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Relations Between the Development of
Communications Techniques and of
Universities

Professor Jean MAUBLANT, Vice-President for international
Relations
University of Clermont-Ferrand 1. France

AbStra Ct This presentation is supposed to recall the history of the univer-
sities in parallel with the development of the communication techniques. As the intro-
duction of vegetal paper, it soon became a new medium, the development of which ful-
filled the increased demand of the university then. The revolution in communication
resulting from mechanical printing and paper fabrication caused and amplified the so-
cial changes. Similarly, in the contemporary world, the apparition of internet, electro-
nic exchanges and storage of information have the potential effect at the societal level.
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And universities have really entered this world with the advent of internet and play a
central, accelerating role in the search for new ideas and the academic dissemination.

Key Word: university communication, communication techniques.

The object of this presentation is a tentative overview of the history of
the universities in parallel with the history of the communications techni-
ques. We expect it could enable us to better understand the present era.

It is a fact that, in Europe, the development of the first University was
closely paralleled by the appearance of the first paper mills, i.e., in the
XIIth century, and primarily in Italy. These two events could have been in-
dependent, but we can also imagine that they were somehow related to each
other.

The background of this technical revolution is the introduction of ve-
getal paper as an industry. We know the major role played by the Chinese
in this discovery. Their technique spread through Europe starting from the
south, probably through exchanges along the Silk Road. There was a well-
known center in Fabriano, Italy, but it was also brought in through Spain
and it settled durably in France, Germany and Holland. Another crucial fac-
tor seems to have been the occurrence of favorable climate conditions in
Europe during the XII and XIIIth centuries, which lead to development of
new cereals such as CHANVRE and LIN, which are key factors for the fab-
rication of paper. A nearly endless source of matter was then made
available while the former parchemins from sheep were rather scarse.

Paper was a new, revolutionary medium, clearly less expensive than
parchemin or velin, but also much less solid. A piece of paper can be easily

teared off while a parchemin is much more resistant. In fact several exam-
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ples are known of official decrets forbidding the use of paper for registering
any public act. But that did not change the progress of history and paper has
remained the only support medium for public transmission of information
until very recently.

Now can the making of paper have any relationship with the develop-
ment of European University ?

First, it seems difficult to imagine what could a large scale University
be without books and draft papers.

Second, it is possible that identical reasons led to the use of paper and
to the creation of University, and these reasons could be the favorable econ-
omic conditions of that period of history in Europe. While the crops were
better, the increase in the general and individual wealth allowed a larger
number of people to devote themselves entirely to intellectual activities.

Third, once University and paper have been present, they have mutually
reinforced their existence. Very rapidly, the University became high consum-
ers of paper and they have generated the emergence of their own attached, al-
though private, paper-making companies. Several of these have survived for
centuries. They were enjoying a special statute which was transmitted as a
right to their heirs siblings DESCENDANTS. The need for large quantities
of paper was obvious and the young University had already demonstrated
their ability to improve the actual situation by inventing a new, more rapid
way of making copies of books in parchemins; in fact this has created a cer-
tain degree of competition with the more traditional and slow work of the
monks.

At the end of the XVIth century, the revolutionary printing technique
invented by Gutenberg and others was slowly becoming routine in several
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places in Europe. Historians tend to believe that the strong need for books
has pushed the researchers to find significant improvements in the printing
process in terms of speed and, of course, of cost. Printing was becoming fas-
ter, better and less expensive.

The number of books, but also of flyers and posters that could be PLAC-
ARDE everywhere, was increasing very quickly. Is it then a surprise if this
time of history has seem the rapid emergence of new ideas ? The two majors
changes are probably the beginning of the so-called Renaissance and the Re-
forme. What is striking with these two events is that Renaissance, with a sud-
den increased interest in the Greek and Roman cultures, was a clear return to
the pre-christian era, while Reforme, with its new way of reading and inter-
preting the Bible, was an opening toward a new direction in thinking the so-
ciety and in dealing with the surrounding world. The question of whether the-
se two events are related would take us out of the present talk, but I hope we
can agree that both have been precursors of major societal changes during the
following centuries.

Unfortunately, hypotheses in History cannot be tested like in experi-
mental sciences, and it is very difficult to get a definite conviction about a
CAUSE-EFFECT relationship, and never a definite proof. But we can try
to imagine what would have likely happened if paper production and prin-
ting has not appeared during the late Middle Ages. Very likely the interest
for the Greek and Roman authors would have stayed as it was before, a
matter for scholars but maybe with no great diffusion in art, in particular in
architecture and painting. For the Reform, maybe it would have just been
one among the many other new interpretations or variants of the christian
religion that had repeatively erupted for more than a thousand years. Again,
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this is only a hypothesis that is not demonstrable neither falsifiable. But the
point I want to raise is that at least we can observe that the revolution in
communication resulting from mechanical printing and paper fabrication
has COINCIDED with a revolution in the ideas and eventually in the lifes
tyle of the European civilization, a revolution that has amplified two
originally low level movements.

If we could continue along History by trying to parallel the changes in
communication means and societal changes, we could stop at a two other
stages, which are the emerging of the national languages, and of the scien-
tific publications.

Because it was becoming easier to write and publish, it became poss-
ible for authors not familiar with the Latine language to publish their own
ideas in a another, more local language. Not only many more authors could
express themselves, but each author had also at least the potential to diffuse
a much larger number of his publications. Among the defending authors of
this new approach, we can quote Leibnitz, born in 1646 and dead in 1716,
who wrote: “Through loss of interest for their mother-tongue, ERUDITS
have only dealt with useless matters, writing only to fill the RAYONS and
the nation has been kept away from knowledge. Like a well-polished mir-
ror, VERNACULAIRE language increases mind sharpness and provides
the intellect with a transparent clarity.”

Another consequence is the development of scientific publications.
At the beginning, what we now call scientists and researchers, who were
mostly at that time “honnéte homme,” were testing their new ideas or dis-
coveries by sending a letter to one or a few friends. In fact, at the end of

the XVIIth century, the majority of the Parisians intellectuals were mak-
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ing prints of their letters, in some case at several hundreds of samples.
Besides the limited cost of this printing, it was easy to send and, some-
times a major advantage, it was not covered by censorship because only
the publication of books had to be approved by the king. (CF INTER-
NET) Officially, the first scientific journal, called the Philosophical
Transactions, was created in England by Oldenburg on the 6th of March
1665, and we know the success of this formula, with the introduction of
a peer-review process, and the wide diffusion of the DEVISE of the Brit-
ish Royal Society: “Nulli in verba” (nothing in the verb), AVENEMENT
official establishment of experimental sciences, and possibly the true
beginning of modern sciences.

Is there any lesson we can learn from this brief and probably biased
overview ? Is any comparison possible between the evolution of prin-
ting and the apparition of internet, electronic exchanges and storage of
information of the present era ? What can be the role of University in
this setting ?

First of all, is the electronic writing a real evolution or it is just some-
thing new that happens to us and that we unduly consider as important ?
The end of the XXth century has seen the development of fast, low cost
printing of paper; numerous books have been published, advertising has de-
veloped exponentially, photocopying has become available in all kind of
offices and to nearly everyone. The consumption of paper has continued to
grow at an impressive rate. In parallel, computers have left the research lab-
oratory to slowly become commercial before moving to any single office,
and are now on their way to enter any family home. The most fantastic use
of a computer is certainly the development of internet. I am still amazed to-
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day to seen how fast, in less than a second, a search engine is able to identi -
fy and locate all the sites in the world containing a couple of selected
words. Not only this tool is great for writing, preparing slides, making stat-
istics and plotting curves, processing images, but it has also rather suddenly
replaced most of the mail and gave to us access to millions of strangers, but
also of colleagues and friends, plus to nearly endless information about
nearly everything. But more is coming, electronic writing and storage is not
only for fun, for easier life, for faster communication,; it is also creating new
needs and developing new products that could not exist without signal or
image processing. For instance, in medicine, images from a X-ray scanner,
from magnetic resonance imaging, from emission computed tomography,
from ultrasound and Doppler would not exist at all without computers. The
patient file is now becoming virtual and stored on magnetic disks. The
same is becoming true of much of the administrative data. Our own family
videos and photographs are also now becoming numeric.

Besides its role in administration, medicine, research and family acti-
vities, could numerical revolution influence more profoundly our society
and what could be the role of the University?

The thesis proposed here is that if we parallel what happened in the
former centuries between communication means and societal changes, nu-
merical communications should increase the risk of diffusion, and hence of
possible acceptance, of retrograde as well as advanced ideas. In this con-
text, Universities, which are at the crossroad of research and teaching, of
searching for new ideas and for academic dissemination, play a central, ac-
celerating role.

Although we know clouds are moving in the sky, it is usually difficult
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