numb stance of the technological idiot.  For the ‘content’ of a medium is like the juicy piece of meat carried by the burglar to distract the watchdog of the mind.”  Understanding Media, p. 49.

2. The Global Village

H. Jacques Ellul.  De-humanizing tendencies of mass media

1. Distinguishing two realms:  The realm of reality (visual) and the realm of truth (language)

2. Technology’s inexorable tendency to triumph (Technology)

3. The Image’s Exclusive Claim to Attention

“This is precisely the role of the audiovisual approach:  to incorporate the word into the flood of images, making it useless and empty.  The spectator’s mind is completely occupied with the fullness of the visual spectacle.  Images do not give you any respite.  You can listen to a speech or the news with half an ear, while doing something else.  The image monopolizes us:  either you watch television or you do not, but you cannot watch television while writing letters or doing the dishes in the next room.” HW, 144

4. The Humiliation of the Word

I. Walter Ong.  Orality and Literacy.  The Technologizing of the Word.

J. Neil Postman.  Amusing Ourselves to Death; literacy and rationality, literacy and rational discourse 

K. Sven Birkerts.  Literacy, rationality, and individuality 

L. Ken Myers.  Pop culture’s de-humanizing effects.

IV. Overview of Issues in Media Ecology

A. The Law of Unintended Consequences

B. The Idea of Sensoria and Sensorial “Balance.” 

C. Time-Biased Media vs. Space-Biased Media (Harold Innis)

Time-biased media:  Durable, but difficult to transport.  Clay, parchment, spoken word, written word

Space-biased media: Easily transportable, but less durable.  Papyrus, paper, print (and certainly, later electronic media)

D. Technological determinism.  Belief that changes in media cause social change. (Reynolds, 116ff).  In addition to the questions of individual development, studied under sensoria and sensorial balance, there are social questions.  How do particular media impact the social environment?

1. No determinism.  Media reflect society; they do not shape it.

2. Hard determinism.  Media alter social structure directly, unavoidably, and significantly.

3. Soft determinism.  Media tend to alter social structures.

4. Partial determinism.  Media are among the variety of influences that shape culture.

E. Primitivism vs. Progressivism (pessimism vs. optimism) in media change

A. Primitivism

B. Progressivism

C. Criticism

F. Three Paradigms for Viewing Media (Joshua Meyrowitz, Journal of Communication, 48, no. 1, pp. 96-108; and JC 43, no. 3, pp. 55-66)

1. Medium as a Conduit

2. Medium as a Language

3. Medium as an Environment

G. Five Categories of Media Influence (Joel Nederhood)

1. Neurological

2. Epistemological

3. Experiential

4. Modal

5. Sociological

H. Mass Media and their Effect

1. Create a new target audience

2. Relation to Consumerism

H. Engel’s Law (Every Change in Quantity is Also a Change in Quality)

“It is, in fact, the essence of technique to compel the qualitative to become the quantitative, and in this way to force every stage of human activity and man itself to submit to its mathematical calculations…Thus, technique forces all sociological phenomena to submit to the clock, for Ellul the most characteristic of all modern technical instruments.  The substitution of the tempus mortuum of the mechanical clock for the biological and psychological time ‘natural’ to man is itself sufficient to suppress all the traditional rythms of human life in favor of the mechanical.”  (John Wilkinson, translator’s preface, p. xvi, to Ellul, Technological Society)

I. What is Popular Culture?

1. Pop culture as mass culture

2. Pop culture as consumer culture

3. Pop culture as what many people like

4. Pop culture as an idiom

J. “Psuedo-environment” (Lippmann)

K. “Pseudo-event” (Boorstin)

L. Media and Social Space (Joshua Meyrowitz)

“the discussion here details how electronic media have tended to merge many formerly distinct social situations, blur the dividing line between private and public behaviors, and tear apart the once taken-for-granted bond between physical position and social ‘position.’” (p. 71)

V. Evaluations of each specific medium, in terms of its social and individual effects.

A. Orality:  The Primary Medium.  3,000 languages exist today, of which only 78 possess a literature.

1.  Primary orality and secondary orality

2. “Corporate” authorship of the oral tradition 

3.  Community more central than the individual; orality is empathetic rather than distanced

4. Social nature of knowing, even of knowing self

5. Linguistic communication as a linear “event,” rather than as a static entity.

6. Situational or concrete more than abstract

7.  Oral productions must be memorable.  “In a primary oral culture, to solve effectively the problem of retaining and retrieving carefully articulated thought, you have to do your thinking in mnemonic patterns, shaped for ready oral recurrence.  Your thought must come into being in heavily rhythmic, balanced patterns, in repetitions or antitheses, in alliterations and assonances, in epithetic and other formulary expressions, in standard thematic settings, in proverbs which are constantly heard by everyone so that they come to mind readily and which themselves are patterned for retention and ready recall, or in other mnemonic form.  Serious thought is intertwined with memory systems.  Mnemonic needs determine even syntax.”  (Ong, 34)

a. Repetition

b. Cliches (e.g., “the wine dark sea”, “the rosy-fingered dawn” from Homer’s Odyssey)

B. Chirography.  (since only 3500 BC, Sumerians)

1. Pictograph (if this is truly writing).  By 1716, Chinese already had 40,545 characters.

2. Logograph.  Chinese.  Each symbol is an entire word.

3. Syllabary.  Phoenicians, Hebrews.  Consonants (around 1500 BC)

4. Phonetic.  Consonants and vowels.  Greeks.

5. Media of chirography

Stone

Clay

Parchment (sheep or goatskin) and Vellum (calf, lamb, or kid skin)

Papyrus

Paper

C. Typography and Reading.  Gutenberg and Movable Type 

1. Reading no more a scribal, or merely professional, activity, but a mass/common activity.  Ironically, however, it is also an intensely private activity.

2. Writing introduces a profounder change (from orality) than electronic media do from writing, according to Ong:  “Writing…initiated what print and computers only continue, the reduction of dynamic sound to acquiescent space, the separation of the word from the living present, where alone spoken words can exist.” (82)

3. Writing is “artificial,” in the sense that all physiologically healthy people, in all cultures, speak; but only those trained to write perform this task, which is arduous to learn.  Like other useful artifices (e.g., rakes and shovels), it is a tool that is useful, though un-natural.  It is un-natural as playing a violin is un-natural; yet profoundly human expressiveness results from mastering either technology.

4. Effects on consciousness, cognitive development.  Ong:  “Without writing, the literate mind would not and could not think as it does, not only when engaged in writing but normally even when it is composing its thoughts in oral form.  More than any other single invention, writing has transformed human consciousness.” (78)  

TEST:  You can tell, by conversation, whether the person with whom you are speaking is a reader or not, and sometimes, whether the person writes or not.

5. Writing is private, just as reading is.  Writing requires concentration, and, therefore, solitude.  Writing promotes interiority.  “Print was also a major factor in the development of the sense of personal privacy that marks modern society.…In manuscript culture and hence in early print culture, reading had tended to be a social activity, one person reading to others in a group.  As Steiner has suggested, private reading demands a home spacious enough to provide for individual isolation and quiet.” (Ong, 130)

6. Writing permits “communication” with those who are dead.

7. Writing promotes analysis.  Ong:  “To make yourself clear without gesture, without facial expression, without intonation, without a real hearer,you have to foresee circumspectly all possible meanings a statement may have for any possible reader in any possible situation, and you have to make your language work so as to come clear all by itself, with no existential context.  The need for this exquisite circumspection makes writing the agonizing work it commonly is.” (104)

D. Electronic media and mass media (telegraph was electric but not mass)

1. Telegraph, 1838 (laboratory) 1844 (first actual successful line).  

Samuel Finley Breese Morse:  “What hath God wrought?”

a. News trumps editorializing, the reporter triumphs over the editor, in the penny newspapers, anticipating the (later) argument of John Sommerville, How the News Makes Us Dumb. 

b. The trivial necessarily triumphs over the significant.  As early as 1891 

c. Inevitably it tended towards monopoly, so that Western Union, by 1880, collected 89% of the revenue expended on telegraph communications.  Between 1866 and 1900, Congress considered over 70 bills designed to reform the telegraph system (Czitrom, 23, 27). 

2. Radio.  "Radio broadcasting added a totally new dimension to modern communication by bringing the outside world into the individual home. The history of radio, however, was far more complex than the history of previous media breakthroughs. The broadcasting system tied together a bundle of technological and scientific threads that had been dangling for a generation." 

-- Daniel J. Czitrom, “The Ethereal Hearth:  American Radio from Wireless through Broadcasting,”  Media and the American Mind, (Chapel Hill, NC: Univ. of North Carolina Press), 1982, p. 60

3. Moving Pictures.  “The act of moviegoing created an important new subculture centered outside of the home.” (Czitrom, 51).

7. Telephone.  

a. Like the radio, the outside comes into the home; but unlike the radio, it cannot ordinarily be turned off (without losing its original purpose as a means of emergency communication.

b. It unwittingly discourages face-to-face communication by substituting non-visual encounters.  (How often do we ignore those who are physically present, to speak with those who are physically distant, and how does this train us to value people?)

5. Television

6. Cell phone

7. Internet (and email)

