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			When we talk about the great theorist of communication of the twenty-first century we are talking about Derrick de Kerckhove, director of the McLuhan Program in Culture and Technology at the University of Toronto from 1983 until last July. De Kerckhove’s CV is so extensive as to be difficult to summarize. He crossed over from the world of literature – he has a PhD in French Language and Literature and a Doctorate in Sociology of Art – to specialize in New Technologies. This prestigious communicologist has also studied from a practical perspective issues such as the impact of television on the human nervous system and has given workshops all over the world on the application of connective intelligence to business, government and academia. The author of such influential books as The Skin of Culture (1995) and Connected Intelligence (1997), he has recently begun working at the UOC. 

			In his office in Barcelona, De Kerckhove analyses the most significant aspects of communication today. And when he does so, gesticulating and laughing, he cannot hide the fact that at 64 he still speaks with all the passion of someone who thoroughly enjoys his work. References to Marshall McLuhan, who revolutionized the theory of communication and with whom he worked for ten years, are constant. “McLuhan would not be very surprised by the latest technology”, he says, and goes on to point out that in 1962 his master predicted phenomena such as the global encyclopaedia Wikipedia. 

			“Digitalization has put an end to the dictatorship of television”

			“He was quite sure that all of this would come about, though he didn’t think it would be for the better”. Here, De Kerckhove parts company with his mentor. “McLuhan was not an optimist, and that was basically due to his religious attitude. He used to say that the devil was in all this technology”, he recalls. Proof of this is that the author of such legendary phrases as “the medium is the message” rejected television, to the point of urging his son not to let his grandchildren watch it. 

			De Kerckhove, however, is clearly optimistic about the possibilities opened up by the new technologies. When he gave the inaugural virtual lecture of the UOC’s 2005-2006 academic year, entitled “The Biases of Electricity”, he noted that according to the technology used to convey language three cognitive stages can be defined in human history, namely the oral tradition, written script and the age of electricity. And this last can be subdivided into three phases: the analogue, followed by the digital, then the appearance of wireless technology. Three years on from that lecture there is nothing to suggest that this process has come to an end. “Why should we stop? Electricity has a surprising history!”, De Kerckhove affirms with unconcealed passion. 

			This process is so important and far-reaching that it even affects semantics. “One of the most symbolic changes is that the Internet has hijacked the word web. When we talk about the Web we are not talking about television but the Internet”. It is clear therefore that the small screen is one of the victims of this whole process. “Digitalization has put an end to the machinery and the dictatorship of television”, he argues. 

			But it is not only the media that have been revolutionized by the Internet. Politics has too. This highly acclaimed communicologist comes from a country, Canada, which, as Michael Moore showed in his documentary Bowling for Columbine, is a peaceful place where people leave their doors open (De Kerckhove confirms this), in stark contrast to the fearful and armed society of the USA. “With Bush people lived eight years of horror, they were very afraid. In Washington it was clear that people were scared to talk about politics. It was horrible, but all of that is over now”, he says, in reference to Barack Obama. 

			It is said that Roosevelt was the first politician to appreciate the possibilities offered by radio, that Kennedy was the first to exploit the power of television and that Obama is the first to understand the language of the Internet. De Kerckhove, enthusiastic about the current president of the United States (he has an Obama election badge next to his computer), endorses this claim and points out that Obama has translated into politics the theory of The Long Tail. First put forward by Chris Anderson, editor-in-chief of Wired magazine, in 2004, The Long Tail describes how new technologies have transformed the mass market into a small-niche market. And Obama got through to most of these niches, thanks to a campaign in which the new technologies played a key role. “It is clear that many of Obama’s voters were digital natives”, says De Kerckhove. 

			“It’s better to have a well-connected brain than a well-stocked brain”

			The term digital native was coined by American Marc Prensky in 2006 to refer to those generations born in the digital realm, in contrast to digital immigrants. De Kerckhove understands the distinction well – he has students of a both kinds, and confesses to being surprised at the ability of the younger ones and “the quality of what they produce’, while admitting that many of them have a problem with spelling – “which should come as no surprise, given that we are talking about the SMS generation” – and that “they don’t read much. And that is a major problem’. And on this point he agrees with McLuhan, who said that if people don’t read they end up losing their identity. “This is the negative part”, he admits, before going on to cite the French philosopher Michel de Montaigne, who believed that a well-structured mind was preferable to a well-stocked mind. Extrapolating this to the present day, De Kerckhove asserts that it is better to have a well-connected brain than a well-stocked brain, and advocates that the education of the twenty-first century will continue along this path. 

			He himself plans to use this methodology, interaction and group working in his work at the UOC, where he will further his study of communication, run workshops under the auspices of the research institute, provide consultation on innovation-related issues and work on aspects of digital art. Clearly, then, the Web will be a transversal presence during his time in Catalonia, a country that has impressed him with its “sense of humour” and “tremendous sense of dignity”. Long gone now are his beginnings with his old mentor, who did not live to see the advent of the Internet, despite having predicted it. Derrick de Kerckhove recalls that, paradoxically, it was the visionary McLuhan who advised him not to predict anything without having seen it first. “And I never do,” he concludes.

			+INFO

			Professional profile, University of Toronto

			www.mcluhan.utoronto.ca/derrickdekerckhove.htm

			Lliçó inaugural de la UOC 2005-2006: Els biaixos de l’electricitat

			www.uoc.edu/inaugural05/cat/inaugural.html

			The Gutenberg Galaxy, University of Toronto

			www.mcluhan.utoronto.ca/mcluhanprojekt/gutenberg2.htm

			The McLuhan Program in Culture and Technology

			http://www.mcluhan.utoronto.ca/about.htm
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