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Permit me to begin our class with a metaphor:


It was George Wilhelm Fredrick Hegel, writing on the eve of the Battle of Jena in 1806, who first suggested that we are living at the End of History. It was Alexandre Kojeve, in a famous series of lectures examining Hegel’s ideas in Paris in the 1930s, who pointed out that the spread of democracy represented that end to history. It was Francis Fukayama, borrowing from Hegel and Kojeve, who wrote the book The End of History in the 1990s. He argued that Democracy had triumphed, as Hegel had suggested it would, but cautioned that forces were at work that might undermine that triumph. The book made Fukayama one of the fathers of the neo-conservative movement and the Bush Administration foreign policies, although Fukayama himself later rejected that role and repudiated the neo-conservative project.


Hegel and Fukayama did NOT say that historical events had ceased. They suggested that the History of successive models or types of governing, of governments—masters and bondsmen, kings and subjects, nobility and peasants, tyranny and the oppressed—what he called the “dialectic” of forms of social organization—had ended in a final form: democracy and equality.


For our discussion today, I would like to suggest that, in the same way, we in the 21st century are living at the End of The Media. As with Hegel and Fukayama, I don’t mean to imply that we will no longer have mediated communication. I am suggesting that the succession of dominant models or forms of mass media—newspaper, magazine, radio, television, the Internet, mobile media--what I will call the dialectic of The Media—has ended in its final form—what communication theorist Manuel Castells has called the Global Informational Network, what the postmodernists and deconstructionists have called the “self-referential” Social Text, what John Dewey long ago called indeterminate, transactional discourse, and what I am now calling “network semiotic.”

This change is evident in a shift most of you have grown up with, and one that has been on exhibit again in recent years, when high technology companies entered the latest high tech gadget battle over tablet devises and the push toward “cloud storage.” In the past, the innovations included the Mac Air, the IPod Touch, and the Iphone. In the last couple of years, it has been the iPad and the slate of challengers to the iPad, as the new standard of communication technology innovations together with competing forms of storage online in what is called “the cloud.”
What they all promise is a yet another way for the consumer to escape the clutches of Big, Legacy Media—“The Media,” if you will—and to gain control of media through “interaction” and “interactive media.” This has enormous implications for everything you do as media professionals and it has become clear that these media will make sweeping changes in how you work as media professionals—writers of fiction and non-fiction, public relations practitioners, advertising professionals, broadcast and print journalists, and entertainment media professionals. And, of course, legacy media companies and a whole group of new companies are scrambling to seize these new media forms and use them to reestablish dominance of mediated communication forms in face of the astounding growth of the so-called “social media” forms such as Facebook, Twitter, Skype and Pinterest.

One important question that grows from the assertion of this change is what the End of The Media means for the role of communication in our society. After all, it can be argued that the 20th century version of liberal democratic capitalism has been grounded in the notion that mass media have made mass society possible by creating a shared social conversation. This idea is discussed by historian Sarah Igo in her book “The Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens and the Making of a Mass Public.” A succession of media forms have dominated the social conversation in mass society and it has been asserted that the mass media have had a powerful effect on public opinion, public events, and public policy. It was, you may recall, “the most trusted man in America,” CBS news anchor Walter Chronkite who has been credited with crystallizing public opinion that the Vietnam war was unwinable. And repeated congressional committees and the FCC have asserted that television and film drama, pornography, and other mass media content have created violence in our society. 

What about today? What blogger crystallized public opinion about the end of the Afghanistan War? Who shapes our behavior in the age of YouTube, Twitter, and MySpace? Which medium has the power today to create the linear effects and the unifying social agenda of the 21st century? To be sure, some theorists continue to advance the argument that media “Set” or “Frame” the social agenda and shape public policy by cueing individuals about how they should interpret events. The argument goes that elites shape the media frames and that the media frames shape the opinions of the public. In fact, the conversation today—in the aftermath of the shootings last year in Tucson, Arizona, and this year in Newtown, Conn.—is that the virulent name calling evident on cable and in the blogs helped create the atmosphere that enabled twisted minds to think it was right to shoot a congresswoman and innocent bystanders and a schoolroom full of children in order to lash out at the perceived wrongs of government or parents. But it is an argument that is more and more difficult to make in an era of interactive media. 
The conflicting political narratives that dominated the 2012 election cycle demonstrate the problem. Today’s arguments run more to what Sham Sundar has called a “fuzzy” logic that creates “heuristics” or ways of interpreting the media and their credibility based on networks of trusted friends, sources, and interactive media sites rather than a from a unified voice of Big Media. The result is networks of connected actors are, in their turn, embedded within other, larger networks. These networks form a web of meaning—a “semiotic” web--within which local networks weave their perceptions.


This has been called an Informational Network and it has three crucial characteristics that distinguish it from The Mass Media:

First, instead of a dominant, one-way communication medium, these new media immerse individuals in communication networks that provide WYW—What you want, when you want it, the way you want it—interactive, participatory networks in which all members of the network may participate, if they wish, with all other members of the network.

Second, instead of a mass society of passive audiences, media recipients are replaced by Diverse, Linked, Acting Individuals, groups, and systems. Meaning evolves from the interaction of the participants with each other. It forms what Matthew Fuller calls a “media echology”—a mediated environment within which we all live but which varies for every individual depending on the types of media we use and how they are networked. Audiences actively participate with these media forms in interplay with the ecological system formed within the mediated environment.
Third, instead of the 20th century philosophy of a consensus society and strong norms of acceptable behavior, the 21st century society is grounded in what Zygmunt Bauman calls “liquid modernity”--a “new enlightenment” grounded in and forcing a radical form of individual freedom, wide-open debate, and global flows of information and behavior bursting from the constant interplay and clash of ideas surging through the interactive media with a turbulent and unstable clash of currents of meaning. The 20th century assumption of mass norms has been replaced by a radical diversity of value systems--new forms that (as Cass Sunstein puts it in his book Infotopia) aggregate knowledge from many minds--a resurgence of guerilla, “low-cast,” resistance, and project communities—established in opposition to unified norms and producing the shifting and conflicting pulses of local and international global opinion.

These changes lead to a whole new set of Characteristics and Challenges for 21st century story tellers, journalists, entertainers, information providers, persuaders, advertisers, and educators. Our goal in this class is to examine those changing characteristics and challenges.

To do this, I will try to lead you to think about four things:

First, how the crisis faced by the mediated communication industries and by society manifests itself. This will include discussions of the decline in media credibility, media ethics and media standards; the decline of media authority and media civility and the concomitant rise of uncertainty about media industries; the rise of new media technologies across our industries and across our society; and the end of The Media—the idea that The Media has been swallowed up and enveloped by a massive surge of New Media and fragmented into an Informational Network with millions and millions of independent but linked source nodes all over the world.

Second, we will discuss many of the issues that have splattered across modern society and the media professions as a result of this massive change. These will include issues like: changes in access, the blurring of distinctions between reportage and opinion, the polarization of publics, partisan journalism, the shift in media content from “voice of god” to “interactive conversation (or conflict),” the shift from normative judgment to values debate, the explosion of what the postmodernists call “hyperreality,” the development of “self-referential” media, the expansion of the sense of “otherness,” and even whether we face what Peter Gade of our own faculty has called “The Twilight of Press Freedom.”

Third, we will discuss the media and their technologies: We will do our best to track the manic changes in media technologies affecting Web pages, blogs, chat rooms, swarms, clouds, Twitter, and the like. We will try to trace the shifts from media to networks and the implications of those shifts for professional practices in all the media industries from advertising to book publishing, from television to newspapers, from writing to videography, and so on.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, we will explore the implications of these changes for our sense of society, community and individual identity. We will examine what community means, how our understanding of community is changing and the tension between community norms and individual freedom.

And this brings me to the most important point I want to make today: At its heart, this class deals with one of the most basic challenges that we face as human beings: the conflict between who we are as individuals with the freedom to exercise our “free will” and who we are as members of a community who share meaning and act together. This tension between freedom and duty is manifest in an enduring conflict over the desire of every individual to contribute to “communal” life. Hegel has called this “spirit” and the “spirit of an era.” John Dewey has called it discourse or conjoint, experimental action. It shows itself in communication and in community. These concepts will form the axis and the bookends of the class. We will open with a discussion of communication and close with a discussion of community. In between, we will explore four manifestations of this axis: technology, authority, meaning, and connection. 
We will do all of this through our readings, our reports, our discussions, and our shared observations. I will try to offer a bit of structure each week, but the most important part of the class is what you will bring: from your readings and reports, the themes and ideas you relate back to the central focus of the class, your observations about what is happening in the unique areas you have within the broad discipline of mediated communication, and the questions and thoughts you share with the class.

I hope it will all be great fun. I know I will enjoy it. I hope you will, too.
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