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INTRODUCTION
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Addicts of Modern Media

For death has come through our windows.

—Jeremiah 9:21 (NKJV)

A society, growing sicker and sicker, yet ever more powerful, has remade the reality of the world to be the backdrop for its own sickness.

—Guy Debord, The society of the stage

It is very common for humans to develop things with the best of intentions and for them to have unintended, negative consequences. It is particularly important for us to talk about this now as we may be the last generation that can remember life before.

—Justin Rosenstein, the inventor of the like button on Facebook

No one today could dispute the great advantages of the new media in communication, information, and access to culture in all its forms; and soon, no one will be able to do without it. For society has incorporated them into the way its different structures work, be they social, administrative, commercial, educational, or even religious.

It is often said that their invention has given us a revolution like that of electricity and the new means of transport. But there is a profound difference between the new media and those earlier inventions that have so changed the life of modern man. No other invention has monopolized so much of our time, day to day, nor required of us such constant attention and action. Nothing else has so greatly changed our conditions and manner of working, invaded our private lives and families to such an extent, or penetrated so deeply our inner life and our subconscious. No other technique has so greatly changed our relationship to space and time, our way of viewing the world, our relationships with others, the way we see ourselves, the nature and rhythm of our work and leisure, the way we communicate, and the structure and form of our intellectual and psychological life. And no other technique, through its influence on all facets of our being, has had such an impact on our spiritual life.

A vast body of publications praises the advantages and benefits of these new media. The object of this book is not to pile on yet more fruitless praise, but to invite the reader to reflect critically on the use of these new means of communication. For such an unusual approach will reveal how they have become ever more invasive, producing many negative effects of which their users are not fully aware, although they may notice them to some extent in their own lives, in their children, and in those close to them.1

Although the modern drift of society, with its dark portents for the future, might make us wish for it to change, our aim, at this critical time, is pragmatic. It is to appreciate better the directions in which the new media are leading us and the real and possible pathologies that they may provoke, to learn to master them, and to limit their use where they have regrettable effects.

The aim of this book is first to diagnose the pathologies that the media can produce and how they may develop in every sphere of society—political, economic, and cultural—and in all facets of personal life—bodily, psychological, intellectual, and spiritual. For they may cause great harm to the lives of men and can go so far as to change man’s nature itself for the worse.

If we realize how gravely sick is our civilization, we may gain strength to resist. We can gradually reduce our use of the media and so lead to a decline of the industry that profits from them. And as we reduce our use of the new media, society will change, so that we can discover once more the authentically human and spiritual communion that we have lost.


CHAPTER 1
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Invasion

Invasion: the sudden and powerful penetration into a country to pillage it and master it. In medicine: the initial stage of an illness from the first symptoms to its full development. Figurative: the sudden appearance of something which takes up much space or even almost all the space.

—ORTOLANG, Centre National des Ressources Textuelles et Lexicales

Definitions

A medium is a means of passing an object, a word, a sound, or an image from one state or one place to another. It is an intermediary. The term “media” has been used for many years to mean the main transmitters of information: the press, radio, and television. The term “new media” refers to more recent means of communication using the digital techniques developed with the computer. An equivalent term is “digital media.” Networked computers, tablets, and smartphones are the backbone of the new media, supported by digital photography, recorders, and portable players of CDs and MP3 files. Because they all use screens, one may use the term “screens” to describe them, which allows the television to be included. It shares many features with the new media that we will discuss later.

The word “media” describes both the methods of transmission and their content, for example, the Internet with its sites, blogs, forums, social networks, online games, and the like.

The singular form of the word, medium, has for many years been strongly associated with parapsychology, so here we will generally use the plural: media.

Digital Colonization

Digital media have progressively invaded every kind of activity and every part of our public and private lives. Roberto Casati has described this as “digital colonialism,” which he defines thus:

Digital colonialism is an ideology based on a simple principle: “If you can, you must.” If anything, or any activity, can become digital then it must become digital. The digital colonists spare no pains to bring new technologies into every facet of our lives, from reading to games, from teaching to decision making, from communication to planning, from the preservation of artefacts to medical diagnosis. The colonialist assumption is taken as read by the colonists. They like its simplicity: it is general, applying equally to any object or activity whatsoever.2

Everyone is pushed firmly by society to use the new media. The main pressure is commercial, to buy the hardware, to buy the software, and to participate in “free” activities that generate profit for business through advertising, and the sale of personal data.3 But governments are also deeply involved in the propagation of the new media. They encourage their use from the youngest age in schools, and make them essential for certain administrative operations. They think it a moral imperative to reduce the digital divide between different classes of citizens: the “superior” class with full access to the media and their “inferiors” who lack it. No corner of the land must be left without coverage for the Internet, the portable phone, and the television, lest some should be excluded and disadvantaged.

To these economic and political pressures is added a peer pressure: everyone should feel obliged to have access to all the media and all the latest gadgets that use them. The new media and their gadgets are not simply means of integration into the community and signs of belonging, but badges of social value and self-esteem.

The Television

The television is one of the modern media yet does not strictly belong to the category of “New Media,” despite the high-definition images, which digitization allows. It has already been widely used for more than 50 years and is to be found in almost every home in the world, even the poorest. In both America and France, 99% of all households possess at least one television. Even in Africa, the poorest continent, 85% of households possess a television. In many households the main television, which presides in the living room, is backed up by several more in the bedrooms of both parents and children.4

Only a few are able to resist. They are generally in the higher social classes and, motivated by religious, intellectual, or cultural considerations, seek to protect their children from bad examples and evil influence that may distract them from their school work or from more cultivated and social pursuits. They voluntarily abstain, but are seen as eccentrics.5 In many families the television is on from morning to night, and, even when no one is watching it, it remains as a background that flavors the whole life of the house.6

In general, people spend much time in front of the television, 4 hours per day on average over all the regions of the world. The television occupies a large part of the days of the retired and the unemployed, but it also invades the days of working adults, schoolchildren, and infants. Studies have shown that schoolchildren spend more time in front of the television than in front of their teacher, or in interacting with their parents.

It is a cheap leisure pastime that is easy to access. Many people develop an addiction to it, and it can be hard to tear children away from the screen without provoking disobedience, complaints, and screams.

Children become more deeply dependent than adults. They are occupied less by daily duties in the home, and so are more passive and receptive, captivated by the worlds the television reveals to them. Inexperienced, lacking any points of comparison or solid principles, and bereft of critical ability, they are far more permeable to external influence.7

It is not true that the television has been supplanted by more recent media. It coexists with them,8 either in parallel9 or as their partner. For instance, while the Internet transmits programs live, it also allows them to be recorded so that they can be viewed later with a computer, a tablet, or a smartphone.

Television’s impact on children is especially powerful. As Lilian Lurçat has observed: “The television moulds a child from birth. It implants its message unhindered, for the child has no experience which could counter its effects and the restraint imposed by adults is minimal. The social effects of the media are yet more powerful, for they capture the imagination, seducing and shaping it, by associating what they show with the fulfilment of the basic needs of daily life such as eating and relaxing.”10

Its power of seduction rests mainly on its use of the emotions, which it stimulates by subtly combining the real and the imaginary into scenes that are truly manipulative.11 The television aims, through our affections, to draw us to participate and to identify12 with its message.

Furthermore, many studies over the last decades have shown how the image has an overwhelming effect in modern society. It has its own power to impress, which gives it a huge influence on the way we see reality.

Video Games

Video games also merit our attention. They have always used a screen, and nowadays generally use the Internet with a smartphone. They are not insignificant since worldwide statistics show, for example, that a 13-year-old boy spends on average 2.31 hours per day on video games, or around 35 entire days per year, that is, 9.6% of his entire life. The propagation of video games is powered by their developers who profit immensely (presently around $100 million/year), and who thus gain a significant social role.

At first, video games did not depend on the media. No messages were transmitted from one place, or person, to another. They were simple, but as their software developed, they became more and more elaborate. At first, only one player was involved, as in Gameboy and early versions of PlayStation. They were solitary activities, and they were criticized for their individualism that isolated their users, cutting them off from their fellows.

Once these games became interactive and could use the Internet, they could be played online using connected computers and thus became part of the media.13 They could then be used for role-playing, each player assuming the identity of a character in the game. These new games were much more demanding of time and energy than those that went before. The players had to be continually present, reactive, and perform well. But the games of old have now made a comeback on smartphones, and once more cut people off from their spouses, their families, and their friends.

The Computer and Its Offspring

In itself, the computer is not part of the media, but it has become their main enabler: connected through the Internet to other computers, it allows different users to send each other messages and files, and it can access files from other Internet sites that it can transform and transmit, thanks to the scale of the Internet.

At first, the computer was essentially a tool of people’s trade that it changed radically. Now it is everywhere, in industry, commerce, the civil administration, and schools. It has speedily progressed from the public sphere to the private. Its ability to implement other media was quickly exploited to allow it to be used for leisure activities, which assured the rapid growth of its use. Leaving the office for the home, the computer soon became more compact so that it could be carried around everywhere. First were the portables and the laptops. Then came the simpler and lighter tablets that could be used in any situation, and finally the still smaller smartphone was developed.

The Smartphone

There are currently 7 billion smartphone lines in the world for a population of 7.5 billion, a phenomenon that affects even the poorest countries. In poor families, a “portable” is often a priority, and a contract for every family member can strain the budget and increase the weight of debt. Some people have several smartphones, each for a different sphere of activity, personal and professional, so that in some countries the number of portable phones is greater than the population.

At first, the portable telephone was, like a fixed-line phone, for verbal communication, but could be taken and used independently anywhere. Later, it was embellished with extra features, becoming a camera, a video camera, a recorder, a player of audio and video files, and a mini-computer to connect to the Internet and the social networks. Thus, it became a smartphone and now supports a huge number of applications (over 500,000) that enhance its utility in different ways.

The sales increase all the time, since users, driven by subjective14 and objective15 obsolescence, feel compelled to replace their smartphone with one of the newer models, which the makers put regularly on the market.16 The various factors that oblige people to buy smartphones are cleverly manipulated by the suppliers of phones and the network providers. Among the external factors are the abolition of phone cabins, omnipresent advertising, phones whose price is subsidized in exchange for a contractual commitment to a network supplier, and the requirement to have a portable phone for work, or for seeking work. There are also inner factors: the need to be and do as others (which can be seen even in the school playground); the need to be reassured in a world which seems unknown and menacing; a means of self-promotion (for a fashionable and pricey smartphone is an outer sign of being rich, original, and up-to-date); and a palliative for boredom and loneliness.

The smartphone takes up a good part of its user’s time, and its presence is absorbed into life at every moment of the day, from rising to retiring.

The Internet

The computer and smartphone allow everyone access to the Internet (or web, or net) at all times and in any place. Also, the Internet has greatly encouraged the development of the computer and the smartphone. For most people, gaining access to the Internet is the main reason for buying them. Their main use, far ahead of work or games, is to surf the web.

The Internet is a worldwide information network that joins together all the information networks accessible to the public. The word comes from “Internetting”—the act of relating different networks to each other. The result may be depicted as a giant spider’s web, which gives the name “web” to the Internet. Through the Internet, each local network can instantly access all the others. The most popular Internet sites are the search engines. There are many, but Google of the United States quickly became the most widely used. Feeding a single word into these search engines will find every site in the world, which refers to it and the information given about it. Thus, the internaut is immediately presented with a huge mass of information about his search in the form of text, images, videos, and sounds. Specialized sites have been developed, which cater for all manner of needs and tastes. Online commerce (e-commerce) has invaded the web. Almost all institutions and associations have their site, and many users have their own personal blogs to which they regularly send information.

Email is part of the Internet, allowing internauts the world over to communicate almost instantaneously, and to exchange rapidly and freely their messages and attachments (text, images, sounds, etc.). Almost 215 billion emails are currently exchanged every day. For many people, browsing the web takes many hours every day. (At present, 70% of internauts use the web daily, spending on average 4.8 hours on a computer and 2.1 hours on a smartphone.)

Social Networks: Facebook, Twitter, and the Rest

The social networks, accessed through the Internet, have developed a huge presence over the last 10 years. They have their roots in the discussion forums found on blogs where users of the Internet may exchange their ideas, impressions, and sentiments. They are still widely used, but thanks to Facebook, there has been a real revolution in this world of communication. It allows anyone to have a personal space where anything can be expressed, and illustrated with texts, images, videos, and sounds as desired; and the content can be shared with tens, hundreds, or even thousands of others.

Facebook has now moved beyond the simple exchange of information between “friends” (the term for those linked together) to become, as well, a platform for sharing knowledge between members of project teams or interest groups, be they students, researchers, or businesses.

It was created in 2004 for the private use of students at Harvard, but has now grown to be the second-most consulted Internet site after Google. It has become a veritable social phenomenon, translated into eighty-five languages and affecting a majority of the young the world over. Today, it has over 2 billion users; more than half of them (1.37 billion) connect to the site at least once a day, spending an average of 50 minutes each to post over a billion items online.

Facebook owes its success to everyone’s natural need to be in contact with others. This need is often felt acutely in modern society, which for various reasons has weakened social links and deconstructed the family. Thus, more and more people find themselves alone. Social networks are praised for “making the link” that brings people together and creates social contact for the lonely and shy. Those connected with others are encouraged to empathize with their contacts who present themselves as “friends.”

Another reason for Facebook’s success is that it satisfies the need of humans to feel that their existence and value are recognized by their fellows. So, the personal Facebook page is often used to expose not only one’s existence, tastes, and interests, but also, freely, even rashly and shamelessly, all kinds of details of one’s private life, even the most intimate, and one’s real and imaginary exploits.

Facebook is the model for other networks of this kind. One of the best known is Snapchat, which allows sharing of photos and videos, but which limits viewing time to between 1 and 10 seconds, and leaves less traces than other such media. It is mainly used by those aged between 15 and 25. It currently has 178 million users online daily. Another popular network, Instagram, was based on the same ideas as Snapchat and serves the same user base, but attracts older users. With 500 million users online daily, it is much bigger than its competitor.

Twitter provides a microblog service. Users can post freely short messages called “tweets” on the Internet using instant messaging or text messages. In the beginning, Twitter aimed to allow people to tell what they were doing as they did it. But soon it was used as a place to publish news, links, and brief comments, especially on recent events. Once connected to Twitter, one has access to all the tweets (mini-messages) posted by one’s “followers” (those account holders who have so chosen). The better known one is, the more followers one has. Some have tens of millions.17

Twitter allows account holders, followers, and subjects to be filtered and sorted, and allows different filters to be used for reception and transmission. Today, 310 million people use Twitter every month, and 140 million every day. Simply in the United States, more than 2 billion hours are spent in total every month on the social media: 2 hours per user per day.

YouTube is often classed as a social network. It is one of the most widely used Internet sites, available in seventy-six languages and eighty-three countries, covering 95% of the Internet users in the world. Every minute, more than 300 hours of video clips are posted online. More than a billion individual users consult YouTube every month. More than a billion video clips are viewed every day. YouTube is a subsidiary of Google, which receives the advertising revenue and exploits the users’ data.

Text Messages (SMS and MMS)

From the start, one of the main uses of the mobile phone has been to send and receive text messages of up to 160 characters via the SMS (short message service). Later, this service was expanded to MMS (multimedia message service), which allows files to be attached to the text message—photos, then videos, and short sound recordings.

SMS is very widely used: on average around 200,000 are sent worldwide every second. They are especially popular with the young: an American adolescent typically exchanges around 2,500 per month. This popularity is due to several factors: the sending and receiving are almost instantaneous even when the transmitter and receiver are far apart; the cost is very low, even for messages sent and received abroad. Moreover, these messages are so short that they can be written quickly and easily using poor and sloppy language that pays scant regard to politeness or grammar, and which employs all manner of non-standard abbreviations, most often phonetic.

The text message allows the rapid exchange of brief news, and also helps to make new contacts. In many cases, this is the important part. The content of the message is a pretext. Text messages, and to a lesser extent, emails, are the main drivers of addiction to mobile phones whose use as telephones has become secondary. Everywhere one may see the owners of mobile phones frequently and compulsively stare at their instruments to see whether they have received a new message, or to use it to send a new message. Recent statistics show that 70% of smartphone users check their messages every 5 minutes.

Connected Devices

Finally, there are connected objects, which create a market with the potential for great present and future development, and which seem to give mankind more power over himself and his environment. Those that use a smartphone or an e-watch to measure and record various physiological parameters related to health and physical activity are already very successful. They cater to the needs of individualistic sports, to the fashion for slimming, and to the cult of the body.

Currently, there is fast growth in those related to home monitoring, and the control of domestic equipment and household appliances at a distance. There are also helmets (Google Glass, Holo Lens, Oculus Rift, etc.) and other such devices, which allow us to plunge, with all our senses, into a world of “augmented” reality, or into a totally virtual universe. In this way, they allow total escape into a kind of “artificial paradise,” which some have described as “the drugs of the future.”

There are now 4 billion such connected objects used by private individuals. Every day, a further 5.5 million are added. According to current projections, there will be 20.8 billion connected objects by 2020.


CHAPTER 2
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When the Medium Replaces the Message

The medium is the message.

—Marshal McLuhan, Understanding Media

It is often said that media are neither good nor evil in themselves and that their moral value depends on the use that is made of them. In other words, there is no such thing as an evil medium, but simply one that has been used to evil ends. This is an ancient argument, since it was used by the Stoics18 and certain Christian thinkers19 concerning the use of things. Today it is used for technology in general and for the media in particular. The principle is true to a large extent. In a world where the new media are unavoidable, it would be vain and counterproductive to ban children from using them, but it is essential to teach children how to use them well, to select well their content and form, and to respect certain limits.20 It is also true that among a large number of users there will be those who use them badly and become addicted and sick through their abuse, while others will learn how to handle them so that they are useful and not harmful.

But the problem is more complex than it appears. The discovery and development of various techniques at the end of the nineteenth century and during the twentieth century have given rise to philosophical debates of the highest order. The gravity of the negative effects of some of them may lead us to question their intrinsic innocence. Thus, in his famous book The Question Concerning Technology Heidegger strongly emphasizes the dangers of technology. Unlike Descartes, who considered that it would make us “masters and possessors of nature,”21 he thought that it would instead disinherit us. In fact he went so far as to affirm that the more mankind tries to master technology the more technology escapes his control because of its own inherent characteristics. Each of us can observe how technology, which is supposed to free mankind and to place the forces of nature at his service, has instead, in certain fields, come to dominate and crush mankind while destroying nature itself. Herbert Marcuse opposes the idea that the value of technology depends on its use, and that its power is completely subservient to the will of man. “It is not simply its use; it is the technique itself which is already a domination (of nature and of mankind22).” In this it does indeed fulfill “a social and historical plan. It applies what society, and the interests who control it, intend for men and for things.”23 However, all these interests are linked to an economic and political superstructure that dominates people and in large measure imposes itself upon them, and of which they are generally unaware. This is even truer of techniques used in communication systems, in which Edward Hall sees “the hidden dimension.”24

Marshall McLuhan was a pioneer of the study of media and remains a point of reference. He too disagreed with the commonly held idea that the moral value of media and its effects depend uniquely on what use is made of them, everyone being free to choose what to do with them. He observes that every technique that comes into general use creates, little by little, a completely new human milieu, which ends by imposing itself on everyone. The main message of his famous book Understanding the Media25 is summed up in the formula: “the medium is the message.”26 The message carried by any medium seems to be what is important. But according to McLuhan, this is a mirage. The medium itself has a much bigger impact than the message on people’s thoughts and way of life. The message changes all the time, which reduces its impact and leaves it with a merely relative importance. But the medium creates a permanent structure, which leaves a deep imprint in society and its members and little by little changes them.

“It is sometimes a bit of a shock” writes McLuhan, “to be reminded that, in operational and practical fact, the medium is the message. This is merely to say that the personal and social consequences of any medium—that is, of any extension of ourselves—result from the new scale that is introduced into our affairs by each extension of ourselves, or by any new technology.”27

The statement that “the medium is the message” means that it is the medium that shapes the world, determining the scale of human activity and relationships. The content and use of the media are varied and have no effect on the nature of human relationships. In fact, one of the main characteristics of the media is that their content hides their nature.28 McLuhan denounces firmly the illusion of those who base their judgements on the content of the media, thinking that their value and their effects are entirely within our power to use as we will:

Our conventional response to all media, namely that it is how they are used that counts, is the numb stance of the technological idiot. For the “content” of a medium is like the juicy piece of meat carried by the burglar to distract the watch-dog of the mind.29

Like Marcuse and Hall, McLuhan stresses the power that the media exert on us through their structure and mode of functioning, a power of which we are unaware. “For any medium has the power of imposing its own assumptions on the unwary.”30 Through our unconscious mind, the media have swept us into their system of organization, and we are their prisoners. “Subliminal and docile acceptance of media impact has made them prisons without walls for their human users.”31

Because the medium is more important than the message: “Technology does not mainly act on the level of ideas and concepts; little by little, and without meeting the least resistance, it changes the interaction of the senses and our models of perception.”32

More recently Nicholas Carr in a famous book entitled The Shallows has shown from his own personal experience backed up by many scientific studies how the Internet, the most widely used of media, changes the structure of the brain and modifies its various functions in depth.

“One thing is very clear,” he writes: “If, knowing what we do today about the brain’s plasticity, you were to set out to invent a medium that would rewire our mental circuits as quickly and thoroughly as possible, you would probably end up designing something that looks and works a lot like the Internet … . With the exception of alphabets and number systems, the Net may well be the single most powerful mind-altering technology that has ever come into general use. At the very least, it’s the most powerful that has come along since the book.”33

This analysis could also be applied to the different media associated with the Internet. As Marshall McLuhan realized, the impact of the media extends far beyond the psychological or intellectual lives of individuals to affect the way of life and the thought of the whole of society.

Werner Heisenberg in his essay La Nature dans la physique contemporaine observed that, in general, technical developments not only alter habits of life but also the models of thought and the scale of values of the society in which they function.34

But even in antiquity there were wise men who were aware of the negative effects that even primitive technology could have on psychological, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual life. The slow rate of development of these techniques in former times may arise less from the incapacity of traditional societies35 to invent them, and more from a reluctance to put them into practice inspired by a premonition of the devastating effects they might have on the inner life of mankind. A characteristic example of this is the following saying from the treasury of ancient Chinese wisdom:

Tzeu-Koung, a disciple of Confucius, after going to the principality of Tch’ou returned again to Tsinn. Close to the river Han, he saw a man who was watering his vegetable garden. The old man went down to the bottom of the well and filled a bucket with water. Then he carried it in his arms up to the surface and poured it into the ditch. It was hard work for little result. Tzeu-Koung said to him: “There is a way in which you could fill a hundred ditches in a single day without tiring yourself. Would you not like to learn it?” At these words, the gardener stood up and looked at him saying: “What is this way?” Tzeu-Koung replied: “You take a rod of wood, weighted at one end and light at the other. In this way you can draw water so fast that it might be a spring.” At this, the face of the old man became dark with anger, and he said: “I learnt from my master that he who uses a machine does his work mechanically. He who works mechanically ends up with the heart of a machine, and he who bears in his breast the heart of a machine loses his native wit. He who loses his native wit becomes troubled in his soul, and the trouble in his soul prevents the Principal from dwelling peacefully in his heart. I am not unaware of the methods of which you speak, but I would be ashamed to use them.” Abashed, Tzeu-Koung hung his head and made no reply.36

This text is very rich. It shows how technology can mould its user in its image and make him lose certain natural dispositions, troubling his soul and disturbing his relationship with God.

One may also call to mind the way new media can create new needs while giving the impression that they satisfy old needs. Raffaele Simone chooses to speak of them not in terms of “adaption” but in terms of “exaption” to underline that, in fact, it is the organ that creates the use and not the reverse. He writes of this subject:

The omnipresence of the media generates such a dense network that amongst its users it produces a gigantic chain of exaptions. The quantity of needs to which this gives rise is so great that it is difficult to explain in a few words. Has our need to speak on the telephone been repressed for centuries, or is it a novelty born of the availability of cheap mobile phones? Where, in the depths of man’s heart, was hidden this spectacular desire to communicate which can be seen the world over since the mobile phone has existed? Was the need to send billions upon billions of text messages every day lurking unfulfilled in the depths of our unconscious, or was it created by the simple availability of a technical resource? Was the need to listen to music everywhere and at all times once violently repressed, or did it come from nowhere, generated by the creation of portable music recorders and players? Was there hidden in the dark corners of our souls a need to be seen on line by others, waiting to be expressed, or did this come from the world-wide explosion of digital photography? I believe that the right answer to all these questions are those I have given in second place. If this is so, then modern technology has given rise to a huge exaption of the species.37

However, for many, these new media have become as idols,38 and their thoughts and feelings are molded by them. The Bible has a premonition of this in Psalm 113:12–16 (LXX): “The idols of the heathen are silver and gold, even the work of men’s hands. They have mouths, and speak not; eyes have they, and see not. They have ears, and hear not; noses have they, and smell not. They have hands, and handle not; feet have they, and walk not, neither speak they through their throat. May they that make them become like unto them, and all such as do put their trust in them.”

Behind their messages’ variety and impact, the media have their own structure and mechanism. Through their requirements of reactivity and rhythm, and through the habits they generate and their repetition, they influence the way we see the world and perceive space and time. They affect the way we organize our lives and relate to reality and to the people we live with, be they far or near. These influences are far from slight. As we will see in the chapters that follow, they modify and format, little by little and in a new way, vast areas of our lives. Our relationship with our body and our physiology (through our cerebral connections, our senses, our reflexes, and our movements) are changed. Our psychological life, with its powers to will and to desire, its imagination and memory, its emotions and sentiments, is transformed. Our intellectual and spiritual lives, the way we relate to ourselves, to others, and to God, are all changed so much that a new type of human being emerges: homo connecticus.


CHAPTER 3
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The Tyranny of the New Mediators

He causes all, both small and great, rich and poor, free and slave, to receive a mark on their right hand or on their foreheads, and that no one may buy or sell except one who has the mark or the name of the beast, or the number of his name.

—Revelation 13:16–17

I think that most people don’t want Google to answer their questions. They want Google to tell them what to do next.

—Eric Schmidt, CEO of Google, now Alphabet

The New Media as Political, Economic, and Social Reference Points and Their Mediators

The new media have become the basic reference points of politics, economics, and society and act there as mediators. This mediation acts in two ways. The actors in the economy use them as tools to develop commercial activity. They have not simply developed online commerce but have made it impossible to procure certain services in any other way. The same can be said for certain branches of the administration that require the completion online of certain administrative forms.

Owning a mobile phone has become essential to secure transactions for Internet purchases. The dematerialization of transport tickets means that they may soon be essential in this area too, where they are already widely applied.

Payments currently made with credit cards may soon be made through connected objects, which themselves may be implanted in the human body as happens already in the United States. Mediation will then have reached its extreme, which is described thus in the Book of Revelation:

He causes all, both small and great, rich and poor, free and slave, to receive a mark on their right hand or on their foreheads, and that no one may buy or sell except one who has the mark or the name of the beast, or the number of his name. (Revelation 13:16–17)

Already, certain jobs require the candidate to possess both an Internet connection and a mobile phone, so that the employer may call upon the services of the employees at any time, even outside legal working hours.

The school and university systems also require their students to possess a computer and an Internet connection, not simply as a research tool but as a means of accessing documents. These may be course material from the professors, schedules of work to accomplish, or online tests and exams. Some institutions even demand that their students sign on to social networks to show their motivation and commitment.39

Mediation, in all the above cases, takes the form of an imposition by economic and social interests of the possession and use of the new media on their users. This becomes a condition for belonging to institutions and for the institutions themselves to function. On another level, the new media are used in politics, by governments, by states, and by those who seek power as tools of propaganda, of brainwashing, and of surveillance.

From the users’ point of view, we see that they do not simply use the new media as mediators because they are obliged to, but also because they feel the need for them as guides where all others have disappeared. Mobile phones have become the means to locate one’s geographical position and to navigate using GPS and map software. Every month, a billion people use Google Maps to find their position and their route to their destination. Even within families, mobile phones have become the way to keep in touch, not only with phone calls, but also through geo-localization. In this new surveillance system, children and adolescents find their independence reduced. So, they lack the autonomy required to mature and the feeling of freedom which they need to blossom.

Confiscation of Personal Life

Computers, tablets, and smartphones have come to be seen as devices to guide us in the psychological, intellectual, cultural, and even spiritual realms. They can answer all our immediate questions, which leads to a weakening of our relationships with others. We no longer write or seek to acquire skills, which leads to a certain laziness when it comes to developing our own resources. All this is controlled by large corporations that manage the production, the use, and the content of the new media with the aim of removing our control over our own environment. For instance, connected objects and domestic robots are cleverly presented as easing the material burdens of life, and, playing on the emotions, as a wonderful way of allowing the handicapped to rediscover and retain their autonomy. However, the true aim of these big corporations is to take control of everyday life so as to rake in the profits from the sale of devices and consumables, to fine-tune their economic exploitation, and to gather enormous amounts of data that can be sold on to other corporations. Suppliers of electricity have these aims in mind when they require electronic meters40 to be fitted. For these meters do not simply measure consumption, but also recognize the different devices connected to the circuit, and the hours when they are switched on. Another example is Google’s self-driving car. The driver is to become a passenger, but all this effort is not aimed at ensuring his calm and comfort. Even selling cars is secondary to the main aim, which is to gather as much marketable data as possible on his driving habits, his preferred destinations, his usual journeys, his passengers, the programs he listens to, the music he prefers, etc.

Large corporations also plan to reduce our control over our own bodies. Connected objects linked to the body, the e-watch and its equivalents for instance, are not simply means of acquiring marketable data on the health and nourishment of the body. They also act as coaches for physical activity and as advisers on diet. Millions of users submit blindly to these devices. From their weight, their body fat, their muscle weight, their diet is imposed. Their device imposes their intake of calories, their physical activity, and the number of calories burned, and counts the number of steps they take each day.

The new media guide homo connecticus in his choice of what to buy. He is guided by a multitude of sites that compare products and promote the interests of the companies that sponsor them. His choices are confirmed by many subtle suggestions, which are based on the personal data that have been recorded about him and that have been analyzed to reveal his own preferences.

Homo connecticus is thus led to entrust an ever-growing portion of his daily life to the big data collected by the large corporations that run the new media. Not only are his material needs controlled, but also his cultural choices. Even his most intimate life may be entrusted to them through the “dating sites” that promise love to a lonely heart through the calculation of an ideal partner based on his data, and that have grown considerably on the web.

Remote-Controlled Man

The new media are assuming the role of the GPS in the realm of human thought and action. They allow us to find an outer meaning and direction, which once we found within ourselves or in our friends. Philippe Breton has written on this subject:

A sign of how the media are trying to absorb the world is the way they attempt to become external guidance systems for human action. […] The media have become irreplaceable for they are now the only place where we can find the information which allows us to decode the different worlds in which we evolve.41

In his analysis of modern society, which pre-dates the digital media, David Riesman perceived the change then taking place between the inner-directed man and the other-directed man. The former carried within himself a stable system of values that was like a gyroscope to guide him through life. His values were inherited from his family, and were part of a tradition, so that he was also tradition-directed. Modern man, however, was other-directed, and depended on external systems for orientation and guidance through life. He had lost his gyroscope and needed radar.42

It follows from the above that the new media have created a system of estrangement never seen before, while projecting the illusion that they increase our power and freedom.


CHAPTER 4
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Shrinking Distance and Time

Everything ! Right now !

—A slogan of the student revolt of May 1968

For my days have disappeared like smoke …

—Psalm 101:4 LXX

Shrinking Distances in Space and Time

All the new media have this in common: they alter profoundly our relationships with space and time. These form the framework of our present human existence. Through space, we perceive all things that are outside ourselves, and through time, both things outside ourselves and those within. The way we see things, other people, and ourselves depends greatly on this relationship. So do our will, our feelings, and emotions that may be present or absent, stronger or weaker according to the distance and time that separate us from their objects.

Overall, the new media shrink the space and time that separate us from people and things. We can place them, hear them, and see them immediately wherever they may be in the world. In a certain fashion, partly virtual, partly real, we can meet them without having to travel any distance with the various constraints that involves, and without having to wait.

A False Impression of Freedom and Omnipotence

When man feels that he is released, even partly, from the constraints of space and time that belong to his condition, he feels free and powerful. He may even feel all-powerful and, like God, to be present in different places at the same time. A videoconference can bring together at the same time, in the same room, and on the same screen people from New York, Paris, Moscow, Beijing, and Sydney. And each of these people may, at the same time, with television or Internet, follow events taking place elsewhere in the world with a time lag if need be.

The new media also facilitate the seemingly divine ability to act on objects at a distance, at any time: by sliding one’s fingers over the smartphone one may close the shutters of one’s house in Burgundy while holidaying on a beach in the Maldives. E-commerce allows us to acquire with the least delay any object made anywhere in the world. And we can have instant access to libraries the world over and rapidly obtain books and articles in digital format that could only have been acquired as paper copies and with difficulty in former times. In many ways, the Internet seems to place the world at our feet.

However, as we shall see, the elimination of distances does not abolish space itself, and virtual contacts or encounters create new distances. Just because we do not need to move, space does not disappear. Instead, our encounters lose much of their content and thus increase our solitude. By not having to wait, we gain time; but we lose the psychological and spiritual benefits of waiting: patience, the increase of desire and joy, and the feelings that come from delayed satisfaction. We feel more joy when we arrive at a mountain top on foot than when we are just left there by a helicopter.

In any case it is by no means sure that the media make us gain time. Shortening time makes it pass more quickly, so we have less of it, as each activity is lived less intensely. Moreover, the new media multiply the tasks we may perform leaving us too little time for all of them. The power gained over things is usually restricted to objects and is paid for by the power the media acquire over us when they don’t simply deliver us into the hands of commerce. The freedom we seem to gain is confined within new limits and therefore appears largely illusory.

Delegation of Time Management to the New Media

It is clear that daily time management is in part delegated to the new media. This is true in professional and private life. New messages arrive constantly, disturbing the even flow of time and changing its organization by requiring the reorientation of activities. This is also true in family life on two levels. Some activities that mark key moments in daily life or that govern its organization begin and end to fit in with the television. As Liliane Lurçat has observed, in modern societies: “The television in the domestic living space tends to become the mistress of the home, the center around which daily life is organized and lived.”43 So in many homes, for the whole family, the times of the meals, bedtime, and sometimes the time to get up are all determined by the television. For the schoolchildren, the same goes for the time for homework. Television news has a hallowed place in many families and regulates the times of meals. Every episode of weekly soap operas must be watched, so as not to miss anything of the story. So they regulate the evening activities, and bedtime is when the last program to be watched ends. As Michel Desmurguet has noted, television time is a substitute for physiological time.44

Moreover, the media often distract attention over and above the way they regulate time. A family meal at a given time, or any other common activity, may be disrupted so that one of the family may finish watching his program, while another is unwilling to miss the start of his program. Another will not interrupt watching a movie, and yet another will not stop listening to a CD. Then there are those who must complete an Internet purchase, or reply without delay to their messages. These interruptions to the organization of family life get on the nerves of those who try to organize it; but worse than this, it leads to the breakup of living together.

Time with No Continuity

The new media have changed the nature of time, removing its continuity to make it broken, piecemeal, and scattered. In days gone by, the continuity of time could be felt through the continuity of activities that required unbroken attention for some considerable duration. They had stability and coherence, giving a sense of the continuity of time. This continuity favored these activities. It encouraged concentration so that time could be used effectively and to the full. The results were good, and even if such a full use of time could be tiring, it avoided stress. When it was empty, there could be boredom, but there could also be meditation.

Connected man is sorely tried by today’s time, broken to pieces and shards. When he tries to concentrate on one activity, he cannot keep it up for long, but is constantly interrupted. He may then take on multiple activities at once, which results in a stream of incoherent and unrelated events.

The television is a temptation to zapping between channels. But even when one abstains, the zapping is imposed by the producer, who zaps between different camera angles so as not to bore the spectator who is used to discontinuity and constant change in all the other media.

In the office, work is continuously interrupted by phone calls on the fixed line and on the mobile, by emails, which signal their arrival, and by the loud alerts, which signal text messages, tweets, and Facebook postings. Yet more interruptions come from podcasts and RSS, with sound and flashing signals. Then there is the temptation as one sits at the screen to flip away from the work in hand to some other site, to check something inspired by the work, or by something else that comes to mind.

Connected man has a pressing need for novelty and for contact that has been created for him by giving him the means to satisfy it. If he cuts himself off to protect himself, or switches off his alerts, he fears that he may miss something important. Of course these fears are imaginary, but they are encouraged by pressure at work, by the wretched state of human relations in our society, and also by the desire to exist through the media.

This double desire pushes everyone who works with a screen to consult their Facebook accounts and to click frequently on the email box.45 Of course there is no need, for reception of messages is automatic, and Facebook alerts one to every new “event.” Someone reading a text on the Internet is always stopping to look at the links that pop up, and is also distracted by all the sounds and signals to which we have referred. As Cory Doctorow notes, when we switch on our computer, we enter an “ecosystem of technical interruption.”46 And as Nicholas Carr remarks, the Internet is above all an “interruption system.”47

Bergson made a very pertinent distinction between time (outer and social) and duration (inner and personal). The way we live the one is influenced and molded by the other so that it acquires the same characteristics.48 Homo connecticus, even when away from all his devices is (de)formed by his habitual interaction with the media. He lives his inner time as a broken jumbled mess, which makes him lose any natural unity or coherence of his inner life.

Wasting Time

Everyone who uses the new media soon realizes that they consume huge amounts of time. Often, they are used “to pass the time,” to escape from the boredom that comes from time unfilled. This is true above all for the television. Although some think that the new media have replaced it, they have not, but instead have duplicated it or used it as part of their wares. Many people spend much time every day watching their television. As a fraction of the hours of the day it is considerable, and even more so when added up over a long period. Michel Desmurget deduces from published statistics that someone over 15 spends on average 3 hours 40 minutes every day watching television. This is 20% of his waking hours and 75% of his free time. Altogether it amounts to 1,338 hours per year, or around two months. So, someone aged 81 would have spent 11 years of his life watching television, or 16 years of his waking hours.49 To this must be added the time spent on the Internet, writing emails, text messages, or tweets, posting items on Facebook, speaking on the telephone, and playing computer games.

Using the Internet wastes time quickly without us realizing it. This “magical” quality is linked to the multiple physical and mental operations it requires: flicking constantly from one page to another. As Aristotle showed, time is intimately linked to movement, which allows the perception of time. The slower the movement we follow, the more slowly time seems to pass. Rapid and frequent movements make time pass quickly.50

Navigating the web steals time from our lives in yet other ways. Often, we use a search engine to find a simple piece of information, which should be quickly available; but the search engine leads us down many false alleys and into much useless activity before providing what we seek.

The Cult of Speed

Many studies over many years have shown that, in the modern world, the acceleration of time has led to a veritable cult of speed in every facet of social life and individual existence.51 We do everything ever more quickly, and we expect that everything should be done faster and faster. Modern man is a man in a hurry, consciously and unconsciously. When he fails to hurry of his own accord, he is pushed to hurry. Since the second half of the twenty-first century, the habit of speed has been encouraged by the creation of ever more rapid means of transport and communication; and this has been further encouraged at work by mechanization, which increases the rhythm of production.

For modern society, productivity is a goal in itself. It introduces the ideas of “time gained” and “time lost” with reference to the adage “Time is money.” Instruments for measuring time ever more precisely have been developed52 to extract the maximum profit. Such ideas were completely unknown in traditional societies for whom time did not count and was not counted either. They had no notion of rapidity, which for them had no importance. They moved spontaneously and slowly, or so it seems to us. In those societies, people “had time” whereas in the modern world we are slaves of time. For all our individual and social activities are required to conform to a precisely defined schedule so that they may be better controlled and more profitable.

The new media have played their part in this world wide promotion of speed as a goal. They allow instant transmission of text, images, or sounds; in commerce, the ultra-rapid placing of orders; and on the markets, high-frequency trading. This all encourages the habit of speed, which becomes second nature in psychological life. It creates dependency, impatience, and boredom and disquiet and anxiety when things are slower and do not happen immediately.

Everything! Right Now!

The new media are the means of getting everything right now. They turn us into spoilt children with desires and fancies that, if they cannot be satisfied at once, make us burst with intolerance and frustration. The mobile phone with its text messages and emails allows us to demand something then get a reply at once. The hundreds of channels available on television allow everyone to choose a program that fits in with the interests, the desires, or even the instincts of the moment. The Internet is the same, with its vast quantities of text, images, videos, and music files. Facebook allows instant contact with one’s “friends,” and Twitter allows the instant publication of an opinion to a great number of users. Finally, the chat rooms allow instant conversation with someone as soon as the need is felt.

The Internet allows us to browse through the wares of most stores and to order whatever we wish to be delivered as soon as possible. The e-commerce sites emphasize the speed of delivery as a selling point since they know that the consumer is impatient to receive his order. Often, they offer not only an express service, but also a premium53 service, as Amazon does with its Prime option.

This may seem like a space of marvelous freedom, but it also makes a person the prisoner of his desires. Alain Finkielkraut sees such a connected person as: “Shut up in his claims, given over to the instant satisfaction of his every desire and intolerance, a prisoner of right now.”54 This philosopher is also concerned that a new kind of human is being formed, incapable of facing hard, objective reality: “The Internet encourages the individual to develop and blossom in the realm of right now, and to see reality as something to be molded. It will be hard to give such spoilt children any idea of limits or measure in life.”55

Connected man, who has become used to getting anything he wants at once, finds the real world unbearable if it does not satisfy his wishes straight away. This often happens, for his virtual sphere of action is far removed from the real world, which always puts spokes in his wheel.

A World Without Expectation or Desire That Cannot Bear to Be Thwarted

The psychological and existential problems of spoilt children are well known and are caused by their parents satisfying, or worse, anticipating their every whim. In human life, there is no pleasure without pain, no joy without sadness, no happiness without suffering, no enjoyment without frustration, and no satisfaction without expectation. These things are well known to psychologists, and to writers and mystics. The intensity of joy depends on the intensity of desire, which in turn depends on its distance in space or time from its object.

A world where, in reality or virtually, the magic of the Internet provides everything at once becomes a world bereft of true desire, a world without pleasure or joy, without happiness or enjoyment. Moreover, it is well known that a child needs frustration to grow up adapted to social life. Of course the vulgarization of Freud made popular in the 1960s attempts to deny this and considers the instant satisfaction of every desire to be a source of psychological health and well-being; but the system of liberal education based on these principles has been catastrophic: large numbers of children have grown up unable to cope with the inevitable frustrations of social life, forever maladjusted and discontented.

The Problems of Speed

Homo connecticus feels that the speed with which his desires can be expressed and satisfied frees him from the limits of space and time; but his life is limited in other ways that are often more restrictive. The speed of connection and time of response allow instant contact between individuals. The inconveniences of traveling and waiting are avoided, but, at the same time the richness of the encounter is diluted because the reward depends on the effort it requires.

Any request that reaches its destination quickly requires an equally rapid reply. This insistence on an instant reaction, implicit in modern communications, clearly stresses the person at the receiving end; but it also stresses the sender, for he no longer has the leisure to reflect, which flowed from the latency of old-fashioned communication. The stress rises with the number of requests coming in from the new means of communication, sometimes all at once.

Letters sent by the postal service could be considered at leisure, and answered calmly at a favorable moment. The time needed to write, and the time and expense needed to post the letter limited messages to the essential, not so with emails, text messages, and tweets. Their minimalist style allows their proliferation, swamping those who receive them. Replying to all of them correctly is so hard as to be often impossible, and true communication is paralyzed.

The Internet holds out the promise of instant information on any subject. In practice, though, a huge quantity of information is presented to the user, unsorted by his own criteria. Instead, it is sorted according to the commercial criteria of the provider or his clients. Pertinent results are hard to find, so the time spent in searching is far longer than planned as one wanders among the different links the search engine suggests. An amazing amount of time is spent in the search, which is often fruitless. The speed of the false steps in no way shortens the road!

Many other problems arise for the speed of the new media. We have seen how emails and text messages have degraded the form of messages, leaving them without proper style or politeness. This degradation is clearly linked to the desire for brevity in quest of rapidity. Many misunderstandings arise from this rapidity, and many mistakes arise from striking the wrong key on the keyboard or screen. Typing errors are not always corrected since re-reading is seen as a waste of time, hindering quick transmission. Hitting hastily the wrong key can send the message before it is finished, or to the wrong person, or even to a complete list of contact addresses.

Once a letter was written, there was always a delay before it was posted, until the evening or the next morning. This allowed the writer time to re-read it, to reflect and repent, and to correct and improve it where necessary. The ease and speed with which emails can be sent encourages sending the first draft without any pause for reflection.

It is well known that any work well done needs time, and that the finishing touches are most important for the quality of the result. Having speed as their aim, the new media leave little time for the finishing touches, so the search for speed leads to shoddy work. We try to hit our target without having the means to do so.

A World Without Duration

Far from freeing up time, the new media simply shrink time and speed up everything. The result is a world without duration, because everything is always changing and there is no more space between temporal markers.

As Aristotle and St Augustine56 showed, time has no objective reality but is “a measure of movement.” It is defined by the mind’s evaluation of a psychological “space” in terms of “before” and “after.” In the new media, the “before” and “after” follow each other so closely and with such speed that the space between them becomes so small that our mind can no longer evaluate it. Time is no longer experienced as duration, but as a succession of events too short to have duration.

The Acceleration of Tasks

The use of computers and the new media has not just speeded up time but also the tasks to be accomplished. In every hour, there are more and more jobs to be done, and more and more quickly. In the 1960s it was said that these machines would enable a civilization of leisure.57 But we now see that this was an illusion, except, perhaps, for the unemployed, who never desired such leisure, which they now enjoy against their will. The idea that IT and modern communication technology would free up our time has also been shown up as a mirage. Everything is faster, but the amount of information to be handled has grown just as much, so, in the end, there is no benefit; but since modern communications allow employees to be contacted 24 hours per day, their leisure time gets eaten up by work, since they can be called to account and given new tasks at any time.

Multitasking

A new method of working is made possible by the new media: multitasking. They allow several things to be done in parallel. For example, it is possible to telephone someone while typing on a computer keyboard, navigating the Internet, looking at emails, correcting images or sounds, or any combination of the above. The PC, with its large range of applications, is well suited to multitasking, and encourages it. In some ways, it is designed for this purpose by allowing various applications to access the screen all at once. It is true that the human brain is to some extent adapted to multitasking. For instance, we can read a book while walking, and as we read it, we can hold it and turn the pages; but these tasks are related, whereas the multitasking encouraged by the new media is totally unconnected.

When two unconnected activities are performed at the same time, they are not done so well. The one who performs them can concentrate fully on neither, and their simultaneous performance increases stress and tiredness. When multitasking involves communication with another person it creates human problems. The relationship of the communicators is troubled by their physical separation. If they were together in the same place, they would not fiddle with their computers, look at the Internet or their text messages during their conversation, for that would be rude and offensive to the other. Alone in the home or the office, one feels hidden from the other, and free to multitask. Yet the multitasker is easily detected by the person at the other end of the line. Frequent requests to repeat words and phrases or questions and the brevity of the disconnected phrases used clearly indicate a lack of attention to the phone call. This behavior shows a lack of respect toward the other that goes against both Christian and human values, and when it is noticed by the other, it will arouse negative feelings toward the culprit.

Multitasking is not confined to the workplace, but for adults spreads out into leisure activities, where professional risk is reduced but where the scope for spoiling human relationships is just as great. The homework of schoolchildren is also affected. Teenagers do it while listening to music through earphones or with the television on, while receiving and replying to text messages or chats with a tablet or smartphone.

There are those who maintain that multitasking develops new skills, but these are shallow and hinder a more thorough approach to each of the tasks and to deep thought in general. Jordan Grafman, the director of the Neuroscience Unit of the National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke, has said: “The more you multitask, the less deliberative you become; the less able to think and reason out a problem.”58

The negative effects of multitasking on the intellectual performance of those who practice it have been emphasized by Michel Desmurget:

A large fraction of the brain’s resources is absorbed by managing the process of multitasking and is not available for performing the tasks themselves. Brain scans have shown that the mechanisms of learning and memorization are changed at the most basic level of the neurons in those who are obliged to flit between simple tasks. Over a long period, multitaskers develop problems of attention.59 They become easily distracted, and surprisingly, less able to move between different mental tasks. Targeted studies on 14 year olds have shown how their homework is done worse and takes longer when they work with a television on in the background.60

Most often, those who multitask do so to gain time, or at least to feel that they gain time. But this is an illusion. The expected gain of time is not simply zero, but negative. Although the tasks appear to be done simultaneously, they are not. In reality “all the brain can do in this situation [where several tasks must be accomplished at the same time] is to pass from one activity to another in sequence,”61 while “each transition comes with mistakes and loss of time.”62 Robert Casati observes the same thing: “Passing continuously from one task to another wastes time at each step, and these small losses of time add up to reduce the time for each of the many tasks attempted.”63

Less Dead Time—Less Time for Living

Speed, instant access, and just-in-time are the touchstones of the new media and connected man; and speeding up each task along with multitasking creates a way of life with no dead time. But paradoxically, eliminating dead time removes time for living. Man cannot live to the full when he stifles his consciousness with unceasing activity. No more can he live fully in the giddiness of speed, or by surfing the web where he forgets himself, cut off from reality. As we will discuss later, man absolutely needs silence, solitude, and calm to maintain his equilibrium and to be fulfilled. Dead time is when man can take care of himself, can reflect freely, meditate, contemplate, and pray. This is the time he can devote to those dear to him and nourish a true relationship with them.

The Great Illusion

As a pillar of its religion of progress and cult of technology, our society cultivates its great illusion, which is also related to time. It leads modern man to believe that technological progress will enhance his quality of life far more than the machines, the means of transport, and communications of the last century. Since time has such an important place in human life and contributes so much to its quality, he is tricked into believing that technological progress in every domain will free up time, which he can devote to everything that makes him happy in life.

In fact, the opposite happens. It is clear that the quicker the new media work to free up time, the less of it we have. More than anything else, it is the new media that reduce the time available for man’s quality of life at work or elsewhere. As the above analysis has shown, they have given rise to a new way of life and have brought about the evolution of a new type of man: someone always in a rush and submerged with cares who frantically pushes himself to do everything at top speed; someone who can no longer act out or live things deeply and who has lost the mastery of the rhythm and organization of his life. The result is burn out, the scorching of his body, mind, and soul. He is burnt up in both body and soul, an experience here and now of hell.


CHAPTER 5
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The Destruction of Interpersonal Relationships

I think we have created tools which are ripping apart the social fabric.

—C. Palihapitiya, former vice-president of Facebook

Every friend will say, I too am your friend, but sometimes a friend is a friend in name only.

—Sirach 37:1

When the remote gets too close, what is close becomes remote.

—Gunther Anders, The Obsolescence of Man

The Globe as an Imaginary Village

Marshal McLuhan’s assertion that modern media have created a global village has had great success, and the idea persists strongly right up to the present. It seems so relevant; for as we have seen, the new media have set aside distance by connecting people instantly, and making everyone aware of any incident as soon as it takes place. So, we can say: “It’s a small world.” Facts, stories, and rumors quickly circulate everywhere; everyone publishes his opinions and observations, supported by images, video and audio files, whether he’s sure of them or not; and everyone exposes even the most intimate details of his life so that in the world, just as in a village, everyone knows everything. The new media, through the Internet, the discussion forums, Facebook, Twitter, and the like, allow those separated by great distances to “meet” and to form groups of likeminded folk just as in a village or small town, and to discuss matters as though they were together.

But, as we will stress again and again, these encounters and discussions lack the substance of reality. The new media have created a parallel society, partly real and partly virtual, where faces and bodies, with all the rich and subtle messages they might have conveyed, are generally absent. Such people may be always in contact, but each of them is riveted to a screen, and cut off from real people even when they are close by. So, all of them, even when communicating with others, are bound to feel solitude or loneliness, which they try to remedy by frantically consulting their messages, anxiously awaiting the reply, and speedily composing their response. So the Global Village is not a real village, for the neighbors are not real neighbors, the kinsmen real kinsmen, or the friends real friends.

The Arrival of Homo connecticus and Homo communicans

It is no exaggeration to say that in a short time the new media have shaped a new kind of man: homo connecticus and homo communicans. Of course every human is by nature “in relation” and “in communication”: nearly 2,400 years ago Aristotle emphasized that the human being is a “social animal.” More recently, psychoanalysis and personalist philosophy have shown that the human person can only exist and develop in relation to another, and that language is fundamental to this.

But the human person also needs times of calm and solitude for both psychological and spiritual development. In Orthodox spirituality this is known as hesychia. It is also well known to psychologists that a man may multiply his relationships with others, so as to avoid facing up to himself and his own “inner poverty” as Pascal put it. Diversions, as Pascal said, are activities which people seek out to turn away (in Latin divertere) from themselves. The continuous connection and communication sought by modern man generally serves this need to forget himself. It then becomes an addiction that, just like other addictions, lets him run away from himself.

The new media provide the canvas for a new scheme of life, involving permanent connection through a string of devices. Their user becomes part of them, not simply their adjunct or their servant, but their slave. A person gets no break from the mass of information they provide. Signals and calls come through all the time, and worse, the person has learnt to seek them, feeling bad when there are none. For many of our contemporaries, connection to the media and communication through them are second nature. They cannot imagine a life without them. To live with no television, smartphone, tablet, or computer would, for many, be like living without eating or breathing. Indeed, many articles are now published that recount how a connected individual managed to abstain for a while from these things as though it were a heroic exploit. People don’t just wait for a signal to tell them when an email or text message arrives; they also need to consult franticly their mail box to see “no new messages” or their smartphone to make sure that there are no new texts; and Facebook and Twitter must also be consulted to see the likes and followers and to be reassured of recognition and existence in the eyes of others.

Philippe Breton observes: “It has become usual to present man as a creature wholly dedicated to communication and in thrall to the image, both his own and those provided by the media.”64 Cyberspace and the Global Village appear as the natural habitats of homo connecticus and homo communicans. The other inhabitants of this new space seem to be their fellow citizens, their neighbors, and their “friends”; but as we will see, these notions are generally inappropriate and illusory.

In the middle of the twentieth century, some American thinkers, like Daniel Bell, Alvin Toffler, and Zbigniew Brzezinski, predicted that following the agricultural and technical waves of civilization, cybernetics would usher in a third wave, full of promise. One of the main theorists of cybernetics (the ancestor of IT), Norbert Weiner, had a utopian and near religious view of his subject. He thought that the disorganization coming from increasing entropy was a diabolical force that threatened modern societies with death. The only hope of escape for humanity would be in a society with a continuous exchange of information and communication.65 So, Weiner created the “new paradigm of thought concerning relationships which encloses what is real within relationships and relationships within that which concerns information.”66 Wiener confirmed McLuhan’s idea that the medium is the message, and went further, proposing that the purpose of a message is to circulate, and that the purpose of man is to make it circulate.

According to Wiener, man has no identity as an individual subject, but exists wholly within relationships that are essentially social. His being arises from the communication that he creates, and his value is measured by the complexity of that communication. Man is no longer considered as a person, who according to Kant is an end in himself, but as a means to an end. In the context of communication he becomes a medium himself. In this way, Wiener’s idea of life denies man’s personal freedom and his inner world, which are both fundamental qualities of the person. “To live is to take part in a continual stream of influences coming from the outer world and in the forces which act upon it. In all of this we simply represent an intermediate stage.”67 Man can only live as part of a communication network and insofar as he communicates.

Strange as it may seem, Weiner’s vision of these ideals of a new man and a new society is anti-humanist. He set himself up as the apostle of a humanity without inner life and of a communication whose form was more important than its human content. Moreover, he failed to see that this society, which was supposed to prevent the increase of entropy, would do the opposite; for it would create a globalized world where values would become blurred and in which all personal, cultural, and religious identities would dissolve.68 But in some ways, his vision is prophetic: of a permanently connected man completely devoted to communication, living by it and from it gaining his worth.

Communication Without Content Which Is an End in Itself

As we have seen, for homo communicans, communication itself is more important than its content. Communication is vital, of first importance. The message sent and its receiver are secondary. It is communication which fills the need, not what is said, read, heard, or seen. This is particularly true of addictions. Those who are addicted to (dependent on) television sit down in front of the set before they know what they will see, or leave it on all the time with little regard to the program. Those who are addicted to the Internet connect to it before they know what they seek, and express their opinion in forums where they have nothing worth saying. Those who are addicted to the telephone use it mostly to exchange trivialities, or to keep in touch. Unlimited time contracts favor such connections, permanent and without purpose. Apart from these extreme cases the need to communicate can also be seen in the need to check continuously one’s emails, one’s text messages, or one’s Facebook and Twitter accounts. It can be seen in the anxiety caused by a lack of messages, by a failure of the computer or Internet connection, or by a smartphone mislaid.

Philippe Breton is one of those who have most strongly censured this dependence of modern man on “communication without content as an end in itself.”69 Before him, Jean Baudrillard also criticized this “communication for communication’s sake” whose essence lay not in the message but in the act of communication. This is “a world with no social contact,” “always gaping at the sight of its own tenuous existence.”70

Hypercommunication as a Fake Escape from Solitude

Connected man’s hyper-communication, by emphasizing the form (communication itself) over content (the message), shows quite clearly its main aim: to be a way of escaping loneliness. It is hardly surprising that the new media, which allow communication at will, have developed in a society like ours where social bonds are much weaker than in a traditional society. There is conflict between generations; families are dispersed; marriage is in crisis and unions are unstable; and more and more people, especially in cities but also in the country, live alone, not only in old age but also when still young. People are physically and psychologically isolated. Their loneliness is reinforced by the loss of common standards and values that once allowed deep relationships to develop naturally. The isolation of teenagers is reinforced by misunderstandings between generations. Changes in society, of values and of technology, take place rapidly, and the parents adapt to them much less easily than their offspring.

Paradoxically, hyper-communication does not cure the problem of loneliness, but to some extent makes it worse. As we will see, it encourages superficial relationships which do not touch the deeper levels of the personality where loneliness is felt most strongly. The contact it offers is virtual, not allowing persons to relate at the deepest levels of their being. This lack of fullness in relationships is felt qualitatively and drives the quantitative multiplication of contacts in a wild chase, which never reaches its goal.

The New Means of Communication as Obstacles to Communication

Paradoxically, the new means of communication are often means of avoiding communication or of poor communication, and obstacles to communication itself. It is clear that the brevity of text messages and tweets limits their content and eliminates shades of meaning, subtlety, and any conventional politeness in their introduction or conclusion.

Face-to-face conversations between people rarely last more than a few minutes without being interrupted by the ring of one of their mobile phones. The call is almost never left to ring out leaving the caller to ring later. Instead, it is given priority over the person to whom one is speaking. The flow of the conversation is interrupted, breaking it down into loosely connected fragments.

The same problem arises when, at home or at work, there are two telephones (a fixed-line phone and a mobile phone for instance). The conversation is often interrupted suddenly by the interjection: “Excuse me. I must ring off. There’s a call on the other line.” Being cut off in this way leaves the impression that one is less important than the more recent caller. And the one who cut you off did so thinking that the new call might be urgent and more important, which is rarely the case.

Restriction of Community Life

The weakening of community life is both a result of the new media and the reason for their success. In some ways the development of the mobile phone is linked to a downgrading of community life. A contemporary essayist observes: “If we need an electronic mediator to communicate, it is so that we may be conformed to a world which splits us up and shatters our lives.”71 The mobile phone makes a link in a society where the bonds between persons are strained through the impoverishment or disappearance of community life in towns, in cities, and even in villages. Family life is losing its cohesion in modern Western societies. Grandparents are excluded from the immediate family circle while marriage is in crisis, with more and more single-parent families and people living alone.

At the same time, and more forcefully, the new media restrict community life even where it might exist. They may even be blamed for the break-up of marriage and family life and in part for the downgrading of other forms of community life.

When radios were introduced, they often replaced family conversation at meal times. Their place as usurpers is now taken by the television whose influence is especially strong in households where the news is watched during the meal. It is often watched with religious attention as studies of the question have shown.72 Children’s programs and adult programs separate the generations for long spells each day, while the programs watched together kill almost all conversation. Everyone is glued to the screen, paying little attention to anyone else, so that interpersonal communication is reduced to a minimum. In many families, where there is a television in each bedroom, the members are also separated physically.

Surfing the Internet has the same effect. In many families, one of the spouses complains of being supplanted by the computer in the heart of the other. The concentration needed to play a video game brings the player to a truly autistic state for long periods, deaf and blind to his surroundings. Less demanding games saved on the computer or accessed online by a smartphone also isolate people. Indeed, it is common to see couples seated beside each other without speaking or even glancing at each other, and playing instead with their smartphones or tablets.

Messaging and phone calls with mobile phones have the same effect. They separate couples, families, and groups of friends as one may easily see. Even in the playground, the children no longer play together but spend their time using their mobile phones. Meetings, meals among friends, and even religious services are affected by this habit. Everyone communicates all the time with many people, but not with their neighbors close by. Philippe Breton has rightly said that we live in “a society where people communicate much but meet little.”73

We even observe that “what was intended to bring people together leaves the vague feeling that it separates them more than ever.”74 This is not just because everyone, engrossed in the media, is cut off from those close to him. Worse, even when they are physically close, they always give priority to the calls of the media, which separates them psychologically from those close by. Any relationship between them is constantly interrupted, so that they are close physically, but not in reality. They are not in touch, person to person. The new media allow contact at all times and have created social networks which allow their members to be instantly and permanently in contact with tens, hundreds, or thousands of “friends.” But the multiplication of contacts and messages, we might say “hyper-connection and hyper-communication” that these allow, results in an impoverishment and degradation of the communication between persons really in touch in their true environment. In many cases, it ends by leaving the individual more isolated than ever before.

In one sense, people do not deliberately cut themselves off from their surroundings and their companions. It just happens that when they receive messages or other temptations to connect; they take no trouble to resist, but simply give in as though the virtual contact proposed must be more promising than the real contact they are actually experiencing. But in another sense, modern man’s tendency to cut himself off from the real environment by using the media shows that he has difficulties living with others. This is one reason for the crisis of marriage as a vow of durable union and even of cohabitation as a couple. We find it hard accept the self-sacrifice that any kind of close union requires. And all this takes place in a hedonistic society which gives absolute value to individual desire and pleasure.

Unable to truly live with others, homo connecticus creates his own world, a virtual one, in which he shuts himself up. It gives him pleasure for it is made to his measure, free from the constraints of the real world and the need to relate to others. There, he is master. Philippe Breton observes:

The price of the apparent ease of communication through the media [develops] unfitness for direct encounters. [… .] In the universe of “total internet” each individual is steered towards creating his own vital space where he will be answerable to no one. Everyone becomes the monarch of his own territory and has no further interest in entering the space of another.75

The new community brought about by the new media turns out to be less the “global village” predicted by McLuhan, but rather a universe where everyone becomes his own little world.

The Disembodiment of Relationships

Virtual relationships facilitated by the media have to a large extent replaced real relationships. Of course, “virtual” is not a synonym for “unreal,” and virtual relationships do have their own existence, but just less real. In a virtual relationship through the media the person is not fully present in all his reality, but only through his voice, what he writes, and, maybe, his image. It is striking that in almost every relationship enabled by digital media, bodies are absent: they are disembodied. Isaac Asimov, pushing everything to the limit, prophetically described such a disembodied world in his novel The Naked Sun,76 where bodies are inactive, invisible, and useless.

In encounters where the body is excluded, even as an image, some may feel more at ease. One may feel less inhibited in a telephone conversation than in a face-to-face meeting, and still less so in a discussion forum. Digital media are often praised for helping the shy, inhibited, or neurotic in their relationships. They are seen as a therapeutic means of socializing or re-socializing these people, but there is not much truth in this.

The fundamental causes of difficulties in inter-personal relationships are not treated by this new way of communication. Instead, it is used to hide what the person cannot handle—bodily presence and what goes with it, fear of the other—by fleeing any meeting with him, especially face-to-face with the risk of revealing who one truly is. So, the causes are not treated but become more deeply rooted. Moreover, the apparent socialization takes place in a world parallel to the real world. It is disembodied, removing what gives an encounter its fullness and makes it authentic and true.

The body contributes to the truth of an encounter for it is easier to deceive with words when the body is absent. The body enriches an encounter. Its attitudes, gestures, and body language can greatly enhance the words, and even go beyond them, confirming them or showing them to be false. The body adds emotional content to the words, through its intonation, and enlivens them with its rhythm. The eyes, especially, express the inner soul of the person. In this way, the very fact that they disembody the word means that the new media strongly contribute to the disembodiment of relationships.

The Impoverishment of Interpersonal Contacts

The new media have not eliminated relationships between people. Instead, they have multiplied their quantity while sapping their quality. Since contact can be made by SMS or email, direct contact is less important or even unnecessary. But clearly these contacts through the new media lack the same richness. They are remote, without the real presence of the other. As we have already shown, the emotional force of real contact is absent, as is the richness of body language, the expression of the face, the tone of the voice, and expression through gestures. In addition, the messages of the exchange are short and simplified as is evident nowadays in almost all emails, text messages, and tweets. Finally, all these ways of communication minimize or eliminate every formula of politeness, introduction, or conclusion, which was used in conventional correspondence. Although they may seem to have been mere formalities, in fact they helped to make and maintain a link that went beyond the main content of the message.

Abbreviated style is especially common in text messages and tweets, but is also the general rule in emails, even though they allow the use of a more developed style and normal linguistic constructions. An email, quickly sent and quickly received, conforms to the overall context of rapid communication even when it is not urgent. The writers of both the first message and the reply, often driven by the compression and acceleration of time, feel the need for brevity, and the message is distorted in several ways:

1.The message is less developed than a normal letter, and subtleties of meaning are lost.

2.Reducing the message to its bare bones, the aim sought, often gives it an authoritarian tone, like an order, with scant attention to the politeness due to the receiver.

3.The polite phrases which normally open and close a letter are abbreviated as much as possible to the merest formalities or omitted all together. It is true that the introduction and conclusion to a normal letter also have a formal character, but they permit a large range of expression of different feelings and of different degrees of respect in accord with the social rank of the correspondents and their closeness or distance.

4.The ephemeral nature of the message makes it resemble words spoken rather than written words which remain. And the writers’ preoccupation with the content rather than the form leads to a very poor style compared with the style of a letter. It is poor on the literary level and also on the human level to which it is often closely linked.77

A New Individualism

Modern man is isolated from his fellows who are really present beside him so that he may make virtual contacts instead. Insofar as this is deliberate, it is an example of a new kind of individualism which is perfectly aligned with the general trend to individualism in modern liberal societies.78 Philippe Breton sees here a double paradox: first, the fact that “the global generalization of tastes, standards and behavior which creates a universal public space” goes hand-in-hand with “the individual turning in on himself”; and second, the fact that “modern man […] favors the frantic search for virtual and unreal encounters whilst refusing, even with disgust, any true encounter with his fellows.”79

Widespread Autism

The mark of autism is not simply turning in on oneself, but also what underlies this behavior: panic at the idea of any real encounter with another individual. Thus connected man may be seen as doubly autistic.

First of all, the use of the new media leads to separation from others, isolation, and turning in on oneself. The new media appear to shrink distances, but, as we have seen, put everything at arm’s length. This makes direct encounters in flesh and blood with others difficult and hinders face-to-face contact.

Second, modern man uses communication less as a means of drawing close to others and more as a way of admiring himself by using others. For many, Facebook is purely a way of measuring the esteem, measured by likes, which others bestow, and Twitter by the number of followers. These sites are ways of showing off to others and gaining their esteem. The new media are most often mirrors of me.

In the same way, discussion forums are often not really a means of exchanging views, but simply a way of promoting one’s ideas or merely one’s presence; for most of the posts are reactions to others or just empty words. Michel Béra and Eric Mechoulan write: “A discussion group on the internet does not encourage interest in the other, or teach the art of listening. Instead, its virtual character allows what is impossible in reality: everyone speaks at the same time without paying the slightest attention to anyone else and never being obliged to pause.”80

Real Relationships and Virtual Relationships

The new media have replaced real relationships big time by virtual relationships. As we have already seen, virtual relationships are not entirely unreal. They at least have a digital reality in the form of text, images, and sound files. But since there is no direct face-to-face contact with the other, the contact is imperfect and incomplete. Filtered by the media, it lacks the concrete reality of persons fully present to each other. The reality may be far removed from its representation.

On top of this, the virtual relationship may be edited, either by the sender or by the media themselves. We have already mentioned how the television manipulates the news, and the ever-increasing number of tele-reality programs. Although these are supposed to be reality filmed in the raw, they are in fact either staged according to a plan, or edited after the event to fit in with it. Those who take part in discussion forums often play a role, behaving as stage characters rather than themselves, and often use pseudonyms. Just as with Facebook, the participants hide their true selves, trying to present to the world an image which is to their advantage and overdone. It hides their defects and exaggerates their real and imaginary qualities.

The False Friends of Facebook

A special case of virtual relations is that of the “friends” of Facebook. “Friends” is put in quotes for two reasons. First, the word is cunningly chosen by the creators of this network to give the impression that it opens the door to true friendship, and real communities and networks of friends. Such a claim is bound to attract subscriptions in a society whose natural communities have dissolved, and where more and more people find themselves isolated and lonely. For them, the social networks seem to be the answer.

Second, the notions of friend and friendship have become completely degraded. A true friendship needs depth and time to mature. Then much care must be taken to maintain and preserve it. As the wise son of Sirach says: “If thou wouldest get a friend, prove him first and be not hasty to credit him” (Sirach 6:7). True friendship is a form of love, founded on knowledge in depth, on affinities of taste and ideas, and the ability to listen and give help. Such things are impossible to achieve or experience through media contacts, almost always superficial and speedy. On Facebook, a simple click is enough to claim friendship with someone. What value have such claims so lightly entered into?

Everyone wants to be loved, and homo connecticus tries to find love through a collection of likes, friends, and followers. He believes that their numbers, which he checks continuously, measure his popularity and the value and importance that he thinks he has for others. However, these numbers can easily be inflated artificially. Cinema stars and pop stars use their fan clubs and commercial services to increase their numbers of Facebook likes or followers on Twitter, and the number of their videos watched on YouTube. And what value do these numbers have when set beside a real friendship or sincere admiration, whose true measure is their quality? There are many who have hundreds or even thousands of “friends” on Facebook but have not a single true friend in their lives.

The developers of Facebook never for a moment wished to create links of friendship between their users. The aim of the like is to flatter the ego of the one who receives it. His narcissism is exploited with a purely commercial aim to make him dependent on the network. Sean Parker, the former president of Facebook, recently said that the site “exploits a vulnerability in human psychology.” This is done through a feedback loop of validation, which encourages people to publish all the time to gain more likes and comments. He added: “The inventors, creators—it’s me, it’s Mark [Zuckerberg], it’s Kevin Systrom on Instagram, it’s all of these people—understood this consciously. And we did it anyway.”81

Discussion Spaces and the Problem of Pseudonyms

From its earliest days, the Internet has hosted a variety of sites dedicated to discussions in real time or after the event. There are discussion forums, chat rooms, or spaces for comment after an article posted on a blog. If each contributor brings something new to the discussion which complements the other contributions, then the experience of the participants and their readers may be enriched. Different viewpoints, new facts, and knowledge are progressively added to the record. The subject can be seen from new angles that provide deeper insights, so that the final result may be quite a complete study of the question. The contributors may help each other. Those who know more and have greater experience and understanding can help the beginners who lack knowledge and experience but seek it. Sometimes false ideas can be set right through such exchanges. Lonely people may feel linked and united by faith or by shared ideas and opinions, so the forum becomes an extra means for contact and unity.

However, alongside these positive factors, and related to them, these discussion spaces almost inevitably have a negative side. They cause problems for those who run them and for those who participate, which are mainly linked to the participants’ use of pseudonyms.

1. A problem arises from the degree of competence and authority of the contributors. It is rare that any of the contributors to forums or blogs have any recognized competence in any of the subjects discussed. Those who are truly competent have other ways of expressing their views. They generally shun forums and blogs since participation takes so much time which they can ill afford. Moreover, those who are expert in a particular field are not willing to see their judgments contradicted by lightweight arguments put forth by the less experienced and less competent, who hide behind their pseudonyms when boldly and recklessly advancing their opinions.

The pseudonym allows anyone to express views about anything even when lacking any competence or authority. And in many discussion spaces there are contributors with nothing to say who express themselves simply for the sake of it. A hierarchy develops spontaneously among the participants, which reflects the confidence and style with which they express themselves and the number of facts they allege. This deceptive ranking bears no relation to their knowledge or competence. But in the end, their arguments lack quality because of their poor mastery of the whole area under discussion. They lack discernment and misunderstand certain things. Often they lack rigor and precision in their presentation of ideas. Overall, the way subjects are treated tends toward the lowest common denominator. It could be said that pseudonyms are not to blame for this, and it would be all the same if the participants were not anonymous. However, pseudonyms make things worse since they prevent contributors being identified as personally incompetent and thus abolish all balance and restraint.

2. A second problem, linked to the first, is that the subjects discussed are relativized. Anything stated in a forum will always be contradicted by a statement which may lack authority or relevance. Even when a good argument is set forth, well-reasoned, and backed up by sound evidence, it is almost bound to be contradicted immediately, deformed, and twisted by someone hiding behind a pseudonym, a cloak for levity and irresponsibility. The course of the discussion usually weakens any authority the contributors may have, relativizing the content and leaving an overall impression of vagueness and uncertainty. In the end, one may often ask what the use of it all was. The moderator of a French blog which has been widely followed for years recently confessed: “Personally, I never participate in forums. There’s no point in them.”

3. A third problem is that pseudonyms encourage a lack of respect for other contributors and allows them to be judged and insulted with impunity. There is often much verbal violence which the moderators let pass. At best, they wish to keep censorship light and to avoid annoying the contributors by cutting them off. At worst, they simply wish to enliven their blog.

Writing under a pseudonym, a contributor has a sort of double personality that prevents his conscience feeling how bad and unethical is his behavior toward his fellows. Were the contributors to write under their own names, they would never indulge in such behavior. In general, the pseudonym acts as a cloak for any outrage, intemperance, or exaggeration. The contributor escapes from the limits of courteous behavior that are normal in society, and does not fear being unmasked and judged by his fellows.

The discussion space where the contributors all have pseudonyms is like a group of children with no social norms, no self-control, and no measured thought or language. It is like a playground where the children insult and hit each other with total abandon, an outlet for all the passions.

4. Another problem is the cheating and trickery, which pseudonyms facilitate. It often happens that a contributor uses several different pseudonyms, not only in different groups, but also in the same. This allows him to give the impression that his idea is supported by several different people. It also allows him to express an idea in several ways, for instance in well-written prose, then in a more colloquial style, and finally something in between the two. Sometimes this expresses different sides of the contributor’s personality. It can also enliven the discussion and change its direction. This technique is often used by the moderators or managers of the group. All this leads to the adoption of ambivalent or even schizophrenic positions. It tricks those who read the discussion and the other contributors into naively believing that each pseudonym represents a separate person.

5. This brings us to the phenomenon of trolling, well known in all discussion spaces. In terms of the Internet, a troll may be positive: someone who joins a discussion or debate with the aim of self-promotion; or a troll may be negative: someone who tries to start and encourage arguments and generally disturb the equilibrium of the discussion group.

The word “troll” has two different etymological roots, each of which is significant. In Scandinavian mythology a troll is an aggressive, malicious, and monstrous creature. It can also mean a lure used in fishing.

Trolls, of course, use one or preferably more pseudonyms. With two or more, a troll can discuss something with himself to enliven things and steer the discussion in a particular direction. A troll is unhappy with the way the discussion is going and seeks to change it from within, or to degrade it to the state where it becomes unsustainable and must be abandoned. Such a person is an outsider who does not agree with the consensus of the group. He may be someone who belongs to another group, or has other ideas. He disguises himself and uses various stratagems to avoid detection: a false naivety and various different pseudonyms that indicate different ethnic origins, ages, and sexes.

Such acts are full of lies and trickery and, in most cases, perversity, which show up in the stimulation of individual conflicts or the creation of general discord, often purely for pleasure. Pride and vanity are often the motives for trolling. The troll tries to measure his strength to direct the discussion and to push the other contributors to act as he desires. He tries to score points off the others, whom he considers as role-play characters and does not respect as persons. He sometimes tries to enhance his profile, trying to be interesting when he has nothing to say.

6. The use of pseudonyms depersonalizes the contributors and makes them unreal. This encourages them to manipulate each other as objects and even to manipulate themselves. Michel Béra and Eric Mechlouan have written on this subject:

It is clear that it is even easier to treat another person as an object when he has no material presence, and above all, no face. The one with whom I talk is perhaps just a shadow and certainly less than a man. The discussion group allows me to show my mask but does not show that I have any interest in the other masks or even less in what they may hide. It is no accident that sex has had such success on-line, for sexual activity, like no other, allows one to use another person as an object to satisfy one’s desires. When the face of another person can be seen his humanity still has some effect; but when it disappears, there is nothing to distinguish what remains from the world of things. We still do not suspect how much the use of the internet trains us to forget what is human.82

Using a pseudonym might seem to be a sign of modesty; but where is the modesty when an unknown person hides? It may be more a case of pride, hoping to pass for better than one is. There may also be fear of being exposed to the judgments of one’s fellows, showing an inability humbly to accept what others see in us. It may also be a sign of cowardice, an unwillingness to say certain things openly and personally to assume the ideas one puts forth and the words one uses. It also signifies an inability to take responsibility for ideas or words especially when they are outrageous aggressive or insulting.

As we have observed several times, the use of a pseudonym is a lie to others, a piece of trickery. To pretend not to be the person one is, but a character (the original sense of prosopon in ancient Greek, which now means a person) or a mask, falsifies one’s relationship with oneself and with others. Adopting a pseudonym means that one does not relate to others as whom one is, thus falsifying one’s own side of the relationship. From their side, others cannot perceive truly the identity of the one to whom they should relate, so their relationship is equally false.

Very often, accepting the use of pseudonyms by oneself and others indicates an underlying desire to avoid relating to another in one’s true self so as to manipulate him with a clear conscience. There may also be other, pathological motives as the psychiatrists Michel Hautefeuille and Dan Véléa have emphasized. One is the wish to avoid face-to-face confrontations; another, even more neurotic, is to escape the fear of other people and the real world in general: “Through his borrowed, entirely virtual identity, the subject hides himself from the outer world which he feels or imagines to be dangerous, frustrating or nightmarish.”83

Another manifestation of psychopathology is the use of pseudonyms to construct a fictitious identity for oneself in discussion spaces. The ideal fictitious identity has none of the real defects of the individual and is adorned with qualities that he has little chance of ever acquiring in reality. This creates a double personality evolving in two parallel existences. The greater the time spent on the media compared with time spent in real life, the more this schizophrenia becomes dangerous.

Irresponsibility in Relationships: Slander, Backbiting, and Bullying

Relations between persons are also affected by the way the new media facilitate slander, backbiting, and bullying on the Internet and through social networks. They make such behavior very easy to implement, and in general promote irresponsibility in social contacts. They encourage the virtual world to seem different from the real world and to have no effect on it, so that what is done in the virtual world never implies any real responsibility. In other words, using the new media is always seen more or less as a game.

Students in school may in their leisure time use the new media to bully the weak. They reveal their secrets; they decry their behavior, real or imagined; they speak evil of them and insult them. The scapegoats and victims still exist, who in former times were insulted to their faces, or beaten up at the school gates. But nowadays the bullying is done through messages on the social networks. Since these attacks are psychological, indelible, hard to contradict, and have such a wide circulation, they do far more harm. The victims are generally adolescents with a fragile psychology. They easily lose self-esteem and suffer if they feel the slightest weakness, real or imaginary, becoming deeply destabilized and depressed, or even suicidal.

This behavior has spread far beyond the playground and affects adults. Each, with his computer or smartphone, becomes an all-powerful master who, from vengefulness, jealousy, or sadism, makes or destroys the reputation of others by posting on multiple Internet sites or the social media, text files, photos, video and audio files, all of which may be “re-touched.”

The Internet: The Trash Can of History

Once an article has been posted on the Internet, it has every chance of remaining there for ever. It is often copied onto other sites, multiplied, and archived, and leaves indelible marks. This can be a problem, so e-reputation services have appeared in recent years which promise, for a fee, to remove from the Internet those files that might compromise a person’s image and reputation. But try as they may, they often do no more than hide the compromising material, or create new material that contradicts it. More than ever we should heed the dictum: “The written word remains.” And, one may add, photos and videos too. It is not without reason that Alain Finkielkraut described the Internet as “the trash can of history,” for it is not just the best which remains, but also the worst.

Malevolent people often post slanders and lies on the Internet which can remain there indefinitely to stain and destroy the reputations of their targets. They can also search through the data on the web, which includes every past edition of the newspapers with all the articles they contain. There they can find accounts of past crimes which have been dealt with by the courts, to display for all to see, although the perpetrators may have paid their debt to society through the sentence they served and repented of their wrongdoing, or may even have been innocent and had their case dismissed. The Internet then appears as a world which never forgets or forgives.


CHAPTER 6
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Evil Encounters

Mine enemies compass my soul round about.

—Psalm 16:9 LXX

Every kind of navigation has its danger zones. The Internet is, in part, a place of meeting and discovery, but also in part, a place of evil encounters and perdition. Every country and city contains such zones, and always has. What is new is that the new media, the television, and especially the Internet have revealed them to all. They make them easy of access and allow them to enter into the home and to dwell there.

The Internet: A Place of Impunity Where No Law Applies

Except for those rare cases where a state blocks the sites of extremists and other dangerous people, anyone can publish on the Internet whatever they like about any subject whatsoever. There are personal pages, blogs and forums, and also e-commerce sites where both legal and illegal products are sold. It has often been said that the Internet is a place of impunity where the law’s writ does not run. Tracing and excluding those who abuse the Internet is made difficult by the huge number of sites and sources of files. Simultaneous transmission, as in peer-to-peer networks, and the applications like Tor and Freenet that allow identity to be hidden make the task harder still. Indeed, through applications such as Tor, the dark net is enabled, a parallel, underground invisible world where all kinds of illicit activities flourish—arms and drug dealing, for instance—which can grow, hidden from the eyes of the police.

Promoting Sex and Violence

While it is true that the new media did not create violence nor start the taste for what is commonly called sex, they nonetheless have done much to nourish and develop them, making them seem normal.

The Television

Many studies have demonstrated the negative influence of the television on violence and sexuality.84 Teenagers are clearly the most affected, but young children are not spared either. Children between 4 and 10 years old spend 80% of their television time watching programs for the general public,85 and zapping between the multitude of channels allows access to the most varied choice of program.

An American study has shown that a young person watching television 2 hours per day sees around 10,000 violent scenes every year. Another study conducted in France by the Conseil Supérieur de l’Audiovisuel gives similar figures. Those watching television are shown on average two crimes and about ten acts of violence every hour. If they watch for 3.5 hours every day, then they see 2,600 crimes and 10,000 acts of violence every year.

The American Academy of Pediatrics has warned that these scenes of violence have consequences: “Exposure to violence in media […] represents a significant risk to the health of children and adolescents. Extensive research evidence indicates that media violence can contribute to aggressive behavior, desensitization to violence, nightmares, and fear of being harmed.”86 And Michel Desmurget reaches similar conclusions in the long chapter on violence in his book TV lobotomie. La vérité scientifique sur les effets de la television:

It appears that the bad effect of television on aggressiveness is now firmly established scientifically. Every comprehensive study of this subject over the last 15 years has come to the same conclusion. Overall, the violent content of audiovisual media has three effects: (1) dulling of sensitivity: the spectator gradually learns to tolerate greater and greater levels of violence without flinching; (2) feeling the world to be threatening: the spectator gradually becomes convinced that the world around him is hostile and dangerous; (3) aggression: the spectator behaves with more violence and aggression both short term and long term. No argument has been found to support the idea of catharsis, which suggests that the spectators will get rid of their violent impulses by seeing them represented on the television. […] The conclusion is unavoidable: by reducing our exposure to violent scenes we help to make the world less violent. To say otherwise shows either a denial of reality or an intellectual swindle.87

Scenes of sex on television are equally common. An American study conducted in 2005 showed that 70% of programs for general viewing contain sexual references in 5.5 scenes every hour on average; 77% of prime time programs show 5.9 sexual scenes per hour, and 70% of the twenty most popular programs for teenagers show 6.7 such scenes.88 One of the effects of this sexual saturation is to trivialize intimate relations. Michel Desmurget hits the mark when he writes:

The flood of sex which drenches our screens […] is almost always tainted with completely unrealistic depictions of sexuality […]. The sexual act is presented by the television as a general rule, which can be indulged wantonly and without risk, and at least half the time between people who hardly know each other. Women are most often presented as objects of desire or satisfaction of lust. They are depicted as willing and passive creatures […]. On the contrary, men are presented in dominant, almost predatory roles. Their relationship with sex is frequently seen as defining their masculinity.89

Adolescents, who repeatedly watch these scenes, gradually and unconsciously acquire a certain image of sexual relations and of what is normal and what is not. Victor Strasburger finds that examples of the ideas acquired from the television are expressed as follows: “everyone sleeps with someone” […], “adults don’t plan their sex” (that is to say that they copulate impulsively at any opportunity), that “everyone has sexual relations” (including those of their age), that “married people often cheat each other,” and that “sex is a recreational sport.”90

This “teaching” is absorbed automatically by the subconscious through the play of repetitions, which makes what seems usual and ordinary pass for normal and normative. Then teenagers add to it other ideas that are equally worrying both psychologically and ethically. Michel Desmurget describes this as follows:

Behavioral studies have shown that the more an adolescent watches television the more the following tendencies are acquired: (1) to overestimate the prevalence of sexual activity amongst teenagers; (2) to have unrealistic expectations of sexual “performance”; (3) to have a permissive attitude to sexuality; and (4) to feel strongly the need to perform the act. The mark of each of these tendencies can easily be seen in the behavior of teenagers.91

The influence of the television on the young for encouraging violence, sex, or other immoral acts is reinforced by its attribution of these habits to its heroes or leading characters. They are portrayed as full of strength and conquering power, winning riches, etc. Without realizing it, the young identify with these role models and imbibe their influence by imitating them. This tends to restructure their psychology and morality with the risk of lifelong effects.

Video Games

Video games are becoming more and more violent and more and more realistic. They often simulate scenes where the player is armed and directly involved. They help to develop aggressive instincts, to trivialize violence, and to blur the distinction between fiction and reality, which all encourage violence in life. Online games are more dangerous than those played alone. They set the player against virtual characters who are not independent, but manipulated by other real people. Real people are set against each other, which further blurs the distinction between fiction and reality.

The Internet

Since the Internet duplicates the television’s films and enables online video games, it clearly reproduces the same effects, just mentioned. It has also encouraged the spread of violent videos published by the propaganda sites of extremist groups. But above all it has facilitated the spread of pornographic videos and images that used only to be found in specialized magazines, which had to be purchased, or in films projected in specialized theatres, or on encoded channels late at night.

The propagation of pornography on the Internet has been so widespread that 12% of all sites worldwide are now pornographic, that is to say 4.2 million sites and 420 million pages. Every day, 350 new pornographic sites come online. Every second, 30,000 people connect to these sites and pages. Every day, there are 68 million online searches for these pornographic sites, that is to say, 25% of all requests to search engines, with the word “sex” in every language being the most common of all search terms. Many pornographic sites are free, but are designed as baits to lure the users to sites which charge, or to paying options. Internet pornography is an industry which brought in 97 billion dollars in 2005.

The viewing of sex on the Internet has been studied mainly in America. The results are very significant. Of the 57 million Americans who have access to the Internet, 25 million visit pornographic sites for spells of between 1 and 10 hours per week. Out of these, 200,000 are addicted to pornographic sites and other online sexual material, such a sexual “chats.”92 Viewing online pornography at work is admitted by 20% of men and 13% of women, and 10% of all adults admit to an addiction to cyber-sex.93 Pornography is encountered accidentally by 79% of young people surfing the web at home.94 Pornography is a problem in the homes of 47% of all families.95

Obviously, young people’s encounters with Internet pornography are not always accidental. According to the statistics, 65% of Internet searches conducted by young Americans between 10 and 16 years old are for pornographic sites. An average American school student has looked at 1,400 explicit sexual references per year before leaving school.

Regular visits to sexual sites do not provide an outlet that could improve psychological health and reduce sexual aggression, far from it. Instead, they create addiction and blur the boundaries between fiction and reality, encouraging indulgence in the act and increasing the amount of sexual abuse.

Far from educating the young, as some suggest, such visits to sexual sites degrade the idea of sexual relations by showing them in their most perverted forms, rather than their normal expression, which is foreign to pornography. Youth is taught to see the person as a body, and the body as an object, by depicting sexual relations as a purely physical activity for selfish individual pleasure, completely divorced from respect and love.

The Internet has quickly become one of the enablers of pedophilia by allowing perverts to exchange photos and videos. In 2014 there were 20,000 sites containing pornographic images of children. In 2009 the UN estimated that at any one time 750,000 people worldwide were looking at pedo-pornographic sites. With the social media it has become the favorite hunting ground for pedophiles. The predators most often first relate to children through forums, where they pass themselves off as children. Inhope, a network of fifty-one states concerned about cyber pedophilia, found that the children most affected were those in pre-puberty, 8 to 10 years old for girls and 11 to 13 years old for boys.

Psychiatrists consider sexual addiction as having the same pathology as other addictions—drugs and gambling for instance. But unlike many other addictions it is not simply harmful to the addict, but to others, especially when it involves sexual intercourse,96 as is often the case.

Ill-Famed Places

From its earliest days, the Internet has hosted different kinds of ill-famed sites, as if the global village was structured like a town with its rough areas full of risk and danger. The difference is that in a real town people must make a conscious effort, and sometimes take risks, to get to these ill-famed areas. But the computer and tablet open immediate, easy, and comfortable access to these areas for the “surfer,” offering him a huge array of choice.

As we have seen, evil encounters on the Internet are virtual meetings with individuals or situations that have an evil influence on the way violence and sexuality are seen. They encourage the acting out of what they suggest and may lead to real meetings with sexual perverts—voyeurs, exhibitionists, sado-masochists, pedophiles, and the like. It is also possible to meet swindlers, drug dealers, political and religious extremists, and those who perversely encourage dangerous games or suicidal practices.

Cybercrime

The Internet has become a great arena for what is now called cybercrime. Different factors explain this phenomenon:

1.It is possible for a delinquent to reach anyone anywhere in the world from his computer simply by knowing the target’s email address.

2.The target can be easily deceived. There is no physical contact, so with a simple combination of texts and virtual images a false identity can be assumed. Commonly, a false profession with a false address and a fictitious business will be used to sell false objects, false discounts, and to send false requests for credit card details, phishing serving as a bait for thousands of Internet users at once.

3.Impunity is virtually guaranteed. The identity of the transmitter (IIME: international identity of mobile equipment) is easily hidden with the right software encryption combined with false identities and false addresses, making detection very unlikely. Moreover the lack of international agreements that would allow the successful prosecution of cybercriminals allows many of them to work offshore with impunity.

4.It is easy to send by post all manner of illegal articles—contraband, fake products (very dangerous if medicines or spare parts for cars), drugs, and even weapons—as the postal services do not have the means to screen effectively for these things.

5.Dishonest or fictitious businesses can divert their customer’s electronic payment details for their own benefit, and hackers can steal them from the websites where they are stored since there is no cryptography that is unbreakable.

6.The means of combatting cybercrime are quite restricted. Most countries are not yet aware of the size of this crime problem even though the financial loss it causes has been huge for several years. A recent survey by the CSIS (Center for Strategic and International Studies) estimated that cybercrime and cyberespionage caused an annual loss of 100 billion dollars to the American economy and the loss of 508,000 jobs. The worldwide loss was estimated at 500 billion dollars.97

The Drug Market

The Internet facilitates drug consumption in many ways. It allows orders for drugs to be placed, or for the ingredients from which they can be cultivated or synthesized. The suppliers may be within the state or abroad, and the orders can be sent through the postal service with little fear of detection. It also provides recipes for making toxic substances oneself, and describes how cannabis and hallucinogenic mushrooms may be cultivated at home. It also informs those who are interested of the development of new drugs, and how certain chemicals may be used as drugs.98 It also helps to trivialize and spread the consumption of drugs through the exchange of experiences on forums.

The substances widely used by athletes to improve sporting performance should also be classed in the same category as drugs. In most countries these are forbidden by law, not only in the interests of fair play but also because they are dangerous. They are easily procured through the Internet from countries where they are tolerated by the law, or from underground suppliers.

All these transactions were and could still be possible without the Internet, but the Internet greatly facilitates them, aids them, and amplifies them.

Sectarian and Extremist Propaganda

The Internet has become the propaganda tool of choice for sects and groups of extremists who would get no hearing on mainstream media. Groups that would otherwise be obscure and unknown can easily present themselves to the public. Moreover, thanks to the ease with which people can be manipulated through texts, images, and especially videos99 presented on the Internet, it is used to impress and recruit.

The sects have a strong Internet presence (more than 50,000 sites), and some of them use it to recruit, the Scientologists, the Jehovah’s Witnesses and Soka Gakkai for instance. However, it has been even more useful to extremist political movements, which were formerly insignificant. They have greatly increased their membership and gained many sympathizers thanks to the way they have publicized their ideas, especially through talented bloggers.

Extremist religious movements have also greatly benefited by exploiting the advantages of the Internet as a tool for information and manipulation. It is common knowledge that the young people who have converted to Islam and joined the violent extremists like ISIS in the Middle East often did so under the influence of propaganda from certain Mosques and in the markets. But at least as many succumbed to the lure of their Internet sites that, as communication experts have noted, are run by past masters in the manipulation of minds. Their targets are often young people living in the countryside with no direct contact with Islamic extremes, but who are nonetheless convinced that they should join the jihad.

Suicide Pacts

Among the evil encounters lurking on the Internet and leading onto dangerous paths are those sites that promote suicide, which started to spread in the 1990s. Some of these sites have helped groups of young people to agree to commit mass suicide; others host the blogs of those sick with depression whose temptations to suicide tend to infect others of like mind; others describe the methods for ending one’s life and attract especially those who seek euthanasia. The impact of these sick sites is certainly limited, but there is a clear correlation between their spread and the suicide rate of the young which can be observed the world over.100

Other sites that fall into the same category are those that promote anorexia, since this ailment is a subconscious expression of a death wish. Anorexia is of course a form of psychosis: a chronic mental illness which modifies one’s perception of oneself and the world. It has deep roots in personal psychology and in family life, but it can blossom in a favorable environment. In adolescence, when teenagers feel ill at ease with their bodies, the media offer them skinny “top models” as role models of beauty and success. This influences the teenagers by encouraging them to imitate what they see, which was created by undernourishment and exaggerated by image retouching. They are drawn to start on a path that is dangerous for their health and even their lives.


CHAPTER 7
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The Abolition of Private Life

Privacy is something which has emerged out of the urban boom coming from the industrial revolution; privacy may actually be an anomaly.

—Vint Cerf, chief evangelist at Google

If you have something that you don’t want anyone to know, maybe you shouldn’t be doing it in the first place.

—Eric Schmidt, CEO of Google

The new media have reduced the distinction between private and public life so much that in some cases it has completely disappeared. One cause of this is the deliberate and conscious action of the states and large companies that control big data. Another cause is the behavior, both conscious and unconscious, of individuals driven by certain psychological inclinations, which are encouraged by the way the new media work.

Reducing the Distance Between Public and Private Life

One of the most remarkable effects of the new media has been to help enormously the blurring of the boundaries between private and public life. Television, the Internet, and Facebook have been especially effective in this respect. Over 20 years ago, Lucien Sfez observed that modern communications meant “the end of the distinction between public and private which has been at the foundations of civil society and the state since the time of Christian Rome.”101

In general, the television brings public life into the home, into what Hannah Arendt called “the security of private life,”102 the intimate environment of the family, hitherto protected from intrusion. Its presence is more than intrusive. It is dominant. It takes the place of the mistress of the house for part of the day, which it organizes as a function of the programs, and it acquires more influence than the parents over the children.

It also gives private life a public dimension by multiplying “tele-reality” programs that aim to show people’s private lives in the most intimate way. These programs transform the spectator into a voyeur. Any behavior that may attract attention is emphasized. This is often deviant behavior, or what corresponds to the passions of the spectators that they may or may not admit.

The television also insinuates itself into the family circles of politicians, or invites them to speak of their private lives on-screen. It is alleged that this will bring them closer to the people, but in fact, it merely deconsecrates their office and weakens their authority in modern society.

Virtually every computer is equipped with a small camera, or linked to one via Wi-Fi or Bluetooth. So, everyone can present themselves to the world in their most private and intimate environment. Some even go so far as to film themselves continuously, transmitting their every gesture, and every detail of their daily life.

Mobile phones can take photos and videos, and record sounds. This allows the words and behavior of people nearby to be recorded in secret, and then broadcast publicly through the Internet or Facebook. It has become impossible for well-known people, be they actors, singers, politicians, or anyone famous, to do, say, or react to anything anywhere at all without the risk of being recorded by someone and the result broadcast to the world at large.

In this field, as in others, the modern world is marked by a hatred of secrets and a culture of transparency. These arise not so much through love of truth, but in the service of exhibitionism and voyeurism, enabled by the new media that provide both the means and powerful encouragement for such behavior.

The Coming of Big Brother

All kinds of personal and confidential information transit through the new media and can be harvested to be stored for unlimited time. Many free Internet sites require users to provide some personal information in exchange for their service—age, address, telephone number, etc. Those who use Facebook are also required to reveal more private information—date and place of birth, schools and universities attended, their place of work, a list of their friends, their tastes in reading, music, and films, their main interests, photographs, etc. Sometimes users furnish such information to various sites naively or without thinking; sometimes they give them gladly to social networks, especially Facebook; and in all cases they are easily recovered by third parties.

Cambridge Analytica was a company specialized in strategic communication, which used tools to harvest and analyze data so as to provide political parties with a service that would influence opinion through the social media. Unbeknownst to 87 million users of Facebook, this company harvested all their personal data and used it to send them targeted messages to influence the way they voted in the American Presidential Elections. This scandal showed Facebook users how the company’s software allowed all their most personal data to be synthesized and continuously updated in a database accessible to the company or its partners.

All the cards we use, be they bank cards, loyalty cards, or health service cards (Vitale in France), leave a trace that is recorded digitally every time they are inserted into a terminal. So, those who run the service have a mass of information about the users. Cameras mounted in public places observe us as we go by and record our movements, where we stop, what interests us, what we do, and whom we meet. Since the recordings are digital, they can easily be preserved for a long time. No communication between two persons can remain completely confidential. The emails and text messages transit through Internet service providers who have the technical means to scan them all and to record them. Under certain conditions, which become slacker with time, telephone calls can be recorded by the police or by espionage agencies at home or abroad. The location of computers, tablets, and mobile phones can be accurately determined, which allows their users’ movements to be accurately tracked. Several suppliers of applications for smartphones link their functionality to the localization of their user. Google strongly encourages its users to provide their localization and has developed an application which memorizes all the different localizations entered and all the journeys between them. Another application, Google Driving, will predict the route to be taken as a function of the stored information!

In general one may say that the different Internet service providers who network the world have the technical capacity to locate in both space and time any user of a portable device connected to their network. Those with whom they communicate can be identified, revealing their relations, even when the content of the messages or conversations is not actually recorded. Comparing this information with the traces left by smart cards each time they are used allows, in principle, most of their daily journeys to be reconstituted, and even many of their activities too.

With a computer, it would be easy to analyze all this data and thus to deduce the habitual purchases of anyone, along with their cultural and economic levels and their state of health. Their daily activities, their usual haunts, their rare encounters, their tastes, their beliefs, their ideas, their desires, and their plans could also be evaluated. If, in addition, telephone conversations could be recorded along with tweets, text messages, and emails, it would be possible to know precisely everyone’s ideas and a good part of their inner life.

By simply entering someone’s name into a search engine such as Google much of his personal information can be found. Statistically, someone using the Internet leaves, willingly or unwillingly, an average of ten pieces of information on each site visited. Some of them are already recorded, which allows the search engine to suggest other sites to visit by using the browsing history of the client.

A computer capable of all this is under our noses. It is enough for our service provider to take control of the memory and disc storage of our personal computer for it to become a tool to control us through its access to every single one of our connections.

This is exactly what Microsoft does, by forcing the consent of the users of its systems; and with Apple, it owns the vast majority of the operating systems in the world. In the privacy statement, to which users of the latest version of Windows must agree, it is frightening to see how this American company collects the personal data of its users the world over.

Microsoft collects data to operate effectively and provide you the best experiences with our products. You provide some of this data directly, such as when you create a Microsoft account, administer your organization’s licensing account, submit a search query to Bing, register for a Microsoft event, speak a voice command to Cortana, upload a document to OneDrive, purchase an MSDN subscription, sign up for Office 365 or contact us for support. We get some of it by recording how you interact with our products by, for example, using technologies like cookies, and receiving error reports or usage data from software running on your device.

“The data we collect depends on the context of your interactions with Microsoft, the choices you make, including your privacy settings, and the products and features you use. We collect data about the features you use, the items you purchase and the web pages you visit. This data includes your voice and text search queries or commands to Bing, Cortana and our chat bots. This also includes the settings you select and the software configurations you use most. […] We collect data about your device and the network you use to connect to our products. It includes data about the operating systems and other software installed on your device, including product keys. It also includes IP address, device identifiers (such as the IMEI number for phones), regional and language settings. […] We collect data about your interests and favorites, such as the teams you follow in a sports app, the programming languages you prefer, the stocks you track in a finance app or the favorite cities you add to a weather app. In addition to those you explicitly provide, your interests and favorites may also be inferred or derived from other data we collect. […] We collect data about your contacts and relationships if you use a Microsoft product to manage contacts, for example Outlook.com, or to communicate or interact with other people or organizations, for example Visual Studio Team Services ….” In other words, they allow a complete user profile to be created for advertising purposes.103

The conditions of use for Cortana, the voice recognition software used by the system, are even more intrusive.

“To enable Cortana to provide personalized experiences and relevant suggestions, Microsoft collects and uses various types of data, such as your device location, data from your calendar, the apps you use, data from your emails and text messages, who you call, your contacts and how often you interact with them on your device. Cortana also learns about you by collecting data about how you use your device and other Microsoft services, such as your music, alarm settings, whether the lock screen is on, what you view and purchase, your browse and Bing search history, and more.” […] “When you use OneDrive, we record the data concerning your use of this service as well as the content you save.” But this is not all, as this piece of software also analyses undefined “speech data”: “we collect your voice input, as well your name and nickname, your recent calendar events and the names of the people in your appointments, and information about your contacts including names and nicknames.” […] “Microsoft does not use the content of your emails, discussions, video calls, voice mails, documents, photos or other personal files to send you targeted advertising [but it still uses] other information which we have collected over time using your demographic data your search requests, your centers of interest, your favorites, you user data and your localization data.” […] “We will access, disclose and preserve personal data, including your content (such as the content of your emails, other private communications or files in private folders), when we have a good faith belief that doing so is necessary to,” for example, “protect their customers” or “enforce the terms governing the use of the services.” […] “The personal data collected by Microsoft may be recorded and analyzed in the United States of America or in any other country where Microsoft, its subsidiaries or service providers are present.”

The personal data of Internet users are in fact collected by State agencies, such as the NSA, to control society, or by private corporations that sell, exchange, or exploit them for profit. The services provided by Google or Bing, which make on-line searching possible, and that allow vast numbers of documents (music, texts, videos, etc.) to be acquired free of charge only seem to be free. Behind the scenes there is a deal that brings great profit to the service providers at the expense of their clients. It is about this behavior that the proverb was coined: “When it’s free, you’re the product.” This data does not pass away. It is harvested on a huge scale and stored indefinitely, thanks to the huge and infallible memories of the computers that handle it.

As Michel Bera and Eric Méchouan have shown, the Internet allows the creation of warehouses of data that allow individuals to be sorted, ranked, and filed away as never before.104 So, as Alan Finkielkraut predicted: “The right to blot out the traces or to exist without leaving a trail will soon be gone. We will have gained many rights but will have lost the right to privacy.”105 The reign of Big Brother, described by George Orwell in his novel 1984, is no longer fiction. It can become reality by agreement between the different digital service providers, or by the creator of the dominant operating system accessing the memories of every computer that uses it, or by a state agency seizing data, legally or illegally. Indeed, it has already begun.

State Surveillance of Individuals

The United States and other advanced states have been able, for years, to observe and listen to individuals through satellite technology and to intercept telephone conversations and Internet traffic. This has allowed them to intercept electronic communications worldwide. Even heads of state are vulnerable to the NSA, as WikiLeaks has revealed. This agency has collaboration and sharing agreements with the large-scale harvesters of digital data,106 particularly Google and Yahoo.107

Various state services can access this data: the police, the customs service, espionage agencies, and the tax authorities. Under the pretext of preventing terrorism, the French State recently gave its espionage agencies the right, unfettered by any supervision or control, to intrude into the private lives of all its citizens by the following means.

1.They can install “black boxes” on the telephone networks that allow the analysis of all their “metadata”108 with an algorithm, which can be configured to capture what is desired. This is mass surveillance, since all the traffic is analyzed by the algorithm to detect automatically certain key words. The metadata seem harmless at first sight, since they do not directly reveal the content of the messages sent. But in fact, by cross-correlation, they allow the quick identification of the people involved,109 and much private information about them to be obtained.

2.The use of key loggers, which allow every keystroke on the target’s computer to be recorded.

3.The use of IMSI catchers, which can capture all telephone and Internet traffic within a radius of 500 meters.

4.Fitting cameras or microphones in a dwelling, or a GPS beacon to a vehicle.

Any citizen trying to escape the control of the state, by using encryption or by employing a program like Tor, becomes suspicious to state agencies as his identity, the IP address of his computer, and where he is are all hidden. Suspicion is also aroused by an innocent visit to a site targeted by a surveillance algorithm. Equally suspicious is any person who makes contact with another who is already on a surveillance list.110

State or municipal surveillance systems are, of course, aimed at improving the security of the people; but they run up against the age-old problem that more liberty means less security and more security means less liberty. In this sphere, every democratic society has been obliged to compromise; but modern means favor overarching security. The insecurity felt by the citizens of modern societies, which arises from the way they have developed, encourages this. Morality has been weakened, mainly through loss of religious faith; delinquency and fanaticism, both religious and political, have increased; and the permeability of frontiers has been a boon to the mafia and organized crime. Overarching security requires better means of prevention, which in turn require ever better systems of surveillance to keep ahead of the means of evading them.

We have come, bit by bit, to a kind of totalitarianism that hides itself behind the invisibility of digital sensors. In an article published in The Nation (New York) on March 23, 2015, David Cole states:

Imagine a state that compelled its citizens to inform it at all times of where they are, who they are with, what they are doing, who they are talking to, how they spend their time and money, and even what they are interested in. None of us would want to live there. Human-rights groups would condemn such a state for denying the most basic elements of human dignity and freedom. We’d pity its citizens for their inability to enjoy the rights and privileges we know are essential to a liberal democracy.

In fact, this is the state in which we now live—with one minor wrinkle: the US government does not compel us directly to share any of the above intimate information with it. Instead, it relies on private companies to collect such information—and then it takes it from them at will.

If this form of totalitarianism that we now endure has arisen in a theoretically democratic state, we can imagine what it might be like in a hard-line totalitarian state that might develop from it, using all the above means of surveillance.

It is true that too much information drowns out information, that most of the information transmitted is of no interest, and that citizens who are above reproach have nothing to fear from being observed or overheard. But as Maurits Martijn and Rob Wijnbeerg have demonstrated in eleven points in their article in De Correspondant (Amsterdam), we all have something to hide: our intimate and personal life.

The possibility of being observed and overheard teaches us that nothing can be completely confidential. This is subjectively seen, and rightly so, as an intrusion into our private life, a violation of our intimacy, and an affront to human dignity.

Economic Control of Everyone

Many commercial organizations have agreed that from now on they will share and classify for profit all the personal data that they have acquired from the Internet through client registration, Internet searches and purchases, and loyalty cards. All this data is presently recorded, classified, and centralized in commercial data bases (Big Data). It is analyzed and further classified to establish customer profiles. The results of this paneling111 can then be sold to other commercial organizations, which use them to target potential customers in client prospection software. One can easily see this on the main commercial sites on the web, such as Amazon. Simply searching for a product registers an interest that leads similar products to be proposed on subsequent visits to the site. In certain stores, there is an IT system that links to the mobile phone of every customer to record how much time is spent in front of each product. This gauge of customer interest allows commercial strategies to be developed.

Many websites, Google especially, nag users to register the location of their computers permanently. The location of a smartphone, with user permission, is recorded continuously, which can be obligatory with some applications. These locations are then used by commercial sites, or sold by dealers in big data, to allow commercial offers to be sent to customers from businesses in their area. Many of these offers succeed, since they are tuned to the passions, the desires, the interests, and the ease of access of the person targeted.

Official data concerning health services, such as the data on the Carte Vitale in France, are fairly well protected. But the various objects, such as bracelets and watches, connected to suppliers who are not subject to medical secrecy allow them to harvest data that can then be used for profit. For example, more and more people follow various bodily functions and activities. They track their movements and the number of paces taken all day long. They also record their weight, body mass, calorie intake and consumption, blood pressure and pulse rate, and monitor the rhythm, duration, and quality of their sleep. All this is recorded by applications on their smartphones or computers and transmitted to the service providers who have agreed to store them, synthesize them, and analyze them; but they also may easily exploit them. Google has recently proposed an application that allows Internet users to diagnose their illnesses from the symptoms that they enter into the search engine. It will then suggest non-prescription treatments. There is some profit to be made from the sale of medicines, but far more to be gained from commercializing all the information gathered on the health of those people who are naïve enough to provide this intimate and confidential data.

Different kinds of data allow service providers to make predictions that serve their own interests. Visa, one of the main providers of bank card services, is even able to calculate the risk of divorce by analyzing the pattern of their customers’ purchases. Insurance companies are interested in harvesting data that helps them assess the risks of different customers. They look for information on their standard of living, employment stability and health, backed by health history and medical treatments, and also by eating habits and sporting activities. The same goes for banks when a loan is requested.

These are just a few examples of how the new media allow the economic control of individuals with a power never equaled before. For those who use big data, individuals are no more than data base entries of economic variables to be used for profit. They are numerical clones, each with an identity, but bereft of any humanity or personality.

Self-exposure and the Loss of Modesty and a Sense of Intimacy

The removal of the distance between private and public life is not simply due to the actions of states and large corporations that exploit big data. It is also caused by people themselves. The new media place them in a domain where it is easy to express and develop certain psychological and spiritual tendencies.

Following the work of Guy Debord,112 many analysts have found that in different spheres, our society has become a “society of the spectacle” where a scenario is more important than reality and appearances are more important than being. It is a society oppressed by a real “tyranny of one’s image.”113 Even those well placed in society, whose position is assured by their rank or their cultural and intellectual achievements, are subject to this. They use the new media to present themselves to the widest possible audience, driven by the new idea that the reality and value of what one has achieved is nothing if it is not known. It must be seen and discussed. One’s fame is measured by the number of web pages where one is present, by the number of “friends” and “likes” on Facebook, or “followers” on Twitter.

The ease with which one may create a personal page, or a blog, on the Internet has encouraged people to expose themselves in every possible way. Facebook and Twitter encourage this still further so that anyone, even if of no account, can present himself more or less widely to the public to give the impression that he is well known.

Those who have nothing remarkable to offer try with all their might to make themselves noticed. One of the main ways of attracting attention is to present deviant or offensive behavior. Exposing one’s psychological or physical intimacy will also serve to stimulate the voyeurism of potential spectators.

Everyone finds it easy to speak on the new media of personal matters that in former times were treated with discretion through self-respect, through modesty, or to avoid being shamed. This phenomenon shows how far the sense of intimacy has been lost, and how greatly the boundary between public and private life has been blurred. It is related to a loss of moral sense and to forgetfulness of what it means to be a person. For in each personality, including one’s own, there are mysterious depths and a hidden identity.

Such behavior can also be seen in the way mobile phones are used everywhere in public spaces. The users speak loudly about all sorts of subjects without the least embarrassment or concern that they may be overheard by those next to them or may be intruding into other people’s personal space.

The new media have not simply enabled self-exposure, but have encouraged over-exposure of oneself. One’s intimacy is willingly or knowingly shown to the public at large. This “overexposed intimacy”114 is called forth by the demand for total transparency in modern Western Societies and encouraged by the culture of narcissism that they have nurtured. As the American philosopher Christopher Lasch has shown, this culture of narcissism has invaded every section of society,115 strongly supported by the new media.

In psychoanalysis, narcissism is classed as a form of “philautie,” the egotistical love of oneself. Eastern Christian Spirituality considers this to be one of the basic passions of humanity, the mother of all the others. It has an extremely negative effect on the person as we will see in what follows.


CHAPTER 8
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The Denial of the Body and Its Effects on Health

But if your eye is bad, your whole body will be full of darkness.

—Matthew 6:23

Setting Aside the Body

As we have seen above, when we looked at relationships between people, one of the effects of all the new media, without exception, has been to set aside the body. Apart from the organs of sense and the fingers which activate the keyboard, touchscreen, joystick, and remote control, the body is inactive, and to different degrees is isolated and absent, both from oneself and from others.

In all these situations, apart from the mobile phone, homo connecticus is immobile on a chair, forgetting his body. In general, he cuts himself off from others to concentrate on his screen; and if he does relate to others, it is most often without his body.

Placing one’s body out of sight and being blind to the bodies of others are not caused only by the media. It also is due to the desire to escape and hide out of sight of others so as not to face up to their real existence to which the physical presence of their bodies bears witness. Thus many people are more at ease communicating when their bodies cannot be seen and they are not face to face. They do not realize that this flight from themselves and from the bodily presence of others is the sign of a neurotic attitude.

Isaac Asimov predicted this disembodied culture in his novel, The Naked Sun. The inhabitants of the planet Solaria were glued to their computers in their homes and had no physical relationship with each other. Were they to encounter bodily another individual, they became tense and panicked. Philippe Breton asks: “Does not this new cult of the virtual deny the body as the root of man’s identity, as David Le Breton has demonstrated and strongly denounced?”116 Le Breton observes that in general, “A religion of the machine imposes itself on a background of the denigration of man and contempt for his inherent bodily nature.”117 He shows how for those who use the new media their bodies become a burden, which hinders their activity with their physical needs; and also, through the play of perversion and makeovers, become broken beings whose identity is blurred:

Navigating the internet or virtual reality gives people the impression that they are burdened by a body to which they are chained. It must be fed, cared for and maintained, and life without it would be much happier, free from those troubles. Faceless and bodiless communication encourages multiple identities, and the disintegration of the person, who is consumed by a flow of encounters in each of which a different identity is assumed. The name, age, sex and profession are chosen to suit the circumstances. Cyber-culture is often described by those who embrace it as a world of wonders, where mutants invent a new universe which is, of necessity, a bodiless paradise.118

The New Media as a Health Risk

The negative effects of the new media on health have led two American pediatricians to the following conclusion, which applies also to adults: “The media should be recognized as a major public health problem.”119 In his book, TV Lobotomie. La vérité scientifique sur les effets de la télévision, Michel Desmurget emphasizes how much damage the television can do to the body. Here is the introduction to his chapter “La télé, menace de la santé”:

Imagine a recreational substance whose consumption would increase considerably the incidence of obesity, smoking, alcoholism, sleep disorders, attempted suicides, dangerous sexual habits and eating disorders (anorexia and bulimia). Would you accept this substance in your home? Would you allow your children to use it? I don’t think so! If I am not mistaken about this, then it is clear that the vast majority of television watchers and responsible parents are not aware of the poisonous effects of the small screen. There are dozens of scientific studies which show with frightening consistency that there is no difference at all between the effects of this imaginary substance and of the television. The television is not a source of harmless amusement. It is a major health hazard.120

Reduction of Physical Activity

The unhealthy effects on the body of the new media are caused first by the considerable reduction of physical activity that results when one spends several hours per day motionless in front of a screen. The bad effects of a sedentary lifestyle are well documented in medical journals; and with the growth of the service industries over recent decades, there has been a big reduction in physical activity in many jobs, which is only partially compensated by sporting activity.

There is abundant evidence from many studies that the time spent watching television is correlated to an increased risk of cardio-vascular problems.121 The results may be extended to other media—video games and the Internet for instance—which involve remaining almost motionless in front of a screen for long periods.

Staring at a screen with motionless eyelids for long periods causes various ocular problems. The eyes become dry and irritated, which can cause problems of focusing and mental fatigue as one strains to compensate.

The development of domestic appliances and e-commerce also reduces physical activity in a way that harms health. The first reduces or eliminates for the habitually inactive even the light activity of household chores that might have improved their body tone. The second removes the need to go out and walk around the shops. Home entertainment from television and Internet has the same immobilizing effect.

Debasement of Eating Habits, Bulimia, and Obesity

Screen time, be it television, video games, or Internet, has unfortunate effects upon eating habits: meals are taken at irregular times and fast food is consumed, all so as to lose as little screen time as possible. Meals are not properly cooked and diet is not balanced. Watching television encourages the nibbling of high-calorie snacks (pop-corn, crisps, biscuits, cakes, etc.) that, statistically, takes place for about 15% of the time in front of the screen. High-calorie drinks are also consumed, sugary sodas by the children and beer or other alcoholic drinks by adults and even adolescents. All this adds up to a mechanical, and so unconscious, bulimia. One of its effects is obesity, which is also a result of inactivity. Of course, too much screen time is not the only cause of obesity, but it helps greatly, and one may say: “The more time you spend in front of the screen, the more likely you are to be fat.”122

The factors mentioned above123 have their greatest effect on childhood obesity. They affect adults insofar as the adults stick to the bad habits picked up earlier, which increase fatness. Many health problems arise from this: high blood pressure, the risk of a stroke, diabetes, arthrosis, hypercholesterolemia, sleep apnea, problems with the endocrine gland, and certain cancers. Psychological problems arise as well, related to low self-esteem. Overall, obesity increases mortality rates by 50% to 80%.124

Alcoholism and Addiction to Tobacco

In his book, TV Lobotomie. La vérité scientifique sur les effets de la télévision, Michel Desmurget studies in depth how one becomes alcoholic125 or addicted to tobacco,126 both of which, of course, have grave effects upon health. Both are encouraged by the television in two different ways. For a start, your passive attitude as you watch television encourages smoking and drinking. This, like nibbling, is largely automatic and unconscious. Also, the television companies advertise alcohol and cigarettes. This has a big impact on adolescents and forms habits, which they maintain as they grow up. In some countries, those of the European Union for instance, advertising is prohibited for tobacco, and tightly controlled for alcohol. However, some of the movies and soap operas screened encourage their consumption by trivializing it.127 They depict characters, whom the young will see as heroes or role models, smoking and drinking. They are meant to be seen as models of virility and social success to be imitated; and when programs such as a football match are watched by a group, all the members generally drink.

American research has shown that every hour adolescents spend watching television increases by about 10% the probability that they will become regular drinkers within 18 months.128 As regards tobacco, research on children of between 9 and 12 years old has shown that 35% of them began to smoke through the examples they were given in movies and soap operas.129 Further research on children of between 10 and 14 years old, whose parents did not smoke, showed that 52% of them had begun to smoke through this influence.130

We will dwell no longer on this subject since it is specific to television and to those media that show movies and soap operas. There are other media to consider that do not leave the hands free for eating, smoking, and drinking, and are not conditioned so much by advertising.

Sleep Problems

One of the most obvious effects of the use of the new media on the body is sleep deprivation with all the psychological problems that come with it. The clinical sleep problems related to the new media are associated with a reduction of the time asleep below what is normal for a particular age group. This is not necessarily due to addiction, but may simply be caused by the need to view a late-night program to the end, the need to consult the Internet late at night, or the need to finish off email and SMS correspondence. Worse problems may arise when there is a degree of addiction. For example, online chats or video games may lead some young people to stay awake all night, with serious effects on the next day’s activities, at work or at college.

Problems of sleep quality affect most active users of the new media, especially with screens. They include problems with going to sleep and waking up often during the night with difficulty going back to sleep. The result is tiredness upon waking in the morning, which continues throughout the day. These problems have various causes. First of all, it is well known that sleep consists of a series of cycles. When the beginning of the first cycle is a failure and doesn’t lead to sleep, it is transferred to the second cycle. This failure of sleep cycles is due to the normal physiological mechanisms that induce sleep being supplanted by something stronger: the end of a television film, or the end of Internet and social network activities.

A second, and natural, cause of the problem is that going to sleep is linked to a decrease of light intensity. Watching a computer screen counteracts this process and helps to keep the Internet user awake. This is less true for watching the television, where the viewer is related less closely to the screen.

A third cause is that an active relationship with the new media (with computers more than the television) keeps the attention alert and all of one’s faculties awake.

A fourth cause is that the way the content of the Internet is always changing, discontinuously and without structure, produces a certain disorder in the mind. This leads to troubled sleep and disturbs the moments of wakefulness which, in turn, hinder going back to sleep.

A fifth cause may be the content itself. If it contains scenes that arouse our emotions or shake our sensitivities, it can be disturbing, especially for children. Michel Desmurget writes: “the more a child watches television, the greater the risk of troubled nights. Some of the symptoms are parasomnia, screams of anguish, problems of going to sleep, refusal to go to bed, nightmares and frequent awakening at night.”131

Tiredness and Stress

A reduction in the time or quality of sleep brings on tiredness. This adds to the psychological and mental fatigue linked to the use of the new media (of which we will speak later) and impacts the body. It leads to a state of debility if the body is not toned up with physical work or sport. Moreover, the body itself is stressed by using the new media leading to various physiological problems.


CHAPTER 9
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The Dominance of the Virtual over the Real

Our age prefers the image to the object, a copy to the original, a depiction to the reality, the superficial to being …. What is sacred for this age is illusion, and the profane is seen as truth.

—Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity

When ghosts become real, reality becomes ghostly.

—Gunter Anders, The Obsolescence of Man

The main characteristic of the new media is that in what they broadcast and in the relationships they create they bring about a virtual reality. It mirrors reality, and gradually becomes more and more important until reality is completely swamped. In the mind of homo connecticus, the image he has of the world has become more important than the world itself.

Pride of Place for the Image

A great change has been brought about by the new media in the way people see the world: the image has become all important. This change started many decades ago in the printed media, newspapers, weekly magazines, and periodicals. They published more and more photographs, ever more striking and even shocking, and this gave rise to the famous advertising slogan of a well-known French weekly: “The weight of the words; the punch of the picture.”

At the same time, the image has acquired a place of growing importance in daily life. It is the main tool of advertising that has penetrated all the media and marks our environment with its billboards both in towns and along country roads. It is the main characteristic of the television that has invaded every home. Subsequently it has taken pride of place in all the new media, be they the Internet the social networks or the MMS, everything enabled by computers, tablets, and smartphones.

Much has been written about the special power of the image, and how it can convey a message more easily and powerfully than mere words. This special power is due mainly to two factors: first, it is perceived by the eye, which is the most sensitive and receptive of all the organs of sense; and second, it has a special power to arouse the emotions, sentiments, and attachments and to incite desire or repulsion. As Pascal said, long before there were specialists in communication, the power to convince depends less on the reason than on the imagination and sensitivity,132 and a touching image is far more convincing than a well-thought-out and well-presented argument.

Advertisers understood from the start the profit they could gain through the power of images. The media use them too, to increase the number of their readers and spectators. And so have various other organizations whose interest is to steer public opinion and to manipulate the masses.

The power of an image to provoke action or reaction can be enhanced by tuning it to produce the desired results. The exact moment a photograph is taken and its angle of view can influence strongly the way what it records will be seen. So can the choice of particular people or moments as subjects during the unfolding of a complex event. In a documentary film, the script allows the shots and the people filmed to be chosen in advance, and subsequent editing allows certain scenes to be retained and others removed so as to slant the information as desired. Image enhancement software, such as Photoshop, allows images to be altered at will to be more attractive or more repulsive. Parts of the image can be airbrushed away, removing some of the people present or changing the background. In all these ways a certain view can be imposed of what took place and the roles of various people, along with the corresponding emotions, sentiments, desires, and opinions.

However, it is not only in these media that the image is treated as more important than the reality it is supposed to represent. The same thing occurs in the daily life of all those immersed in digital devices. It is so easy for anyone to take a photograph that they have proliferated in daily life. There are so many ways this can be done: with digital cameras, tablets, and especially smartphones, which are so easy to use. They are light, handy, and cheap, for the photos cost nothing. In addition to the selfies he takes in a mad desire to multiply pictures of himself, homo connecticus feels the need to photograph every situation in which he finds himself. The moment of life, the people with him, the nature which surrounds him, or even the dish he is eating, all have less importance for him than the digital images he takes of them. This photographic bulimia is quite unlike the photographs of former times. They were printed on paper and stuck into an album so that they could be consulted later by the family to remind them of joyful and memorable events in the past. The number of digital photos is so inflated that there is no time to consult them even when they are saved onto a dedicated drive. On the photographic device, they must be periodically deleted to make room for more. They are often intended for sharing on Facebook, but the “friends” or “followers,” drowned by a flood of images from everywhere,133 ensure that their life is brief.

What is most worrying is that it is more important to have taken the photo and to have shared it on Facebook or Twitter than to have felt and experienced the event. People photograph a landscape without first taking the time to contemplate it, and once the picture is taken it becomes the main thing, giving them the impression that the landscape is their own. The digital photographer experiences reality only through its representation and its permanent transmission. He becomes separated from reality and plunges into a world of ghosts.

By giving homo connecticus the ability to copy the world, the new media dull his desire to discover it and to experience it in reality. While claiming to enrich his life, in fact they impoverish it. They limit his field of action while claiming to enlarge it. Does he really wish to explore far-off lands with all the expense, fatigue, and danger that this implies when the films he can watch on the Internet or the television place these lands opposite his armchair? Does he really wish to travel and queue at a museum when Google gives him Art Project that shows him high-resolution images of 40,000 great works from museums worldwide at the click of a mouse? It is here that we see clearly the trickery of it all. The size of the pictures and their original colors are absent. It is not possible to view them from different distances and angles the better to appreciate them. Above all, the emotion linked to seeing them in a place specially designed for viewing them is impossible. Instead of viewing the originals in a museum, the spectator sees a group (or series) of copies, rather like the work of a forger, but diminished by being reduced to the size of the screen, and to two dimensions in the case of sculptures.

The Dominance of the Virtual over the Real

The ease with which images can be created, manipulated, and transmitted, and the importance they have attained has allowed the new media to set up a virtual world in parallel to the real and more forceful than it. This situation could be foreseen 40 years ago by those who had thought carefully about the media. Among them was Guy Debord who wrote La societé du spectacle. It begins with this remark: “The whole life of societies in which modern conditions of production prevail may be seen as a vast mass of scenarios. Any living experience is set at a distance by the way it is presented.”134 This spectacle, or representation of the world which parallels it and ends up by replacing it, consists mainly of images: “The spectacle cannot be considered simply as an abuse of the visible and a result of the techniques of massive image transmission. It is more a Weltanschauung135 which has come to life and been materialized. It is a vision of the world which has become objectivized.”136 This unreal world of the spectacle is not neutral, but overall reflects the orientation of society. In the modern Western World its end is essentially in politics, and even more in economics, for in this world, politics is dominated by economics.

The spectacle, taken as a whole, is both the result and the source of the existing style of production. It is not an addition to the real world, stuck on like a decoration. It is the unreal heart of real society. In all its various forms, news or propaganda, advertising or direct consumption of amusements, the spectacle is the present model of the dominant life of society. It is the ever-present affirmation of the choice already made in production and in the consumption which goes with it. The form and content of the spectacle are the complete justification of both the conditions and the aims of the existing system.137

The society of the spectacle, says Debord, is in an unreal state, consisting of appearances, which denies reality and real life: “Considered on its own terms, the spectacle is the assertion of appearances, and the claim that all human and social life consists simply of appearances; but the criticism which reaches the truth of the spectacle reveals it to be the visible denial of life; or a denial of life which has become visible.”138 The spectacle thus becomes a kind of ideal and moral norm: “The spectacle presents itself as hugely positive, unchallenged and inaccessible. All which remains is this: what appears is good, and what is good appears.”139 The society of the spectacle creates a double illusion: it presents as unreal what is real, and as real what is unreal: “Where the real world is transformed into mere images, mere images become real and the effective drivers of hypnotized behavior.”140 Debord’s criticism belongs to Marxist thought and is heavily influenced by Feuerbach. It is limited by its confinement to the economic realm, which is well expressed by the axiom: “The root of the spectacle is in the realm of the economy of abundance.”141 Modern media, however, substitute a representation (mainly with images) of reality for reality itself in all spheres of society, economic, political, religious, etc. They also extend it to the individual sphere. They facilitate the representation and staging of oneself, and the creation of a character, in parallel with one’s real self, to replace the real person.

The television has greatly helped to set up a world where reality is seen as a spectacle and where spectacles are created to be passed off as realities.142 Generally, the television distances the spectator from reality even as it claims to depict it, for, as Liliane Lurçat remarks: “It is not the world, but a mirage of the world depicted in images.”143 We never reach the world through the television. Instead, we reach a substitute.144 The problem lies in the image and in its power. It makes it seem as though our eyes see reality directly and perceive its nature. It gives the spectator the false impression that he has reality before his eyes. As Liliane Lurçat writes: “Relating to reality through the media fosters a habit of belief, rather than the desire to analyze and understand. The image is the bearer of its own credibility and has no need to refer to any external reality.”145

It is not only the popular tele-reality programs, with their scenes staged in advance and edited before viewing, that are responsible for this. News programs, one might think, should be more serious; but the way they are produced also tends to present reality as a spectacle. Not only do they emphasize the most spectacular events that may not be specially important or significant, they also rely on movie production techniques. Sometimes they are faked, the better to manipulate opinion especially in the political sphere. Sometimes events are invented, or a pseudo-event, like an advertising launch, is given more emphasis than real events. In every case the events are distorted when reported and are either amplified or minimized. The search for the novel and spectacular often removes the important events of yesterday from sight, because new events have occurred that will stimulate anew the blunted attention of the spectators. All these questions have been carefully analyzed, using examples, by Ignacio Ramonet in his essay La Tyrannie de la communication.146

Liliane Lurçat has studied the effects of the unrealistic qualities of the television on the education of children:

Though the television brings the world into the home, it does so unrealistically, for a link to reality implies activity, the participation of the five senses and handling things. […] On the television screen, true life is absent as Arthur Rimbaud has said. […]. The time spent watching television is taken from other activities which, though humble, are in touch with reality and with other people. Children may go to the market, make contact with other people, pursue DIY, improvise solutions etc. In all these circumstances the children develop through active contact and interaction with others. Their personalities are forged and they become members of society. If these activities are absent, children may sink beneath an overdose of television. They are cut off from reality and live enclosed in a televisual world.147

The same author also remarks:

The television also cuts us off from reality since everything it shows, be it fiction or fact, is transposed into images. This leads to problems with distinguishing and discriminating since in childhood, we have difficulty distinguishing the real from the imaginary.148

Apart from the television, all the new media create their own virtual worlds. Video games are clearly a special case. They create a multitude of obviously virtual sub-worlds inspired by comic strips, science fiction, or fantasy literature that describes imaginary wonders, often in an imaginary past and in imaginary lands.

There is also the Internet, which is a whole world in itself. This is cyberspace that William Gibson described in his novel Neuromancer as “a consensual hallucination experienced daily by billions of legitimate operators, in every nation.”149 The users of the web are not only disconnected from their real immediate environment, but also plunged into a multifaceted world of fabricated sites where they are drawn by their links onto “the information highways.”

The social networks and discussion forums also give rise to parallel worlds that are in large measure virtual and dematerialized. Bodies are absent, and there is much that is fake or artificial. In these worlds, it is rare to find someone who goes under a true identity. The discussion forums are frequented by people who hide behind pseudonyms. When they are not playing a role, they present themselves in the most favorable light, which may bear no relation to their true reality.

According to Lucien Sfez, the main result of the development of such communication is the confusion of the fact with its representation, especially by the media. This leads to the growth of a specific social pathology that he calls tautism. This is a combination of tautology and autism that encloses people in a maze of representations from which there is no exit. It simply turns people back on themselves.150

“The tautistic phenomenon,” writes Sfez, can be described thus: “what is real is no longer taken to be represented. Reality is no longer what has been invented expressed by its name. Tautism takes the represented reality for an expressed reality. What is represented is taken to be what represents. The second degree realities produced by transmitters, and the third degree realities produced by receivers are taken to be one and the same first degree reality and are confused with basic facts. It is as though these were basic facts, and the whole chain of intermediaries which had extracted the information, set it in context and brought it to the receiver had suddenly been removed. It is as if the receiver itself was nothing but an absorbent sponge which accepted any transmitted electrical signal. This is the totalitarianism of tautism, a dumb folly which denigrates reality, an all-embracing aim closed in on itself as Baudrillard described.151 […] Tautism, let us say, is the contraction of two terms, autism and tautology. Autism is the sickness of self-enclosure where the individual feels no need to express his thoughts to others or to conform to the thoughts of others. Its sole aim is organic or pleasurable satisfaction.”152

The fact that people “henceforth take a represented reality for an expressed reality” is for Sfez “the fundamental confusion, the source of delirium.”153

Virtual Reality and Augmented Reality: Two New Products on the Drug Market

Over the last few years, the IT industry has developed headsets154 that allow their users to be immersed in an artificial virtual reality. All the senses are involved, sight, hearing, smell, and touch. Sound comes from different places and images are 3-D. Odors are diffused and the body feels movements and impulses to which it can react. These devices cut their users off from their environment so much that they lose touch with its existence. They are plunged into a world that is either completely imaginary, or where reality is augmented by being combined or overlaid with unreal effects. In his work The Metaphysics of Virtual Reality,155 Michael R. Heim distinguishes its seven characteristics: simulation, interaction, the artificial, immersion, tele-presence, total bodily immersion, and communication through the net.

As usual, the creators emphasize the advantages of these methods for culture and learning, but it is obvious that as inheritors of the realistic video game, they share its characteristics. They allow one to evade the real world and forget its sorrows, difficulties, failures, and inconvenience by being immersed in a world that has none of these things, but instead fulfils all one’s desires. In this way they do better than alcohol or drugs, that, although they help us to forget the world and ourselves by blurring our consciousness, fail to give even the appearance of a solution to our problems. They neither promise us what we do not have (augmented reality) nor do they propose an imaginary world in which to hide (complete virtual reality).

Of course, just as spirit merchants remain sober, and drug traffickers abstain from drugs for commercial reasons, the providers of virtual reality steer clear of their product. A photo taken at the opening of the Mobile World Congress in Barcelona in 2016 illustrates this and was widely circulated. It shows Mark Zuckerberg, the founder of Facebook, striding bare headed and radiant toward a room full of spectators wearing headsets. They all looked like cyborgs, staring straight ahead at a reality that does not exist, totally unaware of each other, and of the king of their world, striding toward them and savoring his power.156

A New Application of the Allegory of the Cave

It is amazing to see how today’s world brings forth what Plato described, four centuries before our era. People live side by side yet do not see each other. Instead, from their earliest childhood they are glued to their screens, fascinated by the artificial objects that move and the sounds they make. It illustrates perfectly the allegory of the cave, the subject of a dialogue between Socrates and Glaucon:

Now, represent to yourself in the way I shall describe the state of our nature as regards learning and ignorance. Imagine men who dwell beneath the earth in a cave with its entire mouth open to the light. From their childhood, these men have their legs and necks bound so that they cannot move or see anything except what is before them since their bonds prevent them turning their heads. The light comes from a fire burning on high at a great distance behind them. Between the prisoners and the fire there is a road set above them. Imagine that all along this road a little wall has been built, like the screens which puppet masters place before them and above which they show their wonders.

I see that, said he.

Now suppose that along that road pass men carrying objects which project above the wall, statuettes of men and animals, in stone in wood and every kind of material. Naturally some of these men speak, and others are silent.

What a strange picture, he cried, and what strange prisoners.

They are like us, I replied. First of all, do you think that in such a position they have ever seen anything of themselves or their neighbors except their shadows thrown by the fire on the cave wall in front of them?

How can it be otherwise? He observed, if they are forced to keep their heads motionless their whole life long?

And for the objects which pass by, is it not the same?

Certainly.

So if they could discuss things amongst themselves, would they not take the shadows which they see for real objects?

It cannot be otherwise.157

In this passage, Plato denounced the estrangement of the sensible world in which he saw a shadow of the intelligible world. But the virtual world is an estrangement to the power of 2 since it gives us simply the shadow of a shadow.


CHAPTER 10
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Mental Disorders

I am troubled, I am bowed down greatly; I go mourning all the day long.

—Psalm 38:6 (NKJV)

The way the new media are used nowadays is a way that touches on the area of mental disorders. These may be mild or severe with strong links to neuroses, such as obsessions, anxiety, compulsive behavior, and problems of interpersonal relations. It also touches on the psychotic, through life in a world parallel to the real world, through changes in the way the world and others are seen, through narcissism, and through autism.

Obsessional and Compulsive Behavior

One of the most evident forms of pathological behavior is the obsessional and compulsive (frequent, repeated, impulsive, and unbridled) use of certain media. This is particularly so with the smartphone and computer, used in general for consulting one’s inbox and social media accounts, or for sending messages and tweets, or to post items to a Facebook account, or to play with applications, or to consult the Internet about every idle thought that passes through the mind, or to telephone with nothing important to say, or to take photos of anything at all in any situation, or to buy things online without really needing them (the new media use such habits to feed other compulsions), or to change continuously the television channel. The remote control is the ancestor of the keyboard, and zapping the first example of this kind of compulsion.

The Fears and Anxiety Aroused by Hyperconnectivity

Hyper-connectivity and hyper-connection both serve to arouse fear and anxiety, linked to solitude and the feeling of loneliness. The first means being permanently connected to one or several media so as to be in contact. The second means being effectively in contact very frequently through the same media. Hyper-connectivity also tends to arouse anxiety and the fear158 of getting lost, or to lose physically those close to one in a society perceived as ever more dangerous and menacing.159 This leads parents to give their children a mobile phone as soon as they are able to go out alone so that they can be contacted, or make contact, at any time. This comforts their belief that the link is always there. Sometimes parental anxiety even reaches the level of paranoia, and they install active GPS on their children’s smartphones so as to follow continuously their geographical location and their movements.

The new media also arouse anxiety through fears of losing oneself (psychologically or intellectually) in a society that gets more and more complex, and where the new media, as we have seen, have often become indispensable for getting one’s bearings or for fulfilling certain needs or social requirements. The Internet can fill this need, but even more it is filled by smartphones that connect to the Internet and also provide emails, text messages, and interpersonal voice communication. For modern man the social media have also become necessities of life, which give him worth in the eyes of others. Their absence fills him with the fear of being diminished and despised in his very being. The psychiatrists Michel Hautefeuille and Dan Véléa describe thus the anguish that grips the addicts of the new technology when they lose their instrument:

Of all the addictions to the new technologies it is the addiction to the mobile phone, tablet or phablet which has appeared in the most explosive fashion, not only amongst the young, but also amongst those of more advanced years. The development of these phones has enabled them to function as internet terminals. The addiction is growing ever stronger and is shown by the fear and panic which grip the users when they are separated from their phones. This fear has been called “nomophobia,” a contraction of no mobile phone phobia. Amongst the patterns of behavior of these new addicts, one typically finds impulsiveness and intolerance of frustration, but also a need for a display of social status. The loss of the device, whether misplaced, lost or stolen, is felt to be a blow to the identity and is combined with a feeling of abandonment, loneliness and vulnerability.160

A False Solution to Anxious Feelings and the Need for Reassurance

Adolescents rarely switch off their phones and even place them against their bodies so that they can feel them vibrate. They keep them by their side all night long and have the reflex of consulting them at any available moment,161 not only when lessons are over, but also secretly, during their lessons. The mobile phone seems to have replaced the comforter, or teddy bear, which small children clasp tightly and look at, like a reassuring friend.

Adults themselves also place their phones next to their bodies. They constantly check that it is in their pocket or their handbag. They constantly glance at it wherever they may be to make sure that they have not received any new message, and when there is nothing, they check that their phone is still working and properly charged. The phone thus becomes the source of new disquiet, but its possession is itself the result of a certain disquiet and the need for reassurance when thus troubled.

It is important for parents to be able to locate their offspring through their phones; but it also seems to be reassuring for everyone who possesses a mobile phone to know that they can be located and called at any time. Otherwise they could feel lost in the vast world, exposed to its risks and at risk of missing some important event. This desire for permanent contact is clearly linked to the fear of solitude. It is a way of escape from the anxiety that this fear causes in a world where human relationships are strained, and for some are rare, or even totally absent.

This need for permanent contact is also linked to an inability to face oneself and to bear those moments of solitude, which are part of personal existence.162 It reveals one as unable to live through those moments alone with oneself that are needed to fashion the person, to stabilize one’s psychology, and to develop and deepen the spiritual life.

When parents become pathologically possessive and wish not only to locate their children but also to watch them closely through applications linking their smartphones, they deprive them totally of the minimum feeling of freedom they need. And they also teach them to see the world as a hostile and menacing place that must be approached with fear. They transfer their own anxiety to their young ones and fail to show them how to become independent. They give them no help to face the unknown or unexpected by marshaling their own resources, and they keep them in a state of dependency that stops them growing up.

Through his need of permanent contact, connected man “ties a leash to his foot” and makes of the World Wide Web a spider’s web in which he shuts himself up.

A Means of Escaping Boredom

The success of the new media, especially the Internet and the social media, to which the computer and smartphone give access, is due in large measure to the way they counteract boredom. They allow the void that modern man feels in himself to be filled. His inner life has been greatly impoverished by its lack of a spiritual dimension, and his social life is diminished by the weakening of contacts with those around him, with his spouse, his family, his friends, and with society in general. It is true that one can contact them all the time, and be contacted as well. Even the shortest period of waiting time or inactivity can be eliminated at once. The least time of latency of the mind can be avoided, for the media offer the means of attracting the attention and stimulating the mind continuously. The Internet and the mobile phone are ways of passing the time when one is prevented from, or incapable of, passing it otherwise. They are means of filling the empty spaces in our lives, which can be huge for those who do not study or have a job or take part in sports or cultural activities. They are ways of warding off the anxiety born of a life that is empty, or has little to offer.

They push away boredom not just by filling the time but also by the novelties they show. These are not just fresh pieces of news. They are also things formerly unknown that can be discovered at any time and as much as desired through following links to different sites.

As regards boredom, the new media are mental regulators that avoid, or rather bypass, depression by a continual headlong rush to novelty. They are also social regulators, and as such are strongly encouraged by States and institutions. As Michel Hautefeuille and Dan Véléa remark: “Boredom is probably the worst enemy of social tranquility […] Boredom in society serves to bottle up an energy of bitterness and despair which can only be released in violence unless it is regulated by effective social dampers.”163 In many ways the new media act as such dampers:

–Their constant technological innovation is always providing something new that is able to dissipate the boredom of modern man when faced with a dull world or one which repeats itself.

–They give a person, enclosed in an ever more restricted world, the illusion of individual freedom and mastery. They encourage the feeling that at every moment one has unlimited access to all possible information and that one can express oneself anywhere, just as the user of a smartphone can imagine that he transcends all limitations of the space where he lives.

–They offer an outlet for various impulses, passions, or fantasies, especially through games, images, videos, and movies. In this way they reduce the risk of mental instability or undesirable social behavior.

–They bring into the home a host of amusements that allow the real world to be forgotten with all its difficulties. They facilitate diversions in the sense Pascal gave to this word: they turn one’s attention from one’s own existential poverty and the anguish that it arouses.

A Distorted Vision of the World

As we have already remarked, one of the problems caused by the new media is that they make their users live in a virtual world, in parallel to the real world. The more time they spend with the media, and the more they concentrate on them, the more they are affected. This virtual world may be partly imaginary, or entirely as with television dramas or video games. It is not always completely unreal, but in every case, its reality is diminished, for example by the physical absence of other people on the Internet or in phone conversations. It is often deformed, just as an image can be a distortion of what it represents. It is often fraudulent as a result of the manipulations facilitated by all the new media.

Because of this, the representation of the world that is acquired through the new media has a psychotic character. For psychoses are mental illnesses whose symptom is delirium, that is, a representation of reality deformed by a partly imaginary interpretation. In extreme cases, which are rare, the boundary between the real and the imaginary becomes so blurred that the imaginary is believed to have been part of life, and real events are handled in ways inspired by the imaginary, as if it were part of real life. This behavior is generally found in those who watch movies and soap operas a great deal and spend much time playing video games. This sometimes leads to fantasies being acted out in real life, for example those that are violent or sexual.

In the best case, the world is seen and judged by the standards of the movies and soap operas. These strive to retain the interest of the audience by showing marginal, extreme, or deviant behavior. At the same time, they trivialize this behavior so as to make it seem normal or normative. All this has a powerful influence on the way viewers and Internet users see the world and ethical standards and on how they behave in reality.

Another of the milder but significant influences of the new means of communication is a reduction of the quality of interpersonal relationships. This affects the psychology of their users in their approach to others, and on how they handle their relationships with others that, as we have already seen, have become more abstract and impoverished.

The Image and Representation of Oneself as More Important Than Reality

The Internet and social media have also greatly changed the relationships of individuals with themselves. Existential philosophy, such as that of Sartre and the personalist philosophy that is linked with it, have strongly emphasized that, for the individual, the idea of “for another” (what he seems to be in the eyes of another) is fundamental to his consciousness of his existence, his identity, and his worth. The Internet and the social media allow everyone access to vast new means of social self-representation. But also, through various technical contrivances, they allow one to stage oneself in a flattering and exaggerated way.

In traditional societies, the person had little social value. Either the community or the collectivity eclipsed him, or his ethical values, such as the humility and modesty encouraged by Christianity, led him to self-effacement. The people who were specially valued in former times were heroes or creators, those whose action had a real impact on the preservation of society or its development in different fields. The Renaissance and the centuries that followed it valued the individuality of the artist, not only for his creativity but also for his originality. The traditional media of the twentieth century gave greater importance to all those involved in political life and social progress. In all these cases, social value was linked to a real social contribution and its recognition by society. It depended on the collectivity and not on the individual.

The new media allow you to photograph yourself, to video yourself, and to record yourself. Furthermore, they allow all these representations of yourself to be edited with various applications and to be posted on various social media, such as Facebook, or on Internet sites dedicated to their transmission, like YouTube for videos.

Anything goes if it will set you apart from the rest, be it fringe, eccentric, extreme, or dangerous. You can be a hero for a day by making a record-size pizza, by driving a car at 125 mph down a city street or by downing several bottles of spirits, one after the other. Provocative tweets or short, cutting phrases on blogs, Facebook, or Twitter are also ways to make yourself heard, to create a buzz, and to make people speak about you, even in political circles.

Getting others to speak of them in the media has become the main way for many to exist. And the new media allow them to participate at will, repeatedly and without limits so as to be ever present and not to be forgotten.

The new media, especially the television, the Internet, and the social media, have created a world in parallel to the real world, a virtual world where the most important thing is to speak about what one does or intends to do, or to get others to speak of it. This has become more important than actually doing it. One’s image is more important than one’s identity. What matters is not what one is truly, but what one passes for, one’s appearance rather than oneself.

Presenting oneself thus through the media is a contrivance and an illusion. Sooner or later reality, which always has the last word, catches up. Self-satisfaction is replaced by dissatisfaction, dejection, and then depression.

A Relationship More Important Than an Identity

The hyper-communicative nature of the new media imperils the identity of the person and the person’s consciousness of it. Permanently in communication in all directions, homo connecticus lives only in and through relationships, which for him become more important than his identity. It is true that the person needs relationship to exist, for his being is founded upon his relationships with God and with his parents. Then it develops through his relationships with his teachers, blossoming through relationships first with friends then with his spouse and his family. However, his identity is not defined by the relationship alone and cannot be reduced to it. Indeed, beyond a certain level, relationships can harm the identity so much as to destroy it.

The hyper-relational nature of the new media is to some extent dangerous for the personality. If it is too much with others, it has no time to be with itself. The person needs solitude as much as, if not more than, relationships to develop and blossom. This is borne out by the experience of hesychast spirituality, which grew up in the Christian East as the ultimate means of self-development. The term “hesychia” means calm, isolation, and solitude.

Psychiatrists are aware of many cases of emotional collapse, which are often marked by symptoms of depression, and are caused by self-forgetfulness in people who are totally immersed in social activities. They also know the importance of solitude for self-construction through facing up to oneself. This is what Pascal emphasized long ago when he said, “All the troubles of men come from one thing only, which is that they do not know how to dwell at rest in a room.”164

The Ill Effects of Transparency

Another phenomenon linked to the development of the new media that imperils personal identity is the transparency that comes from their use. This transparency does not allow others to see a person as he really is. The person generally presents himself behind a mask or a caricature that he makes using the tricks made available by the media themselves. Moreover, he never appears in fullness and truth since the media edit what he expresses. They show only an aspect and image of the whole, creating a digital or virtual reality out of sounds images and written texts.

Self-exposure and transparency are not simply sought by individuals themselves but are encouraged by the media, especially the television. The audience of tele-reality programs is enhanced in this way through the voyeurism of a section of the public, its envy of those in the program and its desire to take their place, because of how the participants, by immodestly exposing their private lives, gain fame independent of their qualities, merits, or efforts. The reality of those who expose themselves in this way is further diminished and deformed by the staging of their show in advance that involves massive manipulation both before and after the act.

Although the exposure of the person by the media is diminished and modified by their wiles, even though it may be false, it is still a factor favoring transparency and externalization that eliminates inner life and thus attacks the person’s very identity. This is so whether it is involuntary, voluntary, or actively sought.

Everything about one’s private life becomes visible to all and sundry through smartphone conversations in public spaces, through blogs open to all and through photo albums posted online. As we have already seen, this destroys the natural boundary between public and private life and ends by damaging the person, for his inner balance requires much intimacy mixed in with some secrecy. Even in very close relationships, between those who are intimately linked, a certain mystery absolutely must be preserved. It is at the foundation of the person as a being who is unique, completely original and with mysterious depths that cannot be fathomed.

The transparency aroused or imposed by the new media, whether it is desired or not, is psychologically and spiritually destructive of the person. Many rush to their own destruction by going to extremes and ceaselessly recording everything they do, even at its most intimate, and posting it on the Internet.

The Externalization of the Person and the Impoverishment of Inner Life

Those who use the new media lose the initiative in their inner life and can no longer manage it. They are always on the watch for external stimuli, which they use for guidance. So, it is these stimuli that organize their lives and define the henceforth random path of their activities.

There is no space left for those times of solitude that contribute to the construction and stability of psychological and spiritual life. There are no more times for the silence that is required for deep thought and the contemplation that nourishes spiritual life. The flow of inner life is constantly interrupted by phone calls that distract the attention with their ring tones, by emails, or by tweets with their sonorous alerts. The habit of immediately reacting and replying further fragments inner life and turns the life of the soul into a chain of inarticulate events.

When no messages arrive, they are actively sought by sending text messages, tweets, or emails to get replies and to re-activate the chain of correspondence. Homo connecticus can no longer accept dead time, those periods of silence and withdrawal from the world that allow reflection or prayer. The need to fill up the time becomes an obsession that hides the truth: that it is this connected activity that in fact creates the void.

Connected man has become incapable of existing by himself and in relation to God. His only existence is social. He has got the idea that the only possible value of his existence is in the public domain. For him, to exist is to be able to be in contact at every moment, to be seen, heard, and localized all the time. It is to be present for others through the messages and photos that he sends. It is also to reveal and exhibit himself to others or before others.

He uses his telephone indiscreetly, speaking in his normal voice in public places to be overheard by all. He exposes himself in forums and blogs, discussing the most intimate details of his life. In all this he shows a complete loss of natural modesty and completely externalizes his inner life by publishing and exposing what is most intimate and personal. The boundary between public and private life is blurred so much that it disappears, leading to a form of de-personalization.

What seems at first to be a way to be freed from preoccupations, disquiet, and anxiety—a kind of therapy—is soon seen to be a source of new anxieties. Those who expose themselves thus not only empty out and impoverish themselves, but also expose themselves to the sometimes malevolent gaze of others, ready to judge, to mock, and to reject.

The life of the world is also impoverished. Permanent gossip on the phone, in forums, and blogs changes life itself into a commentary on life and parallels real existence with the virtual. Significant in this respect is the permanent need to take pictures of oneself and those close to one and of one’s surroundings. It is as though the existence of photographic and digital records was more real and valuable than existence itself. Philippe Breton, in his book on L’Utopie de la communication remarks:

Homo communicans is a being with no inner life who lives in society with no secrets. He is a being immersed in a social world who only exists through exchange of information in a society made transparent by the new “communication machines.” These qualities of communicating man, which have served to nourish modern man’s ideals, can be seen as so many different paths to the human degradation produced by the torment of the twentieth century.165

The Increase of Emotion and Diminishing of Affection (Empathy, Compassion, etc.)

Certain analysts have found that the emotions of those who use the new media are enhanced, but their affections, especially their powers of empathy and compassion, are diminished. It is important to establish these distinctions. It is clear that the television acts powerfully on the emotions of those who watch it. Even the news, which is supposed to be the most objective of television programs, does this. It is supposed to view events from a distance, but in fact it emphasizes those facets of its subject that excite the emotions and exploits them to the hilt. This is often achieved with images, or with high-impact clips, which are especially good at arousing emotions. They can have such an impact that today’s politicians often alter their decisions as a function of the emotions the media arouse in the population. Their lack of a critical vision often turns out to have catastrophic effects when, as is often the case, it can later be seen that the images were manipulated, staged, edited, or even fabricated. The Internet has similar effects, for the huge number of sites where the irresponsible can express their views encourages the spread of rumors, fake news, and photos or videos, which have been manipulated or taken out of context.

Looking at this from another viewpoint, one can see that the abstract nature of the media that enable communication and the way they mask the presence and reality of those in communication, by reducing it to the image, the voice, or the written word, greatly diminishes sentiments of affection in such relationships. We have already mentioned the dehumanizing aspects of text messages, emails, and tweets. Any form of polite introduction or conclusion is eliminated for brevity. So the sentiments of respect, friendship, affection, and social solidarity that lie behind their formality are lost.

Nicholas Carr considers that the new media, and especially the Internet, weaken good feelings toward those around us, especially the deeper and more subtle sentiments of empathy and compassion.166 This is due to their speed, and the rapid reactions required of their users, and to the near endemic state of distraction that they provoke. This is backed up by a study conducted by a research group at the University of South Carolina, specialized in the investigation of emotions. They show that normally, from his own experience of physical pain, a person is able to feel compassion immediately for another who suffers in the same way. But if he is engaged in rapid activity, he is unable to feel such emotions, since they need time to develop.167 According to one of these researchers, even personal morality is compromised by most activities with the new media.168

The New Media as Elements of Regression

The new media can be clearly seen as contributing to regression in the sense of Freudian psychoanalysis. According to Freud, the psychology of a child develops through a certain number of stages. At each stage, the child feels a particular pleasure that must be abandoned in order to reach the next stage of development. If the child finds it hard to adapt to this new stage, then he may be brought to regress to the previous stage to find again the pleasures he once knew. This will serve as a reference point for him in his adult life to which he may return for a certain psychological comfort when he encounters difficulties that he cannot stand and cannot overcome. For Freudian psychoanalysis, addiction to tobacco, alcohol, drugs, or overeating is explained as manifestations of regression.

For many of our contemporaries, the various kinds of addiction to the new media are also manifestations of regression. The individual indulges in the lonely pleasures that they offer so as to flee from or to get round the various difficulties of the modern world with its multitude of frustrations. These are found in the workplace (unemployment, lack of security, stress, etc.) and in the relationships of life (loneliness, unstable marriages and friendships, difficulties with family members).

At a milder but still significant level, we have already alluded to the regression revealed by the need to feel at all times one’s smartphone in one’s pocket, or close to hand, just like a child’s comforter. It is a reassuring object that can drive off the anxiety caused by a world felt as lonely or menacing.

A Field That Favors Narcissism

The Internet and Facebook have become fields where narcissism can easily develop and show itself using the cameras integrated into computers and smartphones. They make it easy to photograph and film oneself all the time and to publish the resulting videos and photos at once. Photographs of oneself (selfies) and their publication are major phenomena of modern society.

Not so long ago people had themselves photographed with others. They were less concerned with a representation of themselves than with the record of a meeting or a community. When photographed alone, it was against the background of a landscape as a record of a journey, a visit, or of beautiful countryside. Traditional photography required a certain distance between the camera and the subject and had to be done by another person. Here again, it implied a relationship.

A selfie is generally a photograph of one person only taken by the same person as a close up. This sets up the individual as the absolute center of importance, not for others, but for himself. The camera becomes a mirror through which the user sends himself his own image. Then he publishes it, seeking the appreciation of others in a way that reflects his pure love for himself. This is clearly narcissism, another form or regression according to Freud. Narcissism is an attitude found in a small child, referred to as the stage of the mirror. The psychologist Henri Wallon situates it at around the age of 9 months. The child will get beyond this stage as he learns to relate to others and to love them.

The narcissism developed by the new media shows itself in the different ways of exposing oneself, be they on Internet sites or in Facebook accounts. These are supposed to favor relationships, but in general simply allow one to boast. For this reason, homo connecticus embellishes the image he projects of himself in every possible way. He ends by constructing a virtual being that, not only for his friends but even for himself, parallels his reality and even replaces it. The new media reinforce the relevance of this thought of Pascal:

We are not happy with the life we have within us and in our being: we wish to live in the idea which others have of an imaginary life; and for this we force ourselves to put on appearances. We constantly work to embellish and preserve this imaginary being whilst neglecting the true being.169

The social networks allow us to turn toward others, but not altruistically. If someone wants to know everything about other people, it is so that they may know everything about him: voyeurism at the service of narcissism. Like all other types of regression of which it is one, narcissism is a flight from a difficult or aggressive environment that one finds hard to bear. In his famous book, The Culture of Narcissism, Christopher Lasch wrote: Narcissism appears realistically to represent the best way of coping with the tensions and anxieties of modern life, and the prevailing social conditions therefore tend to bring out narcissistic traits that are present, in varying degrees, in everyone.170

Hypercommunication, Hyperstress, Hyperactivity: Hyperfatigue, Burn Out, and Depression

The new media allow permanent, immediate communication, free of cost. Coupled with the needs listed above of avoiding boredom and loneliness, existing in the media, as well as economic and social imperatives linked to work and the like, this has led to a digital world of hyper-communication, hyper-stress, and hyper-activity. The users of the new media have acquired a nervous fatigue on top of all their other activities. This is due to the following.

- Certain peculiarities of the new media; the sense of vision is overstressed by attention to the screen and following the ceaseless flow of images; the hand is overstressed by rapid repetition of delicate movements; the mental and intellectual faculties become disjointed and unstructured through the continuous change and flow of content and, on the Internet, by prompts to open new links.

- Permanent external stress from telephone calls, multiplied by smartphones, from the alerts of mailboxes and social media, and the persistent inner temptation to consult the mailbox and the Facebook account and to follow links on the web.

Multitasking, implied by the presence and simultaneous alerts of several media at once, involves a great deal of task changing at the expense of the nervous system. As Maggie Jackson remarks, “ … the brain takes time to change goals, remember the rules needed for the new task, and block out cognitive interference from the previous, still-vivid activity”171; but even navigating the Internet poses the same kind of problem. As Nicholas Carr remarks, “On the Net, where we routinely juggle not just two but several mental tasks, the switching costs are all the higher.”172

The tiredness built up during the day and especially, more intensely, in the evening causes sleep problems, so tiredness is increased and not assuaged. It has been observed that sleep problems have greatly increased in the population in recent decades. Many treatments have been developed as remedies, but with only small success, for the cause of the problem persists, often unidentified. In fact it is the psychological disorder and fatigue, produced by the new media, which are the cause. Often, it is enough to stop using them altogether for several days for sweet sleep to return.

Accumulated nervous fatigue leads to decompensations, which can end in depression,173 but more often take the form of burn out. This disorder, which is beginning to be recognized as a work-related sickness, is certainly due in part to professional hyperactivity. Commerce puts pressure on its employees so as to increase their productivity and profitability. But over and above the extra accumulated tiredness produced by using the new media at work, the nervous system is also affected by the same activities outside work.

As we have already pointed out in a previous chapter, the new media, especially the portable phone and emails, have removed for many the boundary between work and leisure that once was theirs, between the professional and social sphere and the private sphere of the family. Employees can be contacted at any time and are given tasks to perform even when at home or on holiday during the time that used to be called “free” but is no more.

In addition to the tiredness caused by the use of the new media imposed by employers both at work and elsewhere, there is the tiredness caused by the use of these media during leisure. Television, video games, the Internet, and social media are examples. This is made worse, especially when linked to addiction or dependency, if they lead the user to give up some of his hours of rest or sleep, especially at night.

Addictive Effects

Among the worst problems caused by the new media are addictions and dependencies. In extreme cases, which are in fact quite common, the new media act as a drug: many people today are driven to use them in the same way as others are driven to use traditional narcotics and are dependent in the same way.

It is known that almost all drug users who are well-off use them to escape from an inner or outer life which they find difficult. The drugs act immediately on the brain and the psychological faculties to dull the consciousness or to plunge the user into an imaginary world. Many psychiatrists and psychoanalysts have observed with the same conviction that “screens are used today mostly to try to forget the difficulties and suffering of daily life.”174

This purpose in the use of screens is already present in infancy as research at the London School of Economics has shown:

Psychological approaches suggest that people use the internet excessively to compensate for social or psychological difficulties, and deficits in personal wellbeing in terms of their everyday offline life. Studies have linked sensation-seeking (a tendency to pursue excitement and sensory pleasure), loneliness and emotional problems (such as depression and low self-confidence) to excessive internet use (Mehroof & Griffiths, 2010). According to this theory, children who are psychologically vulnerable are more likely to be at risk of excessive internet use since they are trying to compensate for a problem in their offline lives. One major qualification here is that there is little agreement about whether these psychological characteristics are a result, or a cause, of excessive internet use, as illustrated by the earlier anecdote of Martin. We can expect that where a child already experiences social and psychological difficulties, this increases the risk of that child becoming involved in excessive internet use. It is also worth noting, as with Martin, that the child may not see their internet use as a problem but as a positive, coping response to other social, emotional and psychological challenges in the child’s life. On the other hand, emotional and psychological problems can increase when a child experiences excessive internet use.175

When speaking of addiction, “cyber-addiction” must be distinguished from “cyber-assisted addiction.” Cyber-addiction is an addiction to certain means of communication, especially the Internet and social media. Those who suffer from cyber-assisted addiction are not addicted to the new media themselves, but to the realities to which they give quick, easy, and unlimited access: online games, sex, compulsive purchases, etc. The new media are just as responsible for these latter addictions. They provide permanent encouragement for them, and the means and tools to put them into effect. By their very nature, they are deeply involved in addictions. The addicts are generally seen, as the words of those near to them show, as dependent on their television, their game console, their smartphone, or their computer. The content seems to matter little. It can be changed at will to fill some passing need created in the addict’s mind.

Cyber-addictions and cyber-assisted addictions are linked through the Internet, since addiction to the Internet often opens the door to a cyber-assisted addiction. As the psychiatrists, Michel Hautefeuille and Dan Véléa have remarked: “it is the dream tool for someone drawn to addiction: it can provide whatever attracts the addict.”176

The worst kinds of addiction are exclusive. They cause other tasks and relationships, which make up social life, to be abandoned for much of the day. Overall, an addiction can be defined in the same way as a passion in its traditional sense. Michel Hautefeuille and Dan Véléa have observed that the use becomes pathological “from the moment when behavior becomes exclusive, leading to collateral damage: long term abandonment of other centers of interest, the family, education and work. The addict lives only for the object of his addiction, excluding all else. His whole life and energy are concentrated on his obsession. Everything else becomes completely secondary and is gradually abandoned.”177

The worst kinds of addiction to the new media should not blind us to its milder forms that still have negative effects on psychological life. Nowadays, many users of the new media are addicts without realizing it. They tend to see their dependency as unimportant compared to the worst addictions, and through use and habit have trivialized their behavior on the media by absorbing it into their general behavior in life.

Addiction in all its forms is marked by dependency of different degrees. It consists of a more or less irresistible attraction that indicates a more or less pressing need whose satisfaction brings a more or less conscious pleasure. If left unsatisfied it brings frustration, a feeling of missing out that gives rise to a more or less intense feeling of mental suffering. Apart from these inner gauges, the strength of addiction can be measured by the degree to which it degrades adaption to society and presence therein, first in the family, then in school or work, and finally in relations in general.

Psychologists have developed tests for measuring the degree of dependency. The best known is Orman’s test, which applies to Internet use:

1.Do you spend more time than you think you should surfing the Net?

2.Do you feel you have a problem limiting the time you spend on the Net?

3.Have any of your friends or family members complained about the time you spend at your computer?

4.Do you find it hard to stay away from the Net for several days at a time?

5.Has either your work output or your personal relationships suffered as a result of spending too much time on the Net?

6.Are there particular areas of the Net, or types of files, you find hard to resist?

7.Do you have troubling controlling your impulses to purchase items, products, or services on the Net?

8.Have you tried, unsuccessfully, to curtail your use of the Net?

9.Do you derive much of your pleasure and satisfaction in life from being on the Net?

10.Up to three positive replies indicate a slight tendency to become addicted to the Internet.

11.Between four and six positive replies indicate a certain propensity to become addicted.

12.Between seven and nine positive replies indicates a strong tendency to addiction.

Although this test is designed to be used by psychologists who need a scale, it can be used by anyone to assess the nature of their own behavior.

A Space of Illusory Freedom

Because they give everyone the power to communicate immediately and permanently with the whole world, the new media seem to remove two major constraints on our freedom: space and time. They seem to offer our freedom a boundless field of action and the possibility of infinite choice between all the objects in the world to which they grant access.

However, as we have seen in the preceding chapters, the new media place a real restraint on personal freedom at several levels: political, through the surveillance and propaganda that they enable; economic, through the surveillance and exploitation of workers that they permit; and social through the abolition of the boundary between public and private life that they bring about.

Addiction to the new media, be it cyber-dependence or cyber-assisted dependence is another restriction on freedom in addition to the above. It is worse, since it restricts inner freedom, not simply outer freedom. It gives rise to the same kind of bondage as the passions, both in the modern psychological sense and in the spiritual sense. For these diminish the conscience and the will of the person. They subject the person to the strong attraction of external factors that appear seductive, but in reality are insubstantial, imaginary in the case of the classic passions and virtual for those that attract to the new media. They also act on him through external mechanisms that marshal his energy and disperse his powers in a stream without substance or consistency. As Philippe Breton has observed, while man traditionally seemed to be directed from within by himself, the new man is firstly a communicator, his interior open to the world. The messages he receives do not arise within him “but rather from his environment. He does not act. He reacts, and not to an action. He reacts to a reaction.”178

This confirms what we have already observed: the Net can be seen as a spider’s web, or as a fishing net, which imprisons all those who plunge into it; and the networks as cords or chains that bind and hold captive their users. Ordinary social life allows us to see how more and more people are ever more strongly bound to their smartphones, to another world whose echo reaches them through their absently worn earphones with wires resembling leashes whose pull they follow.


CHAPTER 11
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Dumbing Down the Mind

For the wisdom of their wise men shall perish, and the understanding of their prudent men shall be hidden.

—Isaiah 29:14 (NKJV)

God only knows what it’s doing to our children’s brains.

—Sean Parker, former president of Facebook

It is becoming more and more obvious that the use of the new media affects the user’s mental processes and dumbs them down. These effects are most marked in childhood. From their earliest age, children are subjected to all the new media, especially the television and video games, and it shows in their school results at various stages of their education. Adults are also affected. Even when they have only recently begun to use the new media, the negative effects on their mental processes soon show.

Short- and Long-Term Deterioration in School Results

Most studies agree that using the new media brings about a deterioration in school results both short and long term.179 This is explained by several factors. First of all, the new media eat up time. Taken together, according to a recent study,180 they reduce by between 28% and 36% the time devoted to lessons and homework. They also increase tiredness by burning up the user’s energy and by reducing the time and quality of sleep. This has an impact on wakefulness, attention, and memory, and on mental development in general. The third factor is the way they reduce the user’s attentiveness and concentration so much that more and more children and adolescents find it hard to attend for more than a few minutes to a talk or a written text.

They also have other effects. They reduce linguistic competence through changes in the way language is used and by a reduction in the vocabulary employed. The constant flow of information that they provide removes the stimulus of reflection and leaves little time for reading, which is so important for learning. Worse, the users are cut off from those who provide their education, their parents and teachers. Indeed, a typical primary school pupil spends per year more time in front of a screen than with his teachers and parents combined. The interaction of children with their parents is essential for the psychological and intellectual development of the young. Its reduction greatly impedes the acquisition of language and the cognitive development linked to it.

Michel Desmurget refers to this when writing of the negative effects of the television:

The television set will always lack one of the fundamental qualities of a teacher: interactivity. […] The television does not nod approval to encourage a child’s activity. It does not alter its words when it sees that they produce a blank expression on the child’s face. It does not name the objects the child sees. It does not imitate the words which he pronounces. It does not correct the opinions he expresses. It does not reply to the sounds he makes. In the end, all these defects make the television a wretchedly pathetic teacher, and worse, a powerful destroyer of language. In this regard, the television does not merely pour out its vile incompetence passively over our children. It also works at a deeper lever to mutilate sociability in the family. When the television is on, even in the background, the child hears fewer words and speaks less, in shorter phrases, taking part in fewer two way conversations. In other words, with fewer words at the earlier stages of his development, the child grows up less at ease with words and with less intelligence.181

In general the new media, which are themselves projectors of activity, reduce children to a state of passivity and mental lethargy. This contrasts with the intense activity of the little fingers on the remote control of the television, the game console, the keyboard, the mouse, or the touchscreen. They encourage the enjoyment of facile audiovisual entertainment at the expense of the discipline, sense of effort, patience, perseverance, and sacrifice, which are required for the serious learning of any skill whatever. This passivity and lethargy in front of the screen leads to impulsiveness and wild, disorderly hyperactivity when they are removed, as in the normal setting of the home, or in the classroom. Many parents and teachers complain bitterly about how deeply they disturb family life and school in general.

The negative effects of the new media on school results are felt short term and also long term. Some recent research has shown how the more a child watches television before the age of 3, the less he attends to his school work at the age of 10. Participation, effort, and curiosity are all diminished. Some other research has shown how each hour spent in front of the television between the ages of 5 and 11 increases by 50% the probability of attention deficit at the age of 13. Yet more research shows that each hour spent in front of the television at 14 years of age increases the probability of attention deficit at 16 by 44%. There is a whole body of research conducted over the last 40 years that shows how rapid audiovisual effects play a massive role in producing attention deficits in children and adolescents.182 When attention is reduced, the whole mental apparatus is affected.183 Several studies have shown that there is a negative correlation between the amount of television watched and the probability of obtaining a university degree.184

Comprehensive Dumbing Down

The negative effects of the new media on children’s mental processes are sure to carry through to their adult life. Not only are certain habits acquired, often irreversibly, but also certain neural processes become hard-wired into the brain. And even the mental processes of adults who have not been deformed by the new media in their childhood can be damaged once they start using the new media too much, which often happens.

In his famous work The Shallows, Nicholas Carr shows how using the new media, and especially the Internet is shown to have negative effects on everyone. It not only affects their thought process itself, but also what this thought presupposes: use of language and the related matters of attention and concentration. It affects language quality both externally (the style) and internally (the continuity, rigor, and coherence). These negative effects are due to different factors and are seen in various ways.

The Image Is More Important Than the Text

We have seen in an earlier chapter how the image has taken more and more space in the media, crowding out the words. The more the media use images, the more they replace conceptual thought, founded on language with what linguists call “iconic thought.” This is a rudimentary pre-linguistic thought form that small children use before they learn to speak and that adults use when asleep. It can also be found to a lesser degree in certain of the more developed animals.

This elementary kind of thought depends on feelings and imagination and very little on logical reflection, especially when the images flow fast and free. The television, especially, has become a machine for pouring forth images and only rarely, on cultural channels and in cultural documentaries transmitted late at night, does it give real food for thought. The recent launch of an animal channel takes this trend to the limit, where the media provide images without the slightest place for human thought.

Giovanni Sartori considers our day, dominated by the image, to be the post-thought era (post-pensiero), a new age that follows on from the age of thought and that brings forth a new kind of man, home videns who replaces homo sapiens. He shows how the television in particular “creates images and erases concepts. It makes our powers of abstraction fade away, and with them, our ability to understand.”185 In other words, the entire intellectual realm is gravely sick with an illness that affects the whole world.

Shrinking Language (Vocabulary and Grammar)

The Poverty of Language on the Television

Pride of place given to the image undoubtedly helps to dumb down the language used on the television, which in turn dumbs down the language of those who watch it. George Steiner has said that “we are witnessing a progressive demolition of language which is being drowned by the image, especially through the internet.”186

Even what remains of the language is qualitatively degraded. The aim of the big television companies is to gain the largest possible audience so as to maximize advertising revenue. To this end, they descend to the lowest common denominator of culture. They aim for programs that will be popular and easy for the spectators to view, sparing them any intellectual effort, which might drive them away. They also aim for the lowest common linguistic denominator, using language that is easily understood by the greatest possible audience. Normal French language, excluding scientific and technical vocabulary, contains between 60,000 and 75,000 words.187 Retained vocabulary (potentially usable and clearly understandable) is around 30,000 words for a cultivated person, and between 2,500 and 6,000 words for a high school student. In daily life, an adult typically uses around 3,000, and a high school student between 800 and 1,600. However, most things can be expressed with just 600 words, which are the most commonly used and make up 90% of every written text.188

These 600 words make up the basic vocabulary of the television. Those who speak, presenters, journalists, and guests, are encouraged to restrict themselves to this. If they are more adventurous, they are either cut off, or a commentary is added to explain what is being said. Journalists often do this when guests stray beyond the limits as can often happen in live interviews.

The poverty of the television’s language helps to impoverish the vocabulary of those who watch it for several hours every day. Its impact on the school results of the young is obvious. Combined with other factors linked to the television, it has been assessed as negative in pedagogical studies.189 This linguistic deficit is also found in adults who spend several hours per day in front of the television, very few of whom choose to watch cultural programs.

The Programmed Degradation of Style in the Media

It is not just television entertainment where the language is dumbed down. The same occurs with journalistic language in all the media. It has become a standardized language where every form of expression except the simplest is eliminated. There are no long sentences with complex syntax and a rich vocabulary. Politicians and senior administrators trained in France’s leading schools, Science-Po and the ENA, are judged on their ability as orators. Their grades reflect the brilliance of their speeches. But when they move on to their first jobs they are required to learn a dumbed down form of French. For instance, a recent article in the press revealed that a minister had followed a program to train him to speak in public using a vocabulary limited to 500 words.

Even the more serious newspapers with educated readers are tempted to simplify their language as much as possible. This inevitably means that the thoughts expressed lose their depth and subtlety and their ability to convince, for these are closely linked to the richness of language and even to its complexity. Journalists are not satisfied by dumbing down their own language. They also try to dumb down what those whom they interview have to say. Philippe Breton remarks:

A specialist or an expert is not allowed to speak if the language used is not purged of anything which might be thought dull or hard to understand. It is better to show his picture and to accompany it with a text composed and read out by a journalist. The comments of an expert should be an entertainment for the public who should have a good time and above all, never have their ignorance revealed. The presentation must always give the impression of certainty, of covering everything, whereas the development of knowledge requires the identification and acceptance of areas of ignorance. […] From this all kinds of manipulation are possible when the knowledge is translated into sound bites. The most common is to rewrite the interview […]. This tendency has recently become so marked that some experts wonder if they will continue to give interviews when they know how their text may be re-written several times before it is broadcast and will probably be emptied of much of its substance. The strong protests which this systematic practice arouses are met with the reply that it matters little what one says of a subject provided one speaks of it. The main thing is to be in the media so as to exist, to be at the “center,” even if the message is, in the end, of minor importance. Of course, the text of an interview is not always understood by the journalist for in all professions there are the skilled and less skilled. Even if it is, what usually disappears from the text is the thread of the argument. Building up knowledge or defending an idea is usually done through a process of developing arguments, which is why a certain concentration is needed to follow it. A moderator will take a sentence here and a sentence there, not necessarily in the same order. He will use the text as though it consisted of a string of detachable sound bites. News works fine with discontinuity but building knowledge is a continuous process. The author often finds that he cannot recognize the results as what he said. The only way this can be avoided is to try to encapsulate an important point of one’s reasoning in a sound bite. Politicians know that the best argued and most closely reasoned of speeches will almost never be reported with its logic intact. So they have become adept at producing striking sound bites based on rhetorical figures or shock phrases. The problem is that these stylistic devices are ill adapted to the development of a rigorously reasoned argument.190

The Negative Effects of the Text Message

The degradation of language is even more obvious in the new ways of communication enabled by computer, tablets, and smartphones. Text messages have come to occupy an important place in communication for they cost little and their brevity allows them to be composed with little effort. This brevity is linked to a desire for rapidity, which is often unnecessary. The message is often sent on impulse and compulsively read. This leads to the use of phonetic abbreviations that are far from the original spelling, and to linguistic constructions that are marginal or deformed compared to the reference language.191 All this is accompanied by a neglect of grammar and spelling with the content taking complete precedence over the form. Entire sentences may be reduced to a string of the initial letters of the words they contain,192 or to sounds more or less well rendered.193

Clearly one might see this as a system of abbreviations like those once used for telegraphs and telegrams, or as a form of shorthand. One may also see it as a “newtongue” with its own linguistic structure, remaining related, since it is more or less articulated, to humanity’s other languages or dialects. Nevertheless, its daily use in coexistence or symbiosis with normal language, rather than in a specific setting, has negative effects with respect to the official reference language.

This kind of dumbed down language is very widely used by the young and even infants. It has a very negative effect on their linguistic training and their mastery of language. It gives them the impression that respect for the dictionary of the language (vocabulary) and its grammar (syntax and spelling) is not needed for communication. It demotivates them and may leave them indifferent to their lessons. This will not fail to have an impact on how well they master different disciplines in school that all require at every level, even in mathematics, a mastery of their language. Their understanding of lessons and their homework are compromised, either leaving them as academic failures or greatly reducing their performance. They are also handicapped in their social or professional lives when they need to understand instructions and compose documents correctly.

Using the language of text messages does not directly degrade the reference language. There is little contamination and no effect on the spoken language since it is essentially a method of transcription that gives precedence to phonetics. It is the way it is used by certain sections of society that is degraded, creating different linguistic, intellectual, and cultural levels, which enhance social inequality.

Shrinking Language and Thought with Short Messages

Tweets and emails usually have a higher linguistic level than text messages. Tweets are published to the world and may be read by people from different levels of society, which makes their writers more careful of their composition. Emails have largely replaced letters and although a degraded language may be used, they have still preserved certain forms of the traditional letter. But along with the text message, both are part of the trend to brevity.

Unfortunately, this brevity that is becoming dominant in communication tends strongly to undermine thought. It is true that there are short forms of expression, which may sometimes be found in tweets, which are the quintessence of thought, such as proverbs, sayings, apothegms, and especially the haïkus of Japanese poetry. These convey the experience and wisdom of the ages, or universal truths, sometimes in exquisitely worked verse to encode the meaning. How different they are from those phrases quickly composed on the keyboard and shot out without thought or reflection to convey a crude impression, or the feeling of the moment.

George Steiner considers that it is not simply the multitude of images that undermines our language but also the abbreviated forms of expression used in the new media. “Language is devoured by the obsessive minimalism of electronic codes such as the ever more compressed messages emitted by mobile phones.”194

The Negative Impact on Reading

The negative impact of the new media on reading is the most commonly quoted problem related to their effects on cultural impoverishment and dumbing down the mind. This is seen in several ways.

Connected Man Reads Little

The hours spent watching television have been time taken away from reading for certain people of all ages. The computer and the Internet have stolen yet more hours from reading and so has the smartphone. There are several factors that explain why connected man hardly reads at all. In general, the mono-media of books is confronted with screens everywhere, which project easily accessible audiovisual material through a rich selection of multimedia devices; and this has caused the culture of the written word to ebb in our societies. Basically, the consumption of free time by the new media downgrades reading.195 Permanent connection to different media all at once produces continuous distraction that is hardly favorable for allowing the time, attention, and concentration required by reading.

Because of the factors mentioned above, reading requires an effort that modern man is less and less able to furnish. The reader is always active, while a user of the new media is generally passive, taking the easy way. Faced with such easy and attractive entertainments, children and adolescents, first and foremost, make little effort and hardly read at all.196 This clearly has a negative effect on their reading and writing skills,197 and their general cultural level. Later, when they grow up it will affect their reading as adults, for it has been clearly shown that it is during one’s early years that the taste and habit of reading are acquired.

Another reason is related to the Internet and the computer in general. Many published books both in their official and pirated versions are available in digital form. They can be cheaply or freely acquired and downloaded in a few seconds. Many students and even university professors frantically download quantities of publications. They are like compulsive collectors of objects. Their main motive is the desire to possess everything and not to miss anything, quite independently of any actual use they may make of them.

Books and articles saved on hard drives are not the same as books placed on the shelves, which always remind us of their existence. Instead, they are soon forgotten in a virtual morass. What is worse is that saving a book onto one’s hard drive gives the false impression that it has been read, as though the memory of the computer was magically linked with one’s own.

Connected Man Reads Badly

Besides images, videos, and sounds, the Internet proposes an enormous quantity of written matter. It takes little effort to find it. It proposes or imposes itself uninvited. There are many programs, plug-ins, or applications available on computers, with fonts of every size and color, which access these textual resources as desired. Moreover, multi-purpose tablets are available that allow newspapers, magazines, and books to be read in comfort. Among such devices, well suited to reading, are the iPad from Apple and the Kindle from Amazon. Almost all newspaper publishers now offer digital editions in parallel with, and cheaper than, their printed editions. They can be read on these devices, some of which have a display that closely resembles the page of a book. These tablets and readers are very practical: slim and light, their memories can store a great number of books and magazines and avoid the difficulties of weight and volume when traveling.

Digital books are cheaper than printed books, and the classics can be downloaded free of charge. So, objectively, the new media offer as many or even more texts as were available in the past, and allow them to be read with ease.

Despite all this, connected man reads little and reads badly. The main reason for this is that the new media, especially the Internet, have, in practice, changed the way we approach these texts. On-screen, a text is shown as images. This fact is not altered by the excellent definition of the pages shown by good-quality readers, which resemble closely the pages of a printed book. The images simply have higher resolution.

When these texts, presented as images, are read on-screen, with the pages following each other in a flow of images, our visual senses are stimulated. These have already been overdeveloped in modern man by the television and other audiovisual media. And as Giovanni Sartori has shown, they have changed homo sapiens into homo videns.198 For this reason, an on-screen text is scanned like an image, rather than carefully read. Normally only a few lines are taken in.

Jacob Nielsen filmed the movements of the eyes of 232 people reading on the web. He found that the vast majority did not read the text line by line as with a book, but they jumped quickly from the top to the bottom of the page in a movement that traced out the form of the letter “F.” They read the first few lines, then jumped further down the page to read the left-hand part of a few more, then scanned the rest of the left-hand side of the page.199 The same author conducted a second study using a database constructed by German researchers. They analyzed the way twenty-five people used their computers over 100 days, on average, to determine how long they took to read 59,573 web pages.200 Nielsen found that if there are more words on a page, more time is spent on reading it, but not much more. The user spent only 4.4 seconds extra for an extra 100 words. Since a good reader can read about 18 words in 4.4 seconds, Nielsen concluded that the average reader of the web reads at best only about 20% of its text.201

Traditionally, reading was done slowly. The reader took his time. In contrast, reading on the screen is done quickly at a speed imposed by the rhythm of the media, or encouraged by the ambiance of rapidity and reactivity that is theirs, and by the physical and mental frenzy with which they are most often used.

The German research referred to by Nielsen found that most web pages are looked at for a maximum of 10 seconds. Less than one page out of ten is looked at for more than 2 minutes. Their results back up one of the main conclusions of Nielsen’s first study concerning reading in the normal sense of the word: “Clearly people don’t read the pages they visit even for a second!”

Websites are programmed to measure the time passed by each visitor on each page, but are rather ashamed to admit the results that are not in their favor. ClickTale, which provides the software to analyze how the commercial web pages are read, analyzed all the data collected in May and June 2008 of the behavior of a million visitors to the sites of their clients in various countries. They found that in most countries people spend on average between 19 and 27 seconds on a page including the time to load it (1.1 to 5.5 seconds).202

What is paradoxical is that in spite of reading less and more quickly on each page, the readers of digital texts spend more time on the process of reading than those who read a text of the same length in printed form. The reason is that readers of digital texts tend to stray onto other pages to which the links draw them, or search for parallel material with their search engine while trying to read the text.203

The reader of a text on the screen does not generally pause to take in words or expressions unless they are key words about the subject, which he had in mind before starting, or hypertext links, which he uses to stray from the subject. He does not revisit earlier phrases or reflect as he reads. This is superficial reading with almost no effort to understand or to memorize. Each page leads on to the next and is straightway forgotten.

Of course rapid reading (diagonally) is not unique to digital texts. It is often used with printed texts, especially newspapers. But it was used to select articles of interest, which could then be read attentively from beginning to end. In some ways, as Nicholas Carr has said, it is just as important to be able to read diagonally as in depth. But it is different, and worrying, when skimming the surface has become our main method of reading. What once was done with the purpose of selecting what was worth reading in depth has now become an end in itself. It is our preferred way of collecting and understanding all sorts of information.204

Strange though it may seem, the physical reality of a book gives weight and reality to what is read, while the dematerialized book, read on a digital reader or on-screen as text, makes the book seem insignificant. It makes the text lose some of its reality and density, leaving it light and inconsequential. Many traditional readers have said how the physical existence of a book, which can be seen in its entirety, felt, and touched, has an important role in the relationship both to the book and to the text, affecting the way it is read.

One of the features of digital text on the Internet is that it is loaded with hypertext links. From key words or expressions, these direct the reader to other pages where can be found, as in footnotes, explanations, or extra information. However, these hypertext links are very different from footnotes, printed in small font to show that they depend on and are secondary to the main text. They can be quickly examined and we may choose whether or not to read them so as not to stray too much from the main text. Hypertext links seem to be optional but are actually a permanent temptation to the reader. He does not know what lies behind them and is drawn to click on them lest he misses something important. He is driven by idle curiosity or a need for distraction. These links are designed to capture our attention and so disperse it. They constantly break the reader’s concentration and also contribute to making reading on the screen less serious, more superficial, and overall less profitable than reading a printed text.

Reading on the screen brings into play other forms of dispersion. One of them is that such reading almost always incites the reader to use the search engine to find out more about the facts or people evoked. Another temptation to dispersion is that both on a computer and on the Internet the reader has a multitude of sources at his disposal and is tempted to flit from one to another without stopping to look at any of them properly.

Digital reading is marked with the same frenzy and instability as is every other activity on the new media. The jerky rhythm of the reader’s brief scans of short extracts from each source ends by molding his thought itself, which comes to require the same jerky rhythm when it takes its material from the web.

Another source of distraction to reading is the flow of emails and text messages that are received by the same device used for reading: computer, tablet, or smartphone. These may be heralded by a signal that has become for almost every connected man a call to instant consultation.

Digital reading is accompanied by a reduction in attention that is also due to the mental fatigue resulting from digital hyperactivity and the continual disturbance experienced in this environment. Nicholas Carr writes of this:

…. the extensive activity in the brains of surfers also points to why deep reading and other acts of sustained concentration become so difficult online. The need to evaluate links and make related navigational choices, while also processing a multiplicity of fleeting sensory stimuli, requires constant mental coordination and decision making, distracting the brain from the work of interpreting text or other information. Whenever we, as readers, come upon a link, we have to pause, for at least a split second, to allow our prefrontal cortex to evaluate whether or not we should click on it. The redirection of our mental resources, from reading words to making judgments, may be imperceptible to us—our brains are quick—but it’s been shown to impede comprehension and retention, particularly when it’s repeated frequently. As the executive functions of the prefrontal cortex kick in, our brains become not only exercised but overtaxed. In a very real way, the Web returns us to the time of scriptura continua, when reading was a cognitively strenuous act.205

Traditionally, reading took place in a quiet, relatively isolated setting for a relatively long period. However reading on the screen takes place for a short time in the noise and swarm of digital temptations and enticements. Each hypertext link and each claim on the attention is like an event that disturbs one’s vacation.

Many bloggers on the Internet have realized that their readers are impatient and incapable of concentrating on a long text. They cannot read for long and have a phobia of any text too long to be seen at a glance in its entirety. So, the bloggers shorten their texts to a dozen or two lines, or even replace them with a string of short sentences. To keep the reader’s attention and to provide him with all the distractions to which he is accustomed, they insert many hyperlinks, images, and videos. To survive, every text must become multimedia and multi-dimensional. It must bear within itself the paths that encourage us to abandon it. Through the multimedia, our relationship to the text becomes less stable, lighter, weaker, and fleeting.

Weakening of Reflection

Using the new media weakens our ability to reflect, both quantitatively and qualitatively. Reflection is not simply thought, a flow of descriptions, images, and ideas. It is an ordered process that involves the intuition backed by reason, with its logical categories and its rules of organization and argument, and by a critical spirit. As its name reveals, reflection is not a raw thought, but a way of examining it, developing it, and proving it. It means stepping back to a certain distance, and taking time.

The new media work almost without a pause, pouring forth a continuous flow of information that does not allow our thought to pause and examine itself. Our mental powers go with the flow, almost wholly reduced to dependence and passivity. The new media change time into a succession of instants, which prevents reflection, since to function reflection needs a relatively long time.

Urgency is the hallmark of the new media. Messages must be sent quickly. A rapid reply must be made to the phone or to emails. Texts and tweets must be sent at once to reply to requests or react to events. This speed prevents reflection, which generally needs time, except in the exceptionally rare case of real urgency.

Nicholas Carr has shown how using the Internet diverts our mental resources by forcing our brain to evaluate links and make decisions about navigation while handling a flow of fleeting stimuli to the senses. This permanent mental coordination for decision-making prevents the brain from seeking to understand what it reads, and even more, to reflect on it deeply.206 Our era seems to justify the fear expressed by Heidegger in the middle of the last century: that technical progress would drown what is the very essence of our humanity, “meditative thought.”207 Information is only useful and enriching if it can be mastered by the intelligence that makes sense of it. But as Jean Baudrillard observes, “We live in a world with more and more information and less and less sense.208

Information Without Learning or Knowledge

Looking at their effects in the domain of culture and education we have seen how the new media, especially the Internet and the television, pour forth a flood of information. But it is hard to digest such a mass of information. It makes one’s head spin and ends by destroying itself, for “too much information kills information.”209

Even if the information can be digested, it still does not make for knowledge, which is not simply an accumulation of information. The nature of the new media means that information is generally received in scraps discontinuously and passively. It is not examined or put in order to be thoughtfully assimilated. Even when the information may be of high quality it can be seen that the users of the Internet “generally fail to ask the right questions or to sort the results or to rank their sources.”210 They also have difficulty in synthesizing whatever information they may have collected.

The sum of the information one receives cannot give knowledge in the true sense of the word, for knowledge rests on firm foundations. It formalizes information to give it unity and ranks it according to its importance and value within culture.211 Information alone is not knowledge, which implies an in-depth understanding of its subject that has become, through reflection, one’s personal possession.

Losing One’s Memory

Another striking effect of the new media is how they make you lose your memory. Computers have the capacity to store huge quantities of information, and even more on associated storage devices such as external hard drives, USB keys, and DVDs, not to mention the “Cloud” on the servers of the service providers. This and the possibility of finding instantly any fact on the Internet give homo connecticus the impression that there is no need to make the personal effort to memorize these things.

These new inventions seem to have the advantage of sparing one the effort of memorizing anything or the need to recall and preserve the memory. They also are more reliable than the memory of man, which may not always register things perfectly and which may lose or modify what it recalls as time goes by, reconstructing them with gaps and distortions. We can see here an image of the famous reflections of Plato on writing in Phaedrus where King Thamus refuses the writing that the god Theuth has just invented, saying that it would give those who learn it an illusion of memory and knowledge.

“O King,” said Theuth, “This will make the Egyptians wiser and give them better memories; it is a specific both for the memory and for the wit.” Thamus replied: “O most ingenious Theuth, the parent or inventor of an art is not always the best judge of the utility or inutility of his own inventions to the users of them. And in this instance, you who are the father of letters, from a paternal love of your own children have been led to attribute to them a quality which they cannot have; for this discovery of yours will create forgetfulness in the learners’ souls, because they will not use their memories; they will trust to the external written characters and not remember of themselves. The specific which you have discovered is an aid not to memory, but to reminiscence, and you give your disciples not truth, but only the semblance of truth; they will be hearers of many things and will have learned nothing; they will appear to be omniscient and will generally know nothing; they will be tiresome company, having the show of wisdom without the reality.”212

As Peter Sudermann has said, computers have changed memory into a mere index, and intelligence into the simple capacity of using this index. In fact, it leaves the memory empty of any significant content. It has the same relationship to true information as the telephone directory has to the people it lists, or the card index of a library to the books it contains. “Rather than memorize information, we now store it digitally and just remember what we stored.” “Now the web teaches us to think like it does—as a tool for recall and connection.” Unlike the hero of Ray Bradbury’s novel, Farenheit 451, who memorized complete books, “We won’t become books, we’ll become their indexes and reference guides… preferring instead to know what’s known, by ourselves and others, and where that knowledge is stored.” So that in the end we have “rather little deep knowledge” left in our heads.”213

Because this external store of information exists we refer to it every time we need something stored on the web, and so we no longer use our own faculty of memory and recall. We use the documents we have stored on our computer, or those from our near-permanent connection to the Internet, and it is no longer so effective to use our brain to store information. Why memorize the entire contents of a book when you could be using your brain to remember a quick guide to the library? Instead of remembering information we now store it in digital form and at best we remember only what we have stored,214 for the frenzy of downloading may become so intense that it is not even possible to recall the titles of what was saved.

Weakening of the memory is not simply linked to the storage capacity of the new media, but also to the various ways in which digital culture eases some of the tasks of daily life. For example, with the phone numbers of all our contacts stored on our smartphone we no longer remember the phone numbers of those close to us. With calculators integrated into every smartphone we often become incapable of the simplest operations of arithmetic, let alone the more complex such as long division or the extraction of square roots that once could be done by anyone who had finished primary school.

The possibility of external memory does not merely externalize the memory but devalues it as well. Memorizing something personally seems like a waste of time and the effort of recall a useless waste of energy. This leaves a chasm between our modern digital civilization and the societies of old who valued memory so much that some of them deified it, like the ancient Greeks with their goddess Mnemosyne. Others likened it to a place where God is present and thought it to be a path to Him.215 Memorizing great literary texts or sacred writings, even when copied or printed, was one of the basic tasks in school for young children.

The capacity for memory is very flexible. It develops when it is used and withers away when it is neglected. If rote learning was once one of the basic subjects in primary education, it was not primarily to introduce the young to the realm of literary culture, poetry, theatre, and the like, but because it trained the memory and improved it for every other subject studied. It is not some special gift, but intense and regular exercise of the memory that enables actors to learn in a few weeks their role in a play and indeed the whole of the play itself. In the same way, conductors can learn the whole of a complex score. It can also be seen that those who neglect to exercise their memory find it hard to remember even the shortest of texts, or to recall what they had previously memorized.

It can also be seen that memorization is easier when what is to be memorized has what is called in Gestaltpsychologie “good structure,” a coherent and organized form. This is why poetry is easier to memorize than prose, and a melody easier than a random series of notes. In contrast, the content of the new media, especially the Internet, usually appears as a flow of motley elements with no inner coherence. Worse, with their hyperlinks and varied content, texts, photos, videos, and music, they act to disperse the mind.

For something to be memorized, it must be repeated many times with the same content and form of expression. In contrast, the new media constantly change what they show. On the Internet, pages pass by in a haphazard way while the television strives to avoid boring and losing its audience by treating what is static and repetitive as the worst of faults, and showing a series of clips as short as possible.

Memorizing something requires concentration and so to a lesser degree does recall. But as we shall see in the next section, using the new media weakens the ability to concentrate considerably. Anyone who has to deal with those dependent, even slightly, on the new media notices that there is often a delay before they answer a question: and sometimes they ask for the question to be repeated before answering. This is a sign that their short-term memory is degraded, like the degeneration encountered in sufferers of Alzheimer’s disease or senility, but to a lesser extent. It is linked to absent-mindedness and to a lack of concentration.

Reflection and memory are closely linked as William James put it: “The art of remembering is the art of reflection.”216 There are also close links between memory and intelligence, for the intelligence structures the data provided by the senses and also by the memory. Weakening of the memory inevitably leads to weakening of reflection, thinking, and knowledge.

John Sweller, an educational psychologist has shown that two kinds of memory interact during learning: short-term memory and long-term memory. The first stores our immediate thoughts and impressions but only for a few seconds. The second stores everything we have learnt about the world, whether consciously or unconsciously, as long-term memories that may endure for days, months, years, or for the whole life. One form of short-term memory, the working memory, transfers information into the long-term memory and slowly builds up a personal knowledge base. At each instant, we are conscious only of the contents of the working memory. The short-term memory is like the note-pad of the mind whereas the long-term memory is its filing system. The long-term memory stores in an organized way facts, concepts, and designs. By referring to these, our thought makes sense of varied bits of information and becomes richer and deeper. The depth of our intelligence depends on our ability to transfer information from the working memory to the long-term memory and to integrate it into the conceptual patterns that we have developed over a long time.217

Unlike the long-term memory, which has a nearly limitless capacity, the working memory cannot hold very much information at any one time. What it holds soon disappears unless it is reactivated by repetition.

The transfer of information from the working memory to the long-term memory is like filling a bath tub with a thimble. The new media pour forth so much information so quickly that they have a big influence on this process. When we read a book, information flows through the faucet, drop by drop at a speed we can control by the speed of our reading. By concentrating on the text, we can transfer all or part of this information, a thimbleful at a time, into the long-term memory and create those rich connections that are essential for setting it in order. With the Internet we are faced with many information faucets, all of them gushing forth rapidly. Our little thimble overflows as we rush from one faucet to another. We can only transfer a tiny fraction of the information to our long-term memory and what we transfer is a patchwork of drops of information from different faucets and not a continuous and coherent flow from a single source.

The information that is held in our working memory at a given time can be called the “cognitive load.” When this load exceeds the capacity of our mind to store and analyze the information—when the thimble overflows—we are no longer able to retain the information or to relate it to what is already stored in our long-term memory. We can no longer set the new information in order. Our ability to learn is reduced and our knowledge remains superficial. Experiments have shown that when we reach the limits of our working memory it becomes harder to distinguish between relevant and irrelevant information. We become dumb consumers of data.

The difficulty of understanding a subject or a concept can be seen to be “‘heavily determined by working memory load,’ writes Sweller, and the more complex the material we’re trying to learn, the greater the penalty exacted by an overloaded mind.” There are many causes of cognitive overload, but the two most important, according to Sweller, are solving external problems and dividing the attention. These two causes turn out to be two of the main characteristics of the Internet as a medium of information.218

Destroying the Capacity for Attention and Concentration

Another very serious effect of the new media on the life of the mind is the weakening, and even destruction, of the ability to attend and to concentrate. Homo connecticus is often incapable of sustained attention or concentration, or of sustaining an activity long enough to make it effective. As Raffaele Simone has said, “The media-sphere encourages flitting from one thing to another rather than concentrating, and fragmentation rather than continuity.”219

Attention and concentration are closely linked: concentration requires attention and attention implies concentration. Attention means fixing and concentrating the consciousness for a certain time in one of its operations (perception, imagination, memory, reflection, etc.) on a particular object. Attention itself implies concentration as opposed to distraction or dispersion; and since it is fixed on its object, it is opposed to mobility and instability. Insofar as it requires a certain length of time, it is opposed to the instantaneous. Insofar as it works on a single task, it is opposed to performing several tasks at once.

However, the way the new media work and are used implies everything that is opposed to attention. As we have shown many times, they pour out a constant flow, moving and unstable, of texts, images, or sounds. When several functions are used at once, for example the computer and the smartphone, or the computer as workstation and email sender, this instability is increased by constantly switching the attention from one to the other. It goes without saying that the multiple signals emitted are permanent sources of distraction. There are the television’s stream of images, the rings of the smartphone, the email alerts, the text messages, the tweets, the Facebook events, the news from the RSS flow and the rest, and the manifold temptations to distraction that they propose, zapping for the television, and hyperlinks for the Internet. Even when these things do not totally destroy attention, they stop it from working by turning it away from its object.

There are other factors that we have already discussed that take Internet users far beyond the sonorous alerts of their applications. Their desire to escape from loneliness or boredom and their constant search for novelty leads them to go out of themselves and continuously seek new messages. It becomes difficult for homo connecticus to find a timespan long enough to fix his attention and concentrate on something. He is overwhelmed by a world of outer and inner enticements that he cannot control. He is almost permanently interrupted and what time he has is of no duration. It is not made up of relatively long sequences but of a disordered succession of instants.

Then there is multitasking, simultaneously performing several tasks on different media: writing an email or consulting the Internet while making a phone call. This goes against the basic requirement of attention, which is to apply the consciousness to just one activity. Inevitably, attention is divided. This doesn’t simply cut attention into two halves. Switching from one activity to another deprives each of them of the attention given to the other. Overall, this leads to an attention deficit for all the activities, each of which lacks the time of attention it needs to be properly done.220 A further problem is that some of the overall attention is needed to manage the multitasking process, how to pass from one task to another, to forget the first, and attend to the next. So, there is less attention available for the tasks themselves. Multitasking also has a negative effect on the content of the consciousness itself. Those who practice it are more easily distracted than others by irrelevant enticements from their surroundings and can easily be distracted by almost anything.221

Attention is a capacity innate to mankind, but it is not mainly spontaneous, like perception. Like memory it is strengthened by practice and weakens when it is little used. The environment of the media encourages permanent distraction that prevents children from acquiring and developing a habit of attention and concentration, and destroys whatever force of attention and concentration an adult may have gained.222

One may say that to watch television requires a minimum of attention to follow the plot, and that using the Internet requires yet more since the navigator, the screen, and the content must all be managed or observed. This is why the Internet tires you out if you use it for too long. There is something to be said for these remarks, except that tiredness comes from the flow of information and from dispersion rather than from attention. To assess the value and the limits of this kind of attention, two types of attention must be distinguished, just as we distinguished two types of memory. There is passive attention and active attention.

Passive attention is not the beginning of active attention. It is neither a part of it nor a support for it. Instead, it opposes it. As one sees clearly with the television, passive attention captures all the attention and holds it captive. Indeed, this is one of the aims of television companies who employ most elaborate techniques to achieve this end,223 leaving almost no space for active attention.

The user of the Internet is not passive before the screen like the watcher of television, dumb before the flow of images. He uses his mind to choose and define the content and his fingers to reach it; but part of his active attention is removed by this process. His passive attention allows itself to be captivated by the images, videos, sounds, and links that adorn the pages, whence comes the paradox referred to by Nicholas Carr: “Our use of the Internet involves many paradoxes, but the one that promises to have the greatest long-term influence over how we think is this one: the Net seizes our attention only to scatter it.”224

The loss or weakening of the attention is very damaging to the ability of children to learn in school. Teachers see the effects in school. They notice how the students find it harder and harder to concentrate and instead are distracted and agitated. This began in the years when the young started to use intensely the new media: first television, then video games, computers, tablets, and smartphones. Hyperactivity is also becoming ever more common among the young of today. In certain countries, like Germany and the United States, it is considered as an illness and is widely treated with drugs like Ritaline; but it should be mainly attributed to the intensive use of the new media.

For adults a weakening of their capacity for attention can severely reduce the efficiency and quality of their work. The statistics show that a significant part of working time is taken up with activity on the new media. It is not always related to work, leading some businesses to take measures to prevent the use of private emails or smartphones when at work, and to forbid any use of the Internet not related to work.

The permanent enticements of the new media make work less efficient, more superficial, and multiply the chances of a mistake. This may have serious consequences in the case of operators of machine tools, drivers of vehicles, or medical professionals. In 2009, the New York Times published a series of articles about accidents caused by drivers being distracted by their smartphones. It would be easy to create a second series about what Americans call “distracted doctoring.” An article in the same newspaper225 expressed concern about this and gave several examples of it. There was a neurosurgeon who made personal phone calls through a hands-free kit during operations. There were anesthetists who surfed sites unrelated to work on the computers of the operating theater. There was a nurse buying airline tickets online with her iPhone during an operation. There were doctors and nurses looking at emails or sending them while they were inserting catheters into a patient. Finally, more than 50% of a sample of 439 hospital technicians would send text messages or make phone calls while monitoring the heart-lung bypass machine during heart surgery. Many medical professionals have been in the habit of multitasking for many years, and senior doctors have noticed that their junior colleagues are more liable to distraction since they have been trained to be permanently connected. “My firm conviction is that lives are in danger,” wrote Dr. Papadakos who recently published an article in Anesthesiology News on “electronic distraction,” which he described as “a digital nightmare.”226

Fragmenting and Disorganizing Thought

One of the most catastrophic effects of using the new media is the fragmentation and disorganization of thought, which is largely the result of the dispersive processes we have just described: the television with its flow of changing images that the producers speed up all the time; the Internet with its succession of pages each with its sources of distraction; the various media used in real time; and multitasking, always switching the attention from one thing to another. All these disperse thought, making it lose its unity and coherence, if it ever had them, and preventing their acquisition by the young who are still learning. Even before these qualities are seriously degraded, the media change thought into a kind of patchwork of different materials, colors, and shapes not coherently bound together.

In a musical metaphor one could say that users of the Internet end up with a staccato corresponding to the way they switch between web pages,227 giving a series of notes instead of a melody, bereft of any expression or legato.

Modifying the Structure of the Brain and the Way It Works

The argument of Nicholas Carr in The Shallows is that the Internet and the new media have changed in depth our way of thinking, and that this change has become imprinted on the structure and working of our brain. Before considering the Internet, he devotes a long chapter to show how scientific theories of the brain have evolved. It used to be thought that an adult’s brain was stable with an almost unchanging structure, but, starting in the 1970s this has given way to the idea that the brain has a flexible and plastic structure even in adulthood.228

Every time we perform a task or feel a sensation whether they be physical or mental, a group of neurons in our brain is activated. If they are close to each other, the neurons link to each other by synaptic neurotransmitters. […] If the same experience is repeated, the synaptic links between the neurons strengthen and multiply […]. What we learn as we live is inscribed in our brain through ever-changing links between the cells. The circuits of neurons, linked together, are truly vital paths for our mind. Scientifically, the essential dynamics of neuronal plasticity are summed up in Hebb’s Law: “Neurons that fire together, wire together.”229

“Today,” Carr continues, “the mists that have obscured the interplay between technology and the mind are beginning to lift. The recent discoveries about neuroplasticity … tell us that the tools man has used to support or extend his nervous system—all those technologies that through history have influenced how we find, store, and interpret information, how we direct our attention and engage our senses, how we remember and how we forget—have shaped the physical structure and workings of the human mind. Their use has strengthened some neural circuits and weakened others, reinforced certain mental traits while leaving others to fade away.”230

Among the new technologies, it is without doubt those of the new media, which are linked to the Internet, that have made the greatest contribution to remodeling the structure and working of the human brain. Their use takes up much time in the life of modern man. They actively engage his different mental and intellectual powers (sensations and movements of the upper members), and imply repetitive phenomena on the mental and motor planes. Carr writes of this:

“One thing is very clear,” he writes: “If, knowing what we do today about the brain’s plasticity, you were to set out to invent a medium that would rewire our mental circuits as quickly and thoroughly as possible, you would probably end up designing something that looks and works a lot like the Internet… . With the exception of alphabets and number systems, the Net may well be the single most powerful mind-altering technology that has ever come into general use. At the very least, it’s the most powerful that has come along since the book.”231

We know that the working and structure of our brain is changed significantly each time we learn a new skill. So, we can imagine what repercussions those activities linked to the new media may have. Repeated many times every day they end up by having the same effect as millions of training sessions. Our brains cannot but be “massively remodeled by this exposure.”232

It is important to realize that the neurological effects on our brain arise not only from what we do when we used the new media but also by what is left out when we use them. Nicholas Carr explains:

Just as neurons that fire together wire together, neurons that don’t fire together don’t wire together. As the time we spend scanning Web pages crowds out the time we spend reading books, as the time we spend exchanging bite-sized text messages crowds out the time we spend composing sentences and paragraphs, as the time we spend hopping across links crowds out the time we devote to quiet reflection and contemplation, the circuits that support those old intellectual functions and pursuits weaken and begin to break apart. The brain recycles the disused neurons and synapses for other more pressing work. We gain new skills and perspectives but lose old ones.233

Certainly, it is not the brain that defines the content of thought, for this has its source in the human spirit; but in the present state of the human being, the soul and body are related and interact. The form of our thought helps to mold our brain. In return, our brain, through the neuronal circuits created by our habits of thought, of action or reaction, orients the ways and workings of our thought.

The flow of various and disconnected pieces of information that the new media pour forth, the host of enticements that disperse and distract the activity of our mental powers, weakening attention and reducing concentration, the habit of reading diagonally, of writing in abbreviations all imprint themselves on the brain as habits and normal ways of working for homo connecticus. He reacts spontaneously in this way not only online but in everyday life, in every situation, so his whole way of life is deeply affected.

In the end, the new media bring forth a new man. This is a fact of which the large media companies are well aware, Google for instance, which finances research in the field of the trans-human.


CHAPTER 12

[image: ]

The Impoverishment of Spiritual Life

Only when we have their attention can we hope to win their hearts and minds.

—Eric Schmidt, former CEO of Google

The new media have, in the same way, led to the impoverishment of spiritual life. More and more, they have taken the place of traditional religions and spiritual practices, and at the same time they are changing and partly destroying the inner and outer conditions that favor the practice and development of spiritual life.

The Rising of a New Religion

It is clear to everyone that the world of the media has become a breeding ground for new spiritual practices and new religions. The new media are seen as a way to a new world and a new man, the ideal of all religions. The adoption of the new media by the people is preached for reasons that go beyond the commercial aim of selling devices, software, and applications, and the political aim of boosting the economy. Using them is said to bring many benefits for the personal development of the individual, the strengthening of the bonds of society, and the well-being and life of the population. Just as a television in every home was once seen as a sign of the progress of civilization, so the general use of computers and the Internet from the earliest age, and the possession of a smartphone by everyone on the planet are now seen as great advances. The new media are presented as the basic condition for the blossoming and happiness of modern man. They are said to open the door to a future full of promise and the emergence of humanity enhanced.

The sociologist Philippe Breton is one of those who has demonstrated the religious character of the new media in his essays: L’Utopie de la communication234 and especially Le Culte de l’Internet. In the introduction to this second work he writes:

The infatuation with the internet spreads in a climate which truly seems to be that of a new religion. This becomes clearer and clearer when one draws near to the circles which are its most ardent proselytes235.

The religious character of the new media has been noted by other writers. Armand Mattelart sees a religious dimension in Marshall McLuhan’s exaltation of the “global village.”236 Ignacio Ramonet fears that the technologies of communication may evolve into a “messianism of the media.”237 David Le Breton shows that there is a link between the religiosity of cyber-culture and the Gnosticism of the early Christian Era238. Mark Dery shows the link between American cyber-culture and the spiritualist New Age movement239. Pierre Musso gives the following critique of the networks: “A new god arises, a technical god. The internet is just one of his luminous apparitions: The Net. Everywhere the image of the Net prevails to enchant daily life and reinterpret the contemporary world. It is the idol of the contemporary cult of movement, of flow and of connection, linking the present to the future.” According to him the great networks of today are “‘the modern cathedrals of flow,’ which no longer reach out to heaven but are at once the theatres of a movement toward a better world and of setting the present in perpetual motion.”240 Philippe Breton sees this new spirituality as a religion without a god. It has its roots in Gnosticism, in Manicheism, in dualism, in the counter-culture of the 1960s when the New Age embraced the spirituality of the Far East, and in the theology of Teihard de Chardin, which proposes to end the divisions among men by promoting the noosphere241.

In The Shallows, Nicholas Carr devotes a chapter to “The Church of Google,”242 and there have since been many articles that attest to the close links of Google to the transhumanist movement. The religious dimension of this partnership of the most important organizer of the Internet and the new media is obvious.

Philippe Breton shows how the religious character of the new media was already well developed at the dawn of IT, then called cybernetics, in Norbert Wiener’s work. Starting in 1942, he developed his ideas and summed them up in his famous work The Human Use of Human Beings.243 Wiener proposes that communication should be recognized as the fundamental value for man and society around which he constructs a unified and all-embracing vision of the world. The idea of entropy has a central role. It suggests that the world tends toward a state of maximum disorder that could threaten man himself and the relations established between communities. Wiener sees this not simply as an evil, but as the work of the Devil. According to him, only communication can counteract this tendency. Man can only find salvation by becoming a communicating being, and machines for communication are needed for him to achieve this end. For this reason, they are good: they oppose evil. The new man imagined by Wiener no longer expresses his worth through his own activity, but through his social interactions. According to Wiener, man can only be understood as a communicating being. In this idea of Wiener, Philippe Breton sees not simply a utopia, but a real theology that is the basis for a religious anthropology: a new society and a new man emerge from the victory of good (communication) over evil (entropy).244

This new religion of Wiener’s was not adopted and the idea of entropy on which his system was based has now been forgotten. But Wiener rightly prophesied the central place of communication in the future. It rapidly invaded every area of human existence, both social and personal: the economy, politics, culture, science, literature, religion, education, work and leisure. He also prophesied the coming of homo communicans, entirely defined by his connections, and thus becoming homo connecticus, sacrificing a great part of his time and energy to the new cult and its rites linked to the use of the new media and the social networks.

Over the last 40 or 50 years there have been many books and articles exalting the virtues of the new media in mystical and prophetic terms. A typical example is the work of the Canadian philosopher, Pierre Lévy, World philosophie.245 The new world made up of the new media is presented as an ideal world, peaceful and unified, where everyone becomes better informed and more aware. They thus become more intelligent and create positive relationships with each other. Boundaries and compartment disappear and make the world a village full of “friends” and humanity one big family.

Through the continuity of the new media, and especially of connected objects, the plan of a new man unfurls. He is to be freed from his present limitations, reprogrammed and augmented, thanks to the techniques of bionics, robotics, and IT, which in synergy he perfects. He gains limitless memory and a supremely powerful artificial intelligence. Thus, he acquires the divine qualities of omnipotence over himself and the environment, of incorruptibility and immortality.

Those who promote human enhancement and transhumanism246 of which it is part are clearly the heirs of the American cyber-culture of the 1980s. They benefit from strong ideological and financial support from the large companies that have developed IT, the Internet, and connected objects, especially Google and its subsidiaries. The religious character of this movement, which is strongly anchored in North American culture, has been emphasized. It also has a sectarian side to it, having the totalitarian aim of world-wide development and influence over states and their citizens. This is seen, for example, in the World Transhumanist Association founded by David Pearce and Nick Bostrom, which is now called Humanity.

A Religion Without Ethics

It should not be thought that this new religion is a disinterested philanthropic project. The promised incorruptibility and immortality are not free gifts of grace, but products: the companies that finance these projects clearly plan to profit from any discoveries of ways to improve the health of humans and to prolong their lives. Those who are to be saved are those who can pay. Those who are to be damned are those who cannot. This has led some to fear that society will develop into two levels: the level of supermen (enhanced humans) and the level of sub-men, deprived of the enhancement of the supermen.

This new religion is also without morals or ethics: anything that can be achieved technically is not only permitted but desirable, and anything that pays is good. At first, Google adopted the motto: “Don’t’ be evil!,” which itself shows a certain distance from what is good; but nowadays the company hardly ever considers such things. The ex-CEO, Eric Schmidt, commented cynically on this motto: “Now, when I showed up, I thought this was the stupidest rule ever, because there’s no book about evil except maybe, you know, the Bible or something.”

A New Cult

The transhumanist associations have developed mainly in the United States, and it is from there that they hope to conquer the world. In spite of their mainly atheist and humanist ethos they portray themselves as substitutes for Christianity. One can find in them the ideal of Christian perfection expressed in the patristic doctrine of the divinization of man247, and moreover, the ideal of a “new man” who will put off the “old man,” which echoes St Paul’s expressions in the epistle to the Colossians 3:9–10. Yet these ideals are transposed from the spiritual level to the material level, and are to be brought about not by the Grace of the all-powerful God but by the promethean force of man, helped by the technologies he has invented to conquer nature.

At a more modest level, the new media have been glorified and exalted from the beginning in books and articles and this has produced a cult of their veneration. This cult is not just theoretical since in practice many users give the new media a central place in their lives: the place that God should occupy in the normal religious life of the faithful. They give them much time; they sacrifice their strength to them; they give up many things for them in what resembles a kind of detachment. Like ascetics, they give up food, and especially sleep, in their service and begin and end the day with them, just like religious folk with their morning and evening prayers.248

Often, the use of the new media, especially the Internet, replaces certain religious offices, even in monastic circles; and as ecclesiastical institutions develop the use of new media to strengthen links or as new means of evangelization, they strengthen a virtual spirituality to the detriment of real spiritual life.

A recent scientific study has demonstrated a correlation between the development of the new media and the abandonment of religion, or at least religious practice. In North America and Europe, it is Christianity that mainly suffers.249 There are doubtless other factors that explain why more and more forsake Christianity in the West: secular society and the development of materialism and individualism. There is also the way the Christian message has been weakened in the second half of the twentieth century. In an attempt to bring it closer to the people it also has been strongly secularized, and for the sake of Ecumenism, it has been watered down and deprived of part of its identity. However, the new media have a power of attraction that consumes people’s time and distracts them from traditional activities and from the world round them; and in this way they have undoubtedly contributed to this disenchantment with Christianity.

The Limits of Online Religious Practice

All sectors of society are present in the new media, so it is perhaps impossible for religions to be absent. This would leave the space free for others and would deprive them of a way of reaching the greater part of humanity who are all now connected. At first, religions had a small presence on certain television channels, but have since spread out on the web with information sites, blogs, and various discussion sites. They have also produced various applications for smartphones.

In this way, religious communities can reach out beyond their membership to any connected person who may come across them by chance and who otherwise would not have been aware of their existence. So, the Internet seems to be a great tool for mission and preaching. It is also a means of obtaining information and various other resources, and a place where the lonely can find company. But those who use the web for religious ends should temper their enthusiasm. For as we have shown in previous chapters there are problems, and the web has its limits.

Each administrator or blogger tends to see his blog as the center of the web. He forgets that for a potential reader it is just one among the 200 million on the web, or one among the million religious blogs. By looking at the religious blogs it can be seen that all religions compete on the web as well as all kinds of sects. For some of them, the Internet has become a propaganda tool. Recent events have shown how Islamic sites, skillfully crafted to indoctrinate and manipulate minds, have managed to recruit people to fight in the Middle East and sacrifice their lives. Those who went were not only young Muslims seeking a radical ideal, but young folk who had never been in contact with Islam and who met convincing persuaders by chance on the web.

In general, the sects have a much greater presence on the web than in other media, which rarely give them space. On the web, expression is entirely free and uncontrolled and allows the sects to reach a public far greater those around them. Often their members have the zeal of new converts and use it in proselytism.

It is possible to profit from a chance encounter with a good quality religious site, but in general, the sites of traditional religions only attract those who are already in tune with what they represent. In that case the problems that have already been identified arise: rapid, superficial diagonal reading, distraction of the mind by links and images. Worse, they encourage a virtual relationship with the institution.

A Christian service or Mass watched on the television or the Internet by a lonely person may be useful and beneficial, but the virtual video is far from the reality itself. Watching is an individual experience, not the communal experience of the Liturgy, which in Greek is called the synaxis, meaning assembly. The communion between persons and Eucharistic Communion that are inherent in the Liturgy are also impossible. Moreover, the production team treats the Mass as a show, and the result has the same faults, though less marked, as an ordinary show, where changing camera angles successively presents the spectator with different viewpoints and disperses his mind.

A Poor Substitute for Confession

As we have already seen, the new media have eliminated the boundary between private and public life and have encouraged the exposure of intimacy to the most immodest degree. Sometimes this is unconscious, as when we speak loudly on the phone in public. Sometimes it is willful, as when we recount our intimate lives and states of mind on blogs and discussion forums. These can be substitutes for the psychoanalyst’s couch, which itself, for many years, has been a substitute for the confessional.250

Such an exposure of one’s intimate life undoubtedly has a liberating effect at a psychological level: an emotional release.251 But far from placing one’s ego at a distance, as would a confession or psychoanalysis, it usually serves to place the ego at the center. This, as Christopher Lasch has shown, fits perfectly into the “culture of narcissism,” which is the mark of modern societies.252 All this is clearly far from the sacrament of Christian confession, where the penitent recalls his sins, his faults, and his failings so as to repent, which means changing his conduct. The priest gives him the absolution that wipes away past failings and gives strength to do better in future.

In certain countries, especially in the United States, Christian confession online or by telephone has been tried. While this practice brings the benefits that come from openness and listening it can hardly be seen as a sacrament. Like all sacraments, confession implies a real, face-to-face relationship with the priest, and also certain rites whose material and sensory character are absolutely essential.253

Substituting the Horizontal for the Vertical

We have emphasized the religious character, in the broad sense, of the new media, but this is a religion without God and spirituality without Spirit. Transhumanism itself is another form of humanism, based on the humanism of the Renaissance, which sets man in the place of God. It rests on the enlightenment of the eighteenth century that replaced the facts of the Revelation with the speculations of the reason and on scientism, which sees scientific knowledge as the highest form of knowledge. It places its hope in scientific discovery, to ensure the perfecting and happiness of humanity, and in technicism, which sees technical development as the standard of human progress.

Alain Finkielkraut observes correctly that with the new technologies: “we abandon a world of contemplation and reaching upwards and enter a world of openness and reaching sideways.”254 As we use the Internet, we see how its web spreads horizontally, and how the movement of the spirit that moves within it is one of permanent alienation.

Technology That Bears the Seal of “This World”

Father Constantine Coman, a professor of the Theological Faculty of Bucharest, wrote recently that the new media are an invention of this world. They are fertile ground for those worldly attitudes that a spiritual man flees as he seeks “the one thing needful” in depth. For they bring forth distraction, pleasure seeking, levity, curiosity, talkativeness, and empty gossip.255 The new media also go ever faster, like much in the modern world, and unlike traditional societies that slow down so as better to contemplate mankind and the world.

This rapidity goes with ceaseless movement, a permanent quest for change and the instability that marks the modern world—the opposite of the stability that is cultivated by the Liturgy and personal spirituality. The constant quest for change, not spiritual progress, is on the whole a bad sign: it suggests permanent dissatisfaction since when we like something, we do not wish to change it but to cling on to it.

Man, Riveted to Matter and the Body by the Internet and Connected Objects

Large numbers of Internet connections are linked to the consumption of material goods. This makes it very useful to business. It brings immense profits, not just to the sites that sell, but also to the sites that collect personal data, which can be re-sold for commercial exploitation. The new media have encouraged the spirit of consumerism by showing the consumer more desirable goods than he could ever see in a traditional store, and feeding his lust to acquire them. The Internet has become the main instrument of a cult that, for more than half a century, many philosophers have called “the religion of consumption.”256

Connected objects have allowed the new media to go further, toward a cult of matter and the body. Their purpose is almost always to give man effortless power at a distance over the objects that surround him. Many of these connected objects are also related to sport, or to the supposed well-being of the body. They are almost always measuring devices designed to help improve physical performance. They are part of the cult of the body and youthfulness, which marks modern Western Civilization, where sport has also become a kind of religion.

Communication: A Substitute for Communion

Through emails, text messages, and social networks, the new media are credited with helping to forge relations between humans, and even, especially through Facebook, to give them friendship. As we have seen, to connect each individual to everyone else was one of the aims of the utopian society imagined by Wiener in a semi-religious way. One might think that these ideas are at one with modern personalist philosophy as found in Judaism (Buber, Lévinas), or Catholicism (Mounier), or even Orthodoxy (Berdiaev, Yannaras, Zizioulas), where a person is defined as a being in relation to others, the relationship being the only way this can come about.

But as we saw in a preceding chapter, the relationships that are created through the new media are very superficial. The so-called friends of Facebook, gained at the click of a mouse, are friends but in name. It is risky to reduce one’s neighbor to a Facebook “friend” or a Twitter “follower.” As Peter Pilt has shown, this replaces the love of one’s neighbor, which always implies concrete action along with effort and sacrifice, with “likes” produced by the simple click of a mouse. In this way, Christianity is replaced by what he calls “Clickstianity.”257 Pilt emphasizes that there is a similar risk in confusing activity on the social networks with spirituality. A cartoon shows a man who has just died arriving in Heaven. When God asks him: “What did you do with your life?,” he replies with surprise: “What! Didn’t you read my tweets?”

We have shown that relationships created by the new media have a virtual dimension. They are abstract, bodiless, lacking depth, and complexity. The nuances and all the visual and emotional richness of concrete relationships are lacking. Even those connections where the faces are present on screen cannot provide the feeling of a real presence. This is shown by the remark that users of Skype often make without realizing: “I miss you!”

Paradoxically, such relationships can be formed between lonely individuals who have never met, and often, who would never want to meet for fear of exposure or disappointment. The social media tend to replace real communities with virtual communities. Some are happy with this change258, but it is clear that the virtual, by its very nature, has not the human or spiritual density of the concrete.

In fact communication has become a substitute for communion, which, in its spiritual reality, rests on the participation in one Body and one Spirit in a concrete community259.

A Connection Competing with Connection to God

The facts show that connection to the new media competes with connection to God, which is made through participation in Liturgical services and through personal prayer. As we have said many times, the new media eat up time. The television does so and even more so the Internet. Through its links it entices the user to navigate further and further, capturing his attention and making him forget the passage of time. Anyone who has used the Internet has often found that a search that should have been quick took far longer than intended.

In this competition between connections, the new media win hands down. In spite of all the love we may have for Him, to connect with God we must make an effort to withdraw from our environment and from our own thoughts in the widest sense (reasoning, imagination, memories, desires, etc.) and be vigilant and attentive; navigating the Internet is easy. It is enough to let oneself go to plunge into a pleasant world that always assuages our desires and passions. Moreover, there is a sense of total freedom, whereas to relate to God within the framework of serious and sincere religious practice implies permanent regularity and discipline.

The monasteries themselves have managed to escape the invasion of the television, but find it harder to resist the new media. More and more monks, for various more or less valid reasons, now have access to a computer. More and more of them have a portable phone, which nowadays is a device that includes all the other media. In a coenobitic monastery, the rule may forbid or limit the use of portable media; but solitaries escape such control. Many hermits pass time on the Internet that could better have been given to prayer, and many monks spy through that small window every day on the world that they left through the front door.

The Many and Varied Sources of Temptation

The new media are always a temptation to turn from the task in hand, and also from our neighbor, our own spiritual benefit, and from God Himself. The Internet is a constant source of temptations. It is not just a device to escape boredom or to hide in a virtual world believed to be more gratifying than reality, but is a door open to the objects of every desire and passion.

Temptations always present themselves spontaneously to man, and this is also the way with the Internet. It shows texts, links, and especially images, providing as one navigates suggestions without number, and often unexpected. For the companies that manage the Internet organize it so that the user sees as much as possible of everything to which he is easily tempted.

Provoking and Feeding the Passions

If we review the basic list of all the passions, compiled by Eastern Christian Tradition to guide man in his spiritual progress, we can see that there is not one to which the new media cannot tempt us, and that they cannot arouse, feed, maintain, or develop. They are as follows: love of the belly, or gluttony; avarice, or the love of money and the desire to acquire more money and goods; lust, or attachment to sexual pleasure; anger, which includes all forms of aggression; fearfulness, which includes disquiet and anxiety; sadness; acedia, the state of dissatisfaction, disgust, laziness, and instability; self-love, vanity or vainglory; and pride260.

The television itself incites these passions. It shows a huge number of programs with violent261 or sexual262 content. It has also started to show temptations to gluttony with programs dedicated to cooking, to cake baking and bakers, to chocolate and chocolate makers, all of which are most successful. By multiplying the number of programs about consumption, it helps to place the spectators in the material world where all this takes place. By indulging in programs that describe how the rich live in luxury, it develops avarice. Through a whole range of movies and soaps that are full of scenes of violence, it develops aggression in those who watch them263. Through violent horror movies and dramatic and alarming documentaries, it is an important factor in the development of fearfulness, disquiet, and anxiety264. The situation is made worse by the hundreds of channels devoted to sex, gambling, cooking, and to all the vanities of the world that have been freely available for 30 or 40 years.

As for the Internet, it offers the same wares as the television plus all possible kinds of content through texts, sounds, photos, or videos. It allows any temptation to be followed up easily, an object to be found for any desire, a development for any fantasy, and food for any passion.

We have already mentioned certain sites that encourage behavior contrary to the respect and love due to one’s neighbor. Besides the sites devoted to speaking ill and slander (like Gossip), the ordinary forums and discussion groups found on the Internet encourage the same bad behavior along with verbal aggression that is facilitated by the generalized use of pseudonyms.

Self-exposure and Overexposure: A New Terrain for the Practice of Self-love, Vanity, and Pride

The television has strongly encouraged the desire for media exposure, not only among those in public life (actors, singers, and politicians) but also among ordinary folk, fascinated by the fame that comes from simply taking part in a television program. The Internet, through YouTube and Facebook, allows anyone to show movies of his most trivial words and actions to a huge mass of users, or to boast about his wildest behavior, his absurd and even suicidal exploits.

The social networks, such as Facebook and Twitter, and the discussion blogs and forums encourage self-exposure and even over-exposure. Many users of the Internet blithely describe their most trivial acts. They emit a stream of consciousness carrying their impressions, sentiments, and thoughts of the moment in complete disorder. Through videos and photos they expose their personal and family life without the least modesty or reserve. This reveals their desire to attract the attention of others to themselves. It manifests the narcissism that we have already described. One of its main expressions is the selfie, a photo of oneself taken with a smartphone, which is contemplated, as in a mirror, or posted on the social networks before the public gaze. How strange that these postings of photos or videos on the social networks should be called “sharing,” when they are acts based on egotism, linked to vanity and pride. This attitude is reinforced by what follows when the success of these “shares” is judged by the number of “likes” they attract.

What might be seen in a child as a means of learning to become conscious of his personal existence is in an adult an expression of untamed primary narcissism. Long before Freud, the holy ascetics of the Christian East identified this behavior and gave it the name of “philautism,” or egotistical love of self.265 They considered it to be a deep-seated passion, the mother of all the others, like vanity and pride with which it is closely linked, and which are also among the worst passions. Hiding behind ideas of “communication” and “sharing” makes them even worse, for it gives them a false appearance of altruism.

Pride and vanity are reinforced by counting the “likes” received, and by showing that one can collect more followers on Twitter, or “likes” from the so-called friends of Facebook than the next man. Those who use Facebook tend to show a flattering image of themselves, which surpasses reality. Their faults are erased and their qualities exaggerated. They even claim qualities that they never had. This has a bad effect not just on themselves, but on others who may feel put down by the outrageous exaggeration they see in the images that they take to be true. Psychologists have even found that it is a cause of depression, which concords with the teaching of the holy ascetics who saw pride and vanity as sources of sadness and acedia, two states that resemble what we now call depression.266

The new media have found their place in that modern Western culture that Christopher Lasch called “the culture of narcissism.”267 They have strongly encouraged its development, opposing the Christian culture of self-effacement through modesty and humility and esteem of one’s neighbor through charity and love.

An Unfailing Source of Distraction and Entertainment

As we showed in the previous chapter, the new media are a source of distraction and entertainment, far beyond anything known in the past, since they can be permanent and limitless. Formerly, someone who sought entertainment had to make a physical and psychological effort to move to the right place and pay the price demanded. The television and Internet bring it all into the home offering a huge choice that requires no effort of any kind to be accessed. Moreover, communications through the Internet and smartphones, emails, text messages, tweets and Facebook alerts, require the permanent attention of homo connecticus, turning him away from himself and from God toward external objects that may be virtual or (half) real but are always worldly.

Destroyers of Hesychia

The new media destroy what the Eastern Spiritual Tradition refers to as hesychia. In truth, this state can only be lived to the full by monastics. Yet all who would lead a serious spiritual life need it in some measure. Hesychia is a way of life that requires solitude, outer silence, and inner calm. These three things are indispensable for spiritual life, especially in one of its essential activities: concentrated attentive and vigilant prayer. In contrast, the continual prompts from the new media are incompatible with the creation and maintenance of hesychia, not only in its fullness but also for even the briefest periods. It has no chance against the visual and audible signals to which most connected people respond immediately.

Replacement of Inner Stability by Ceaseless Movement and Disturbance

Hesychia is also a state of inner stability that is required for prayer and that is strengthened by it. At its higher levels, spiritual life aims for inner peace that is not merely the absence of psychological disturbance, but also that absence of spiritual trouble, which is the fruit of the quenching of the passions. This is the first aim of the ascetic life in that stage of spiritual life that Eastern Christian Tradition calls praxis.

Even when it does not rise to this level, spiritual life requires and cultivates stability in life, and to this end gives great importance to regularity, which comes from discipline and contributes to the mastery of all the faculties.

The effects of the new media are quite the opposite of this state. As we have seen, using them often gives rise to disquiet that increases with use, or to dissatisfaction that the user seeks to assuage by always seeking something new. They drag all the powers of the soul into a continuous fast-flowing stream of disordered and disconnected impressions. Their content arouses desire, provokes fears, and develops the passions, which are so many sources of every kind of trouble for the soul.

Replacing Recollection by Dispersion

Spiritual life also requires what is traditionally called recollection, the capacity to turn all one’s faculties inward, away from the world, there in one’s heart to unite and consecrate them to God in meditation and prayer. Recollection is the stage of preparation for prayer that precedes concentration. But as we have seen, the new media push man’s faculties in the opposite sense, always outwards toward the world. They are dispersed by a stream of discordant nagging that cuts the soul in pieces, and destroys the unity and identity of the inner man268.

The new media encourage strongly two elements of ancestral sin:269 (1) the loss of the inner unity of the faculties, which once were united in knowledge of God and doing His Will, dispersing them among physical objects and their representations (thoughts, memories, and images), or the desires and passions that they arouse; (2) the resulting division, chopping up, and inner dispersion,270 which, according to St Maximus the Confessor, “breaks human nature into a thousand fragments.”271 As other holy ascetics have said, the intelligence is then constantly distracted,272 floating, erring, and wandering here and there273 in a state of permanent agitation,274 quite the opposite of the deep peace it experienced in its former contemplation. The thoughts that once were united and concentrated become manifold and multifarious, spreading out in a ceaseless flow.275 They divide and disperse,276 leaking out in every direction,277 dragging and dividing the whole being of man in their wake. This leads St Maximus the Confessor to speak of: “the scattering of the soul amongst outer forms according to the appearance of sensory things,”278 for the soul becomes multiple in the image of this sensory multiplicity that, paradoxically, she has created for herself, and which is simply an illusion arising from her incapacity to perceive the objective unity of beings through her ignorance of their relation to the One God in their origins and their end.

Once the intelligence becomes dispersed and divided among the swarm of thoughts and sensations that it has engendered, all the faculties follow. Stirred up and excited by a multitude of passions, they pull in many directions, often opposed, at once, and make of man a being divided at every level. This process of the fall of man, described by the Church Fathers of Late Antiquity, continues today faster than ever, driven on by the new media. They offer such a rich and speedy flow of temptations that they multiply the sensory objects that attract the senses and all man’s faculties; and they increase the dispersion and division that arises when man’s faculties are attached to them.

The Negative Effect on Vigilance and Attention, Two Essential Foundations of Spiritual Life

Although he starts from a viewpoint different from that of the Church Fathers, Matthew Crawford writes in his recent book of distraction as “the original sin of the spirit.” He emphasizes that attention, on the contrary, is one of man’s most precious faculties. It does not just contribute to all his various activities, but brings about his inner unity, preserving his identity in the face of the outer world. Crawford’s philosophical and psychological views concord with the warning of Deuteronomy 4:9: “Take heed to yourself and diligently guard your soul,” and with Christ’s many injunctions to his Apostles to keep vigilance (Matthew 24:42; 25:13; 26:41; Mark 13:33,37; 14:38; Luke 21:36), and with the recommendations of the Apostles themselves (Acts 20:28; 1 Corinthians 16:13; 1 Peter 5:8). They also agree with the age-old teachings of hesychasm, the most elaborate form of Orthodox Spirituality: attention is essential to the effectiveness and development of spiritual life. St Peter of Damascus goes so far as to teach: “Without attention and vigilance of spirit we cannot be saved and delivered from the devil, who, as a roaring lion, walketh about us, seeking whom he may devour.”279 To establish a solid and fruitful relationship with God and build himself up spiritually, a Christian must be attentive to himself. He needs a permanent attitude of vigilance (nepsis) to avoid evil thoughts (including diverting thoughts) and must remain attentive to God in undistracted prayer so as to develop a solid and fruitful relationship with God, which also builds him up spiritually by uniting him with the One God. St Niketas Stethatos writes: “Whilst we are divided by the fickleness of thoughts and the law of the flesh rules and endures within us, we are dispersed amongst the many parts which make us up and we are rejected far from Divine Unity, for we have not drawn on the riches of this unity.”280

The notions of vigilance and unity are two matters that are mentioned many times in the Philokalia, an anthology prepared in Greece in the eighteenth century by St Nikodemos the Hagiorite and St Macarius of Corinth. A Slavonic version was later prepared by St Paisius Velichkovsky and a Russian one by St Theophan the Recluse. It is a collection of the most important texts on spiritual life from the Fathers of the fourth to fourteenth centuries and is a major reference work for Orthodox Spirituality. It is significant that the full title of this collection is the Philokalia of the neptic Fathers, that is to say, the vigilant Fathers. Certain classics of hesychast spirituality include the words “vigilance” or “attention” in their title. Here are some examples: On vigilance and guarding the heart by St Nikephoros the Solitary,281 Chapters on vigilance by St Hesychius of Batos (Mt Sinai),282 or the famous Method of holy prayer and attention formerly attributed to St Symeon the New Theologian.283 As St Nikephoros the Solitary writes, the notions of attention (prosokhe), vigilance (nepsis), sobriety (another meaning of nepsis), and hesychia are very close and all describe the same attitude.284


CHAPTER 13
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Prevention and Treatment

Let us break their bonds asunder, and cast away their cords from us.

—Psalm 2:3

The main aim of this work is to diagnose the different pathologies provoked by the new media in the hope of showing the scale of the problem to those who have been blinded by the general elation that has come with these developments. To know the different forms of the sickness and their causes is clearly an essential stage in their cure.

The above analyses will doubtless help folk to draw back to a healthy distance. They will have understood that in this lie the main forms of treatment and prevention. As far as possible, one must abstain from the use of the new media and regulate what use one makes of them by self-limitation. In this way, one may escape as far as possible from their negative effects.

Total abstinence is without doubt the best. To achieve this requires a struggle to bring about another kind of society, another world. For it is clear from all we have said that the new media have sprung up like weeds in the soil of a civilization that has become worldwide, and is based on the myths of progress and the excessive value placed on technical development. Its aim is the limitless increase of profits for its main participants, the multinationals whose power has surpassed that of nation states. Given the dynamics of its present development, the possibility of a fundamental change of direction is far off. Our world is so organized that it is extremely hard to abstain entirely from the new media. Realistically, we must compromise. We can limit our use of the new media to what is essential for our way of life, especially for our work. This may seem a rather modest goal, but if more and more people were to act in this way, the desired decline of these media would at least begin. When the ship sinks, there is no point in dreaming of a calmer sea and a better vessel. Lives must be saved. When one reaches the shore, safe and sound, one can begin to plan for the longer term. So in this last chapter, we will restrict ourselves to suggesting simple and practical remedies.

How to Cure Dependency

Many users of the new media have become dependent on them, or at least one of them, such as the television, the Internet, or the mobile phone. They may also be dependent on a cyber-assisted habit, such as gaming, pornography, or compulsive purchasing.

Sometimes this dependency is not recognized as such by the subject as it is part of his existence, a way of life. It may be recognized by those close to the subject who themselves suffer because of it. It may also finally be recognized by the subject himself when he starts to suffer socially as his relations to others are disturbed, or psychologically through the ungovernable impulses and frustrations he feels, or physically through tiredness and nervous exhaustion. Different treatments are indicated as a function of the degree of dependency.

Psychotherapy

As we have seen, dependency on the new media is similar to dependency on drugs. So in severe cases, psychotherapy is needed with psychiatrists specialized in addictions.285 This is all the more necessary when the patient has gone as far as burn out, with its intense physical and psychological exhaustion that may lead to a syndrome of depression. The problem has developed and lengthy treatments are needed. In America and China, where the problem is more severe than in Europe, clinics have been created specialized in the detox of those addicted to the new media. They are similar to those specialized in alcohol or drugs and provide lengthy and continuous treatment in an isolated environment.286

The basic method of detox is to wean the patient from his addiction. He is cut off from all contact with the new media in a safe space under surveillance. A total rupture can be achieved since in this case, unlike dependency on drugs, there are no undesirable physical reactions. In the United States there are more and more cases of dependent patients who have undergone such treatment for periods of up to a year. However, it must be realized that addiction to the Internet and other new media, like addiction to drugs, is at first “a solution” before it becomes a problem. It is a response to existential problems that are at its root and that must also be treated urgently. Otherwise the effect of addiction therapy will just be temporary. These existential problems most often arise from deep spiritual roots and so require a spiritual therapy.

Some Guidelines for Less Severe Cases

Not all the forms of addiction to the new media are grave enough to need a stay in hospital, or even psychotherapy. The firm intention to reduce exposure or simply to avoid the worst of the consequences described in previous chapters can bring those concerned to take measures to control themselves. These can be effective if there is personal discipline.287

Retreats

More and more of those intoxicated by the new media realize that they are in a troubling psychological and physical state. They often have a strong enough will to take radical measures and cut themselves off for a certain time from all sorts of connected devices. In the press, there are more and more reports of the positive results of such long-term retreats.288

Those who cannot cut themselves off completely for so long, often for professional reasons, are advised to unplug regularly for short periods of at least five days. This radical interruption of all types of connection brings psychological and physical rest. It also allows, at least partially, the diverted and weakened connections in the brain to be regenerated and restructured. In the United States there is a National Unplugging Day each year. This is certainly not long enough, but at least recalls, symbolically, the need to disconnect from time to time. There are also groups that imitate the sexual abstinence movement, which has become fashionable to the West of the Atlantic. The members of these groups of digital abstainers289 support each other in their efforts to unplug for times of various durations. Digital detox, which started as a movement in Silicon Valley, has now spread to the hotels: spa hotels290 and thalassotherapy centers have added digital detox to their menus.291

Unplugging from Media That Are Not Really Needed

Social and economic conditioning, ever-present imitation, and conformity make all social media seem indispensable, but in reality few of them are. In some families, people live fine with no television. It is also perfectly possible to live without Facebook or Twitter. Some have cancelled their accounts and feel the better for it. Other media, like the Internet or the smartphone, have become indispensable for certain administrative or commercial operations. However, in the private domain, it is possible to limit strictly their use through filters, and more especially by programming periods when they are disconnected.

Following the recent scandal of Facebook sending the personal data of 2.7 million European subscribers to Cambridge Analytica, large numbers of users have closed their accounts. Many have also closed their Twitter accounts to escape the permanent flow of tweets, which can be so disagreeable. The best examples of unplugging come from those who designed the new media, and who are, or have been, senior managers in the companies that develop or exploit them. They are well placed to appreciate their disadvantages and dangers.292

Putting the Place and Importance of the New Media into Perspective

Above all, it is necessary to put into perspective in one’s mind the place and importance of the new media. One should realize that there is more to life than information and communication, and that these things should be instruments in the service of the content that precedes and follows them. The instruments are far less important than the content, which could be sent in a different way, deeper and more truthful, or which sometimes might better have not been sent at all.

They should also be set against former ways of working, of leisure and relationship, rediscovering the old ways if need be. One will then see that when the media are not absolutely necessary for the work in hand, they do not always improve efficiency or even speed, and that speed is rarely indispensable. It will be seen that the leisure activities proposed by the new media are not always more enriching or relaxing than traditional activities, and that the relationships formed through social networks are not deeper or more satisfying.

The pleasure, freedom, and depth of the reading of books will be rediscovered, along with newspapers and printed periodicals. The virtue of dead time, of silence, of solitude, of meditation, of contemplation, and of prayer will be ours again.

Standing Up to Social and Economic Pressure

One needs to stand back from all the social pressures that present the Internet, the smartphone, and the social networks in the most flattering light if one is to downgrade and restrain their use. Unconsciously they may be seen as fashion essentials and things to be imitated, which cannot be resisted. As we have seen, it should be realized that the development of the new media and their content are controlled by businesses that see the users as simple cogs in the profit machine.

It is important to shield oneself from all forms of exploitation. It is not enough to refrain from buying new versions of equipment, which is always being updated with new and useless gadgets. It is vital to avoid giving one’s personal data to all those who seek to acquire and exploit it. For instance, by keeping one’s private telephone number and email secret, many nuisance calls can be avoided from those commercial approaches and publicity stunts that can be so annoying.

Setting Filters

There are several filters that can be profitably used on mobile phones to limit calls and texts received to certain times or to restrict them to those coming from the contact list. Another filter connects every call to the voice mail, which allows the caller to be identified before the call is accepted. The latest fixed-line phones can be programmed not to ring when unidentified or undesirable callers try to make contact. Such calls have greatly increased in recent years as telephone marketing has progressed. There are also small devices, like Clibase, which also will block certain calls. And of course email providers allow certain messages to be automatically sent to the spam box. It is important to implement these things.

Unplugging

With all media, permanent connection should be systematically declined. It is essential that the television not always be on, even when one is engaged in other activities and just glances at it from time to time, hearing it in the background. This would seem to be obvious, but clearly is not for many households who pass the whole day to the sound and in sight of the television.

Going on the Internet, as one is often tempted to say, is also to be avoided. It means switching on the computer and randomly navigating the web. It should be eliminated at all costs if one wishes to be cured or to preserve one’s health. Besides being tiring, such activity usually turns out to be of very little interest. There is also the risk of being more or less consciously driven in one’s blind search by one’s unhealthy passions.

Unplugging is clearly most important for the smartphone, perhaps through time filters, and for emails and text messages. Real-time alerts should be switched off. It is better to look at all the messages at a time of the day or week that is set aside for correspondence. If this is done, it becomes obvious that few messages need an instant reply, that many are soon irrelevant and need no reply, or that a single reply will cover several emails. Twitter’s trap of instant reaction should be avoided. All this allows us to appreciate the value of distance and of taking time to reflect. Seeing the fleeting nature of news, we can just let it happen and avoid wasting time and energy.

Managing Online Time

In general online time should be managed so that it remains within set limits. If one cannot completely do without them, activities such as the television, the Internet, and social networks should be seen as secondary. Other personal activities should be given priority: homework for children, or meals and quality time spent together, which are not compatible with the media.

Television time should be limited, daily and weekly, to a fixed amount. The same should go for video games, web navigation, and social networks. Parents must watch carefully over their children in these matters and be ready to set strict limits to such activity. Seizing the phone when time is up is not recommended. It is better to agree to the rules in advance with the children and give them the responsibility of respecting them. This will gradually train them to handle such situations independently and more easily.

Managing Content

The best way of managing time spent online or in front of the television is to control the content, avoiding impulsive choices and random zapping. With the television, it is best to tune in to trustworthy channels and to select in advance quality programs. With the Internet, it is best to create a favorites list of the most useful and good quality sites so as to reach them at once as needed. This avoids much wasting of time and energy on irrelevancies.

The Virtue of Discretion

The new media encourage self-exposure in many ways, whether in public phone calls or on YouTube, Facebook, or other social networks. This, as we have seen, blurs the boundaries between public and private life, harming the intimacy and inner life of the person.

Those who use the new means of communication must re-learn the virtue of discretion as Pierre Zaoui293 has recently emphasized. In today’s society everything flows toward the public domain since everything is published. So, the virtues of intimacy and secret inner life must be rediscovered. It is these alone that allow the person truly to exist in the hidden mystery, which is his deepest nature.

Finding True Friendship Once More

Though at first excited by his numerous Facebook friends, homo connecticus will eventually realize that they’re all fake. Friendship does not come at the click of a mouse and is not preserved in digital memory.

Rather than running after virtual friends and working to increase their number, it is better to rediscover the virtues of true friendship, which is not measured by numbers but by quality. It is gained and nourished through those long moments spent communing together, in touch at the deepest level; in other words, by practicing everything that the new media contradict with what is virtual, brief, and superficial.

Care for the Other in Composing the Message

With the new means of communication, we have seen how social bonds have lost much of their quality in the world of emails and text messages, poorly and hastily composed. It is important to take more care in their composition so as to give them once more the quality they deserve. This will show respect and human warmth for the receiver, especially in the introductory and concluding formulae that have been so debased compared to the correspondence of former times.

Taking Time

Many of the bad effects caused by the new media are linked, as we have seen, to the speed of use that they encourage. We have seen how, by saving time to make work more profitable, we lose time for the quality of personal life. As an antidote to the speed that governs the life of modern man, the Slow movement was started in the 1980s to promote slowness.294 It is more vital than ever for homo connecticus to re-discover the benefits of slowness, which traditional societies have preserved. For in the speed of his communications and demands, he is the victim of hell. The everyday expression “Take your time” is full of wisdom. Time should not be poured out in an ungoverned stream at the behest of external factors. It should be devoted to one’s own existence, which the person needs to be and to blossom in his inner life.

The Best Prevention: The Education of Children

Prevention is better than cure. By following the guidelines given above, the new media can be used in a limited way that prevents falling into an addiction from which it would be hard to escape. It is from childhood that one must learn to limit and control the use of the new media, and here the role of the parents is vital. Some of them take the radical path of total abstinence from the new media, often hoping thus to save their children. There is no television, computer, or tablet in the home. There is no smartphone elsewhere.

While this may be possible for small children, it cannot be applied completely when they grow older, unless one abstains from all forms of social life and all forms of technology as do the Amish in their closed and strongly religious community. Social pressure is very strong at school, as we have seen, and it is very difficult to escape from peer pressure in a community where almost everyone uses the new media. Furthermore, it is impossible to avoid using computers and the Internet, which are now part of the school curriculum from primary level.

The solution is to train children to manage the use of new media strictly that can only be done by closely supporting them right up to adolescence, which will be easier for them to handle if the main methods of self-control have been acquired in childhood. The parents must use their authority to grade the use of new media as a function of age, and must also teach their children to use them with reason in terms of space, time and content.

Serge Tisseron, the psychoanalyst, suggested the 3–6-9–12 rule for introducing children to the new media, but it is very lax. It allows tablets to be used from the age of 3; computers, television, and video games to be introduced between 3 and 6 years old; and telephone and the Internet between 9 and 12 years old.295 One could suppose that he encourages a habit and creates an addiction at an age when acquired habits become firmly rooted in the mind for the whole life.

Before learning to use the new media, it is essential that children should learn to communicate using traditional methods so as to profit from their qualities and appreciate that they are not outdated or useless.

It is just as important for children to learn true sociability through real physical contact with other children of the same age before engaging in digital contact. They will thus easily see the richness of the one and the limits, poverty and partly illusory nature of the other. It is also important that they experience true comradeship and true, deep, and lasting friendship so as to appreciate their value as opposed to the fake friendships of Facebook.

In the same way, children should build up their own true personalities, assuming their defects as balance and progress require, and escape the temptation to create a virtual personality on Facebook that is bound to be disappointing since it is false.

They should be educated with traditional methods, handwriting on paper, mental arithmetic, and the use of printed dictionaries. This will help them to become disciplined in their work, to acquire and master such methods. They will learn the need for effort, and to take time for research, for organizing their knowledge, and for reflection. They must also learn ethical and spiritual values so as to be able to choose content with discernment.

Parents should ban the use of the new media in their children’s bedrooms, especially the television and the smartphone so as to avoid their uncontrolled or lengthy use at night; for this brings certain problems, of which one is tiredness that undermines the next day’s schoolwork. In the same context, total screen time should have a daily limit to stop it extending indefinitely. This can be combined with the use of DVDs and by recording programs of quality, whether educational or entertaining, which can be viewed later at a convenient time. The viewing time can be chosen so that it does not conflict with more important activities, and the choice of program can guide the taste of the children and accustom them to such programs. It has been shown that children who have the habit of watching certain kinds of program—for instance documentaries—will retain the habit into adulthood, provided, of course, that the content is adapted to their age.

It is important that parents do not allow their children to be carried away by the manifold suggestions and links of the Internet, but teach them to aim simply to fulfil their own needs, for information, for culture, or for their healthy hobbies. Many children discover violence and sex in their worst forms on the Internet, partly because their parents have not applied parental control but also because they have not been warned and given the personal training that would allow them to reject such content spontaneously. It is the same for the other dangers of the Internet, such as contact with strangers. However, parents should not simply choose content but also educate their children to look at content with a critical spirit and to use their own brains in deciding what to accept and what to reject.

Parents need to be present at several levels and give of their time. The addiction of children and adolescents to the television, to video games, or to the Internet may have several possible causes. However, it is often due, as we have already said, to parents who did not make enough effort to train and accompany their children. Worse, they may have used these things to keep their children quiet while they went about their own business. Parents have to take matters in hand from the start, and stay with their children until they have learnt enough to take matters in hand themselves, to use the new media with regard to the rules of place and time, to setting priorities and to abiding by cultural, moral, and spiritual values.

The Waldorf School of the Peninsula, in the heart of Silicon Valley, is rare in that it is not connected. Three quarters of the pupils are children whose parents work in the area, with Google, Apple, Yahoo, or Hewlett-Packard. These people who work to develop the digital economy and propagate it into every level of society are especially glad that in this school, their offspring are completely sheltered from computers, tablets, and smartphones right up till eighth grade.

Similar precautions are taken in the home to protect the children of the elite from what is fed to the common people. An article in the New York Times recently revealed that the CEOs of businesses in Silicon Valley prevented their children from using these different devices until they were fairly mature, and that even then, they were strictly controlled. The founder and CEO of Apple, Steve Jobs, was one such person as revealed by this article written by Steve Bilton. It was widely quoted in the international press and deserves to be quoted here at length to show his exemplary conduct:

“So, your kids must love the iPad?” I asked Mr. Jobs […]. The company’s first tablet was just hitting the shelves. “They haven’t used it,” he told me. “We limit how much technology our kids use at home.”

I’m sure I responded with a gasp and dumbfounded silence. I had imagined the Jobs’s household was like a nerd’s paradise: that the walls were giant touch screens, the dining table was made from tiles of iPads and that iPods were handed out to guests like chocolates on a pillow.

Nope, Mr. Jobs told me, not even close.

Since then, I’ve met a number of technology chief executives and venture capitalists who say similar things: they strictly limit their children’s screen time, often banning all gadgets on school nights, and allocating ascetic time limits on weekends.

I was perplexed by this parenting style. After all, most parents seem to take the opposite approach, letting their children bathe in the glow of tablets, smartphones and computers, day and night.

Yet these tech C.E.O.’s seem to know something that the rest of us don’t.

Chris Anderson, the former editor of Wired and now chief executive of 3D Robotics, a drone maker, has instituted time limits and parental controls on every device in his home. “My kids accuse me and my wife of being fascists and overly concerned about tech, and they say that none of their friends have the same rules,” he said of his five children, 6 to 17. “That’s because we have seen the dangers of technology firsthand. I’ve seen it in myself; I don’t want to see that happen to my kids.”

The dangers he is referring to include exposure to harmful content like pornography, bullying from other kids, and perhaps worse of all, becoming addicted to their devices, just like their parents.

Alex Constantinople, the chief executive of the OutCast Agency, a tech-focused communications and marketing firm, said her youngest son, who is 5, is never allowed to use gadgets during the week, and her older children, 10 to 13, are allowed only 30 minutes a day on school nights.

Evan Williams, a founder of Blogger, Twitter and Medium, and his wife, Sara Williams, said that in lieu of iPads, their two young boys have hundreds of books (yes, physical ones) that they can pick up and read anytime.

So how do tech moms and dads determine the proper boundary for their children? In general, it is set by age.

Children under 10 seem to be most susceptible to becoming addicted, so these parents draw the line at not allowing any gadgets during the week. On weekends, there are limits of 30 minutes to two hours on iPad and smartphone use. And 10- to 14-year-olds are allowed to use computers on school nights, but only for homework.

“We have a strict no screen time during the week rule for our kids,” said Lesley Gold, founder and chief executive of the SutherlandGold Group, a tech media relations and analytics company. “But you have to make allowances as they get older and need a computer for school.”

Some parents also forbid teenagers from using social networks, except for services like Snapchat, which deletes messages after they have been sent. This way they don’t have to worry about saying something online that will haunt them later in life, one executive told me.

Although some non-tech parents I know give smartphones to children as young as 8, many who work in tech wait until their child is 14. While these teenagers can make calls and text, they are not given a data plan until 16. But there is one rule that is universal among the tech parents I polled.

“This is rule No. 1: There are no screens in the bedroom. Period. Ever,” Mr. Anderson said. […]

I never asked Mr. Jobs what his children did instead of using the gadgets he built, so I reached out to Walter Isaacson, the author of “Steve Jobs,” who spent a lot of time at their home.

“Every evening Steve made a point of having dinner at the big long table in their kitchen, discussing books and history and a variety of things,” he said. “No one ever pulled out an iPad or computer. The kids did not seem addicted at all to devices.”296

The Silicon valley managers cited in the above article are not alone in setting limits to the new media for their families.

Tim Cook, who followed Steve Jobs as CEO of Apple, considers that the use of technology should be limited in schools and said that he, who has no child, didn’t want his nephew to use a social network.297 Bill Gates, founder and president of Microsoft, has revealed that he also limited his children’s exposure to technology. His children asked for smartphones in their early adolescence but he and his wife, Melinda, ignored their complaints until they were 14. He sets rules to limit the use of digital devices in his home. For instance, he sets a time every evening after which all screens must be switched off.298 Nir Eyal, a professor at Stanford Business School, an adviser to several companies, and author of “Hooked: how to build a habit forming products,” has described how he tries to protect his own family. He has a timer connected to the router in his home that switches off the Internet at a set time every day.299 Chamath Palihapitiya, the former vice-president in charge of user growth at Facebook, said at a Stanford Business School event: “I don’t use this shit and my kids are not allowed to use this shit either.”300

Prevention of Undesirable Content, Abuse of Personal Data, Commercial Exploitation, and Propaganda

If we allow our children to use social networks or navigate the web within certain limits, we should protect them against the dangers that lie therein. They should be trained not to reveal on social media any personal data that could then be used against them to do them psychological harm. As we have seen, there is a veritable plague of mockery, humiliation, and bullying that can drive children and adolescents to depression or even suicide. Prudence is also needed in discussion forums that evil-minded sexual deviants may use to contact children and entice them into perverse and troubling relationships.

There are now many applications offered by service providers that allow parental control and can block access to content that could be dangerous or troubling for the young, for example, sexual, violent, or sectarian.

Adults also need to protect themselves from the different kinds of exploitation of their personal data that can cause all kinds of trouble. First of all, one should, as far as possible, avoid communicating personal data, be it details of oneself, one’s postal address, email, or telephone number. On commercial sites where some data must be provided, the options that allow retransmission of this data or its use for marketing should be deselected.

The computer should be set to refuse cookies and to prevent the tracking of one’s navigation. Search engines like DuckDuckGo can be used, or Firefox, with the private navigation option selected. In other search engines the option “do not track” can be selected, or applications that identify tracking sites and block them, like Ghost, can be used. Service providers use the autofill option insidiously to orient searches in the direction they desire. If it cannot be disconnected, its suggestions should be ignored, even though it will take longer to enter the search terms.

Spiritual Healing and Prevention

As we have seen, the negative effects of the new media are felt on the spiritual plane, and are caused by various spiritual factors. So, there is a need for spiritual prevention and healing.

Fasting from the New Media

Fasting is usually thought to be abstention from food, but the teaching of the Church Fathers shows that it has a much wider application. During the times of the fast, they encourage us to add to the fast of the mouth and the stomach a fast of all the senses, touch, sight, hearing, and touching. We should abstain from everything that gorges psychological life, alienating the spirit and enticing man away from the spiritual life that he needs.

In Orthodox countries it is traditional to abstain from worldly shows and concerts during Lent and to limit television time to a minimum. The aim of this is not deprivation, but to loose one’s habitual bonds so as to be freer and readier for higher tasks, to turn from dispersion the better to attend to spiritual activities and the “one thing needful.”

In this sense, fasting can be applied to the use of the new media. Their use is restricted and controlled with the aim of freeing oneself to regain openness to the spiritual healing of oneself and one’s neighbor and to open oneself to God. The fast may be complete for periods, long or short, laid down in advance. Or it may simply involve restrictions on the type and duration of use: a strict selection of television programs and the limitation of Internet sites visited to those of some spiritual value.

Mastering Impulses, Desires, and Passions

Both spiritual healing and prevention imply a mastery of the impulses that drive us to use the new media at all times and everywhere. They require work to quench the desires and weaken the passions that go with them and impel us to using them for moral and spiritual harm. They should then become part of the whole ascetic life. In its widest sense, this is a struggle to eliminate the passions bit by bit and to develop the opposing virtues. For mankind, it is the best way of life.301

The Benefits of Humility

The new media, as we have seen, encourage generalized exhibitionism that takes root in the spiritual state of philautia (love of self). To oppose this, we must cultivate humility that dissolves the illusions and disappointments of vanity and pride. It truly builds us up in the love of God and our neighbor to which it gives first place.302

The Virtues of Silence and Solitude

We must rediscover as well the virtues of silence and solitude that the spiritual tradition of the Christian East combine in the notion of hesychia. This includes both outer silence and the inner calm to which it gives rise. The holy ascetics often reprove “vain words” or gossip, which they identify as a real passion. It is harmful as a waste of time and a distraction from more important occupations, but worse, it opens the door to other passions. Very often those long telephone conversations with unrestricted call plans and all those discussion forums on the Internet are nothing by a temptation to this passion.

By restricting conversations to the essential, by switching off the phone to provide long periods of silence, and by reserving times of solitude, modern man can rediscover himself. He can recover his inner life and re-forge himself in outer silence and inner peace. He can find once more the virtues of meditation, contemplation and prayer, and the riches of spiritual life, which his dispersion among worldly cares has denied him.

Making Time for Reading

It is important to take time to read the printed word, which has many advantages over reading on-screen.303 In the context of spiritual life, reading has always been considered as essential. It not only serves to instruct, but also to nourish the soul with the grace of Holy Scripture and the charismatic experience of the saints.

Already in the third century Origen praised the merits of “godly reading” (theia anagnôsis), emphasizing however that it could only be fruitful when done steadfastly with attention and prayer.304 Western monastic tradition codified the rhythm, length, and style of this practice at a very early date calling it lectio divina. After reading each section of the text, the reader next meditates on it to lead himself to contemplation.305

In the Eastern monastic tradition S.S. Pachomios and Basil included spiritual reading in their monastic rules with a freer form, yet considering it as completely indispensable for prayer. St John Cassian, another master of monastic life, also recommends it306 while St John Chrysostom emphasizes that it is not restricted to monks, but that all the faithful who live in the world with families and professional cares also have great need of it.307

Without Fail Make Time for Prayer

As we have seen, the new media, especially the Internet, tend to take up time that should be used for prayer, even the time of monks. Those hermits who have become dependent often abbreviate drastically the divine services. Often smartphones remain switched on during the time of prayer, which they disturb with their ring tones. It is not uncommon to see the faithful, monks, or even the celebrants themselves look at their smartphones during divine services. They believe that they are justified by the need to be ready to serve their neighbor and the potential urgency of a call.

It is vital to have a strict rule in these matters and to stick to it. The time for prayer must be preserved absolutely inviolable. All those potentially disturbing connections must be switched off. It is also important not to engage in any work or conversation that cannot be finished by the time when prayer begins. If this is impossible, there must be the will to cut short at that time any ongoing activity.

Prayer can only be fruitful in silence, and so in solitude, in attention without outer or inner distraction, and in continuity for sufficient time without interruption. All these conditions are summed up by the term hesychia, which is at the heart of the spiritual path called hesychasm in Orthodox spiritual tradition. This was most precisely defined in the fourteenth century308 but has its roots in the first centuries. This is shown by the texts collected from every age in the Philokalia,309 an anthology that continually emphasizes as the foundations of spiritual life the notions of nepsis (vigilance and sobriety) and attention, which it sees as the conditions sine qua non of authentic prayer.

Caring for Neighbors

For Christianity, our relations with those close to us are extremely important. Christ taught that love for our neighbor is our most important duty, the most essential virtue after love for God. We have seen how the new media pretend to increase these relations in number, but in fact prevent them by imprisoning their users in isolation, or impoverish them by replacing the real with the virtual. Multifaceted relationships are replaced with one-dimensional links based on texts and images. Relationships are falsified through distorted presentations of oneself to others, qualities exaggerated, or identity hidden by pseudonyms. They may wither through the use of shortened messages lacking in any civility, or they may become superficial, deprived of attention through dispersion into multitasking of parallel activities and communication.

It is vital to build once more a true relationship with our neighbor, where each person is fully present with their full attention for the other, where there are the time and means needed to deepen it. Each person should attend in every way possible to the well-being of the other.

Paying Attention

As we have seen, the worst damage caused by the new media is to the faculty of attention, and consequently, to concentration. Their power to distract and disperse make attention more and more difficult, be it to one’s own tasks, to others, or to God. Eastern Christian Tradition sees the spiritual life as needing the greatest attention, which it sees, with vigilance, as one of its two pillars. This very fact makes it a school of attention. Through vigilance (nepsis), which is basically a constant watching over oneself, and through attentive prayer, attention progressively develops, or is restored if it was formerly lost or distorted.

We must aim to reject permanently all temptations and even the most banal alien thoughts, not just thoughts themselves, but imaginings, memories, and desires. At the same time we should make an effort concentrate on the words of the prayer and to think of nothing else. Such is the way to strengthen attention so as to bring the mind and the soul to a state of stability, which nothing can disturb and to all our faculties a strength that no external power can weaken.


Notes

1.  V.C. Strasburger, Professor of Pediatrics at the University of New Mexico notes: “The media represent some of the most under recognized and most potent influences on normal child and adolescent development in modern society. Because media influences are subtle, cumulative, and occur over a long period of time, parents, pediatricians, and educators may not be aware of their impact” (“Children, Adolescents and the Media,” Current Problems in Pediatric and Adolescent Health Care 34, 2004: 54). M. Desmurget observes: “The causal link between the media and the symptoms they produce is often hidden by the time which elapses between exposure and the behavior it causes” (TV Lobotomie. La vérité sciéntifique sur les effets de la télévision, 2nd ed., Paris: J’ai Lu, 2013, 28).

2.  Contre le colonialisme numérique. Manifeste pour continuer à lire (Paris: Albin Michel, 2013), 16.

3.  See M. Hautefeuille and D. Velea, Les addictions à l’Internet. De l’ennui à la dépendance (Paris: Payot & Rivage, 2014), 165–187, which throws light on the responsibilities of business in cyber addiction and how they exploit it.

4.  In the United States, which sets the standard, 80% of households possess at least three televisions, and more than 70% of children over eight have one in their bedroom.

5.  Usually these are families with high moral, cultural or educational standards who are sufficiently well off to provide their children with various supervised activities.

6.  There are of course different levels between total abstinence and complete saturation. Generally, viewing time is less amongst higher social classes, since they have the culture and the means to replace the television with alternative cultural and leisure activities. On the other hand, the lack of alternatives reinforces the place of the television.

7.  See the work of L. Lurçat, quoted above.

8.  See M. Desmurget, TV Lobotomie. La vérité sciéntifique sur les effets de la télévision, 2nd ed. (Paris: J’ai Lu, 2013), 54–58. N. Carr, L’ Internet, rend-t-il bête? (Paris: Robert Laffont, 2011), 128–129. Studies have shown that the time spent in front of a computer screen increases the total time spent in front of screens in general. It does not replace television time except for the television time combined with the Internet (cf. H. Dawley, “Time-wise, Internet Is Now TV’s Equal,” Media-Life, February 1, 2006.

9.  A recent study has shown how frequently three media are used at once—television, computer or tablet and smartphone.

10.  Des enfances volées par la télévision. Le temps prisonnier, 2nd ed. (Paris: François-Xavier de Guibert, 2004), 13, 29.

11.  Ibid., 14. The author writes of the “violent” influence of the television for which he gives three reasons: “Firstly, the medium degrades reality, allowing all kinds of confusion and association by blurring the distinctions which are required for rational judgement. Secondly, the emotions are infected by the direct action of the images presented and their associated ambiance. Thirdly, there is a sophisticated manipulation of the viewer’s desires and motives. This manipulation uses psychological techniques which encourage automatic imitation through their subliminal and subconscious action, and more or less conscious imitation through suggestion” (pp. 151–152). See also pp. 161–162 for the techniques of manipulation inherent in the television.

12.  See L. Lurçat, Des enfances volées par la télévision, 37.

13.  For an analysis of the different types of game see M. Hautefeuille and D. Velea, Les addictions à internet. De l’ennui à la dépendance (Paris: Payot & Rivage, 2014), 48–68.

14.  The sentiment felt when confronted with new models and their owners of having an “old fashioned” phone, and the corresponding need to change it, encouraged by advertising, fashion, and peer pressure.

15.  This is done by continuously creating new models, improved in flash memory, processor speed, data storage, image definition etc.; which make earlier models technically out of date, and unable to be used for the latest applications. In many cases, this obsolescence is deliberately built in to the devices to limit their useful lives.
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