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INTRODUCTION
Lance Strate
In 2009, I was a guest of the Balvant Parekh Centre for General Semantics and Other Human
Sciences, and gave an address and a series of talks at the Centre’s First National Workshop. Stopping
in Mumbai on the way to Baroda, I met with Balvant Parekh himself, and I consider myself quite
fortunate to have had that opportunity. And I was delighted to learn that Balvant’s interest in general
semantics began by way of reading ETC at the time that Neil Postman was editing the journal. I
studied under Postman, I explained, in the Media Ecology Program at New York University, where
I earned my doctorate. The connection deepened, as Balvant shared with me the various reprint
anthologies that he had produced, which reflected a wide-ranging set of intellectual interests, and an
expansive view of general semantics that connected it to the context of other human sciences, chief
among them, I would add, being media ecology. Postman had introduced media ecology to a general
semantics audience as general semantics writ large, perhaps a bit of an exaggeration, but certainly
reflecting the understanding that media ecology, as a field of study, includes and incorporates general
semantics. Media ecology scholars continue to acknowledge the contributions of Alfred Korzybski,
S.I. Hayakawa, Wendell Johnson, and others associated with general semantics, the common ground
between media ecology and general semantics has been the subject of recent scholarship (Anton;
Anton & Strate; Strate, On the Binding; Media Ecology), and remains open for further investigation.
Korzybski made it clear that general semantics was one of many possible non-Aristotelian systems,
and it is clear that media ecology is characterized by a non-Aristotelian orientation (although it would
be best understood as a field of inquiry and an approach, rather than a system). General semantics
is in large part concerned with human environments, with the neurolinguistic and neurosemantic
environment (Korzybski) or more simply, the semantic environment (Johnson). Media ecology is also
concerned with human environments, and therefore the human condition (Strate, Media Ecology),
with media environments, the terms medium and environment being synonyms, and this includes
the symbolic environment, the technological environment, and the biophysical environment. The
term medium, as it is used in the field of media ecology, represents a much broader category than in
any other universe of discourse, and can encompass language in general and languages specifically,
symbols and codes, art and all manner of form, and even sense perception, sensory organs, the nervous
system, and the body, not to mention the environment itself. Korzybski’s key concept of abstracting
is more of less interchangeable with the media ecological concept of mediating. And both general
semantics and media ecology intersect and incorporate various other fields, disciplines, philosophies,
and theoretic orientations, including linguistic relativism, symbolic interactionism, relational
psychology and communication, information theory, cybernetics, systems theory, autopoiesis, chaos
and complexity, Thomism, pragmatism, phenomenology, modern languages and literary studies,
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orality-literacy studies, the interdisciplinary study of time, etc.
The articles collected in this special issue are neither the first word on the subject, nor the last.
Rather, they are a stepping stone, carrying inquiry forward, and clearing the path for further study.
Thom Gencarelli, the current editor of the journal ETC, provides an appropriate starting point
with his article, “ETC: A Review of General Semantics: The Neil Postman Years,” a discussion of
Postman’s tenure as editor of the journal, and the circumstances and significance as a bridge between
general semantics and media ecology. Another former editor of ETC, Bill Petkanas, follows with
the “The Dark Side of Coherence,” demonstrating the important relevance of general semantics and
media ecology together in understanding contemporary culture and politics. Next is Eva Berger, who
applies general semantics and media ecology to contemporary American controversies regarding the
Black Lives Matter movement, and efforts to remove statues commemorating the Confederacy,
in her article, “Contextualizing Monuments and Movies: Iconoclasm Through the Lenses of
Media Ecology and General Semantics.” Education is a core concern of general semantics, which
Korzybski intended to be a teachable system, and media ecology, with leading scholars such as
Marshall McLuhan, Walter Ong, and especially Neil Postman being at the forefront of discussions
regarding the nature and purpose of schooling, and educational reform; Michael Plugh tackles this
subject with his contribution, “Teaching the Human Arts: Media Ecology and General Semantics.”
My own contribution is entitled, “The New Grammarians,” and discusses the connection
between Korzybski and McLuhan in the context of grammar, reaching back to the ancient and
medieval notion of grammar as the study of language and literature. This is followed by Zhenbin
Sun’s philosophical discussion, “The Linguistic Turn in General Semantics, Media Ecology, and
Pragmatism.” From pragmatism to phenomenology, Corey Anton brings a philosophical orientation
to the study of writing and the literate mindset in his article, “Alphabetic Literacy and Pre-Reflective
Meaning: Phenomenological Considerations of Ego.” Adeena Karasick follows with, “Mapping the
Terrortory of Media Ecology: A FEMPOETICS,” a probing and poetic feminist exploration of the
intellectual landscape, guided by Kabbalistic hermeneutics. The last essay takes us down under to
Australia, to consider the relationship between identity and environment in light of ecological crisis,
in “Living and Dying at the Edge of Dreams,” by Ed Tywoniak. Finally, given the shared interest
in language and literature evident among general semanticists and media ecologists, I provide a
selection of six poems reprinted from my 2020 anthology, Diatribal Writes of Passage in a World of
Wintertextuality: Poems on Language, Media, and Life (But Not As We Know It).
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ETC: A REVIEW OF GENERAL SEMANTICS
THE NEIL POSTMAN YEARS
Thom Gencarelli
Abstract
ETC: A Review of General Semantics is, in the present day, the official journal of the
Institute of General Semantics, but has a history that dates back to 1943, the founding of
the Society for General Semantics, and the journal’s first Editor, Samuel Ichiye “S. I.”
Hayakawa. Hayakawa served as Editor of ETC. for 27 years (until Volume 27, Number 1),
had a formidable impact on higher education in the United States (and, in fact, became
a Senator from the state of California), and was also responsible for putting ETC. on the
map as a publication for prominent scholars and public intellectuals in fields ranging from
general semantics to language and linguistics, anthropology, epistemology, psychology
and social-psychology, and the entire sweep of human symbolic behavior.
Hayakawa stepped down in 1970 in order to assume of the Presidency of then San
Francisco State College, and his presence and influence was greatly missed until Neil
Postman became the third Editor of ETC. in 1977.
Under Postman, the journal renewed its reputation as something of a salon for the
public intellectuals of the time, as an incubator for up-and-coming academics, and as a
venue for Postman’s network of scholars and writers in education and the then-burgeoning
field that he named “media ecology” – which he described, in his 1974 Alfred Korzybski
Memorial Lecture, as “general semantics writ large.”
This article examines the 10 years and 39 issues of ETC. under Postman’s editorship,
to make argument about the impact he had on the journal and the imprint he left. In sum,
Postman can be said to be responsible for helping to sustain, and even move forward the
G.S. tradition by expanding Korzybski’s legacy and ideas into the wider symbolic and
semantic universes of media, and by pushing the therapeutic tradition of G.S. further
toward its potential as an intellectual pursuit, while maintaining its same intended benefit
for our human endeavor.

____

Introduction

In 2017, I was invited, or rather I was asked to become the eleventh Editor of ETC: A Review of
General Semantics. ETC., for those of you who do not know, is the official journal of the Institute of
General Semantics, which itself perhaps requires a bit of explanation.
The Institute of General Semantics was established in 1938 by Alfred Korzybski, a Polish Count,
engineer, World War I veteran, immigrant to the United States, iconoclastic scholar, and founding
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father of the practical discipline of general semantics (see Kodish; “The Institute”; “About”).
Korzybski conceived of general semantics as a “practical” discipline in his two books, Manhood of
Humanity and Science and Sanity, in response to his experience of the horrors of war and what man
can do to his fellow man, and with an applied scientist’s belief that teachable principles, based in
science, could be adapted to our systems and ways of thinking and so save us from such inhumanity
ever arising again in the course of our human affairs.
Shortly thereafter, in 1943, a group of mainly Chicago-based academics and physicians, who
had read Korzybski’s work and saw value in it in relation to the traditional academic disciplines
in the humanities, social sciences, and sciences, formed the Society for General Semantics1and
published the first volume of their journal, ETC. Foremost among this group was Samuel Ichiye
“S. I.” Hayakawa, Professor of English at the Illinois Institute of Technology, who became the
founding Editor of ETC. and who went on to become President of San Francisco State College (now
San Francisco State University) and one-term U. S. Senator from California. Hayakawa served as
Editor of ETC. for 27 years, until Volume 27, Number 1 in March 1970 – an issue that came out
shortly after he was appointed President of San Francisco State College (Gencarelli, “Letter from
the Editor” 4).
From the beginning, ETC. was rooted in the principles of general semantics and the attempts
of those influenced by Korzybski’s teachings to “spread the gospel,” but also, as academics are
by nature and training wont to do, to extend his theory and teachings. These academics included
Hayakawa himself, Wendell Johnson (the author of the seminal general semantics work People in
Quandaries), and Irving Lee (Language Habits in Human Affairs) among others.2Yet it might be said
that, from the beginning, general semantics has always served as the base, or frame for ETC. This
makes sense given the roots of general semantics in Korzybski’s own rather independent inclinations
and learning. But it also makes sense in the transdisciplinary bringing together, as Hayakawa notes
in the preface to his book Language in Thought and Action, of a widely-ranging group of influential
scholars, thinkers, and writers who have made contributions to our understanding of understanding,
and of meaning through language. This includes language theorists and linguists such as Ernst
Cassirer (author of, among his other works, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms), C. K. Ogden
and I. A. Richards (authors of the influential work The Meaning of Meaning), and Edmund Sapir;
psychiatrists and psychologists such as Sigmund Freud, Jean Piaget, Carl Rogers, Abraham Maslow,
and Gregory Bateson (author of Steps to an Ecology of the Mind); anthropologists such as Margaret
Mead and Benjamin Lee Whorf (whose groundbreaking work in linguistics was collected together
in Language, Thought, and Reality); sociologists such as Thorstein Veblen; and philosophers such as
Karl Popper. The work of a number of these widely-regarded figures appeared in the pages of ETC.
during Hayakawa’s term as Editor.
I would suggest, however, that the categorizing and labeling of these contributors to what
Robert Maynard Hutchins called “our great conversation of ideas” is itself something of a general
semantics problem (see M. Levinson, Sensible Thinking 12). For instance, Hayakawa’s Wikipedia
entry characterizes him as a linguist and psychologist in addition to being an English language
educator. The subtitle of Bateson’s classic book Steps to an Ecology of the Mind is “Essays in
Anthropology, Psychiatry, Evolution, and Epistemology.” In other words, to classify and separate
these greatly influential thinkers in our western tradition, or to suggest that ETC. has always and
only been about general semantics, smacks of what Neil Postman once referred to as a “hardening
of the categories” (Conscientious Objections 4). In turn, to call the glue that fuses people’s work
together “transdisciplinary” requires that we recognize and accept, in the first place, the idea of
discrete disciplines and disciplinary thinking. And while there is, of course, validity to the idea
of expertise – of devoting one’s life to the effort to develop and amass complete knowledge in a
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relatively narrow subject area and, as a result, to end up with extensive and accurate knowledge at
the very least–such labeling obfuscates and does a disservice to the nature of the shared enterprise
of all of these thinkers and theorists. Yes, Hayakawa was guilty of labeling them in the preface to
his book. However, he also read their work and became an important figure in the synthesizing of it
all – in helping to connect the dots of these contributors and their contributions.
ETC., then, like general semantics itself, has always been, at its base, about that which makes
us uniquely human: our symbol making. This includes our symbol making impulse, the symbol
making endeavor, the purposes for which we invented our various symbolic systems in the first
place as well as the ways we continue to re-invent and extend them (and seek to create new ones),
and, most importantly, the study of our symbols themselves: how they take on a life of their own,
how they work and allow us to achieve our ends and purposes but also don’t work, what a particular
symbolic system is good for and not-so-good for and why, etc. In other words, we can say that ETC.,
as a periodical heading toward its 80th birthday celebration, is about communication and media,
about meaning making, about the nature and problems of meaning and meaning making, about
epistemology, about the human endeavor and the human condition (see Strate, Media Ecology).
Perhaps we can even go so far as to say that it is rooted in what Francis Crick, the British physicist
who with James Watson first discovered and described the structure of human DNA, referred to as
“the hard problem”: “understanding how the brain gives rise to consciousness” (Sacks SR7).
Into this mix – appropriately, given what I have written so far, and after the seven-year term of
ETC.’s second Editor, Thomas M. Weiss – Neil Postman arrived as the third Editor of ETC., in 1977.
Postman became Editor as of the first issue of Volume 34, and remained at the helm for 10 years.3 I
say that this is “appropriate,” because Postman is yet another figure in this long line of like-minded
thinkers and synthesizers of our various schools of thought and traditions. He began his career as an
English language educator, with an Ed.D. degree from Columbia University’s Teachers College. He
received his degree in 1958, just as television was coming of age as one of, if not the most powerful
medium of our electronic age and as the harbinger of our visually- and viscerally-oriented and postliterate culture.4 As a result of television’s rather sudden and rising power – the amount and extent of
culture-wide and cross-cultural attention it received, and its resulting influence – Postman became
concerned about the consequence of the medium for what had been, up to that time, a print-oriented,
literate culture. This culminated almost immediately in the publication of the book Television and
the Teaching of English, for which Postman served as first author in conjunction with the Committee
on the Study of Television for the National Council of Teachers of English. As a result of this work,
and his best-known, later book, Amusing Ourselves to Death, he was often considered a media
critic. However, he was also a critic of technology (see Technopoly) and is often characterized, by
readers with only a superficial understanding of his work, as a technological determinist. He wrote a
book entitled Linguistics with his long-time colleague Charles Weingartner. He wrote a great many
books on the subject of education – some as a scholar-activist involved in the “educational reform
movement” of the 1960s (see e.g., Teaching as a Subversive Activity; Teaching as a Conserving
Activity) – and he sometimes referred to himself as an “educationist.” He is also often regarded as a
social and/or cultural critic. He was and is all of these things.
Perhaps most importantly, however, Postman was a public intellectual, following from the success
of his book Teaching as a Subversive Activity with Weingartner, and because of the great accessibility
and clarity of his writing. (In 1986, he received the George Orwell Award for Clarity in Language
from the National Council of Teachers of English, and he was often dismissed as a “popularizer” by
other academics, most of whom were, more often than not, simply envious of his book sales.) As a
result, it might be said that during his tenure as Editor of ETC., the journal became something of a
salon, but in periodical form. (The same also might be said of ETC. under the aegis of Hayakawa.)
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This article, then, serves three purposes – purposes I will not carry out in any systematic sense, but
in an integrated and organic way. My first purpose is to examine ETC.’s ten years under Postman’s
stewardship, from 1977 to 1986, and in so doing assess his influence on the journal’s contributions
and contributors, and thus its overall reputation. My second purpose is to examine the ways in
which Postman’s editorship impacted the fact that the journal is, still, and in accordance with its
very subtitle, a Review of General Semantics. Finally, my third purpose is to examine ETC. under
Postman as a salon of sorts for public intellectual discourse, rather than as a standard-issue academic
journal – and with what effect.

ETC: The Neil Postman Years

To begin, I must make two further points. The first of these has to do with the Alfred Korzybski
Memorial Lecture Postman delivered to the Institute of General Semantics, as a co-presenter with
Kenneth Johnson5 in 1974 – three years before he took on the Editorship of ETC. This is a greatly
significant moment in the history of general semantics and the Institute, but not one that was
necessarily well regarded and received – at least not in the moment. The reason for the questionable,
or perhaps cool reception to Postman’s remarks, comes down to one resounding statement he made:
“Media ecology is general semantics writ large.” The meaning of this statement – offered by a
person who read and was influenced by Korzybski, and who cited, promoted, and popularized his
work – is simply this: If general semantics considers our semantic environment, or context in which
utterances take place, and the fact that the sense and sensibility and result of such utterances are to
a great extent determined by that context, then the same holds true when we expand the concept of
our semantic environment to consider our various media environments – wherein the nature of the
medium, as a context, influences both the nature of utterances offered and the meanings we make
from such utterances. Or to put this in Postman’s own words, media ecology
…starts with the assumption that people do their thinking and feeling not only in and
through language but in and through all those media which extend, amplify and transform
oursenses. Further, Media Ecology assumes that what is important in understanding these
processes is not so much the content of media but the ways in which they structure our
transactions with them. Media ecologists want to know what kind of environment we enter
when we talk on the telephone or watch television or read a book. We want to know the
answers to such questions as: at what level of abstraction does a medium operate? What
aspects of reality does it isolate and amplify? What aspects of reality does it exclude? What
is the nature of the information it gives? What are its spatial biases? Its temporal biases?
What does a particular medium require us to do with our bodies and our senses? In what
directions does it encourage us to think? And how do such biases determine our relations
with others and with ourselves? (Media Ecology76-77)

In sum, given the two terms “general semantics” and “media ecology,” each of which constitutes
an entire conceptual/philosophical/theoretical framework (and therefore requires a good deal of
explanation before a person might understand enough of that to which it refers),we can say that (a)
Postman’s statement “media ecology is general semantics writ large” introduced something of a
branding problem at the same time that it (b) smacked of the one tradition, media ecology, absorbing
or usurping the other. Nonetheless, Postman was invited and welcomed to take the reins of ETC.
three years later.
My second point is this: I became a graduate student in Postman’s doctoral program in Media
Ecology at New York University beginning in 1985. As a result, I was introduced to general semantics,
Korzybski, and ETC. at this time. (I first became a member of the International Society of General
Semantics, and paid for my first annual subscription to ETC. in 1986.) However, I showed up a bit
too late in the game with respect to Postman’s editorship to become involved with the journal. In
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fact, I entered the program at exactly the moment when Postman published Amusing Ourselves to
Death. And I will suggest here that Postman stepped down from ETC. in 1986 for two reasons. The
first reason is that 10 years is a long time to serve as the editor of anything. The standard term of
editorship for a refereed academic journal is three years, and Hayakawa’s 27 years of editorship with
ETC. is both exceptional and extraordinary. Thus, one could say that 10 years is a nice, round figure
for such service, and that it made sense that Postman would bow out, move on, and pass the torch.
The less obvious reason Postman stepped down, however, had to do with what I know for certain
from this time: that he needed to move on because he no longer had the time to devote to ETC.
Amusing Ourselves to Death came out at exactly the moment when the social model of broadcasting
– formulated in Western Europe and emblematized by the British Broadcasting Corporation – began
to experience a threat from burgeoning globalization, multinational media conglomerates, and
Hollywood. People in positions of power in Europe, from government to the academy to those
whose work and livelihood was based in the media industry6 became greatly concerned about the
impending consequence of this shift and what it would inevitably mean for their culture/s. (As an
editorial comment, we now see in hindsight the extent to which and ways in which their concerns
were justified, as what these people warned and worried about has largely come to be.)
Into this transitional moment came Postman’s book – as they say, at the right moment and the
right time. Western Europeans saw the commercial imperative of the U.S. model, with television,
visual and image-based entertainment, and Hollywood, as a threat to – to borrow the phrase from the
subtitle of Amusing Ourselves to Death – the kind of “serious public discourse” democratic societies
need, and which is debased (and, as we continue to learn in 2020, perhaps all but destroyed) by
“show business.”7 Thus, during my first three years in the media ecology doctoral program Postman
was being flown off to Europe almost every weekend by this or that corporation or organization, to
give what were, as understatement, well-attended, well-received, and well-funded talks.
It is with all of this background information in mind that I introduce the March 1977, Volume 34,
Number 1 issue of ETC.: Postman’s first issue as Editor.

Volume 34

A significant factor of Postman’s editorship of ETC., from the very first issue of his first volume,
is the addition on the cover of a new, secondary title beneath the journal’s official library title. This
additional title reads: et cetera: a journal devoted to the role of symbols in human behavior. I might
argue, however, that this represents not only Postman’s re-orienting of the journal but a recognition/
realization of ETC.’s real purview from its very beginnings.
Volume 34, Number 1 includes, on its cover, the names of contributors: Margaret Mead, Stanley
Milgram, Paul Watzlawick, and Postman’s NYU colleague and professor of the history of education,
Henry Perkinson. The issue is a special issue entitled “The Roots of Fanaticism” (which, again,
seems a rather timely subject to revisit here in 2020).8 It includes both a “Note” and a “Foreword”
by Postman. The Note, entitled “East Meets West: A Note from the New Editor” (5-9) refers to
ETC. having been, prior to this moment, a West Coast journal, projecting what Postman politely
referred to as “the California school of general semantics” (5). And it is with this shift to the east
that Postman writes with respect to general semantics: “Is there a geography of ideology? To some
extent, I believe, there is. Westerners, for example, are apt to view general semantics as a therapy, a
prescription for individual psychological survival” (5) (emphasis added). He then goes on to write:
If I am right in saying that there is a Western and Eastern approach to the subject, then so
much the better for the subject. Let the pages of Et cetera now be the ground on which
such approaches meet, traffic with each other, slow down or speed each other up. Let the
pages of Et cetera be the place where thrusts and counterthrusts are made, claims and
counterclaims are measured, truths and counter truths are argued. The result can only be
an enrichment, a vast deepening of the subject. Toward this end, toward the development
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of a more comprehensive, catholic, diverse, and yet more rigorous general semantics, the
newly appointed stewards of Et cetera intend to dedicate ourselves. (6)

The Foreword (10-11) introduces the subject of the special issue, with a nod to “nineteen
scholars from eight different disciplines [who] have addressed the question: What are the roots
of fanaticism?” (11). Postman then adds, one year after the publication of his book Crazy Talk,
Stupid Talk, that the “sum total of their work – it is my hope – will increase our knowledge and
understanding of this persistent and virulent variety of human stupidity” (11).
However, beyond the stellar list of contributors from whom Postman was able to solicit
manuscripts for his inaugural special issue as Editor, an additional point must be made about “east
meets west.” For it is with ETC.’s west-to-east transition that Postman calls upon his network, and
in particular his colleagues and graduate students at NYU where he founded the Ph.D. program in
media ecology in 1970. Thus, we find on the masthead, as Managing Editor, Ph.D. student Jeanne
Posner. Among the Associate Editors we find: two of Postman’s earliest students in the program,
Terence P. Moran and Christine L. Nystrom – who went on to become two-thirds of the troika that
ran the program with Postman until his death in 2003; Constantine “Dean” Scaros – a Ph.D. student
who would become President and Chief Operating Officer at the J. Walter Thompson Advertising
Agency (J. Walter Thompson is listed as his affiliation on the masthead); and Neil’s writing partner,
colleague, and friend from his days at Columbia University’s Teachers College, Charles Weingartner.
As Media Editor we find Ph.D. student Richard “Dick” Ozersky and as Education Editor, Ph.D.
student Betsy Kaufman. In addition, within the pages of the issue itself, we find an article entitled
“The View from Israel” (39-42) by another student in the program, Yariv Ben-Eliezer, whose piece
follows Margaret Mead’s article. (Notably, Ben-Eliezer is the grandson of David Ben-Gurion, the
founder and first Prime Minister of the state of Israel.) Lastly, the issue includes book review essays
by two students who have gone on to become prominent scholars in their own right: Josh Meyrowitz
(No Sense of Place) and Paul Levinson (The Soft Edge; Digital McLuhan; New New Media).
Volume 34, Number 2 is then a special issue on “Media and Culture,” and includes full-length
articles by (now Joshua) Meyrowitz and Levinson. It also, however, introduces contributions
from: George Gerbner, Dean of the Annenberg School of Communications at the University of
Pennsylvania; Gary Gumpert (Talking Tombstones) of Queens College of the City University of New
York; Ben Bagdikian (The Media Monopoly), a professor at the University of California, Berkeley
Graduate School of Journalism, and Pulitzer Prize winner who, in 1971, was in part responsible for
the Washington Post’s publication of the “Pentagon Papers”; Alan Wurtzel, a graduate of the NYU
Ph.D. program who, following a brief career as an academic, became a high-level executive at both
the ABC and NBC television networks; and H. Marshall McLuhan.
The significant lore behind the publishing of McLuhan’s article, “Laws of Media” (173-179)
in ETC. is, as the story is told, that Postman had difficulty understanding McLuhan’s manuscript
submission and asked Paul Levinson for his help in editing it. The result is Levinson’s two-page
introduction to the work – wherein, as he writes, McLuhan “offers a new schema that describes
the operation, not only of media, but of all human processes, artifacts, and creations” (173). It
must be pointed out that the important outcomes of this initial publication are (a) the extent to
which McLuhan’s “tetrad” went on to become a greatly generative and influential framework for the
analysis of advances in media and technology and (b) the publication of Laws of Media: The New
Science, which was released posthumously in collaboration with McLuhan’s son, Eric.
After the splash of these two initial issues, Postman closes out the volume year with a third
special issue (Number 3), “The Biases of Research,” which includes an article by noted media
scholar Paul Messaris (“Biases of”), followed by a return to ETC.’s general semantics roots in issue
Number 4 – with Nordberg’s “General Semantics as Radical Nominalism” (396-404) and Harrison’s
“Some Personal Memories of Alfred Korzybski and His Times” (405-409). I must add, however,
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that the lead article of the final issue Number 4 is a collaboration between McLuhan and Robert
Logan, entitled “Alphabet: Mother of Invention” (373-383), which stands as a precursor to Logan’s
important book, The Alphabet Effect.

Volume 35

Volume 35, Number One, at the start of 1978, sees Christine Nystrom promoted to Executive
Editor, Joshua Meyrowitz invited on board as an Associate Editor, and Paul Levinson appointed as
Book Editor. In addition, Peter Haratonik, an NYU Ph.D. student and Director of the Media Studies
program at the New School for Social Research (now The New School) is added as an Associate
Editor.
Beyond this, Volume 35 is notable on three counts. The first is a return of sorts to ETC.’s general
semantics foundations but, in a number of cases, with a noteworthy dropping of the word “general.”
For instance, issue Number 1 includes articles on “A Short Critique of General Semantics” by Beale
(58-60) and “The Semantic Environment of Higher Education: Language in the Academic Shop”
(McCracken37-44), both of which can legitimately be said to be general semantics analyses. However,
it also includes “Beware the Semantic Trap: Language and Propaganda” (Boardman78-85), which
toes the line between a general semantics analysis and a more general “semantics” analysis. This is
relatively common across the history of general semantics: that people who have only superficial
understanding of the subject often think it is merely about semantics. In the meantime, the fact that
Volume 35 represents something of a transition to and emphasis on media does not help in this
regard. Thus, it is fair to say that ETC. under Postman still highlights general semanticists and their
contributions to the thought world and mission of “GS.” However, it will also highlight work that is
about language as a medium and language in media.
My second point about Volume 35 is that it represents the real beginning of ETC. as a venue for
Postman’s colleagues and Ph.D. students to publish their work – a factor that influences and helps
bring about the shift described in the preceding paragraph. Issue Number 1, for example, includes
a four-page poem by student Cliff Hesse (“Much Ado about Nothing”). Issue Number 2 includes
an article by student David Linton (“When Private Goes Public”). Christine Nystrom has the lead
article in issue Number 3 (“Waiting”). Finally, issue Number 4 includes a piece by student Edward
Wachtel (“Technological Cubism”).
A third point about Volume 35 is that two of four issues include articles from Dan Hahn, a
professor of political rhetoric and communication at Queens College of the City University of New
York.
Finally, I will add that Postman announces, in his “Foreword” to issue Number 4(345), the
postponement of a special issue on “Propaganda” – which, he writes, will appear as the first issue
of Volume 36.

Volume 36

The third year of ETC. under Postman’s tenure, Volume 36, can be characterized as follows.
First, Postman continues the attempt to remain true to ETC.’s general semantics roots while
continuing to expand into media communication generally. Second, he continues to work to enhance
the public intellectual and salon-like nature of the journal, which, with all due respect to previous
Editor Weiss’s seven-year editorship, Postman seems to have taken responsibility to resurrect. (As a
case in point: When I took over as Editor of ETC., just in time for its 75th anniversary, I published
a “best of” volume from the journal’s first 75 years. Four of the re-prints I chose came from this
volume: one by Postman himself [“The Information Environment”], one by Logan [“The Mystery
of the Discovery of Zero”], one by Jacques Ellul [“An Aspect of the Role of Persuasion”], and one
by Edward Bernays [“Human Engineering”].)Lastly, Volume 36 continues to serve as a publication
vehicle for the NYU media ecology program’s doctoral students.
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Issue Number 1 is still not, as promised, the special issue on propaganda. Nonetheless, it
represents the first time Postman published Wendell Johnson’s son, Nicholas Johnson. (Interestingly
enough, given that he is Wendell Johnson’s son, Johnson’s title, “Searching for the Right Word:
The Semantics of Heterosexual Relationships” is yet another that suggests “semantics” rather
than general semantics.) Johnson’s lead article is then immediately followed by Logan’s deeply
researched inquiry into the roots of the concept of zero, “The Mystery of the Discovery of Zero”
(16-28). In addition, the issue presents another contribution from Perkinson, “Learning from Our
Mistakes” (37-57), which speaks to the primary thread of his personal program of research, as well
as an article from Stuart Sigman (“The Neglected Situation”) who was, at the time, an associate
professor at the Annenberg School of Communications of the University of Pennsylvania.
It is, then, with issue Number 2 that Postman finally delivers on the special issue, “On Propaganda,”
with its “Foreword” written not by Postman this time but by Associate Editors Haratonik and Moran,
who ostensibly served as guest editors of the special issue. The issue includes articles by Postman
himself (“Propaganda”) and Moran (“Propaganda as Pseudocommunication”) with, additionally, a
book review by Haratonik (“Propagandist as Propagandee”). Most prominently, however, the issue
presents the work of two of the 20th Century’s foremost experts on the subject: Edward Bernays
(Crystallizing Public Opinion; Propaganda; Public Relations), nephew of Sigmund Freud and the
“father” of public relations, and Jacques Ellul, author of the seminal work that is part of the NYU
media ecology program’s reading list), Propaganda: The Formation of Men’s Attitudes.
The remainder of Volume 36 is then notable for two articles by Christine Nystrom (“Not By
Any Means”; “Space and Situations”) but also, in particular, for issue Number 3, which includes
an article by Postman entitled “The Information Environment” (which I chose for my “best of”
volume), one by former student Helen Stritzler (“Up and Out of the Cave”), and a book review by
Marshall McLuhan. Finally, issue Number 4 includes a lead article by Chaim Perelman (“The Use
and Abuse”) and, in Postman’s “Foreword,” a brief statement in memory of I. A. Richards, who had
passed away on September 6th of that year.

Volume 37

By Volume 37 in 1980, Joshua Meyrowitz is now Media Editor (along with Maria Simpson),
Edward Wachtel is an Associate Editor (having been added the previous year), and Lillian Trzesinski
(who was my undergraduate instructor for a course in “Writing for the Mass Media”) is Managing
Editor.
With respect to the highlights of this volume year, let me begin by pointing the reader to
Postman’s “Foreword” in issue Number 1, which he wrote in response to having recently watched
then-President Jimmy Carter deliver his State of the Union Address. (I admit to pointing this out
after re-reading Postman’s Foreword a week after watching Donald Trump deliver his 2020 State
of the Union Address.) Postman concludes his Foreword with a reference to Samuel Johnson, the
English writer and Tory, and the following:
All of this is to say that there is nothing more humbling to a semanticist than to listen to
a political address and to the huzzahs that follow closely upon it. Such speeches have not
changed much in two thousand years; neither has the applause they call forth diminished.
Dr. Samuel Johnson is supposed to have kicked a rock and then said, “Thus I refute
Berkeley.” In like manner, a political orator, employing all of the semantic distortions and
rhetorical tricks that are his heritage, may say, “Thus I refute General Semantics,” for we
may well ponder the possibility that the mysteries of the human mind lie far out of the
reach of our clean and subtle instruments. (4)
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The issue then includes a piece by Postman himself, “Language Education in a Knowledge Context,”
as well as one by his student Robert Blechman, who applies the main thrust of anthropologist Claude
Levi-Strauss’ work to an analysis of television advertising (“The ‘Savage Mind’”).
Issue Number 2 of that year is then deeply significant in that it includes, in addition to articles
by Perkinson (“Educative Environments”) and Ph.D. student Paul Lippert (“Tattooing”)9, two
articles that are expressly about general semantics: one by Russell Joyner, then Executive Director
of the International Society of General Semantics (“On General Semantics Research”), and one by
Martin H. Levinson, the current President, in 2020, of the Institute of General Semantics (“General
Semantics and Student Alienation”).
After this, however, while issue Number 4 presents an article by esteemed GS scholar and Associate
Editor Anatol Rapoport (“Verbal Maps”), and a piece by Exton entitled “What ‘IS’ GS?” (340-346),
the remainder of the volume covers all manner of inquiries into communication, media, technology,
language, education, and human symbolization and symbol use. Issue Number 3, for example,
presents “Euclidean Space to Outer Apace: An Informal Discussion of the Effects of Acoustic and
Visual Space in Communications,” which is a conversation between McLuhan and Bruce Powers,
McLuhan’s co-author for the book The Global Village (once again published posthumously), and
also a piece on television viewing in India by Ph.D. student Vasu Varadhan (“The Saturday Night
Voyeurs”). Issue Number 4 then includes articles about television by Postman himself (“TV News as
Metaphor”), about politics by Dan Hahn (“Why Politics Bore Us”), and about automobiles and the
American dream by Brent Ruben, a professor at Rutgers University (“Sunday Rides”).
To step backward in this volume for a moment, though, before moving forward, it is important
to point out Postman’s “Foreword” to issue Number 3, which acknowledges that Marshall McLuhan
had recently suffered a stroke, but that he was, for the time being, alive and well. Postman follows this
announcement by writing a brief paean to McLuhan’s great scholarly contributions and influence.
It is, however, somewhat strange that no “In Memoriam” piece is ever offered on McLuhan’s
behalf after this – following his death on the very last day of the volume year.

Volume 38

Volume 38 sees Paul Lippert take on the mantle of Managing Editor, and Paul Levinson added
as an Associate Editor as of issue Number 2. Beyond this, however, the volume is most notable
for the fact that Postman writes his “Foreword” for issue Number 1 and subsequently turns this
responsibility over to his Ph.D. students. Lippert writes the Foreword to issues Number 2 and
Number 4, while another, new Ph.D. student, Jay Rosen writes the Foreword to issue Number 3 –
introduced, however, as “a well-known media critic in New York City” (239). Rosen of course goes
on to become a professor of journalism at NYU, a highly regarded scholar of journalism (What are
Journalists For?), and author of the influential blog, PressThink.
The significant issues in this Volume then turn out to be the middle ones, issues Number 2 and
Number 3. Issue Number 2 includes articles by Nystrom (“On Science and Truth”), Weingartner
(“Three Little Words”), Rosen (“Television and Technology”), and Ph.D. student Suzanne Schick
(“The Semantic Environment of Flight”). It also introduces a piece by Clifford Christians, associate
professor at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, who will go on to become one of our
foremost experts on the subject of media and communication ethics (“The Sensate in Sorokin”).
Issue Number 3 includes articles by Perkinson (“A Darwinian Theory”), Lippert (“I’m Here”), and
student Susan Maushart (“See Jane Watch”).
Most prominently, however, issue Number 3 opens with two articles about Canadian economist
and media historian Harold Innis, written by classics scholar Eric Havelock (Preface to Plato; The
Origins of Western Literacy; The Muse Learns to Write). One is a semi-biographical treatment,
“Harold Innis: A Man of His Times.” The other, “Harold Innis: The Philosophical Historian,”
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addresses the legacy of Innis’ scholarship. And while, as I wrote above, Postman gave his students
the responsibility to write the Forewords to three out of Volume 38’s four issues, Postman does write
a brief introduction to these companion pieces by Havelock.

Volume 39

Volume 39 continues the approach of the previous volume with respect to Forewords. Postman
writes the Foreword to issue Number 1, Lippert writes the Foreword to Number 3, and Rosen writes
the Foreword to Number 4. Oddly enough, however, there is no Foreword for issue Number 2.
Additionally, Ph.D. student Moshe Botwinick takes over as Book (Review) Editor as of issue
Number 3, halfway through the volume.
Issue Number 1 kicks off with an article by ISGS Executive Director, Russell Joyner – about what,
to my mind, has been a recurring theme throughout the history of ETC.: “A Few Speculations on the
Future of General Semantics” (4-7). The issue further includes contributions about sociolinguistics
by noted linguist and etymologist Allen Walker Read (“The Contribution of Sociolinguistics”),
about homosexuality and minority group status by Postman’s NYU colleague A. Damien Martin
(“The Minority Question”), about telephone answering machines by Ph.D. student Stephanie Gibson
(“Joe’s Not Here”), and another contribution from Brent Ruben, this time with his colleague Jarice
Hanson, about technology and masculinity (“Technology and the Macho Image”).
Issue Number 2 begins with an article entitled “Communication and Power” by John Downing
(91-105) and continues with pieces by student Myrna Frommer (“Names”) and Postman’s colleague
Weingartner (“Education Research”). (I reprinted this piece from Weingartner in my “greatest
hits” volume.) Issue Number 3 includes articles by students Maushart (“Damaged Goods”) and
Rosen (“The Child Model”), as well as by former student Jib Fowles (“Advertising’s Fifteen Basic
Appeals”), another by Jarice Hanson (“What Grade Do You Teach?”), and by Postman himself (“The
Las Vegasizing of America”). It also includes a review of Postman’s book, The Disappearance of
Childhood, written by Havelock, and a review of Daniel Czitrom’s Media and the American Mind,
authored by Lippert.
The last issue then opens with yet another piece by Read (“The Relation of Definitions”) and
closes out the volume year with Lippert’s review of Walter Ong’s latest book, Orality and Literacy.

Volume 40

As of the beginning of this volume year, Jay Rosen is installed as Media Editor and Ph.D. student
and music scholar Robert Albrecht begins his first full year as Art Editor. The first issue once again
presents work from Allen Walker Read, but this time writing specifically about general semantics
with an article entitled “The Semiotic Aspect of Alfred Korzybski’s General Semantics” (16-21).
The issue then presents pieces by Ph.D. students Susan Labaschin (“Has All Coherence Gone”) and
Gerard Nierenberg, who is also Past President of the Institute of General Semantics and, at that time,
a Director of the International Society for General Semantics (“Negotiation by Negation”).
Beyond this, the volume is notable for contributions from Perkinson, once again addressing
the basic principle that undergirds his work in “How Things Get Better” (149-157); from Berta
Sichelwith “New Hope for the Technological Society: An Interview with Jacques Ellul” (192-206);
from Albrecht with “A Look Inside the World of Art” (393-400); from Read again with “The Criteria
for a Class of Jocular Words in English” (463-470); and from Postman’s son, Andrew, with “What
Movies Will Be Like in 1984” (459-462). It further includes, within issue Number 2, an article about
general semantics, “Semantics and Decision-Making” by yet another Director of the ISGS, Edward
MacNeal (158-176).
It is issue Number 3, however, which greatly stands out within this volume, as Postman –
with Lippert managing and writing the “Foreword” – takes the moment to celebrate ETC.’s 40th
anniversary by re-publishing a series of articles from across the history of the journal. This includes
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a noteworthy choice as lead article, Leslie White’s piece entitled “The Symbol: The Origin and
Basis of Human Behavior” from Volume 1, Number 4, and goes on to re-present the work of such
scholars and G.S. stalwarts as Ashley Montagu, Wendell Johnson, Irving Lee, Anatol Rapoport, Ray
Birdwhistell, Lloyd Morain,10 and Hayakawa.

Volume 41

While one might imagine that by this eighth volume in Postman’s tenure as Editor, he might begin
to run out of steam, or become complacent and turn on the cruise control, Volume 41 starts with a
bang. The lead article in issue Number 1 is by Rapoport (“Extending the Language of Mathematics”)
and is followed by Postman’s own article, “Social Science as Theology” (22-32) – a piece that will
be published again, with the slightly amended title “Social Science as Moral Theology,” as the lead
chapter in Postman’s book-cum-collection-of-essays, Conscientious Objections: Stirring up Trouble
about Language, Technology, and Education (3-19). As a collection of essays, Conscientious
Objections was put out in a timely fashion, ostensibly to capitalize on the global success of Amusing
Ourselves to Death. However, as Postman once remarked to me with respect to this essay and to its
place within his oeuvre: “This is about as good as it gets.” Issue Number 1 also includes the article
by Rosen that I chose to include within my special issue retrospective, “Structuralism in Reverse”
(38-45).
Issue Number 2 follows with an important lead-off article by Moran, “Politics 1984: That’s
Entertainment” (117-129), wherein he lays out his elegant and oft-cited framework for understanding
U. S. politics in the age of television and since: “The Politics of Issue; the Politics of Party; and the
Politics of Image” (118). The issue also includes another contribution from Rosen (“Advertising’s
Slow Suicide”) and one from student Azary Messerer (“Orwell and the Soviet Union”). Issue
Number 3, which does not have a Foreword, then opens with yet another article in Perkinson’s
ongoing research program, “How Speech Made Things Better” (219-238) and, in addition to pieces
by MacNeal (“The Flaw”) and Fowles (“Communication Technologies”), includes a contribution
from Postman’s colleague in the English Education program at NYU, Gordon Pradl, entitled “On
Coming to Terms With the Real Literacy Crisis” (248-266). Finally, issue Number 4 closes out the
year with pieces from Postman’s colleague Martin (“The Perennial Canaanites”) and his student
Labaschin (“Why We Brush Our Teeth”).

Volume 42

Volume 42 introduces an important transition on the masthead as student Jeanne Posner, now an
assistant professor at Western Connecticut State University, becomes Research Editor – but, with
the publication of issue Number 3, subsequently becomes Education Editor, flipping positions with
Betsy Kaufman, who had served as Education Editor throughout Postman’s term as Editor and up
until this time.
Volume 42 is, then, most noteworthy for two issues. The first is issue Number 1, which kicks
off with a bit of an unusual “Foreword” by Postman, wherein he attaches two “strongly worded”
(3) “Letters to the Editor” demanding or “requiring ‘censorship’ of all sexist language” (3) in the
journal moving forward. This is followed by yet another article by Read (“Language Revision”), and
then by something of a teaser to Postman’s soon-to-be-released book, with the same title, “Amusing
Ourselves to Death” (13-18) – which, it is pointed out, “was originally presented as the keynote
address at the Frankfurt Book Fair on October 2, 1984” (13). The issue then also includes new
articles by students Linton (“Luddism Reconsidered”) and Schick (“Propaganda Analysis”), as well
as an introduction to the work of a relatively new Ph.D. student at the time, Lance Strate – the Guest
Editor of this special issue of Anekaant (“Heroes, Fame and the Media”).
The second notable issue is the volume’s special issue Number 3 “devoted solely to the work
of Karl Popper” (Lippert195). The special issue is presented in Lippert’s “Foreword,” as well as
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in introductions by Levinson and Fred Eidlin, who served as guest editors. There is, however, no
mention of the special issue on the cover.
I end my explication of this particular volume by also pointing to a book review, in issue Number
4, of Jonathan Kozol’s Illiterate America – written by my late friend and colleague, and former NYU
Ph.D. student, Joseph Ashcroft (180-182).

Volume 43

Volume 43 represents an emphatic return to ETC.’s general semantics foundations. Issue Number 1
in particular opens with a piece by Rapoport entitled “General Semantics and the Prospects for Peace”
(4-14) and contains articles by MacNealon “When Does Consciousness of Abstracting Matter the
Most?” (33-42), Hunt on “General Semantics and Gregory Bateson 1985” (43-46), Boyd on “Piaget
and Korzybski: Parallels” (47-51), Stewart on “General Semantics and Speech Education” (52-61),
Mullen and McBride on “Strategic Management of Semantic Environments” (67-72), Parkinson on
“The Creative Process and General Semantics” (73-82), Education Editor Jeanne Posner on “What
is this Thing Called Love: Demonstrating Intensional and Extensional Meanings” (90-94), and
finally Fleishman on “Teaching General Semantics to Those Less Likely to Succeed: A Teaching
Experience with High School Dropouts” (95-99). Issue Number 2 presents Milton Dawes, presentday GS Ambassador (and an “East Coast-West Coaster”), with his article on “Multiordinality: A
Point of View” (128-132), and goes on to include work by Hasan on “General Semantics as a Tool
to View Psychiatrese” (175-180) and Takabayashi on “Japanese Philosophy and General Semantics”
(181-190). Postman’s final issue as Editor then begins with his own significant contribution, “The
Limits of Language” (227-233) – reprinted from the New York University Education Quarterly–
followed by the first article Strate wrote expressly about the subject of GS, “Time Binding in Oral
Cultures” (234-246)– which I re-published in my 75th anniversary volume. This is followed, finally,
by Willet and Thompsen’s “Style in Public Speaking: A General Semantics Approach” (291-296).
New Editor Russell Joyner then gives the foreword to his first issue, Volume 43, Number 4 the
title of “In Appreciation,” in recognition of Postman’s ten years at ETC.’s helm. He thanks Postman
and “his colleagues from New York University,” and offers the team the following note of praise:
More than a few wide-ranging Et ceteras they have edited will be considered by readers
among the best published in these past 43 years. In their special issues exploring single
subjects – media, propaganda, research, fanaticism – some of the world’s most distinguished
investigators have contributed to a better understanding of these topics. (331)

Finally, in his penultimate paragraph, he adds this highlight and further recognition:
In Dates and Indexes of this issue we report a special honor given to Neil Postman by the
National Council of Teachers of English: the George Orwell Award for 1986.This annual
award for distinguished contributions to honesty and clarity in public language is given
for his book Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business.
(331)

Conclusion

In summation, Postman, during his years as Editor of ETC., maintained the journal’s primary
identity as A Review of General Semantics. He did so by continuing to include sections of the
journal I have chosen not to cover in this analysis, such as the “Dates and Indexes” section that
announced noteworthy events, milestones, and news in the world of general semantics, compiled
for ten years by the ISGS Executive Director Russell Joyner, and the “A Word From the President”
section written for each issue by ISGS President Mary Morain. However, he also maintained the
journal’s GS reputation to the extent that his volumes of ETC. were as much not about GS as the
volumes by Hayakawa and Weiss before him were not. Hayakawa, for example, not only published
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psychologists like Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow, but the mathematician Warren Weaver, the
sociologist David Riesman, former Federal Communications Commission Chair Newton Minow and
F.C.C. commissioner Lee Loevinger, anthropologist (and McLuhan contemporary and colleague)
Edmund “Ted” Carpenter, and poets including e. e. cummings and Langston Hughes.
In addition, and in looking back at this partial list of contributors to the journal under Hayakawa,
it is clear that Postman did his best to resurrect and then maintain the salon-like nature of ETC. at
its best and most significant. His own name and reputation drew attention to the journal, and his
“network” of scholars– some of whom would attend and address the NYU media ecology program’s
conferences at Sacks Lodge in the Catskill Mountain range of New York State – certainly appeared
within the pages of the journal during his tenure, and did so without Postman needing to work or
struggle to solicit submissions, or to cajole and plead for them.
Postman also did a service to the larger intellectual community orbiting around GS by calling
upon, and relying upon his Ph.D. students in the NYU media ecology program. This was true not
only with respect to bringing together the cadre of people who became the small, in-house publishing
concern that produced four annual issues for 10 years; to building a team that helped make the
journal what it was and could be at this time. It is also true in that some of these students went on
to become significant scholars themselves, both in and on the periphery of the GS tradition. I am
thinking, in particular, of Levinson, Meyrowitz, Rosen, and especially Lance Strate.
Finally, I will suggest the following. A few years back, I published an article in ETC., during
Ed Tywoniak’s term as Editor, with the title “The Cult/ure of Personality” (6-13). In this article, I
examined – or perhaps “problematized” is a better word – the idea of an intellectual tradition, such
as GS, that is so closely associated and identified with an individual as its founding figure. (Freudian
psychoanalysis is another such example.) My point, however, with respect to the case of GS was
this: If Postman’s editorship of ETC. represents the shift from the West Coast “therapeutic” approach
to GS to a new East Coast paradigm – one housed within an academic tradition – this represents a
critically important– a necessary – moment in the history of GS and in the history of the journal.
For, on the one hand, if the therapeutic approach was so closely associated with the charisma of
GS’s founder, this becomes a tough act to follow, not to mention expand upon, once the founder has
passed. The world’s great religions are perhaps the only exception to this. Even more importantly,
however, the scholarly approach to a subject always results in questioning the received wisdom,
extending and expanding it, problematizing it, bringing it into and connecting it with other traditions
and schools of thought, etc.
Thus, the East Coast moment of general semantics, and of ETC. as “a journal devoted to the role
of symbols in human behavior” rather than only to “reviewing general semantics,” ensured that both
GS and ETC. would remain vital and, rather than remain static, continue to evolve toward a future
wherein we are still concerned about, thinking about, writing about, and contesting these things – in
good faith and toward our human betterment. And wherein we still do so within the pages of the
journal, some 34 years on and after almost 80 years in total.

NOTES
1.

In 1948, the Society for General Semantics became the International Society for General Semantics, with
S. I. Hayakawa serving as its first President. The ISGS then merged with the Institute of General Semantics
in 2004.
		
As a result, ETC. was first published by the Society for General Semantics, from 1943-1948. It was
then published by the ISGS as of the Winter 1949 (Volume 6, Number 2) issue and until 2003. The Fall
2003 (Volume 60, Number 3) and Winter 2003-2004 (Volume 60, Number 4) issues were published by
the “International Society for General Semantics in cooperation with the Institute of General Semantics.”
Finally, since April 2004 (Volume 61, Number 1), ETC. has been published by the IGS.
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2.

It bears noting that Johnson and Lee both became professors of speech, though Johnson began his career
as a professor of psychology. The rise of speech as an academic discipline in the United States came about
as the result of a schism in English language education at the turn of the 19th into the 20th Century and the
ensuing “split” into departments/programs in literature and departments/programs in rhetoric.

3.

In actuality, Postman served as Editor for one issue short of a full ten years. Russell Joyner became ETC.’s
fourth Editor as of Volume 43, Number 4.

4.

Walter J. Ong, S. J. offers us yet another term for these times: that we live in an age of “secondary
orality,” or a return to aspects of our species’ life’s world before writing and literacy but with significant
communicative, media-based, technological, and epistemological differences and extensions that require
examination and analysis.

5.

Kenneth G. Johnson, former Professor of Mass Communication at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee,
is no relation to the noted general semanticist Wendell Johnson, author of People and Quandaries, and his
son Nicholas Johnson, an attorney, former Commissioner on the Federal Communications Commission
(FCC), and contributor to ETC. on a number of occasions.

6.

As an example, note the case of the German-based publishing company Bertelsmann, which, for a short
time shortly after this, became the biggest multinational media conglomerate in the world by market
capitalization.

7.

Interestingly, given the fall of the Berlin Wall and the ultimate collapse of the U.S.S.R. in 1991, people
in Eastern Europe turned out not to be similarly concerned but were, instead, interested in and gravitated
toward the freedoms represented by the commercial imperative of the U.S./Hollywood system – after they
had been oppressed for so long and cut off from the west’s cultural products. Their concern at the time (or
shortly thereafter) thus leaned in completely the opposite direction from those in Western Europe. They
welcomed Hollywood’s entertainments, along with the promise (or hope?) of a new and more open news
and information media.

8.

In previous research (“The Missing Years”), I encountered a bibliography (“Regent College Library”)
that listed a book edited by Postman and Howard Damon, entitled The Roots of Fanaticism and reputedly
published in 1965 by Holt, Rinehart and Winston. This same book is also referenced, but not cited in a
blog post by Peter Fallon. However, in years of searching I have never turned up the physical or electronic
version of such a book.

9.

Lippert’s research is a published example of the monograph students in the NYU Ph.D. program in Media
Ecology were required to carry out as part of their requirements to qualify for candidacy. The assignment
was to take a pre-20th Century technology and trace the implications of its invention for human civilization
and history.

10. Lloyd Morain was a long-time Officer of the International Society for General Semantics along with his
wife, Mary Morain, who served as President of the ISGS from 1976-1985.
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DISEASE, MEDICINE AND THE HUMANITIES

Disease may happen to our body or mind, but it is also understood in certain ways: as a sign of human
vulnerability, punishment for personal or collective transgression that may be deserved or undeserved,
unforeseen calamity, the negation of selfhood. In fact, the biological effects of disease and its social
meanings and consequences are entangled in such a complex fashion that it is not possible to separate
them. Anthropologists make a theoretical distinction between disease as an objective and verifiable event
and illness as the meaning it acquires in subjective experience, but the two are invariably understood to
intersect or overlap. These meanings determine how we are perceived, by ourselves and others, often
leading to self-abjection and stigma, and affect the way our lives unfold. As Susan Sontag wrote in AIDS
and Its Metaphors, it is the meanings we associate with particular diseases that kill, as much as the disease
itself does.
As such, therefore, the study of disease, its meanings and how they impact our personal and social
life, has been an important focus of interdisciplinary humanities. If the object of humanities is the
significance of being human, this is an inquiry that serves a social as much as an academic need. It is
often said that the disciplinary protocol of medicine, which has become increasingly techno-scientific in
the last hundred years, is ‘dehumanizing’. The meaning of illness and its effect on human suffering, as
Arthur Kleinman wrote, have tended to become irrelevant to the pedagogy and practice of the discipline.
“Meaning itself is not configured as a central focus or task of medicine.” Medical humanities emerged in
the mid-twentieth century as a corrective to this tendency, to supplement medical science with knowledge
of ethics and thereby to ‘humanize’ its practice. The Columbia University Medical Center was one of the
first to introduce a programme in narrative medicine, the object of which was to sensitize clinicians to
the patient’s story. As Rita Charon, one of the founders of this programme, put it: “We have increasingly
come to recognize that the having of a human body gives us a rare ground of unity – we have the same
body, we have the same organs, we are prey to the same diseases, and we all will die.” It is in developing
these “commonalities of values, meanings, and goals” that narrative medicine can contribute to a clinical
practice that doesn’t only cure but heals, in the convergence of the doctor’s diagnosis of disease and the
patient’s story of illness and suffering.
If subjects such as medical ethics and narrative medicine have become important foci of research
in medical humanities, supplementing medical knowledge with the ‘arts’ of healing, another focus that
has emerged is a ‘critical medical humanities’ that doesn’t supplement but critiques the discourses and
practices of healthcare. Drawing on critical theory, it examines the links between medical knowledge and
power, the ‘medicalization’ of human behaviour, and the ideological underpinnings of health and illness.
Most importantly, it extends the scope of medical humanities beyond the clinical setting and examines
issues pertaining to public health, epidemic disease, and the affirmation of or resistance to hegemonic
social meanings and values. In this focus, the humanities relate to medicine neither as friend nor foe, but
in a critical interface of the sciences and the arts of the human.
This special issue of Anekaant invites articles, by 31 December 2020, on disease from the perspective
of interdisciplinary humanities, on topics including, but not limited to - the therapeutic function of the
arts; disease and illness; curing and healing; clinical encounters; illness narratives; comparative health
systems; cultural politics of healthcare; biopolitics of public health; epidemic narratives; the diseased
body and the law; public health pedagogy and health communication; the application of general semantics
to health and illness etc.
Editor: Dilip K. Das: He is Professor of Cultural Studies in the School of Interdisciplinary Studies at
The English and Foreign Languages University, Hyderabad. A recipient of a Fulbright Postdoctoral
Fellowship at University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, USA, and South Asia Regional Fellowship from
the Social Science Research Council, New York, he specializes in interdisciplinary body study. He has
published prolifically on the social dimensions of disease. His latest publication is titled Teaching AIDS:
The Cultural Politics of HIV Disease in India (2019).
Submissions in MS Word format and written as per the latest MLA Style sheet, may be sent as an email
attachment to the editor of the Special Issue at: deekaydas@gmail.com.
Last date of submission: 31 December 2020.
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THE DARK SIDE OF COHERENCE
Bill Petkanas
Abstract
This paper examines how general semantics and media ecology seek to understand the
structures and systems of communication. Political polarization may not be the result of
active news consumption but an attempt to find coherence and order through news. People
develop a political identity and use it as a heuristic to acquire information which will
conform to the reified identity of the media consumer.
Keywords: Maps, language, media ecology, media systems, media environments,
television, politics, news.
___

J. Samuel Bois tells of a meeting with Alfred Korzybski in Lakeville, Connecticut, in which
he was introduced to a kaleidoscope with several end pieces. Korzybski insisted that Bois try each
one of a half dozen boxes containing the traditional stained glass, tiny nuts and bolts, macaroni and
other items. Bois complains that he was perplexed by the demonstration. Korzybski, for his part,
was excited about the whole process and repeatedly yelled “look, look!” at the exasperated Bois.
Korzybski demanded an assessment from Bois, and it was: that the toy gave an eight-sided series
of reflections of whatever was put at the end. Korzybski was delighted: pointing to the end piece he
exclaimed “chaos there” and pointing to the eye piece he exclaimed: “structure here!” Bois says he
didn’t get it at first. It was hours later that he came up with this: “The structure we see of the outside
world is made by the instruments through which we look at the world!” (Bois 205, emphasis in
original)
Bois had in mind that our structured unconsciousness was that instrument. That told us how
to map the territory and in doing so it causes us to see the map in the territory. General Semantics
offered ways to keep in mind the world of words and the structure of language versus the world “out
there.”
I can’t resist a personal experience, because it involved three graduates of NYU’s Media Ecology
program. We were vacationing in Oaxaca, Mexico and thought to visit some interesting location. It
was in the days before GPS and so we were using a paper map. The area was remote and rural and at
one point the road seemed to end at a small stream. It was the most humorous real life manifestation
of one of the most common general semantics expression, “the map is not the territory.” We did see
tire treads on the other side of the stream and holding our collective breath we forded the stream and
continued. Our definition of “road,” of course, was challenged. Our “map” of maps defined “road”
as a continuous surface uninterrupted by bodies of water. We expanded that definition that day.
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Media Systems

General semantics seeks to understand the most basic media technology humans have ever
invented.1That is, language itself. It is fascinating to consider how many thousands of years it took
for people to discover that language is an instrument through which we look at the world. The
intersection of general semantics and media ecology is very much in that arena: how the structure
of our language forms the world. How the verb “to be” is perhaps the most problematic piece of
technology because it seduces us into thinking that people and objects possess qualities instead of
appearing to have them.
Media Ecology expands this idea beyond language to all media technologies and technics.
Cultures invent or adopt media systems and those media systems reshape the culture by providing a
new instrument to look at the world.
Harold Innis provides some early examples in The Bias of Communication. Egypt had plentiful
supplies of papyrus and brushes and so developed an elaborate, artistic, logographic system of
writing. Sumerians had clay tablets and styluses and so devised an angular, economical system
of writing. Later the Greek alphabet mixed with the availability of papyrus created an explosion
of literature after c. 650 BCE. These differences in writing surfaces would affect what one was
expected to write about, how much writing would take place and how easily it could travel. The
writing system affected who could become literate – logographic systems require that one learns
many thousands of characters and combinations. Alphabetic writing requires one to learn between
24 and 80 characters. The politics of such a change are devastating; Innis put it this way: the alphabet
breaks up old knowledge monopolies and creates new ones.
A more recent example can be seen in American sports reporting. The 1980s can be considered
the peak of television’s dominance over the culture. Among the popular sports we would find
hockey. It is currently fourth in popularity in the United States and listed as the favorite sport for
a mere 3.8 percent of sports fans. In the 1980s, sports reports were limited to just a few minutes
of a television news program, generally toward the end, and a few weekend programs devoted
exclusively to sports. Hockey would be reported on briefly and only during hockey season. Fans
who wanted more information would have to consult print sources. Now, in the current television
environment, there are more video sports venues. In one South Carolina cable system, there are 17
channels devoted to sports, including one entirely dedicated to hockey. This station will apparently
report on Hockey year-round.
This raises the question, what happened to hockey? Did it grow in popularity? Did the politicaleconomic machinations of the professional leagues become more complicated? What changed? The
answer is, the media environment changed. The bandwidth expansion at first allows for more and
more choices and then demands that the industry fill that bandwidth with more and more choices in
a kind of programming syndrome. (Sports Stations)
The explosion of hockey programming is, of course, of no great concern, but it is a neat model of
structure driving content which, when applied to more serious discourse, can be culture-transforming.
From about 1950 through the 1970s, television grew to become the dominant medium in the U.S.
To get an idea of the penetration of television in the U.S., consider a couple of presidential election
years. In 1948, there were about 35,000 television sets and only 37 television stations. Radio and
print were the dominant media. In 1968 there were 78 million sets (Feuerherd) and television had
become the instrument through which we viewed the world.

The Incoherence Era

In 1985, Neil Postman’s Amusing Ourselves to Death was published in which he documented
how the structure of television was influencing its content and the culture. Television is a primarily a
medium for entertainment, which is entirely appropriate for art, music, comedy and drama. Postman
argued that the problem is that this structure took hold and was applied to all content, most regrettably
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news, politics, religion, and education. Politics as education changed how politicians presented
themselves and placed a great deal of importance on their attractiveness. Religion on television
placed more importance on the person presenting it and less on the divine and transcendent. Education
on television came with the idea that learning was fun and there was to be nothing dull, boring, or
difficult about it. These ideas all revolve around the fact that the United States was committed to a
private, profit making, system of broadcasting which meant that the main objective was gathering
and maintaining viewers’ attention to sell to advertisers.
Television news in the 1980s was comprised of three competing national news programs and
many local programs, also competing for viewers’ attention. The news programs mostly covered
the same international and national news and similar types of local news and had to be accessible
to people of all political positions and be as entertaining as possible. What this created was a sense
of incoherence which Postman summed up in the expression often heard when the newscaster was
about to introduce an advertising break: “Now this…” In Postman’s view, the news industry had
invented a new conjunction which separated information instead of making a connecting. It was
used to prepare the viewer for the transition from a news story, perhaps a tragic one, to a commercial
for a Ford, followed by commercials for other, unrelated things. Postman said it was used “…
to indicate that what one has just heard or seen has no relevance to what one was about to see or
hear…” (99) The process of unrelated news stories interrupted with unrelated advertising combined
with the dramatic flow of news programs, the attractiveness and personalities of the newscasters, and
the music and graphic excitement of the show all created a view of the world which was incoherent.
There was no making sense of the universe when it was a roiling compilation of unrelated, mixedup narratives. This aesthetic was adopted by magazines and news radio to complete the map of the
world which was disordered and disorienting.

Changes to the Media Landscape

With the decline in traditional broadcast television and the rise of web-based organizations and
publishers, video platforms, podcasts, and social media, there is more content than anyone can
possibly use. Consumers of media must find a way to choose what they will take in, and a common
criticism is that they are filtering by political parties and going to news platforms which are anything
but even-handed. Much is made about political polarization, extremism, and informational “echo
chambers.”
A New York Times op-ed demonstrates a typical version of the American left-of-center narrative.
Conservative are characterized by these beliefs: the left is attempting to ruin the country, proposals
for health care coverage are akin to Nazi objectives, that vaccinations are suspect, that foreign lands
welcome U.S. military. And, that this echo chamber effect is much greater among conservatives.
(Krugman, A27)
Similar charges can be found on the right: the belief that liberals are against free speech, they
favor Islam over other religions, public education teaches socialism, they engage in voter suppression
of military personnel, and want to outlaw firearms. (Hawkins)
The upshot is that in a two-sided political system both sides take the positions that the other
side is misinformed on facts, delusional on policy, extreme – compared to the sensible ideas of “our
side,” has no respect to “our” positions, no respect for national traditions, and seeks to victimize
us. And, each side actively consumes the media which support this worldview in echo chambers or
informational bubbles.

The Sorting Process

There is another way to look at this phenomenon. Echo chamber media consumption may not
be the result of active seeking or filtering but the result of an identity which is reified because of
the problematic verb form “to be” and a media world so vast that it requires a heuristic to navigate.
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Alfred Korzybski rejected the “is” of identity (93) which leads to a great deal of confusion in
our language and thought. To say “John is smart” seems to refer to some quality of John but it does
not. John is not smart in the sense that he possesses some degree of smartness. To say “Citizen
Kane is a good film” seems to say that the film possesses “goodness” but it cannot. “Smartness”
and “goodness” are too abstract and evaluative to mean anything to anyone except the speaker
and neither are objects which can be possessed. This does not stop people from falling prey to this
delusion, however. Once a person adopts a label and reifies it, it simplifies and focuses his or her
sense of self.
The significance of this “is-ism” in the current issue is the application of the abstract political
position to the self, as in “I am a conservative” or “I am a liberal.” Having discovered and declared
oneself to possess some commodity, “conservativeness” or “liberalness” people can direct their
attention to the media for information and ideas.
But where to direct this media attention? That is the function of a heuristic to assemble the
array of media outlets which will satisfy the consumer’s sense of political self. Those who possess
“conservativeness” will migrate to the news venues which have identified themselves as appropriate,
either by direct communication (in ads or social media) or indirectly, through friends and contacts.
There need not be any explicit information seeking or evaluating the integrity of a news source. It is
simple drifting to them via their sense of who they “are.”
People seek what Postman claimed they were missing in the 1980s: coherence. News media
that conforms to their identities present a world that makes sense, confirms their beliefs, and makes
political and social activity understandable. Rather than a jumbled stream of confusion, they get what
appears to be a very sensible and ordered universe. People’s preferred kaleidoscope for observing
the political world is chosen by their perceived identity and that turns the chaos of the political world
into order.

Implications

There is widespread agreement that there much media and ideological polarization, and that
this is not a positive development in society. (Mitchell) General semantics and media ecology can
explain this phenomenon and it is fair to ask what the principles of these systems may offer as
possible antidotes that may be of interest to public policy makers.
General semantics attempts to arm us with extensionalizing devices to guard against identity
traps like “I am-ism,” but try as we might (and have), we cannot educate everyone in the principles
of general semantics. However, policy makers and public figures might offer more choices for people
to adopt. To many people, the political choices they have are two-valued, either conservative or
liberal. It may be possible to invent a set of multi-valued political terms which people can consider.
If this could come about, it may happen that people would begin to reject the two-valued terms that
news outlets are often known by and the corporations that operate them may want to move away
from being thought of as conservative or liberal. With some public intellectual effort we might create
a new kaleidoscope.

NOTE
1.

I say “invented” while acknowledging that there is a long debate over whether language developed from
an evolved in-born structure or was simply an invention like any other technology. My use of this word is
not meant to take a position.
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Anekaant’s Spring (2019-20) Issue (Number 11) is now published. This special issue, titled,
General Semantics and Indian Philosophical Thought: A Comparative Approach, primarily
collects the proceeds of a two-day national seminar hosted by the Balvant Parekh Centre for
General Semantics and
Other Human Sciences
in February, 2020. The
articles in the issue
explore the conjunctions
of Indian philosophical
thought and some of the
central tenets of General
Semantics, like timebinding, non-identity, and
process of abstraction. In
doing so, they do not limit
themselves to a narrow
understanding of Indian
Philosophy in terms of
classical Hindu, Sanskrit
(or Pali and Prakrit) texts.
Besides engaging with
seminal works of the likes
of Shankara, Nagarjuna,
and texts like The Gita,
they widen their reach
to explore philosophical
underpinnings of literary,
popular, folk, cultures
of traditions as different
as Baul and Buddhist.
The issue is a rare
compendium of works that
manage to signpost—if
not comprehensively—at
least with decisive critical
attention, the diverse
domains of religious practices rooted in Indian philosophical traditions. In exploring them in
terms of General Semantics, they offer useful critique that not only examines the ways in which
these two disparate domains of thought (Indian Philosophy and General Semantics) resonate
with each other, but also their continued relevance in our lived modernities.
For further information on the issue, kindly write to its Guest Editor, Dr. Gananath Dash,
Academic Fellow, Balvant Parekh Centre for General Semantics and Other Human Sciences, at
gananath57@gmail.com.
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CONTEXTUALIZING MONUMENTS AND MOVIES
ICONOCLASM THROUGH THE LENSES OF MEDIA
ECOLOGY AND GENERAL SEMANTICS
Eva Berger
Abstract
The Black Lives Matter movement has inspired the eradication of symbols and icons
associated with oppressive systems around the world. Statues are being defaced or taken
down and films regarded as racially insensitive, withdrawn from streaming services. This
has sparked heated debates around the world that may be settled by combining some of the
terms and ideas of media ecology and general semantics. Media ecology is instrumental
for understanding the nature of these media, and general semantics for understanding
people’s responses to them. The concept of context runs through the debate and there
are calls for contextualizing statues by exhibiting them in museums, and films, by adding
prefaces to them. The author proposes a different way to contextualize them, which she
believes has the potential of settling the current heated debate.
Keywords: General semantics, media ecology, statues, films, Black Lives Matter,
iconoclasm, museum, context
___

The Black Lives Matter movement has inspired the eradication of symbols and icons associated
with oppressive systems around the world. Beginning with Confederate statues in the Southern
United States, a bout of iconoclasm has spread to Europe too, and representations of slave owners,
racists and xenophobes are being defaced or taken down.
This is not a new phenomenon. Humans have always built monuments and statues and taken
them down later in history. Many prominent regime changes have been marked by iconoclastic
protest. During the French Revolution, the Bastille was stormed and demolished; citizens of both
East and West Germany smashed the Berlin Wall, which symbolized the worldwide division
between communism and neoliberalism. And the destruction of Saddam Hussein’s statue marked
the symbolic end of the Battle of Baghdad.
As a result of the Black Lives Matter movement, films and TV shows that are seen as politically
incorrect or racially insensitive, are also being withdrawn from streaming services. In the United
States, the most talked about film has been Gone with the Wind that was temporarily removed by
HBO Max from its streaming platform after it was criticized for romanticizing slavery. HBO Max
explained that the 1939 film depicted prejudices that were wrong then and are wrong today, and that
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the film would return to the platform in the future with a warning about the historical context and a
condemnation of racist scenes.
The removal of statues from the public sphere and the withdrawal of films and television shows
from various platforms have sparked debates around the world.
Statues are among the most charged historical artifacts, because they are public, concrete
expression of politics of the time when they are produced. They are placed in public spaces,
project power, and literally, put leaders on a pedestal, positioning them as heroes. Thus, those in
favor of removing statues see them not just as symbols of past oppression, but as representations
of an institutional racism, which continues to exist. They believe that statues and memorials are
affirmative representations that bestow legitimacy on the historic figures they portray. And that they
are offensive and constant reminders of injustices.
On the other side of the debate are critics, who believe that we should resist the urge to wipe
away the past; that tearing down statues does not undo history; that their removal allows us to
disregard contentious chapters of history rather than engage with them and see them as learning
opportunities. Some others believe that energies should go to demanding reparations, and the
allocation of educational resources to Black communities.
Those in favor of withdrawing films from streaming services explain that these films and
shows take away all personal agency from black people, perpetuate stereotypes, and deny them the
representation they deserve – as full and multidimensional humans.
Others believe that retrospective censorship is a distraction from the changes required in real
life generally and in the film and television industries specifically. Moreover, that precisely since
patterns of racial injustice continue to exist, the films should be available and serve as a basis for
learning and discussion.
Along the lines of the claim used against the removal of statues, these critics see the removal of
films as erasure of history and the beginning of a slippery slope towards mass censorship.
The debate whether statues should be removed or not and whether films should be made
unavailable or not, may be settled by combining some of the terms and ideas of media ecology and
general semantics. Media ecology is instrumental for understanding the nature of these media, and
general semantics for understanding people’s responses to them.
One does not have to be a media ecologist to state that films are not like statues or monuments.
But media ecology is useful for specifying the differences between them.
Harold Innis’ concept of “media biases” considers the symbolic as well as the physical form of
a medium. The symbolic form relates to the characteristics of the code or the language in which the
medium presents information, and the physical form includes the characteristics of the technology
that carries the code and the physical requirements it has for encoding, transmitting, storing,
retrieving, decoding, and distributing information.
Some of Christine Nystrom’s generalizations about how media ecology construes media – based
on Innis’ theory – are the basis for the analysis of the differences between statues and films. One
generalization is that because of their different physical forms, media have different temporal,
spatial, and sensory biases.
Statues are made of stone or bronze – durable materials that provide them with a strong temporal
bias. In contrast, films of the pre-digital age had a weaker temporal bias – as celluloid films were
hard to preserve and they tended to disintegrate. In their current physical – digital form – they have
become more durable.
This same physical form enables the easy transmission of films and TV shows, and their storage in
potentially every person’s personal computer. Films and television shows are available for watching
from anywhere and everywhere in the world. In other words, they have a strong spatial bias.
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Gone with the Wind was released in 1939, it was shown in theaters, and was available on VHS,
DVD, Blu-ray, and Digital-HD for years. Today it is available on streaming and VOD services
online. HBO announced that it has removed it temporarily but anyone interested in watching it can
easily do it on Amazon Prime, iTunes, and YouTube. But as opposed to a statue, one can also choose
to not watch it.
This represents another bias of media: one’s access to them. As opposed to films, one does not
have a choice whether to be exposed to a statue placed in a city square or in front of an official
building or not. Because of the accessibility of the symbolic forms in which they encode information,
different media have different political biases.
Accessibility is connected, among other elements, to funding. Statues and monuments are usually
funded by governments (Palmer and Freed Wessler), and imposed on the public by their positioning.
Films are mostly privately funded, and the public has a choice whether to watch them or not. Still,
the current sentiment is that distribution platforms of films and TV shows have a responsibility
towards the public that subscribes to their services.
The “imposing” presence of statues and monuments as opposed to the choice to watch movies,
has to do with yet another kind of biases – social biases – that depend on the physical form of media
that dictates different conditions of attendance.
Therefore, the suggestion by some to add plaques with explanations to contextualize statues is
a problematic one. One cannot stop and read when driving by a statue placed in a city square. The
chances of people reading a contextualizing text added to the beginning of a film are higher, because
of the conditions of attendance required to watch a film or a television series. The former does not
really encourage conversation at home or in the classroom, mediated by parents and teachers, the
way that the latter may. Or it may not, as audiences’ attention to opening credits or to any white
words on black backgrounds is limited.
For a real conversation to take place about history and systemic racism, some of the ideas and
principles of general semantics are very useful, as one of the central assumptions of GS is that we
need to constantly evaluate and re-evaluate because time flows and change occurs constantly.
Understanding the difference between signalic and symbolic responses, for example, can help
us conduct the conversation in a reflective, mindful manner, rather than with reflexive, kneejerk
responses. The biases of statues themselves, along with systems of education, have taught us to
perceive them as rooted in consensus and to respond to them with reverence. It is this perception
that led a group of people in Nuneaton, Warkwickshire, England to congregate around a bronze
statue of George Eliot to guard it, following incidents in which Black Lives Matter supporters took
down a statue of a 17th-century slave trader in Bristol and tagged a monument of Winston Churchill
(Robertson). This was a signal response. What led them to think they need to guard the Eliot statue
was the assumption that Black Lives Matter protesters despise all statues. A symbolic response
would have involved learning and reflection about the fact that George Eliot, the pen name of Mary
Ann Evans, was a supporter of the anti-slavery movement.
Dating – another central term of general semantics (GS) – is useful too, as it reminds us that
even though statues are static, inanimate objects, the United States1890 is not the United States2020 and
that institutional racism generally, and as represented by statues and monuments, is not acceptable.
This is linked to another central GS term – time binding - the idea that we make progress from one
generation to another by virtue of our ability to preserve and transmit knowledge.
More specifically defined (out of three possible definitions Lance Strate presents), time binding is
“a heuristic device, a way to start thinking about humanity and what it might take to solve problems
like war, violence, and oppression” (Strate 74). Time binding can help us understand that statues
need to be reckoned with and removed from public places, as they are a static reminder of the
adulation by previous generations of confederate figures and slave owners.
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The concept of context runs through my discussion here of the questions that are being asked
globally about the symbols from our past that require reconsideration. Contextualization is at the
heart of calls for prefacing films and adding inscriptions to statues outlining the history of the figure
portrayed. Or moving them to museums where passers-by are more likely to read the inscriptions.
Museums are not automatically willing to cold-store or exhibit the statues. Some believe that
museums are not the appropriate place for the huge reminders of the movements that made the
erection of the statues and monuments possible. That simply moving them to museums sidesteps
the conversation that needs to take place. Also, they believe that putting monuments in context is
not an easy task, that a simple label is not enough, because museums convey authority and in them,
statues remain powerful and imposing.“In displaying statues, museums will need to be prepared to
contextualize them visually and dramatically, to represent the layers of their history—from the story
of their creation to the story of them being taken down and collected” (Bryant et al.).
Another solution was proposed by Yasmeen Serhan in The Atlantic: to institute a “statue of
limitations” whereby monuments in public places would be reviewed after a certain period of time
and replaced when deemed no longer appropriate (Serhan). How appropriate a statue is at any given
time depends on the historical context of that era. To these two ideas, I would like to add a third one.
In order to contextualize statues, they need to be taken down, but the pedestals on which they stood
should be left standing. Texts should be added near them, describing the statue of what historical
figure used to stand there, and explaining the circumstances of its removal.
Comparable to the remnants of the Berlin Wall and the creative tracing of the obstacles that once
stood along the border, the empty pedestals would be reminders of both the original context as well
as of the context at the time of the decision to remove them, turning them into bases for discussion
and learning.
As for films, their contextualization cannot take place only by adding a disclaimer of sorts in the
form of a short text at the beginning. Using the language of the medium itself, commercial-length
clips should be produced – short narratives about the era, the historical period, the characters, etc.
– and attached to the films. These would serve creative prefaces to the films, and as priming tools.
I believe that these suggestions – based on an understanding of the ecology of the media of
statues and films, and of humans’ semantic responses – have the potential of settling the current
heated debate and, more importantly, of true time binding.
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Abstract
At the intersection of general semantics and media ecology there is teaching. Across
the two traditions, a number of key figures have contributed their energies to the arts
and sciences of life and living. A number of these figures have worked consciously at
the intersecting areas of general semantics and media ecology, theorizing and practicing
systems of education aimed at awareness of our shared symbolic environments, the beliefs
and actions that emanate from them, and our capacity to improve the human condition.
The article is a review of their common diagnoses of the human condition, prescriptions
for its continued health and well-being, and some recommendations for further treatment.
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____
At the intersection of general semantics and media ecology there is teaching. Across the two
traditions, a number of key figures have contributed their energies to the arts and sciences of life
and living. A number of these figures have worked consciously at the intersecting areas of general
semantics and media ecology, theorizing and practicing systems of education aimed at awareness of
our shared symbolic environments, the beliefs and actions that emanate from them, and our capacity
to improve the human condition. The following is a review of their common diagnoses of the human
condition, prescriptions for its continued health and well-being, and some recommendations for
further treatment.

1. The Diagnosis

In the Introduction of his Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, McLuhan (2015)
argues:
After three thousand years of explosion, by means of fragmentary and mechanical
technologies, the Western world is imploding. During the mechanical ages we had
extended our bodies in space. Today, after more than a century of electric technology,
we have extended our central nervous system itself in a global embrace, abolishing both
space and time as far as our planet is concerned. Rapidly, we approach the final phase of
the extensions of man – the technological simulation of consciousness, when the creative
process of knowing will be collectively and corporately extended to the whole of human
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society, much as we have already extended our senses and our nerves by the various
media. Whether the extension of consciousness, so long sought by advertisers for specific
products, will be a ‘good thing’ is a question that admits of a wide solution. There is little
possibility of answering such questions about the extensions of man without considering
them all together. Any extension, whether of skin, hand, or foot, affects the whole psychic
and social complex. (19)

This, as much as any statement in print, is a defining example of media ecological thought
in diagnosing the human condition. McLuhan frequently diagnosed the state of the contemporary
sensorium in his writing, noting the general shape and direction of our shared human experience. It
was his concern that we address the confusions and complexities of our technological environment
by raising awareness of its nature and effects. Taking Poe as an inspiration, McLuhan positioned
human beings at the center of a swirling maelstrom of media effects and urged his audience to be
considerate of the rapidly changing environment of our own making.
To any general semanticist, this warning sounds familiar. It was just such a concern for the
direction of human development that drove Korzybski to write Manhood of Humanity in 1921.
Korzybski notes, in the early pages of his book, that human progress in the areas of the natural
and technological sciences have not been met with adequate progress in the social sciences, in
understanding the nature of so-called man. He put his faith in a scientific approach to languaging
and symbolic work that would help keep pace with achievements in technology and other similar
sectors:
Metaphysical speculation and its swarming progeny of blind and selfish political
philosophies, private opinions, private “truths,” and private doctrines, sectarian opinions,
sectarian “truths” and sectarian doctrines, querulous, confused and blind—such is
characteristic of the childhood of humanity. The period of humanity’s manhood will,
I doubt not, be a scientific period—a period that will witness the gradual extension of
scientific method to all the interests of mankind—a period in which man will discover
the essential nature of man and establish, at length, the science and art of directing human
energies and human capacities to the advancement of human weal in accordance with the
laws of human nature. (41)

In 1933, Korzybski followed up Manhood of Humanity with his most ambitious treatise on
general semantics, Science and Sanity. This intellectually, and materially, weighty work provided a
strong foundation for the years of work that would follow. It’s noteworthy that Korzybski’s magnum
opus proved cumbersome for many of his teacher-followers, and so he reluctantly agreed to produce
a workable version of the book, called Selections from Science and Sanity: An Introduction to NonAristotelian Systems and General Semantics, a textbook of sorts, which extracts the most essential,
practical ideas from its original source. In this more manageable book, currently in press through
the Institute of General Semantics, Korzybski acknowledges certain practical realities, saying that
he’d written the original work for use with scientists, teachers and students, that all the material
is necessary, but perhaps not for beginners. In both the original and its edited version Korzybski
repeats his diagnosis of the state of the human animal, and the notion that scientific achievement has
outpaced our ability to adjust in our nervous responses.
Perhaps, the figure most responsible for the marriage of McLuhan’s thinking to Korzybski’s
is Neil Postman. Postman made his early career in challenging the course of English education in
America. The evolution of his thinking on the subject can be found across the body of literature he
left behind, beginning with Television and the Teaching of English and the New English series and
continuing through his collaborations with Charles Weingartner, which include his early triumphs
in publication, Teaching as a Subversive Activity and the Soft Revolution. His solo works, including
Teaching as a Conserving Activity and The End of Education, address many of the concerns shared
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by McLuhan and Korzybski, in the context of American schooling and education. Postman’s legacy
includes a direct engagement with general semantics, as editor of the journal ETC: A Review of
General Semantics, and his 1979 book Crazy Talk, Stupid Talk.
In his edited volume, Language in America, Postman (1969) describes his perspective on
language by invoking Korzybski:
Language, then, is the key to human survival. It is as Korzybski said, our map for charting
what is happening both inside and outside our skins. When the map is inaccurate or
inappropriate, our chances of survival are decreased. And not only at the physical level.
We can talk ourselves into emotional death, or moral insensibility. We can even impose
on language the Sisyphean task of exorcising the demon of uncertainty. Indeed, it may be
that this is the primary and most dangerous function of all human symbols – to create the
illusion of security in an environment of unremitting change. (ix)

As a teacher and leader in the graduate program in media ecology at New York University,
Postman enlisted many of his students to work on the publication of ETC, and in fact many of those
same students found their first academic publications in its pages. Postman’s most enduring popular
work is his 1986 book, Amusing Ourselves to Death, which traces the shift in American culture
from the typographic to the imagistic, as television began to take hold as a dominant information
environment. Journalists, academics, and public intellectuals, in their own diagnoses of our present
infatuation with celebrity, including in electoral politics, frequently cite the book. Further, Postman’s
1993 book, Technopoly, has gained traction as a source of understanding of our technologicallydriven imperative across all dimensions of public and private life.
All of this is to say, the interwoven histories of media ecology and general semantics feature
a common diagnosis of confusions and challenges. The two fields converge far more than they
diverge in that respect. The individuals responsible for raising the alarm sought remedy in education,
although in some very different ways. I’d like to point at some of these ways before turning my
attention to possibilities beyond the men identified thus far.

2. The Prescription

Korzybski (2010), for his part, was extremely programmatic about his teaching agenda. He
wrote:
The main problem today is to formulate general methods by which these many separate
attempts can be unified into a general system of evaluation, which can be communicable
to children and, with more difficulty, even to adults…In general semantics we believe
that some such thing as healthy human intelligence is possible, and so somehow we
believe in the eventual possibility of ‘democracy.’ We work, therefore, at methods which
could be embodied even in elementary education to develop the coveted thalamo-cortical
integration, and so sane intelligence. Naturally in our work prevention is the main aim, and
this can be accomplished only through education, and as far as the present is concerned,
through re-education, and re-training of the human nervous system. (13)

The idea of method is key in this passage. The word itself has roots in the Greek terms “meta,”
expressing development, and “hodos,” meaning “way.” “Methodos,” therefore, suggests the pursuit
of knowledge via some system of inquiry. Korzybski believed that a program of education in and by
general semantics could provide this healthy human intelligence. He worked directly with curious
individuals to promote an evolving system of measurement, training, and exploration, and eventually
found a large enough following to establish the Institute of General Semantics in 1938, where he
served as director until his death in 1950 (Kodish 440).
One of the chief tools Korzybski developed to aid in his “way” was the structural differential
model he named “Anthropometer,” or “measure of man.” As Kodish notes, the model did not

42

Anekaant: A Journal of Polysemic Thought

numerically measure anything, but rather provided a qualitative standard upon which to evaluate
one’s thinking (229). The model was first designed as a two dimensional chart, but Korzybski later
fashioned an eccentric jumble of aluminum discs, and other knick knacks, into a three dimensional
tool of sorts. He continued to build “Anthropometers” for use in his programs, and searched the
world of science for other such models to expand the range of possibilities in achieving healthy
human intelligence.
Between his books, his “Anthropometer,” the Institute of General Semantics, and his general
strength of personality, Korzybski was able to attract others to take on writing and teaching in
the exploration of general semantics. S.I. Hayakawa, professor of English at San Francisco State
University, and United States Senator from California, was perhaps the best known of his admirers.
Hayakawa was instrumental in translating much of Korzybski’s most intricate and complex thinking
into popular form, and established a life for general semantics well beyond the mortal span of its
founder, particularly in his book Language in Thought and Action.
Much of McLuhan’s work resisted the programmatic path preferred by Korzybski. Whereas
Korzybski was a mathematician and engineer, McLuhan’s thinking was primarily guided by the
study of literature and form. McLuhan’s experience with the New Criticism of F. R. Leavis and I.
A. Richards at Cambridge University was influential in the way he discovered the influence of form
over content. His own love of James Joyce provided an idiom by which to pursue his own thinking
and teaching, and while McLuhan lectured and wrote books, he often communicated in a way that
teased and confounded, as to spark recognition in the fog of confusion. In confusion, McLuhan found
his method. His pronouncements were often delivered in the form of quizzical probes, rather than
mathematically deliberate statements. The aim, however, appears to have been the same. McLuhan
sought to push his audience towards recognition, or revelation, rather than treating them as clinical
patients in the way Korzybski went about his work.
McLuhan’s most celebrated book, Understanding Media, was born out of the material he
submitted to the National Association for Educational Broadcasters (NAEB) in 1960. The NAEB
had been commissioned by the Office of Education at the US Department of Health, Education
and Welfare to develop a secondary school education in the matter of understanding new media.
McLuhan’s report is predictably difficult to follow, as he was loathe to operate in the linear,
textbook form of presentation. The ideas produced for the NAEB report became source material
for Understanding Media, which continues to be a major work across many scholarly disciplines,
despite its challenging style.
It’s worth noting, however, that McLuhan did dabble in conceptual formations of sorts, tools
similar to Korzybski’s structural differential, in an attempt to put his audience into a particular
frame of mind. The famous conceptual framework of “hot and cool” is one such example, although
limited in its usefulness. The most definitive project McLuhan undertook in method might be his
collaboration with his son Eric. Marshall and Eric devised a model called “Laws of Media,” which
found more widespread recognition some years after Marshall’s death (McLuhan and McLuhan
1992).The tetrad is organized in four parts, designed to probe the nature of media effects across
different areas of tension. Each tetrad centers a particular technology and asks, “What does the
medium enhance? What does the medium make obsolete? What does the medium retrieve that had
been obsolesced earlier? What does the medium reverse or flip into when pushed to extremes.” (7)
Postman made teaching, schooling, and education central to his life’s work in a way that the
other two men did not. Postman’s early publications were all designed to help American public
school teachers adjust to a shifting cultural landscape. These works of proto-media ecology identify
language as the primary mechanism for shifting students’ perceptions, not unlike Korzybski’s
recommended path. Postman’s entire body of published work can be said to address teachers and
students, more directly in some works than others. It was his own teaching that, perhaps, made the
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strongest impact on our ongoing quest to improve the human condition, as his personal relationships
have passed a sort of ethos from one generation to the next in preserving and building the media
ecology and general semantics communities. The ethos of the “loving resistance fighter” defines the
continued efforts to promote better adjustment, recognition, and concern among people.

3. Further Treatment

Exploring the diagnoses of our human condition, it seems to me that there can be little quarrel
about the persistence, and even acceleration, of the problems described thus far. The educational
prescriptions also seem quite relevant to the present, as much as they did in their own times.
Lance Strate, as co-editor of the volume Korzybski and… continued in the tradition of Postman
in exploring the synergy of Korzybski’s general semantics with other intellectual traditions and
thinkers, including in his authored chapter on Korzybski’s connections to McLuhan’s work. In that
chapter, Strate notes:
What we need then is an ecology of mediating, an ecology of abstracting, an ecology of
knowing. We need an ecology of knowledge, by which I mean both knowledge in the
academic sense, and know-how in the everyday sense, knowledge that is both theoretical
and practical, pure and applied, both theory and praxis. We need an ecology that
incorporates both form and technology, the inner landscape and the outer environment, the
map and the territory, the medium and the message. In other words, we need an ecology of
Korzybski and McLuhan. (207)

As founding president of the Media Ecology Association, and former Executive Director
of Korzybski’s Institute of General Semantics, Strate has undertaken this project in his writing,
teaching, and community building. Anyone who has ever met Lance will immediately recognize his
encyclopedic command of ideas from a wealth of traditions, and his uncanny capacity to synthesize
these ideas into an “ecology of knowledge” that incorporates Korzybski, McLuhan, Postman and
dozens upon dozens of other thinkers from the scholarly, artistic, and popular spheres.
As Lance’s student, and friend of many years now, I’ve grown to understand a great deal more
about the intricacies of media ecology and general semantics for having studied with him, conversed
with him, and participated in the communities he’s help to build and grow. If you, the reader, will
forgive this bit of autobiographical indulgence, I promise there’s a larger idea at play. When I first
met Lance, I was already attuned to much of the literature associated with media ecology. I’d been
reading and searching for several years prior to meeting him. His capacity to swiftly and effortlessly
think out loud from one set of ideas to another was a source of inspiration to me, and I aspired to
master the same sort of intellectual feat. As the years flew by, my ability to think in the way Lance
had demonstrated grew, but I became concerned that I would never be able to be as deft and prolific
a thinker. I’m very proud of my scholarly profile, and I’ve grown much more comfortable in my own
shoes in recent years. In fact, it’s Lance’s introduction to general semantics that’s been especially
helpful in that regard. I am not Neil Postman. I am not Lance Strate. As absurd as that may seem,
it’s an important moment in any scholar’s journey, to find their own voice and simply wake up to the
fact that “x” is not equal to “y,” nor is it supposed to be. This non-Aristotelian lesson is important
because it’s a very personal way to understand that the work of a teacher is not to turn their students
into a carbon copy of themselves. Likewise, the work of a student is not to imitate or mirror the
teacher they admire and respect.
This brings me to the larger concern. Whatever Alfred Korzybski, Marshall McLuhan, Neil
Postman, Lance Strate, or anyone else has done to build “an ecology of knowledge,” the teaching
of these ideas must be accompanied by a tricky balance between coherence in thought and action
and the freedom to imagine, reimagine, play, fall down, get up, and take risks. Although some form
of intellectual cosplay may be useful in this area, far too many people get locked into imitations of
their intellectual mentors and idols and fail to expand their thinking beyond a simple mimetic idiom.

44

Anekaant: A Journal of Polysemic Thought

School is partly to blame for this phenomenon. As a highly structured environment, built on a
foundation of literacy and numeracy, schools are built to foster imitation. Uniform desks are situated
in neat rows at school. Classes occur at regular intervals, hour after hour, day after day, year after
year. Singular personalities command undivided attention at the head of the room, and in doing so
promote a sense of expertise and authority that beckons. This seems quite useful for establishing
rudimentary understandings of formal structures for reading, writing and arithmetic, but does little
to promote imagination. Daydreaming in class is our way of seeking the freedom to imagine in a
space structured for attention and imitation.
The relationship between teachers and students is routinely experienced in this way, and
therefore both teacher and student reproduce this way of learning across generations without
critically considering the nature of the project at all. For his part, Neil Postman argued for the
inquiry method of learning. Asking clever and probing questions of one another, teachers and
students break the mimetic trap of the classroom and build fluid, nimble, explorative modes of
thought and communication. The most grounded idea McLuhan offered in this respect was his book
City as Classroom, where he begins, “Let us begin by wondering what you are doing sitting there
at your desk” (1). For the most part, teaching media ecology has never been a programmatic affair
in any way, and in fact, much to our chagrin, it’s not a subject you can readily find in any school,
at any level, anywhere. This is not to say media ecology is nowhere, but rather that media ecology
hasn’t seen formal integration at almost any level beyond the individual instructor, or the occasional
small-scale program. The Media Ecology Association supports teachers, and the teaching of media
ecology, but does not offer much in the way of education itself.
I say these things to contrast media ecology with general semantics. General semantics has
always been aimed at formalized, programmatic therapy. Korzybski’s ideas have endured, and while
some have expanded and elaborated on his thinking, the solid foundation of the Institute of General
Semantics, and the devoted practitioner following it has fostered, have kept general semantics firmly
rooted in praxis. Korzybski wanted to use general semantics as a therapeutic toolkit. The goal of any
therapeutic program is to reproduce effective treatment strategies via knowledgeable, professional
therapists in a way that can be broadly applied. While it may be an unfair characterization to say that
the ideal is to turn general semanticists into an army of Korzybskis, there is a strong sense of canon,
and a firm belief in a particular set of “ways.” The ideal is to spread effective therapeutic methods,
to teach a system, and to practically affect the human condition.
Postman famously described media ecology as “general semantics, writ large.” In one sense
this is true. Media ecology is principally about the structure of information, its biases, and the way
those biases, in turn, influence our psychological and social worlds. Media ecology is rooted in
McLuhan’s idiom, waking up our senses to escape the maelstrom of media effects. Postman founded
the graduate program in media ecology at NYU to explore these things and to build a program of
exploration, but in the end he resisted prescribing one particular way of pursuing said exploration.
His aim doesn’t seem to have been to turn his students into an army of Neil Postmans. He didn’t
use media ecology as a therapeutic system, to be reproduced and applied broadly. Although his
work does reflect the not-so-modest proposal to replace the English teaching system in America
with something akin to media ecology, the idea was never evangelical in any real way. To travel
among Postman’s former students is to encounter something at once recognizable, and yet each
scholar seems quite distinct from the next in their personality and approach to the same general
ecology of knowledge. The community of media ecologists struggles to answer the question, “What
is media ecology,” precisely because it is non-programmatic and oriented to exploration rather than
application. One might say, “I don’t know how to define media ecology, but I know it when I see it.”
If it’s fair to critique general semantics for being too closed and dogmatic, the opposite critique
may be applied to media ecology. Media ecology may be said to be too open and lacking in
coherence, beyond its most prolific scholars and writers. In fact, I reject both of these critiques,
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under one condition. We must see media ecology and general semantics in a complementary way,
as Strate suggests in his call for “an ecology of Korzybski and McLuhan.” If media ecology is
general semantics, writ large, in any sort of philosophical way, we can learn from the educational
enterprise represented in Korzybski’s legacy and expand our repertoire for teaching media ecology
in a more deliberate way, building structures and systems to support such a project. Understanding
the drawbacks of formalizing media ecology education, we might engage in an ongoing practice
of sharing and collaborating on teaching strategies that aim to help learners survive the proverbial
maelstrom. There doesn’t have to be one formal “way” to engage with media ecology, but perhaps
we’d all benefit from creating many formal “ways” to pursue that aim. The presence of media
ecologists among the general semantics ranks has provided much needed energy to a relatively
closed system, and so with the core of the practice intact, it stands to reason that our learning about
the formal teaching of media ecology would greatly benefit what is already a very strong tradition in
general semantics. In a systems sense, we might describe this relationship as a structural coupling,
each supporting and challenging the other to thrive.
In my final note on this subject, I’d like to suggest that another key theme runs through the ideas
presented thus far. It’s an idea that is often unspoken in the literature, though not always, but an idea
that defines our endeavor as much as any other. That idea is the value of community as a source of
human progress in adjustment, recognition and concern. We are in this together. We will rise and we
will fall together. Our diagnoses, prescriptions, and treatments are only useful insofar as they place
at the center our common well-being. Any science of “man” must first be a science of “mankind.”
In fact, I think Korzybski understood this very well. I’m sure McLuhan and Postman knew this, and
I’m also sure that those of us continuing in their footsteps have this in mind as we write, speak, teach
and build with like-minded others in our various institutions and organizations. In this sense, our
teaching is not reserved for schools and classrooms. It’s not isolated to academic halls or conference
centers, unless we forget to carry our concerns with us wherever we go. This stuff takes practice.
Teaching, in some way, is a 24-hour undertaking. It’s not a part-time affair. Teaching is not
equivalent to lecturing or instructing. It’s some part listening, considering, changing, discussing, and
its best achieved when there is a reciprocal sense of power and responsibility among all involved
parties. The programmatic is only as useful as its ability to change with the community it serves,
and the time in which it operates. Carey (1992) taught us this as he pondered maps and territories,
saying:
We not only produce reality but we must likewise maintain what we have produced, for
there are always new generations coming along for whom our productions are incipiently
problematic and for whom reality must be generated and made authoritative. Reality must
be repaired for it consistently breaks down: people get lost physically and spiritually,
experiments fail, evidence counter to the representation is produced, mental derangement
sets in—all threats to our models of and for reality that lead to intense repair work. Finally,
we must, often with fear and regret, toss away our authoritative representations of reality
and begin to build the world anew. (30)

This is a lesson of general semantics, but it should also be applied to general semantics and to
media ecology as well. In our struggle to answer the question, “What is media ecology,” the “is” part
is problematic if we recognize the spirit of Carey’s statement above. A delicate balance of coherence
and adaptability exists in these affairs, a balance of theory and practice as well. Communication
and community are both the subject of our thinking, and its primary environment. Institutions and
organizations and curricula provide coherence, but we must remain aware that they are all embedded
in larger communities. The synergy between levels is what keeps the project alive and well, meeting
the needs of the people on the pages of our books. To be a teacher in this territory is to first be a
citizen in good standing, and to assume some greater responsibility for moving our human condition
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towards a common good. If you’re reading this right now, I suspect you already know this. Consider
it an affirmation of our shared work.
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THE NEW GRAMMARIANS
Lance Strate
Abstract
This article is concerned with what might be termed grammar writ large, an expansive
understanding of grammar that reaches back to its origins in antiquity and, in the spirit of
time-binding, provides a basis for enhanced understanding of our environment as we move
into the future. Grammar originally refers to the study of language and literature, and its
origins are linked to the introduction of alphabetic writing. Grammar eventually became
part of the curriculum of the medieval university, one of three basic subjects known as the
trivium, the other two being rhetoric and logic. Marshall McLuhan argued that western
intellectual history can be understood as an ongoing conflict between grammar, rhetoric,
and logic, and that it was grammar, not logic, that led to the development of modern
science, and he viewed himself, as well as Alfred Korzybski, as grammarians. The printing
revolution in early modern Europe played a major role in this development, and also
in the introduction of the prescriptivist approach to grammar, which was followed by
the descriptivist alternative and linguistic relativism, which is associated with general
semantics and media ecology, and also relates to systems theory, all of which can be
understood as sharing a grammarian orientation.
Keywords: general semantics, media ecology, systems theory, grammar, trivium, science,
education, language

____
Alfred Korzybski was a grammarian. S.I. Hayakawa was a grammarian. Marshall McLuhan
was a grammarian. Neil Postman was a grammarian. Christine Nystrom was a grammarian. I am a
grammarian, and maybe you are too. If you are a general semanticist or a media ecologist, then you
are one of what I am referring to as the new grammarians. And for the purposes of disambiguation, let
me make it clear that the category of new grammarians that I am concerned with are not individuals
who are sometimes referred to as the grammar police, or grammar cops, or sometimes even grammar
nazis. Nor am I focusing on the enforcers of political correctness in public and private discourse,
sometimes known as the PC police. Neither am I discussing the late 19th century German school of
linguistics known as the Neogrammarians. Rather, my interest is in what might be termed grammar
writ large, an expansive understanding of grammar that reaches back to its origins in antiquity and,
in the spirit of time-binding, provides a basis for enhanced understanding of our environment as we
move into the future.
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The English word grammar comes to us from the Latin grammatica, which in turn can be traced
back to the ancient Greek word, gramma, referring to any single letter of the alphabet, or more
generally to any written document or record (this forms the basis of the suffix -gram, as it appears
in words such as telegram, anagram, diagram, etc.). The longer term, grammatikē, was used in
reference to the art of letters, as was the phrase tékhnēgrammatikē (the Greek word tékhnē being
the root of our term technology, but originally referring to what we would call arts and crafts).
TékhnēGrammatikē, typically translated as The Art of Grammar, is also the title of a treatise that
was traditionally thought to be the first major study of the ancient Greek language, attributed to the
Hellenistic scholar, Dionysius Thrax. This would place the origin of the work in the 2nd century
BCE, although scholars now believe the work to be of later origin. The important point, however,
is that grammar originally referred to the study of language and literature, a form of education
encompassing both literacy and literary criticism, poetics and the interpretation of texts. Grammar
then is about reading both in the restricted sense of the technical skill of being able to decode written
messages, and in the elaborated sense of interpretation, evaluation, and meaning making.
It is no accident that the origin of grammar followed the introduction of the alphabet in ancient
Greece. Walter Ong (Orality and Literacy) explained that all forms of study are made possible
by the invention of writing. Indeed, Alfred Korzybski recognized that the introduction of writing
was the basis of exponential growth in the fundamental human function of time-binding, making
possible the enormous progress we have made in science and technology, from antiquity to the
present day. In contrast to language acquisition in the form of speech, however, learning to read and
write does not come naturally to human beings, as Eric Havelock has emphasized. Consequently,
formal instruction is required, and the first schools were set up following the development of the
first writing system, cuneiform, by the Sumerians in Mesopotamia, their purpose being to teach
individuals how to decode the characters that make up that logographic writing system (Logan). In
ancient Greece, three competing schools appeared following the adoption of the alphabet (Havelock).
The first, representing the beginnings of the discipline of grammar, was devoted to learning how
to read, the focus being on the transcribed versions of the Greek oral tradition, specifically the
Iliad and the Odyssey. The objective was verbatim memorization of the Homeric epics, which only
became possible after they were written down; without a text, there would not be anything to check
the individual’s memory against. The ultimate goal, of course, was oral performance. The second
type of schooling emphasized the use of writing as an aid to oratory; this was the kind of education
associated with the Sophists, and represents the beginnings of rhetoric as the study of the techniques
used to influence others in the context of public speaking. The third school was the one developed
by Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, the form of education we know as philosophy, based on dialogue
and dialectic, logic and reasoning, informed by literacy but practiced via oral discussion, debate, and
disputation. Each of these schools were rooted in the need to teach individuals how to read and write,
each using that ability to enhance language skills, both for externalized speech and internalized
thought.
While competition among these three schools was fierce, hence Plato’s condemnation of both
poetry and rhetoric, all three required the reading and interpretation of texts. And as explained
in Plato’s Phaedrus, writing posed a problem unknown in speech situations, as you cannot ask
questions of a text in the same way that you can ask a communicator who is co-present with us.
Communicating at a distance poses some difficulty, all the more so with the complete absence of the
communicator, particularly as the text survives the death of the author. A teacher may act as surrogate
for the author, but this still requires an act of interpretation on the part of the teacher (teachers may
role play as the author of a text, but actually are only playing the role of an informed reader).
Interpretation also comes into play if the text is written in a language other than the reader’s native
tongue; the act of translation is inevitably an act of interpretation, and arguably an act of betrayal (as
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in the Italian saying, traduttori, traditori, meaning, [the] translator [is a] traitor). Vocabulary and
the meanings of words shift and change over time, so the older the text is in relation to the reader,
the more difficult the process of interpretation. And when the text is written in a language that is no
longer spoken, what is sometimes referred to as a dead language, or more charitably as a learned
language, interpretation becomes truly challenging. Other barriers also come into play, including
variation due to copying by hand and scribal corruption, damage to texts, orthographic differences
such as lack of punctuation, and changing writing systems. This all underscores the need to develop
forms of exegesis and hermeneutics, especially for sacred texts. That is why interpretative traditions
have developed in parallel in all literate cultures, an example being Talmudic scholarship originating
in ancient Jewish culture.
In the west during the medieval period, formal education was almost entirely a monopoly of the
Church of Rome, and available only to students preparing to join the clergy. Schooling began with
learning the ABCs, to become literate or lettered, as it were. But most texts were in Latin, a dead
language that needed to be learned along with learning how to read and write. This posed additional
barriers to gaining access to knowledge, granting the church what Harold Innis termed a monopoly
of knowledge. Consequently, the first order of business was teaching students how to read and write
in Latin, and this is how the term grammar school originated, grammar here referring to the original
meaning of the study of language and literature (the term grammar school remains synonymous
with elementary school and primary education to this day). The medieval university constituted
the equivalent of secondary education, and the core curriculum of the university included three
basic subjects, collectively known as the trivium. They were grammar, rhetoric, and logic, the latter
otherwise known as dialectic or dialectics. This was followed by four advanced subjects, known as
the quadrivium, specifically arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy. Together they formed the
seven liberal arts, and this constituted the beginnings of liberal arts education.

The War Within the Trivium

This aspect of western intellectual history was of particular significance for the early scholarship
of Marshall McLuhan. McLuhan began his undergraduate studies at the University of Manitoba
pursuing a degree in engineering, which may have made him especially sympathetic to the work of
Alfred Korzybski, whose background was in engineering. A voracious reader and lover of literature,
McLuhan soon switched his major to English, following in the footsteps of S.I. Hayakawa, who
received his Bachelors degree at Manitoba in 1927, the year before McLuhan enrolled; as a teen with
a paper route, McLuhan had come into contact with Hayakawa delivering newspapers to the young
college student (Haslam). That both would become English professors, and famous ones at that, is
quite a coincidence. McLuhan graduated in 1933, the year that Korzybski published Science and
Sanity, a book that McLuhan encountered while engaged in graduate study. He completed a Masters
degree at Manitoba the following year, and proceeded to enroll in Cambridge University, earning a
second Bachelors and Masters degree, and then his doctorate in 1943. His doctoral dissertation was
ostensibly an analysis of the work of Elizabethan satirist Thomas Nashe, a fitting subject for a PhD
in English literature. But McLuhan could not be constrained by so narrow a topic, and the scope
of his research was hinted at by the title of his thesis, The Place of Thomas Nashe in the Learning
of His Time. Education in early modern Europe was still grounded in the liberal arts curriculum of
the medieval university, and the trivium. This led him to trace the history of that curriculum back
through the middle ages, back to its roots in antiquity (Gordon; Marchand).
After McLuhan produced his influential scholarship on media, technology, and culture in works
such as The Mechanical Bride (1951), The Gutenberg Galaxy (1962), and Understanding Media
(1964), his dissertation became an object of much curiosity and speculation. And frustration, as
plans for its publication did not materialize for many decades. According to William Kuhns, “in
1969, McGraw-Hill announced the upcoming publication in 1970, but it never appeared. Meantime,
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the sole available public copy, in the library of Trinity College, Cambridge, is reported to be dogeared and ragged well beyond the normal expiration of a shelf volume” (n.p.). That problem of wear
and tear was no doubt alleviated in 2006 with the publication of his thesis in book form, under the
title of The Classical Trivium, the original thesis title, The Place of Thomas Nashe in the Learning
of His Time, relegated to subtitle status. This change provided a more accurate map for the territory
that was covered, as most of the thesis is devoted to the history of the trivium, which amounted to
a wide-ranging study of the entirety of intellectual history in western culture. McLuhan’s analysis
suggested that grammar, rhetoric, and logic formed the underlying structure of all western thought
and scholarship, with continuing influence on all manner of writing, including poetry, philosophy,
theology, history, law, and even medicine and science.
McLuhan further concluded that the trivium was not a stable and balanced set of subjects, but
rather something more akin to informal political parties, religious factions, or nations in competition
with one another. From its beginnings within the three competing schools of ancient Greece,
grammar, rhetoric, and logic each had their proponents, each group amounting to a school of thought
or invisible college, but also functioning as rival factions at war with one another. Kuhns referred
to it as “the war within the word” (np). Western intellectual history could be understood, McLuhan
argued, as an ongoing conflict within the trivium, with each subject vying for dominance over the
others. In these battles, logic often came out on top, with grammar and rhetoric allied in opposition.
And in surveying this intellectual battleground, McLuhan did not hesitate to take sides. He was least
sympathetic towards logic, which should come as no surprise to anyone familiar with McLuhan’s
unique writing style. This meant that McLuhan situated himself in opposition to Aristotelian logic,
and therefore embracing what Korzybski termed a non-Aristotelian perspective. It is important to
note in this regard that neither Korzybski nor McLuhan rejected all of Aristotle’s philosophical
work; McLuhan, notably, made use of Aristotle’s metaphysics, and in particular his notion of formal
causality (McLuhan & McLuhan, Media and Formal Cause; Anton, Logan, & Strate; Strate. Media
Ecology). Rather, Korzybski and McLuhan’s mutual opposition was to the logic promulgated by
Aristotle and his followers.
The origins of this ongoing conflict can be traced back to Plato’s rejection of poetry as providing
a false understanding of the world, and his criticism of rhetoric as representing shadows rather
than substance, appearances rather than the things themselves; he likened rhetoric to cosmetics in
contrast to medicine, and to cooking in contrast to nutrition. Plato’s attack resonates to this day, with
rhetoric often given a negative connotation, as in mere rhetoric, while the term sophistry, derived
from the teachers of rhetoric in ancient Greece, known as the Sophists, is a pejorative label relating
to false and misleading arguments, deception and manipulation. Plato’s condemnation also redounds
to the term semantics, as in just playing semantics, and even the more neutral term words takes on a
negative meaning through phrases like only words, or through sayings such as the proverbial sticks
and stones. Contrasting words to deeds or action ignores the fact that speech acts are a form of
behavior and words represent a type of symbolic action (Burke). And what is also lost in translation
is the fact that logic comes from the Greek logos, meaning word, and the term dialectic, which is
related to dialect, is based on the Latin root lect, meaning to read. Logic is as much about words,
language, and symbols as grammar and rhetoric, and even more so a product of literacy, literate
culture, and the literate mindset. Moreover, logic is based on the bias towards linearity inherent
in writing systems (Lee; McLuhan, Understanding Media; Schmandt-Besserat; Strate, Binding
Biases), and the either-or, two-valued orientation that emerges out of the practice of categorization
via written lists (Goody; Strate, Binding Biases).
The advocates for logic included the medieval Scholastics, who incorporated Aristotelian
philosophy with Christian theology, an effort that had its parallels in Jewish and Islamic culture.
In early modern Europe, logic found a new champion in Peter Ramus. Walter Ong, who wrote
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his master’s thesis under McLuhan’s direction, made Ramus the subject of his Harvard University
doctoral dissertation, completed under the guidance of Perry Miller, the founder of the field of
American Studies. Ong’s study, published under the title of Ramus, Method, and the Decay of
Dialogue, examines the role that Ramus played in initiating an educational revolution in which the
visual display of facts displayed in a linear, logical progression based on a two-valued orientation of
either-or, binary oppositions, replaced traditional schooling that emphasized discussion, disputation,
and debate (see also McLuhan, Gutenberg Galaxy). It was a shift closely related to the printing
revolution in early modern Europe, from education with a strong emphasis on orality to education
by the book (e.g., textbook learning), and this was the method adopted by the Puritans in England,
who went on to settle in the New England colonies of the new world, resulting in that region gaining
intellectual leadership in the United States. Ramus’s method can be seen as a forerunner of computer
programming and binary coding. In this sense, all of our digital technology, software and hardware,
our new media and online environments, are built on an Aristotelian foundation. (Korzybski’s
critique of Aristotelian logic as a poor representation of the external environment is consistent
with the understanding that virtual environments are artificial realities, and that social media create
alternate realities divorced from fact and impervious to falsification.)

The Origin of Modern Science

It is important to emphasize that the problem is not with logic, but rather with the larger context.
For Korzybski, Aristotelian logic has its uses in special cases, but not as a general approach to thought
and evaluation; his analogy was to Newtonian physics, which is superseded by non-Newtonian
physics, but remains useful in limited applications. Along similar lines, McLuhan identified himself
as a Thomist, following Thomas Aquinas, who was a great proponent of Aristotelian philosophy,
but the particular emphasis was on the epistemology associated with Thomism, which emphasizes
external reality and that knowledge is derived from sense perception; notably, Korzybski’s general
semantics has likewise been linked to Thomism by Margaret Gorman. The problem with logic then
stems from the fact that it had often been granted a monopoly on truth, as the sole pathway to
accurate knowledge about the world, about the nature of reality. And this no doubt has much to do
with its success in the struggle for the hearts and minds of students and scholars. Plato and Aristotle
were certain that the truth was knowable, readily obtainable via their philosophical method, and
that they were in possession of it. Consequently, they allowed that rhetoric could be useful if and
only if it were subordinated to logic, used in service to logic, to promulgate the truth. Of course, the
Christian philosophers and theologians who incorporated Aristotelian logic into their own religious
systems had somewhat differing notions of what the exact nature of truth might be, as did their
Jewish and Islamic counterparts, but they all shared a similar certainty that the truth was either selfevident or could be logicked out of whatever sources of authority they adhered to.
The problem with Aristotelian logic was famously explained by Bertrand Russell:
To modern educated people, it seems obvious that matters of fact are to be ascertained
by observation, not by consulting ancient authorities. But this is an entirely modern
conception, which hardly existed before the seventeenth century. Aristotle maintained that
women have fewer teeth than men; although he was twice married, it never occurred to
him to verify this statement by examining his wives’ mouths. (p. 7)

Whether or not this is entirely fair to Aristotle, it is certainly the case that he favored deductive
reasoning over induction, which he referred to as inartistic; deduction, moving from general premises
to specific conclusions, is the basis of logic, while inductive reasoning, starting with specifics
and building up to generalizations, is consistent with modern science and empiricism. Following
scientific method means basing our theories and hypotheses on the facts that we have gathered by
way of observation. And revising them when the facts do not fit our generalizations, rather than
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forcing facts to fit our preconceived notions. This is fundamental to Korzybski’s non-Aristotelian
system, and the extensional orientation that he urged us all to adopt. The question then is how did we
make the transition from medieval dialectics to modern science? How did our understanding of how
to arrive at truth flip from one extreme to another, that is, from deduction to induction, from internal
validity to external verification, from pure reason to observation, from logic to empiricism? The
common assumption is a straight continuum between the two, progress in understanding the natural
world quite naturally progressing from one to the other. But this view belies the revolutionary nature
of the paradigm shift, and McLuhan provides us with a better explanation.
In his dissertation McLuhan sought to identify the overlooked but highly significant influence
of the grammarians, with special attention to Cicero, who equated encyclopedic knowledge with
eloquence and virtue, as well as Cicero’s followers, including St. Augustine, Erasmus, the inventor
of the essay, and Thomas Nashe, the nominal subject of McLuhan’s study. And this also included
Francis Bacon, who is credited with introducing empiricism and the scientific method. Why did this
innovation come from a grammarian rather than a logician? Because grammarians, as you may recall,
were concerned with the reading and interpretation of texts, and reading is an act of observation.
It was therefore not too great a leap to go from reading documents to reading environments. As
expressed in the theological language of the time, the argument was that God gave us two kinds
of books to read and interpret, God’s Bible and God’s Creation, scripture and nature. Both served
as a medium for trying to understand God, for getting closer to God. Setting the connection to the
divine aside, the startling conclusion is that it was the grammarians who gave us modern science, not
the logicians. And that is why McLuhan refers to Korzybski in favorable terms in his dissertation,
noting that Korzybski recognized the intimate relationship between language and science, indeed
recognized it in a way that no one else had before him. Following Korzybski’s lead, Wendell Johnson
put it quite succinctly when he wrote that “the language of science is the better part of the method
of science” (p. 50).
Elizabeth Eisenstein (Printing Press) further explained the role of printing in making this
paradigm shift possible. When natural philosophers depended on handwritten manuscripts, they
typically focused on the interpretation of a single, authoritative text. The printing revolution vastly
increased access to texts, allowing scholars to actively compare books side by side with one another,
and thereby discover inconsistencies and contradictions that hitherto had gone unnoticed. This
created a need to resolve the conflicting accounts and explanations, and the only way to do so was
to go out into the world and study the actual environment. In this way, nature became the most
authoritative text of all, and the empirical method the most effective way to read and interpret that
text. The goal was then to translate the environment as text back into the existing literary tradition,
which is why well into the 20th century, knowledge of Latin was often required of anyone seeking a
degree in the sciences. It is also worth nothing that the development of scientific instruments and the
increasing dependency on them on the part of scientists resulted in empirical data taking the form
of readings—instruments are extensions of the senses (Ogden and Richards), for the most part the
sense of sight, and their readouts on paper and video are encoded in numbers and graphs that need
to be read. In this mediated form, the environment is not only treated like a text, but translated into
a simpler text, via the process of abstracting, that is easier to decode and interpret.

Grammar and Schooling

Grammar formed the basis of both modern science and the humanities, and both were
revolutionized by the printing revolution in early modern Europe. Print culture gave rise to a new
literary form, the novel, as well as a new literary category, fiction (Scholes and Kellogg). Specialized
study in English literature was still a relatively new discipline in the early 20th century, drawing on
both grammar and rhetoric. This was true when McLuhan was a student, and one of his Cambridge
University mentors, I.A. Richards, was a leading scholar in this area of study. The book Richards
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co-authored with Charles K. Ogden, The Meaning of Meaning (Ogden and Richards), introduced
the famous model of the semantic triangle, and emphasized understanding how symbols generate
meaning. This is a concern associated with grammar, and Richards maintained a grammarian
approach, even in his monograph entitled The Philosophy of Rhetoric. The approach to symbols,
metaphor, and the close reading of texts pioneered by Richards parallels and precedes Korzybski;
whatever differences might exist between the two, their approaches are mainly complementary and
allied in their resistance to the dominance of the dialecticians. Of particular importance is the fact
that the semantic triangle highlights the role of the referent in the process of signification, which is
to say that it stresses the existence of an observable reality outside of language and symbol systems.
This is in contrast to the semiology of Ferdinand de Saussure, who views meaning as generated
within systems of symbols and signs, between signifier and signified and via binary oppositions,
rather than in relation to an outer world available via sense perception. For this reason, I would
suggest that McLuhan biographer Terrence Gordon is mistaken in his claim that McLuhan was a
follower of Saussure, a claim no other McLuhan scholar makes, I might add.
For McLuhan at Cambridge in the mid-20th century, the study of English literature would have
been understood to be part of a larger discipline known as philology (the term is also derived from the
Greek, meaning the love of words, the counterpart to philosophy, meaning the love of knowledge).
A direct descendant of the medieval discipline of grammar, philology represents the humanistic
study of language, as opposed to linguistics, which is based on the social and behavioral sciences.
Philology also includes the study of texts, of literature, significantly including historical studies of
texts and languages. This encompasses not only what we refer to as modern languages and literature,
and comparative literature, but also the discipline of classics, which is devoted to ancient Greek and
Latin texts, as well as biblical studies, and the study of all ancient and archaic languages and texts,
including Old English and Middle English, i.e., Beowulf, Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, etc. Perhaps
the most famous philologist of the 20th century was on the faculty at nearby Oxford University,
J.R.R. Tolkien, author of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings. I have elsewhere argued that
Tolkien, who first created fictional languages and then the stories to go with them, viewed language
along similar lines as McLuhan and other media ecologists and general semanticists (Strate, Binding
Biases). I would also note that Tom Shippey, who at one time held the Walter Ong Chair in English at
Saint Louis University, explained that Tolkien was one of three 20th century novelists whose works
were grounded in a conscious concern with language. The other two are George Orwell, whose
concept of Newspeak in 1984 is based on linguistic relativism otherwise known as the Sapir-Whorf
Hypothesis, which in turn had a significant influence on McLuhan and other media ecologists, and
James Joyce, whose linguistic invention and wordplay was of great significance for McLuhan.
As previously noted, the printing revolution in early modern Europe was a great boon to
grammarians, automating the handicraft of writing, and through mass production making a wide
variety of texts available. This made literacy all the more valuable, leading to the proliferation
of schooling, and specifically of grammar schools. With that in mind, consider, for example, the
following quote written by one of Thomas Nashe’s better known contemporaries from Elizabethan
England:
Thou hast most traitorously corrupted the youth of the realm in erecting a grammar school;
and whereas, before, our forefathers had no other books but the score and the tally, thou
hast caused printing to be used, and, contrary to the king, his crown and dignity, thou hast
built a paper-mill. It will be proved to thy face that thou hast men about thee that usually
talk of a noun and a verb, and such abominable words as no Christian ear can endure to
hear. Thou hast appointed justices of peace, to call poor men before them about matters
they were not able to answer. Moreover, thou hast put them in prison; and because they
could not read, thou hast hanged them; when, indeed, only for that cause they have been
most worthy to live. (Shakespeare, Henry VI, Part 2, 4.7.31-46)
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These lines are taken from William Shakespeare’s historical play, Henry VI, Part 2, and they
reflect an awareness on the part of the Bard of the transformative power of the printing press with
movable type, an awareness discussed by Marshall McLuhan in The Gutenberg Galaxy. They also
reflect mixed emotions regarding the innovation, a reception not uncommon in early modern Europe
(Eisenstein, Divine Art). The lines are uttered by Jack Cade, the leader of a populist rebellion, his
anti-elitist stance coinciding with the anti-intellectual sentiments expressed here. Cade’s claim
that grammar schools are guilty of corrupting the youth echo the trial of Socrates, in which the
philosopher was accused and convicted of corrupting the youth of Athens. Corrupting the youth
remains synonymous with teaching to this day, which is why, we strive to make classrooms teacherproof through the use of assigned textbooks and standardized testing. As for the quote, it is in
grammar schools that children learn about nouns and verbs and the parts of speech, distinctions that
never come up in everyday discourse. In schooling, the pragmatics of communication are set aside in
favor of the syntactics of language, as well as its semantics, including the expansion of vocabulary,
or the learning of abominable words. This is reminiscent of the contemporary phenomenon of first
generation college students, returning home and angering the parents who paid their tuition by
references to philosophical positions and sociological theories that prove alienating to their elders.
In this sense, corrupting the youth is not only about filling their heads with ideas but also giving them
new means of expression. And this can indeed be divisive, and potentially dangerous to the status
quo. As for hanging the illiterate, the reference is to the Benefit of Clergy, a provision that originally
exempted clergy from being tried in secular courts. To prove their clerical status, individuals would
be required to read a passage from the Latin Bible, and this benefit was eventually extended to lay
persons, so that it was not so much that individuals were hanged because they couldn’t read, but
rather that those who could read were spared.
The sentiments expressed by Shakespeare are something of an anachronism. The invention of the
printing press with movable type coincided with Henry VI’s troubled reign, although it was not until
a few years after his death that the invention was brought to England by William Caxton. And with
it came numerous social and cultural mutations, as scholars such as Elizabeth Eisenstein (Printing
Press) and S.H. Steinberg have documented. The mechanization of writing made it possible to mass
produce written works, and increased access to reading materials, resulting in rising literacy rates.
By creating a market for the selling of books, printing encouraged the writing and publication of
works in the vernacular as well as in Latin, and Shakespeare was instrumental in establishing English
as a legitimate literary language. The effect was also to reduce if not eliminate local linguistic
differences, standardizing and homogenizing vernacular languages within national boundaries
(McLuhan, Gutenberg Galaxy; Steinberg). And as the status and utility of literacy increased, so did
schooling. Neil Postman (Disappearance of Childhood) noted that, “in a relatively short time the
English transformed their society into an island of schools” (p. 39), and that
There were, in fact, three kinds of schools that developed: the elementary or “petty”
schools, which taught the three R’s; the free schools, which taught mathematics, English
composition, and rhetoric; and grammar schools, which trained the young for universities
and Inns of Court by teaching them English grammar and classical linguistics. Shakespeare
attended a grammar school in Stratford, and his experience there inspired him to express
a famous complaint (for he had probably been required to read Lyly’s Latin Grammar).
(p. 40)

Today this part of the primary curriculum is sometimes referred to as language arts, which
incorporates rhetoric in the form of composition and public speaking, and largely forgoes the
teaching of Latin. And yet, the shadow of Latin lingers, having altered how English grammar is
taught. In this regard, the 18th century was pivotal. It was at this time that members of a burgeoning
middle class, the result of urbanization, democratization, capitalism, and industrialism, as well as
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typographic literacy, were looking for ways to increase their social standing to match their wealth.
As Postman and Weingartner (Linguistics) explain,
In their desire to attain a status to which their new-found affluence and freedom entitled
them, these people assumed an almost compulsive interest in English grammar. To them,
language became a medium of social prestige, or, to use a modern term, a medium of
upward social mobility. Toward this end, wealthy merchants and their wives employed
tutors to inform them of the elegant modes of speech. The tutors responded to the demand
by producing “latinized” English-grammar books, which is to say, books attempting to
describe the structure of English in terms of the structure of Latin. (p. 47)

For English speaking populations, the bias of print media towards the homogenization and
standardization of language not only designated one particular dialect as proper and correct, as in
the phrase, the King’s (or Queen’s) English; it also led to the adoption of arbitrary rules foreign to
the language, originating from Latin. For example, in Latin infinitives are one word, whereas in
English they always begin with the word “to,” as in “to walk,” “to talk,” and “to chew gum.” It is
therefore quite possible in English to split an infinitive, and thereby to boldly go where others have
gone before, and there is nothing inherently wrong or confusing about doing so. Similarly, in Latin
it is impossible to end a sentence with a preposition, but in English we are perfectly capable of doing
so, and again, there is nothing necessarily wrong about it, neither does it create any difficulties in
conveying meaning. (E.B. White famously provided an example of ending a sentence with five
prepositions: “A father of a little boy goes upstairs after supper to read to his son, but he brings the
wrong book. The boy says, ‘why did you bring that book that I don’t want to be read to out of up
for?’”) The rationale for imposing these Latin-derived rules onto English was almost theological in
its origin, and based on a desire for linguistic purity, in the face of linguistic pollution. According to
Postman and Weingartner (Linguistics),
It was typical of the grammarians of the eighteenth century to assume (1) that language
was a divine inspiration, originally perfect, but debased by man; (2) that, consequently,
language possessed a natural logic that could not be violated even by common consent;
which is to say, common usage; (3) that the consummate expression of linguistic purity
and perfection was to be found in Latin and Greek, especially Latin, and that the grammar
and inherent logic of Latin were criteria by which the excellence or depravity of language
could be judged; (4) that English could be improved by the application of rules of Latin
and by the insistence on a strict adherence to these rules; and (5) that the function of a
grammarian is to preserve, protect, and otherwise defend the language from “decay.” (p. 49)

This approach to the teaching of grammar is referred to as prescriptive, and it gave rise to the
notion that some people have good grammar and some have bad grammar, or worse yet, that some
people do not have grammar at all. Prior to this innovation, notably in oral cultures and traditional
cultures, the concept of a grammatical error simply does not exist. The prescriptive approach to
education has much to do with changing the meaning of the term grammar, from its original,
expansive sense, to its reduced, restricted association with rote learning of linguistic rules, and no
doubt is responsible for the negative connotations the term often evokes. It can also be viewed,
however, as the beginnings of linguistics as a field of study distinct from philology. In linguistics,
language is studied in isolation from the larger context of literature, or for that matter of oral tradition
or folklore.
An alternative to the prescriptive approach in linguistics emerged during the 19th century.
Descriptive grammarians were not interested in making value judgments about what style of speech
should be considered wrong or right. Rather, embracing a social and behavioral science perspective,
they aimed for an objective study of different languages, viewing differences in a neutral manner, and
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noting that variations are neither good nor bad, but simply different. From a descriptive approach,
every dialect has a grammar, all grammars are equally valid, and the aim is simply to understand
the unique properties of a language. For scholars associated with descriptive linguistics, “grammar
is the study of the ways in which a language achieves structural sense” (Postman & Weingartner,
Linguistics, p. 55).

Language, Culture, and Media

Descriptive linguistics forms the basis of linguistic relativism, also known as the Sapir-Whorf
Hypothesis, associated with Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf, as well as Dorothy Lee, and
more recently Lera Boroditsky; the basic concept was in circulation prior to the 20th century,
possibly introduced by Wilhelm von Humboldt in the early 19th century. Linguistic relativism is
often expressed as the idea that the language we speak affects or determines the way we view
the world; put another way, different languages give us different tools for thought, and also guide
our perception in different ways. This view influences and parallels general semantics, and is an
important foundation for the media ecology of McLuhan and others who followed. The best known
examples of linguistic relativism has to do with differences in vocabulary, the cliché being the idea
that the Eskimo have a dozen words for snow while we have only the one, as well as pointing to
words that are unique to a particular language and more or less untranslatable (Rheingold). The
more significant factor in influencing perception, thought, and behavior, however, is the grammar
of the language, that is, its structure and syntax, and in recognizing the greater impact of grammar
over vocabulary, we can discern a parallel and precursor to McLuhan’s emphasis on medium over
message.
The descriptive approach was to a large degree pushed aside by the generative approach
championed by Noam Chomsky and his followers. While they share an interest in grammar as the
structure of language, their primary concern is with a posited deep structure that underlies all human
languages. This universal grammar is believed to be hardwired into our species, a genetic inheritance
and inborn language instinct. It is certainly the case that our biology includes the capacity to make a
wide variety of sounds, due to the structure and positioning of our larynx and the entire vocal tract.
It is also true that the human brain has evolved to enable speech and symbolic communication,
through structures such as Broca’s Area and Wernicke’s Area. The generative approach goes
further than this, with the argument that our genes also encode a basic set of rules that make up this
universal grammar, a deep structure our of which the surface structure of different languages with
their different syntactical formulations are manifested. It is worth noting that Chomsky’s approach
is dialectical rather than grammarian, based on deductive logic rather than the empirical study of
languages (he even referred to his perspective as Cartesian linguistics at one point); moreover, his
generalizations have not stood up to empirical testing (Wolfe). The idea of a universal grammar in
some ways retrieves the prescriptive view that language has a natural logic, and that there is a pure
version of language, not Latin in this case, but the generative grammar out of which all specific
forms arise. Chomsky and his followers dismissed linguistic differences as insignificant, and were
opposed to linguistic relativism, even though it would be perfectly possible for both views to coexist.
The grammarian view, however, would maintain that differences between different languages are
differences that make a difference, that different languages do influence thought and perception
differently, and that structural differences on all levels are significant.
Within linguistics generally, study focuses on topics such as the parts of speech, and that phrase
serves to underline the fact that the word tongue is synonymous with the term language, the root
being the Latin lingua, meaning exactly that, tongue. This helps to remind us that the written word
is merely a means of recording language, not language itself. Writing does make it possible to study
language, and is the foundation of grammar, rhetoric, and logic, of philology and linguistics, and
indeed of all forms of study (Havelock; Ong, Orality and Literacy). But the distinction between
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speech and writing has not always been made clear within linguistics, and when it has, the study
of writing has been more or less an afterthought. For this reason, I.J. Gelb, in his book, A Study of
Writing, introduced the term grammatology to refer to the study of writing systems, including the
logographic, syllabic, and alphabetic. Derrida adopted the term in reference to his own method
of deconstruction, which in an odd turn made writing primary, and speech a function of writing.
However problematic that may be, it does serve to isolate writing as a separate symbol system from
speech, which indicates that there is a distinct grammar of the written word that can be differentiated
from the grammar of a tongue, and therefore isolated and studied in its own right. Consistent with
linguistic relativism, neurological research indicates that literacy actually alters brain structure and
function (Wolf), and that different writing systems are associated with different ways of thinking,
perceiving, and communicating (Havelock, Logan).
That writing systems are inventions, tools, and therefore technologies (Ong, Orality and
Literacy) is fairly obvious. That languages and other symbol systems are also inventions, tools, and
therefore technologies, is often obscured by the fact that they are made possible by our biology,
and based on our genetic predisposition. This overlooks the fact that all of our tools, technologies,
and media are extensions of our bodies, an observation made by Ralph Waldo Emerson, Ogden
and Richards, Edward T. Hall, and famously, McLuhan (Understanding Media). Moreover, we
clearly have an innate capacity for tool use, as evidence by the fact that other animals also make
and utilize tools. We typically refer to symbols as arbitrary and conventional, which indicates that
they do not spring fully formed from our DNA, but rather are arbitrary because they are human
inventions, and conventional because they are subject to widespread adoption. That language is an
invention is most clearly evident in regard to naming; recall the story related in the Book of Genesis
of how Adam named all of the animals, the process of naming coinciding with his being granted
dominion over nature. Parents assign names to their offspring, and people name various significant
parts of their environment, both natural and artificial. Naming is also a tool of perception, relating
to figure-ground relationships: whatever has a name can be seen as a figure in the foreground of our
awareness; whatever is nameless is part of the background and generally not consciously focused on
or attended to. We understand that words can be invented, the process of neologism also expands to
include the invention of phrases and expressions, and the idea of rhetorical invention in addition to
linguistic invention. Poetry involves the creative use of language, while professionals develop jargon
to facilitate communication within a group and helping to maintain its boundaries. Importantly,
general semantics is predicated on the idea that language is a tool, one that can be modified and
refined (Johnson). And this includes not only vocabularies, but grammar and syntax as well, for
example through changing the ways in which we use the verb to be.
Understanding language to be a human invention is consistent with linguistic relativism, and
indeed helps to explain the existence of entirely different languages and language families, and why
those differences are truly significant. The extreme version of the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis, that
language determines worldview, has opened up the entirety of linguistic relativism to unwarranted
criticism. Without a doubt it is more accurate to say that language influences thought and perception,
and to eschew determinism, which is an unfortunate carryover from the Aristotelian and Newtonian
perspective. Rather, we can understand that our linguistic, semantic, and media environments allow
for differing and unique worldviews and modes of thought to emerge (Strate, Binding Biases, Media
Ecology). The extreme version of the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis includes a reductionist view of
culture as completely derived from language, and this too is inaccurate, but again does not require
abandoning linguistic relativism altogether. Quite the contrary, Edward T. Hall extended the SapirWhorf Hypothesis by suggesting that all of culture can be understood as a kind of language writ
large, influencing the way we think and perceive. This applies to the differences between different
cultures taken as a whole, Hall’s definition of culture being, simply that culture is communication;

58

Anekaant: A Journal of Polysemic Thought

it also applies to specific subsets of a culture, such as clothing, architecture, food, etc., including
language, which can be understood as codes or symbol systems. Of course, cultural artifacts and
cultures in their entirety are also human inventions, which is why we often place culture in binary
opposition to nature. Along similar lines, the concept of art, whether seen as a product of culture
or a separate phenomenon, is often described as a species of language, or a set of languages, but
perhaps more properly as symbolic form, following the highly significant work of Susanne Langer
(Philosophy in a New Key; Feeling and Form).
Paralleling Hall, Edmund Carpenter explained that all languages are types of media, and all other
types of media are languages:
English is a mass medium. All languages are mass media. The new mass media—film,
radio, TV—are new languages, their grammars as yet unknown…. each codifies reality
differently; each conceals a unique metaphysics (p. 162).

The idea of media as languages can be traced back to the Soviet filmmaker and film theorist
Sergei Eisenstein (Film Sense; Film Form), who argued that film can be understood as a language,
with shots as the vocabulary, and film editing or montage as the grammar or syntax. The idea of
media as languages was significant to McLuhan’s understanding of media, and this includes viewing
all technologies, not just communication technologies, as languages. In Understanding Media, he
refers to media as translators, translating experience into representations, sense perception into
vocalizations, and nature into art; this is similar to the idea in physics that the lever is a machine
that translates force. I would also point to the example of learning how to drive, and how at a
certain point we stop thinking consciously about what we are doing as the activity becomes a kind
of second nature; at that point, it could be said that we have become fluent in car, by which I
mean the language of the automobile. The idea of technology as a kind of tongue is emphasized in
the posthumously published Laws of Media, co-authored by Eric McLuhan, where they introduce
the tetrad or four laws of media (enhance, obsolesce, retrieve, and reverse) as the grammar of
technology. Neil Postman, whose background was in English education, was instrumental in
bringing these threads together, initially in his first book, Television and the Teaching of English, in
his first collaboration with Charles Weingartner, Linguistics: A Revolution in Teaching, and notably
in their second work, Teaching as a Subversive Activity, where they introduced, “the Sapir-WhorfKorzybski-Ames-Einstein-Heisenberg-Wittgenstein-McLuhan-Et Al. Hypothesis … that language
is not merely a vehicle of expression, it is also the driver; and that what we perceive, and therefore
can learn, is a function of our languaging processes” (p. 101). This coincides with Postman’s
(“Reformed English”) formal introduction of media ecology as a field of inquiry he defined as, “the
study of media as environments” (p. 161) a field he later described as “general semantics writ large”
(Postman, “Media Ecology,” p. 76).

Ecology and Systems

To the extent that general semantics is concerned with language, it builds upon the descriptive
approach to grammar, and is closely connected to linguistic relativism. But it also represents a new
kind of prescriptive approach, substituting non-Aristotelian principles, such as consciousness of
abstracting and the extensional orientation, for the original prescriptivists’ obsession with Latin
grammar. Korzybski’s concern was with structure (and structural differentials), and the relationship
between the structure of reality, which is to say the structure of our environment, and the structure of
our language and worldview, the structure of our thought, and perception. For example, he explained,
A language, any language, has at its bottom certain metaphysics, which ascribe,
consciously or unconsciously, some sort of structure to this world. Our old mythologies
ascribed an anthropomorphic structure to the world, and, of course, under such a delusion,
the primitives built up a language to picture such a world and gave it a subject-predicate
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form…. Neither Aristotle nor his immediate followers realized or could realize what
has been said here. They took the structure of the primitive-made language for granted,
and went ahead formulating a philosophical grammar of this primitive language, which
grammar—to our great semantic detriment—they called ‘logic’, defining it as the ‘laws of
thought’. Because of this formulation in a general theory, we are accustomed even today
to inflict this ‘philosophical grammar’ of primitive language upon our children, and so
from childhood up imprison them unconsciously by the structure of the language and the
so-called ‘logic’, in an anthropomorphic, structurally primitive universe. (p. 89)

Holding aside Korzybski’s use of the term primitive, a term that is typically avoided in
contemporary discussion due to its pejorative connotations, the equation of structure with grammar,
both linguistic and philosophical grammar, is significant. Korzybski’s often stated idea that the map
is not the territory refers then not just to representation, but to the difference between the grammar of
maps as distinct from the grammar of territories, both of which are read—we read maps and we read
our surroundings. The prescriptive goal, then, is to create a mapmaking grammar that is consistent
with the grammar of the territory, so as to produce maps that are as structurally similar to the territory
as possible, general semantics providing the method for doing so. Media ecology provides a further
prescriptive component in the concern regarding media and environment, and the ways in which
our media and technology affect our environment, and ourselves. This is particularly apparent in the
approach taken by Postman and others, including Lewis Mumford and Jacques Ellul (and subdued
but still discernible in McLuhan and Ong). The inclusion of both prescriptive and descriptive
elements parallels the double meaning of ecology itself, as both a subdivision of biological science,
and an approach that embraces conservation and environmentalism. In this context, we can frame
ecology as the study of the grammar of the biosphere, and specific natural environments. Jeremy
Campbell moves in that direction in his popular work, Grammatical Man (1982):
Information theory shows that there are good reasons why the forces of antichance
are as universal as the forces of chance, even though entropy has been presented as the
overwhelmingly more powerful principle. The proper metaphor for the life process may
not be a pair of rolling dice or a spinning roulette wheel, but the sentences of a language,
conveying information that is partly predictable and partly unpredictable. These sentences
are generated by rules which make much out of little, producing a boundless wealth of
meaning from a finite store of words; they enable language to be familiar yet surprising,
constrained yet unpredictable within its constraints.
Sense and order, the theory says, can prevail against nonsense and chaos. The world
need not regress toward the simple, the uniform, and the banal, but may advance in the
direction of richer and more complex structures, physical and mental. Life, like language,
remains “grammatical.” The classical view of entropy implied that structure is the
exception and confusion the rule. The theory of information suggests instead that order is
entirely natural; grammatical man inhabits a grammatical universe. (p. 12)

Extending the concept of grammar beyond speech and symbols, communication and culture,
media and technology, and connecting language to information theory is a step in the right direction.
More significant than the connection Campbell forges between Claude Shannon and Noam Chomsky,
however, is the fact that Korzybski’s general semantics was also a precursor of systems theory, as
elaborated upon by Gregory Bateson (Steps; Mind and Nature) and others, which in turn informs
the work of media ecology scholars such as McLuhan and Postman. Whereas the systems view
emphasizes the structure of systems, the relationship of the parts as they join together to form a
whole, we can understand that that structure is the grammar of the system, a grammar that may be
made up of a stable and unchanging set of rules, or a grammar composed of a dynamic and interactive
set of relationships. Moreover, there is the relationship between the system and its environment, as
Watzlawick, Bavelas, and Johnson explain:
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In modern biology it would be unthinkable to study even the most primitive organism
in artificial isolation from its environment. As postulated particularly by General System
Theory… organisms are open systems that maintain their steady state (stability) and even
evolve toward states of higher complexity by means of a constant exchange of both energy
and information with their environment. If we realize that in order to survive any organism
must gain not only the substances necessary for its metabolism but adequate information
about the world around it, we see that communication and existence are inseparable
concepts. The environment, then, is subjectively experienced as a set of instructions
about the organisms existence, and in this sense the environmental effects are similar to
a computer program; Norbert Wiener once said about the world that it “may be viewed
as a myriad of To Whom It May Concern messages.” There is, however, the important
difference that while the computer program is presented in a language that the machine
completely “understands,” the impact of the environment on an organism comprises a set of
instructions whose meaning is by no means self-evident but rather is left up to the organism
to decode as best it can. If to this consideration we add the obvious fact that the organism’s
reactions in turn affect the environment, it becomes apparent that even on the very primitive
levels of life, complex and continuous interactions take place that are nonrandom and are,
therefore, governed by a program or, to us an existentialist term, by meaning.
Seen in this light, existence is a function… of the relationship between the organism and
its environment. At the human level this interaction between organism and environment
reaches its highest degree of complexity. Although in modern societies problems of
biological survival have receded far into the background and the environment, in the
ecological sense of the term, is largely controlled by man, the vital messages from the
environment that must be correctly decoded have merely undergone a shift from the
biological to the more psychological realm. (258-259)

This systems or relational view is not that far removed from the older grammarian idea of reading
the environment as we would read a book. Simply put, Korzybski began with science, which led him
to the idea of relationship and structure, and from the idea of the structure of the environment to its
relationship to the structure of language. McLuhan began with grammar as it relates to language and
literature, and from there to the idea of the grammar of the environment as it relates to the grammar
of language, studied via texts.
Even more basic would be the idea of the environment as a form of speech, or more accurately,
events as speech acts, which we can listen to. In the words of Martin Buber, “this speech has no
alphabet, each of its sounds is a new creation, and only to be grasped as such… the sounds of
which the speech consists… are the events of the personal everyday life” (p. 16). This is consistent
with the idea that God speaks the world into being, beginning in the Book of Genesis with the
command, “Let there be light.” This also relates to the concept of divine logos, originating in ancient
Greece, and significant in Christian theology (Ong, Orality and Literacy). Holding religion aside,
the idea of listening to the environment, in contrast to reading the environment, suggests a more
intimate relationship, one of immersion rather than voyeurism, participation rather than passive
spectatorship. Listening situates us in acoustic space, and in a subjective, I-You relationship with
others and our environment; reading places us in visual space, and in an objective, I-It relationship
with others and our environment (Carpenter and McLuhan). In this sense, visual space is consistent
with modern science and the view that we are separate and in opposition to nature, whereas acoustic
space is consistent with an ecological understanding that we are inside and a part of our environment.
And acoustic space was dominant in oral cultures, while visual space is a product of literacy. In
our contemporary electronic culture, acoustic space has returned from being repressed (McLuhan,
Understanding Media; McLuhan and McLuhan). Visual space is still available to us, however, and
we desperately need to find a balance between the two.
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McLuhan (Classical Trivium) characterized the grammarian as interested in connections, as
opposed to the dialectician’s focus on divisions; likewise the grammarian is interested in concrete
observations, in answering the question general semanticists are known to pose, what is going on?,
whereas dialecticians tend to get lost in high level abstractions. Dialecticians focus on analysis to
the exclusion of all else, whereas grammarians are interested in synthesis, in putting the pieces
together to form a whole greater than the sum of its parts, and above all with understanding. The new
grammarians are concerned with the grammar of the word and the world, the grammar of language
and media, the grammar of culture and consciousness, the grammar of our symbolic, technological,
and biophysical environments. This does not mean that logic and rhetoric must be excluded and
exiled from the grammarian republic of letters, but instead that grammar needs to be restored to its
rightful place, as the foundation of a curriculum, a methodology, and a body of knowledge that is
anything but trivial, but rather, one that is vital for our survival.
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FORUM ON CONTEMPORARY THEORY
Baroda, India

(A Member of the Consortium of the Humanities Centers and Institutes)
XXIII International Conference
on

“The Task of the Human Sciences in Times of Climate Emergency”
25-27 March 2021
Venue: Centre for Contemporary Theory, Baroda

CONCEPT NOTE
Previously, Forum on Contemporary Theory had planned its 23rd international conference,
scheduled to be held in Goa during 12-15 December 2020. Adrian Parr, the author of books
such as The Wrath of Capital: New Liberalism and Climate Change Politics (2012) and Birth
of a New Earth: The Radical Politics of Environmentalism (2017) had accepted our invitation
to come to Goa and deliver the keynote address. But we had to cancel the event because of
the Covid-19 pandemic and the consequent uncertainty that it caused around the globe. While
this uncertainty still continues, we are taking a chance to reschedule the conference, which is
proposed to be held at our Centre in Baroda, during 25-27 March 2021 without our keynote
speaker. The conference in December was supposed to be on “Climate Emergency: Symptom
or Cause.” The present topic is partly modified from the earlier one suggested by Parr. The
proposed conference will be a three-day program, with maximum 50 (fifty) participants in
attendance: this number has been stipulated by the Indian government as the largest number
permissible for physical gatherings. We have not yet invited a keynote speaker because of the
prevailing uncertainty about travel and health restrictions. We hope some of these restrictions
will be relaxed soon,but wearing masks and maintaining social distancing will perhaps
continue for some more time. Adrian Parr writes that the present climate emergency poses
a greater existential threat to all lives on earth and biosphere than any other phenomenon in
the past, because of its “normalization of human violence,” which, though often invisible, has
a greater epistemic impact on human lives as well as on nature around us. British scientist
James Lovelock, now 101 years old, while elaborating his famous “Gaia-Hypothesis” in his
recent book Novacene: The Coming of the Hyperintelligence (2019) says that the “age of
anthropocene” is almost over and its successor “the age of novacene” has just begun, or is about
to begin. “Anthropocene” had a life-span of around 300 years, from the early 18th century to
the present-time, when “humans attained the ability to alter the geology and ecosystems of
the entire planet” and in the process violated the “self-regulated scheme of nature” (Gaiahypothesis) through their aggressive acts. Now it seems too late to turn the clock back; what
could be done now is to shed one’s hubris for dominance and turn to pay more attention to
the damages which have been caused to earth and the biosphere so that this epoch could be
extended for some more years to enable us to facilitate a smooth non-violent transition for the
benefit of our successors (inhabitants of the novacene), who are expected to be super-intelligent
compared to us and less reckless in their dealings with the planet. This is perhaps the most
immediate task for scholars of the human sciences at present, including the participants at this
conference. By reorienting their creative imagination and depth of insight they, like Lovelock,
should ask themselves this question, “What have we got wrong?” and try to find appropriate
answers so that the follies committed by their predecessors are not repeated again.
For details please get in touch with: Anomitra Biswas, Program Coordinator (biswas.
anomitra@gmail.com)
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Abstract
The relationship of language to reality, thought, and behavior has been a central topic
in the circle of academia for quite a long time. This article focuses on how language
is interpreted in three study fields and compares the theories of language advanced by
Charles S. Peirce, Alfred Korzybski, and Neil Postman as the founders of these fields. The
article suggests that because Peirce, Korzybski, and Postman initially and insightfully
investigate the human sense and human use of language as a system of signs, they make
a linguistic turn in their own field and thus deepen people’s understanding of the world of
words and the world of non-words; in the final analysis, the significance of their linguistic
turn manifests not only in treating language from a pragmatic point of view but in breaking
down the Cartesian dualism and consequently giving rise to intersubjectivity.
Keywords: Cartesianism, communication, environment, humanity, intersubjectivity,
phenomenological category, pragmatic maxim, sanity, sign, semiotics

____

Although scholars have given various interpretations to general semantics and media ecology, it
should not be wrong to suggest that one of, if not the most, significant and enlightening achievements
of these two study fields lies in their investigation of language, for such an investigation not only
reveals the nature and effect of any symbolic systems mankind creates but more importantly indicates
the very character of humans as a type of species. Charles S. Peirce once “declared that man not
only uses signs but that he himself is a sign” (Bernstein 1995, xxii); logically, to understand signs
(including mankind) is to comprehend the human sense and the human use of a symbolic system.
Here “human sense” refers to both the meanings mankind gives to signs as well as the meanings of
mankind as a sign; on the other hand, “human use” relates not only to mankind’s practice in utilizing
signs to fulfill their goals but also to the consequence of mankind being employed as a sign. It is in
this context that general semantics, media ecology, and pragmatism show up, encounter each other,
and become the focus of this article. What I want to do in this article is to review how the three fields
explore the nature and function of language as well as to inquire into the similarities and differences
between their theories of language. I shall argue that because Charles S. Peirce, Alfred Korzybski,
and Neil Postman initially and insightfully examine the human sense and human use of language,
they make a linguistic turn in their own field and thus deepen people’s understanding of the world
of words and the world of non-words; in the final analysis, the significance of their linguistic turn
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manifests not only in treating language from a pragmatic point of view but in breaking down the
Cartesian dualism and consequently giving rise to intersubjectivity.

Korzybski and General Semantics

The linguistic turn originally refers to a thought movement that first occurred in philosophy
as pioneered by Gottlob Frege and promoted by Bertrand Russell and Ludwig Wittgenstein.1As
many contemporary philosophers recognized, “philosophical problems are problems which may be
solved (or dissolved) either by reforming language or by understanding more about the language
we use” (Rorty 3). The linguistic turn was indeed also a paradigm shift in twentieth-century
humanities and social sciences when more and more scholars reinterpreted theoretical and practical
issues in education (Postman, 1966), anthropology (Geertz, 1973), literary criticism (Said, 1978),
communication studies (Habermas, 1984), psychology (Lacan, 1988), sociology (Luhmann, 1995),
and history (Iggers, 1997), etc. by exploring the role language plays in human beings’ existence in,
thought of, and acting upon, diverse environments.
In fact, such a linguistic turn can also be seen clearly in general semantics. To properly recognize
this turn, let us pay attention first to Korzybski’s general theory of humanity. As a scholar with
a strong scientific-mathematic orientation and college training in engineering and chemistry,
Korzybski started his academic journey by investigating the very nature of humans. In his first
book published in 1921 and entitled Manhood of Humanity, Korzybski claims that his work is a
study of mankind that “takes into consideration all the characteristics which make man what he is”
(l ix). One may wonder what makes mankind human, or what differentiates humans from animals.
According to Korzybski, it is time-binding that represents the most complicated class of life on
the earth. To define the meaning of time-binding, he contrasts three classes of life: plants, animals,
and humans. While plants are chemistry-binding (i.e., plants are one-dimensional for they remain
interaction with their environment merely at a chemistry-level) and animals are space-binding
(i.e., animals are two-dimensional for they can move beyond certain distance), humans are multidimensional for they can break any temporal and spatial restrictions in the sense that they are able to
communicate across different generations and territories. This characteristic provides humans with
a unique advantage, that is, experiences can be accumulated, skills be transmitted, and knowledge
be developed; consequently, humans could survive more successfully and handle their relations
with each other and their surroundings more effectively than any other classes of life. Yet, the
entire human history until the time Korzybski wrote this book was to him merely the childhood of
humanity, which was full of serious problems in the economic, political, and social filed of human
life and exemplified by the First World War. To explore the ultimate root of these problems, he
poses a profound question: “Why do our social institutions collapse while bridges mostly don’t”
(Kodish 127)? In answering this question, he actually summarizes the features of science and thinks
of engineering as a sample of these features in such a conceptual sequence that (1) science stands for
the very model of knowledge; (2) this model relies on mathematics – a universal language; (3) this
language possesses a structure which logically corresponds to that of the world; (4) to investigate
the subject matter of any scientific disciplines in a mathematical language enables researchers to
think correctly; and (5) to think correctly is the main reason for being successful in achieving desired
outcomes. It is based on this line of reasoning that Korzybski names his theory “the science and art
of human engineering.”
To better understand Korzybski’s theory of humanity, one can compare it to Michel Foucault’s
human sciences, particularly Manhood of Humanity to The Order of Things, since both of them
concentrate on human nature.2 Whereas Korzybski’s key conceptions include life, wealth, and
power, and his main concern is time-binding as well as the contradiction between human capability
and human problems, Foucault’s key conceptions consist of living, producing, and speaking, and
his main concern is the particular ways for mankind to work, talk, and know. Regarding speaking,
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Foucault claims that because mankind “has a language, he can constitute a whole symbolic universe
for himself, within which he has a relation to his past, to things, to other men, and on the basis of
which he is able equally to build something like a body of knowledge” (351). In this passage, he
pinpoints the very function of a daily language (instead of a mathematical language), i.e., it makes
communication possible, establishes a body of knowledge that represents the cream of civilizations,
and creates a symbolic environment that brings together the subject and the object, the past and the
present, as well as the self and the other. By contrast, Korzybski does not take everyday language
into account in his first book. Although his notion of time-binding implies communication, he does
not show what is the basic medium of communication. And even if he highly values the importance
of language in theory and practice, the language he prefers and recommends is mathematical and
universal rather than ordinary and local. Moreover, he actually thinks of mathematics as a deductive,
and thus the correct, method of understanding diverse facts of the world and making solutions to
the various problems mankind faces. These limitations indicate that daily language does not hold a
central position in his general theory of humanity (which claims to discover “all the characteristics
which make man what he is”).3
Nevertheless, in the second appendix of his Manhood of Humanity, Korzybski does talk about
conceptions like “suitable language,” “correct use of words,”“false definitions,” and suggests that
“Every word has its energy and produces some physico-chemical effects in the time-binding apparatus
in accord with the idea which we associate with the sound of a word. If we teach ideas which are
untrue, then the physico-chemical effects produced are not proper—in other words, the human mind
does NOT WORK PROPERLY” (250-251). Although this idea is not discussed in detail, it displays
that he has gone beyond mathematics and included ordinary language when addressing symbolic
systems. More importantly, the idea, as a matter of fact, works as a vital seed that orientates his
further studies and breeds a linguistic turn in his construction of general semantics, which was
eventually completed in his Science and Sanity, a book published in 1933.
Science and Sanity is an ambitious work, for its aim is to establish a non-Aristotelian system
that not only builds a new worldview, value, and logic but provides devices and guidelines for
correctly abstracting and evaluating the world. While continually stressing that (1) human is a timebinder, (2) science is the model of knowledge, and (3) mathematical language is the right method
of investigation, Korzybski takes everyday language as the nexus of his approach to human life
and human nature. He defines this nexus by indicating that all the issues he deals with “are mostly
linguistic, and that, in particular, they are based on the analysis of the structure of languages in
connection with s.r. [i.e., semantic reaction]. All statements, therefore, which are made in this work
are about empirical facts, language, and its structure” (42). One may ask: Why does he change his
discussion of humanity from economic and political issues into linguistic and epistemic issues,
or how is his linguistic turn necessary and justified? Indeed, he answers this question from five
respects. First, for more than two thousand years the structure of the language and psycho-logical
habits “have affected all of us consciously or unconsciously, and have introduced serious difficulties
even in science and in mathematics” (lx). Second, while things are closely related to one another,
people habitually interpret them through a “subject-predicate” method (xx); this method is actually
derived from the grammar of our language. Third, our thought and action are dominated in one way
or another by popular conceptions of absolute space, sameness, time, staticness, and simultaneity;
yet these conceptions are in nature conventional and verbal definitions/statements instead of accurate
representations of empirical facts (xxi). Fourth, because people cannot live without language, they
are ruled by those who manipulate symbols (76). Fifth, as the above-mentioned problems come from
the Aristotelian structure of daily language, we have to and can solve these problems by changing
that structure “to one free from false-to-fact implications” (xxxi).
Closely looking at Korzybski’s comparison between the orientations and characteristics of
Aristotelian and non-Aristotelian systems as well as reading through his analysis of the main
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subjects/issues of his general semantics, one cannot help reaching such a conclusion that ordinary
language or verbal communication is the key to human nature because it is through that language
(and other kinds of signs) humans understand the world, handle the relations of their life to various
environments, regulate their practices, maintain an ordered and meaningful community, and make
development possible. Therefore, many, if not all, achievements and mistakes mankind makes in
every walk of daily life are rooted in, or at least related to, the “secrets” of human language. This
explains why general semantics as a theory of evaluation of facts, relations, ‘feelings’, etc.4 cannot
be separated from linguistic analysis and why Korzybski’s most influential interpreters are those
who concentrate their research on natural language.
It is interesting and significant to notice the fact that Korzybski repeatedly points out the crucial
differences between his general semantics and those works that interpret his theory in terms of
popular semantics or with a semantic orientation.5 To comprehend this matter from a hermeneutic
point of view, these works’ “misinterpretations” of general semantics may not be completely
negative; rather, they could be a necessary development of Korzybski’s linguistic turn and a kind
of creative understanding of language. Donald Davidson indicates that “The aim of interpretation is
not agreement but understanding” and “understanding can be secured only by interpreting in a way
that makes for the right sort of agreement” (xvii). Then, is there any agreement between Korzybski
and his interpreters about the very nature and effect of ordinary language? The answer is easy and
positive. For example, Stuart Chase unfolds his review of the misuse of language in economic,
political, and law contexts in light of “two besetting sins of language” that Korzybski identifies
(8). Even though S. I. Hayakawa’s “Abstract Ladder” is criticized as failing to represent much
of the function of Korzybski’s “Structural Differential,” the former shares the latter’s function in
illuminating how people abstract the objects or events they encounter (154-157).6 Wendell Johnson
also analyzes the process of abstraction. He approaches this issue in terms of the relation between the
world of not-words and the world of words and between the non-verbal level and the verbal level.
In a similar vein, Mary Morrain describes the objective of general semantics as investigating “the
relations between words, what words refer to and the human beings involved, the effects of language
on evaluation and evaluation on language” (xiv). What we can obtain from these examples is such a
point that while whether general semantics could be thought of as a theory of meaning is arguable,
it is undeniable that Science and Sanity launches a linguistic turn and draws many researchers’ and
readers’ attention to the nature and effect of everyday language.

Postman and Media Ecology

Among the scholars influenced by Korzybski, Postman stands out as a distinguished educationist,
a productive theorist of communication and media, and a popular public intellectual. From his first
book Television and the Teaching of English published in 1961 to his last book Building a Bridge to
the Eighteenth Century published in 1999, we can identify a clear and exclusive theme penetrating
his entire research career, that is, the nature of language and the importance of language education.
And we can get his general idea about the theme from the following two quotes, one from his Crazy
Talk, Stupid Talk, the other from his Teaching as a Conserving Activity:
Words are not only tools to think with. They are, for all practical purposes, the content of
our thoughts. As Ludwig (The Logical Positivist) Wittgenstein put it: Language is not only
the vehicle of thought, it is also the driver.” (55)
“[L]anguage becomes the central preoccupation of a conserving education, wherein every
teacher, regardless of level or subject, must be a language educator. (153)

Postman’s work can be roughly divided into three phases: (1) 1961to 1979; (2) 1980 to 1994;
and (3) 1995 to 2003. During the first phase, his writings center on the reform of English education
and on language as a primary medium of communication. Specifically, he addresses mainly four
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topics: first, the nature and function of language; second, the problems with English teaching; third,
solutions to the problems; and fourth, the role language plays in communication. Regarding the
first topic, Postman, along with Charles Weingartner and Terence Moran, points out that language
is “the key to human survival” (1969a, ix) for “man is the only form of life with the potential
for abstracting, for using symbols to stand for aspects of the existential environment in which he
tries to survive” (vii). Regarding the second topic, Postman argues that language can both “give”
and “take,” i.e., it is a kind of double-edged sword, when used improperly or got out of control,
language pollutes our “semantic environment” and further causes a lot of problems in education and
other social institutions. Regarding the third topic, Postman proposes “an education in the rational
use of language” so as to make our schools “become an important ally in the task of filtering our
semantic environment” (1969b, 19). To fulfill this goal, he developed “a textbook series called ‘The
New English,’ used in grades 7 to 12” and published Linguistics: A Revolution in Teaching in 1966
with Weingartner to provide English teachers with the theoretical context of his textbook series
(Strate 112). Regarding the fourth topic, Postman puts English teaching and learning in the context
of human communication and expands language studies to media studies. In his Teaching as a
Subversive Activity, coauthored with Weingartner, Postman not only reviews “the inquiry method
of teaching and learning” in light of Marshall McLuhan’s conception of media (26) but thinks
of media change as “communications revolution” (6). In addition, he believes that the medium
(communication channel in general and language in particular) determines the manner and process
of perception and that “we ‘see’ things not as they are but as we are” (98). Here the “we” is a footnote
to Peirce’s “mankind” as a sign.
If “English teaching” stands for the key subject of the first phase, then “media ecology” marks
the key subject of the second phase. As the founder of the graduate program in Media Ecology
at New York University, Postman defines its purpose as “to tell how media environments create
contexts that may change the way we think or organize our social life, or make us better or worse,
or smarter or dumber, or free or more enslaved” (1988, 18). Among his writings between 1980 and
1994, four of them are especially influential, including The Disappearance of Childhood (1982),
Amusing Ourselves to Death (1985), Conscientious Objections (1988), and Technopoly (1992). And
all the four books deal with electronic media (especially television) as a symbol system and its
profound but destructive effects on society and culture. In the 1982 book, he analyzes how the
printing press helps bring up the social concept of childhood and how television makes childhood
disappear. In the 1985 book, he argues that television is visually biased in form, entertaining in
content, and commercialized in operation. In the 1988 book, he warns the reader that television
“conditions our minds to apprehend the world through fragmented pictures and forces other media to
orient themselves in that direction” (172); moreover, television has moved language as a medium for
conducting public business to “the periphery of culture” (173). And in the 1992 book, he concludes
his media theory by pointing out that as technology keeps developing in its own track and has deeply
undermined the traditions, beliefs, and values accumulated after the Renaissance, our society has
become a Technopoly, that is, all forms of cultural life are submitted to “the sovereignty of technique
and technology” (52). It is necessary to mention that although electronic media appear as the focus
of his writings during the second phase, language is indeed the background, and more importantly,
the criterion of the above four books. In other words, Postman examines media and technology as
well as their characteristics and functions in light of the nature and effect of language.7This position
is concisely presented in his statement made in his Conscientious Objections: “when the spoken or
written word is distrusted or makes demands in our attention that we are incapable of giving; when
our politics, history, education, religion, public information and commerce are expressed largely in
visual imagery rather than words, then a culture is in serious jeopardy”(173). Indeed, this position is
repeated and stressed in the third phase of his work.
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The End of Education and Building a Bridging to the 18th Century, published in 1995 and 1999
respectively, characterize the third phase (1995 to 2003). Those who are familiar with Postman’s
writings can easily find that whereas his Teaching as a Conservative Activity, a book written
exclusively on the subject of education, concludes the first phase of his work (1961 to 1979), The End
of Education starts the third phase but goes back to education. Then, why does he make this return?
And what is the connection and difference between the first and third phases? To my understanding,
the reason for the return is not as much the very fact that he spends more than forty years to teach
students as his faith in education: “many of our most vexing and painful social problems could be
ameliorated if we knew how to school our young” (ix). As for the connection, it is certainly language
as a symbolic system and its role in education and society that amounts to the primary concern in both
phases. Regarding the difference, while the writings in the first phase aim to shift the main objective
of English teaching from grammar and diction to meanings and uses, the writings in the third phase
propose a project, that is, teachers across all the subjects “would deal with the structure of questions,
the process of definitions, and the role of metaphors” (1995,186); because the three matters are “the
most potent elements with which human language constructs a worldview” (175), every teacher
is, in fact, a language teacher. Another key difference manifests in the extension of teaching from
English in the first phase to technology in the third phase. As his writings in the second phase focus
on media and media environments, it is natural for Postman to move from English teaching to
technology education, which is the key subject of the third phase. By “technology education,” he
does not mean technological knowledge; rather, it “is a branch of the humanities” for its subject is
about how technologies “reorder our psychic habits, our social relations, our political ideas, and our
moral sensitivities” as well as how “the meanings of truth, law, and intelligence differ among oral
cultures, writing cultures, printing cultures, electronic cultures” (191).
As his last book, Building a Bridging to the 18th Century summarizes Postman’s investigation
of communication and media (language in particular and technology in general) and his faith
in education by pointing out how the Enlightenment shapes a set of values and the direction for
human beings to follow in the 21st century. He claims that three legacies of the 18th century bear on
education: they are the invention of childhood, the recognition of an educated populace as a national
resource, and the assumption that an educated mind is a rational and skeptical mind (155). To fully
understand the three legacies, it is necessary to recognize both their cultural root in the ancient
Greek value-system and their underlying connection with language. On the one hand, he believes
that western civilizations are based on the following values; (1) to request for knowledge through
contemplation, reason, and experiment, (2) to cherish language since it guides humankind’s strive for
grace, precision, and variety, (3) to value tradition, social restraint, and continuity, (4) to participate
in public affairs and improve public behavior, and (5) “to esteem the discipline, skill, and taste that
are required to produce enduring art” (1988,188). On the other hand, Postman repeatedly reminds
us of the very function of language: it is “a major factor in producing our perceptions, judgments,
knowledge, and institutions” (70). In the final analysis, the five ancient Greek values are all closely
related, in one way or another, to language. Since reason, science, history, society, and evolution
cannot be separated from language, language is not only a vital subject of education but the primary
foundation of education as well. Overall, the linguistic turn Postman makes in education and media
ecology lies in the fact that he consistently emphasizes the importance of language education and
insightfully displays the effect of language on communication, society, and culture.

Peirce and Pragmatism

Besides acknowledging Korzybski’s insights into language, Postman also mentions Peirce when
talking about the relationship between the world of words and the world of non-words (1999, 71).
This indicates that concerning language, thought, and reality he realizes the common point between
general semantics, media ecology, and pragmatism although not making any detailed discussion
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of the subject. This case is similar with Korzybski: while not including Peirce in the list of those
thinkers who greatly influence his thought in the second edition of Science and Sanity, he does cite
once from Peirce’s book Chance, Love, and Logic, and adds two more quotes from the same book
to his preface to the third edition of Science and Sanity. Then, one may ask: What is the nexus to
the three study fields, or more profoundly, what spirit do Korzybski and Postman share with Peirce?
To me, this question can be answered in terms of three issues: (1) the Peircean transformation of
philosophy, (2) Peirce’s semiotics, and (3) the pragmatic maxim.
Considering the first issue, it involves the history of philosophy, which can be divided into three
stages: the ancient, the modern, and the contemporary, and each is marked by a central theme. As we
can see from the doctrines of Greek thinkers from Thales to Aristotle, the ancient philosophy is mainly
concerned with cosmo-ontological beings, or the existence and nature of the things in themselves;
objectivity thus becomes its central theme. The modern philosophy is initiated by Rene Descartes and
developed by Immanuel Kant and some other leading philosophers. They are especially interested in
exploring how the world is manifested in and understood by the mind, and consequently complete
a philosophical evolution: shifting the central them from objectivity to subjectivity, i.e., mankind’s
consciousness. The contemporary philosophy is a synthesis of the ancient and modern philosophy
for its central theme is intersubjectivity, that is, the mediation through which concrete and abstract
objects open up to mankind as well as demonstrate their existence and meaning in human beings’
endless communication with their fellow community members and with the nature as both a system
and an environment.
I would suggest that Peirce is the pioneer who launches and pushes forward a framework
transformation from subjectivity to intersubjectivity by criticizing the Cartesian epistemology and
stressing the dependence of thinking on signs. While a fundamental claim of Cartesianism is that
“we can break out of language or systems of signs and have direct immediate knowledge of nonlinguistic objects” (Bernstein 2010, 18), Peirce insists that “We have no power of thinking without
signs” (1958, 41). This is because “whenever we think, we have present to the consciousness some
feeling, image, conception, or other representation, which serves as a sign” (1958, 51). Here, we
can define “thinking” as a continuous process of both encoding and decoding cognitive messages
through signs. While people receive and organize what they sensed or encountered, they also filter
and interpret what has been experienced. This process displays that the objects people think about,
the means people think with, and the results people think for are all inseparable from signs. Put it in
Peirce’s words, language can tell mankind that “You mean nothing which we have not taught you,
and then only so far as you address some word as the interpretant of your thought” (1958, 71). It is
in the sense that mankind lives by thinking, thinking relies on signs, and signs characterize humans,
Peirce defines mankind as a “thought sign.” A thought sign means that not only does mankind
always involve thought, but he actually dwells in though as a sign. As Peirce argues:
It is that the word or sign which man uses IS the man itself. For, as the fact that every
thought is a sign, taken in conjunction that life is a train of thought, proves that man is a
sign; so that every thought is an external sign, proves that man is an external sign. That is
to say, the man and the external signs are identical, in the same sense in which the words
homo and man are identical. Thus my language is the sum total of myself: for the man is
the thought. (1958, 71)

From Peirce’s analysis of the relationship of signs to thought, we can see a sharp contrast between
Cartesianism and Peirceanism: whereas the former separates the knower from the known, the theory
from the praxis, and the world of words from the world of non-words, the latter treats the above
matters from a holistic and reciprocal point of view. His doctrine of thought sign indicates that the
objects of human beings’ experiences, the tools they use to encode and decode messages, and the
outcomes of sign activity are neither purely objective nor completely subjective, but intersubjective.
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According to Karl-Otto Apel, a central presupposition of Peirce’s philosophy manifests in his view
that “the recognition of universals is bound to the possibility of the world’s being represented by
signs in a community of thinking beings” (1995, 21). To better understand this view, we need to
discuss Peirce’s semiotics.
On the whole, Peirce’s semiotics is a new philosophical paradigm that is “proposed to replace
classical paradigms of Aristotle, Descartes, and Kant” (Deledalle 1), and featured by his generalization
of three phenomenological (or phaneroscopical) categories: firstness, secondness, and thirdness. In
a paper published in 1868, Peirce points out that the first category refers to a sign “in some respect
or quality, which brings it into connection with its object;” the second one refers to a sign “for some
object to which in that thought it is equivalent;” and the third refers to a sign “to some thought
which interprets it” (1958, 51-52). Later, he explains the three categories’ interrelationship in such
a way that the firstness can be prescinded from the second and third, “namely, it is free of relations
in itself; the secondness can be cut off from the thirdness but not from the firstness, meaning it must
involve two parties: a subject and an object; and the thirdness is always in a relationship with the
secondness, that is, it includes someone that brings together an object and a symbol” (1955, 97).
This interrelationship can be also illuminated as that “A Third is the law which ‘facts’ or Seconds
obey, but which no fact or Second can provide. A fact or Second exists because it was possible or
First, but a First or a sheer possible cannot produce a fact or Second” (Deledalle 55). One lesson,
among others, we can learn from the above two ideas is that the function and relation of signs
are not dyadic like what Ferdinand Saussure suggests in the conception of signifier and signified;
rather, it is triadic, consisting of quality (or feeling), perception (or reaction), and representation
(or thought). Regarding the firstness, Peirce usually takes sensory qualities as instances: “The first
[category] comprises the quantities of phenomena, such as red, bitter, hard, heartrending, noble”
(1955, 77). Such qualities are associated with feelings as a “kind of consciousness which involves
no analysis, comparison or any process whatsoever” (1955, 81); in other words, they stand alone
or are isolated from any sort of cognition, be it a concept, a judgment, or an inference. Regarding
the secondness, Peirce reviews the perception or reaction in terms of three respects: will, sense, and
reality. “In will, the events leading up to the act are internal,” so, we “are agents more than patients.”
“In sense, the antecedent events are not within us” and the perceived objects are not affected, thus,
“we are patients, not agents.” The real is both predominant and active; while it “insists upon forcing
its way to recognition as something other than the mind’s creation,” “we acknowledge it, in calling
it the actual” (1955, 79). Regarding the thirdness, Peirce treats representation or thought as a logical
synthesis that mediates quality and perception or the object and the subject. Specifically, he spells
out the character of this category through the concepts of meaning and learning. On the one hand,
“a triadic relation is inexpressible by means of dyadic relations alone,” and “meaning is obviously
a triadic relation” (1955, 91).9 On the other hand, thought, as the ultimate form of cognition, is
derived from an endless process of learning, which implies the sense of inquiring and mental growth
(1955, 96).
By reviewing Peirce’s final account of signs, we can identify six elements of the sign and
signification: (1) the sign, including icon, index, and symbol; (2) the dynamic object, which is the real
object as it is known at the end of inquiry; (3) the immediate object, which is suggested by current
understanding and generated by previous dynamic interpretant; (4) the immediate interpretant, which
means our general understanding of the form, or syntax, of the sign; (5) the dynamic interpretant,
which means the actual understanding of the dynamic object at some interim stage in the semiotic
process; and (6) the final interpretant, which refers to the understanding of the dynamic object at
the end of inquiry (Atkin 69). Among all the elements, the concept of interpretant or the category
of thirdness possesses the “great importance in philosophy and in science” because it involves such
prominent ideas as “generality, infinity, continuity, diffusion, growth, and intelligence” (1955, 80).
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Undoubtedly, the signs and their relationship to meaning is a primary theme of any version
of semiotics. Few people would reject Peirce’s claim that every sign has an interpretant, but it is
highly necessary to ask: Where does the interpretant come from, or how can the interpretant itself
be interpreted rationally? In the late 1860s, Peirce answered this kind of question by appealing to
a continuous and reducible chain of thoughts as signs: the meaning of a sign results in its relation
to other signs. Alfred Ayer is not satisfied with this answer for two reasons: first, it does not clearly
explain the very nature of the relation; second, even though we accept the relation between signs,
it is still unclear in what way(s) the relation leads us to the object of signs (123-26). In the late
1870s, however, Peirce provided a convincing and far-reaching solution to the problem through
his pragmatic maxim. The maxim suggests that “consider what effects, which might conceivably
have practical bearings, we conceive the object of our conception to have. Then, our conception of
these effects is the whole of our conception of the object” (1958, 124). This solution is in nature a
pragmatic turn, i.e., turning the search for the meaning and internal relation of signs into the search
for the usage and external impact of signs and letting the conduct derived from thought have a
final say.
The significance of pragmatic maxim should not be underestimated.10 In the first place, Peirce
pioneers “a new (third) paradigm of First Philosophy (after pre-Kantian ontology and the postKantian transcendental philosophy of consciousness)” (Apel x). This is done by (re)interpreting basic
philosophical concepts (being, reality, truth, knowledge, etc.) in light of a transcendental semiotics
and thus initiates the linguistic turn. In the second place, he develops a new approach to meaning,
exploring three phenomenological categories and the logical relations between signs. Consequently,
he broadens and deepens people’s vision of the connotation and denotation of language. In the
third place, he reviews the function of signs not merely in terms of their semantic value, but more
importantly of their pragmatic effect. Thus, signs are no longer restrained within the domain of
consciousness; rather, they extend to the domain of conduct. In the fourth place, he elaborates the
essence of thought, belief, and meaning through the concept of habit: while the function of thought
is to produce beliefs, the nature of belief is the establishment of a habit of action (1958, 120-121);
as “what a thing means is simply what habits it involves,” “What the habit is depends on when and
how it causes us to act” (1958, 123). It is very important to stress that when Peirce talks about the
pragmatic effect, he does not simply mean people’s immediate and individual responses to a sign for
such kind of responses lack universality and objectivity. Rather, he emphasizes the patterns of action
that are historically cultivated within a community and popularly adopted by community members;
hence, a habit implies certain beliefs and rules, which guide action. This is why he puts habits on top
of various behaviors and consequences.
Probably, the most fundamental lesson we can learn from the pragmatic maxim is that not only
should thought be understood and evaluated through the action it generates, but thought itself is an
action (1958, 122). Thought is an action because it uses signs to perceive beings, interpret facts,
connect early and later consciousness, and integrate the object and the subject. By treating thought
as an action, Peirce actually breaks down the Cartesian dualism between knowledge and reality,
theory and practice, the self and the other, as well as the world of words and the world of nonwords. Peirce’s position and career of anti-dualism stand for the spirit of pragmatism and has been
developed by neo-pragmatists. Robert Brandom, for example, claims that the nature of language is
“of the social practices that distinguish us as rational, indeed logical, concept-mongering creatures—
knowers and agents” (1994, xi). He also suggests knowledge “seen rather as an aspect of agency,
a kind of doing. Making, not finding, is the genus of human involvement with the world” (2011,
41). Obviously, pragmatism plays a key role in the synthesis of Anglo-American and Continental
philosophy, as well as the trends of world philosophy after the linguistic turn.
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Conclusion

Having respectively reviewed the works of Korzybski, Postman, and Peirce, I shall make five
concluding remarks.
(1) Korzybski’s linguistic turn is a paradigm switch, i.e., replacing time-binding with a structural
correspondence between the signifier and the signified. Considering that his general semantics is
characterized by a four-level abstracting and recognizes the effect of language on semantic reactions,
Peirce’s philosophy can be applied to a further and more detailed analysis of general semantics.
Postman’s linguistic turn is a categorical shift from language as a culture’s vehicle to language as a
driver and aims to transform English education from teaching students how to use language as a tool
of communication into helping them understand how language shapes reality and knowledge as well
as directs thought and behavior. The specific discourse cases he examines help us better understand
the meaning and effect of language. Peirce’s linguistic turn is a framework-revolution, transforming
the Cartesian and Kantian critique of knowledge into the contemporary critique of meaning and
philosophy from an object- or subject-centered contemplation into a sign-centered inquiry.
(2) As the founders of three study fields, Korzybski, Postman, and Peirce share a primary feature
in their inquiry into language, that is, interpreting meaning, truth, and knowledge in terms of the effect
of language on thought, feeling, and behavior. This feature is pragmatically orientated, throughout,
and dominant. It is by no means an accident, for example, that all the three founders investigate how
to think explicitly through symbols and treat this as a central theme of their doctrines. Korzybski
uses “sanity” as a key word of his magnum opus. Postman believes that “Clarity is courage” (Strate
111). Pierce is always concerned about “how to make our ideas clear” and even utilizes it to title
one of his classic essays. It is in exploring how to think explicitly that not only do they initiate a
linguistic turn in the study field each of them creates, but discuss and shed light on basic issues in
semantics, pragmatics, and anti-dualism.11
(3) We should pay special attention to a brief yet extremely insightful point that Peirce makes
regarding the integration of the conceptions of knowing, reality, and community. It reads:
The real, then, is that which sooner or later, information and reasoning would finally
result in, and which is therefore independent of the vagaries of me and you. Thus the very
origin of the conception of reality shows how this conception essentially involves the
notion of a COMMUNITY, without definite limits, and capable of an indefinite increase of
knowledge. … There is nothing, then, to prevent our knowing things as they really are, and
it is most likely that we do thus know them in numberless cases, although we can never be
absolutely certain of doing so in any special cases. (1958, 69)

What Peirce tells us here is that our understanding of the world depends exclusively on the interaction
among community members. While exchanging information accumulates and expands human
experience across time and space, communication helps us continually correct misconceptions and
obtain truth and knowledge. In doing so, we not only know the reality but make it part of us (or
vice versa) as well. Both general semantics and media ecology shed light on this matter: Korzybski
reminds us that communication gives rise to time-binding, which differentiates mankind from other
forms of life; Postman reveals how different sign-systems alter the type and content of human
communication.
(4) Signs (including the creation and use of signs) are the mediation between the object and the
subject. On the one hand, they make the world cognizable and meaningful to the subject; on the
other hand, they base mankind’s thought on the real and enable mankind to act effectively. In other
words, it is the signs that give rise to the intersubjectivity because language is not private since
language-games can be played successfully only when all the players follow the same rules (as
what Wittgenstein discusses in his Philosophical Investigations); on the other hand, in sign activity
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or communicative action, language not only socializes individuals but coordinates their purposive
behaviors (as what Geroge H. Mead illuminates in his Mind, Self, and Society).
(5) Peirce’s pragmatism (or pragmaticism as he prefers), along with his three phenomenological
categories and three logical forms of reasoning, provides to the studies in general semantics and
media ecology with a new worldview, a solid theoretical foundation, and a set of effective methods.
To be specific, he enlightens us in four aspects. Cosmologically, mankind is part of the universe.
Whereas mankind cannot be isolated from his interaction with nature (as the context of human life),
language is not the only sign-system of all living creatures in the universe.12 Ontologically, both
mankind and signs are beings not only in the sense that mankind lives his life with signs but in the
sense that signs have their life as they exist, function, and develop in sign activity. Epistemologically,
meaning, truth, and knowledge are the products of communicative action. They are always on the
way to be given (i.e., being formulated, verified or falsified) and undergo never-ending development
(i.e., being continually refined and transformed). And methodologically, the syllogistic inference of
deduction, induction, and especially abduction helps mankind think clearly and act properly to fulfill
desired and rational goals.

NOTES
1.

This is a popular recognition among philosophers. Nevertheless, as early as 1868, Peirce already discussed
language as a key issue in philosophy and initiated the linguistic turn. In almost the same period, Friedrich
Nietzsche critically reviewed Greek metaphysics by illuminating the role language plays in philosophy.
I compare Nietzsche’s philosophy of language to Korzybski’s general semantics in my paper “Reading
Korzybski through Nietzsche” (ETC, Oct. 2011, pp. 414-440).

2.

I think of Foucault as a pragmatist and agree in principle with the authors who published essays in the
February 2011 issue of Foucault Studies that reviews the connection between classic pragmatists and
Foucault.

3.

Throughout the article, all capitalized and italicized words in quotations are original.

4.

Korzybski makes the primary subject of his general semantics and its difference from academic semantics
clearly on various occasions. For details about this matter, see Bruce Kodish’s Korzybski: A Biography,
Chapter 38.

5.

Although Chase and especially Hayakawa are popularly recognized as two main authors popularizing
general semantics, William Sharp believes that their books “deviate so far from the core principles of
general semantics that they cannot be used… even as an introduction to general semantics” (175).

6.

To my understanding, it is proper to read Hayakawa’s Language in Thought and Action not as an orthodox
interpretation of Korzybski’s writing but as a creative application and development of some principles and
concepts of Science and Sanity. Moreover, it is not unusual that there are different tribes within the same
academic school or tradition. So, when evaluating the works related to general semantics, the first thing
we may need to see is whether or not they shed new light on the subjects/issues of this field instead of how
loyal they are to Korzybski’s original ideas.

7.

When talking about communication, many people use the two terms “technology” and “medium”
interchangeably; but Postman defines the former as “the brain,” which is a physical apparatus and the latter
as “the mind,” which is a use of the physical apparatus (1988, 104).

8.

In a letter written to Ken Keyes on Sept. 11. 1945, Korzybski says:
Peirce has been a real and very important pioneer who originated new trends in mathematics and
mathematical logic, and with William James established ‘pragmatism’…If you read the suggested
book of Peirce [i.e., Chance, Love, and Logic] and some of the bibliography given there, you will
get a glimpse of what a ‘system’ has to offer. Peirce in his lifetime was not popular, but today he is a
foundation of the scientific progress we have achieved. (quoted from Kodish 575, f)

As we can see from Kodish’s work, this is the only comment Korzybski makes on Peirce.
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We can think of the meaning triangle developed by C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richards as an example and
explanation of the triadic relation. Notably, their book The Meaning of Meaning includes a detailed
discussion of Peirce’s theory of signs.

10. Bernstein thinks that “the significance of this maxim for understanding pragmatism has been exaggerated”
(35). To me, this is unlikely the case given the two situations that (1) separating the meaning of language
from the use of language had dominated semantic studies until the 1950s, and (2) leading pragmatists from
John Dewey to Robert Brandom (in addition to others philosophers such as John Austin and John Searle)
developed their theories of language in light of Peirce’s pragmatic maxim.
11. Because this article is centered on the linguistic turn, I cannot talk about these issues in detail here but wish
to discuss them in other papers comparing the same three study fields.
12. Regarding this topic, biosemiotics, as a relatively new study field, offers many original and enlightening
ideas. See Jesper Hoffmeyer’s work for details.
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Merriam-Webster defines pedagogy as the “art, science, or profession of teaching;” it broadly refers
to the “interactions between teachers, students, and the learning environment and the learning
tasks.” It includes how teachers and students relate together; the implementation of instructional
package in the classroom, including teaching styles, feedback, and assessment. The traditional
teaching techniques, the ‘content-based’ lecture-method in particular, have broadly focused on
‘what’ to think rather than ‘how’ to think. With the rising impact of mass media, “information
explosion” and consumerism, and progress in the field of science, effective pedagogies need
reorienting and involving a range of other techniques such as structured group work, and individual
activity with a focus on developing higher order thinking, making good use of dialogue and
questioning. We cannot return to the Socratic era to create an environment of ‘free conversation’
and creative thinking in the classroom, but we can adopt skills conducive to creating such an
ambience. Teaching, Neil Postman suggests, is a “subversive activity,” and the teacher, a ‘lifelong learner’ ready to evolve new techniques in conjunction with the learners. Teaching-learning
is a transactions-process and not discrete or separate events. General Semantics, developed by
Alfred Korzybski in the post-war period as a system-discipline and a life-skill focuses on “human
engineering” and establishment of ‘sanity.’ It has the potential to be used as a survival-skill
to enable humans meet the challenges posed by change of moral-socio-politico-cultural values
today, and help study great affairs and problems from a scientific-mathematical, engineering,
impersonal and objective point of view. In the “learning-unlearning- relearning” process, we
must shift from ‘who’ and ‘what’ to ‘why’ and ‘how’ and adopt a scientific enquiry method as
classroom pedagogy. Our education system including the technologies used must keep pace with
the progress of life and science to bring about a cognitive revolution. Students ought to be taught
to base their beliefs upon observation and inference as impersonal and objective, devoid of any
dogmatic bias as much is possible for human beings. An extensional orientation, a consciousness
of abstraction, an awareness of the “Map-territory dichotomy,” and scientific use of language are
some of the skills today’s students need to avoid confusion and misunderstanding in their relation
with the self and the other. More than a ‘Lamplighter,’ ‘Gardener,’ ‘Personal Manager,’ or ‘Muscle
Builder,’ teacher is a “medical man and expert at crap detecting;” and a guardian of civilisation
ready to subvert attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions that promote chaos and hopelessness. The
methods suggested by General Semantics could help teachers and students develop a built-in,
shockproof “crap detector” as basic tools for their survival. The course shall introduce General
Semantics as a scientific discipline; and its various principles and devices – ‘time- binding,’
the ‘abstracting process,’ use of ‘extensional devices,’ ‘map-territory’ confusion, the process of
languaging and meaning-making and critical thinking etc. – shall be explained through lectures
and presentations. The presentations shall be around pedagogy, classroom teaching techniques,
teaching of poetry, drama, fiction, language and the WRLS skills, and academic writing etc.
Some of the participants will also make short presentations.
For details please contact Dr. Gananath Dash, Academic Fellow, Balvant Parekh Centre at:
gananath57@gmail.com, or Dr. Abanikanta Dash, Department of English, Karanjia Autonomous
College, Odisha at: dr.dashabanikant@gmail.com
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ALPHABETIC LITERACY AND PRE-REFLECTIVE MEANING
PHENOMENOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS OF EGO
Corey Anton
Abstract
I begin by reviewing the assumption that “subject” and “object” are separate and suggest
that much social scientific research routinely and uncritically traffics in such an assumption.
Then, for further clarification, I turn to Alfred Schutz’s early notions of “egological
consciousness” and “reflective meaning” which amiably appropriated the later ideas of
Edmund Husserl. Second, I consider Jean-Paul Sartre who, in using the early Husserl
against the later Husserl, tried to make apparent a “non-egological” consciousness and
a “pre-reflective” ground of meaning. Third, I bring Sartre’s critique of later Husserl to
Schutz, offer Schutz’s counter-criticism of Sartre, and then, I turn to a phenomenological
exemplar that attempts to re-open these long-standing and unsettled disputes and show
their relevance to the philosophy of social science. My re-framing of this philosophical
dispute appeals both to media ecological understandings of literacy (e.g. found in the
works of Walter Ong, Marshall McLuhan, David R. Olson, etc.) and to the method of
becoming more “extensional” as described by general semantics: I try to illustrate how
alphabetic literacy bears upon consciousness, ego, and meaning. In general, I support
Sartre’s position and attempt to sketch out the implications of phonetic literacy upon a
non-egological account of consciousness. Intended as less than an indictment of Schutz
and/or a celebration of Sartre, I wish to re-enliven their debate by turning attention to the
powers and possibilities of alphabetic literacy. The end result, more than a caution against
some naïve modes of social scientific work, is a deeper appreciation of how powerfully
communication technologies intertwine into consciousness, subjectivity, and experiences
of the world.
Keywords: Pre-thetic meaning, Sartre, Schutz, non-egological consciousness, phonetic
literacy, signs

____

“We are proposing…a prephilosophical signification of
phenomenon that is liberated both from the idealistic legacy
which continued to influence the thought of Husserl and from
the scientistic connotations of an empiricist phenomenalism.”1
An earlier version of this paper was presented in 2003 to the Rhetorical and Communication Theory Division at the
National Communication Association’s annual convention in Miami.
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Introduction

A most rudimentary assumption, perhaps the most primitive of all, is between subject and object,
between self and items of the world. What could be more obvious than the fact that I am “over
here” and things of the world of “over there.” But how, then, are we to account for communication
technologies? Are they merely objects in the world, things out there, fully separate from us and
to which we can relate in various ways? Are they, despite being objects in the world, already an
essential part of the selves who apprehend and meaningfully experience aspects of the world? Can
they, coherently, be on both sides? Might it be that they do not fit neatly into either the category of
subject or of object? Perhaps they: (a) reveal some of the challenges facing those who would try to
keep knower and known separate, and also, (b) serve as potent reminders regarding the complexities
involved in detribalizing indigenous collectives into autonomous, anonymous democratized
“individuals.” Indeed, many people seem to imagine that individuals got together and somehow
formed society; they presume that subjectivity necessarily precedes intersubjectivity and that
language is a convenience but not of fundamental significance to consciousness.
It would seem that intimate communication technologies, those used over centuries and now
incorporated into our basic ways of encountering and experiencing the world, cannot be adequately
treated as exclusively either subject or object. Intimate intellectual communication technologies,
media such as language, alphabet, phonetic literacy and printed books, nicely illustrate how history
is much more than a series of previous events that have transpired, much more than an object of
inquiry for individual minds. Our minds are socio-historically constituted, and we bear forms of
history within our modes of self-awareness and self-realization. Summarily stated, words, texts,
books and signs most generally considered, powerfully illustrate how rigid boundaries between self
and world, between subject and object, are questionable at best and wrong-minded at worst.2
Unfortunately, a good deal of social scientific research, often without explicitly acknowledging
this fact, aligns with philosophical commitments to a transcendental ego (i.e. a Cartesian subject),
a kind of a-historical “I” who remains fundamentally independent of the outer world, and whose
means of accessing the world boil down to affective registry, sensory impressions/perceptions,
forms of cognition, and modes of action. The degree to which various communication technologies
have extended selves well beyond these biological (or individual psychological) capacities is largely
underplayed or outright ignored, as many people fall into what general semantics would identify as
an “intensional” orientation to language, communication technologies, and selves. An “intensional”
orientation, reductively stated, means that people act as if things simply are as they have been
talked about, as they have been assumed to be by the common way of talking. That is, we are
acting in an intensional manner when we come to believe and accept that the way things have been
labeled, divided up, and talked about accurately reflects the way things “really are.” From within
this orientation, people have not sought to figure out for themselves and/or investigate further, but
rather, they somewhat blindly align with the received tradition. In contrast, when we take on what
general semantics calls an “extensional” attitude, we try to challenge how things have been talked
about and we carefully attend to matters in an attempt to examine the nature of things for ourselves.
In this regard, general semantics offers a technique aligned with the phenomenological strategy of
trying to become a perpetual beginner, one who brings fresh perspectives to determine what actually
shows itself if we bracket assumptions and pre-conceptions and handed-down orientations. This is,
precisely, what the task ahead calls for.

Reflective and Pre-Reflective Meaning

Schutz’s Early Account of Subjective Meaning
In his The Phenomenology of the Social World, Alfred Schutz, one of the seminal influences on the
early “social construction of reality” movement, sketched a view of meaning that remains imbedded
in a good deal of communication theorizing, social scientific research, and philosophical thought
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as well. His position is basically that only those experiences are meaningful which are reflectively
attended to by the intentional acts of the ego. Meaning is thus a “re-presentation,” a “signification”
of something already gone by. Schutz provides the following clarification on this issue:
Meaning does not lie in the experience. Rather, those experiences are meaningful which are
grasped reflectively…It is, then, incorrect to say that my lived experiences are meaningful
merely in virtue of their being experienced or lived through. Such a view would eliminate
the tension between living experience within the flow of duration and reflection on the
experience thus lived through, in other words, the tension between life and thought.3

Note two interlocking features: First, Schutz relies upon a distinction between what he calls the
“phenomenal” and the “prephenomenal.” Second, he argues that experiences are subjectively
meaningful, if and only if, they have been selected out of the “stream of experience” by the ego’s
intentional acts. And, it is worth underscoring that although Schutz’s account of meaning begins
with Bergson’s notions of “duree” and “internal-time,” his discussion is not limited to “internal”
phenomena. In fact, according to Schutz, intentional reflection is the source of meaning for all our
actions, behaviors, and emotions. This further implies that, as Schutz states, “one’s own behavior,
while it is taking place, is prephenomenal experience… [and]…The prephenomenal experience of
activity is, therefore, not meaningful.”4
The move from internal time-consciousness to observable social behavior is vital, for only by
such stipulations can Schutz retain a rigorous approach to social action. But how well does Schutz’s
account hold for acts of reading and alphabetic literacy more generally? What is reading? Is it a private,
psychological act of the ego? Is it an emotional activity? Is it a social behavior whose intentional
threads surpass one’s own subjectivity? I return to this later, but for now, let me, as a way of further
summarizing, present two presuppositions that need review and scrutiny. (1) Schutz’s account, still
somewhat idealist (i.e. Husserlean/Cartesian), postulates a kind of egological consciousness.5 For
Schutz, “meaning” is always related to—tied-back to—the intentional, conscious acts of some sort
of “Ego.” (2) Schutz defends a separation, a veritable gulf, between life and thought. He argues
that meaning always emerges from a reflective act upon—in regard to—experiences already lived
through and now of the past.6
In many ways, some subtle and others obvious, Schultz’s account became the informing underbelly
of much social constructionist work.7 Furthermore, contemporary social science commonly appeals
to some variety of social constructionism to contextualize and localize the range of its empirical
claims, and those social scientists who in fact aspire to the role of objective observer can attempt to
study culture with a kind of detachment that easily aligns with Schutz’s notion of a “transcendental
‘I.’” In a word, contemporary social science, with its preference for an aloof and objective stance, is
in this regard highly congruent with Schutz’s early writings.
Given this exceedingly limited sketch of Schutz’s early position on subjective meaning, this
paper shows how meaning is not restricted to reflective thought, how meaning is more indigenous to
pre-thetic life (that is, to lived through experience) than is suggested by Schutz’s account. And also,
it maintains that the very ego that Schutz identifies and relies upon in his position is only identifiable
– and in fact is solidified – by a now taken-for-granted grounding in centuries of alphabetic literacy.
We need a more extensional orientation if we hope to reveal clearly that the subject has been
infiltrated with meaning from the ground up, as it were, with some of our capacities for meaning
coming from the entire technical socio-historical situation, and pre-reflectively so.
Obviously, of some aspects of experience one can say that “I” will never become explicitly
and consciously aware. Nevertheless, other “parts” of lived through experience become meaningful
within our conscious intending, pre-thetically maintaining their meaning, even though reflective
attention is not directed toward them.8 Some critical questions addressed in the remainder of this
paper are: Is the ego, the “I,” always present and accompanying experience? Also, who can say what
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are all of those “now these” which are “‘in’ the stream of experience” but not attended to by the ego?
Moreover, if I, qua ego, am not attending to them, then who or what is? And finally, what role does
alphabetic literacy play in all the above?

Sartre’s Critique of Husserl and Schutz’s Defense

Jean-Paul Sartre’s The Transcendence of the Ego: An Existentialist Theory of Consciousness
argues that Husserl’s appeal to a transcendental Ego “seems to do nothing less than reverse the initial
claim of phenomenology to investigate objects in their own right.”9 Here, to invoke general semantics
again, Sartre is suggesting that we need get “extensional” on this issue. According to Sartre, Husserl’s
Cartesian Meditations makes it seem as if, ultimately, consciousness is pure immanence and so it
remains unable to escape itself.10 The cogito of Husserl is a reflective or “positional” cogito, and,
such a positional consciousness shows itself, upon more careful consideration, to be more primarily
grounded, according to Sartre’s critique in Being and Nothingness, in a pre-reflective consciousness
(i.e. non-positional or “pre-thetic” cogito).11 For Sartre, then, all consciousness is always already
“self-consciousness,” even though this does not imply that all consciousness explicitly posits an ego
in addition to that which consciousness intends.
Sartre’s argument that “all consciousness is self-consciousness” is radically distinct from Schutz’s
epistemological and egological (and basically Husserlean) considerations. Sartre basically pushes
Husserl’s dictum that “all consciousness is consciousness of something” to its limits: consciousness
is intentional through and through, meaning, basically, a nothingness. There can be no contents
in consciousness, for it is not anything like a container. Moreover, there can be no transcendental
ego – no deep self outside of life and existence. For clarity and consistency in his position, Sartre
uses parenthesis around the (of), or he places the “of” in italic, when he describes non-positional
(i.e. pre-thetic or non-thetic) consciousness (of) something. So for example, when engaged in an
involving activity, we often are not aware of ourselves as engaged in the activity; consciousness does
not reflectively posit itself in addition to the activity. More commonly there is merely an awareness
of the activity. Thus, rather than appeal to a transcendental ego behind the intended (meaningful)
objects, Sartre’s non-egological consciousness, drawing upon Husserl’s earlier formulations, holds
that the unity of the intended object and also of consciousness can be accounted for by “transversal”
or “longitudinal” intentionalities, retentions and protentions of conscious experience.12 Sartre thus
does not deny the fact of reflective or positional consciousness.13 He agrees that there are numerous
moments of reflection but he still wishes to show how pre-reflective or non-positional consciousness
is the basis from which reflection emerges. Said even more precisely, in Sartre’s account, nonpositional experiences are not without meaning though they are not grasped reflectively. The
meaning of an experience changes when consciousness, qua ego, reflects back upon it.
This changeover from pre-reflective to reflective consciousness entails a corresponding change
in the structure of meaning and a slackening of intentional threads. The primacy Sartre gives to
pre-reflection shakes out in important ways as is easily observed in his The Emotions: Outline of
a Theory.14 From the social scientific perspective, Sartre argues, emotions are viewed as a kind of
psychic state going-on inside individuals. Taking emotions as they show themselves in reflection, a
psychologist might claim that they are, if meaningful, something of which an individual is conscious.
This seems to be Schutz’s basic position regarding emotions. Schutz, in fact, maintains that emotions,
while being endured and undergone, are simply prephenomenal experiences for the individual. They
are rendered meaningful only in reflection through the Ego’s intentional Acts. Sartre, on the other
hand, discusses how emotions already are a kind of pre-thetic intentional consciousness. They are
meaning-bearing comportments that intend worldly profiles, flavoring and coloring them in certain
ways. Hence, attempts to reflectively understand the meaning of our emotions easily fail to recognize
the pre-reflective operations already in play. Sartre’s well-known example is of encountering and
helping a friend in need.15 He states:
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This quality of “having-to-be-helped” lies in Peter…On the unreflective level I bring Peter
help because Peter is “having to be helped.” But if my state is suddenly transformed into a
reflective state, there I am watching myself act…It is no longer Peter who attracts me, it is
my helpful consciousness which appears to me as having to be perpetuated.16

In Sartre’s account worldly aspects pre-thetically present themselves as having such qualities, and,
only upon reflection are they explicitly deemed to be correlates of “my” intentions.17
Schutz’s later writings disagree with Sartre’s line of argument. For Schutz, reflection offers a
kind of indubitable self-presence, and, the “I” necessarily accompanies, even if only tacitly, all
meaningful experience. In a footnote from his Collected Papers: The Problem of Social Reality Vol.
I., Schutz writes,
It is not possible to enter here into a thorough discussion of Sartre-Gurwitsch’s argument,
which seems to me not at all conclusive…it is not clear why the ego in the reflection may
never be apprehended directly but may appear behind the dispositions at the horizon. Even
the term “horizon” already refers to an egological consciousness to which alone “frame,”
“horizon,” “disposition,” “act,” and other terms used by Sartre and Gurwitsch, become
meaningful.…If he says that there is no egological moment involved if I see my friend
in adversity and help him and that what is given to me is just “my-friend-in-need-of-aid,”
it must be stated that any single element of the hyphenated term “my,” “friend,” “need,”
“aid,” already refers to the ego for which alone each of them may exist.18

Although it is the case, as Schutz states, that the argument is “not at all conclusive” (perhaps
fairly unsettled), we find in his brief criticism three points calling for further examination. First,
Schutz implies that the ego itself can be made an object; he seems to suggest that the ego can be
directly apprehended. To this Sartre would most likely maintain that an infinite regress lurks within
Schutz’s position: if the ego can be apprehended directly, what is “doing” the apprehending such
that it (the ego) is now meaningfully selected out? Second, the main difficulty is that when Schutz
states, “Even the term ‘horizon’ already refers to an egological consciousness” he thereby implies
that the ego is always present and thus fails to show how everything in the stream and the very
stream of experience itself is not simply meaningfully tied back to the ego. Said more simply, even
those items not “attended to” by the ego could arguably refer back to an egological consciousness,
and therefore, his distinction between phenomenal and prephenomenal collapses. Third and finally,
Schutz concludes his critique and analysis by subtly inviting a pulverization of the unity (the
hyphenated Gestalt) of the pre-reflective intentional arc into atomistic bits (“single elements”),
meaning individual or discrete words comprising a lived-through expression. The degree to which
this phenomenon per se is a symptom of alphabetic literacy passes without due regard.
The shortcoming in Schutz’s account might be brought out by considering Sartre’s arguments
for the pre-reflective (or pre-thetic) character of signs. Signs, Sartre suggests, pre-thetically exist
as thought; they are gestalts lived-though in transubstantiation. Prior to reflection, signs are
consciousness (of) thought. With reflection comes the apparent split between sound and meaning,
between words and ideas, as well as the atomistic splitting up of mutli-lexical idea-units into discrete
components. In a word, only in reflection can I posit discrete empty sounds or mere individual marks
as seemingly independent of consciousness and meaning. Sartre writes:
Consciousness (of) reading is not consciousness (of) reading this letter or this word or this
sentence, or even of this paragraph; it is consciousness (of) reading this book, which refers
me to all the pages still unread, to all the pages already read, which by definition detaches
consciousness from itself. A consciousness, which would be consciousness of what it is,
would be obliged to spell out each word.19

Most broadly, we might offer gestalts of all sorts, especially linguistic ones, as the best exemplars of
pre-thetic operations; they pre-reflectively are their own transcendences; any symbolic gestalt (i.e.
sign) is already the meaning of pre-reflection. As Maurice Merleau-Ponty writes, “To say that there
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is transcendence, being at a distance, is to say that being (in the Sartrean sense) is thus inflated with
non-being or with the possible, that it is not only what it is. The Gestalthafte, if one really wanted to
define it, would be that.”20

A Phenomenological Exemplar: Reading Phonetic Text

Jean-Paul Sartre offers valuable critiques to Alfred Schutz’s largely egological notions of
consciousness and meaning. He gives needed correctives to the basic underbelly of a good deal of social
constructionist orientations as well as popular thought regarding “individualism.” The implications
are profound, largely that we are more socio-historically constituted than is grasped by most
social constructionisms. Popular notions of social constructionism, by eschewing all metaphysical
speculation, unwittingly may have allowed in a repressed or closeted metaphysics of atomic
individualism (a taken-for-granted detribalization), especially where they serve as the philosophical
grounding for “empirical” social scientific research.21 Said simply, sociality and the facticity of
others run deeper in Sartre than it does in Schutz. For Sartre, others transcend me and so constitute
part of my being at an ontological level, even though much of this eludes my conscious awareness.
For some readers this discussion might seem a rather pedantic re-visiting of unresolved academic
arguments and philosophical positions. As an attempted remedy, I now try to demonstrate Sartre’s
position as well as the shortcomings of Schutz’s claims. I turn to the phenomena themselves. If
Paul Ricoeur rightly directs us by suggesting that, “we may intuitively understand the essence of
the phenomenon in question on the basis of one well-chosen example,”22 I choose to consider the
practice of reading alphabetic text.
Particular questions still needing address here are: Suspending the historical question of whether
literacy makes possible the transcendental ego, we still might ask, Is reading always or necessarily
a reflective act of the ego? Said more broadly, can sentences be in-process-and-without-explicitego-reflection, and if they can be, are they at all meaningful while in process? Are letters, words,
sentences, or paragraphs meaningful during moments of reading? Or, while engrossed in reading,
are the words and sentences themselves not meaningful, at least not meaningful until I stop and
reflectively grasp what was read? Is meaning, as Schutz maintains, only of the already gone by?
Moreover, can we reflect upon sentence meaning in the way we can reflect upon word meaning in a
sentence? Furthermore, where is a word’s meaning while we attend to the sentence’s meaning? If we
ruminate upon a word’s meaning and it grows in complexity and depth, will that word, next time we
come across it, mean all that was ruminated upon? How will we know what we meant by it? About
reading we might want to ask, using Schutz’s terms: Is reading a “prephenomenal behavior” within
life or is it a “thoughtful activity of the ego”?
At this point a concrete phenomenological description may help: I sit down to read a novel.
Several pages in, after a fairly long though basically indeterminate period, I suddenly realize that
somewhere along the way attention slipped from the reading into a daydream. As I scan immediate
memory and try to recall the contents of the daydream, I remember having thoughts about a class
coming-up in the fall and how some of Jan Patocka’s stuff might fit. I’m not sure how long the drift
persisted, but I can recall quite a bit, so it must have been at least several seconds. Essential about the
experience, though, is that I am not exactly sure at what particular moment the reading drifted, and
moreover, even though I did not intend to wander off into a daydream, that which was opened via
the reading (that which was thought about) somehow called forth the drift. Another general feature
regarding this experience stands out: During such reading drifts I always “come back to myself”
after already having slipped off the reading. Said otherwise, I realize that I already lost track of
reading. So, first, why is it that we seem unable to catch ourselves at, or perhaps even before, the
very moment of drift? Second, and more importantly, why is it that we are unable to completely
prevent such drifts? If the ego is ‘outside’ the stream of experience, reflectively attending to aspects
that are thereby rendered meaningful, then why don’t we, qua ego, simply prevent such drifting? But
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then again, what would it mean to say that I, while reading, am also consciously preventing reading
drifts? Such an attempt seems to introduce its own species of drift.
We might consider the phenomenon of “drift” from another angle: what are the key differences
between reading and proofreading? The latter, one might say, is more reflective and analytical.
It attempts to ride between reading for meaning and looking “to” the words and sentences
themselves.23 Still, as a reflective project, how is it possible that I, during my proofreading, can
overlook misspellings or errors in punctuation? If the ego is always present, then, how do errors
travel unnoticed? Even though someone might suggest that errors pass unnoticed due to the same
“drifts,” that explanation may be overly simple. Clearly, some “over-looked errors” are the result
of “drifts out of” reading per se, slips into daydreaming or into ‘thought about other things.’ Still,
there are nevertheless the drifts by which I am too absorbed, too lost in the reading to effectively
proofread. Larger gestalts of direct awareness, allowing sub-contained errors to go unnoticed, are a
kind of evidence for a pre-reflective meaning always in process.24
Perhaps some readers would like to object. They might argue that reading is obviously a
cognitive and intentional activity, one that presupposes such ego acts. Indeed, someone might argue
that the ego must always and necessarily be present. But if this is so, then, what is it that occurs
during a spell of reading when the ego explicitly shows-up? How are we to capture in words the
differences between being “lost in a text” and thematically positing oneself in addition to what is
being read? Young readers often attest that if the ego is “there” then this is an intrusion upon the
progression of reading. Thematically aware of ourselves as reading is exactly when reading has
stopped, or at the least is suspended momentarily. Resuming the reading is nearly synonymous with,
if not dependent upon, losing that sense of “I-ness.” To get “into” what is being read, the sense of
I-ness must fade from awareness and simultaneously the words (as things) fade from attention; they
become transparent, are lived-through, as we move toward larger meaning gestalts.
As we are engaged in reading “the I” fades and likewise the words themselves (as physical
marks on the page) are no longer explicitly manifest.25 Even the sounds that we make as we read
must lose presence as sheer sound. And, obviously, we don’t hear our native tongue as a foreign
tongue for which we also happen to know the meanings of the sounds. Texts, utterances, (the
materialities of language) lose their fleshy presences because they, now incorporated into the body’s
intentionalities, make the transcendence to meaning possible.26 The bodily incorporation of signs
is the vital incarnation, the living gestalt. In his Psychology of Imagination, Sartre addresses this
non-reflective character to signs:
…words…it would be better to say that I create them out of these black strokes. These
strokes are no longer of importance to me, I no longer perceive them: what I have really
done is to assume a certain attitude of consciousness which envisions another object
through them…The material on which my intention was directed, becoming transformed
by that intention, now forms an integral part of my actual attitude; it is the material of my
act; it is a sign.27

Signs drop from awareness and cease to manifest themselves as objects when they become, as
McLuhan suggests, “extensions” of our bodies. They become material parts of our “bodily-beingtoward” per se, not something already gone-by to which we now reflectively attend; they are that
by which we come to envision something else. In stricter terms, signs (expressions both spoken and
written) are not simply “intended objects of consciousness,” not something we are merely conscious
of.28 On the contrary, they are “intentios,” intentional arcs livingly incorporated into the body’s
intentional capacities.
In summary: Schutz’s approach suggests that acts of reading attempt to use an other’s text as
signs for his or her (the author’s) subjective meaning. Through various poly-thetic Acts, the reader,
qua ego, takes the words as indications of the subjective experiences of the author. Notice that
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reading is taken as an already thetic activity of the ego. This means that there is both the act of
reading and an “I” who, standing independent of the stream of reading, is “doing” the reading. A
more existential account of these phenomena, (a more extensional account as well), would argue that
there is not both an I and the act of reading. Sartre’s discussion of the pre-reflective cogito, asks: “The
I Think must be able to accompany all our representations, but does it in fact accompany them?”29
Answering ‘no,’ he claims that full attention can be given to thought without reflectively positing
an I in addition. As he suggests, “For example, I was absorbed just now in my reading…while I was
reading, there was consciousness of the book,…but the I was not inhabiting this consciousness. It
was only consciousness of the object and non-positional consciousness of itself.”30 Thus, as prereflectively absorbed by (i.e. transubstantial with) the text, I am the project of reading. Texts that I
read, during the reading (of) them, are inseparable from consciousness itself, not something I merely
am conscious of. A text is not an inert receptacle of the subjective meaning that I am able to put
there, for the I is yet becoming itself by way of the reading.

Implications and Future Directions

The degree to which social constructionism was heavily influenced by Alfred Schutz and the
extent of difference between his and Jean-Paul Sartre’s account of consciousness and meaning (both
Husserlean, one sympathetic, the other critical) needs adequate appreciation. Rather reductively said:
a good deal of social constructionism seems to have missed the existential turn in phenomenology.
Because parts of Schutz’s account may continue to inform and jibe with contemporary theorizing,
this paper accordingly attempted to question some basic “ground-level” assumptions regarding the
nature of signs, texts, meaning, and consciousness. The most significant implication of this line of
work is the challenge it brings to both scholarly and commonsense ideas regarding the nature of
texts and of persons. It basically refuses the “elementalism” implied therein. We also see, in this
comparison between Schutz and Sartre, how existential phenomenology was an early forerunner
both to the rise in “post-phenomenology” and to contemporary scholarship on “embodied cognition.”
Can people learn to take seriously the idea that a text itself is not a thing which conscious
attention directs itself toward, but rather, is one of the materialities by which consciousness develops
and intends its world? Written texts and spoken utterances are human “extensions,” intentional
structures of intersubjectivity. They are part and parcel of the historically ensconced social practices
we attend “from.” Maurice Merleau-Ponty characterizes this general spirit where he writes, “I am
Stendhal while reading him…Here, then, I would have to admit that I do not live just my own
thought but that, in the exercise of speech, I become the one to whom I am listening.”31 MerleauPonty’s characterization, it must be underscored, is not offered as a theory nor is it intended as a
metaphorical statement. It is a description. How could we learn to grasp this for what it is?
Contemporary undergraduate students are sometimes heard saying, “I want to have my own
thoughts. I don’t want a bunch of book knowledge, stuff other people have said.” In their disguised
maneuvers to help them resist study, they, in actuality, indulge in the most trivializing, stunted,
and clichéd individualism. How might they learn of their openness to others and therein strive to
become great readers?32 Struggling to engage in dialogues with countless brilliant minds who have
lived before us, we with literacy can engage in existential recoveries of history. So much in Schutz’s
account of communication is rich and stimulating and worth preserving, especially his notions of the
“we-relationship” and “growing-older-together,” but one can’t help sense that his distinction between
“objective meaning” and “subjective meaning,” especially as applied to linguistic signs, neglects the
history of literacy and the role of alphabetic text in constructing the necessary interpretive schema
for his very notion of “objective meaning.” Though well beyond the scope of the present essay,
worthwhile future phenomenological research could be done by taking the works of David R. Olson,
Walter J. Ong, Marshall McLuhan, Jack Goody, and Eric Havelock33 and then re-reading Sartre and
Schutz, attending in detail to their lack of address to the particular historical influences of alphabetic
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literacy upon consciousness and meaning. At any rate, I have tried to maintain that a non-egological
account of consciousness underscores how we are more connected to others (i.e. older and larger),
more deeply and metaphysically social, than many people seem willingly to imagine.
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Abstract
According to Hélène Cixous, “woman must write her self: must write about women and
bring women to writing, from which they have been driven away as violently from their
bodies...Woman must put herself into the text – into the world and into history – by her
own movement.”1 Read through French Feminist theorists, Hélène Cixous, Luce Irigaray
and Kabbalistic hermeneutics, this essay posits some semantically playful and interventive
strategies into what has historically been seen as a somewhat male dominated discourse.
Offering gendered models of language use, it points toward more inclusive economies
of exchange. If Gregory Bateson’s 1972 axiom, “a difference that makes a difference,”2
then, it’s crucial that we not only listen differently but speak / write in new ways. As Lance
Strate points out, “if media ecology is concerned with the way that we do things and the
differences among the means, methods and modes that we employ; the situations, context
and relationships that we act within, the forms, substances, codes, technologies and
techniques that we utilize,”3 then mediating language in new ways, can and will inevitably
lead to powerfully transformative ways of thinking, and being.
Keywords: Marshall McLuhan, Media Ecology, Kabbalah, Poetry, Poetics, Feminist
Theory, Kabbalistic Hermeneutics

_____
According to Hélène Cixous, “woman must write her self: must write about women and bring
women to writing, from which they have been driven away as violently from their bodies...Woman
must put herself into the text – as into the world and into history – by her own movement”4 One way
to address some welcome change within a somewhat male dominated discourse that Media Ecology
has been historically mired in would be to look at not just what and where our investigation leads, but
rather to refocus on how we communicate – leading to not just a mapping of the territory of sociopolitical and historical trends, but recognizing that the territory is alive and screaming. Screaming
for more fertile female representation yes – and crucially – if the medium is the message and that
medium is language then I call for a writing that is slippery and HOT and highlights – to use the
lexicon of the day, “Me T[w]o,” a communicative model that is multiple, resurgent and conflictual.
If Gregory Bateson’s 1972 axiom, “a difference that makes a difference,”5 then it’s crucial that
we not only listen differently but speak / write in new ways. As media ecological guru, Lance Strate
points out, “if media ecology is concerned with the way that we do things and the differences among
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the means, methods and modes that we employ; the situations, context and relationships that we act
within, the forms, substances, codes, technologies and techniques that we utilize,”6 then mediating
language in new ways, can and will inevitably lead to powerfully transformative ways of thinking,
and being.
And though there are a range of robust superwomen in the field, Christine Nystrom, Janet
Sternberg, Elizabeth Eisenstein, Drucker, Eva Berger, Susan B. Barnes, Elena Lamberti mobilizing
the labor of Camille Paglia, Susan Sontag, Hanna Arendt; (…and with uvula inspired violet cover of
concentric spirals, even Lance Strate’s, latest virtuosic contribution to the field, Media Ecology: An
Approach to Understanding the Human Condition7), sometimes they don’t necessarily address the
complexities, mounds, crevices, trigger points, openings for revolutionary models of communication
on both micro and macro levels.
So, I call for not just more media ecological perspectives/readings of culture, but a deconstructive
unpacking that is mobilized by a sense of jouissance, pleasure, play; a language of explosion
foregrounding effects of effects, affects; an infected lex of facts in flux. Perhaps incorporating a
Cixouvian model of libidinality,8 of Barthesian9 and Bataillean excess10 where the body embodies
disembodied re-bodied forbidden verboten re-embodies abound, and bodies forth through language
–alive in the interstices, highlighting language’s skin as wet sweat seeping into not just textual but
techno-political, visual and acoustic spaces.
Another model perhaps would be to re-embrace French Feminist theorist, Luce Irigaray, who
reminds us: the “lips” are not one,11 as lips slip through elliptic lisps, slits, lapsed splits underscoring
how language is always already in excess of itself, inscribed in multiplicity, fluid, in fluent effusion,
diffused through migrancy, translation, r’elation, serration, nomadicism; mad and non-localizable.
Perhaps we need exegesis that embraces “the writ(h)ingthe lips, the wound, the word” that doesn’t
close down dialogue by insisting on a sense of “clarity,” but allows a sense of dyssemic difference,
otherness, wounds rips, scars, abscesses – leading to (dare I say it), a polluted discourse that is both
a little bit “crazy” and “stupid.” Forgive me Postman,12 Korzybski13), an insani (as in unsanitized)
mode of investigating which exposes that pollution is not a dissolution but perhaps a playful solution.
Or perhaps to incorporate a Kabbalistic model, and think about ways the Shekinah the Divine
Female presence is described in the Zohar and apply that to Media Ecology in terms of unpacking
images and their relationship to cultural construction. For example, it states, s/he is like a mirror,
but s/he is not represented in terms of a “Lacanian mirror,” which reflects “a simulacral image”
a “lacunian mirror,” a myriad, a mire; a mirror which contains the engraving of the letters of the
holy name with the mystery of the 42 letters with which the worlds were created and which were
embedded in it. Thus the mirror does not reflect some “external reality,” but contains it. And if in
Hebrew, amira is “to say,” then transliterated, amira (orality) is contained in the mirror, embedded
in the image which is always already reproduced in a hyperreality of simulation. And further, if,
according to Ezra of Gerona, Shekhinah is called “temunah ha-koleletkol ha-temunot,” (the image
that comprises all the images)14, Female Presence is an image of that which cannot be contained,
embodied or possessed; an image that engenders further creation and meaning production…and
this could be very useful in re-thinking conversations about the relationship between media and
consumers of culture.
So, I call for a writing that presents itself as more of a spectral economy of effluent effusion,
excess and desire that works along both Jakobsonian axes, synchronically and diachronically.
Effecting not just a research of assertions but one that is more probey and vibrational and opens
dialogue through both its form and its content, re-massaging its medium.
I call for a way of thinking through issues that problematize binaric systems of margins and
centers, selves and others, acknowledging that, in Cixouvian terms, the “same” is always something
“other”; never solitary or singular but inscribed as an irreducible heteronomy – And if identity is
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constituted contingently, indeterminably, let’s incorporate this sense of otherness through a radical
massaging our messages.
And maybe this can be further navigated through an Irigarayan model of the “Law of the Excluded
Middle,”15 where media in medias is the madré, la mère the lamer, (the sea) re-seeing new modes,
models, messages that are full of otherness, a robust yet sultry, Brechtian verfremdungseffekt. For if as
Watzlawick’s “language cannot NOT communicate,” then I call for an ecological mode of language
that communicates through ellipses, paradox, riddles and juxtaposition; semantic environments that
open up possibilities of expression; like McLuhan’s extensions of extensions highlighting a SapirWhorfian impetus leading to new ways of thinking and being.
And finally, extending the age old pen/penis metaphor, (he who has the penis wields the sword
pen), I would like to add this: According to early 13th C. Kabbalist, R. Ezra ben Shlomo of Gerona, to
speak is to kiss the other with words. “Let him kiss me by the kisses [of his mouth].”16 In Hebrew, the
word for “mouth” is punim – which interlinguistically references not only the mouth but the pen and
the pun. This kiss, this articulation then is the swell of meaning. Between the punim, the pen and the
pun, a 3 penny aporia, where all meaning, media and communication countersignatively contracts
and explodes through an ever-expansive realm of possibility and enunciation.
So – with a Beyoncéesque translation, i say: “All the Lingual Ladies,17 All the lingual ladies – put
your pens up” for media ecological transformation and change.
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LIVING AND DYING AT THE EDGE OF DREAMS
Ed Tywoniak
Abstract
The primary focus of this essay is the emergence of identity from environment as
contextualized by the climate crisis currently ravaging the continent of Australia; but the
essay also includes the country of India as situational context as told through the eyes of
an 8-year old Indian environmental activist named Licypriya Kangujam. An argument is
developed throughout the text that shows how a part of language development is predicated
upon environmental factors that shape the immediate sensorial experience, and ultimately
determines the nature and extent of the construction of what we call reality. This concept
plays out in the Australian aboriginal concept of “dreamtime.” Despite the dire nature of
the environmental crisis threatening Australia and the rest of the world, some optimism is
offered through the lens of general semantics at the paper’s conclusion.
Keywords: Environmental activism, global warming, Australian wildfires, General
Semantics, Dreamtime

____
The primary focus of this essay, the emergence of identity from environment, is situationally
rooted in the great continent of Australia, and will hopefully provide a unique lens of inquiry that
the readers of Anekaant will find of special interest.
As of this writing, Australia continues to burn in one of the most devastating summer wildfire
seasons the country has ever experienced, with at least 30 fatal casualties, several towns completely
incinerated, close to a billion animals lost excluding insects and frogs, more than 3,000 homes
damaged or destroyed in the New South Wales region alone, and the resulting smoke causing air
pollution around the cities of Sydney and Melbourne to rise over 11 times the hazardous level. The
scope and severity of the devastation has been attributed to a variety of human and natural causes
including the arrest of dozens of arsonists in the past four months and the persistent drought and
increasing temperatures resulting from global warming, with Australia currently going through one
of its worst droughts in decades. Last spring saw the recording of the driest season on record with
some areas sweltering under temperatures well above 40 degrees Celsius, which translates into 113120 degrees Fahrenheit (Yeung n.p.). In a land historically known for its brush fires, Australia has
recently seen its weather conditions become increasingly more extreme with higher temperatures,
longer droughts, and a fire season that seems to never end.
No one reading this narrative should be surprised at the inferno described above. The debate over
global warming is now a major part of our cultural dialogue leaving the vast majority of the world’s
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population with the feeling of listening to the string quartet dutifully playing on the deck of a rapidly
sinking Titanic. And beyond the actual physical catastrophes plaguing the plant, our Mother Earth is
simultaneously in a crisis of false narratives from the climate change deniers who claim that science
is wrong and that burning fossil fuels does not damage our fragile global ecosystems. From the papal
encyclical Laudato Si in which Pope Francis proffers a stinging rebuttal to those who would deny
logic and science, to the stirring environmental speech delivered by 17-year old Greta Thunberg
in the chambers of the United Nations, world leaders have begun to rise in a unified chorus of
recognition and responsibility for the effects of our unrelenting destruction of the planet as a living,
sustainable bio-system. And in India, home of the journal Anekaant, another child climate activist
has become an international celebrity spokesperson. Eight-year-old Licypriya Kangujam, who along
with Thunberg also presented at the United Nations Climate Change Conference in December of
2019, is just as dynamic as her more well-known Swedish counterpart, and has become a beacon of
inspirational hope for thousands of Indian youth.
Born in 2011in the city of Bashikong in Manipur on the northeastern edge of India, Licypriya
has been at the vanguard of environmental activism for most of her young life thanks to her climate
activist father’s influence and, in particular, her decision to drop out of school in February of 2019 to
devote herself fulltime each and every week to protest in front of the Indian Parliament. As a result
of her efforts, Licypriya has become a regular on the global summit circuit with visits to 21 countries
thus far including joining 50,000 other youths at the Third Asian Ministerial Conference for Disaster
Reduction in Mongolia. She has also founded the Child Movement in India urging local leaders
to address the air pollution around the New Delhi area and the looming water crisis throughout
India, while simultaneously pleading with world leaders to take responsibility for stemming the
environmental ravages of the global climate crisis. For these and other activities, Licypriya has been
the recipient of numerous awards including the India Peace Prize (MSN.com). I suppose we can
take this as an uplifting sign of the possibility of today’s youth becoming a difference that makes a
difference in the international environmental debate.
Meanwhile, in Australia, Prime Minister Scott Morrison continues his refusal to acknowledge
the scientifically confirmed link between the fossil fuel industry and climate change. Prime Minister
since August of 2018, Morrison has been staunchly contrarian to the prevailing scientific wisdom
showing a direct correlation between the use of fossil fuels and dramatic changes in climate in
favor of unflinching support for Australia’s coal industry. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change found in 2018 that some of the “terrifying climate impacts” of these policies could include
the complete destruction of the Great Barrier Reef and predicted the devastating brush fires currently
ravaging vast amounts of Australia. Even so, as recently as November of 2019, Prime Minister
Morrison “threatened to outlaw climate activism, a day after protests at a mining conference in
Melbourne led to skirmishes with police. ‘We are working to identify serious mechanisms Morrison
said, that can successfully outlaw these indulgent and selfish practices that threaten the livelihoods
of fellow-Australians’” (Kormann n.p.).
Of course, followers of general semantics can easily see through the rhetorical haze of this
dysfunctional discourse, and can come up with any number of possibilities for better communication.
But the influence of contemporary nationalism on the geopolitical landscape has brought the world
into a new transactional age that has put “me” first and has squelched any allusions of an interactional
world in which “we” are in this together.
When Alfred Korzybski began working on the early roots of general semantics, he was moved to
take up the quest by just such a concern over our inability as a species to say what we mean and mean
what we say. As he stated in the preface to the first edition of Science and Sanity (1933), “Technically
we are very advanced, but the elementalistic premises underlying our human relations, practically
since Aristotle, have not changed at all” (Korzybskixc). As if intuiting the morass of propaganda that
passes for contemporary discourse, Korzybski goes on to say that “in the structure of our languages,
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methods, ‘habits of thought’, orientations, etc., we preserve delusional, psychopathological factors”
(xc). The root of this “emery” in the nervous system as Korzbyski called it is the question of
identification. For Korzybski, identification “involves deeply rooted ‘principles’ that are invariably
false to facts and so our orientations based on them cannot lead to adjustment and sanity” (xc). This
became his life passion, and the very idea that two young girls from Sweden and India could stand
in front of a world body like the United Nations to debate climate change is exactly what Korzybski
dreamed of. Alas, it may be too little too late. As Licypriya Kangujam reflected after her U.N. visit:“I
heard many speeches from our leaders … ‘We will do this and that … we will, we will, we will.’ But
in the end, the conference failed. It was such a waste of time and money” (Munsi n.p.). Prescient
words from an eight-year old!
It is here that we interject the fundamental question lying at the heart of this investigation, namely:
what is the role of environment in the creation of identification! And one could ask, I suppose, a
more importantly poignant follow-up question: can our individual and collective sense of identity
rise above the background fray of digital noise that comprises our contemporary propaganda age
and motivate us to begin the reversal of our climate crisis? I would like to begin with an illustrative
story that also brings our two geographic regions, Australia and India, together in a unified narrative.
I’ve had the good fortune to travel to Australia on several occasions including an extended trip to
visit the village of Balgo in the Wirrimanu region of Western Australia at the edge of the Great Sandy
Desert. During those travels, it quickly became apparent that the vastness that is the Australian
frontier is in reality a filigreed tapestry of bio-diversity from which not only emerges a broad array
flora and fauna, but also a special type of human uniquely adapted to living in the harshest of terrains.
I’m not sure if it’s possible for any Westerner to truly understand the identity of the Aboriginal,
because the foreigner is always predisposed to thinking of superimposing “foregrounded” identities
onto “first peoples” (as suggested earlier by Korzybski) instead of viewing the world through
the lens of a reality continually emerging from the immediate sensorial “background.” For the
Aboriginal, the McLuhanian framework of figure and ground is made manifest in their traditional
way of life, which was intricately framed by the immediacy of daily survival in the bush. Their
individual and collective identities were literally grounded in the red clay of the Australian desert,
and their subsequent language structures, cultural norms, societal groupings, etc. all stemmed from
their affinity with the earth in all it’s incredibly diverse majesty. As A. W. Reed describes it: “They
lived close to the soil, these children of nature. They were dependent on her for sustenance, and in
the teeming animal life and in the barren places alike they found evidence of the work of a Creator
Spirit” (vii).
The town of Balgo holds approximately 350 indigenous Aboriginals – a veritable metropolis for
these historically nomadic peoples who, when they lived in the Australian outback, usually travelled
in extended family units of no more than 15 to 18 adults and children. The population of Balgo is
made up of Aboriginal tribes from the Western region of Australia and has the special distinction
of being one of the world’s oldest continuing cultures, dating back at least 65,000 years. Genetic
evidence offered by Dr. Irina Pugach of the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology
suggests that just over 4 millennia ago a group of nomadic travellers from the southern Dravidian
area of India landed in Australia and stayed to settle the region. Dr. Pugach places the actual date
of arrival at 2217 BCE which was a pivotal period for the development of the civilization around
the Indus Valley which emerged between 2600 BCE and 1900 BCE, and whose inventions included
seaworthy vessels which they used to trade with their neighbor in the Middle East. This DNA
evidence emerged a few years ago after a group of Aboriginal men’s Y-chromosomes matched with
Y-chromosomes typically found in Indian men. (Morris n.p.).
There is also existing evidence of a shift in technology on the Australian continent that coincides
with the period that it’s speculated that Indians arrived in Australia. Indigenous Australians switched
their crude, stone Paleolithic tools for Neolithic-refined tools. Another rather important piece of
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evidence that suggest travellers from India settled in Australia is the dingo. “The dingo has always
been an enigma. No one really knows how or why it ended up in Australia” (Morris n.p.). We do
know that the dingo did not genetically originate in Australia, has a striking resemblance to wild
dogs found in India, and was probably responsible for the extermination of the Tasmanian Tiger on
the mainland of Australia.
As general semanticists, our raison d’être is of course language, and it is in the linguistic area
that perhaps we begin to find the uniqueness of Australia’s indigenous people and begin to better
understand how they perceive themselves as individuals and as a collective tribal unit. In his book
The Shadow of the Sun (2001), Polish journalist Ryszard Kapuscinski provides a travelogue of the
experiences gained in his many years living and writing about the African Sahara, and describes the
importance of communal life for those who live close to the land they inhabit:
The afternoons under the tree are very important: it’s when the older people gather for a
conference. The mango tree is the only place to meet and talk; the village has no larger
venue. People assemble eagerly and willingly, because Africans are collectivist by nature,
and possess a great need to participate in everything that constitutes communal life.
(Kapuscinski 315)

He continues to poetically paint a picture of the power of language to shape identity for these
indigenous peoples of the African.
… [H]istory here is an oral tradition, legends passed from mouth to mouth, a communal
myth created invariably at the base of the mango tree in the evening’s profound darkness,
in which only the trembling voices of old men resound, because the women and children
are silent, raptly listening. That is why the evening hour is so important: it is the time
when the community contemplates what it is and whence it came, becomes conscious of
its distinctness and otherness, defines its identity. (Kapuscinski 316)

Kapuscinski concludes this section with the following powerful anecdote:
The sun will awaken people, who will immediately strive to hide from it, seeing the shelter
of the tree. It is strange but true that human life depends on something as fleeting and
fragile as shade. That is why the tree, which bestows it, is something greater than just a
tree – it is life itself. If lightning strikes its crown and the mango goes up in flames, people
here will have nowhere to find shelter from the sun, or to assemble. Without the means to
assemble, they will be unable to make any decision, reach and resolution. But above all
they will be unable to recount their history, which exists only in the process of being retold
during evening gatherings beneath the tree. Because of this they will quickly lose their
knowledge about their yesterday, will lose their memory of it. They will become people
without history, meaning – they will be nobody. They will lose that which united them,
will disperse, each one going off in a separate direction, alone. But solitude is impossible
in Africa; a solitary man will not survive a single day, is automatically condemned to
death. That is why if a thunderbolt shatters the tree, the people who lived in its shade will
also perish. And so it is said: Man cannot survive longer than his shadow. (Kapuscinski
318-319)

The residents of the community of Balgo in Western Australia live in similarly fragile conditions.
Balgo (or Balgo Hills as it is sometimes referred) derives its name from the Aboriginal word for
spinifex, a type of grass that grows throughout Australasia and Africa. The Balgo community is
an amalgam of various family units from the greater Wirrimanu region that have coalesced into a
settlementof around 350 people, comprised approximately 13 families with each family unit having
between 15 and 20 members, although several contain a much larger extended family. The Australian
social-anthropologist Ronald Berndt (1982), who did five decades of extensive research in Balgo
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Hills and other communities in Western Australia, provided the following context for understanding
the semi-nomadic communal life of the Aboriginal and how this shaped their notion of family.
Because the Aborigines are, or were, semi-nomadic, moving about in only a limited stretch
of territory and not across the whole Continent, this meant that various language-types had
an opportunity to become more or less firmly established, particularly in identifying one
social group as against another. Also, it would not matter that people in one region could
not understand the languages in another hundreds of miles away, because in the ordinary
course of events there would be no contact at all between them. (Berndt 38)

As Kapuscinski reminds us, communication through language is everything when it comes to
identity formation of the tribe or clan. The individual linguistic units for the indigenous peoples of
Western Australia have been collectively referred to as Walmadjeri (sometimes spelled Wanmadjeri).
Currently there exist about 3,000 speakers of Wanmadjeri within the total population of approximately
5,500 total native Aboriginals living in the northern and western territories of Australia. Within the
Wanmadjeri language group, the natives of the Balgo Hills region speak a dialect called Kukatja.
Berndt (1985) goes on to describe the five key features for tribal identification for communities in
the Walmadjeri language region.
1. A group of people who occupy a certain region, claim religious, hunting and food-collection
rights, and acknowledge common rules which govern behavior. Boundaries are defined by
natural features of the terrain (Berndt 32).
“One way to establish tribal boundaries is to examine the local mythology, for various beings
are said to have created most of the physiographic features, which in many cases have become
totemic or sacred sites” (Berndt 33).
2. A group of people who share a common language or dialect, “provided they themselves
acknowledge this . . . it is the social recognition of similarities in language, or in other features
that is important here” (Berndt 34).
3. A group of people who assume that they have more in common with one another than they
have with other groups, and in consequence of this they have a special name for them, and they
themselves may come to adopt it (Berndt 34).
4. A tribe is relatively self-contained, with its own social organization and structure . . . often
intolerant of the views and behaviors of outsiders. It is large enough for marriage to take place
within it (Berndt 36).
5. Members of the tribe usually regard one another as relatives as contrasted with outsiders
(Berndt 36).
Josephine Flood (1995), a British-born anthropologist who did extensive work throughout
Australia, describes natural landmarks as being the centers for religious and ceremonial rituals for
the Aboriginals. “The land is their cathedral [and] “in place of the label ‘tribe’ it would be more
appropriate to speak of dialectal or linguistic units” (Flood 28). Flood goes on to say that “beliefs
and basic assumptions are handed on almost entirely by word of mouth from one generation to
another. In the Aboriginal languages with which we are acquainted, we have not been able to find a
separate word for ‘believing’ as distinct from ‘knowing’” (Flood228). This is an important tenet to
this essay, as we shall now see as we enter into the world of Dreamtime.
Dreamtime in many ways represents the ultimate semantic abstraction – a world of ideas that
don’t necessarily have grounding in reality, but are simultaneously utterly believed in. Fake news is
a purposeful deceiving through propagandistic manipulations. Dreamtime is not “fake.” Dreamtime
is a way of interacting with one’s environment (past, present and future) through a mean’s of
extrasensory perception that could be considered similar to Korzybski’s idea of time-binding – a
relating to events that lie outside of the perception of our sensory modalities.
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For Australia’s Aborigines, Dreamtime begins with the creation of the universe – an event they
call the “creative period.” Ronald Berndt (1985) catalogued the various names for the creative period
found in the Walmadjeri language region: Duma in the Rawlingson Range, Djumanggani in the
Balgo area, Ngarunggani in the eastern Kimberleys, Bugari around La Grange and Broome, Ungud
among the Ungarinjin, Aldjeringa among the Arnada, Mura for the Dieri, and Maradal or galwagi
for the Wuradjeri. All of these have been variously translated as ‘creative period,’ ‘ancestral times,’
‘Dreaming,’ ‘Dreamtime,’ ‘Eternal Dreamtime,’ etc. (229). Berndt goes on to further explicate the
meaning of Dreamtime:
Dreaming does not refer to a dream in the narrowest sense; but just as a dream is real to
the dreamer, so the doings of the creative beings are real to the believer. Further, although
‘eternal’ suggests ‘timelessness’, as it does in a religious context, the Aborigines recognize
various time-categories in connection with their everyday activities: days and nights,
moons, the sequence or cycle of seasons; immediate and near present, past (historical and
pseudo-historical), future (near, far-distant), and so on. (Berndt 229-230)

Berndt continues his discussion of Dreamtime:
The creative beings who lived on the earth at that time did perform certain actions then,
and will not repeat them: but their influence is still present, and can be drawn on by people
who repeat those actions in the appropriate way, or perform others about which they left
instructions. This attitude is summarized in the expression ‘the Eternal Dreamtime’, which
underlines the belief that the mythological past is vital and relevant in the present, and in
the future. In another but relevant context, the spirits of deceased human beings are still
alive and indestructible. The mythical characters themselves are not dead. They continue
to live, although in different forms, and in different places . . . The ‘life’ of these beings,
and the life of the Aborigines as a group or constellation of groups distinct from others, are
linked together, the one depending on the other. In other words, there is a close relationship
between the religious life and the rest of social life in general. (230)

Finally, Berndt adds the following coda to the topic of those souls who dwell in the nether world of
Dreamtime:
In a spiritual, or non-material fashion, they and all that is associated with them are as
much alive today, and will be in the indefinite future, as they were. The term ‘eternal’ has
this connotation. ‘Dreaming’, in contrast, is a rather unfortunate choice; but it is a direct
translation of one of the relevant native words. (229)

The concept of “individuation” developed by Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Jung paved the way for
a Western understanding of the Aboriginal Dreamtime. Individuation describes the psychological
process of integrating the conscious with the unconscious while still maintaining their relative
autonomy necessary for a person to become an integrated whole being. Individuation is a process of
transformation whereby the personal and collective unconscious is brought into consciousness by
means of dreams, active imagination or free association. It is a completely natural process necessary
for the integration of the psyche to take place, and fosters a holistic healing effect on the person both
mentally and physically. Besides achieving physical and mental health, people who have advanced
towards individuation tend to be harmonious, mature and responsible. They embody humane values
such as freedom and justice and have a good understanding about the workings of human nature
and the universe. Jung was convinced that life had a spiritual purpose beyond material goals, which
is to discover and fulfill our deep innate potential. Based on his study of various religious practices
including Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Gnosticism, Taoism, the Muslim faith and other
traditions, Jung believed that this path of transformation is at the mystical heart of all religions. It is
a journey in which the human meets the divine. Jung (1964) framed his ideas this way:
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To the scientific mind, such phenomenon as symbolic ideas are a nuisance because they
cannot be formulated in a way that is satisfactory to intellect and logic. They are by no
means the only case of this kind in psychology. The trouble begins with these phenomenon
is that the facts are undeniable and yet cannot be formulated in intellectual terms. For this
one would have to be able to comprehend itself, fir it is life that produces emotions and
symbolic ideas. (91)

Jung goes on to say that, “it is easy to understand why dreamers tend to ignore and even deny the
message of their dreams. Consciousness naturally resists anything unconscious and unknown” (31).
Jung calls this phenomenon “misoneism.”
However, it is important to differentiate the western concept of “dream” from the Aboriginal
idea of Dreamtime. While Westerners view dreaming as an extensional awareness of an
unconscious sleeping state, Aborigines view Dreamtime as an extension of both consciousness and
unconsciousness, of both the real and the surreal. Dreamtime, as alluded to earlier, usually begins
with the Aboriginal cosmology narratives of the origin of the earth and its inhabitants including
humans – what they call the “creative period.” For example, for the Kukatja-speaking people of
Balgo Hills, the period of the dreaming is tangible with the “Dream Line” which is literally a
latitudinal line extending from Adelaide in the south of Australia north to the Western Desert and
into the Kimberley region in Western Australia. The Dream Line was comprised of a series of sacred
water holes, each maintained to this day, as has been the custom for generations by the sacred man
of the family. It is along this Dream Line that the Luurnpa, a Kingfisher bird native to Australia,
is said to have travelled, leading the tribe north to the land where they are now settled. This story
represents a good illustration of the integration of the real with the surreal that comprises the fabric
of Dreamtime.
But another critical aspect of Dreamtime is it’s ending point. Dreamtime stops at the oldest
surviving member of the tribe. The village elders have very specific remembrances of times gone
by; therefore it is possible to reconstruct a fairly accurate narrative of what the world used to be
like several generations ago. But beyond the specific remembrance of the community elders lies
only hearsay and stories in which actual facts get mashed up with centuries of folklore, myths and
legends. The Aboriginal believes in the seemingly factual nature of Dreamtime stories, even when
they might be in direct conflict with facts from other stories or even actual experience. Dreamtime
has always been and always will be regardless of what consensus reality might dictate. As Berndt
notes about the events, people and creatures that inhabit Dreamtime,
In a spiritual, or non-material fashion, they and all that is associated with them are as
much alive today, and will be in the indefinite future, as they were. The term ‘eternal’ has
this connotation. ‘Dreaming’, in contrast, is a rather unfortunate choice; but it is a direct
translation of one of the relevant native words. (229)

Before she passed away in 2015, Anthropologist Karen Brown, whose specialty was the
anthropology of religion made the following observations about Dreamtime.
In essence, therefore, men and women, through initiation, come into possession of certain
Dreamings, which belong to them throughout their life. The are responsible for their
telling, for the dances associated with their rendition during ritual performance, and for the
‘secret’ information that gives these Dreamings their particular numinous power. To say
that a Dreaming is merely a story is to belie its real significance as a coalescence of timehonored energies imbued into the occurrence by the many custodians who have possessed
the Dreaming before the present generation. The act of ‘telling’ a story, whether by way
of ritual act or by paintings its transitions, becomes more than an act of transmission; it
becomes one of invocation. There is little so-called ‘information to be conveyed anyway,
beside a few bare facts that have occurred outside time. What is demonstrated, however,
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is the deep attachment each individual has to his or her Dreaming and, by implication,
to all those who have preceded him or her as custodian. The line of transmission is an
important part of the perpetuation of the Dreaming. It renders the Dreaming impervious
to adulteration or indeed any attempts at reductionism on the part of those who wish to
make ‘sense’ of Dreaming aspirations. I refer here to the desire to make folk tales out of
Aboriginal myths. (10-11)

In many ways, Dreamtime coincides with Korzybski’s concept of colloidal thinking (remember
that Korzybski started as a chemical engineer). In chemistry a colloid is a mixture in which one
substance of microscopically dispersed insoluble or soluble particles is suspended throughout
another substance. As Korzybski states in his magnum opus Science and Sanity (1933), “As all
life is found in the colloidal form and has many characteristics found also in inorganic colloids,
it appears that colloids supply us the most important known link between the inorganic and the
organic” (Korzybski 114). Korzybski goes on to say that “one of the most baffling problems has
been the peculiar periodicity or rhythmicity which we find in life [which] could not be explained
by purely physical nor purely chemical means (114). This “peculiar periodicity or rhythmicity”
coincides with what Berndt described earlier in this paper as the Aborigines' ability to recognize
various time-categories in connection with their everyday activities. As Korzybski goes on to
describe, “rhythmicity could not be explained by purely physical nor purely chemical means, but
that it is satisfactorily explained when treated as a physico-electro-chemical structural occurrence”
(114). This capacity, when a primary focus for both the individual and his or her cultural and
social influences, can be seen as having the potential to link consensus reality with the Dreamtime
experience. As Korzybski later states in Science and Sanity (1933), “anthropological studies show
clearly how the degrees of ‘culture’ among primitive peoples can be measured by the orders of the
abstractions they have produced” (377). Indeed, Dreamtime seems to be the penultimate example of
just the sort of complex system of symbolic abstraction that is colloidal in its ability to bridge reality
and surreality.
The most powerful example of Dreamtime made manifest is represented in the Aboriginal art
found throughout Western Australia. The original Aboriginal art movement was developed in the
Papunya area of Northern Australia during Australia’s civil rights movement, modeled after the
African-American civil rights movement in the United States in the mid-20th century.
All these artists possessed a unique perspective, for they were men and women born in the
bush. In their youth they had been raised in the traditional lifestyle of the forebears and
were familiar with all the Dreaming stories pertaining to the creation of the landscape and
the acculturation of that landscape by the Dreaming heroes. They had undergone the full
initiation of tribal law and knew their responsibilities as custodians of that same law. These
men and women were the last generation to experience the full dimension of the tribal life
as it was practiced before the arrival of Europeans. In all ways they are to be considered as
heirs to perhaps the oldest unbroken tradition in the history of humanity. Also, they were
the last to have known a life unbounded by modern conceptions of time – a life conscribed
only by a timelessness embodied in the rituals of the Dreaming.” (Bardon and Bardon,
2005,9)

Bardon and Bardon continue:
This is indeed a unique inheritance. Indigenous people the world over share this same
experience. However, in the case of Aborigines, their traditions were little influenced by
outsiders for many thousands of years. They have thus developed a cosmology, and a
body of traditions, which are centered on an extremely isolated intellectual and physical
environment. Their world must be regarded as essentially introverted, a compendium of
inherited beliefs which have undergone little change over the millennia. Stasis, not change,
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has governed the preservation of these beliefs. A profoundly ordered rigidity testifies to
their survival and their ability to nurture culture, even today. The Dreaming is not a place,
nor is it so much a metaphysical space; rather, it is the grounding of formalized procedures
of thinking and cultural practice which have attained the status of belief. (9)

Finally, the authors assert:
The ‘law’, as it is known is still practiced widely among the northern and desert
communities, thus preserving contact with the Dreaming, if not at a nomadic huntergatherer level, then surely as a principle for living. The Dreaming, or Tjukurrpa (‘time of
the ancestors’), is thus more than a body of law, a ritual program, a corpus of dance and
song; it is also and abstract icon representing ethnic survival. (10).

In Manhood of Humanity (1921), Korzybski emphatically states that the most important questions
we face are: What is a human being? What is the defining or characteristic mark of humanity?
Korzybski goes on to say:
To this question two answers and only two have been given in the course of the ages,
and they are both of them current today. One of the answers is biological and partly
mythological or partly biological and partly philosophical – man is a combination or union
of animal and something supernatural. (3)

The cultural historian Lewis Allen elaborates upon this when he states:
Creation myths attempt to answer the perennial question: How did the world begin? In
their lore, most primitive people tell of some cosmic event or of great, supernatural beings
who created the earth and all it contains. There are endless variations in describing how
this came about … for example the Veddas of south India, from whom the Australian
Aborigines may have come, tell of a first mother by the name of Auiti. Australian
Aboriginal creation beliefs share this diversity, however, most have in common accounts
of a period called the Dreamtime or wongar time, during which spirit beings appeared and
created the earth. (58)

But perhaps the most powerful voice to express the power of Dreamtime is that of the Aboriginal,
Douglas Lockwood (1962), also known by his native name Waipuldanya, who speaks thus of the
Dreaming and the hidden powers it contains:
We are afraid of the Malak Malak, the Brinken, the Nangomeri, and the Murinbada
because down through the centuries, from the mystical age we call the Dreamtime –
prehistoric antiquity – they have been symbolized as poisoners of immense cunning and
inventiveness … a belief in our own kind of voodooism is strong in the heart of every
tribalized aboriginal, and of most who have been detribalized. (13-15)

When the forced migration out of the bush in the 1950s and 60s pushed the Aborigine tribes out
of their native habitats and on to reservations, a vast majority of them were moved to the Northern
Territory in a large government reservation called Papunya. The forced migration led to the literal
obliteration of most of the traditional customs, rituals, and ways of life that the Aboriginals enjoyed
for centuries in the outback. As terrible as the repercussions were to the Aboriginal people, one
positive side effect was the sudden outpouring of art that emanated from the Papunya region
resulting in what is now called the Western Desert Papunya movement – an art movement that
documented a “creative drama” describing the horrendous events of their “agony of exile” (Bardon
and Bardon, 2005, p. xiv). Eventually the Balgo region, as well, became known for its Aboriginal art
due to a large migration in the mid-20th century of artists from Papunya to Balgo, which now boasts
one of the greatest art centers and museums of Aboriginal art in the world called the Wirrimanu
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Art Center. Most Aboriginal art is focused on stories from “the Dreaming” and are neither abstract
nor made up (Myers, 2002, 3). They are, instead, a “reduction of four-dimensional knowledge to
a two-dimensional design” (Bardon and Bardon, 2005, xiv), an artistic feat that is as amazing to
comprehend as it is to observe. Of course, this may be the only way of adequately communicating
the multi-dimensional attributes of Dreamtime.
Like many cultures throughout the world, Australia’s Aboriginals seem to structure their
communal governance on a male-dominated model of paternalism. But while this may be the
perception from an outsider’s perspective, in reality the Aboriginal community life is very much a
product of the women in the village. As Bruce Chatwin (1998) summarizes, “One commonly held
delusion is that men are the wanderers and women the guardians of hearth and home. This can, of
course, be so. But women, above all, are the guardians of continuity: if the hearth moves, they move
with it” (177). Chatwin continues: “In Central Australia, women are the driving force behind the
return to the old ways of life … women are the ones for country” (177). It is curious to note that
the Aboriginal word for supreme-being is “mama” and is one of the only languages whose word for
God is the same as the prefix “ma” used as the etymological foundation for most words relating to
mother. This lies in stark contrast to almost every other language group in which the supreme being
is referred to in the masculine.
So here we are at the question of language and its importance to what we call the human
condition. Remember what Korzybski (1921) reminds us of when he asks the question: What does
it mean to be human? “One of the answers is biological and partly mythological or partly biological
and partly philosophical – man is a combination or union of animal and something supernatural”
(114). It is our capacity for communication through language in all its variants that lies at the heart
of our mythologies and our affinity for the supernatural. This is the central thesis of this essay, that
the language types of the world’s oldest peoples who inhabit the desert areas of Western Australia
may have developed a different type of human than those who developed in less-inhospitable areas
of the planet; and as such, perhaps the Aboriginal worldview is distinct and unique from other
cultures. Being forced to scratch out a meager existence in a ruthlessly difficult environment may
result in a human that is more sympathetic with the changes in climate. The language of climate
change for those who inhabit the developed nations is much different than those who suffer under
the consequences of these industrialized countries. In a sense, language imitates life, which in itself
imitates language, and is inevitably found in the realm of Dreamtime.
Perhaps it is fitting that as fires continue to ravage the Australian countryside and the world
community continues to shrug its collective shoulders with indifference to the climate change that
undergirds the environmental disaster, that we find hope in a young 8-year old girl from India,
Licypriya Kangujam,who is personally waging a one-woman war for the environmental soul of her
country and the rest of the world. If general semantics teaches us anything, it compels us to be better
listeners as well as better speakers – to literally say what we mean, but more importantly, mean what
we say. Australia’s indigenous peoples are as close to a simpatico relationship with their natural
environment as much of the rest of the world is distanced from it’s environmental ecosystem, and
Greta Thunberg and Licypriya Kangujam are doing their best to convince the rest of the world to
follow suit. As Martin Levinson (2006), the President of the Institute of General Semantics reminds
us, “effective leadership can motivate others to accept change and to even look forward to it” (93).
As Korzybski has noted: “the scientific method has been an exceptionally valuable time-binding
tool, as it has enabled humanity to make great technological strides” (Levinson, 2012, 149). It is my
sincerest hope that we as a species will begin to listen to the language of our scientists rather than the
propaganda from those who hide behind language to cover the evils they are perpetuating. It appears
that we need general semantics now more than ever!
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SELECTIONS FROM DIATRIBAL WRITES OF
PASSAGE IN A WORLD OF WINTERTEXTUALITY
Lance Strate
The Institute of General Semantics recently launched a new book series, entitled Language in
Action, devoted to creative expression informed by general semantics. The series description reads
as follows: Poetry often conveys in a few sentences more of lasting value than a whole volume
of scientific analysis. (Alfred Korzybski). The Language in Action series, sponsored by the
Institute of General Semantics, publishes books devoted to creative modes of expression that can
open the doors of perception, and foster better understandings of the nature of language, symbols,
communication, and the semantic, technological, and media environments that we inhabit. Through
processes of play and probing, art can bring into awareness alternative forms of experience and
evaluation to the everyday, routine, taken-for-granted world. It can also shed new light on mind and
method, consciousness and culture, abstracting and attention, ecology and enlightenment, and, most
important to students of general semantics, science and sanity.
The first book published in the series is the poetry collection, Diatribal Writes of Passage in a
World of Wintertextuality: Poems on Language, Media, and Life (But Not As We Know It). What
follows are six poems selected from that volume for reprint in this special issue.

an account, Korzybski old chap, of this
thing of ours
a word is not a thing
it’s a thing that is not a thing, or
it’s not a thing like other things
a word is not a thing-thing
a thing can be many things
this thing or that thing
one thing or the other thing,
a thing or the thing
your own thing or my thing
anything but a word-thing
a thing therefore I am
a thing-thing, not a word-thing am I
a name is not a man or woman
a name-thing is not me
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but a thing is not a thing, no neither
a thing-thing is still
a word-thing, I fear
I sing of things
of thing-things and word-things
a thing, therefore, iambic or free
thing is, things are not what they seem
things are what they are not, not-things
the thing of things reigns without a rule
over not-things and name-things
word-things, and thing-things too
a thing is nothing if not a not-thing
and words are sweet knot-things
to tangle us up
what we say of things
is not the way of things
but the secret of things is
th’-i-n-g-ing.
***

the art of facts
facts are facts
and that is that
when it comes to facts
facts are factual
and that is all you need to know
that facts are actual
except when they are not
actually, facts are satisfactory
except when they are not
facts are de facto actual
and it is factual to say
that facts are artifacts
and artifacts are artificial
as a matter of fact
facts are manufactured
facts are manufactured in a factory
factor that in, if you please:
facts are reasonable facsimiles
manufactured rather matter-of-factually
artifacts manufactured artificially
go tell your factotum
it won’t matter
and that’s a fact

Selections From Diatribal Writes of Passage in a World of Wintertextuality

and factor in that new factory odor
because facts are olfactory
and facts can be putrefactive
when artifacts are no longer active
now, don’t strain your faculties
but there are facts that are true
and facts that are false
and facts somewhere in-between
you see, facts have many facets
there are facts that benefit benefactors
and facts that abet malefactors
mainly, facts may be multifaceted
indeed, they may be manufactured to be
that’s the artifice of facsimile
facts are fickle
facts are feckless
facts are fractured
yes, it’s a fact
and that is that
now, focus on the factors
that make up the facts
de facto factors that fact you all up
just the facts, ma’am, just the facts
just the facts
all the facts
and nothing but
focus on the facts now
focus all up
focus all up
focus all up
facts will unavoidably focus all up
the faculty for factors will focus all up
manufactured artifacts will focus all up
factually speaking, facts focus all up
because the facts will factual up
factual up
factual up
fact you
fact you
fact you all up
***
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a fickle pickle
Pluto, O Pluto, O what did you do to deserve such a brutal
fate?
some say, God damn it. you are a planet and nine is a
number divine
others say, can’t sugar coat it, we just have to demote it,
here’s where we draw the line
Pluto, dear Pluto, please say it ain’t true to me, please say it
isn’t too late
some say your addition, has become our tradition, you’re a
body that’s heavenly sent
others say, we can’t avoid, that you’re an asteroid, science
has no room for sentiment
Pluto, my Pluto, the question is moot to you, as you make
your icy, erratic rounds
The words that we choose, the terms that we use, make no
difference to you all the same
You are what you are, an object so far away, immune to the
attractions of fame
Ignoring our mockery, you’re just a big rock, you see, but
the children all know your name
But Pluto, our Pluto, O surely you do knowhow our mortal
foolishness abounds
Exiling you from the planetarium, we belong in a
sanitarium for being so terribly inconstant
We are so very mad, that I think our next fadwill make
Australia an island, not a continent
***

in the age of show business
in memory of Neil Postman
the medium is a mess, aging us
from childhood to adulthood at the speed of light
from zero to sixty overnight
wind burn transforming us
from raw to cooked in the blink of an eye
microwave pop culture set from low to high
electron and photon mutating us
from enlightened to frightened
in the palace of the absurd
from convivial to trivial
humiliating the word
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and it all seems so confusing
when your contexts you are losing
but we’re all terribly enthusing
as no gadget we’re refusing
and all data we’re diffusing
you might say it’s quite... bemusing?
there’s no conserving education
when the end is automation
and the triumph of the image
has us burning every bridge
it’s enough to make you balk
all that crazy stupid talk
entertainment just can’t miss
no coherence! and now this:
with this technology I thee wed
and will love thee with all my heart
my mechanical bride, electrical wife
until death, amused, we part
***

digital Diderot
or
the march of the wikipedians
hey diddle, Diderot
how much do you know?
are you nimble?
are you quick?
jacking up that candlestick?
can you light up that wick?
dites-moi, monsieur
Diderot! Diderot! Diderot!
did you do the math?
if so, then what did you
figure-0! figure-0! figure-010101!
burning the midnight 0i1?
flickering illumination
wavering dedication
abéec’est Diderot?
to what order do you belong?
was it all a cartesian dream?
or a coordinated nightmare?
well...
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let’s all go down to the Wiki-Mart
to get us some of that Kwiki-Smart™
And enter the Enchanted Wiki-Room
where all the birds sing words
and the flowers croon
hickory Diderot dock
the mouse clicked on the clock
while the cat played the fiddle
and Alexandria’s ragtime bandits
set fire to stacks and shelves
knowledge cooked but not consumed…
no matter
it’s all immaterial
and the cyclops turned into a sysops
and a multivolume set became the internet
and they put the pedia to the media
Wicked! Wicked! Wicked!
Diderot, row, row your boat
gently down bitstream...
adieu Monsieur Diderot, adieu mon ami...
the gods have left the machine
***

my system
what’s solid is a fluid
that’s moving very slow. . . .
what’s fluid is not substance
it’s energy aflow~~~
some 14 billion years ago
there was this great big POP!
an explosion so tremendous it
may never, ever stop
we are riders on the Big Bang
of the universal birth
clinging to some debris that
we call the planet Earth—
it’s all a matter of scale
and perspective, don’t you see?
it’s all a matter of where you stand
and relativity:
things are not as they seem. . . .
things are not as they appear. . . .
so please be careful, and be kind
and have another beer!

NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS
Adeena Karasick (adeenakarasick@cs.com) is a New York-based Canadian poet, performer,
cultural theorist and media artist, and the author of ten books of poetry and poetics. Dr. Karasick’s
recent publications includeChecking In (Talonbooks, 2018) and Salomé: Woman of Valor (University
of Padova Press, Italy, 2017), the libretto for her Spoken Word opera, Salomé: Woman of Valor CD,
NuJu Records, 2020, and Salomé Woman of Valor translation into Bengali (BoibhashikProkashoni
Press). She teaches Literature and Critical Theory for the Humanities and Media Studies Department
at Pratt Institute, is Poetry Editor for Explorations in Media Ecology, Associate International Editor
of New Explorations: Studies in Culture and Communication, 2019. She is the Andrew W. Mellon
Foundation Award recipient and winner of the 2016 Voce Donna Italia award for her contributions
to feminist thinking. The “AdeenaKarasick Archive” is established at Special Collections, Simon
Fraser University.
Bill Petkanas (PetkanasW@wcsu.edu) earned a PhD in Media Ecology from the Steinhart School,
New York University. He has been a Professor of Communication and Media Arts at Western
Connecticut State University, Danbury, Connecticut, USA since 1991, teaching courses in media
studies, interpersonal communication, and general semantics. He has served as an Associate
Editor of The Atlantic Journal of Communication since its inception. He was the Editor of ETC: A
Review of General Semanticsfrom 2008 to 2012. He was the Editor of The Speech Communication
Annual, from 2002 to 2003. He has published in these and other journals, including Communication
Quarterly. He has presented papers at conferences regionally, nationally and internationally on
communication and culture, pedagogy, and semiotics.
Corey Anton (antonc@gvsu.edu) is Professor of Communication Studies at Grand Valley State
University and a Fellow of the International Communicology Institute. He is the author of
Selfhood and Authenticity (State University of New York Press, 2001), Sources of Significance:
Worldly Rejuvenation and Neo-Stoic Heroism (Purdue University Press, 2010), and the collection
Communication Uncovered: General Semantics and Media Ecology (Institute of General Semantics
Press, 2010), and the forthcoming book: How Non-being Haunts Being: On Possibilities, Morality,
and Death Acceptance (Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2020).
Ed Tywoniak is Professor Emeritus of Media Studies and former Chair of the Department of
Communication at Saint Mary’s College of California where he served on the faculty in the School
of Liberal Arts since 1978. ProfessorTywoniak is the 2016 recipient of the Edmund S. Carpenter
Award for Career Achievement in Editing in the Field of Media Ecology, and is a former editor of
ETC: A Review of General Semantics. He has also served on the boards of the Institute of General
Semantics and the Media Ecology Association (MEA), and is Past-President of the MEA.
Eva Berger (Evaberger72@gmail.com) teaches Communication at the College of Management
Academic Studies in RishonLetsion, Israel, where she has also served as Dean. She serves on
numerous boards and public organizations including the Women in the Picture Association (for
advancement of women in the visual arts), Israel Press Council, and Institute of General Semantics.
Her publications include The Communication Panacea: Pediatrics and General Semantics. She is a
frequent commentator in Israeli media on issues relating to media and language. She holds a BA in
Film and Television from Tel Aviv University and an M.A. and Ph.D. in Media Ecology from NYU.
Lance Strate (strate@fordham.edu) is Professor of Communication and Media Studies at Fordham
University, a Trustee and former Executive Director of the Institute of General Semantics, President
of the New York Society for General Semantics, a founder and Past President of the Media Ecology
Association, Past President of the New York State Communication Association, and Co-Chair of

the Academic Board of the Global Listening Centre. He is the author of 8 books, including Media
Ecology: An Approach to Understanding the Human Condition; and most recently, his second poetry
collection, Diatribal Writes of Passage in a World of Wintertextuality.
Michael Plugh is Assistant Professor of Communication at Manhattan College. He is Vice PresidentElect of the Media Ecology Association, Past President of the New York State Communication
Association, and member of the Board of Directors of the New York Society for General Semantics.
Dr. Plugh serves as Pedagogy Editor of the journal Explorations in Media Ecology, and his research
interests lie at the intersection of media ecology, general semantics, and education.
Thom Gencarelli, (thom.gencarelli@manhattan.edu) PhD (NYU, 1993) is Professor and founding
Chair of the Communication Department at Manhattan College in Riverdale, New York, USA. He is
a Past President of the Media Ecology Association, the New York State Communication Association,
the New Jersey Communication Association (twice), a member of the Board of Trustees of the
Institute of General Semantics, and the current Editor of the Institute’s journal ETC: A Review
of General Semantics. Thom researches and writes about media ecology, media literacy/media
education, new media, and popular media and culture with an emphasis on popular music. He is
co-editor (with Brian Cogan) of the anthology Baby Boomers and Popular Culture: An Inquiry into
America’s Most Powerful Generation (ABC-Clio/ Praeger, 2014), and is currently at work on a
book about bringing up digital children. He was awarded the Eastern Communication Association’s
Distinguished Teaching Fellows Award and the Media Ecology Association’s Louis Forsdale Award
for Outstanding Educator in the Field of Media Ecology in 2019, the John F. Wilson Fellowship Award
for Scholarship and Service from the New York State Communication Association in 2016, and the
Media Ecology Association’s Christine L. Nystrom Award for Outstanding Career Achievement in
Service to the Field of Media Ecology in 2013. Thom is also a contemporary songwriter, musician,
and producer, and has released three album-length works with his ensemble bluerace: World is
Ready (2009), Beautiful Sky (2013), and Mistral (2019). The group is currently at work on their
fourth record.
Zhenbin Sun (zbsun@fdu.edu) is Professor of Communication Studies at Fairleigh Dickinson
University, New Jersey. He is mainly interested in philosophy of language and has published papers
in American Review of China Studies, ETC: A Review of General Semantics, Journal of Chinese
Philosophy, Journal of East-West Thought, Modern Communication, etc.

