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Media Ecology in North America:
Theory Spectrum and Generational Inheritance

He Zhijun

Abstract: The schools of media ecology in North America, including “Toronto School” and “New York School”,
are famous for their innovative studies on the interactive and mutually-dependent relationship among media
technology, culture and aesthetics. A large number of well-known scholars in three generations have emerged so

far; among them, Patrick Geddes and Lewis Mumford had laid the foundation of this discipline.

Harold Innis, who had turned his attention from commodity economy to media ecology, implied in his later
stage research that media cast a significant impact on social power relations and knowledge structure. His model
of research perspective provided his successors with a powerful methodology for the discipline. In addition,
Innis’s media bias theory and theory of opposition duality between the oral and the written had started a large
project on oral culture and written culture involving Eric Alfred Havelock, Marshall McLuhan, Walter J. Ong,
Elizabeth Eisenstein, Robert K.Logan, Derrick de Kerckhove and so on.

If we say Marshall McLuhan, central person in the first generation of media ecology in North America, paid
close attention to the industry man, the publisher and the cyborg under the impact of media technology from
the perspective of electronic culture and psychological influence, and Neil Postman, representing the second
generational scholars, concentrated more on the complex effects towards social behavior and spiritual culture
by electronic media such as TV, then, Paul Levinson, a third-generation scholar, and Robert K. Logan — one
going through the three generations of the schools of media ecology in North America — were those who

pushed media ecology research into the digital age, mobile Internet era and full media age.

Although different representative scholars have different points of views, distinctive focuses, and even
disagreements on such issues as the technology-evolution prospect and media bias, they firmly inherited and
developed the consistent thinking of the schools of media ecology in North America. Their thinking is mainly
that media exert effects on biological ecology, social ecology and cultural ecology. Starting from Mumford,
Innis and McLuhan, cultural consequences created by media technology have been attracting much attention

from social ecology scholars.

It 1s without doubt that media ecologists have a great amount of common concerns about media technology:
that of Innis’s analysis of space-time bias of media, of McLuhan's definition of media as the extension of
feelings and spirits of human beings, of Carrey’s insights into telegraphy leading to local time-to-death, of
Meyrowitz's concrete analysis of the way electronic media casting a complicated impact on social behavior,

and of Derrick de Kerckhove's discovery of the revolutionary influence of virtual reality and electronic money.
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