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P R EFA C E

A great intellectual pleasure of teaching at Boston University is that, as the 
fourth largest private university in the United States—comprised of seven-
teen schools and colleges, all constructed around the heart of Arts and 
Sciences— the possibilities for interaction among colleagues who do things 
quite differently, and come from quite different orbits, are real. Our univer-
sity is changing, and attempting to do so rapidly enough to meet, and even 
define, the needs of twenty-first-century education. Its aim is to accelerate 
intellectual achievement in research and teaching while also developing in-
novative undergraduate and graduate education programs that are rigorous 
and oriented toward research, while remaining relevant and engaged with 
career needs of our students, who share a truly global and local profile.

James E. Katz arrived at Boston University from Rutgers in 2012, having 
been recruited to build our country’s first graduate program in “Emerging 
Media Studies”, located in the School of Communications, heretofore largely 
a journalism and television school couched at the undergraduate and profes-
sional levels. His previous accomplishments included being the first sociolo-
gist to predict the ubiquituous use of cell phones, back in the early 1990s. 
Having moved his Center for Mobile Communications Studies to Boston 
from New Jersey, he needed to devise a creative curriculum for his new MA 
and PhD programs. Looking ahead, behind, and sideways, he contacted Juliet 
Floyd, based in the philosophy department, for advice on the emerging char-
acter of the university. James had already conceived a plan to hold a confer-
ence on “philosophy of emerging media”, and drew Juliet into the enterprise 
of fashioning a philosophy textbook that could be used, immediately, for the 
incoming class of students but also one that would have enduring interest to 
a broad-gauged audience of students and scholars.

We look forward to using the volume here next fall, and trust it will stim-
ulate further teaching and research in these and surrounding fields.

J.F.
J.E.K.

Brookline, MA, February 21, 2015
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Juliet Floyd and James E. Katz

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

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

The term emerging media responds to the “Big Data” now avail-
able as a result of the larger role digital media plays in everyday life, 
as well as the notion of “emergence” that has grown across the ar-
chitecture of science and technology over the last two decades with 



2  •  in t r o d u c t i o n

increasing imbrication. Knowledge thereby gained about implicit bias in 
decision- making, latent psychological processes, and neuroscience of moods 
have refashioned our sense of what agency and rationality at the individual 
level are like. But broad social experiments and innovations in governance 
itself across many levels of society1 are now entangled with the collection of 
increasingly vast datasets mined with increasing sophistication and complex-
ity by machine algorithms, as well as the seemingly instantaneous mass de-
livery of particular pieces of information, images, and words—both uplifting 
and upsetting—to billions of human users.

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

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

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

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

The essays that follow explore some of the fascinating and still relatively 
unexplored terrain surrounding many of these vast and far-reaching ques-
tions. We invited our authors to discuss a range of issues, including how 
conceptions of identity, agency, reality, mentality, time, aesthetics, represen-
tation, consciousness, materiality, emergence, and human nature are or are 
not being fundamentally transformed by emerging media. Without any par-
ticular overarching agenda, we were, in a sense, running an experiment by 
asking authors from different schools of thought to express their vantage 
point and sketch a future agenda, rather than applying prior categories and 
theories of philosophy whole-scale to emerging media. Critical approaches to 
digital networking in media and communication programs often focus on 
issues inherited from 1960s sociology, as well as journalistic and public- 
relations praxis. Economists and legal and critical theorists have focused on 
socioeconomic factors and regulation of markets and behavior. For their part, 
neurophilosophers have focused on how knowledge of the brain contributes 
to our conceptions of human nature. Given this landscape, intensively cov-
ered though it is, we saw a gap, or more precisely, a perspective in need of 
exploration. We sought to open up the discussion to wider and more complex 
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emerging spheres of everyday life. More precisely, we developed a lens though 
which certain issues and questions can be brought into clearer focus, or even 
perceived for the first time. Obviously, since no book can cover every subject, 
we set specific questions of inequality, liberty, law, psychology, ethics, ecolog-
ical and human economic development to the side, as these are already receiv-
ing their fair share of specialized analysis.

The volume is, therefore, not intended to be wholly pioneering, nor do we 
envisage it as a replacement for, or reduplication of, what has already been done 
by way of philosophical theory. Philosophy has long interacted with media 
theory. Already the great Graeco-Roman historian Polybius (died ca. 118 bce) 
complained that the excellent Library at Alexandria (with a catalogue system 
developed by Callimachus) made the historian’s work too easy. Was this, phi-
losopher Hilary Putnam asks, the first complaint about high-tech affecting 
scholarship?2 No. Plato worried over the invention of writing long before that. 
More recently, media theory and technology have been increasingly theorized 
about in the areas of political theory, semiotics, and ethics, especially through 
appropriations and extensions of the work of authors such as Walter Benjamin, 
Martin Heidegger, Umberto Eco, Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, and 
Jacques Derrida. The rise of cultural, material, historicist, and gender and  
sexuality studies in literary and film theory has grown in the English- 
speaking world, in significant part from the appropriation of European thought 
in these areas, as well as the development of Charles Sanders Peirce’s idea of 
semiotics. Critical theory has contributed to our understanding of the role of 
media and communicative action in society, as have phenomenology and femi-
nism, the latter increasingly from the English-speaking side through speech-
act theory (see, e.g., Langton 2009; Maitra and McGowan 2012; Bauer 2015). 
Discussion of the ontology of social entities and acts has been developed 
within the Anglo-American context (Searle 1995, 2010; Pettit 2003; Pettit & 
Schweikard 2006; Millikan 2009a,b; Gilbert 2014; Bratman 2014), as have phi-
losophies of information and the ethics of the Internet (Floridi 2013). In sci-
ence and technology studies, subjectivity and epistemology have interpene-
trated with theories of politics, models, gender, race, history, economic, 
normative, and institutional structure in which issues of nominalism, essen-
tialism, and liberalism are under active discussion, although the intersection 
of these problems with emerging media is itself relatively unexplored as a spe-
cific topic (the literature is large and growing; cf. Mills 1997, 1998; Mills and 
Pateman 2007; Cudd 2006; Lee, Koenig, and Richardson 2008; Anderson 2010, 
Richardson 2013; Haslanger 2012; and the series of conversations run by 
George Yancy on race in the Opinionator section of the New York Times 2014–
2014 at http://opinionator.nytimes.com/tag/philosophers-on-race/). Ethicists 
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have discussed how a person’s virtual identities on Second Life affect our con-
ceptions of personal identity, narrative, and rational agency (Velleman 2008; 
Schechtman 2012). All of these philosophical traditions are very much alive, 
alongside scientific advances ranging from cryptography to robotics. Though 
our essays work with material drawn from both older traditions and recent ef-
forts to do philosophy of computers and emerging media,3 the volume is not a 
survey.

Instead, to address the notion of “emergence”, we crafted a book that is 
philosophically experimental in nature, rather than comprehensive— 
perhaps an unreachable goal given the rapid cycles of networking and soft-
ware and hardware design that quickly press specialized discussions of spe-
cific media-bound actions into desuetude. Instead, our goal is to delineate 
problems, offer a series of different approaches to solutions, and ultimately 
stimulate readers broaching the study of emerging media to reflect on their 
everyday lives—their expectations and tastes and feelings and activities—
and attempt to characterize for themselves what Bourdieu called the habitus 
within which their own immediate actions and practices are to be under-
stood (Bourdieu 1977, 1984). The philosopher Bernard Williams put it well: if 
we are to be concerned with explaining skills of an everyday kind, we cannot 
be inattentive to everyday truths, for “no inquiry that is going to help us un-
derstand ourselves can do without that kind of truthfulness, an acute and 
wary sense of the ordinary” (1987/2014, 282). This speaks to understanding 
emerging media, a matter as important for parents and grandparents as it is 
for politicians, software engineers, corporate heads, or students of emerging 
media. We also aimed to expose readers to a broad set of traditional philo-
sophical methods and approaches, providing the untutored with an immer-
sion in examples of what philosophy has contributed historically and what it 
could potentially do for our understanding of emerging media. This speaks 
to an appreciation of philosophical tradition, complexity, and argumentation, 
a variety of ways of posing questions and thinking that we believe is increas-
ingly needed.

As for application, we provide here a series of hooks and suggestions, ori-
entations rather than solutions, starting points, rather than endpoints. The 
flowing, ubiquitous river of our world of emerging media demands this ap-
proach. We did not seek in our chapters direct “applications” to crucial issues 
of human welfare, such as surveillance or human rights, though several of 
our authors touch on these. Neither did we commission essays devoted to the 
cryptographic or purely technological questions: drones; artificial intelli-
gence; “singularity”, the notion of human labor becoming fully replaced by 
robots; “smart” homes; uses of technology to deliver services and knowledge 
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to far-flung and less developed parts of the globe. Given our interest in emer-
gence, we took the philosophical ramifications of these challenges to be too 
broad and multifarious, too indebted both to long-standing traditions of the-
oretical approach and to Big Data sets to be usefully spoken to without the 
help of other fields, such as gender and sexuality studies, health policy, psy-
chology, political economy, and religion.

Convinced that the more purely philosophical, traditional, experiential 
questions remain of fundamental importance despite the changes confront-
ing us, we have focused here on issues of objecthood and experience, ontol-
ogy, agency, meaning, time and narrative, aesthetics, emergent conscious-
ness, symbolism and speech acts, social media and Big Data. We have 
included enough that is traditional for the student of communication or 
media to assimilate some real history of philosophy, and to probe into applied 
areas. But we also have confronted traditional texts and questions with incip-
ient themes and novel phenomena. By focusing on digital objects and acts, 
imaging, meaning, action, and the use of cognitive and other instruments in 
everyday life, we aim to shed new light on old themes.

Big Data is here to stay, and with it the increasingly sophisticated uses 
of algorithms and statistical analysis that we must interpret further and 
attempt to put to good use. But philosophical questions will remain with 
us as well, impossible fully to offload or reduce to wholly formal or quanti-
tative terms, and not least because there are many qualitative aspects of 
data analysis. After all, philosophical questions continually re-emerge, in-
evitably, through the active structuring of questions and critical discus-
sion among us, philosophy being inherited by each of us, one by one. As 
the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein once remarked (Wittgenstein 2009, 
§25), thinking is as much a part of our natural history as are the asking of 
questions, the telling of stories, chatting, walking, eating, drinking, and 
playing.

1. Ontology

Our first section is devoted to the topic of ontology. The notion has a fluctuat-
ing series of uses in connection with philosophical discussions of emerging 
media. In the first instance, ontology derives from Aristotle’s “categories of 
being”, and is broadly understood by philosophers to be the study of being 
and existence: the substance of what is, as opposed to what we know or con-
ceive it to be, and, therefore, a fundamental ground of intelligibility, if not of 
essence, identity, and truth. Unsurprisingly, there are long-standing disputes 
about the nature of these primarily ontological concepts themselves, which 
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are fundamental to most systems of discussing reality: some regard ontology 
as a quest for the fundamentally grounding entities of our universe; some 
regard it as a quest to identify and distinguish essential, rather than the ac-
cidental, properties of things; others regard it as the answer to the question 
what, ultimately, there is—a question to be answered, depending upon one’s 
perspective, by a particular method (e.g., particle physics, everyday talk, met-
aphysics, mythology, theology). Fundamental to ontology is, of course, the 
question of what sort of being or existence human existence is, although, 
since Aristotle, the subject has ranged widely, and quite explicitly, across eve-
rything that is. Since traditionally each and every science, as a systematic 
enterprise of knowledge, required that its domain and the nature of its ob-
jects be set out ahead of time, ontology in this traditional sense is bound up 
with our conception of what it is that makes a science a science, something 
systematic, rather than haphazard.

Evidently this first sense of “ontology” has to do with how reality and 
thought are or may be organized into categories and systems of classification. 
This is why the study of ontology has gone hand-in-hand, since Aristotle, with 
the study of logic, a theory of concepts and classificatory systems, as well as a 
study of how truth and reference and understanding flow in deductive and 
other forms of argument, justification, and explanation. Although it is cus-
tomary nowadays to sharply distinguish between ontology and “epistemol-
ogy”, the study of knowledge—the two being easy to confuse in the small—
the two subjects must at one point or another address one another, for what 
we are talking about is to be discovered in part by how we may talk about it, at 
least if the concepts of emergence and truth are at issue.

To organize a system of entities for scientific study, one must be aware of 
the possible alternative ways of organizing entities that are available. In this 
way, grammar and language are of fundamental importance to digital “ontol-
ogy”, and not simply because programming languages are really formal sys-
tems of logic. The verb to be, for example, has at least four different inflections 
according to modern mathematical logic: the notion of existence or realiza-
tion (“There are A’s”), the notion of identity (a = b), the notion of subordina-
tion (“All A’s are B’s), and the notion of predication (“A is a horse”). We may 
add to these the structure of so-called generics, or generalizations that are 
largely, though not exceptionlessly true (“Dogs bark,” “humans bear live 
young”) and role, identity, and/or property determining statements (“As a 
feminist and a mother, I’m concerned”). The second, more-focused use of the 
term ontology standard in artificial intelligence and dataset design emerges 
just here. In this more specialized sense, an “ontology” is a structured model 
organizing information by means of systematic characterizations, always 
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ultimately a formal or explicit specification containing rules for deriving 
claims about one kind of object from claims about another.

With vast quantities of data to be synthesized, there is no choice but to 
proceed with this latter task of ontology at the software level. Even if software 
ultimately instantiates and extends human ends, its design should reflect 
what is as well. Typically such ontologies proceed hierarchically, in a tree- or 
flow-chart structure, targeted to potential users (for example, a doctor query-
ing a diagnostic tree of possibilities given a patient’s symptoms), although 
probabilistic algorithms, face recognition algorithms, and “fuzzy” sets have 
been used here as well. The question to be faced in a context of “emerging” 
objects is this: How are we to do the ontology best? If the ultimate aim is to 
automate choice sequences and organize information semantically, there 
nevertheless remains the important question of the extent to which the sub-
ject matter of “emerging media” can be set out in advance, and how the user 
interface is to be best designed. It was one thing for Aristotle to classify ani-
mals as to their modes of motion and habitat, quite another to classify digital 
media as entities governed by rules and laws. A simple downward tree struc-
ture is inadequate.

Fundamentally this is because, with the development of “the semantic 
web”, the whole process of ontology can be applied to language use itself. For 
example, coders are developing digital ontologies to analyze traditional texts 
from the history of philosophy. These may then be mined, as are newspapers, 
for their local patterns of linguistic structure (frequencies of occurrences of 
words or phrases or verb forms) and their meanings and possible interpreta-
tions. In massive cooperative European projects such as the DM2E project 
(http://dm2e.eu/) multilingual, cross-referencing systems are built in which 
original facsimile pages handwritten by an influential philosopher may be 
easily placed beside, not simply keyword searches, but organized ontologies 
that allow users to search as to point, concept, source allusion, historical inter-
pretation, and so on. In the digital history project “history harvest” (http:// 
historyharvest.unl.edu/), open source historical artifacts and records are gath-
ered from communities across the United States and collected, preserved, and 
digitally shared, thereby opening up newly multi faceted historical analyses 
and perspectives, at the same time teaching the practice of history to new gen-
erations. Obviously, the usefulness of the ontologies used in such projects will 
be parasitic on the usefulness of the philosopher’s or community’s initial re-
ports, concepts, and expressions, and how they are mined and used, as well as 
the skills of the designers in organizing what is already known and understood 
of the ideas and their sensitivity in working with what are in fact usually con-
tested interpretive frameworks (see, for example, Pichler and Zöllner-Weber 
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2013). We are hardly at the point that a search engine can tell us what is inter-
esting in and of itself. Yet the textual work over centuries on texts can be, to a 
great extent, preserved, automated, and creatively updated, with potentially 
novel connections and criticisms being drawn out, through the ontology, 
automatically.

This raises questions for “digital humanities” research, circling us back to 
the concept of meaning. What is it to have semantic stability? Reference? Sig-
nificance? General application? Value? What are the most important connec-
tions with our notions of meaning and correctness in interpretation? Each of 
the four essays in this first section of the book addresses these questions. The 
first two aim, straightforwardly, at setting out a fundamental ontology for 
emerging media.

Barry Smith broadens the traditional notion of “media”, including the 
result of the Internet’s enabling of new communication channels earmarked 
by rapid creation and customization and by the proliferation of digital objects 
and their practically cost-free dissemination. These have led to new kinds of 
mass audience, thus expanding the social ontology. Smith stresses future 
potentialities: emerging subgenres of Internet art, journalism, science, and 
financial institutions proliferate new entities, as do Second Life and war- 
gaming. The philosophical need is to extend the notion of an individual 
“speech act” to a new theory of “document acts”, explaining how emerging 
media impact human beings. This, he argues, is as yet “hardly understood”. 
Smith closes his chapter with a call to study digital artifacts and the way 
humans interact with them. This constitutes part of the larger fabric of social 
reality, as opposed to a distinct and separable category that would carry with 
it a subordinate or less-than-real degree of meaningfulness to humans. In 
this call, he holds that our electronic lives and virtual realities are every bit as 
real as our spatio-temporal physical existence.

Peter Simons analyzes the concept of “emergence” in the nineteenth 
century—typically associated with concepts of life and mind. He distin-
guishes several varieties of emergence, arguing that the specific notion of a 
“medium” and the taxonomy of varieties of such is currently less well un-
derstood and characterized. To broach a specification, he sketches a rational 
ontology and taxonomy of media designed to make room for new entities 
and kinds and at the same time encompass older ones. He then explores the 
important question of whether novelty in this sense really counts as “emer-
gence” in any philosophically interesting sense. In light of his analysis, he 
concludes that the seeming newness of contemporary developments in 
media are not (at least not yet) requiring us to consider emergence in any 
especially novel philosophical light. Rather, although unexpected in their 
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consequences, their deeper significance lies within the domain of culture 
but not philosophy.

Framing a “new realism” to critique postmodernism and Kantian views of 
our subjective contribution to the determination of metaphysical categories, 
Maurizio Ferraris argues that semantic “externalism”—according to which 
the content of a representation or concept is taken to be bound up both with 
the world outside the representation and the division of linguistic labor shap-
ing its employment—is a needed revision to traditional poststructuralist in-
sistence on the pure conventionality of signs. Contrary to McLuhan’s image 
of a postscribal culture, transcription and documentation are fundamental 
elements for philosophers to consider in our age of emerging media. Our age 
reveals that “documentality”, the massive recording and transcription going 
on, lie at the true basis of the emergence of normativity and mentality. This 
turn has implications that go to philosophical questions in the domain of per-
ception and memory. In the domain of ethics, “documentatation” is entan-
gled with accountability and moral responsibility, as well as the very ecosys-
tem of the planet, since there are now more cell phones than humans.

Victor J. Krebs by contrast defends McLuhan’s vision of a postscribal cul-
ture in light of Emerson, Freud, Gasset, Deleuze, Guattari, and Cavell, argu-
ing that emerging media may help to transform our powers of collective emo-
tion, intuition, empathy, and rationality, thus liberating us to explore our own 
“spontaneous vitality” and overcome Cartesianism, with its dualism, skepti-
cism, and representational conception of knowledge. In reorienting us toward 
our own mortality and finitude, philosophy must come to terms with the fate 
of romanticism as a structure of philosophical response to the world. As we 
see the plasticity of gender and human sexuality becoming more and more 
explicit in life and in research, new forms of its representation and articula-
tion disseminating with lightning speed through the Internet, religious, 
social, and legal institutions must respond. Krebs’s perspective points the 
way forward in numerous directions, his orientation toward ontologies of 
emotion and passion offering an excellent segue into the second section of 
the book, which turns to consider the philosophy of human nature.

2. Perceptions, Perspectives, Transformations

Part of ontology, as we have stressed, has always been the question of specifi-
cally human being. The essays in this second section of the book confront the 
question of whether and in which ways human nature, including second 
nature, may be transformed by means of emerging media. Gordon Graham, 
an expert on philosophy of religion, turns to the attitudes of philosophers of 
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the Scottish Enlightenment for some guidance here. Rejecting the purely ide-
alistic approach, Graham locates technological emergence in the interstices of 
actors and artifacts that provide both the spurs and limits that influence devel-
opments on the physical plane and activity on the social plane. Building on 
this position, and using a particular formulation of it known as actor- network 
theory (ANT), Graham offers his own conceptualization of an emergent tech-
nology. Specifically, he sees that emerging media transforms the cultural and 
social conditions, having been spurred by people’s desire to change their cul-
tural and social conditions, and responding to their needs and desires. He has 
no truck with teleological explanation for this process but rather draws on ev-
olutionary biology to provide a metaphor, namely spandrels. Invoking Hegel’s 
Owl of Minerva metaphor, he points out that we can only understand the sig-
nificance and meaning of technological changes in hindsight.

Zsuzsanna Kondor revisits what Heidegger called “the question of tech-
nology”, demonstrating that communication can only be mediated, and only 
the formats differ. She problematizes the often cited distinction between so-
called old and new media. Kondor sees that new philosophical problems, ad-
umbrated by Heidegger, are introduced by new media due to their intimacy 
and immediacy. Going beyond any new manifestations of technology and the 
problems they carry with them, she invokes and defends the basic critical 
stance of Heidegger, namely the privileging of meditative thinking over cal-
culative thinking. This leaves open, of course, the account of how it is that we 
are rooted in being in the present, emerging world.

Neal Thomas, a philosopher of technology and new media, draws on 
Habermas and other moderns and postmoderns to explore how documenta-
tion techniques change when applied to writing practices, which of course 
are being dramatically re-configured via social media. Issues of retrievability, 
including those carried out by disembodied semantic choices, and the eco-
nomically oriented strategic activities of organizations and individuals, have 
vast consequences for major social institutions and their practices, particu-
larly in the case of libraries. New media have brought forth what has been 
called the “search engine society”, a moniker that not only highlights the role 
of information but even extends to the conduct of political and interpersonal 
affairs, broadly conceived. As a result, Thomas argues, major questions are 
raised about the quality of life in this society, ones that can help guide us if 
we have the courage to address them.

James E. Katz and Elizabeth Robinson grapple with the question of 
whether new media—including social media—by the mere fact of their exist-
ence and operation, introduce new and meaningful philosophical questions 
or rather are simply new ways of engaging in old forms of human activity, 
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thereby raising no fundamentally novel philosophical issues. After analyzing 
several perspectives, they steer something of a middle course. They do not 
see profoundly new questions being raised with contemporary communica-
tion technologies, but they do see that this may occur at the margins. They 
suggest that the process of philosophical inquiry itself can be assisted by 
new/social media due to the affordances they have as research and communi-
cation tools. They also assert that these technologies can shed provocative 
new light on enduring questions.

3. Time, Fiction, Narrative

It is a truism that the experiences of life and productivity are speeded up with 
the nearly instantaneous delivery of tweets and text messages among us. 
Daily short message service (SMS) conversations take place sometimes over a 
period of years because of this feature of their ease of delivery. At the same 
time, the ubiquity of multitasking has pressed our activities into multiple 
dimensions simultaneously, while raising fears of constantly overwhelming 
expectations and distractions. The philosophy of time—as objectively marked 
and subjectively experienced—addresses the differing ways in which we may 
place ourselves in our own, and larger, human histories. The emergence of 
“selfies”—self-presentations in digital photos and via apps such as Instagram 
and Snapchat and even by means of drones—is but one example raising a 
number of questions about self-characterization, reputation, acts, acting, fic-
tion, history, time, and self. What happens when we reflect via machine on 
what is going on when a teacher teaches us via a massive open on-line course 
(MOOC), or when we teach ourselves by reading, imagining, or entering a 
constructed virtual world of questions and answers? Emerging technologies 
that are cloud-connected have the feature of theoretically possessing informa-
tion exhaustively, moment by moment, and for an unlimited time. For this 
reason, ever more apps are being designed to erase, to make words and 
images and actions at least appear to be appropriately ephemeral. We can 
then ask, Where in these changes, is the place of time; What narratives can be 
developed and made meaningful; and What is the role of fiction? The essays 
in this section of the volume address these issues.

Kristóf Nyíri, invoking Minerva’s Owl, finds that philosophy has, from its 
beginnings, dealt with emerging media. Yet he also argues that emerging 
media actually shed light on philosophical questions, allowing deeper insight 
into issues because of their existence. He suggests that emerging media have 
helped advance the discipline of philosophy. Even more boldly, Nyíri argues 
that emerging media themselves have given individuals insight into deep 
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natural phenomena that affect their lives, the most telling of which is the 
nature of time. He draws on the Snapchat app, which typically makes a photo 
disappear after a few seconds, to make his point. The ironies of this, concern-
ing the fleeting and ephemeral quality of experience we increasingly seek to 
document, and the possession of these “ephemeral” images by the company 
that retains them over time, is inescapable.

Harvey Cormier considers “binge-watching”, the condensed viewing of a 
series designed to be doled out over weeks into a few hours of absorption. He 
argues that what really matters here are the interpretive experiences with 
which a character confronts us, for we are self-constituting entities. Hume 
attacked the idea of a self as a freestanding, essentially finished entity, insist-
ing that our singular responses to the world over time, joined via narrative, is 
really what matters to our sense of self as self. Fiction presents a world that is 
much more coherent than the real one, lending digital imagery—even binge-
watched—a powerful self-constituting potentiality. This is an especially sig-
nificant point, made daily more evident as we increasingly see the power of 
citizen videos to create powerful narratives of lives and possible lives, some-
times by documenting specific injustices that galvanize and move people far 
more massively and viscerally than arguments can. In addition to helping us 
constitute ourselves, as Hume would have argued, the workings of our imagi-
nations and our passions help us constitute, not only ourselves, but also our 
social institutions.

John Haldane considers the disappearance not of media but of the visible 
tools of its production. Rifling through several historical literatures in philos-
ophy, Haldane fruitfully explores the term emergence using a tripartite dis-
tinction: epistemical, causal, or metaphysical. Among the many thinkers Hal-
dane draws upon are Adam Ferguson (who also is found in Graham’s essay), 
Kenneth Boulding, and Sol LeWitt. Marshall McLuhan also puts in an ap-
pearance. For Haldane, McLuhan’s approach, despite its absence of system-
atic analysis, provides fascinating if incomplete insights. Haldane concludes 
that despite myriad advances in communication technology, the basic and 
essential task of being human—retained and recovered orality—will remain 
at its base.

Ilit Ferber reflects on themes of sadness and photography in Barthes and 
Benjamin, offering a suggestive analysis about what is fundamental to that 
medium, and thereby implicitly raising questions about its essence in the age 
of Instagram and Snapchat. She shows that sadness, nostalgia, and recovery 
are defining features of the photographic medium insofar as it serves to di-
rectly record, frontally, actual persons and objects in their environment. Her 
focus is on human faces, eyes, looks, and specific artifacts, rather than 
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buildings, natural objects, or places. She documents in vivid detail how 
Barthes’s memories are colored, not only by his responses in the present, but 
also his projections and amalgamations of photographs, persons, faces, 
events, and places drawn from the past. In short, she argues that emotions 
and abiding philosophical predicaments of human existence constitute the 
essence and the possibilities for and of such media. She shows that and how 
photographic images deliver a unique grasp of ourselves by opening us up, 
not only to observation and documentation, but to the marks and passions of 
memory and history.

4. Emergence, Agency, Mind

We have already stressed how important the notion of “emergence” has 
become to science and technology, as well as to a great variety of media. The 
questions addressed in this section of the book concern the nature and ori-
gins of the notion of “emergence” in connection with logic and mentality, 
individual and collective. Regardless of whether there really is a massive 
group mind emerging, if people feel and believe that there is, realities of con-
sciousness, agency, and even, perhaps, reality itself may well be fundamen-
tally altered. Access to cloud computing and nearly instantaneous delivery of 
information are leading to new conceptions of what consciousness and agency 
are and how these might be newly conceived as embodied. The creation and 
emergence, not only of novel forms of analogy and explanation, but of our 
very conceptions of rules, everyday life, and human action, are at issue.

Juliet Floyd explores Alan Turing’s philosophical contributions to the dig-
ital age. Turing generalized the fact of “medium” to the utmost degree by 
taking an abstract mathematical journey into the heart of logic and the foun-
dations of mathematics to create his model of a universal Turing machine, an 
analysis of the notion of algorithm. He thereby developed concepts that, prop-
erly viewed, help to account for the emergence of novel levels of typing, expla-
nation, and organization in life and nature. He based his model on a simple 
analogy, a comparison with a human calculating with pencil and paper that 
was also a deep conceptual construct. Floyd argues that Turing’s interactions 
with the philosopher Wittgenstein were of critical importance here. The 
foundational Turing construct is essentially a “language game,” rather than a 
reduction: a simplified snapshot of a portion of human linguistic behavior 
designed to shed light on philosophical and logical issues by limiting certain 
structurings of questions. Rather than arguing reductively that our brains or 
minds or bodies are digital computers, Turing and Wittgenstein insisted on 
taking the interface, the user end of human activity—including social and 
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cultural activity—as fundamental, one that comprises the loops that occur 
when we count words, typings, and how we symbolize and narrate as part of 
reality itself. The interface, while always at issue, is a shifting point, sensitive 
to the occasion, codings, perspectives, and values of the participants at issue, 
while simultaneously reflecting patterns that are ubiquitous and increasingly 
offloaded and engineered, psychologically and otherwise. This explains the 
foundational importance of Turing’s model, not only to modern science, 
through the architecture of computation, but also to philosophy: the permea-
tion of our everyday world by exploratory, designed, and evolving contexts of 
searching and answering questions from a human standpoint, issuing into 
an evolving integration of human, machine, logic, computation, biology, and 
culture.

Valérie Aucouturier returns to Anscombe’s neo-Aristotelian conception 
of human mentality to reconsider debates over whether machines can think. 
She departs from classical debates over materialism about the mind, and 
moves to ethics. If we ask where the mind is, she argues, we should answer, 
with Anscombe: it lies in the structure of intention, the locus of “practical 
reason”, the ability of individuals to set forth reasons for their actions. What 
matters here is the grammar of our conception of “intending”, its logic in our 
words and acts and intentions, rather than in metaphysical composition of 
either mind or matter. This does not necessarily imply that a thinking, prac-
tically agential machine might not come into being. For our system of agency, 
embedded in our ethical and agential talk, is not dualistic, and may well be 
being altered within in the grammar of our everyday talk about emerging 
media, “acts”, and “intentions”.

Aside from pornography, gaming is one of the largest software industries 
today. Massive application of computer games—sometimes quite serious, as 
in military and business-competition exercises—has grown in sophistica-
tion, ubiquity, and complexity. John R. Sageng explores the question of 
what computer games are, as structured entities, explaining how what he 
calls “agential properties” emerge in special and unique ways in computer 
games. Although our image at first may be of robotic humans passively being 
manipulated by software programmers, there is an argument that the special 
agential contexts allow for experimentation, self-characterization, and crea-
tivity of a new kind.

Antidualistic philosophers have pressed in recent decades beyond the 
computational mind, to develop the hypothesis that mind and mentality are 
extended categories stretching beyond the boundary of the inner soul of con-
sciousness of the individual to embrace all kinds of collective and individual 
embodied and responsive capacities. With the emergence of the Internet, the 
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crowd sourcing of science and history, advances in neuroscience, and other 
massive connectivity within the semantic web, a further extension of the con-
cept of mentality has been broached: that of group mind, in a massive sense. 
David Ramsay Steele, long involved with the innovative Open Court Publish-
ing initiative, offers a critical review of this concept of a collective mind as 
advanced by a variety of thinkers, particularly Michael Chorost (though many 
others share Chorost’s basic thesis). In what can only be described as a sys-
tematic disassembling of premise after premise, he argues that there can be 
no basis to believe that any sort of supra-human consciousness or mind could 
develop. Does this deny philosophers and neuroscientists the opportunity to 
speculate further about whether such a mind could exist and what its quali-
ties might be? Or does it foreclose one possibility to allow philosophy to 
ponder others? He thinks not.

5. Symbols, Speech Acts

If the digital age is founded on the digital computer, from another point of 
view the machine only realizes, highly efficiently, a long-standing phenome-
non: the writing down of thoughts in systematic patterns of expression, often 
with greater and greater compression of meaningful elements into simple 
symbols, so as to provide us with routines to follow. When we ask whether 
there are new ontologies or meanings or semantic categories emerging 
through emerging media, we need to look toward fundamental philosophical 
questions about how thought is or is not ultimately to be expressed in lan-
guage. This section reviews several crucial historical moments in the devel-
opment of human symbolic capacities when philosophers weighed in on this 
question, and develops some new ideas about acts of expression and their 
symbolization in media of differing kinds. The point is to confront well-
known episodes in the history of philosophy and mathematics with examples 
from emerging media.

Of course, it is a truism in philosophy that we must not assume that what 
people say—especially spontaneously—is the end of the story, or that it can 
be taken at face value. Often enough in real life, what people say and what 
they are doing in saying what they say diverge. This is clear enough from the 
phenomenon of catfishing, in which virtual selves are created and used to 
attempt to find and seduce partners under false pretense. Even more, how-
ever, with the advent of Big Data, more and more massive collections are 
being made of what people say, and these may be compared, in more and 
more massive ways, with what they actually do. Words, in other words, may 
be used to do a number of different things at once. Instead of polling by 
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telephone—always a challenging method, since people often say that they 
will do things that in the end they do not do—we now have statistical analy-
sis, selective probing, pattern-spotting in all kinds of creative ways, often 
implemented by machines. Public shaming of unwanted behavior occurs 
now via Twitter-based pile-ons, creating heated wars with words and selec-
tive punishment by ignomy with real-life outcomes, just as in the old New 
England town square a scarlet letter or stint in the stock delivered punish-
ment by assassination of reputation, facilitating group expression of moral 
outrage (Ronson 2015; Marche 2015).

David Roochnik reviews the classical debate between Plato and Aristotle 
on writing, showing its direct relevance for our world of emerging media. 
Focusing on philosophy as the realization of the highest form of human 
living and thinking, Plato expressed distrust of the writing of philosophy, de-
veloping the dialogue form partly as a literary device to represent philosophy 
in the life of his teacher Socrates. Socrates did not reduce his philosophy to 
written form, a gesture useful in warning us about loss of understanding, 
moral experience, and presence to others facilitated by the distillation of 
speech into characters and bits of stored information. The bandying about of 
words in no way guarantees we shall use them with understanding of what 
we are doing with them. It may even be in the way of guaranteeing losses of 
understanding, though how much and what the price of this might be is 
surely up for debate.

Sybille Krämer turns to Leibniz’s idea that human thought is always me-
diated. By the seventeenth century, the time was ripe for discussion of the 
capacity of human beings to symbolize thought in general. Sparked by logic 
and mathematics—as well as diplomatic need in the wake of Germany’s 30 
years’ war—Leibniz began to devise a “universal characteristic”, a formal 
symbolic language of concepts to resolve disputes, genealogies, and scientific 
systematizations, thereby establishing a true metaphysics. How far we have 
realized Leibniz’s dream of reducing truth to calculative correctness by way 
of algorithmically shared and analyzed images remains an open question, 
but not the ubiquity of symbolic mediation of thought. Krämer stresses the 
importance of operationalism, the reduction of truth to correctness character-
istic of algorithmic thought, and insists with Leibniz that all thinking as such 
is mediated.

John Grey explores the distinction between semantics—the compositional 
analysis of what complex grammatical forms of expression mean, based on 
assignments of meaning to their elements—and pragmatics—the study of 
the range of ways in which people (and, potentially, machines) do things with 
words. For Grey, the distinction is one of stance; for other philosophers of 



Introduction • 1 9

language it is a question of grounding: after all, at some point we require sta-
bility for meaning, given that the very same object can be referred to in innu-
merably different ways within one language. Grey focuses on how changing 
perceptions of appropriate utterance shape and stabilize our evolving uses of 
emerging media, arguing for careful attention to pragmatics and speech act 
stances for the philosophy of emerging media.

Bruno Ambroise elaborates Austin’s notion of a “speech act” in the final 
essay of this section. Austin’s original distinctions were drawn in contexts in 
which the conventions surrounding face-to-face speech acts and events of sig-
nature are clear and easily describable. Invoking the analyses of Bourdieu 
and Fraenkel, Ambroise questions whether the Austinian analysis can be 
easily extended into the sphere of emerging media. First, the crucial techno-
logical backdrop shapes possibilities of interaction in vastly extended ways. 
Second, it is not at all obvious what is meant by “new” acts, for example, the 
concept of “poking” on Facebook. Are they extensions of the human facial 
interactions and recognitions that neurologists tell us are crucial to our mind-
edness? Ambroise’s analysis invites readers to collect their own examples and 
extend the Austinian analysis into the world of Big Data.

6. Social Media, Big Data

We turn in the final section to effects of Big Data on social forms of connect-
edness, from Skyping to stay in touch and look in on friends and family to the 
emergence of new forms of media institutions that are supplanting the print-
ing press and the newspaper in their traditional forms, to forms of censorship 
and governance that are more subtle than earlier ones. It is evident that fewer 
and fewer pieces of handwritten and printed media are being distributed, 
while consumption of a variety of pieces of news becomes ever more inten-
sive, variegated, and potentially instantaneously influential. What does this 
mean for some of our most hallowed social and political institutions?

Richard H. R. Harper, a researcher at Microsoft Research and author of 
books about the challenges of object design and texting, addresses the gram-
mar of “being in touch”, primarily via Skype, though also through other mo-
dalities. His coverage of thinkers ranges from John Locke to Peter Winch and 
technologies from the telegraph to Skype. Harper’s analyses bypass tradi-
tional social-scientific theory to look at the ordinary-language philosophy of 
Wittgenstein as extended by the sociologist Harold Garfinkel. That is, he 
seeks to understand the meaning of what is involved in specific acts of com-
munication using the technology of Skype. He shows that a new set of prac-
tices have arisen that draw profoundly on the visual and procedural, but are 
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also linked with the spoken word. As such, he melds two philosophical tradi-
tions, one focused on meaning and the other on the conduct of human 
relationships.

Lars Lundsten explores the ontology of media institutions. Drawing on 
the work of John R. Searle and Roman Ingarden, he discerns three major 
media institutional types: traditional (which act by proxy), emerging (which 
function as a form of multiple selves), and collective (which rely on sheer 
numbers). These are largely determined by their inherent nature and their 
relationship with external forces, particularly their ability to stand indepen-
dently. In the pursuit of an ontology of emerging media, Lundsten contrib-
utes novel insights by tracking the evolution of our traditional institutional 
understanding of “media” in light of ontology. He also considers the ethical 
and political power implications of changing media institutional structures, 
which are being driven by new media.

Ronald E. Day surveys mid-twentieth-century philosophers in terms of 
their interpretation, or likely interpretation, of emerging media. In his broad 
survey, he encompasses critics of metaphysics (Martin Heidegger and Jacques 
Derrida), defenders of the Enlightenment project of critique (Michel Fou-
cault), and advocates of a normative approach based on communicative theo-
ries (Jürgen Habermas). He also discusses those who emphasize continuity 
(Jean Baudrillard) and new media’s liberating strain from the Western meta-
physical tradition (Gilles Deleuze, Félix Guattari, and Antonio Negri). Though 
precise conclusions are not possible with such a diverse group, Day finds, in 
general, that these thinkers were and/or would be dubious about the likeli-
hood of emerging media and Big Data to substantially advancing the causes 
of judgment, freedom, and justice. In this sense, they fulfilled their social 
role as critics of the “new”.

To consider the issues of privacy, surveillance, and censorship, we turned 
in our final contribution to Big Data expert Gary King, a professor of govern-
ment at Harvard known for his contributions to quantitative dimensions of 
social scientific research. King opens up with us about the challenges and 
future of Big Data, announcing boldly that the debate between qualitative and 
quantitative methods is over in social science, if only because of the Niagara’s 
Fall of data it is now not only possible, but in fact necessary, to collect. We 
pressed him to make some philosophical conjectures about questions of 
meaning, governmental authority, forms of democratic infrastructure, and 
normative ethics.

King’s recent study of China is a fascinating case in point (King, Pan, and 
Roberts 2014). The first large-scale experimental study of censorship in 
China—the most elaborate governmental system for Internet content control 
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in the world—yielded what for King and others are surprising results. Send-
ing a large team of anonymous participants into China, King and his team 
created a host for different social media sites, contracting with Chinese firms 
to install the same censoring technologies as currently existed, and then, by 
means of randomized submitted texts, found that they could measure which 
kinds of texts were censored, and which were not.

It had previously been assumed that the content of the text mattered, that 
is, that posts critical of the current regime would be more likely to be cen-
sored than those that were not. But King and his team discovered that this is 
not the case. In the eighteenth-century sense of “freedom of speech”—that is, 
the freedom of an individual to express him- or herself in a pamphlet or on a 
soapbox or a wall—there is full freedom of speech in China, even the free-
dom to post vitriolic criticisms of the government at the individual level. 
However, any post forwarded to a large number of people, or likely to point 
toward real-world collective action—even those praising the government—is 
censored. An implication is that we must draw somewhat more complicated 
lines between freedom of expression and freedom of association in an age of 
emerging media, and also revisit our basic conceptions of action, intention, 
and reform in a democratic context.

This allows us to begin drawing some conclusions. King’s work shows us 
an important philosophical point: there is no excuse any longer for philoso-
phers theorizing about the most fundamental concepts—truth, meaning, 
freedom, justice, goodness, and so on—to adopt an other-worldly ideal ap-
proach, ignoring detailed and situated differences in the context and pur-
poses of speech. What people say and what they do—and how these interact— 
matter fundamentally to our concepts.

Of course, in some ways, King’s “experiment” is hardly surprising. As 
always, governmental authorities will seek stability of their regime, and 
sanction collective action accordingly. In other ways, however, his sophis-
ticated quantitative methods are deeply puzzling. Given that his team took 
the initiative to go out and design the situation, it is arguable that what 
King did hardly belonged to what is often thought of as Big Data: the pas-
sive, automated scraping and collecting and associating by concepts and 
statistical methods of sorting vast quantities of information. Instead, King 
and his team were, in well-worn scientific fashion, actively posing a spe-
cific question and getting at an answer by means of randomized trials and 
methods.

This suggests that the new methods in social science, although they may 
spell the end of certain types of discussion and are far more sophisticated in 
their technological and statistical computing power, are perhaps not all that 
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new, but return us to old concerns and themes about scientific method and 
modeling, democratic participation and its meaning, voting and gerryman-
dering, surveillance and authority, and collective norms. King suggests that a 
new “treaty” must be forged between corporations (who now hold the bulk of 
the Big Data), governments (who have, at least in the case of the United States, 
asserted their right to collect what they will), universities (presumably de-
signed for the betterment of the world), and individuals.

We return to some of the questions canvassed in this introduction in our 
concluding chapter, a coda to the volume that remixes themes, revisits gaps 
in our volume, and suggests paths of future research. Collectively, we believe 
that our authors have deepened and refined conventional wisdom about 
emerging media by exploring its prospects and implications in relation to tra-
ditional philosophical questions. Although they thereby adopt differing per-
spectives on the nature and import of emerging media for our world, they 
have done crucial groundclearing in producing a series of themes, argu-
ments, historical analyses, and examples ripe for further reflection and anal-
ysis. For several contributors, there is no question that novel communication 
technologies alter both the philosophical enterprise and the questions that 
philosophers pose. Yet others are equally convinced that, although such tech-
nology can cast new light on these questions, they do not lead to fundamental 
challenges for philosophy as a discipline or a line of inquiry. We see merit in 
the latter, because it takes a long view. But we believe the former proposition 
is more likely to be true, and will more likely characterize future work in all 
areas of philosophy: armchair, experimental, and otherwise.

Notes

1 Governance, a term that has come into use since the 1980s, draws attention away 
from the central, hierarchically organized institutions of state and national gov-
ernments toward more complex, emergent processes of governing, the majority 
of which are now lodged in private and voluntary organizations as much as in as 
public ones. See Bevir (2012).

2 http://putnamphil.blogspot.com/2014/10/high-tech-and-humanities-in-1976- 
when-i.html, referring to Francesca Wade, “In Transit: Review of Edith Hall, In-
troducing the Ancient Greeks: From Bronze Age Seafarers to Navigators of the West-
ern Mind (Norton 2014)”, The Times Literary Supplement, September 5, 2014, p. 5.

3 See, e.g., Hrachovec and Pichler, eds. (2008). Perhaps the most well-known phi-
losophy authors writing in English on the interface between humans and com-
puters are Hubert L. Dreyfus (1972, 1992, 2009), John Searle (1984), and Luciano 
Floridi (2013, 2014); cf. Floridi and Taddeo (2014), Searle (2014).
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O n t o l o g y

The world is increasingly populated by technologies of information 
and media. Our world and daily lives are becoming saturated with 
these technologies. But how can we characterize these technologies 
systematically and scientifically, and what does it mean to properly 
identify them? We need ontology—including social  ontology—to 
make judgments about which analytical categories should be used 
and to make intelligible decisions about how we organize objects 
and thoughts about the field. Headlines generated by the media 
direct attention to the latest and greatest, and, of course, the flashi-
est, advances in technological capabilities. But too-heavy reliance 
on fascination for the new obscures distinctions between essential 
and accidental properties governing information and media arti-
facts. It thereby prevents the sort of deeper rooted and historically 
based understanding we need. Absent this understanding, we over-
look the commonalities and constraints inherited from earlier re-
gimes of media and documentation, and we fail to see what is 
stable, and what is not.

The essays in this section concern how one might aim to char-
acterize and describe the fundamental nature of emerging media. 
Although the essay’s methodological approaches vary, and authors 
deal with topics ranging from financial instruments to neo- 
Romanticism, the ontological questions they raise form a unified, 
though not exhaustive, response to these issues.

I




