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1. Across human history from its beginning, the 
available means of gathering and 
communicating information broadly 
understood (= media) has shaped how human 
beings have behaved in fundamental ways

2. As the forms of media have changed during human 
history, the behavior of human beings has 
changed as well.

Thus, understanding the media world (ecology) of 
human beings helps us understand how humans 
function

Two theses of Media Ecology
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• Jesuit priest & English scholar
• Student of media theorist & English scholar 

Marshall McLuhan 1941
• Taught at Saint Louis U 1953-1989
• President, Modern Language Assn.
• Author of many books including

• The Presence of the Word (1964)
• Orality & Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word 

(1982)

Walter J. Ong, S.J. (1912-2003)
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Four Major Shifts In Media
according to Ong

Primary Orality à

Literacy (Writing) à

Printing à

Techno-Digital Culture* (“Secondary Orality”**)

** This is Ong’s term* This is my term as described later
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“Deep History” & Orality

Homo sapiens 300,000-10,000 years ago
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Homo sapiens: emergence & migration

• Homo sapiens (= 
modern humans) appear 
ca. 280-300 kya in Africa 
& were sole surviving 
homo species by 35 kya

• Two major waves of 
migration out of Africa

• Small “hunter gatherer” 
bands till 17-25 kya

• Sedentary culture 
emerges before 
domestication of plants 
& animals
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• Spoken language appears roughly 70 kya. Why?

• Preconditions for spoken language (Tomasello, 2019)
• Humans had  high levels of interpersonal cooperation & social 

life
• Cognitively developed “we intentionality” – ability to engage in 

common activity toward a shared goal
• Sophisticated set of gestures already preceded spoken language

• Evolutionary advantages of spoken language ???
• Better survival of those in group: searching for food, hunting, 

learning about who to trust or not trust in group

The First “Cognitive Revolution”
(Harari, 2015)
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Primary Orality
Demonstration (1)
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The experience of hearing 
& song

Rudolph the Red-nose reindeer,
had a very shiny nose.
And, if you ever saw him,
you would even say it glows.

• (21 words, 87 characters)

Atikho the caribou possessed 
a glossy snout which sometimes,
when people saw it,
believed it to be luminous.

• (18 words, 91 characters)

• Rhythm & meter in poetry
• Use of consonance (repeated sounds)
• Use of rhyme (nose…glows)
• Oral cultures use poetry and song
• Homer’s  The Iliad = 15,693 lines of poetry
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Primary Orality
Demonstration (2)
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Directions to Hunting

The hunting ground is found by walking for 
three days toward where the sun sets in the 
summer and, when you see a tall hill with 
evergreen trees on top, turn to your left, cross 
the stream. There you will find a watering hole 
at which many animals will come to drink.
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Which should you eat?
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Modern 
Physics
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Dmitri Mendeleev (1869-1871)
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The World of “Primary Orality”

A world without any writing
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§ A key characteristic of the emergence of orality (spoken language) 
is the use of the imagination for storytelling

§ Stories often stored and organized knowledge of the world for a 
group of people

§ Many forms of storytelling are fictional or mythical but embody 
what a group of people live by (religion, cultural beliefs, standards 
of behavior…)

• We’ll look at Orality’s characteristics further below

Orality: A world of story
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Literate Culture

A world with writing
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• Humans invented writing 4 times
• Sumerians of Mesopotamia: 

cuneiform (before 3000 BCE)
• Egyptian hieroglyphics (ca. 3000 

BCE)
• Chinese Hanzi characters (by 1300 

BCE)
• Mesoamerican scripts/glyphs (ca 200 

BCE)

• Alphabets (written symbols for 
individual sounds)
• Phoenicians (ca. 1050 BCE)
• Greek alphabet (ca. 800 BCE)
• Latin alphabet (ca. 700 BCE)

Chirography = Writing
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• Reading and writing was generally limited to a small 
percentage of the population (e.g., Rome =10%)

• Writing permitted what oral culture did not:
• Consulting data multiple times
• Exchange of information at great distances
• Uniform laws & procedures
• Financial, land, and contractual rights/obligations

• Thinking becomes more internalized
• Associated with the rise of broadly-embraced religions

Literate Culture

19

Orality vs        Literacy
Concrete
Additive

Redundant
Emotionally resonant

Homeostatic
Fluid knowledge

Communal learning
Mnemonic

Subjective information
Simple

Conservative-traditionalist

Abstract
Subordinate

Concise
Accurate

Accumulative
Solid knowledge

Individual learning
Analytic

Objective information
Complex

Changeable-speculative

Yeganeh, 2021
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Print Culture
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• Johannes Gutenberg invents (1) metal type, (2) an oil-
based ink, & (3) a press ca. 1450 CE

• 1450 to 1800: Europe printed ca. 1 billion books
• Rise of newspapers, scientific journals, magazines, 

paperback books, etc.

Age of Print • 1450+
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Techno-Digital
Culture
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• 19th century inventions using electricity 
& other material processes 
(technological…)
• Photography (1826), Telegraph (1838), 

Telephone (1876), Motion pictures (1895), 
Commercial Radio (1920), TV (1947)

• 20th-21st century digital innovations
• Internet & World Wide Web (1960s-1990s), 

Personal computers (late 1970s), CDs (1982), 
Digital phones (1992), iPhone (2007) etc.

What is the Techno-Digital Age?
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• Orality vs. Literacy lies on a continuum. There are degrees of 
orality & literacy even today.

• Print culture built & expanded upon earlier levels of literacy 
(“writing”). 

• Techno-Digital Culture (Ong’s “Secondary Orality”) blurs 
some of the differences between orality & literacy

25

• A return to hearing sound and voice
• Experiencing dynamic visual movement
• Use of touch and personal body movements
• Reaching sensory-perceptual information beyond 

human capacities
• Speed of communication is faster, distance is trivial
• Amount of information grows exponentially while the 

cost of data storage is exponentially cheaper (see next 
slide)

Changes in Techno-Digital World
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1980 vs. 2019

My 2019 portable disk drive with 1TB capacity at a 
cost of about $80.00 is

the equivalent of over 350 IBM drives from 1980 and 
would have cost $97.7 million then

27

• New forms of orality arise from new media that are based on 
sound and voice (TV, movies, telephones, live concerts, etc.)

• Intermix with literacy & textual-written-printed media

• Importance of the printed word tends to be undermined, e.g., 
libraries less important

• Movement toward group memberships & group experiences 
(rock concerts, fan clubs, SOCIAL MEDIA like YouTube) ??? 
Political groups on right and left???

“Secondary Orality” (Ong)
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Global Positioning 
System (GPS)

• 1978 US military begins development 
of a “global positioning” satellite 
system

• 1996 the Navstar GPS system is fully 
functional with at least 24 satellites in 
orbit at any one time

• 2000 Pres. Clinton authorizes civilian 
and commercial uses of the GPS

• Currently, a smartphone using GPS 
can locate an individual with an 
accuracy of 16 feet anywhere on Earth 
under an open sky

• Other GPS devices (e.g., in a car) are 
accurate within 2.3 feet 95% of the 
time

https://www.gps.gov/systems/gps/performance/accuracy/

Locating
Navigating
Tracking
Mapping

Exact Timing
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1. Elon Musk ($241 billion): Tesla, SpaceX, ? Twitter
2.  Jeff Bezos ($151 billion): Founder of Amazon
3. Gautam Adani ($141 billion): Transportation, power, media et al.
4. Bernard Arnault & Family ($132 billion): Luxury goods, e.g., Tiffany
5. Bill Gates ($114 billion): Co-founder of Microsoft
6. Warren Buffett ($104 billion): Berkshire-Hathaway
7. Larry Page ($99 billion): Co-founder of Google
8. Sergey Brin ($97.4 billion): Co-founder of Google
9. Larry Ellison ($92.7 billion): CEO Oracle (major computer software 
company)
10. Steve Ballmer ($90.7 billion) former CEO of Microsoft 

6 of the top 10 got their wealth from digital technology and media

The 10 Wealthiest People in the World
(September 2022)

https://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/012715/5-richest-people-world.asp

30



9/7/22

16

1. Saudi Aramco ($2.32 trillion): Energy, oil, refining, gas
2. Apple, Inc. ($2.22 trillion): Information technology & electronics
3. Microsoft ($1.89 trillion): Info technology, software, consumer electronics
4. Alphabet (Google; $1.46 trillion): Internet & software services
5. Amazon ($1.09 trillion): E-commerce, internet, tech, retail, software services
6. Tesla ($735 billion): Automobiles, tech, electronic vehicles, energy
7. Berkshire Hathaway ($670 billion): diversified finance, insurance, media et 

al.
8. Meta (Facebook; $547 billion): Tech and internet
9. Taiwan Semiconductor ($469 billion): Semiconductors, tech, manufacturing
10. Tencent ($462 billion): Tech, internet, video games, esports

• 7 of the top 10 are based principally on digital technology and media
• Most of these companies did not exist 30 years ago

The 10 Wealthiest Companies in the World 
Sept 2022

https://usa.inquirer.net/100754/top-10-richest-companies-in-the-world

31

Surveillance Capitalism

Shoshana Zuboff at Harvard argues that 
we have entered a new form of capitalism 
which is grounded in digital technology’s 
ability 
(1) To track/locate digital media users
(2) To identify individual digital media 
users’ online behaviors, &
(3) To leverage this information for the 
purposes of sales

COMMODIFICATION of Digital Users’ Behaviors => anything that we do 
online can become information or data that has monetary value to some 

company or institution

Advertisers such as Google’s AdWords & AdSense realized they could target 
consumers more precisely and offer sellers access to people much more likely 

to buy their products. In 2021, Google earned $209 billion in advertising 
revenue (up from $147 billion in 2020)••

•• https://www.statista.com/statistics/266249/advertising-revenue-of-google/
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{
How many of these 
technologies do you use? 
Computer, iPhone, iPad, 
video game console, 
HDTV, digital camera, 
digital cable TV… All of 
these involve screens

Is our world now image-
centric? Kardashians, 
YouTube & TikTok 
“influencers”, FaceBook, 
Instagram…

Life on the Screen (Turkle, 2011)

Do we live our lives on the screen now rather 
than face-to-face (this lecture is on a screen!)
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