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PREFACE

A great intellectual pleasure of teaching at Boston University is that, as the
fourth largest private university in the United States—comprised of seven-
teen schools and colleges, all constructed around the heart of Arts and
Sciences—the possibilities for interaction among colleagues who do things
quite differently, and come from quite different orbits, are real. Our univer-
sity is changing, and attempting to do so rapidly enough to meet, and even
define, the needs of twenty-first-century education. Its aim is to accelerate
intellectual achievement in research and teaching while also developing in-
novative undergraduate and graduate education programs that are rigorous
and oriented toward research, while remaining relevant and engaged with
career needs of our students, who share a truly global and local profile.
James E. Katz arrived at Boston University from Rutgers in 2012, having
been recruited to build our country’s first graduate program in “Emerging
Media Studies”, located in the School of Communications, heretofore largely
a journalism and television school couched at the undergraduate and profes-
sional levels. His previous accomplishments included being the first sociolo-
gist to predict the ubiquituous use of cell phones, back in the early 1990s.
Having moved his Center for Mobile Communications Studies to Boston
from New Jersey, he needed to devise a creative curriculum for his new MA
and PhD programs. Looking ahead, behind, and sideways, he contacted Juliet
Floyd, based in the philosophy department, for advice on the emerging char-
acter of the university. James had already conceived a plan to hold a confer-
ence on “philosophy of emerging media”, and drew Juliet into the enterprise
of fashioning a philosophy textbook that could be used, immediately, for the
incoming class of students but also one that would have enduring interest to
a broad-gauged audience of students and scholars.
We look forward to using the volume here next fall, and trust it will stim-
ulate further teaching and research in these and surrounding fields.
J.E.
J.EK.
Brookline, MA, February 21, 2015
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INTRODUCTION

Juliet Floyd and James E. Katz

The permeation of everyday life by what we call here “emerging
media” is evident, ubiquitous, and destined to accelerate. No longer
are images, institutions, social networks, thoughts, acts of commu-
nication, emotions, and speech—the “media” by means of which
we express ourselves in daily life—linked to clearly demarcated,
stable entities and contexts. Instead, the loci of meaning within
which these occur shift in quick, far-reaching ways we can only
begin to comprehend, and never fast enough to suffice. We are all
living a grand technological experiment: never before has it been
possible for a single tweet to be broadcast instantly to two billion
people. In another sense, however, it is not possible for any single
individual to understand the meaning of the tweet. Corporate
actors like Facebook are performing experiments on social net-
works, just as we ourselves experiment with handheld apps and the
reactions of our friends to social-media endeavors. Given the con-
tinuous innovations and transformations, meaning and opportu-
nity appear, flourish, and ebb within specific socio cultural locales
and digital object frameworks; some become institutionalized and
ritualized in traditional ways, others do so in disruptive and trans-
gressive ways. As such, we who are concerned about philosophical
questions face a vast and rapidly emerging transformation of
human enterprise and existence.

The present volume’s purpose is to at once be foundational and
to broaden and spark future philosophical discussion of emerging
media. Drawing from the rich history of philosophical insights,
contemporary intellectual pathmakers offer philosophical perspec-
tives, laying the groundwork for future work engaging philosophy
and media studies.

The term emerging media responds to the “Big Data” now avail-
able as a result of the larger role digital media plays in everyday life,
as well as the notion of “emergence” that has grown across the ar-
chitecture of science and technology over the last two decades with
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increasing imbrication. Knowledge thereby gained about implicit bias in
decision-making, latent psychological processes, and neuroscience of moods
have refashioned our sense of what agency and rationality at the individual
level are like. But broad social experiments and innovations in governance
itself across many levels of society' are now entangled with the collection of
increasingly vast datasets mined with increasing sophistication and complex-
ity by machine algorithms, as well as the seemingly instantaneous mass de-
livery of particular pieces of information, images, and words—both uplifting
and upsetting—to billions of human users.

Big Data ranges from broad-scoped information about the shopping or
voting patterns of large demographic groups to the smaller scale, high volume
data an individual can gather about his or her sleep, eating, and exercise
habits. Data are being collected, bought, and sold, analyzed computationally
and otherwise at a rate that is challenging, if not impossible, to fully survey,
and this process continues to accelerate and be increasingly discussed. Big
Data is used more and more deftly and constantly by the young and the old,
the sick and the healthy, the poor and the wealthy, the disenfranchised and
the powerful. It is also being used and collected ever more ingeniously and
efficiently, ever more explicitly and yet also ever more secretly as it is hacked
and coded and offloaded onto digital computers. Every combination of scale
of scrutiny is at issue, from the nanoparticle to the text to the brain and the
family tree, distributed across time and space even unto the cosmological as
data are collected by digital telescopes and probes from faraway regions of the
universe. Everyday acts and expressions are now directly embedded in ques-
tions of surveillance and privacy and socioeconomic ramification, affecting
the means of distribution as well as the workings of democracy (see Lanier
2013; Cole 2015). Matters of taste and choice and dispute appear differently in
the face of a search-engine society.

“Emergence” collectively refers to a wide range of disparate phenomena in
which the structure of the evolved whole appears to be larger, or at least differ-
ent from, its parts, when we go to characterize it by means of code, image, or
text. The scientific foundation of emergence resides ultimately in the mathe-
matical theory of complexity, an outgrowth of mathematical logic, in which
functions that are very simple to define exhibit powerfully novel types of or-
ganization as they are combined, interact, and become re-defined. An exam-
ple of such a pattern of behavior modeled in nature is the behavior of slime
mold, in which single-celled units, each following its own local rule of action,
communicate with one another, altering their activity, coalescing from time
to time into a larger organism under pressure from the environment, later
devolving back into a myriad of smaller elements again when the pressure
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lessens. From financial markets where supercomputed trades outstrip what
any individual trader can survey, to weather systems, brains, purchasing
choices, cancer cells, and patterns of flowers in nature, reflectively embed-
dable computable models and equations drive analogies, experiments, and
explanations throughout science, shaping a way of thinking about, analogiz-
ing, and explaining commonalities among an enormous variety of natural
and human phenomena (accessible discussions may be found in Gleick 1988;
Wolfram 2002; Johnson 2001/2014). The age-old issue of consciousness, a
phenomenon of emergence par excellence, is back on the table for philoso-
phers and neuroscientists alike.

Emergence and Big Data also cover here the remarkable speed and increase
in delivery and amalgamation of speech and thought and deed. In earlier
days, a speaker stood on a soapbox to make political pronouncements or
nudged readers with a pamphlet or newspaper article; a priest or poster urged
the purchase of war bonds; a brief advertisement jingled a happy tune. Nowa-
days the fabric of an individual’s daily life is tracked, recorded, and analyzed;
music and companionship are delivered directly to earbud or tablet via sophis-
ticated software; memes and tweets and home movies float novel political
proposals—wittingly and unwittingly—before formal institutional speeches
of government do. The ever-increasing “nudging” social engineers subject us
to—in order to have us alter our individual choices of activities and thoughts—
become ever-less visible as they are seamlessly integrated into our daily lives.
Ingenuity and choice are offloaded, all of it saturating daily life more fully and
in more finely targeted ways. Most of us participate, trading the exposure for
the usefulness of the apps, for instance, caring insufficiently about our pri-
vacy to resist a few conveniences. We offload tasks, become seemingly ad-
dicted to keeping in touch via cellphone or watch, and yet at times feel the
urge to pull strongly away, seeking escape from the gerbil wheel of stimula-
tion, working toward relief from stress by shutting off the digital objects
around us altogether—but these, whether we like it or not, will eventually
float in the air all around us and continue recording data, even as we meditate
and reflect. As digital devices become increasingly embedded inside everyday
objects, we speak increasingly of an “Internet of things”, as well as of “trolls™
humans with hatred, contempt, and political agendas hiding within the dark-
ness of the Internet we have built, ready to pop out and shame, stalk, and mass
around the delivery of sheer gunpower and murderousness to targeted groups
and individuals. Here emergence lies less in the problem of the difference be-
tween human and machine and more in the concept of human being itself.

What does this mean, philosophically speaking? Enormous headway has
been made in translating Big Data into useful information. Yet corporations
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and governments—rather than universities or institutions or individuals—
hold the lion’s share of it. This continues to have significant repercussions for
advertising and behavioral management, as well as politics. However, if we
think beyond even these urgent issues, it is notable that little attention has
been paid to the philosophical resonance of the evolving objects, actions, and
meanings within this emerging landscape. In what ways is this influx of new,
previously unavailable data changing our everyday world? To what extent are
humans themselves taking the initiative in characterizing, organizing, and
utilizing the data for meaningful response, relative to algorithms that
humans have created, which passively collect and analyze them? What are the
potentials for abuse and needed critique and improvement of current institu-
tions and behaviors? In what ways is the system—the logical structure of
transfer and the design of software—of crucial importance to our analysis of
individual actions, self-knowledge, and social and cultural potential? In what
ways, if any, do notions of human nature and creativity and value impact in
new ways with emerging media? What are or might be the effects of this on
our political and social institutions, and on the history of philosophy itself?
What concepts do we need to retain a sense of meaning and semantic stabil-
ity? Is there a limit to the offloading of human rule-governed activity onto
machines via algorithms? Where do interpretive, normative, and semantic
categories fit> How are institutions and practices being transformed? What
exactly has emerged and how new is it?

The essays that follow explore some of the fascinating and still relatively
unexplored terrain surrounding many of these vast and far-reaching ques-
tions. We invited our authors to discuss a range of issues, including how
conceptions of identity, agency, reality, mentality, time, aesthetics, represen-
tation, consciousness, materiality, emergence, and human nature are or are
not being fundamentally transformed by emerging media. Without any par-
ticular overarching agenda, we were, in a sense, running an experiment by
asking authors from different schools of thought to express their vantage
point and sketch a future agenda, rather than applying prior categories and
theories of philosophy whole-scale to emerging media. Critical approaches to
digital networking in media and communication programs often focus on
issues inherited from 1960s sociology, as well as journalistic and public-
relations praxis. Economists and legal and critical theorists have focused on
socioeconomic factors and regulation of markets and behavior. For their part,
neurophilosophers have focused on how knowledge of the brain contributes
to our conceptions of human nature. Given this landscape, intensively cov-
ered though it is, we saw a gap, or more precisely, a perspective in need of
exploration. We sought to open up the discussion to wider and more complex



