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FOREWORD
Willard D. Rowland, Jr.

The historiography of communication is undergoing its second important
shift. Students of contemporary media and culture are increasingly inter-
ested in the long-term environment of human experience that frames
modern communication, and that interest is reshaping the study of his-
tory in the field. This anthology, by David Crowley and Paul Heyer, with
its particular structure is a crucial and long overdue contribution to that
reformulation.

For much of its initial life, communication history was the story of the
press, typically rendered as the biographies of great publishers or news-
papers, or of other specific media institutions and major figures, as in the
chronicles of particular networks, media moguls, or film genres. The best
such work, though generally in the minority, tended to situate its narra-
tives in a broader social context, examining, for instance, the relationship
between the press and changing forms of democracy, between film and
sociocultural experience, or between the electronic media and political
economic patterns. The first significant shift in communication histori-
ography was to make such broader considerations of politics, law, eco-
nomics, and culture much more regular, intimate elements, to weave
their threads more tightly into the tapestries of particular journalism and
media histories.

If that first major shift was to broaden the horizontal frame of refer-
ence, to situate media history in a wider range of social institutions, the
second major shift is to extend the frame vertically, to consider the
broader story of media institutions against a much deeper chronological
backdrop of the whole of human history, to examine the role of commu-
nication in the development of the human species and its forms of civi-
lization.

It is in light of that latter shift that this book should be considered. The
editors take their clue from the pioneering work of such scholars as Walter
Ong, Elizabeth Eisenstein, and Harold Adams Innis. Those communication
historians share a keen interest in the deep civilization context of all prin-
cipal forms of communication technologies, thereby encouraging a much
richer understanding of the present, rapidly changing experience.

There are several key principles of this school of communication histo-
riography that are well reflected in this book. First, this approach per-
ceives all contemporary media and communication technologies as ex-
tensions of basic, innate human communication capacities. It refuses to

Willard D. Rowlang, Jr., is dean and professor of the School of Journalism and Mass Commu-
nication, The University of Colorado, Boulder.
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abstract contemporary forms of media hardware and uses—television cam-
eras, personal computers, and satellites—seeing them instead as part of a
long, complex process by which human beings are continuing to work out
their particularly strong skills and instincts for creating systems of mean-
ing and symbolic interaction. In this light, modern media technologies are
only the latest, albeit highly significant, forms of ancient human commu-
nication technologies that include speech, gesture, drama, and social rit-
ual of all kinds.

Second, as those different “technologies” have variously held sway dur-
ing different periods of human experience, they have had differential im-
pact in the defining characteristics of the species’s capacities. It appears
that the very cognitive structure of the individual human being and the
formal patterns of human social relations are intimately linked to the
forms or systems of communication that are predominant in given eras.
An oral culture, without writing, print, or electronic media, seems to be
“biased” toward a particular pattern of sensory and expository capacity
that encourages ways of seeing, hearing, and, indeed, knowing that are re-
markably different when other forms of communication are more promi-
nent. Over time those tendencies seem in turn to favor and encourage ma-
jor changes in social organization, influencing, if not defining, choices
among options in political, legal, religious, and economic structures.

The whole of human experience, therefore, seems to depend greatly upon
the form or forms of communication that are most in ascendancy during
any era.

Third, if these relationships between communication systems and broad
patterns of human thought and experience are so strong, then the story of
communication is much more central to human history than the formal
academic discipline of history itself has recognized. Since the late nine-
teenth century, history in the academy has been conventionally appor-
tioned among the other major fields of social and humanistic learning
that were also invented at about the same time. That is, we have had sev-
eral histories, as in political history, social history, economic history, and
even cultural history. Each of these has contended for primacy of place as
the essential history, the substructural history upon which all the others
are built. But, now, with the advent of a deep-civilization perspective in
communication history comes another contender. In its emerging form,
contemporary communication history raises the prospect that communi-
cation patterns, systems, and technologies are not just important, but cen-
tral and indispensable to human history, and that the other formal
branches of history may have to be rewritten in its light.

Reduced to such principles, the current form of communication history
has deep and far-reaching implications, not only for history itself, but also
for communication research and media studies. At the very least it helps
reiterate the importance in the academy of communication studies, under-
scoring the centrality of its questions to the overall understanding of hu-
man behavior and social experience. The readings in this book can there-
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fore be seen as part of that broader project that is demonstrating the con-
tribution of communication research to the increasingly important con-
temporary debates about culture and technology in society.

Those claims made, however, it should quickly become clear that the
historical perspective advanced by this book raises a number of important
new questions and cautions. For instance, if one is to take communication
forms and media experience as central to the development of human ex-
perience, just how fundamental are they? To what extent does this argu-
ment flirt with a form of technological determinism that our more recent
studies in both communication research and the philosophy of technol-
ogy strongly caution us against?

Or, as another example, if we are to adopt a deeper chronological sense
of communication history and push the matter back into the origins of
human civilization, how much farther back must we go? We have custom-
arily thought of the “evolution” of communication as a progression
through a trilogy, from oral through print to electronic cultures. Yet much
contemporary anthropological research suggests the possibility of a strong,
pre-oral Kinesic capacity. It may well be that systems of gesture, posture,
movements, and signs antedate formal patterns of speech and language.
Could it be that our classical Greek heritage and the long-standing influ-
ence of rhetoric in Western academic consciousness have overprivileged
the oral tradition in the evolution of mind and culture? If so, the dimen-
sions of a pre-oral culture will have to be mapped and added to the usual
trilogy, making it at least a quartet.

However, the methodological problems therein are formidable. It has
been difficult enough to describe the characteristics of oral cultures, be-
cause history is typically interpretation organized around documentary
records. Periods of human experience before written documents or other
tangible artifacts slide off into a vague, highly speculative prehistory. How
do we develop a sophisticated capacity for inferring and knowing with
any certainty the nature of the communication experience in such oral
and pre-oral mists?

Meanwhile, what about the transitional periods? The trilogy or quartet
models imagine a clear-cut distinction between one communication cul-
ture or tradition and another. Yet, the more we study the problem of
change, the more we are struck by John Donne’s problem, of finding the
line between day and night. Just how long was Western scribal culture?
Just how oral was it; or to consider it the other way around, how much of
what we consider print culture did it anticipate, if not determine? Such
questions are not trivial in our own age when we are still in the quite early
days of what we think is an electronic culture.

How, too, to compensate for the Western-centric character of our inter-
pretation of communication experience? We know just enough about East-
ern languages and media experiences to begin to feel uneasy about a
chronology that is dominated by European and North American recita-
tions. At the same time, we have barely scratched the surface of the many
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other great, Southern Hemisphere civilizations whose histories of speech
and writing alone would probably add much rich and perhaps even con-
founding material to this task.

What, too, of the problem of progress? A print culture is typically seen
as preferable to an oral or scribal tradition. But is it? Against what crite-
ria? What is lost in the shift? Then, what are we to make of the contempo-
rary changes? We swing wildly between messianic and demonic views
about the nature and impact of modern communications technology. How
are we to think carefully about what is better or worse in a given array of
communication capacities? Indeed, how are we to account for the influ-
ence of the particular constellation of communication forms at the mo-
ment in even asking the question?

It is not as if the readings selected by Crowley and Heyer answer such
questions, or that they should be expected to do so. But the perspective on
communication history offered here is rich and compelling. It will make
it considerably easier to teach ever more sophisticated histories of the me-
dia and communications technologies, giving them a much more sober
and learned framework. It should also help energize a whole new genera-
tion of related scholarship within communication studies and even his-
tory itself.



PREFACE

Since this book tells a story, the historical changes that have resulted
from the development of new communications, it might be appropriate to
begin with the story of this book.

The idea for Communication in History emerged from teaching experi-
ences each of us had, Crowley at McGill University and Heyer at Simon
Fraser. We were involved in organizing history of media, as well as com-
munication theory, courses. There was a wealth of interesting material to
draw from, old and new—the field of communications history has now
become one of the most thoroughly researched aspects of the general
study of technology and society. Yet no suitable textbook, covering the
range of the subject as we saw it, existed. We thought of writing one. No
easy task! But, more importantly, we felt that doing such a book might
inadvertently lead us to the kind of conceptual and stylistic biases that
make so many introductory texts unduly limited in their approach. Be-
sides, we had been telling each other for several years that the best intro-
duction to a subject such as the history of communication is a careful se-
lection of readings containing a variety of perspectives. In the spring of
1989, we finally said, “Let’s do it.” The success of the first edition, and its
limitations, eventually led to this enlarged and, we hope, improved sec-
ond edition.

What follows is a series of studies of aspects of the field known vari-
ously as the history of communication, communications history, or the
history of media. Although most at home in the discipline of communica-
tion, it is inherently interdisciplinary. Our contributors evidence this.
They include archaeologists, anthropologists, sociologists, historians, and
literary critics, as well as communications researchers like us. All are con-
cerned with the nature, development, and human consequences of partic-
ular media or forms of communication. Several of the contributors refer-
ence each other’s work or pick up the discussion of the previous chapters.
As a result, we think you will find considerable unity within and among
the eight parts of this book.

The general introduction that follows explains the field of communica-
tions history a bit further, as well as the aims of our book. We also include
introductions to each part, or section, of the text in order to provide a
background to the individual essays, and especially to explain the key
concepts and transitions, which we think will help readers gain a fuller
appreciation of them. This strategy for organizing the readings should
allow you to approach the essays either as given, or as reflects your per-
sonal interest. At the end of the volume we have included a short list of
suggestions for further reading.

Finally, we wish to mention a few of the many individuals, at McGill
and Simon Fraser and elsewhere, who provided encouragement, and often
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assistance, for this project. Our thanks go to Alison Beale, Jane Dickson,
Lynne Hissey, Liss Jeffrey, Kathleen Galarneau, Stephen Kern, Bill Leiss,
Rolly Lorimer, Shauna McCabe, John Rowlandson, Lise Ouimet, Firoozeh
Radjei, Richard Howe, Gertrude Robinson, Robert Graham, Phil Vitone, Ed
Slopek, Terrence Devon, Graham Thompson, Bruce Ferguson, Jesse Hunter,
David Mitchell, Bill Buxton, Robert Walker, Bill Ewing, and Jean Ogilvie.

For their assistance we would like to thank the National Archives of
Canada, the Instruction Communications Centre at McGill, the McLuhan
Program in Culture and Technology at the University of Toronto, and the
InterNet Consulting Group of Ottawa. Our thanks go as well to Kathy
Schurawich for editorial advice and support.

We would also like to thank the reviewers, who offered thoughtful and
constructive commentaries:

Richard Armstrong, Wichita State University
Terry Hynes, California State University, Fullerton
Charles Lewis, Mankato University

Lee Trachtman, Purdue University

Charles Turner, James Madison University

Janet Wasko, University of Oregon
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

Today, more than in any previous era, changes in communication and

its technologies occur rapidly. These changes are visible in a fraction of a
generation. Even the youngest readers of this book can probably remem-
ber life before word processors, the compact disc, home VCRs, and the
wholesale application of computers to everyday life. Those a bit older
might recall the introduction of color TV and stereo. Previous to this, dur-
ing the post-World War II period, when the editors of this reader were
growing up, television itself became a major force. It led to the decline of
national programming on radio, and changed leisure-time activity.

In addition to the immediate and obvious consequences of these tech-
nological shifts, there have been a series of longer-term effects that per-
meate our lives in sometimes subtle ways. To better grasp this situation
we need a wide-angle lens, one that lets us look at technological change
and social developments in a comparative way. This book represents such
a wide-angle lens: the history of communication media, or communica-
tions history as we often refer to it.

It is our belief that an examination of the essays to follow will provide
readers with convincing evidence that the development of communication
media in history has been an important—and too often undervalued—fac-
tor in giving shape to human societies and to the products and processes
of the human mind. The essays explore ways in which communication
media have been consequential both in maintaining social order and as
powerful agents of change. And, as a number of contributors will point
out, the lessons of the past are not without applicability to the present.

A common focus in almost all of our selections is concern for what we
call a “media revolution”: the introduction and social consequences of a
new form of information technology. We use the term “revolution” here
not to suggest that the changes under discussion occurred overnight but
that they were relatively rapid when compared to the movement of previ-
ous history. The time frame takes us from prehistoric markings fifty thou-
sand years old to the microelectronics of today. The essays are diverse but
chronologically and conceptually related. They illustrate both similarities
and differences in the process of technological change and social response.

Readers will also discover a series of recurring thematic questions: Why
does a new communication medium, such as alphabetic writing, printing,
or the computer, come into being? How does it impact on the medium (or
media) that preceded it, for example, by enabling users to bypass previous
limitations in communication? What aspects of the new medium influ-
ence other technologies, particularly when its cost drops and/or availabil-
ity increases? Finally, how have social institutions and cultural percep-
tions been affected by these changes, and to what degree does this situa-
tion speak to the significant, pivotal role in the history of communication
technology?



