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We can perhaps assume that the use of a medium which we (media and communication researchers)
of communication over a long period will to could be approaching the rapid developments in me-
some extent determine the character of know- dia and information technology (MIT) that are shap-
ledge to be communicated and suggest that its  ing a new media landscape.

pervasive influence will eventually create a civi- The work of Harold Innis and Marshall McLuhan
lization in which life and flexibility will become suggest that changes brought about by new media af-
exceedingly difficult to maintain and that the fect societies so thoroughly and yet so unnoticably
advantages of a new medium will become such  that these changes are almost impossible to detect.
as to lead to the emergence of a new culture.  Imagine for a moment a new definition of media and
(H.A. Innis, The Bias of Communications, 1951) information technology that goes beyond the “hard-

. . ware” of machines and electronic devices — suggest-
Harold Adams Innis opens his best known essay b|¥| .
g that technology is not so much a type of work or

quoting Hegel: “Minerva’s owl begins its flight only an applied science, but a way of doing things and a

n t?ﬁegszzrzgghgl;jlk..é new one. that a culture bev_vay of thinking about doing things — a state of mind
y ’ and being (Penley + Ross, 1991; Reingold, 1993;

gins its _dlsllntegratlon with its highest and most Creaétone, 1995). Isn't that what cyberspace, IT, and vir-
tive period; Hegel, the young Marx and Toynbee cer:

. >
tainly all thought so. Innis followed the flight of tual communities are all about:

. \ : Innis and McLuhan go further by positing a dif-
Minerva’s owl into new quarters, however, SuggeStferent theorv of overlapping technologies. By con-
ing that the process of cultural growth and expansion y ppIng gies. by

. X ._centrating on media as the most significant technolo-
flows not from genius or empire but from media. . : .
. . gies of any period — they both assume that informa-
Minerva’s owl follows the route of a new form of > .
o . . ... tion movement does more to modify a culture than
communication — whether it be script, oral tradition

or print. Minerva (the most trusted goddess of Zeus he uses of energy or materials — they have each

. S ome up with different theories of interacting and
in Innis’s thought, becomes the greatest of muses . .
: . .~ oVerlapping technologies.
and her owl the clue to the mysterious ways in which . o . S
For Innis the most critical factor in a society is its

she works. Today Minerva’'s owl would surely be L ; -
communications. Not so much what is communi-

erjéﬂ:gt the Internet. My fear is that too many of uscated, but how specific communications media oper-

One need not venture far to find evidence that ou?te’ what presuppositions they impart to the culture,
what forms of power they create. The key to cultural

media landscape is changing all around us. Alread hange is the predominant communication medium

we are seeing a media situation that is all the morgé : ) . ) .
A ) : .. 1A a culture. Innis defines media broadly: they in-

fragmented and individualised. Radio and television . -
; . clude spoken language, the materials for writing,
are evolving and now send news and entertainment.

. . rint, and electronic transmission. For Innis, the me-
around the clock. Even the daily newspaper is ncﬁ ’ ’

. o - . ium is the critical factor that reshapes cultures
what it used to be and is in danger of withering away 1o A new medium tends both to subvert and off-
in importance. Using Innis (with some help from )

McLuhan) as our cicerone | want to suggest ways ise.t the power eSt"?‘b“Shmer.“ and cultural.bias main-

Palned by the previous medium. New media relate to
the older media like a pendulum relates to its latest
Department of Media and Communication Studiesswing — by a reversal or a lunge in the opposite di-
University of Karlstad, S-651 88 Karlstad rection.




Innis developed two categories that explain th@ewer technology. The greatest contribution of Innis

influence of communications mediunspace and

and McLuhan, however, may well lie in pointing out

time Using historical examples Innis showed howthe central factor of information movement and con-
the use of clay tablets in Babylon confined informatrol within older and particularly more recent tech-
tion to a limited space, but guaranteed its durabilitynologies. Until recently we have thought of informa-
Papyrus, on the other hand, was available in gretibn technologies, from the printing press to the tele-
guantity for the Romans; it was light, easy to transphone, as communication technologies. Innis and
port, and enabled information to move to the faMcLuhan suggest another understanding. What
flung corners of the empire. Consequently, Innisbout the computer? The notion of information mo-
claims, Babylon was a culture with a sturdy tempovement and control as the underlying basis of our

ral bias; Rome had a spatial bias.

most developed technologies is important. Whereas

A central idea is that elites can more easily conpeople of the nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
trol some media than others. A medium that is imies identified technology with the work performing,
short supply or that requires special skills has morenergy transforming machine, we are learning to
potential to support the special interests of elitédentify technology with media and other forms of
classes because they have more time and resouréefrmation control.
to exploit it. A medium that is more easily accessible The distinction between a machine dominated, or
to the average person is more likely to help democranechanistic interpretation of technology, and an in-

tize a culture.

formation control interpretation leads to major new

Innis argues that most media of communicatiortonsiderations. The most important of these is the
have a “bias” either towards lasting long periods oway in which one conceives technology in relation-
towards being easily moved across great distanceship to humans.

He claims that the bias of a culture’s dominant me- Both Innis and McLuhan, focusing on media,
dium affects the degree of the culture’s stability akiave reached unique conclusions about peoples rela-
well as the culture’s ability to take over and rule aionship to technology. Where the mechanized con-

large territory (Meyrowitz, 1985).

ception of technology led almost inevitably to a po-

The “bias of communication” is, therefore, thelarization of man and machine, the media or infor-
temporal or spatial tendency that will determine thenation control interpretation leads to a conception
orientation of a culture. Innis describes this processf organic continuity between man and his technolo-
as the “monopoly of knowledge”. A new mediumgies. This conception is latent in Innis in his view of
favors a fresh flow of information; inevitably, a history. But it becomes pronounced in McLuhan,
small group (favored by the nature of the bias) wilwho considers all media “extensions of man” and
move within that flow and take power (Compare thisvho likewise consider most modern technologies,
notion with todays information rich and the digitalfrom the automobile to the electric light, as exten-
elite or digerati). Surely these are ripe notions thations of media. Recently, DeKerckhove (1995) has
are waiting to be explored in a contemporary condeepened these insights and claimed that the elec-

text.

tronic media have extended our psychology as well

For McLuhan, a new medium uses the previougas our nervous systems and our bodies. DeKerck-
medium as its content, so that the content of TV beiove also argues that through the increased use of
comes movies, just as the content of movies hadectronic media we are about to create a collective

been novels or plays. In his own words;

Our conventional response to all media, namely
that it is how they are used that counts, is the
dumb stance of a 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. The effect of the medium
is made strong and intense just because it is gi-
ven another medium as ‘content’. The content
of a movie is a novel or a play or an opera. The
effect of the movie form is not related to its pro-
gram content (McLuhan, 1965).

mind that will exceed the capabilities of any indi-
vidual human.

It is important to note that for Innis and Mc-
Luhan, who see the process of technological change
as an almost necessary historical and ecological de-
velopment, questions of blame and value have no
meaning. This approach comes less from a happy
faith in technology than a method of inquiry that
leaves value judgements out of consideration. The
problem of value judgements is that they tend to ap-
pear before rather than after a study, and invariably
create a kind of tropism toward the desired conclu-
sions.

Both Innis and McLuhan argue for a theory of Lest we forget, Herbert Schiller reminds us that
change among technologies in which some decisithe waves of nhew communication technology in the
causal relationship exists between an older and taventieth century reveals at least two characteristics



present over the decades: “one is the overblowtwentieth century and the print industry in the nine-
promise greeting its appearance; the other is theenth century has a particular history that is at-
rapid assumption by corporate custodians of the netached to the growth of democratic nation-states and
instrumentation and processes for commercial endthe expansion of capitalism. It has worked to shape a
i.e., profitmaking”(Schiller, 1996). Schiller argues definition of citizenry and the public that situates the
that the high expectations for the new means ahedia’s role in producing an informed citizenry.
transmitting messages and images are invariabljhis idealized concept of the role of what is often
thwarted by the institutional arrangements thatalled “the fourth estate” isolates on the value of the
quickly enfold the new technologies. One could areitizen as active participant in the polity, a form of
gue that this has been the fate, successively, of tipeiblic sphere that both Habermas (1991) and Sennett
telegraph, telephone, film, radio, television, cable(1974) have argued has been in decline with the fur-
and satellite communication. The question igher development of the mediatized contemporary
whether the Internet will suffer a similar fate? culture. Simultaneously, the media as an industry
The growth of the global telecommunicationshave focussed on the forms of the commodification
system which has been described as the “world'sf information and through that process has devel-
largest machine” (Karlsson and Sturesson, 1995) haped the elaborate entertainment industry that has
increasingly become a focus of research. One of theecome one of the familiar tropes of contemporary
key transformations in this growth and in media useulture (Burnett, 1996). The constitution of the ac-
internationally over the last three years has been thize participant citizen is reconfigured in different
expansion in access and use of the Internet (Negrmedia forms as either the consumer or the audience
ponte, 1995). The Internet, the electronic transfer adnd often both simultaneously. With film the repro-
information via a vast interlinked computer network,duction of prints allowed for the building of simulta-
represents a converged media form, where the possieous exhibition and the increase in box office from
bilities of a variety of communication media can bdarger and larger audiences. With broadcasting, the
accessed through the computer. Mark Poster (1995)multaneity was much more tangible; however the
has similarly labelled the Internet as a second med@ganisation of value of the audience was transcribed
age that will supersede television and film in preto either a new representation of a mass public for
eminence. An urgent task is to investigate the kindthe new generation of nation-states or the “massi-
of responses that have been generated by the traéljiing” of the audience into a recognizable and clear
tional media industries to represent themselves amanifestation of a national market. The audience
Internet entities in this changed media landscape. produced in broadcasting became the specific com-
A number of metaphorical representations of thenodity that was bought by advertisers; similarly
Internet may hold some veracity. For instance, thpublic broadcasters can be seen as edifying and pro-
Internet could be likened to a library in the massivéecting the national audience and thereby intensify-
amount of information and information transfers thaing the perceived value of the mass audience in po-
are possible through its websites and downloadinlitical terms.
potentials. In a similar vein, the Internet could be This historical baggage of connecting to an audi-
seen as the great equaliser in what constitutemnce is what the traditional media of print, film, tele-
knowledge, where everyone can have a website amision and popular music bring to the Internet.
publish their thoughts and images to others. The unWithin these forms there is an entire history of the
versity, one of the original nodal sources of thdormation of intellectual property rights, the organi-
Internet represents a similar public orientation. Antisation of the media commodity, and the consolida-
thetical to this general representation of access at®n of the media audience that have been very suc-
the earlier military applications of the Internet wherecessful at generating income for cultural producers
the maintenance of communication when all otheand in the case of broadcasting representing a more
forms had broken down in a nuclear war was deemeaxbherent public interest. In other words, these media
of paramount importance. Equally antithetical is thdorms have generated an entire discourse on what
movement to developing the commodity status of theonstitutes a media/cultural commodity, what con-
Internet both through the establishing of onlinestitutes valuable information that can be sold, and
shopping systems to the payment of access to wetvhat paths can be taken to establish something as
sites and information. public or as private interest through the development
A current task is to establish the role of the tradiof the audience.
tional media industries in shaping the future of the We need to investigate the “fit” of the conceptua-
Internet. The conceptualisation of the public that haksations and discourses produced by these media for
developed through the broadcasting industry in th&ranslation to the Internet. The Internet challenges



the divides between public and private that hav&. The divide between public and private media in-
been articulated through broadcasting and cultural vestment in the Internet
pollcy through_ regulgtory frameworks. _The construc-zl The transformation of media content for formats
tion of an audience is fundamentally differently con-

. . on the Internet
stituted when a television broadcaster attempts to
represent itself on the net or even if it replicates it8. The construction of exchange value and commod-
practices by some form of webcasting. The forms of ity structure by the media industry

interaction and the characterisation of user as op- . . .
. .4, The activity of government and private media re-

posed to audience member transform the meaning$ : . .
gulators in the expansion of the Internet as an in-

generated and the practices of engagement in cul- . .
formation and entertainment source
tural forms.

Nevertheless, the media industries are powerfld. The potential transnational restructuring of the
entities in constructing the currency of value in con- media industry through the Internet
temporary culture. Their general discursive power
has helped establish hierarchies of news in both thEhe outcomes of such research should lead to an as-
press and broadcasting. Similarly in the entertainsessment of the power of previous media institutions
ment industries, constructions of broadcast qualityto inflect and shape the content of succeeding media
generic formulas of narrative, the standard of the ficinstitutions. In one sense, we need to investigate the
tional feature film and the patterning of the popularritical transformation of the media industry in its
music recording have all served to institutionalizeshift into Internet form. Within that assessment, we
standards and thereby hierarchise cultural producan then add to the debate about the way that the
tion into legitimate and illegitimate forms. Internet has provided reassessments of what consti-
The capacity of the media industry to constructutes public interest and what constitutes the servic-
value presents a powerful push to the organisation aig of the public through private interests. The Inter-
the Internet. One of the central problems in the useet's entwined history with public access constructs
of the Internet for information retrieval is that therean intriguing parallel to the emergence of some of
is too much information. The number of words alonghe media industries of the twentieth century. The
that are accessible through the World Wide Web hagzast imbrications of the media industry in the forma-
far exceeded the number housed in the Library dfon of the nation-state, the international flow of cul-
Congress, the largest library in the world. Organizatural production, and the conception of public inter-
tionally, the expertise that the media industries caast are through the Internet reinvigorated and subject
provide for the Internet is a hierarchisation of valudo serious public debate and critical discussion. This
that resembles current patterns in television, filmtype of research ultimately will provide an important
popular music and the press. The brandnames obntribution to the role of new media in the shape of
newspapers and magazines, of film studios and telgublic discourse. As such, in the tradition of Innis
vision networks and of popular music labels can alhnd McLuhan, we need to identify the implications
serve to guide the surfing Internet user to the moref technological change, a priority area, not only for
legitimate sites for information and entertainmentan industry but its wider implications for the culture
The relative non-hierarchy of information could beas a whole.
reconstituted through the traditional media indus- Until recently, media and communications re-
tries’ presence on the World Wide Web. searchers have overlooked not only the Internet but
Although the media industry presence is nothe entire field of computer-mediated communica-
dominant in terms of the number of websites, itdsion (Reeves + Nass, 1996), staying instead with the
presence is exaggerated because of the recognisabigditional forms of broadcast and print media that
brand identification that new less computer-literatdit much more conveniently into models for appro-
Internet users are drawn to in their search for intepriate research topics and theories of mass commu-
esting and regular sites to access. In sum, the medi&ation.
industries are powerful and influential in shaping the However, one can argue as Morris (1996) “that if
nature of the Internet and are important therefore tmass communications researchers continue to lar-
scrutinise their activities closely to determine thegely disregard the research potential of the Internet,
likely future of Internet use. their theories about communication will become less
Using Innis and McLuhan as starting points, onaiseful. Not only will the discipline be left behind, it
could investigate the mediatization of the Internetvill also miss an opportunity to explore and rethink
through five critical avenues: answers to some of the central questions of mass



communications research, questions that go to thbe role of computer-mediated communication in its
heart of the model of source-message-receiver wittulture of use (Burnett, 1997). Computer-mediated
which the field has struggled”. Morris urges us to reeommunication is a technology, a communications
think our ideas of what constitutes a mass audieneceedium, and a space within which people form
and a mediating technology with the promise thatommunities (Turkle, 1995). New cultural meanings
studying “the computer as a new communicatiorf these technologies are created as people use them
technology opens a space for scholars to rethink ast new ways (Carlson, 1992). These new communi-
sumptions and categories, and perhaps even to fitieés and their emergent practices give new meanings
new insights into traditional communication tech-to communication and community. These new forms
nologies”. of community rely on computer-mediated communi-

In taking up the challenge of studying the compueation for communication (Agre, 1996). Communi-
ter and the Internet we must remember our lessomstion is then more than the medium providing the
from both Innis and McLuhan. Yet, we would beconnection; it is the group cohesion among people
wise to also heed the advice of MIT scholar Seyseparated by time and geography. Or in the words of
mour Papert. Innis, it is the culture shaped by the biagiofe and

In his criticism of technocentric thinking, Papertspace
(1990, 1993) urges researchers to center their atten- More research is necessary on the changing na-
tion on the culture and not the computer if they wanture of communication, connectivity, culture and
to understand the changes made to culture and pememmunity in the ever expanding cyberspace. If we
ple’s ways of thinking when computers are presenfare serious about advancing media and communica-
A primary component of computer-mediated commution studies as a discipline we must embrace the
nication is social communication (Harasim 1993)challenge. Not to do so would be to give away the
Jones asserts that computer-mediated communicield at a crucial point in our young history. For if we
tion “is not just a tool; it is at once technology, me-have learned our lessons from Innis it should be
dium, and engine of social relations” (Jones 1995xlear that media and information technology can lib-
Therefore, to understand the fundamental implicaerate or confine humankind; just knowing that may
tions of computer technology, we have to understandne day make all the difference.
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