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We look at the present through a rear-view mirror.

We march backwards into the future.

Marshall McLuhan.

The Medium Is the Massage: An Inventory of Effects, 1967.
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Major developments, and very likely even all major developments, in culture and consciousness, are related, often in unexpected intimacy, to the evolution of the word from primary orality to its present state. But the relationships are varied and complex, with cause and effect often difficult to distinguish.

Walter Ong.

Interfaces of the Word, 1977.
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But, of course, we must reckon with the fact that in our civilization, writing is clearly an addition, not an alternative, to oral transmission <...> The relationship between the written and the oral traditions must be regarded as a major problem in Western cultures. 

Jack Goody and Ian Watt.

The Consequences of Literacy, 1963.
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​​Introduction: Replaying history backward
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We expect that new media will do new tricks to cover our old needs. We always think they will improve something we already have. Sometimes they do, but on their own terms. Eventually, media always condition us to do completely new tricks instead.

A notable example is the phonograph. Thomas Edison expected that his invention would capture sounds for storage, not distribution. The initial attempts were aimed at using the phonograph as a dictating machine for offices. But the phonograph eventually unleashed its completely different “purpose” upon humanity. Long story short: Edison begat the phonograph, the phonograph begat listening freed from the time and space of performance, emancipated listening begat the recording industry, the recording industry begat popular music, popular music begat show business, show business begat fandom culture, fandom culture begat the cult of celebrity, and the cult of celebrity begat Trump. 

Here we see the media “butterfly effect”: from a certain point of view, the phonograph eventually made Trump. Edison wanted the phonograph to become a new device fulfilling an already known function – dictation. But the phonograph has dictated otherwise.

This is how the technological imperative works: every medium emerges for some old tasks, but it then dictates its own true use. The instrumental use of the phonograph turned into an environmental force: the phonograph detached entertainment from the time and space of live performance. This forever changed not office practices, as initially intended, but humans’ leisure time and mass culture.

Our inclination to expect a new invention to make an improvement on the past was noticed by Marshall McLuhan. In The Medium Is the Massage, he wrote:


When faced with a totally new situation, we tend to always attach ourselves to the objects, to the flavor of the most recent past. We look at the present through a rear-view mirror. We march backwards into the future.​[1] 


This McLuhanism is rather sarcastic. But can we really see anything useful in the rearview mirror while moving into the future? Yes, looking at the past helps to understand those media effects that were gone with old media but are often retrieved by new media, according to another McLuhan concept, the law of retrieval. 

McLuhan & McLuhan (Marshall and his son Eric) introduced this law in the so-called Tetrad​[2], which described four universal media effects: enhancement, obsoleting, retrieval and reversal. Any human technology, medium, or artifact:

1. Enhances something.

2. Makes something obsolescent 

3. Retrieves something from the past that was previously obsolesced.

4. Flips into something opposite or reverses its effect or characteristics when pushed to the limits of its potential.

[image: ]

TOGETHER, THESE FOUR laws shape the Tetrad, a beloved intellectual toy of media ecologists for exploring the effects of any medium.​[3] For example, when applied to cars, the Tetrad reveals the following media effects:

1. The car enhances mobility.

2. The car obsolesces horses and carriages.

3. The car retrieves traveling in an along-waterways fashion (roads like rivers) with the infrastructure developing along the roads and highways.

4. When pushed to extremes, the use of the car reverses its effect by creating traffic and gridlock, which restrain mobility.​[4]

Digital media have enhanced information exchange and storage and made obsolete offline life. But what do they retrieve and reverse? 

In his time, Marshall McLuhan suggested that electronic media – TV and radio – retribalized society and turned it into a global village.​[5] He wrote:


Paradoxically, electronic man shares much of the outlook of preliterate man, because he lives in a world of simultaneous information, which is to say, a world of resonance in which all data influence other data. Electronic and simultaneous man has recovered the primordial attitudes of the preliterate world...​[6]


This applies even more to digital media, as they have completed the submersion of people in a “world of simultaneous information.” On one hand, digital media epitomize technological progress (so far). On the other hand, they revert society back to tribalism. To complete the Tetrad of media effects, digital media not only enhance information exchange and render offline life obsolete – they also reverse literacy and retrieve orality, as this book will endeavour to show. 

[image: ]

THE METAPHOR OF THE rearview mirror was used by McLuhan to describe the inherent retrospectivity of our media expectations; however, we can also use McLuhan’s rearview mirror with a rational purpose – to see what media did to us in the past, in case those effects are now being retrieved.

If digital media retrieve the preliterate world, we can look back and see how things were before literacy, when orality determined minds and cultures. Moving forward into the future, it is worth checking the rearview mirror, as the contours of the digital future suspiciously resemble patterns from the tribal past.

This book is about orality, which once was obsolesced by writing, and about literacy, which is now becoming obsolesced by digital media. 

To manufacture a rearview mirror for such a futuristic retrospective, I employed the concept of the Axial Age advanced by German philosopher Karl Jaspers in his 1949 book The Origin and Goal of History. Jaspers suggested that in the 8th to the 3rd centuries BCE, simultaneously and independently in the East Mediterranean, China and India, powerful doctrines emerged through the teachings of Jewish prophets, Greek philosophers, Zarathustra, Buddha, Confucius, Laozi and some others. They introduced philosophical and moral categories that happened to be universal for all humankind and through which humankind has been perceiving the world and itself ever since. Human consciousness, as we know it, emerged and outweighed, for some, the reflexes of everyday survival. Jaspers calls it the Axis of history and states that this was an event in which humans awakened to eventually become unified humankind. The local histories started gravitating to one world history, towards the unity of all humanity, a condition we approached in the 20th century, according to him.

To any media ecologist, a mysterious spiritual awakening of humankind dating from the 8th to the 3rd centuries BCE immediately brings to mind the introduction of the alphabet in Greece. Unfortunately (for this hypothesis), this coincidence does not cover the Axial events in China, as China has never had the alphabet, and it also does not explain the Indian contribution to the Axial Age, as India likely fully developed its alphabetic script later than Buddhism. 

Nevertheless, the timeframe of the Axial Age and its main features obviously align with the changes brought by writing. Was the Axial Age a media effect caused by the transition from orality to literacy? If so, we can look there for parallels and patterns for understanding the reversal from literacy to orality that we are experiencing now because of digital media.

To adjust the rearview mirror to the right angle, I combined the framework of Jaspers’ Axial Age with the concept of the alphabet effect developed by Robert Logan. For Logan, the alphabet contributed to such civilizational phenomena as monotheism, codified law, individualism, deductive logic, and abstract science. Not only does the emergence of these phenomena coincide with the time of Jaspers’ Axial Age, but they also perfectly align with the logic and spirit of the Axial Age “awakening.” I also used the ideas regarding the transition from orality to literacy proposed by Eric Havelock, Walter Ong, and other media ecologists. All the details may not be clearly seen in this rearview mirror, but the patterns seem to be recognizable.

In general, the development of writing and the transition from orality to literacy caused the tectonic cognitive and social shift. The shift from orality to literacy signified the move from magic to faith, from superstition to religion, from myth to logos, from polytheism to monotheism, from customs to laws, from moral relativism to moral absolute, from practical and negotiated truths to objective and absolute truth, from relation-centering to object-centering, from natural and supernatural “physics” to metaphysics, from the Dionysian to the Apollonian, from the “cycle of life” to personal destiny, from the agitation of tribal belonging to the individual tragedy of (not-)becoming. At the roots of orality is the chanting shaman. At the roots of literacy is the writing priest (and their later iterations: philosopher, scholar, writer, journalist). The priests might continue to chant, but civilizations cannot help but emerge when the priests also write. They inevitably start recording the divine, dynastic, and celestial events as well as temples’ works and offerings, thus becoming historians, scholars, and bureaucrats. 

“At electric speed, all forms are pushed to the limits of their potential,” wrote Marshall and Eric McLuhan.​[7] As we already know from their Laws of Media, being pushed to the limits is a trigger for reversal. Electric and now digital media have created the ideal conditions for civilizational reversal. By reversing literacy and retrieving orality, digital media, essentially, are replaying the Axial Age backward. 

Social media recreate orality in digital form by enabling a new linguistic phenomenon: digital speech. Digital speech encompasses the features of both oral and written speech. Like oral speech, digital speech permits the instant exchange of replies; like writing, it leaves behind a record and can be transmitted in time and space. On one hand, digital speech is an exchange between two or more people; on the other hand, it is fixed and observable to the audience. Exposure to the audience heats any conversation up. Digital speech is impulsive but not evanescent – it stays and involves others. 

The ease of exchanging digital speech has shifted the focus of mass communication and the entire culture from reflections to reflexes and from substance to attitude. Historically and technologically, digital speech inherits from print literacy but retrieves orality. That is why it produces the state of mind and culture that can be called digital orality. 

Robert Logan was the first to use the term “digital orality” in 2007. He introduced it to support and clarify the main term for this phenomenon, “tertiary orality”, which was inspired by Walter Ong. Logan wrote:


Walter Ong in his study of orality made a distinction between primary and secondary orality: “I style the orality of a culture totally untouched by any knowledge of writing or print, ‘primary orality.’ It is ‘primary’ by contrast with ‘secondary orality’ of present-day high-technology culture.” Based on the conversational nature of the Internet and text-based communication I would like to suggest that there exists a third kind of orality, namely, tertiary or digital orality. Tertiary or digital orality is the orality of emails, blog posts, listservs, instant messages (IM) and SMS, which are mediated paradoxically by written text transmitted by the Internet.​[8]


Logan used the term before the proliferation of social media, so he could not observe in detail the hybridization of oral and written speech into digital speech. His derivation of the “tertiary or digital orality” from Ong’s succession of oralities was a pure and genuine insight, the farsighted introduction of a definition, the meaning of which still continues to be filled in by the subsequent development of media.

The ongoing shift from print literacy to digital orality underlies the entire set of reversals: from literacy to orality, from civilization to tribalism, from law to honour, from logic to magic, from individual morality to collective loyalty, from absolute truth to the relativism of justice, from writing scholar to chanting shaman, from book to meme, and so on. All of this started happening in the 2010s, after social media and other digital platforms began absorbing all human private and professional activities. 

Historical time has accelerated. The awakening of humankind lasted, in Jaspersian chronology, from the 8th to the 3rd century BCE and comprised the entire Axial Age. The reversal Axis is rather an extended decade – the Axial Decade. What will awaken during it remains to be seen. The rapid development of AI gives a hint. Anyway, it is good timing to look at the Axial Age in the rearview mirror and see what orality and literacy are and what the transition from orality to literacy did to people 25 centuries ago. 

Will the reversal undo it? How much of it? 

The study of orality and literacy is one of the specialties of media ecology. This book employs the views of Harold Innis, Eric Havelock, Marshall McLuhan, Walter Ong, Neil Postman, and many others who pioneered and advanced studies of orality and literacy. If one would like to get to know their ideas better but may not have enough time to read academic volumes, this book is a handy digest of the essentials of orality and literacy. But it is not a bookish summary. All the relevant ideas are selected to examine digital orality. Why do people on social media become so polarized and deaf to logic and reason? Why do people read less and demand more? How do social media change minds and society? What comes next? The answer to all of this is digital orality. What is digital orality? This book starts a series of projects answering this question. 

The intellectual journey to the Axial Decade, in which we physically and virtually live, starts with the Axial Age 23–28 centuries ago. The reader will learn what is common between Sumerian clay tokens and Yellowstone wolves, between river control in the Nile valley and the Eurasian nomads who were the first to domesticate horses in the 4th millennium BCE, between the Aegean pirates and the alphabet, between Odysseus and Dostoevsky. It was interesting to write; my hope is that at least some of this amusement will survive reading, lingering with the reader.

I want to conclude the introduction by expressing my sincere gratitude to Robert Logan, whom I hope I can call my colleague and friend. Bob was very kind to welcome my first works in media ecology.​[9] He introduced me to the Toronto McLuhanist circle and the wider media ecology community ten years ago. Besides personal gratitude, I want to highlight his invaluable scholarly contribution to media ecology. Logan’s 1986 book The Alphabet Effect and his other works are among the most essential media ecological readings.

A.M.

November 2023, 

Toronto
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​​1. Media ecology of changes
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​​Media appearance: the visibility of disturbance
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Media change everything, and behind every change stands a medium. According to Marshall McLuhan, 


All media work us over completely. They are so pervasive in their personal, political, economic, aesthetic, psychological, moral, ethical, and social consequences that they leave no part of us untouched, unaffected, unaltered. The medium is the message. Any understanding of social and cultural change is impossible without a knowledge of the way media work as environments.​[10]


Neil Postman adds:


Technological change is neither additive nor subtractive. It is ecological. I mean “ecological” in the same sense as the word is used by environmental scientists. One significant change generates total change... This is how the ecology of media works as well. A new technology does not add or subtract something. It changes everything. In the year 1500, fifty years after the printing press was invented, we did not have old Europe plus the printing press. We had a different Europe. After television, the United States was not America plus television; television gave a new coloration to every political campaign, to every home, to every school, to every church, to every industry.​[11]


If new media change everything, then the change is the way we know that both “media” and “everything” exist. How else would we recognize our being unless it changes? This brings to mind McLuhan’s favourite “fish-water” metaphor: A fish is not aware of the water unless it is pulled out of it.​[12] The changes reveal the Existing by turning it into the Being. 

Media studies – and media ecology specifically – emerged because of changes in media in the 1950s and 60s. At that time, radio was still perceived as a new medium; film and phonography, too, were in a stage of constant innovation. They all were modern things. All of a sudden, an even newer medium, television, emerged that could broadcast at once all kinds of news and entertainment that had before been delivered by the press, phonograph, movies, and radio. The changes brought by television reshaped mass culture, journalism, and the entertainment industries. It amused and disturbed the public. Such a profound cultural change, compressed in time, could not help but attract the attention of scholars. 

The rapidly spreading and all-permeating effect of electronic media​[13] prompted McLuhan, Postman and others to look for patterns and analogies. As electricity grew from an amenity to the technological platform changing all of humankind, McLuhan suggested to examine it environmentally and historically. For this, he had fertile soil prepared by his older colleague at the University of Toronto, Harold Innis. 

In his 1950 Empire and Communications and 1951 The Bias of Communication, Innis revealed that the material form of communication favoured certain types of social order. For example, heavy and durable carved stones or clay tablets were time-biased media and emphasized religious power and rigid social hierarchy. Societies based on them, such as Ancient Egypt and Sumer, lasted millennia. Papyrus, on the other hand, was light but non-durable. It was a space-biased medium that emphasized political power and administrative control over ever-expanding territory, as exemplified by the Roman Empire. 

Thus, media pushed civilizations towards extension in space or duration in time. Innis called this kind of media determinism “the significance of a basic medium to its civilization.”​[14] For Innis, history was a sequence of epochs isolated by media: “Each epoch is distinguished by dominant forms of media that absorb, record, and transform information into systems of knowledge.”​[15] 

The transformation of information into knowledge created a mechanism of power: the “monopoly of knowledge” as Innis called it. This monopoly was in the hands of the caste maintaining communication and depended on the material properties of the dominant medium. If the dominant medium lost the competition to a new one, a civilization based on this medium would change or collapse. A civilization also collapsed when the dominant medium exhausted the civilization’s resources in space extension or time duration. Either way, the very materiality of the dominant media defined the nature and fate of civilizations. 

In the introduction to the 2008 edition of Innis' Bias of Communication, Alexander Watson suggests a chart (Figure 3) that reflects Innis’ understanding of how “the characteristics of media will influence the type of empire that employs them.”​[16]
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ARRIVING IN COMMUNICATIONS studies from political economy, Innis discovered that a communication perspective can reveal more about the nature and history of civilizations than studies of relations of production or belief systems because communications are integral to culture, economics, politics, education, arts, and all other aspects of social life.​[17]

Thus, Marshall McLuhan had a well-detailed hypothesis connecting social changes with the changes in media. It was not without reason that McLuhan called his The Gutenberg Galaxy a footnote to Innis’ observations:


In short, Harold Innis was the first person to hit upon the process of change as implicit in the forms of media technology. The present book is a footnote of explanation to his work.​[18] 


The italic belongs to McLuhan – he highlighted the relations between the “process of change” and “forms of media”. As James Carey wrote in 1969, McLuhan and Innis together advanced a theory of history in which “communication is central to social change and transformation”.​[19] 

When McLuhan started looking for patterns and analogies of the effects of electric media, he revealed that electric media were changing the civilization that was shaped by printing. Thus appeared the metaphor of the Gutenberg Galaxy, a “place” in space-time where culture was determined and dominated by the printing press. 

The printing press, in its turn, changed the previous culture based on handwriting. For this previous culture, the printing press itself was an agent of changes – hence the title of the 1980 book by Elizabeth Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change, another fundamental work in media ecology. 

Combined with writing and the alphabet, the printing press continued and, perhaps, completed the cultural era of literacy. Literacy, in its turn, historically succeeded and offset orality – the preliterate, ritualistic, and mythological state of mind and culture. 

Eric Havelock noticed that, in the span of just 12 months in 1962 and 1963, five fundamental works on literacy and orality were published.​[20] He labeled this explosion of interest “the modern discovery of orality”. Basically, this all was because of television and the shockwaves of cultural disturbances it produced. 

Besides, television itself embodied orality. Havelock writes:


Since, as literates, we have only very recently woken up to the presence of orality as a contemporary fact in our midst, revived in the electronic media, there need not be surprise if this provokes a new look at what may have been the role of orality in ancient Greece.​[21]


Walter Ong sharpened this idea in his 1982 Orality and Literacy: “In this diachronic framework, past and present, Homer and television, can illuminate one another.”​[22] He writes:


Our understanding of the differences between orality and literacy developed only in the electronic age, not earlier. Contrasts between electronic media and print have sensitized us to the earlier contrast between writing and orality. The electronic age is also an age of ‘secondary orality’, the orality of telephones, radio, and television, which depends on writing and print for its existence.​[23]


So, as soon as communication scholars were attracted by the effect of television and started untangling a thread connecting TV and print, other media and the succession of their effects on society became noticeable. The large pattern of succession includes, in a reverse order, electric media, print, alphabet, writing, implements, and speech. (They all are media, according to the media ecological tradition, as they all mediate our perception of the world and operations within it.)

The scope of observation can be zoomed in. For example, within electric media we can distinguish telegraphy; radio transmission and radio broadcasting; phonograph; type recorder; telephone; silent, black-and-white, and color films; the monochrome and color television, and so on. All of them had different effects, but the principle stands: all media define certain modes of perception and operation and thus affect culture and society. 
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​​Yellowstone wolves and media-determinism
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Explaining the incredible complexity of social, political, cultural, and economic life through the clay tablet or papyrus was sometimes labeled as a fallacy of techno-determinism. In its turn, techno-determinism was condemned for the alleged reductionism of complex social issues to a single factor. 

In ecology, however, a single factor can legitimately have deterministic power. The leading global ecological discourse, global warming, is heavily “techno-deterministic” – its determining medium (the “agent of change”) is carbon dioxide, which is exceedingly released to the atmosphere because of human activity. 
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THE EQUILIBRIUM IN any ecosystem can be disrupted and re-established in a new way by a powerful enough single factor. 

In the 1970s, Colombian drug lord Pablo Escobar ordered one male and four female hippos for his private zoo. By the 2020s, a herd of 140 animals had changed the regional ecosystem. They spoiled the lakes and rivers, changed flora and fauna, caused fish to die, ruined fishing, and interrupted the entire habitus of the locals.​[24] 

From 1995 to 1997, forty-one wolves were reintroduced in Yellowstone.​[25] Wolves changed the number and behavior of elk and restored the balance of plants. Wolves affected other predators, which led to the restoration and increase of the diversity of birds and rodents. Without wolves, elks suppressed riverside plants, and this drove away beavers. After wolves were back, beavers returned, too, which altered the water system and even landscape and microclimate. The appearance of the wolves transformed the entire regional ecosystem.​[26]

Can the Yellowstone ecosystem be “reduced” to wolves? Hardly so. But the wolves have certainly become the determinant of significant changes in the ecosystem. Scientists pointed out that a new equilibrium has been formed in the “phenomena called ‘trophic cascades’ or how species interact within a food web (i.e., how nature is organized, if one can characterize the near impossible complexity!)”.​[27] In other words, the wolves caused the cascade ecological effect.

The entire ecosystem can be affected not only by addition but also the removal of a single factor.

In India, farmers used to give their livestock diclofenac, an anti-inflammatory drug that was harmless to farm animals and humans. But the presence of diclofenac in the corps of farm animals killed 99% of the population of vultures. Vultures were a crucial sanitary element in the ecosystem – they served as a natural animal disposal system. The vultures’ metabolism trapped and killed pathogens thriving in carrion, thus preventing the spread of these pathogens. The vultures also suppressed other scavengers who spread diseases. This is particularly important in the conditions of the Hindu religion, in which 80% of population don’t consume cow’s meat and dead cows are left to nature. 

After the vultures were almost gone, a huge number of animal carcasses were left to rot. They became a feeding ground for infectious germs and also for feral dogs and rats who spread other diseases, such as rabies. As the population of vultures plummeted from 40 million to just 19 thousand, India’s feral dog population increased by at least 5 million, resulting in over 38 million additional dog bites and more than 47,000 extra deaths from rabies.​[28] Studies showed that the loss of vultures in some regions raised all-cause human death rates by more than 4%.​[29] This is now called the “Indian vulture crisis”, and the country is struggling to restore the vulture population.

In 1958, the communist regime in China announced the Four Pests program aimed at the extermination of rats, flies, mosquitoes, and sparrows. The “Smash sparrows program” led to particularly dramatic consequences. Sparrows were guilty of eating grains, seeds and fruits, so the Communist Party sentenced them to death to increase agricultural productivity during the so-called Great Leap Forward. Millions of Chinese, especially school pupils and youth, were mobilized to kill birds and destroy their nests. In 1958, in just one day of national anti-sparrow action, 310,000 sparrows were killed in Peking and an estimated 4 million across China, according to the victorious reports of Radio Peking. 16-year-old Yang Seh-mun became a national hero for killing 20,000 sparrows.​[30] 

The extermination of sparrows disturbed the ecological balance and resulted in surging locust and insect populations that destroyed crops. Along with other governmental policies within the Great Leap Forward, including massive deforestation, the reorganization of farming, and inefficient food redistribution within the planned economy, this led to the Great Chinese Famine, one of the deadliest famines and the largest man-made disaster in human history. The estimated death toll was 15 to 50 million.​[31] In some provinces, up to 18% of the population died.

Escobar’s hippos, Yellowstone’s wolves, veterinary diclofenac, and the killing of sparrows were “single factors” that disrupted the ecological equilibrium and altered the ecosystem through the cascade effect. Similar to the domino effect, even a slight disturbance of the balance can release significant forces. These forces belong not to this initial factor or agent but to the masses that come into movement after the triggering factor disturbs the equilibrium. A small domino piece, when pushed in the right place of the system’s equilibrium, eventually can move incomparably larger masses. 

The domino effect is mounting but linear. The cascade ecological reaction can also be overlapping (and enlarging because it is overlapping). The next events are affected not just by the previous events but also by the cumulative or reverberating impacts of the pre-previous events. This is called the “ripple effect”. Ripples of different speed and potency can cross, overlap, and turn into rogue waves that reshape ecosystems and civilizations. So, yes, behind a simple media deterministic statement, such as “The wolves changed Yellowstone”, there are complex ecological mechanisms, some hard science, and even some sophisticated math.

In this light, Lance Strate in his 2017 Media Ecology, a must-read textbook in the field, suggests considering “For Want of a Nail,” a rhyme that has been a longstanding part of English folk tradition:


For want of a Nail the Shoe was lost; 

For want of a Shoe the Horse was lost; 

And for want of a Horse the Rider was lost, 

Being overtaken and slain by the Enemy, 

All for the want of Care about a Horseshoe-Nail. 


Strate also mentions another variation that includes a message as a part of events: “for want of a rider the message was lost, for want of a message the battle was lost, for want of a battle the kingdom was lost, and all for the want of a horseshoe-nail.” He writes:


“For Want of a Nail” tells the story of a series of causal events, each one escalating in importance, in a manner that we might refer to as a snowball effect, or butterfly effect, the idea that small changes can reverberate and grow into much larger ones, especially if they become part of a positive feedback loop.​[32]


Further, Strate comes up with a possible explanation of the “reductionist” accusations against media deterministic concepts:


But what happens when we collapse the chain, and express the same idea in a more economical, less poetic, summary fashion, that the loss of a nail caused the loss of a kingdom? This sort of abbreviation results in a statement that strains credulity, that most would consider an exaggeration at best. The same might be said of a statement such as, the stirrup caused feudalism.​[33] 


Strate quotes Neil Postman (his professor in the 1980s), who repeated after Huxley that we all are “Great Abbreviators”. Strate offers samples of such abbreviations:


We might say that evolution caused humans to stand erect, that gravity causes objects to fall to the ground, and that entropy causes systems to seek equilibrium, statements that are properly understood as a kind of shorthand for more nuanced scientific theory.​[34]


McLuhan was, of course, among the greatest abbreviators. He did not hesitate to make statements that cut out boring nuances and jumped right to the key points. Strate quotes some McLuhanisms from The Gutenberg Galaxy (1962): 


“The interiorization of the technology of the phonetic alphabet translates man from the magical world of the ear to the neutral visual world.”

“Schizophrenia may be a necessary consequence of literacy.” 

“The alphabet is an aggressive and militant absorber and transformer of cultures, as Harold Innis was the first to show.” 

“Print created national uniformity and government centralism, but also individualism, and opposition to government as such.”​[35]


From this angle, Strate analyzes the role of the stirrup in forming the socio-economic conditions of feudalism in Medieval Europe, as suggested by Lynn White in his 1964 book Medieval Technology and Social Change.​[36] In McLuhan’s interpretation, White “explains how the feudal system was a social extension of the stirrup.”​[37] To pinpoint the issue, Strate suggests that if he were to make the claim that the “stirrup caused feudalism,” it would come across as incongruous and perhaps even absurd, despite (or because of) its likeness to scientific formulation. But it might also “perform a heuristic function, leading to further discussion and investigation.”​[38]

Of course, there is a chain of more nuanced and overlapping occurrences connecting the stirrup and feudalism. The stirrup allowed a mounted warrior to use heavy weaponry and the power of a galloping horse for attacks. This created a superior battle technique and allowed extended conquest and expanded military gains. But this military technique also required the production of expensive heavy weaponry and armor. The assistance of servants and foot soldiers was also required. They would help the horseman to mount the horse, but they also would fight on his flanks, precisely in the manner of the modern infantry accompanying a tank in the battlefield. So, mounted warriors simultaneously became the captains of these military units.

Therefore, it well can be said that the new combat technique led to new socio-economic relations. Mounted warriors received a well-deserved share in the war gains and, in return, were obliged to maintain their military units. This entailed knighthood and the vassalage system with respective economic, military, and political relations between the vassals and the sovereign. Knighthood also created the ethics and aesthetics of chivalry with its poetry, rituals, and even gender roles: chivalry, in French, meant cavalry or horsemanship. And here we have, finally, the complete picture of feudalism. 

This is what Postman meant when he said that technological changes are ecological: “I mean ‘ecological’ in the same sense as the word is used by environmental scientists. One significant change generates total change.”​[39]

Within the ecological framework, media determinism is not reductionism. Media determinism is “inductionism”. It represents the inducing – formative, terraforming – power of media. Media determinism is not the order of things but an optic for looking at this order. Rejecting media determinism means declining a goldmine of insights. And vice versa: as soon as you accept the optic of media determinism, your life becomes a captivating ethnographic expedition.

Karl Marx was a latent media determinist. According to him, “The hand-mill gives you society with the feudal lord; the steam-mill society with the industrial capitalist.”​[40] On another occasion, in a passage written a century before McLuhan, Marx asked:


Is Achilles possible when powder and shot have been invented? And is the Iliad possible at all when the printing press and even printing machines exist? Is it not inevitable that with the emergence of the press bar the singing and the telling and the muse cease; that is, the conditions necessary for epic poetry disappear?​[41] 


Vladimir Lenin reworked the media determinism of Marx into media ecological engineering. His famous formula of communism stated: “Communism is the power of the Soviets plus the electrification of the whole country”.​[42] As steam engines, according to Marx, brought capitalism, electricity, according to Lenin, should have brought communism. It was not, of course, some “linear” naivety of reductionism. Lenin understood that electricity would favour large industrial enterprises, the cradle of the proletariat, and thus would disturb the small-holding economic structure that suited the agricultural economy based on the peasantry with its small-proprietor consciousness, then the predominant demographic of Russia. The peasantry was receptive to the bourgeois mentality and therefore posed a threat to communism.​[43] So, electrification was tasked with reshaping the peasant country, much like the wolves in Yellowstone. The ecologists in Yellowstone were ecological engineers, too. For them, wolves were the medium of ecosystem engineering – terraforming. (Whereas hippos were a medium of entertainment for Escobar and their reshaping of the ecosystem was an unintended consequence).

Terraforming is the ultimate environmental power of media, whether applied by an ingenious mind or unleashed by itself, naturally. New media, when spread enough and massively used, transform from an instrument to an environmental force.​[44] As soon as people start using a medium, they become a part of the environment created by this medium. The terraforming power of media is not a figure of speech. Humans with their media have physically reshaped the planet and even near space, with both intended and unintended outcomes. 
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​​Affordances we can’t refuse
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You cannot walk on the water unless you’re Jesus or a Jesus lizard. The water affords you only to swim, glide, dive, or sink. The materiality of the environment dictates the ways of interacting with it. Based on the verb “afford,” in the late 1960s, psychologist James Gibson coined a new word, affordance, which became a term signifying the types of interactions the environment allows its inhabitants to engage in.

Different affordances are offered by different elements of the “terrestrial environments”. Affordances, however, describe not the innate physical characteristics of these elements but rather the compatibility of users with those physical characteristics. For example, the affordances of water are not the same for humans, swans and fish. Each of these “users” has their own “compatibility” with water. 

Affordances are not just possibilities of use: they invite to act in a certain way. In the 1980s and later, Donald Norman extended Gibson’s theory of affordances to technological design and human-computer interactions. He wrote: 


Affordances provide strong clues to the operations of things. Plates are for pushing. Knobs are for turning. Slots are for inserting things into. Balls are for throwing or bouncing. When affordances are taken advantage of, the user knows what to do just by looking: no picture, label, or instruction needed.​[45]


Unlike animals, living in the natural environment with its natural affordances, humans live in the man-made environment, which is shaped by our interfaces and products of our technologies – by our media. Human environmental affordances are media affordances.

Things around us tell us what we can or cannot do with them. Among predecessors who helped form his concept, Gibson quoted Kurt Koffka, who in his 1935 Principles of Gestalt Psychology wrote that, “Each thing says what it is. ... a fruit says 'Eat me'; water says 'Drink me'; thunder says 'Fear me'.”​[46] 

Just like Vito Corleone, the environments make us offers we can’t refuse. Affordance illustrates the “compelling” power of media. As long as a medium offers some convenience (extension in time and space), we can’t help but use it in a way that the affordance of this medium dictates. Affordance is a manifestation of environmental passive aggression. A metaphorical illustration for this is a stranger politely holding a door for you well in advance before you reach it, thus making you hurry up.

Some affordances could be called hard affordances – they offer only certain ways of interacting with objects, such as a door with a metal plate or stairs. You can only push that door or only walk up and down on those stairs. Other environments offer soft affordances: they can be interacted with in a variety of ways but still invite to choose a “preferable” use.

For example, social media seemingly provide a variety of applications. Users can chat, look for friends and useful information, promote themselves and their businesses, create communities or organize political actions. You’d think you could use social media to simply do what you want, but the design of social media is aimed at greater engagement for better ad targeting. This design favours behaviours that cause a better response, and such behaviours most likely consist of rather salient than modest manifestations. In other words, whatever opportunities social media provide, their ultimate environmental affordance leads to the amplification of extremes and, eventually, to polarisation. Individually, we can withdraw or abstain, but, as a society, we’ve been given an offer we can’t refuse. Society can’t help but engage more and more on social media and get more polarized. Affordance – even a seemingly soft, inviting affordance – in fact, compels.

In any ecosystem, affordances are more powerful than restrictions. Restrictions can be resisted; mass resistance to restriction can even create enough force to overturn the ecosystem. Unlike restrictions, affordances are not tangible, as they shape behaviour unnoticeably. It is hard to resist something you do not sense. Mass resistance to affordances is impossible.

Another approach to the theory of affordances can be made within the framework of the system theory. In his Media Ecology, Lance Strate refers to the “relationship of downward causation”. Any part of the system has a set of functions predefined by its role in the system. Strate writes: 


Downward causality is the causality of the environment in relation to that which it contains, or the system to its parts, and it is a causality based on constraints, rather than the positive impetus of efficient cause.​[47]


The system “obliges” its parts through downward causality. A piece of a puzzle must fit the picture. A wolf occupies its place in the food chain. An actor must perform their role in the play. A footballer must play at a certain position for the team. The game invites them to do certain things, and they are constrained by their role on the team. Downward causality can be seen as a type of environmental affordance. If you are a part of a system, the system is your environment, and the affordance it suggests will be rather hard – not just inviting, but more likely dictating.

Keeping the concept of environmental affordances in mind, it is quite justifiable to state that, yes, the stirrup caused feudalism. And, yes, the wolves changed the Yellowstone ecosystem. And, yes, electricity created the global village. Put the idea of environmental affordances behind such “techno-deterministic” statements, and you will see that this is the ecological, not technological, kind of determinism: media determinism. 

Robert Logan, who endeavoured, with a pass from the late McLuhan, to establish the connection between the alphabet and monotheism, does not insist on direct causality. “It is not possible to establish any causal relations or direct impacts,” he states. But his wording implies the role of environmental affordances, too:


We shall find, however, that the alphabet provided a climate in which abstract notions such as monotheism, codified law, science, and logic could flourish.​[48] 


I’d go further and say that his concept implies that, yes, monotheism, codified law, abstract science and deductive logic were, indeed, the effects of the alphabet, as the title of his book, The Alphabet Effect, directly suggests. Phonetic writing introduced symbols that had no semblance with what they signified. This put the mind of the user at a level of abstraction that was earlier unaffordable: mental constructions became completely detached from the sensory experience. In its turn, abstracting that had no tethering in sensed reality afforded the concept of the spiritual absolute, which happened to be beneficial for the Hebrews, the inventors of the proto alphabet, in their struggle for national identity against the surrounding powers based on polytheism. The spiritual absolute, one God above all, turned out to be superior to the cohorts of Egyptian or Babylonian gods-specialists with their ancient craft-magic. Monotheism is the ultimate development – and the ultimate affordance – of the symbolic abstraction brought about by phonetic writing.

The compelling affordance of media does not mean that a medium, wherever and whenever it is introduced, automatically leads to a predicated and identical response in any ecosystem. The affordances of a medium interact with other environmental affordances and shape unique equilibriums in different conditions. Nevertheless, the affordance of a certain medium forms recognizable patterns of environmental response. The ecological determinism of media gives us an optic to see the logic of historical processes. Moreover, history itself is linear and progressive precisely because of the logic of media evolution.

Interestingly, we tend to believe more in the transformative power of the wheel than in that of papyrus. Postman writes in this regard:


We have seen enough by now to know that technological changes in our modes of communication are even more ideology-laden than changes in our modes of transportation. Introduce the alphabet to a culture and you change its cognitive habits, its social relations, its notions of community, history and religion. Introduce the printing press with movable type, and you do the same. Introduce speed-of-light transmission of images and you make a cultural revolution. Without a vote. Without polemics. Without guerrilla resistance.​[49] 


The notion of clay tablets causing Sumerian urbanization, papyrus causing the Roman Empire, or the alphabet causing monotheism may sound reductionist, indeed; however, the statement “The Internet has changed everything” is entirely acceptable. This is either because the terraforming power of media has grown with the passage of time or because we did not fully understand the effects of past media. 
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​​The linearity of media evolution – and history
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Media are not just a terraforming device but also a time-binding device. Media make history while also periodizing it into ages. This “ageism” of media-ecological study is inevitable: every good media ecologist must engage in epoch-making. Many media ecologists were involved in charting historic periodization through media.

Harold Innis focused on empires and other forms of social organizations tied to forms of communication. Roughly, his historical periodization could be determined through clay tablets and hieroglyphs, papyrus, parchments codex, and paper. In his 1948 essay Minerva’s Owl, Innis suggests a page-long list of media that defined their epochs, from clay and the stylus, to “celluloid in the growth of the cinema; and finally the radio.”​[50] His Bias of Communication, containing Minerva’s Owl, is a hymn to historical media determinism.

Marshall McLuhan in his works talked about the oral age, the literate age (writing, the alphabet, printing) and the electric age (starting with the telegraph and leading to retribalization/the global village).

Walter Ong wrote about the states of mind as defined by the state of media/communication. These states of mind constituted a linear historical succession. He singled out primary orality – literacy – secondary orality. 

Neil Postman described the forms of cultural and social organization as determined by the effects of respective media in historical succession. In his 1992 Technopoly, he singled out tool using – technocracy – technopoly.​[51] Postman also offered, perhaps, the best description of historic media determinism:


For although culture is a creation of speech, it is recreated anew by every medium of communication—from painting to hieroglyphs to the alphabet to television. Each medium, like language itself, makes possible a unique mode of discourse by providing a new orientation for thought, for expression, for sensibility. Which, of course, is what McLuhan meant in saying the medium is the message.​[52] 


Paul Levinson, in his 1978 doctoral thesis, supervised by Neil Postman, introduced the “anthropotropic model” of media evolution, published later as a monograph.​[53] This was the first academically developed concept of media evolution. Levinson singled out three stages of media evolution: Stage A: non-technological, based on immediate sensory perception; Stage B: the senses are extended by technologies at the cost of the sensorium’s integrity; and Stage C: the integrity of sensorium perception is regained while extending the senses across time and space.​[54] 

Joshua Meyrowitz, through his “medium theory”, singled out cultural phases: traditional oral cultures – the transitional scribal phase – modern print culture – postmodern global electronic culture.​[55]

Robert Logan, besides developing the concept of the alphabet effect, advances the theory of six languages: speech – writing – mathematics – science – computing – the Internet.​[56]

Pierre Lévy suggested the following stages of “Media and Culture Evolution: oral – scribal – literate – typographic – algorithmic. “At each stage,” writes Lévy, “new political forms have emerged: palaces-temples and first states with writing, empires and cities with the alphabet or paper, nation states with printing and electronic media.”​[57] (Figure 4.)
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TO THAT COHORT OF AUTHORS with historical media periodization, many others can be added whose periodization did not involve media directly but clearly referred to the process of media and technological development. One of the most prominent among them was, of course, Karl Marx, who tied historical development to the development of means of production, productive forces, and relations of productions. In the Marxist tradition, this gave the sequence of socio-economic formations: the “primitive communism” of the tribal society, slave society, feudalism, capitalism, socialism and, finally, global, stateless communism. Another classical model was supported by Alvin Toffler in his concept of the Three Waves of history: agricultural society, industrial society, and post-industrial society.​[58]

Karl Jaspers in his 1949 The Origin and Goal of History suggested his own “Schema of world history”. According to Jaspers, humans came from a single source, some biological state lost in the darkness of our primordial past, and are moving toward one single goal – to be united as humankind. In its movement toward unity, humankind has passed through several stages, the most crucial of which was what Jaspers calls Axis, or the Axial Period – I prefer the translation “Axial Age”​[59] – which occurred from the 8th to 3rd centuries BCE.
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​​The shrinking of media eras: the Singularity countdown
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As was the case with television in the time of McLuhan and Postman, digital media turned the attention of media ecologists, once again, to past media epochs in a search for patterns and analogies. But now, thanks to Innis, McLuhan, Postman, and others, we are better equipped to see the dependencies between the development of society and the evolution of media.

Historical periods have distinctive features defined by media. Give a media ecologist information about what medium is used by the Martians – carved stones, inks on animal skin, or neurotransmitters – and we will describe some fundamental principles of the current Martian civilization. But historical periods also have a distinctive temporal characteristic in their progression: each following historical period was shorter than the previous one. History accelerated because the change of media forced it.

Rough but simple and obvious calculations make apparent the pace of this acceleration. The sensory/cultural mode of orality, maintained by respective media devices (speech, implements), lasted about three to five thousand generations of humans​[60]. Writing enclosed 170 generations. Print dominated for about 15 generations. Electric media, starting with the telegraph, then radio and TV, has been affecting the sensorium and society for 5 generations. 

This progression gives us a numerical sequence “5000 – 170 – 15 – 5”. It resembles a countdown. On the count of “one”, the length of the era will align with the lifespan of the generation.

In “Human as media”​[61], I suggested the notion of the “pivotal generation” – the generation whose lifespan, for the first time in history, became longer than a technological era. The “pivotal generation” consisted of people born in the middle of the 20th century. Their life encompassed two or even three eras – agricultural, industrial, and post-industrial. A typical feature of this generational shift in most countries has been grandparents starting their lives in agricultural or industrial settings and their grandchildren belonging to digital migrants or digital natives. 

After the pivotal generation, historical periods measured by dominant technology have started offsetting each other within the lifespan of a generation. It means that every one of us experiences the arrival of a medium that would have made its own epoch in the good old times: the internet, cellphones, tablets, smartphones, social media, VR, generative AI, and brain-machine interfaces... The historical explosions of new media, once quite rare and distinctive, have now merged into the rumble of a rocket launch. Its thrust stuns the human sensorium and disturbs the social ecosystem, which no longer has enough time to achieve a new equilibrium after being disturbed by the previous new medium.

The acceleration of historical time means that increasingly more “media events” (and events in general) happen in a time period. This gives us another description of the shortening of the historical era down to the size of a lifespan and below. The accelerating increase of events per a period is graphically represented by the exponential growth curve. Such exponential growth of events is, essentially, a portrait of the Singularity: the Singularity happens on the “vertical end” of this curve. 
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IF THE COUNT “ONE” in our countdown of shrinking media eras gives us the pivotal generation (for whom the era shorter than a lifespan), then what will happen on the count “zero”?

The Singularity, of course. The fact that eras have already shrunk below the length of a generation lifespan means that the “Singularity is near”​[62] indeed.

It is even possible to calculate the point “zero” on the historical timeline for the countdown “5000 – 170 – 15 – 5” that represented the lengths of the eras dominating by speech, writing, printing, and electricity, respectively. The progression indicates that the length of the digital era will be 1–1.5 generations, which sets up the “point zero” sometime in the 2040–2050s (assuming that the digital era started, roughly, in 2000). 

This is pure speculation and the epitome of media conspiracy, so to speak. However, the logic of the shrinking of historical eras (or the accelerating of historical time) is implacable. One can consider other milestone media inventions that have defined the pace of media evolution, including various means of transportation such as walking, horses, sailing, steam engines, internal combustion engines, and jets. The lengths of eras dominated by those transportation media will give the same progression of shrinking the eras (or accelerating the historical time). The math behind this progression might not be solid, but media ecology as a “field of inquiry” (Strate) works with pattern recognition, not with exact calculations. This countdown will also point at the same mid-21st-century mark as “point zero” of the Singularity countdown. This is within the reach of one generation, i.e., us or our children. Watching the development of AI and cognitive interfaces will help to specify the exact date.
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​​Looking at the historical Axial Age from today’s Axial Decade
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We are already living through the first stage of digitality – digital orality, the communion of humans by means of digital communication. Digital orality is the instant exchange by clicks.​[63] It’s a completely new mode of humans’ interaction with the environment and each other. 

Digital orality is simultaneous and impulsive like instant oral exchange but recordable, shareable, and transportable like writing and print. The evanescent exchange, typical for oral conversation between immediate interlocutors, becomes recorded, stored and accessed by distant others. What happens “just now” between two is not going to stay “just now” and between them. A user observes a tremendous number of conversations and the self-exposures of others, to which this user is supposed to react. The implosion of the world into the user’s brain is causing an unprecedented overload of demands for responses from others. Dunbar’s number of 150 meaningful connections with others, for which the brain of primates was originally designed, has been overruled by the design of social media.

This new form of simultaneous and immediate, yet lasting and shareable interaction with each other and the environment creates, at the very least, preconditions for a tectonic cultural shift. Some aspects of this shift are acknowledged and reflected upon. Much opaquer is the fact that digital orality creates an environment that is an alternative to the physical world, enabling humans to resettle within it, with new capacities to colonize time instead of space.

Since we live inside the process, it is hard for us to notice it, let alone to assess its scale. We experience its routine without recognizing its formative effect. In the meantime, the game-changing effect of digital orality will exceed the media effect of printing or electricity and can be compared to that of writing or even speech. We are certainly dealing with a historical axis in a Jaspersian sense.

Are we living through a new Axial Age? I believe we are. Though, due to the acceleration of historical time, this is rather the Axial Decade, the “long decade” of the 2010s, in which some formative events of the digital era started happening and will continue to happen for some time.

According to Jaspers, the Axial Age was the period (from the 8th to 3rd centuries BCE) when “man, as we know him today, came into being”​[64]. In the most general sense, the Axial Age reflected the emergence of humans’ capacity for self-reflection, something that Walter Ong called the “inward turn”. Ong saw the inward turn as the effect of writing: people were naturally born to orality, but when they acquired literacy, an artificial skill not directly required for physical survival, it led to the shock of self-awareness. “Writing is consciousness-raising,” writes Ong.​[65] With an ability to think not just of food and survival but also of self – this is the inward turn – humankind as such awakened. Humans became aware that they are what they are and that they have history. Interestingly, Jaspers described that the same effect emerged in the Axial Age but did not attribute it to writing, leaving some mysterious historical force as the cause.​[66] 

Today’s Axial Decade is a McLuhanist reversal of Jaspers’ Axial Age. The implosion of the world into the user modifies the “inward turn” into the “outward turn” or better to say into the “inward-out turn”. Unlike Jaspers’ Axial Age that separated humans from the natural environment, the current Axial Decade immerses humans into the induced digital environment. 

If the essence of today’s Axial Decade is the reversal of Jaspers’ Axial Age, then we can learn more about the current Digital Axis by looking at what happened in the original Axial Age as described by Karl Jaspers and also through a media interpretation of the Axial Age, particularly through Robert Logan’s alphabet effect. 
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​​2. Karl Jaspers and his “Schema of world history”
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​​Prehistory and the Promethean Age
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Jaspers divided “the whole of history” into three successive phases: prehistory, history and world history. 

Prehistory was the lengthiest period of human evolution. It started with the formation of races, languages, and myths and continued with the “silent spread of technical inventions and the migrations.”​[67] In the prehistoric period, humans formed all their “elemental impulses and characteristics.”​[68] Prehistory lasted until the inception of the first ancient civilizations in Egypt and Mesopotamia.

What made us humans so special among other biological species? Why did it happen to us? Why did it happen at all? Jaspers calls it the “enigma of humanity”​[69] represented in the unique quality of the human species: a predisposition to historical evolution despite our biological nature.

For some reason, as Jaspers points out, our biological evolution did not give us strong specialized organs, such as big fangs, sharp horns, strong muscles, or armor. In some ways, this deficiency of specialized organs made humans inferior to many other animals, but it was precisely this lack of organ specialization that turned into a strength. Adaptability without powers required intellectual flexibility and ingenuity, which are unnecessary for species with greater physical gifts. Though physically inferior to animals, man became superior “through the medium of his consciousness, to follow paths quite different from those taken by animals in bringing his existence to realization,” according to Jaspers.​[70] Thanks to the absence of organ specialization, humans were compelled to fashion their environment, in which their “organs were replaced by implements.”​[71] Here, Jaspers implies the
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