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Contemporary contexts for new media theory

Monetheless. this somewhal arifcal porsgeeiwe can sometmes Highlght the
nature of change and assiSt us (o understard seew of 1S Subrsiarive gualties Such
15 the cage, we bebeve, wilh The deselopment of west ae caibied tew meda and the
theones that have evolved 10 explien Teme 105 TTes SpproGch wie tase o s irtrodue
Bon to eSTonCally Situate 1hi desve onmeents o Computer tech nobies Tl Lo ue new
medsa and 1he conteet of economic, Soral and cullutdl tansformaton o wluch they
operate

The second hal! of e 2010 century, cssentally from the erg of Woed Wae Twe
il the: Frillennasm s Clomng yeacs, wirs & penod of emmen se socal, politsal, eeonom;
and technologal change. Ths poslwar ayreune of charge prow ragedly and ssread
COMFEMENSIvEly, S0 much S0 That it was ewertualy capenenced 6 ewry feglrster Oof [fe
and contanues 1o be today. Howsser wilhen i Bvececaoe ohase we can per e el
Mg the world of the 1595008 wars viery 0 ot o Pt of e 10RO, which was, s
turn, rdrkedly diffenent from the Chisas-prore 19708, whah s e s somothng of
a shadow of the enterpnsing and even mone chanpehlied decodes That followed
Stephen Toulmen has argued similily “Expenence 0 i Last guarter of a century has
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gorinced peopse then th twentyirs] ceniury will nesemibse tha rwarit izt Sven lixss than
thie twenbeth century has rosembiled the ningteenth (1992:2)

if change 15 ahwinys with us what then 5 50 different about This S0y sian™ Were
pot the prewious 50 years st as transformatee of every aspect of Iile™ Well, yes, but n
different warys and at a slower rale. War and poldcal stnfi and coonomic deession
gaared the collecti: and ndncsl Consomusness o those who bved through e first
it of thet 201 confury in warys and will g imbonsty it Thre orm aftor 14950 sl
not expenence. These were Cabacyses made poss bl by technolop o Erervi o e,
o be sure, but were of a diferenl orger and substance. It wos Chprge srnasione?
hwough an essimbaly late 1trcentyry mede of ecastnalsation el aeshed ges iy
gentral pillars of classc modemity And Change wias actualsed trurcnEh The o 0
goal, oil, electncity And Ine Combashion et Scdernsation and ndustFulesateon
were spread through commeneiton and dstibution retworks That wete o sdriar
wintage: through the soa al srews of ronbeanes Al macadinm s, and through this
“oid madia’ of telepraphs, elephones ard rewspapers. Such translornaton was, i its
e vy, eIy and :,q;qu'h'-q_j tral wee wene Iving i a #I:IM sl fow Elonalisimg:
workd of interdependencies and cond gueous effects that inserted Themselos nto mone
and moee parts of eeeryday Ve

Bug this was changes il o desting? pibical and econgon g comteat T owars b CorBeal
hat served 1o Shape Thee 1(!'1'.l"'l|:rl'.f,|l;.'|.l| chmer bt werl of thes enced S arasclis o Wiy
different from tht which would doosate the latles halt of the certury For cxamiple, She
-1 Shcentury impenaist order contibwted 16 an alrest perphial state of poldca
grises. Temtonal svalres betweer: 1 i Daleon SLates wiuld evnfually ofcve: o
world wars. 10 leams of e e and spiead of technologt oo oot s toss e
world, these were held bock By od %00 o an econors a0 pollcal autacky That
emerged especiady Aer e LA14-18 war A rasditioewlly solationst LS and (e
DETBTWATION Dy G At Lutopes stale s to protec! thesr cwn anpeetal aynlems o
s and peoleclioresan el et bechr o el ChARGE Wb IN0HEITONTA 9% OpRss
0 Al and cofeanchetsaee  Indesa ] ey ansis OoF eeetviday ibe aid Cullene Goued
e el almost urcee sl 1 owas & aad of loral ﬂiljd‘_l._ll' for i of ool whnene
e political ocal shill Fad sresorcegred mer e satasal plobal fereiencies ol
capitakam,

The end of the ol wer of 193% o a trans 00 ido 8 Coll Wor babsesen 1 fes
Superpowers, thee LSA and thes LSSH Midary cosdthe? condnued, of oourse, Sl Thess
R localmed and comductisg meeay on cesleses opecd Countries anckes T doaspeoes ol
Washinglon- Mosoow strabegee rualy. Fromty was sdeclofcal n tRe first inslance
between the worltwews of Toeral captaism and Wwlalilamen eans s, B f had
mmensety impostart spenoffs Prirasy among thaeses oW ms of ke cllects apon
BOONONY and socisty, was thiv el ceeingmends e Lrpeder fechooiggy The Cold
War put the immedate cogencess of Liggeseale mltany confct ato deen freesn:
This released moch of e aeclopscal and erentne erorgies of poibiouns a0
SCurntists, Thess waere channeldod nono smal pact ioto research amd o ofrasert o
GOty Scwenoe (Lowards, 1990 ImThe DS pohtces s and rldaty andalysis gt
Btrategically whoul how 10 best corfront e chalenges of the new times The perceved
vl of threal was such that they wind pregdanad (o do whalever 11 ook 1o crsgng hal
they could stiy ahead of the USSH o 1ems of technolofcal and soentific development.
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Much government largesse was thus confermed on the best and the brightest mends
in the universities and the industrial laboratories. Accordingly, in the 1950s, among
the many beneficiaries of this intense focus on technological development were men
such as MNorbert Wiener and J.C.R. Licklider These were influential scientists who
pushed the boundaries of thinking about what humans in conjunction with computers
ware capable of,

‘Conjunction’ — meaning ‘the state of being joined” - is a key term thal charac-
terises how these leading theorists thought about the science of compuling, Wasiner,
a professor of logic and scientist al the Massachusetls Institute of Technology
(MIT) picneered the school of thought he called ‘cybemetics”. This was a theory
of both control and cormmunication through fows of information in which “feedback
mechanisms' play an essential part. Fundamental to cybernetics was the claim that it
apphied equally to humans and machines, Information feedback. Wiener argued, woukd
generate automatic processes between the human and the machine (Wisner, 1950,
Mtormatic doors work on this principle. A person approachng such a door aleris a
sengor which ‘understands’ this Fuman action and triggers a mechanism causing it to
open. Hurnan and machine create this “automatic’ action through mutual interface -
through feedback. Cybernetics was, then, at its very inception, & mode of thowghit,
a form of ‘mediation’, which was linked 1o the milltary concepts of ‘command and
contral. ks overall purpose was o discover ways in which environments could be
engineered and manipulated through human and computer interaction, Wisner saw
computers &s machinas that mirored what humans were in their essence. In his 1950

book The Murnan Use of Human Being: Cybermetics and Society be Uoca
about this Bk SR |

I'I'_I'n_[lu:rrmn] METYOUS SYSTEM Cormesponds to the theory of those machines that
consist in a sequence of switching devices in which the opening of a later switch
I;Iu_:lends on the action of precise combmations of earlier switches leading into i,
which open at the same time, This all-ornone machine is called a ohgila machine,

:t has great advantages for the most vared problems of communication and

Equating humans with computers through a system of cybernetics was a

tin poreizriul
I‘!'ﬂ:mhﬂl-la in the development of computer networking and thi systemns of communica-
tion that would eveniually become the internet, the network sociely and the new media
applications that make it possitie, For example, ).C.R. Licklider. an intelectual father of

the intemet, wiate a highly influertial paper i ; i’
' per in 1960 caled "Man—computer symbaosis’,
In the: introduction ta this he wrote: i

Mar—computer symbeasis is an expectad devalopment in cooperatve inleraction
betwesn men and electronic computers. It will imahe wary close coupling between
the hl.l'nan and the electronic members of the partnership. [.. .| In the symbiatic
mlp. men will set the goals, formulate the hypotheses, determine the
criteria and perform the evaluations. Computing machines will do the routinizable
work that must be done 1o prepare the way for INsights and decisians i technical
and scientific thinking. Preliminary analyses indicate that the symbistic partnership
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will perform intellectual operations much more effectively tha.'_f man alone can
perform them.

In both Wiener and Licklidger we see two significant and mutually compatible theses
pn the nature of computng and humans' relations to it. Wiener argues that m_l:ra fulhy
modem is to depend on Compuling power, and Licklider suggests that computing may
also reflect our human essence. Thase perspediives are al thi core of posl-war Com-
puter sclence, and the work of these towering intellectuals in information systems and

contain basic assumptions regarding people and computer systems that
fiow directly inte the creation of our networked society. Both theorists view humans as
fundamentally processors of information in & world whose reality pecomes appanert onty
through the inerface with numbers. As Theodor Roszak wroté in his book The Cult of
Information: 'In perfecting feedback and the means of rapid data manipulation, ﬂ'l-E
selence of cybemelics was ganing a deeper understanding of life itsalf as baeing, at its
core, the processing of nformation’ (p, 33} The central chaliengs for humans aspinng
to full mooemity, S0 the gic wns, is to develop infarmationprocessing machines that
increase n their sophestication, spesd and capacity. The more powesful coOmputers
become, the more we realise ouwr iNner essence, and the mone wi are able to under
gtand the workd anpund us. _ .

The computerautomated visias of Wiener and Licklider were becoming a reality in
the 19505 and 1960s. The powerful nuimiber<runching capabiliies made possible by
developments in compuiing showed athances in not only Slomic weaponry. but
also solved some of the maethematical problems of trajeciory ploting that had besat
engineers of rcketry, Projectiles could now be ksunched with unprecedented levels of
accuracy and power, In the USSR, smilar developments in Computer SCEnoe WA
taking place. S0 much 5o that the Soviets stole the march on the Americans in 1957 by
launching into space the Sputnk satebite. This was the first time thet humars had
achieved the ‘escape velocity’ necessary to reach beyond the Earth's strosphere - and
computing power made it possiie, The US response to this was 10 entes into what
would become the “space race’ with @ commitment by Presider Hennedy in 1960 (o
land a man on the moon by the end of the decade. And so yel mone funds poured
into the universities and the commerial [abs 10 gve the USA and the “free Wesl the
decisive technological edge through compulerbased “solitions’ thal were shown 1o
have applications acoss many industries as well as the miitary, _

My from the worries and concems of superpower conflict, this confidence in
technologically assisted human capabilities gave something of a fresn impetus 1o |h_e
projact of madernity. After the destruction of two ghobal wars and the ehaos of etonomic
depression, the postwar penod opened up o what David Harvey (1989) called e
phase of 'high modarmity’ = at keast in the liberal-capitalist west. In the 1960s the rate
of innovation in science and technology grew ramdly and the complexity and Dumyancy
of the globalising economy reflected this. Full empionvment became the norm n the
developed economies of the west, and the growmg affluence of society Doosted yet
further the dermand for technologically based solutions. v sommunications, et travel
became increasingly commeonplace, a5 did use of the t2lepnone for local, national 2nd
inbemational networking. A global media was emerging through the meass diffusion of
televigion and transistor radios, allowing people 10 ‘experience’ ive events such as
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socoer world cups or the (hympics; or the emerdent mediascape Brought polical,
military events such as the Yietnam War much closer 10 ol everyday CONsSCIousness,
indeed, much of the planel watched part of this globel medascape as President
Kennedy's pledge was kept when astronaut Neil Amstrong stepped onto the Moon in
July 1968,

This “high modernity” was organised and articulated through what might be egually
termed a ‘high' Fordism. in 1914 in the USA Heney Ford had picneered his epomymous
systemn of aulomated production lines using low-skilled labow to mass manufacture
the Model T car. His technigues were revolutionany and seon multiplied far beyond the
production of cars. Mass production was predicaled on mass consumpticn, which
was in twm rellant on mass communication. The technical rationality of micro-planned
and micro-managed Fordist principles sproad acress the emerging ‘mass socioty’ to
evplve Into what Harvoy termed “a whole way of ife’ (1985 135). As the methoed grow
and became monz dominant in the 19505 and 196045, Fordism evobeed infe a tightly
rmacro-managed cconomic sysbem rough the toplewe] copperation bateeon busingss,
organised labour and corporate capitalism, The effect of thig in culture, in economy, and
in sockaty was to regulate and make fairly predictable the pace of change and the
trajectory of change, And so British Prime Mindster Harold Witson's characterisaton of
the 19608 as baing shaped by the "white heat of the technological revoluthon’ notweth.
gtanding, the reality was one of control 2nd of management. Compauter systems experts
of the time knew, for example, that the astomation of msch mone of ndustry wiowld
enable it i be more afficient and productive. However, in the context of full employment
and high profits, thea aconomet impetus to ke such a step (which would be politicalhy
sensitive and imvolve the destrection of many jobs) was simply not strong encugh. The
concept of the nationsl econamy was still operating, and the political will o subsidise
industries and businesses in the national interest was sl dominant. Local-global.
then, was still the dominant metaphor to describe the phase of high modermity” and
*high Fardism'.

This began to charge in the 19705, High Fordesm and the high modemity it Rhelped
produce as 3 ‘whiole way of Ife’ full of certainties inemplayent, in modes of consums:
tion and so on, had been maturing and was growing rgid and sclerid (Kolko, 1988)
The system, as il grew in scope and complexity, developed its own intemal contradic-
tions. The nesd for capitalism to "naturally” expand spatially, ang accelerate temporally,
was "artificially” constrained by ration state politics. In Europe and Morth Amnerica, this
led directly to pressures of competition fram the emerging economies of Ezst Asia and
Japan, which were aggressively export oriented. Moreover, falling productivity and falling
profits increased the scale of economic crises in the west. These were exacerbated
by growsng inflationary pressures and, in 1973, the “oil shock’ whan the Arab membears
of OPEC placed an embargo agamst the: USA in particular, which sent world oil prices 1o
unprecedented knmals,

The economic and social system of Fordism was in trouble by the mid1970s.
Indeed it was heginning to unrevel though growing unamployment, growing
uncertainty about the fulure, and a growing call for wide-ranging ‘solutions’ from
represeniatives of big business and economic radicals in govermments. ldecloguas
with "solutions’ had. in fact, been growing in influence over the previous decade.
These were the ‘necliberals’ whno argued, afer Adam Smith the 18R-century political
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goonomist, that markets must be free from ‘rigidities’ such as tariffs and subsidies. A
mn-aldl:r;mndtnba heard frorm business at the time was that il s hiould I:l-l::l':ll.lnill'IEEE
alone that should decide how anmd wherng capital 13 ||:n.:1estu::|. fres froam either 1htE
gactional interests of organised labour of the nartow palitical interests -::lfhg-:mern mer r
hmgclw.atenfﬂeep crises, eolibarallsm swept IIhH.a gale through 'Lhe_ whicle way o
life’ that had been the syslem of post-war Social, political and econdmic CONSaNsUs.
Led by political ideokogues such as margaret Thatcher and Ronald F!r_'a.garlw. govern-
ment began to abnegate s con SENSUS-Oulcing rc-le.r between busingss and lalour, a5
well s its role as protectar and nuriurer of the na'tu::mal BConarmy, Er:nn-::m.::.s. Was ls
take the leading mle and neodiberals dentihied mapr noreases o prod ur:twng,- an
afficiency, across the whole o1 1he economy, 85 the prime factors in the restrictunng
of capitalism. The application of computerbased information and :I:ln'l_rl'lum!:“a-:;rrj
technologies (LTS} had long been develamng in the commencial sector 3% Spn-otls
from military RED. However dunng the 19505, a5 we saw, 1he take-up was slow and
accumulative because of Lhe political considerations of the CONSENSUS aqnmanh. E_I!.I
the early 1080, however, ICTs were seen, as Meil Postman put 1L, a5 & s:.nlu_m:!n in
gaarch of g problem” (19931 71 Autormahonwas {hus to b U panaces o th 1S5RS
of low productivity and efficiency in just aooul every Iﬂd!J'!ill'.}'. it was al this tl r-nf: 'Lh?l
the mutually reinforcing dynamics of recliberal glohalisation and 1hi revolution in
h:Tsnria IIILE;JJLUE?WET;&!E-E of the sntrenchment of naolberal 1eess, eapecially in the
polities and economies of the AngloAmerican countries, This had 8 direct Now-on
effect into ess developed countnes through multilateral Organisatons 5:.-;;h_ as the
World Bank and the Intemational Monetary Funa. Tne pestructuring of the world's ecor-
omies 1o make therm more flexible’ and productive and efficienl was made mﬁﬂplc
only through the: unnestrained application of ICTs across indusines an:l across gnurc
economics. The flow-on to culture and sockety of rapd compauterisation was swift. In
something of a homage o Wiener and Licklidars dreams of |'_IIJI'I1i'!'I-f!'D"'I'l:-I..I|:I::r
'symbicsis’, the middle of the 1380s saw the beginnings of te quaintly termed _pelr-
sonal computes’ (PC) revolution at home and at the workpace. Growing and increasingly
fexible ‘post-Fordist’ economies were now changing, rapdly througn thes introduction of
new media technologies that seem to be getting laster and rgne poweriul !:rg.-tljer manth.
Fuelled by the growth of the NSDAQ bubble, the 1900 s the popularisation of the
intemet, the growth 1o benemaoth status of corporations such as Microaott, Intel and
Apple, and the realsation of the ghobal ‘nformation economy . And mto our callective
consciousness would be Inserted, in the form of a verb, the spint of the information ape
g i i a5 Ebay, Amazon, ¥ahoo! snd Googde.

i n&ﬁ?ﬁ;mti:?renem ::m-irg.r that Manuel Casiels cheerved lr_'at: “Tre amfar-
mation technology revolution, and the restructuring of capitalism. has indwced 3 new
form of society, the network aociety’ (19960, New media tEﬂhMIIDgIES wiare and ane
central 1o his process, These are the technologies of ‘madiation connaclable tedt
mologies that make networlanf, and te network SoCety possiole. Castells further
describes the socia! and economic efiects of networks:

Metworks are open struciures, able Lo expand without tirnits, mtagrating new
nodes as long as they are ablé 10 communicate within the network, namely as
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long as they snane the same communication codes [ . .J Networks are appropriate
instruments for a capitalist economy based on innovation, globalization, and
decentralised concentration; for work, workers, and firms Basad upon flexibility,
and adaptatulity; for 8 cuure of endless deconstruction and reconstruction; for a
polity geared towards the instant processing of new values and public moods; and
for & social organization aimed at tha suppression of space and the annihiiation
of tirre.

[1996:4T0-471)

The notion of what Castells calls ‘podity geared oward the instant processing of
new values and public moods” s for us & fascinating consideration. How do we iMake
sense of constant, rapid, and often comprehensive now media-driven change? It is a

transcands anclent solidarities of nature and custom, craft and industry, The whole
Process has been accelerated since the imention of modern communication technolo-
Hes (lelegraph, phatograph, telephone), and it crossed 8 qualitative thrashold in the
past coupla of decades, with the rise of new media’ (2005:17-18).

The works selected for this reader go to the heart of these qualitative Changes =
i that, indeed, is what they are. The subtitie of de Lengotita’s book is “how the
mdia shape your world', Thearising effects of ‘new media’ s not the same asg
Wworising the effects of a particular media technology such as a WD plaver or

latest and fastest wireless kaptop and digital camera, to the act of shopping with
Plastic card - and evan this book, which may be bought online, or easily scanmned or
comverted to POF and made available onling. New media technofogies are abowve
all connectable, compatible with others, creating in their plurality & highly mediated
context which connects to numberiess other modiated contexts that users create in
their day-to-day Jife,

It is this Evanescent media landscape that the authers in this collection attampt to
ﬂﬁmwmln-mmm1m taste of larger works that Jook at the nature
of technological change The challenge for us as editars was to try (o capiure, as much

iactually fruitful way. Severs| of the warks do not, in fact, deal with new media at afl, but
are perspectives on our refationship (cultural, economic, politic and psychalogical)
mww.mummismm other modes of thought that allow us
10 consider, say, the introduction of the telagraph in Canada in the 1%h century, as
Jeremy Stain does in Part 5, and COMmpare this with the writings — or our experience —of

mamwm.wmmmmm*mrmmm
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IY qu—lﬂlm differenca’? If 30,

ated workd. We can then askc is there real or other questions; only

wmmqmﬂlﬂﬂ-



