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Abstract: The paper address the role and status of “grand theories“ on media epochs. 

The first sections discuss the number of epochs as identified in different theories and    

why the number does matter. The focus of the third section is on theories about the 

relationship between old and new media, contemporary changes in the overall matrix of 

media and the criteria for defining an epoch. In the fourth part of the paper the discussion 

turns to the scales of epochal transformations. Section 5 & 6 is finally devoted to a 

discussion of the notions of mediatization and mediation (Schultz 2004, Hjarvard 2004, 

Krotz 2007, Couldry, 2008). It is argued that the emergence of digital media implies an 

epochal change characterized by a new specific “media-logic” which is defined by 

coevolutionary relations between the old and the new, digital media. It is suggested that 

the notion of mediatization is interpreted as specific for each matrix of media and that the 

notion of mediation is replaced by a theory of genres considered as the bridge between 

media and context. 

Keywords: Internet, Media Matrix, Media Theory, Media Epochs, Mediatization, 

Mediation, Coevolution of Media. 

 

 

1. Grand theories on Media Epochs 

The development and spread of digital media have given rise to a wide range of “grand 

theories” of epochs in the history of media and information technologies (e.g. Bell 

1973/1999, Lyotard 1979, Ong 1982/1993 Beniger 1986, Harnad 1991, Boltz 1993, 

Debray 1994, Negroponte 1995, Poster 1995, Deibert 1997, Castells 1996-1998, 

Finnemann 2001, Logan 2004, Grassmuck 2007, Cardoso 2008). There are overlaps and 
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similarities between these theories, but they also differ in their focus, their definitions, 

their enumeration of main epochs, and their interpretation of the developmental process 

leading from epoch to the next.  

The role and status of such theories is also debated. Many scholars are reluctant to 

endorse “grand theories” and prefer to talk in terms of “middle range” theories or to 

consider developments over shorter time frames. There can be no doubt that “grand 

theories” are often - if not always - flawed in one or another respect. We are not able to 

identify such epochs with the same precision as we can identify the specific media 

available in a specific context. Even so, it can also be argued that we cannot do without 

grand theories for two reasons. First they are needed as a ladder to put contemporary 

phenomena into historical perspective. We cannot use notions such as “new media” 

without assuming the existence of old media. Second, they are also needed in our 

attempts to understand the relationship between contemporary media and the processes of 

mediatization.  

This paper will consider the importance of theories in more detail starting with a 

discussion about the number of epochs and why the number does matter? The focus of 

the second part of the paper is on contemporary changes in the overall matrix of media 

and the criteria for defining an epoch, and theories about the relationship between old and 

new media. In the third part of the paper the discussion will turn to the notions of 

mediatization and mediation (Schultz 2004, Hjarvard 2004, Krotz 2007, Couldry, 2008). 

Although these concepts are useful when discussing developments in the media, it is 

argued that their definitions miss some of the central traits characterizing the 

contemporary process of transition from the fourth to the fifth matrix of media as both 
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concepts black box the peculiar properties of digital media. For the same reason, the 

notions of ‘mediatization’ and ‘mediation’, are not always helpful when discussing the 

level of complexity that characterizes the emerging new matrix, and the issues relating to 

the co-evolutionary relationship between old and new media. Therefore, in this paper, the 

concept of mediatization is reinterpreted in a co-evolutionary framework. 

 

2. How many epochs and why? 

The question of the number of epochs is much more complicated than one would believe 

before entering into the various theories. One reason is that many theories focus on only 

one or two epochs and their interrelation. This includes theories derived from the 

dichotomy between the industrial and postindustrial society as well as theories based on 

the distinction between traditional and modern societies or modern and postmodern 

societies. There seems to be a widespread tendency to define the historical perspective 

within the conceptual scheme of the present equaling “us”, and the past equaling “them”. 

But there is also a tension between perspectives referring to different degrees of 

“newness” and different ideas of the relationship between old and new media and 

between the various criteria used to establish a distinction between two epochs. 

To help clarify the situation it is useful to have an overview of the number of epochs 

as defined within a selected set of theories. The first mentioned category of media in the 

list denotes the ”new media” of the epoch, while the existing media are mentioned 

because they continue to exist. 

 

0: Pre-linguistic 
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I: Oral cultures (speech) 

II: Writing (I + writing) 

III: Print (I-II + printing press) 

IV: Electronic analogue Media (I-III + Telegraph, Telephone, Radio, Television etc.) 

V: Electronic digital Media (I-IV + digital media)1 

 

These are the main epochs suggested in the literature, but to my knowledge nobody has 

taken all the epochs into consideration so far. So the first issue when looking at the 

history of the media is to clarify how many epochs and which ones are identified in the 

material under consideration? 

 

2.1  There is only one epoch! 

It is possible to claim that there is only one epoch in the history of media. It means that 

the history is a continuous process including the emergence of new media, which are 

simply added and gradually integrated in ways defined by the social context. One epoch 

means no epochs at all. The idea is that nothing is really new under the sun or we cannot 

tell whether it is new. It could be argued that this is similar to saying that developments in 

the media are  ‘God’s will’, or that they follow the Newtonian notion of the universe 

being ruled by eternally given and invariant natural (mechanical) laws. I haven’t found 

theories explicitly claiming such a perspective, but as argued in part three it is implicitly 

present within media studies either in the form that new media are “not that new”, or in 

the form of the theory of mediatization when based on the idea of a “universal” media 

logic which unfolds gradually or continuously. Some parts of McLuhan’s reflections also 
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seems to adhere to such a perspective, although he does somewhat contradict himself 

with his “Paradise-Lost” idea of the textual Gutenberg-Galaxis and the return of an 

audiovisual paradigm with electronic media. 

Likewise Post-structuralist thinking is often very unclear about the issue of epochs. 

On the one hand thinking in epochs is basically considered invalid, because it implies the 

existence of macro historical patterns, “Grand Stories”, while on the other hand post 

structuralism explains itself by its opposition to the paradigms of modern thinking – and 

modern society. 

 

2.2  There are two epochs – at least 

Theories in this category do not necessarily claim that there are only two epochs in the 

whole history of media, but they take only or mainly two epochs into account. This is the 

case for Norbert Boltz (1993) , and  to some extent Mark Poster (1995) and Volker 

Grassmuck (2007). Poster distinguishes between a first and a second media age counting 

only ages of mass media excluding print, writing and speech as media. However he also 

employs a dichotomy between modern print culture and postmodern/post structural 

electronic media culture. This sort of bipolar theory is more or less analogous to theories 

of the information society based on the dichotomy of industrial versus informational 

societies. Grassmuck, on the other hand, recognizes older epochs, but is most concerned 

with the relationship between the “Gutenberg Galaxy” and the “Turing Galaxy”. 

One could also argue that Manuel Castells favours the two epochs understanding 

of media history, as he is concerned with the process of transition from the fourth to the 

fifth epoch. Anthony Giddens gives a different dichotomy between traditionalist and 
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modern society though he is not very explicit in his assumptions about the underlying 

media. According to Giddens modern society originated in the 18th century and this 

included the establishment of a modern public (print media). For the present he uses 

notions like “late modernity” and radicalised modernity, stressing that the changes today 

are less radical than the radical shift from traditional to modern society. 

 

Table I 

 

Oral +Writing +Print +Electronic +Digital 

  Boltz  Boltz 

  Grassmuck  Grasmuck 

   Bell, Castells Bell, Castells 

  Giddens Giddens  

 

 

2.3 There are three epochs – but which three epochs? 

To this group belongs Marshall Mcluhan with his distinction between Speech, 

Writing+Print and Electronic Media. Print is seen as a continuation of writing, simply 

reinforcing the effects of writing. For Mcluhan the three epochs constitute a pendulum 

moving back-and-forth between the authentic oral culture and the repressive writing and 

print culture, with today’s “live” electronic culture being considered as a return to a more 

authentic culture. 
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In his book Media Manifestos Regis Debray (1996) suggests a distinction between the 

logosphere (speech+writing), the grafosfære (print) and the videosphere (electronic media 

including digital media). Recently Klaus Bruhn Jensen (2002, 2006) has suggested a third 

triad in which the contemporary set of media is characterized as media of first, second, 

and third degree, reflecting a history of three main media epochs: Media of first degree 

are Speech+writing (as Debray), media of second degree are print and electronic (mass)-

media, and media of third degree are digital media.  

 

Table II 

 

Oral +Writing +Print +Electronic +Digital 

McLuhan Mcluhan  Mcluhan  

Debray  Debray Debray  

Jensen  Jensen  Jensen 

 

 

2.4 There are four epochs 

There are several views that can be placed in this category. Steven Harnad (1991) 

identifies Speech, Writing, Print, and Digital Media. Walther Ong (1982) identifies the 

first three epochs adding electronic media - more or less implicitly including digital 

media. His notion of secondary orality refers to analogue electronic media. Cardoso 

(2008) identifies four epochs using communicative patterns as criteria, but they seem to 

fit rather closely to the same epochs as recognized by Harnad (1991), except that Cardoso 
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includes analogue electronic media in the same communicative pattern as print. Deibert 

(1997) distinguishes between two different writing cultures (antique parchment codex 

and the roman Catholic regime in the middle ages), printing, and digital media. Even if 

Mark Poster, who was also discussed above, mainly concerns himself with the distinction 

between electronic and digital media there are also references in his texts to two earlier 

epochs namely one of speech+writing and one of printing. In this way the dichotomy 

between the two mass media ages is built into another dichotomy between print culture 

and electronic culture. 

Also in this category (four epochs) one might put Alvin Toffler (1980) with his “three 

waves”: the first wave corresponds to writing cultures (agrarian revolution), the second 

wave to print culture (industrial revolution), and the third wave to digital media culture 

(postindustrial culture). Although he only identifies the three waves, these are separated 

from a previous oral and nomadic society of hunters and gatherers, so making four 

epochs. A seventh constellation of four epochs is given by John B Thompson: scribal 

(mainly middle ages communication networks), print, electronic media, and digital 

media, because “computer technology in combination with telecommunication may give 

rise to forms of communication and interaction which diverge in some respects from the 

characteristics of mediated and quasi mediated interaction”. (Thompson 1995:278 n3). 

 

Table III 

 

Oral +Writing +Print +Electronic +Digital 

Harnad Harnad Harnad  Harnad 
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Ong Ong Ong Ong  

 Deibert/Deibert Deibert  Deibert 

Cardoso Cardoso Cardoso  Cardoso 

((Poster)) ((Poster)) (Poster) Poster Poster 

Toffler Toffler Toffler Toffler  

 Thompson Thompson Thompson (Thompson) 

 

 

2.5 There are five epochs. 

This idea is put forward by very few scholars, one of the proponents being Bob Logan 

(2004) who is the only one to include a pre-linguistic, nonverbal epoch and then go on to 

add the speech, writing+print, electronic, and digital epochs. Finnemann (2001, 2005) 

argues for five epochs: oral, scribal, print, analogue electronic, and digital without 

including a pre-linguistic epoch but separating writing from print.  

 

Table IV 

 

Pre-L. Oral +Writing +Print +Electronic +Digital 

Logan Logan Logan  Logan Logan 

 Finnemann Finnemann Finnemann Finnemann Finnemann 
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The overall picture is a bit surprising as one or more of these theories deny all the 

epochal distinctions. So, there is one group of theories (Harnad, Boltz, Deibert, Toffler, 

Debray, Cardoso) [AQ3] that don’t count analogue electronic media as constituting an 

independent epoch, while McLuhan and Logan conflate printing and writing as 

constituting one epoch. In the case of McLuhan one should note that he also introduces 

the idea of The Gutenberg Galaxy implicitly separating print from writing. This, 

however, does not fit with his even more fundamental idea of history as a pendulum. 

Debray and Bruhn Jensen conflate speech and writing, while Debray conflates 

analogue and digital electronic media and Bruhn Jensen (and implicitly Cardoso) bring 

together print and analogue electronic media.  

Such conflations may serve one or another specific purpose, but there is evidence for 

claiming four epochal distinctions and hence five epochs + a pre-linguistic period. The 

various conflations are not only opposed by other “grand theories” but also by more 

specific historical studies. For the distinction between oral culture and scribal cultures see 

among others Havelock (1982), Ong (1982), Goody (1986), Innis (1951/1977), and 

McLuhan (1962, 1964). The distinction between scribal cultures and print cultures is 

strongly supported by Eisenstein (1979), Anderson (1983), Thompson (1995) and by 

most theories of modernity, since they relate themselves to movable type print 

technology. Castells, Poster, Negroponte 1995, Logan, Cardoso, Jensen, and Grassmuck 

all support the distinction between analogue and digital media. But over all it is clear 

from this discussion that there is a lack of a set of general criteria for the identification of 

media epochs.  
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In some cases the distinction between epochs are simply based on more general 

criteria ascribing specific philosophical implications to a given matrix, while others 

reflect social and institutional changes which may or may not relate to the media. And 

indeed, there is a very close relationship between the five media epochs and more general 

schemes of human history that chart human development from the nomadic (oral), 

through the agrarian-urban (scribal) to the three modern epochs: The epoch of print (early 

modern societies and Newtonian physics) the epoch of analogue electronic media 

(industrial societies and energy physics), and the epoch of digital media in the 

postindustrial modern or postmodern society (Finnemann 1999).  

In order to establish a history of media epochs it seems that we need to define a set of 

intrinsic criteria for distinguishing media-epochs in history.  

Relationships between media and philosophical ideas are contingent, as demonstrated 

for instance in the history of writing cultures: There are many different sorts of such 

cultures stretching from Chinese, Sumerian, Egyptian, Mayo, Greek to Jewish, from 

small city states to empires, from the antique to the middle ages, from secular to religious 

cultures, and also utilizing very different notation systems. Texts have been written for all 

sorts of ideas and related to a huge variety of political, philosophical and religious power 

systems. But they share the medium of writing allowing them to store messages 

independently of the individually stored human memories, to communicate across 

distance, to coordinate across distance and to distinguish between the past and the 

present. The emergence of writing also always affects the use of oral communication as 

for instance new rostra are established. This is why I argue, for example, that it is 

reasonable to identify writing cultures as constituting an epoch. 
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3. Why do we need a theory of epochs and what constitutes an epoch? 

There are different theories as to how to calculate the number of epochs and of the 

relationship between old and new media. Some of them consider these processes as more 

or less complete replacements defining the new epoch solely around the specific 

properties of the new media leaving old media out of sight, as if they disappeared. This 

sort of dichotomizing is a conceptually easy, but historically not valid, procedure. In most 

cases, and in all the cases discussed here, old media don’t disappear. We are still talking, 

writing by hand, using printed text, and “old” electronic media. 

Castells (1996-1998) is more cautious, describing new media (internet) as a 

hegemonic superstructure (adding a new dimension to the social morphology) leaving 

room for older media to survive in a new general system. Still, for Castells the 

interrelationships between old and new media are marginal.  

Meanwhile, a wide variety of theories today foresee a convergence between old and 

new digital media. They may foresee different kinds of convergence, but most foresee a 

kind of amalgamation process in which the older media are digitized or simulated in 

digital form. Many of these theories come from the IT-community, while media theories 

on the same issues tend to see digital media as a supplement or as enhancements of 

existing media. (See discussion in Finnemann2006b). Such discussions are not, however, 

limited to these two communities’ scholars, the major media corporations are also 

interested in how the new digital media will play alongside existing media and as yet 

there seems to be no firm conclusion as to whether the media will fully converge, or 

simply run in tandem, from either the theorists or those with commercial interests. But, 

 14 



there is some support for the argument that the notion of convergence seems to blur the 

question by indicating that different media merge into each other, while what we actually 

see is a growing number of differently dedicated media. 

Although from the discussion so far, it may appear that the idea of an epoch is rather 

vague and poorly defined, it is also important to realize that the issue of epochs is of 

relevance in understanding the role of media in human history, and highlighting the 

relationship  between old and new media . It also reveals how the emergence of new 

media adds to the complexity of the matrix of media available for the society in question, 

and that new media contribute to the extension of mediated communication compared to 

the previous state. The character and directions of such extensions depend on the one 

hand on the properties of specific media whether denoted as biases (Medium Theory) or 

enabling and disabling capacities (Pool 1983). On the other hand it depends on the 

specific ways media are selected, innovated, and adapted and used within a given society. 

New media – whenever they arrive in history – imply extended mediatization in at least 

two dimensions: they provide new forms of mediation in one or more respects and they 

are used in new areas.  

Accordingly, the question “what constitutes a new epoch” can be answered by the 

following four criteria.  

 

1. The media are new if they have a set of properties, which are different from the 

properties of formerly known media. New media introduces new biases allowing 

new affordances. If not, how then could they be new? 
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2. The properties of new media provide a basis for widening the use of media in one 

or more directions, thus extending mediatization by allowing new forms and/or 

spreading the use of media into new areas of social life. It is possible to identify a 

number of possible directions for such extensions: They can relate to time and 

space, to physical forms (stability, texture etc), to perceptual formats, to semiotic 

formats, to formats for knowledge representation and dissemination as well as 

communication, and for institutional arrangements.2  

3. The whole matrix of media is new if the new media add to the complexity of the 

overall matrix. 

4. A new epoch is not established if the role and function of old media is left 

unaffected, which means that a new epoch is only constituted if old media are 

refunctionalized due to the integration of new media in a given matrix, which is 

thereby altered into a new more complex matrix. 

 

The four criteria can be used to distinguish an epoch from previous epochs. An important 

precondition of this is that each medium has a set of distinct properties, while the specific 

role and use of any medium to some degree depends on the overall matrix of media 

available. You cannot analyze the role of any single medium independently of the overall 

matrix of media. So, for example, the role of speech changes with the emergence of 

writing, it changes again with the emergence of printing, and so on. 

  

 

4. Three Scales of transformation 
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The transformation process from one epoch into another is to be understood on a three 

dimensional scale.  

The first dimension is the macro perspective that analyzes the overall communicative 

infrastructure on the level of the matrix. We can describe the process on this level today 

as the emergence of a new communication infrastructure with the internet as a backbone 

in a new matrix, that is now also accessible via cell phones while most older media are 

refunctionalized. The process is a transition from a matrix based on a number of parallel, 

national mass media systems into one global infrastructure. Hallin and Mancini (2004) 

describe part of this globalizing process seen from the perspective of the “old” mass 

media but without mentioning the internet and digital media.  

The second dimension is the meso-perspective of media systems, which employs the 

same matrix in different ways according to specific regional, national, social, and cultural 

relations even if some of the actors act on the global scale. This is the level of different 

models as described by Hallin and Mancini for old media and by Castells and others for 

the different models of the information society (North American, North European/Nordic 

and Asian Tiger models).  

The third dimension is the micro level, the level of users, individual activities, 

specific inventions, innovations, selections, adaptations, and exaptations etc. Even if this 

is the level of real human communication and activity, the level where everything is 

enacted, it can not be analyzed solely on its own scale, as the meaning of an action in one 

place is always related to actions somewhere else. This is why research in the area is 

needed.  
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There is also a kind of a fourth dimension which adds to the overall complexity as it 

interferes on all three dimensions, namely the dimension of genres. In the transition from 

the fourth to the fifth matrix this includes the emergence of software genres, interface 

genres, functional genres and new genres of narrative and discourse. (Finnemann 2001, 

see also section 3 below). 

So, taking the contemporary example, why is it possible to argue that this is a new 

media epoch, what’s new about digital media? It is often assumed that we don’t need to 

ask this question. In some cases it is argued that we are not able to give an answer, 

because digital media are so diverse and malleable. Along with this answer comes the 

idea of the social shaping of technology. It can be argued, for example, that digital media 

do not have invariant properties as they are socially produced. It is, however, possible to 

agree with this social shaping argument and the description of digital media as flexible 

and malleable, while maintaining that it is still possible to define invariant as well as 

significant properties distinct for this kind of media. 

This is the case because they are in fact more malleable and flexible than any other 

print or electronic media. They are so because contrary to previously known machines 

they have a textualized and hence variable functional architecture 

(Finnemann1994/1999). This means that the malleability and flexibility to some extent is 

also in the hands of users during ordinary use of these media. The underlying – invisible 

– textual properties of digital media stems from the fact that the content, the interface, 

and some parts of the functional architecture are manifested and processed in the binary 

alphabet and processed as sequences of bits, that can, in many ways, be considered as 

linear text. While the functional architecture in the “universal” computer (as defined by 
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Allan Turing in 1936) is completely textualized, most digital media today are more 

precisely described as dedicated computers in which some parts of the functional 

architecture are bound to the physical architecture for the sake of convenience, while only 

a part is textualized and hence editable. Still, textualization of content (including all sorts 

of images and sounds) as well as of some parts of the functional architecture is a 

fundamental and invariant part of all sorts of digital media forming the basis for the 

hypertextual, interactive, and multimodal potentials unique to digital media. 

This is also why computers are capable of integrating the storage capacities of print 

media with the transmission speed of electronic media thus bringing together the 

properties of both kinds of previous media. Synchronous and asynchronous 

communication becomes an option within the very same medium. This, again, forms a 

basis for new mixtures of spoken and written language as manifested in new nearly 

synchronous – but still storable – formats such as e-mail, discussion fora, chat fora, 

Messenger, and SMS, all allowing new kinds of social coordination (e.g. micro 

coordination, Ling (2004)) and transforming the processes of mediatization in all spheres 

of daily professional, private, social, and public life as synchronized interactions can now 

be performed across distances.  

Analogue electronic media allows for some forms of synchronized communication. 

The telephone allows for one-to-one and group synchronization, radio and television 

allow for synchronizing mass audiences in a one-way relationship. Digital media (internet 

and mobile media), however, provide a significantly different experience as they widen 

the access for everybody, including individual citizens and civil society groups. It is also 

worth noting that this increased accessibility has so far developed without intermediary 
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gatekeepers so facilitating interactive communication between individuals, groups, and 

organizations of any size. So, it can be argued that the internet and mobile phones widen 

the mediated public as well as private space beyond the reach of traditional mass media, 

both on the macro level and on the micro level, while on the meso-level they enter into an 

intensive process of co-evolution with old mass media. Media institutions today utilize 

several media platforms, striving to offer new genres as well as cross media production. 

The role and relationship between authors and readers/viewers/users is changing with a 

variety of new sorts of relationship emerging: They are called prosumers (Toffler 1980, 

Tapscott 1995, Cluetrain Manifesto 1999), reader-writers (Landow 1992), co-writers 

(Finnemann 1999), or produsers (Bruns 2008). At the same time companies try to 

develop new business models for the capitalization of – free – user generated content. 

So, for all intents and purposes the age in which we live, and this piece is being 

written, appears to be a new media epoch. So, what’s the controversial part of this 

argument? Here I shall discuss two of the positions taken by those who do not seem to 

accept that we are entering a new epoch.  

 

5. The theory of Mediatization  

A basic assumption of the theory of mediatization, says Winfried Schultz (2004), is that 

the technological, semiotic, and economic characteristics of mass media result in 

problematic dependencies, constraints, and exaggerations. However to analyze the 

changes provided by new media, it is necessary to identify the processes in which the 

media play a key role, and according to Schultz we can describe the transition from the 

process of mediatization in late twentieth century (mass media) to the processes of 
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mediatization implied by digital media (as for instance the “promise” that they may 

contribute to a demediatization) with the help of the following four dimensions: extension 

(in time/space, of body, senses etc); substitution (of unmediated and mediated processes 

with new mediated processes); amalgamation (blending of mediated processes with one 

another); and accommodation (of society to the media). These four aspects of 

mediatization are closely associated with three basic functions of all media, the relay 

function, the semiotic function, and the economic function. For Schultz these notions 

constitute a conceptual framework, which can be applied to all kinds of media, old and 

new. 

Also Hjarvard (2004) contributes to a more general definition of mediatization than 

those developed within the (television-centric) mass media paradigm. According to 

Hjarvard mediatization can be defined as a “process through which core elements of a 

social or cultural activity (like work, leisure, play) assume media form. By media is 

understood a technology that allow transfer of or interaction with symbolic content across 

time or space”. (Hjarvard 2004:49). Like Schultz Hjarvard stresses the connection 

between commercialization and mediatization which indicates that the concept is still 

marked by its roots in the analysis of twentieth century mass media. Hjarvard furthermore 

draws a strong connection between “commercialization and globalization, which entail an 

increased mediatization both at a material, economic level and at a symbolic, cultural 

level.” (Hjarvard 2004:47). 

In Hjarvards opinion the process of mediatization is a process from a state of 

unmediated social activity into a mediated form. For Schultz it also includes changes of 

existing mediated forms with new ones. The medium itself is neither crucial for Hjarvard 
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nor for Schultz, as it does not add anything to the definition. Since the concept indicates 

that there is an intrinsic logic in the process of mediatization, Couldry (2008:375) 

describes it as a concept of a linear transition from a state of unmediated into mediated 

existence. This is probably a bit to simplistic as Schultz includes the interplay between 

mediated forms. Even so, the concept is kept as a concept independent of the specific 

media. Since the logic seems unaffected by the specific properties of the medium, the 

concept is also anchored within a gradual continuity perspective on the – modern – 

history of media. Only the intensity is speeded up. It is unclear whether Schultz and 

Hjarvard would consider the concept of mediatization relevant in the analysis of writing 

or print cultures. In case they did, they would probably have to admit the existence of 

different types of mediatization processes. Some processes are caused by specific 

properties of specific media, while others are caused by specific historical contexts, 

which do not necessarily bring mediatization close to either commercialisation or to 

globalization.  

Krotz (2007) also connects mediatization to globalization and commercialization and 

adds individualization, to a group of meta concepts describing long term developments. 

But even if they are all closely connected today the relations are contingent. First of all 

one may wonder why there is mediatization, globalization, individualization, and 

commercialization but no institutionalization neither on national nor transnational scale?  

State institutions have played many different, but always significant roles in the history of 

mediatization. One only has to point to the impact of public service policies or to the 

efforts within the European Union to develop new principles for media regulation.  
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Commercialisation also plays an important role in the present changes of the societal 

matrix of media. But without denying this, it can also be argued, that it is not as strong as 

assumed or that the assumption still has a strong hold in the television centric media 

perspective, but perhaps less strong for digital media, the internet being one example of a 

medium that is not simply commercially driven.  

While the process of mediatization in former theories is considered to be a process 

driven by media agents following their commercial interests, the internet is a quite 

different system where the old media are only players alongside other commercial 

enterprises as well as public institutions and all sorts of civic groups. The internet is a 

space where you can only be your own gatekeeper and not mine. But even more 

important: the control of media forms is far beyond the reach of the old media as well as 

any other company producing commercial symbolic content. The history of the internet is 

a history of changing interrelations between three main drivers: National Institutions such 

as military and universities, civil society activities, and commercial activities. It is shaped 

as a result of processes in which both national institutions and civil society activities have 

been drivers as well as commercial interests and in many cases with the commercial 

drivers on the back seat as late adapters and third movers. The story can only be 

explained as the result of unplanned interplays of changing interrelations between the 

three groups. Non-commercial activities have also played a significant role in the early 

developments of what later became the emergence of new business models; not least 

models for the commercial use of user generated content.   

The internet provides a new media platform that differs significantly from the mass 

media platform, and the old media institutions are today striving to refunctionalize 
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themselves and adapt to the new conditions. This includes attempts to invent new 

business models as well as other sorts of new relationships between companies, media 

companies, customers, or citizens who may now have a say as co-writers, prosumers, 

produsers if they so want. These power relations and the innovative dynamic may change 

in the future, but they cannot be overlooked today. 

Likewise with globalization. The internet itself is a manifestation of a new dimension 

in the process of globalization, as it is globally available. In most cases it is used in 

various sorts of local contexts, but this is the choice of users, not of media corporations. 

There is a new scale available for you, stretching from local via national, transnational to 

global reach. 

Schultz, Hjarvard, and Krotz widen the concept from a narrow political and 

normative concept of the role of modern mass media in the second half of the twentieth 

century. They provide a broader and more descriptive concept relevant for a wider set of 

social processes, but they do not provide a definition which acknowledges that the 

processes of mediatization should also entail the increase in complexity initiated by the 

emergence of new media. To solve this, the concept of mediatization has to include the 

various directions and forms of mediatization allowed for by specific media, as well as an 

increase in the complexity of the matrix of available media. In other words, it should be 

inscribed into a co-evolutionary theory of media epochs. The logic of coevolution of 

media is not a general logic. Each matrix has it owns set of biases and affordances.  

 

6. Mediatization, mediation and genre 
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Couldry (2008) raises another critique of “mediatization as a general logic” arguing that 

the concept should be supplemented with the concept of mediation “to emphasize the 

heterogeneity of the transformations to which media give rise across a complex and 

divided social space rather than a single media logic that is simultaneously transforming 

the whole of social space at once.”  

Mediation as defined by Couldry is a “multivalenced” notion as “we should not 

expect a single answer to the question of how media transform the social, since media 

themselves are always at least double articulated, as both transmission technology and 

representational content in the contexts of lived practices and situated struggle that 

themselves are open to multiple interpretations, or indeed to being ignored.” (Couldry 

2008:375.) 

To understand digital storytelling Couldry argues against the notion of mediatization 

and for the notion of mediation, but he also tries to show that both concepts may have 

some relevance. It sounds as if digital storytelling can be analyzed without a concept of 

digital media and without a theory of genre and narrative relating to the specific 

properties of the whole array of available media.  

When it comes to the definition, Couldry cannot but refer to the specific properties of 

digital media. In one definition he mentions “stories told in digital forms” and a whole 

range of supplementing criteria: 

 

 People who have never done so before are telling personal stories through digital 

forms, storing and exchanging those stories in sites and networks that would not exist 

without the www and which because of the remediation capacity of digital media, 
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have multiple possibilities for transmission, retransmission and transformation 

available to them. Couldry (2008:374) 

 

One wonders whether it is part of the definition that the stories should be told by people 

who have never done that before? Probably not - but what then with the additional 

criteria concerning storing, exchanging via networks, www, retransmission and 

transformation? Are they all necessary parts of the definition of digital storytelling and if 

so, how should we denote other sorts of storytelling in digital form?  

Couldry also gives another definition “By digital storytelling, this article will mean 

the whole range of personal stories now being told in potentially public form using digital 

media resources” (2008:374). The personal aspect has moved from the narrator (people 

who have never done it before) to the narrative “personal stories” (which might be 

fictions or biographical?) and the criterion of “potentially public” is added. Both 

definitions illustrate that digital storytelling is not used as a generic term for all narrative 

genres manifested in digital format but only for a subset.  

What’s missing here is the notion of genre, which comes in between the medium 

(which are always a range of potentials and constraints) and the narration. There is no 

medium which only allows for one kind of storytelling. 

The relations between media and genres are complicated. While each medium has a 

distinct set of properties (and sharing some properties with other media) genres are only 

partly bound to a specific medium. They relate to the overall available matrix of media. 

While literary genres changed in the interplay with movies and later in the interplay with 

radio and television, all genres today are changing due to the new fifth matrix of old and 
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new media. This is what Bolter and Grusin (1999) demonstrate in their “Remediation” 

analysis, but unfortunately without making a clear distinction between the notions of 

medium and of genre. The languages of digital media should include the languages of old 

media both because these languages and genres continue to exist and because they can 

also migrate to and mingle on digitized platforms.  

But the issue of genre becomes even more complicated because digital media 

contrary to former media includes genres on the level of programming software, of 

functional architecture, interface-design as well as genres relating to the utilization of 

hypertext, interactivity, and multimodality (Kwasnik & Crowston 2005). 

Digital media add new dimensions of complexity to all sorts of questions relating to 

the notion of mediatization, basically because these media add a new parameter to the 

matrix: the underlying textualization of functional architecture, interface, and content 

whether textual, pictorial, or auditory.  The binary alphabet is the first alphabet allowing 

textualized representation of any sort of symbolic articulation. 

A peculiar complexity here is that we have both born-digital media and digitized old 

media. This points to a very specific property of digital media namely that it is possible to 

textualize all older media. We may still stick to use those media as “old media”, reading 

on paper for instance. But the process of mediatization today includes the digitized 

mediatization of old media while encompassing a new kind of textualization that adds a 

whole range of properties not available in non-digitized electronic formats.  

The notion of mediation is not needed if the concept of mediatization is widened to 

include media specific properties and increasing complexity and epochal distinctiveness. 

In stead it should be replaced by the concept of genre to include the whole range of 
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possible narrative formats developing within each matrix of media. This will also allow 

for contextual sensitivity as genres are constituted and developed in relation to the 

communicating parts.   

All media have to accommodate these dimensions, which will only be reinforced by 

the current breakthrough in mobile internet access. There are strong arguments to support 

the claim that the process of mediatization today is radically different from the process of 

mediatization in the late twentieth century. The fourth, television-centric matrix is now 

entering into a new co-evolutionary dynamic in which television, radio, and print media 

are being refunctionalized into new positions in the fifth matrix.  

The argument is reinforced if we take a wider perspective and look at the whole 

matrix, especially what’s happening outside the center of the old matrix. While the end of 

print and the Gutenberg galaxy has been predicted, we see instead that digitized text 

(including hypertext) now forms the basis for a radical extension in the use of printed 

text. We didn’t arrive at the end of print, but at the end of ‘out of print’. Texts are now 

produced just in time, at any place we want, in the appropriate number of copies, and in 

individually variable physical forms. Textualization occurs on the macro-, meso-, and 

micro level. The Gutenberg Galaxy is not replaced by, but inscribed into, the Turing 

Galaxy (Grassmuck 2007). At the same it seems that the changes on the micro level are 

the most far reaching with respect to extension of mediatization, as face-to-face 

interaction is now often combined with or replaced by digital media as manifested in the 

explosion of social networking, and micro coordination across distance in space. Daily 

life is now textualized. 
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Since the emergence of digital media fulfills the criteria for defining a new epoch, it 

follows that the “logic” of the old matrix is not sufficient to identify the new dynamics, as 

there is a more complex matrix involving a variety of new processes of adaptation and 

refunctionalization of old media, which were formerly new. 

 

 

 

 
1 The pre-linguistic period is not counted as an epoch, since we have no valid knowledge about common 
traits in the use of symbols. It is, however still of relevance, as body language and other sign-systems are 
also part of media transformations in the following epochs. Some theorists also foresee that it might be 
possible to establish digital communication between people using the (assumed) symbols of the body and 
brain without recurrence to language and representation. These issues are not further considered in this 
article. 
2 The dimensions are attracted from a range of text mainly within the Medium Theory-tradition as 
described by Meyrowitz (1985). For a discussion in Danish see Author (2005). While the notion of biases 
(Innis 1950) refer to intrinsic properties of specific media, the notion affordance, borrowed by Donald 
Norman (198) from J J Gibson (1968/1977) refers to a specific (positive) relationship between a living 
organism and one or another part of the surroundings.  
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