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Abstract

This paper reclaims some of the neglected aspects of media historiography and communication. It calls for a re-evaluation of the orientalist nature of history and the emergence of communication in society. The dominant historiography negates the existence of communication and intellectual revolutions in non-Western societies. Instead, it attributes the use of paper and invention of  printing to the genius of Europe in ushering the first communication shift in that for the first time in history the mass production of ideas and information was made possible. This paper challenges the promotion of Eurocentrism in that respect. It argue that there were earlier communication shifts grossly ignored in the context of the use of the technologies of paper and print. While discussing other Asian cultures in the context of the technologies mentioned, what is significant here is the emphasis on the transformative ramifications on knowledge and earlier civilizations. The revolutionary impact of paper and print has paved the way for cultural and intellectual revolutions as manifested in Muslim cultural history much earlier than Gutenberg’s invention.
(Presented at the Tokyo Conference on the Commission of History of International Relations CHIR, 16-19 September, Tokyo)

By Way of an Introduction

Media historiography and our understanding of communication can be captured through Edward Said’s arguments in Orientalism, in that these are products of,  the “…systematic discipline by which European culture was able to manage – and even produce – the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period.”
  As such for the non-Western man, his world view stays outside of him, and in the Nietzscheian sense of living in “truth in error.”

In this regard too, it is necessary to underscore al-Attas’ arguments on the problem of knowledge in his Islam and Secularism.  al-Attas, in advocating for a dewesternization of our epistemological foundations, contends that the crux of the problem that has arisen in contemporary society is knowledge – knowledge as conceived and disseminated throughout the world by the West; knowledge whose nature has become problematic because it has lost its true purpose due to being unjustly perceived, and has thus brought chaos in man’s life instead of, rather then, peace and justice, knowledge which pretends to be real but which is productive of confusion and scepticism, which has elevated doubt and conjecture to the “scientific”  rank and methodology and which regards doubt as an eminently valid epistemological tool in the pursuit of truth.

The further relevance of this argument in our investigation, specifically in response to the Orientalist nature of theorizing communication, needs to be critically understood. In reiterating the point made in the introduction chapter of this book, we again quote Al-Attas:

It seems to me important to emphasize that knowledge is not neutral, and can indeed be infused with a nature and content which masquerades as knowledge.  Yet it is in fact, taken as a whole, not true knowledge, but its interpretation through the prism, as it were, the world-view, the intellectual vision and psychological perception of the civilization that now plays the key role in its formation and dissemination.  What is formulated and disseminated is knowledge infused with the character and personality of that civilization – knowledge presented and conveyed as knowledge in the guise so subtly fused together with the real so others take it unawares in toto to be the real knowledge per se.

Epistemes, by their very nature, are certainly not neutral.  Nevertheless, it would be unwise to exist in truth in error.  To belabor on this point, so much that have been projected is a projection so false that it makes us unaware of the pseudo environment already constructed.  The projections issued forth only perpetuate and reinforce a particular constructed reality of the world.  Thus it is essential to come to terms with the source of knowledge and a certain way of thinking
 in transcending conventional and current configurations of thought, knowledge and practice. It would therefore be pertinent to survey some of the main themes with regard to the production of knowledge with the view of theorizing and configuring media history and communication rooted in what Nasr calls a scientia sacra or sacred science.
  An investigation into this aspect is no doubt difficult, but it is worthwhile to discover the meaning of communication itself, in this case, in what is to follow, from the perspective of the various oriental traditions
 within the matrix of a perennial philosophy.

Reclaiming the Sacred: Mapping Religion, Tradition and Communication

When speaking of traditional doctrines,
 with the subject of communication in mind, it would be a folly, rather, to omit the efforts made, and the thoughts issued forth from the West. Similar to that of the non-Western tradition, they have also called for a “spiritual” dimension of communication.  On this point, we glean briefly from the enterprise by communication theorist Lee Thayer and Clifford G. Christians.
  One such effort in highlighting the strands of what Christians terms as “spirituality” of communication can be seen in the 1979 issue of the journal Communication.
  In the “Issue editor’s preface” Christians traces the idea for the issue, in that it “took shape several years ago when Lee Thayer made ‘A Metaphysical Inquiry’ into the history and present prospects of communication theory.”  The 1979 issue comprises essays, by invitation, positing the various dimensions of communication from several religious traditions, namely Jewish, Buddhist, Catholic, Animistic and Russian Orthodox.

And in the typical Western tradition, the philosophy behind the inclusion of the essays is averse to institutional religions.  In this regard, Christians argues that organizational religion is “filled with distortions, lusts after certitude, presents dogmatisms in the name of truth.” Rather, he emphasizes the religious.  His emphasis that his concern is not formalized dogma, but “that quality of experience we call “spiritual.”  

He cites Buber in that in the latter’s language it is God, in Tillich’s non-symbolic ground for being, and in Augustine,  grace.  Christian emphasises the world of meaning which is, he says, is absolutely essential for our well-being as humans:  “Together, they nudge us toward a meaning-centered theory of communications where it is a process of creating meanings.”  Communication is seen as man’s attempt to uncover significance in life, his struggle to understand and convey experiences, needs, moods, and anxieties.  In this regard, Christians suggests that perhaps a vocabulary is beginning to take shape.  To him, based on his epistemological tradition, philosophers of language such as Ernst Cassirer, Susanne Langer, and Martin Heidegger echo the same notes found in the issue of the journal at hand.  And if we may add also, a similar tenor in Wittgenstein and  Kierkegaard.  Epistemologically, much of philosophy itself  is communication – with respect to the ramification of the latter’s domain.  The traditionist in the likes of Rene Guenon, Coomaraswamy and Schuon similarly bear testimony to this.  And of course, Nasr was once quoted as saying, ”to know has meant ultimately to be transformed by the very process of knowing.”
  And very much earlier, Persian mystic Najm al-Din Razi discusses on the transmission of Zikr,
 rooted in the revelation of the Qur’an for all mankind.

Meanwhile in 1985, for the first time (and thus far the only such international initiative to collectively deliberate on the epistemology of communication from the Asian perspective) a number of non-Western scholars felt the need to question and redefine (Western) communication theories in the light of Asian cultures and traditions.  Many among them ask what is wrong with the Asian perspective?  Their main concern is that Asians have, wittingly or otherwise, distanced themselves from their cultural roots, and therefore, “deprived ourselves of the incredibly rich intellectual heritage which we are heir to.”
  Neville Jayaweera, for example, cites Christian communicators and theorists from Indian academia as content to look at communication merely from the standpoint of hackneyed Western sociological categories, ignoring altogether the incredibly “vast spiritual and intellectual resources that constitute their own heritage.”
  In fact, it was Jayaweera, through the World Association of Christian Communication (WACC), who was instrumental in getting the Asian Mass Communication Research and Information Center (AMIC)
 to organize the seminar on Asian Communication Theory in that year.

Jointly organized with Thammasat University, and assisted in large measure by the WACC, and the East-West Center (EWC), Honolulu, the seminar held in Bangkok, Thailand, drew participation from eight Asian countries and the EWC in Honolulu.  The seminar papers deal with a wide range of issue, from Catholic liberation theology, to the Buddhist perspective to the need for Islamization of Western Communication theories.
  Though multicultural and multireligious in nature, the topics seem to share a common non-Western metaphysical focus, albeit a general agreement that the search for a non-Western or Asian perspective does not imply the rejection of Western theories. The Bangkok seminar was followed by a series of major regional conferences deliberating on Asian perspectives in communication. Xu Xiaoge
 in his attempt to map such proceedings has erroneously divided his search into two parts: the search for Asian perspectives on communication, which he says were held between 1985 through 1993; and the debate about Asian values in journalism, since 1994.  The former, according to Xu, deals with Asian perspectives on communication in general, the press systems in two major sub-regions, namely the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and communication ethics in South Asian countries. The latter, in his view, involves mainly the debate about Asian values in journalism, press freedom, and professional standards and the trends and strategies of Asian communication in the future.

Apart from the 1985 Bangkok Symposium, other efforts identified by Xu were the Jakarta Consultation: Press Systems in AASEAN (1988); Kathmandu Consultation: Press Systems in SAARC (1991); Colombo Seminar: Communication Ethics (1993); Hong Asia Press Forum: Asian Values and the Role of Media (1994); Kuala Lumpur Seminar: Asian Values in Journalism (1995); Kuala Lumpur Conference: Pres Freedom and Professional Standars (1996); Singapore Conference: Trends and Strategies inAsian Communication (1996); and the Asian Economic Crisis: Communication and Transparency (1997).  Although Xu was correct in making a distinction on “values and perspectives” between communication and journalism, he fails to identify the different approaches as to what constitutes perspectives in communication – one, its epistemological and historical foundations, and the other, its political and policy constituents. Thus, he lumps the 1985 Bangkok Symposium and the Colombo Seminar on Communication ethics into one category, whereas the later deals more on ethical and professional practices.  To reiterate, as far as this paper is concerned, the Bangkok Symposium was the first and the only international/regional conference on the subject of communication from the Asian perspective.

Yet in 1989, another similar communication seminar, at the national level was held, this time themed the “National Conference on Communication from the Islamic Perspective,” organized by the then School of Mass Communication, Institut Teknologi Mara (now Faculty of Communication and Media Studies, Universiti Teknologi Mara) from October 5 – 7, 1989.  The seminar, as a reaction over the dependence on Western epistemology, proposes to explore communication from the Islamic perspective.  As posed in the conference brochure “(S)ome have explored the Muslim (Islamic?) media, while others have delved into the possibilities of communication based on the Qur’an.  But how do we develop a perspective on the discipline?”  The conference appropriately calls for a reorientation in thinking and theorizing on communication as a field of study, in seeing the phenomenon within the cultural and belief systems of the ummah.

The conference attracted 13 papers ranging from epistemological perspectives,
 to what is labeled as the “Muslim media,” and the application of what is understood to be Islamic principles through the mass media.
  While the majority of the papers take a functionalist view of communication in Islam, it may however be argued that the spirit of the conference takes the view that the “Islamicity” of communication and that of the inherent values in communication can also be found in Western literature.  Taking the view of communication as a field of study and arguably as an emerging discipline, it is noted that the Muslim must first of all develop a meaningful perspective of the existing state of knowledge as a prerequisite for realizing an epistemology.

The Sacred Landscape of Communication

In his introduction to Communication Theory: The Asian Perspective,
 Dissanayake argues that Asian scholars, while imbibing newer conceptualizations “inspired by phenomenology, hermeneutics, structuralism, and post-structuralism,” have yet to contribute to the effort from the distinct vantage point of Asia’s culture and intellectual traditions which he says embody the quintessential ethos of the cultures.  It is interesting to note that Dissanayake’s arguments posits approaches to communication taken by Asian societies as inducing rich and long traditions in religion, philosophy and art, which form the core of any given culture.  As such, he reminds us of anthropologist Edward T. Hall’s
 axiom that “culture is communication and communication is culture.”  Indeed, current literature on communication from the Asian
 perspective manifests two trajectories that are not mutually exclusive – the dominance of culture, and the universalism of that culture.

Dissanayake observes that a preoccupation with metatheory is a clear sign that a given discipline has attained a certain level of maturity.  And this is certainly the case of communication.  He calls for a widening of the field of inquiry through emphasizing attention to concepts of communication formulated by non-Western societies in the study of classical Indian, Chinese and Japanese treatises, as well as folk dramas and other modes of traditional communication in Asian societies.
  In this respect, Dissanayake’s views are shared with a number of other Asian scholars such as Godwin C. Chu
 of the Institute of Communication, East-West Center, Honolulu and a number of other scholars advocating the study of communication from specific traditions.
  Godwin C. Chu’s arguments are more assertive and critical.  He asks: “What is wrong with the Western perspective?,” to which he concludes that in the West, culture is rarely explicitly taken into consideration in research conceptualization, because culture is usually not regarded as a  variable.
  The problem with Chu’s argument is that he misses the point. The question that ought to be posed is “whose culture?”  Communication theory is culture bound and culture specific to the culture that formulates it because such is constructed within the crucible of the historical conditions giving birth to a particular corpus of knowledge based on a particular way of thinking.  So culture is actually explicit.  Ontologically, the essence of Western communication theory is Western culture, and not other cultures that exist outside its domain – temporally and spatially.

More importantly, Chu asks a fundamental question: “What Asian perspective(s)”
 Acknowledging the limitations of the Western perspective, Chu enquires what should an Asian perspective strive to be?  In regard to communication study, this is where he differs from Dissanayake.  His contention that because the field of communication study has been defined too broad, Western theories and research in the field have not been highly productive.  Like Schramm, his mentor, Chu understands that communication covers almost the entire spectrum of human behavior.  But his argument is that “(I)f our Asian perspective is going to be productive, our focus has to be selective.”  He gives three examples as potential candidates for research and theoretical development for Asian communication scholars,
 which, one may argue, are epistemologically hollow and merely reinforce the Western dominance.  While not implying a total rejection of the Western perspective, as he puts it, he warns that in “our search for an Asian perspective, we need to watch out for two potential pitfalls,” which can either be described as being “too vague” or abstract; and “too esoteric” or philosophical.  On the former, he criticizes both Western and non-Western scholars for falling into the trap of reification, using words and concepts with no clear and concrete meanings.  On the latter, he distinguishes between what is called the great traditions, referring to the philosophical wisdom of the great masters; and the little traditions, referring to the values, beliefs, and behavioral patterns of the common people.

Regardless of the aforementioned views expressed, a number of approaches can be identified as aspired by the proponents.  First, they see the urgency in the reexamination of the limitations of the linear Aristotelian model, which dominates Western thinking in communication, both in its epistemological and sociological dimensions.  Second, there is a felt need to examine classical treatises on philosophy, rhetoric, linguistics, and poetry, with a view of extracting principles and postulates of communication.  Third, there is a need to reexamine the dimension of symbolic communication in culture-specific conditions.  And fourth is the exploration of communicative behavior of different societies with a view of relocating the intercultural perspective.

A closer examination on the Oriental
  perspective on communication reveals two sets of assumptions, namely ontology and epistemology.  Take Hindu (or Indian) philosophy and communication  for example.  Saral, in writing on “Hindu Philosophy and Communication,”
 quotes contemporary Indian philosopher S. Radhakrishnan as observing:

Indian philosophy, it has been noted, is extremely complex.  Throughout the ages, the Indian philosophical mind has probed deeply into many aspects of human experience and the external world…The variety of the Indian perspective is unquestionable.  Accordingly, it is very difficult to cite any specific doctrines or methods as characteristic of Indian philosophy as a whole, and applicable to all the multitudinous systems and subsystems developed through nearly four millenniums of Indian philosophical speculation.  Nevertheless, in certain respects there is what might be called a distinct spirit of Indian philosophy.

The reasons for the complexity of Indian philosophy referred to by Radhakrishnan are both historical and epistemological.  According to Saral, no philosophical speculation was indulged in India without some reference to the Vedic thought and literature.  The Indian philosophical systems, developed during the period 500 B.C. to 500 A.D. have generally been classified under six darsanas or points of view, namely Nyaya, Vaiseshika, Sankhya, Yoga, Purra-Mimansa, and Vendanta.
  However, there is a seventh darsana if we include the South Indian Siddhanta.
  Both Nyaya and Vaiseshika systems believe in God but declare that the individual ceases to have any relationship within him, enjoying his/her own state of painless perfection.  Sankhya philosophy maintains that concepts take their birth in the mind and are tested later by empirical methods.  This means that we intuit the absolute and explain it by logic.  This largely holds true for the Yoga system also.  The Vedanta philosophy maintains that the ultimate liberation or mokhsa can be realized in this very life.
  

Reason and logic are not peculiar to Western thought.  Saral argues that such are accorded a very important place in Hindu thought.  This connecting thread, running through all the systems, must however, always be regarded as a means and not an end in themselves.  This is spelled out more clearly in Vedantic writings, which subordinate reason and logic to intuition (Sakshatkara).  The ultimate salvation can be attained by Brahman-intuition, seen as transintellectual,
 the reality in the absolute monism similar to that of Hegel.
  Both Saral and Jayaweera agree that the Vedantha is the most important of the mainstream systems of Indian philosophy.  The Vedantic literature, itself comprising three mainline systems, viz. Advaita of Sankara, Vishitadvaita of Ramanuja and Suddha Advaita of Vallabha;
 while underscoring the role of reason as an instrument and a tool for gaining awareness and insight, recognizes that it always presents to us a world of separable individual objects.  Saral observes that such an individuality is merely a partial abstraction from an absolute reality: “the Vedantic philosopher went so far as to declare that even the heretical views are manifestations of Atman, the absolute, and are partly true even though they may be incomplete in themselves.”
  Here, the concept of Atman is significant, for as Jayaweera puts it, Atman is the soul,” and Atman is Brahman is God” – the real ego, the self.  So there is one self, one ego, one “I.”

Jayaweera asserts that the mistaken belief in a permanent and individual ego identity results in individualism and the mistaken belief in the reality of multiplicity for Brahman is omnipresent.  He reasons that the ultimate reality cannot be known or communicated through reason or language or symbols.  All rational knowledge is through concepts.  But all concepts, except the concept of Brahman itself are limiting.  They exclude.  To ascribe any predicate to Brahman is to exclude other predicates.  But Brahman includes all possible predicates.  Much less can Brahman be communicated through any human means, language or symbols.  In this view, all forms of human communication can therefore only distort and conceal Brahman.  Jayaweera, in claiming that Sankara’s Advaita
 has far reaching implications for communication theory, compares its affinities to quantum physics, in that the essential unity of what we see as discreet entities, for example, “the unknowability of the external world, the dissolution of the differences between the knowing subject and the known subject,
 and the possibility of infinite correlation between all points within the  reality “system,” are truths that are fairly widely accepted within the scientific community.  He sees this as almost congruent with the one envisioned in Advaita.
Similar to this concept is Saral’s argument of interdependence as revealed through all philosophical interpretations of Hinduism.  Saral refers to the Virat Purusha – the cosmic Man, the structure of which, as a whole, has characteristics not found in any of its parts.  Living as well as non-living things, are united in one another as the organs of a single body where each element lives for all and all live for one.  In such a universe, concepts such as competition and manipulation are rendered meaningless.  Hence influence and/or manipulation is nullified.

Saral further extends the Virat Purusha concept in that each individual is the manifestation of the cosmos itself – Aham Brahma Asmi (I am the Cosmos!).  The external structures that we perceive, cognize; and communication to others are mere reflections or manifestations of our inner structures. Saral explains this through the process of intrapersonal communication.

As one begins to acknowledge and communicate with different parts and/or selves of oneself, the external structures begin to dissolve and reform into different patterns of relationships reflecting the existing status of one’s internal structures.

He thus brings attention to the critical need and value of one’s ongoing communication with oneself and accounts for the Upanishadic view that ultimate reality is best comprehended through meditative insight into the nature of one’s own self.

Transcending such boundaries is the concept of transpersonal communication.  Our knowledge of the external world is normally gathered through the five physical senses, which are extremely limited, hence closing the perception, cognition and experience of reality.  Here the mind becomes conditioned and its interpretations colored by the biases of the senses.  Saral reasons that this limitation of the senses becomes the limitation of the human mind, in which the physical senses become inoperative and where two minds can communicate without the operation, and therefore the limitations of the physical senses.  According to Saral, a faculty that transcends the limitation is  of human mind is the Budhi as conceptualized in the Bhagavad Gita,
 to which Nasr attributes the generation of the intellect “which produces and is produced” and at the same time that which neither produces nor is produced.
  In other words, such mind is not engaged in interpreting the sense data in terms of its own knowledge, but allows the pool of cosmic consciousness to illuminate its understanding.  What is important to note is that communication at this level occurs spontaneously and transcends the boundaries of times and space.

At one level of thinking, the concept of process is instrumental in explaining such a phenomenon.  Dissanayake, having done some exploratory work on Bhartrhari’s Vakyapadiya,
 primarily focussing on explaining linguistic meaning and communication, and on Chinese and Buddhist communication theory, observes that the concept of process bears prominently in both Indian and Chinese traditions of thought.  According to Dissanayake, the current thinking on communication, which seeks to place great emphasis on the notion of process, signifies a radical departure from the Aristotelian framework.
  He underscores that the Eastern world view, particularly the Buddhist view of reality, strongly supports the contention regarding the processual nature of life.  Such is also true of modern physics, where with the overthrow of the Newtonian world view and the emphasis on relativity, indeterminism, and probability, a newer concept of process emerged.

In this regard, Dissanayake draws our attention to Whitehead’s book, Process and Reality.
  In the book, Whitehead addresses the problem of process where he says:

How an entity becomes, constitutes what the actual entity is, so that the two descriptions of an actual are not independent.  Its being is  constituted by its becoming.  This is the principle of process.

The preoccupation with the Whitehead sense of the term “process” in the discussion of communication finds its landmark in David Berlo’s The Process of Communication.
  Dissanayake, in extending Whitehead’s statement on “how an actual entity becomes constitutes what the entity is?”  makes the following comments:

Whitehead’s notion of process, like the Buddhist view is extremely complex and multi-faced.  The phenomenon of process is ubiquitous and universal.  Nothing is self-contained, self-sufficient and static.  The world is characterized by a sense of dynamism.  It is constantly becoming and perishing.  According to him, becoming can be split into untis of process.  Each event as it perishes gives rise to a new process.  Whitehead coined the term”actual entities” to designate these units of process.  According to him, these actual entities which are microscopic and in perpetual state of motion are the “drops of experience,” the final  real things which go to make up the world.  This view is clearly reflected in Buddhism as is evidenced in the scriptures.  It is instructive to note that Whitehead himself says that his “philosophy of organism seems to approximate more to some strains of Indian or Chinese thought than to Western or European thought.

In linking Whitehead’s “process” to the concept of dependent co-origination in the Buddhist perspective on communication, Dissanayake points to the transactional nature of human communication.  He postulates that in human communication, one is not ordering or commanding someone to act in a specific manner.   On the other hand, one is only conditioning the other’s potential behavior.  To Dissanayake, underlying the idea of conditioning is freedom, in that it is opposed to determining.  He asserts that such an idea is central to the Buddhist conceptualization of human communication.

Turning towards the Taoist and Zen traditions, we see a similar ontological unity, especially to that existent in Hindu cosmological doctrines.  Nasr, in establishing some metaphysical principles pertaining to nature, speaks of Taoism as perenially being an awareness of the presence of the transcendent dimension symbolized by the void.
  But this void, he argues, is not non-being in the negative sense, but the Non-Being which transcends even Being.  He quotes the Tao Te-Ching as saying that “All things under Heaven are products of Being, but Being itself is the product of Not-Being.”
  According to Nasr, the assertion contained the principle of all metaphysics, in pointing to the hierarchic structure of reality and the dependence of all that is relative upon the Absolute and the Infinite, symbolized by the Void or Non-Being that is unbound and is limitless.  Likewise Chuang-Tzu affirms the same principle somewhat more elaborately when he writes:

In the Grand Beginning (of all things) there was nothing in all the vacancy of space, there was nothing that could be named.  It was in this state that there arose the first existence; - the first existence, but still without bodily shape.  From this things could then be produced (receiving) what we call their proper character.  That which had no bodily shape was divided; and then without intermission there was what we call the process of conferring.  (The two processes) continuing in operation, things were produced.  As things were completed, there were produced the distinguishing lines of each, which we call the bodily shape.  That shape was the body preserving in it the spirit, and each had its peculiar manifestations which we call its Nature.  When the Nature has been cultivated, it returns to its proper character; and when that has been fully reached, there is the same condition as at the beginning.
  

Again, we are confronted with the concept of unity, the center and the source of all things.  In Tao-Te-Ching, we see that it is language itself that is seen as beginning the distortion by basing itself on a presumption of things being simply different rather than having an identity/difference:

The names that can be named are not unvarying names.  It was from the Nameless that Heaven and earth sprang; The named is but the mother that rears the ten thousand creatures, each after its kind.

The dialectics of communication as advanced by Mills in “Taoism and Communi-action,” undermines the dominance/subservience model of sender-message-receiver in that “real interaction” and “real understanding” is the all-at-once sender/message/receiver.
  Thus so called communication as seen from the Taoist perspective is self-contradictory.  For just like the act of naming, things were not named because they were different, but things were different because they were named.  Naming is differentiation.  But language, the act of naming, as Mills argues, is not only a process of differentiation, but also a process of differal, which is the operations of desire.  And it is desire that which create the value, the desire to be esteemed, to have ourselves asserted.  It is this reign of desire that is crucial in the distortion and breakdown of communication, because desire enthrones the other.

The key to Mill’s argument is the self-assertive use of words.  A writing or a speaking, to the degree to which it is self-assertive, held to be valuable in itself, to that degree it is held over other creatures, against the world, and to that degree it is an altercation, an action of the other, rather than communication, a common action.  Mills analogises that a self-assertive use of language is rather like a cancer destroying the concept of the being-aliveness, the common action of the body’s entities.
  So to what extend, how, and in what ways, can our speaking/writing be not altercation, but communication, having this in-built propensity, as it were to altercation?  The irony may be viewed in the tension of being humans.  Given that speech is what makes a homo sapien, and the essence of wisdom, is also an instrument for setting apart, for blocking human off from other creatures, from ourselves, and for severing the link from the sacredness of the Transcendent.  Thus being endowed with this given,
 is also the same time, being endowed with the immorality of the act.

This “immorality” is grounded in differentiation.  We inevitably note that because language is established in differences and opposites, the choice of one work implies the repression of another, which Mills describes as leaving “an insatiable desire for what that repressed other expresses.” Conversely, there is also the desire that the chosen word should express what we want to express.  But this desire is also impossible to satisfy, for that chosen word never can perfectly express the whole of what we want to express, part of that whole being left behind in the repressed other word.  Both together are, in their sameness, the whole we need.  Both in reality are one and the same.

Mills falls back to language to understand sameness and differences.  To this, he refers to what French deconstructionist Jacques Derrida has named as Differance (spelled with an “a”):

Differance is neither a word not a concept.  In it we shall see, however, the juncture – rather than the summation – of what has been most decisively inscribed in the thought of what is conveniently called out “epoch”: the difference of forces in Nietzsche, Saussure’s principle of semiological difference, difference as the possibility of (neurone) facilitation, impression, and delayed effect in Freud, difference as the irreducibility of the trace of the other in Lovinas, and the ontic-ontological difference in Heidegger.

In doing so, he finds that the thoughts of Nietzsche and Heidegger are especially close to that of Taoism.  He remarks in no uncertain terms that  they proclaim and celebrate the closure of Western metaphysics through a recognition of the role of language in establishing difference that have finally established a congruence, not unlike that of Hegel or Whitehead, as mentioned earlier for Brahmanic and Buddhist thought respectively, with Taoist text, may be regarded as what Derrida terms as “a problem of economy and strategy.”  This comes close to what Chuang Tzu would call affirmation and negation.  One affirms the world, the negates it,
 as in Daya’s exposition of  the properties as zikr of la elaha ella’llah, containing both negation and affirmation – the negation of the remembrance of God and affirmation of the remembrance of other than God.

According to Mills, citing Derrida, such is also “the Nietzschean affirmation:”

The joyous affirmation of  the play of the world and of the innocence of becoming, the affirmation of a world of signs without fault, without truth, without origin which is offered to an active interpretation. This affirmation then determines the non center otherwise then as a loss of center.  And it plays without security.  For there is a sure play that which is limited to the substitution of given and existing present pieces.

The attitude of play in a world of symbols, with the matrix of affirmation and negation into the Infinite One, is characteristic of Taoism.  Mills calls this “wordless teaching,” not because words are avoided altogether, but because words are shown to be less than they pretend to be, less than conveyers of absolute truth.
  This also the reason behind the process  of communication in Zen.  For Zen is said to be a transmission of mind to mind, outside of words and letters, having no dependence on concepts, and no dichotomy, as the following expression in Buddhist thought manifests: “Sentient beings and Buddhas are not two,” meaning we are no different from the enlightened one.

In response, Glassman, who writes in “Zen and Communication,” quintessentially nestling himself in the “formless form” of Zen dialectics, cites Zen master Dogen
 who would write the whole phrase as one word – “sentient beings-Buddha!”  As if in the shadow of Dogen, Glassman conceptualizes in anticipation: “He would thus create new words, new phrases.  There is no dichotomy (between sentient beings and Buddhas) in this one word, and yet each part of the coined word represents one aspect of the oness.”

Glassman explains that “Sentient-beings-Buddha” consists of two manifestations of the oness of life.  The oneness of life is the fact that everything is just this one thing, and this one thing manifests as enlightened Buddhas, as this or as  that.  But he qualifies that it is not that there isn’t this or that, and it isn’t that there aren’t deluded or enlightened beings.  Rather, in the same sentiment of Chuang Tzu, all of that is the one body.  That very dichotomy is the oneness.  Underlying this oneness is:

Don’t be controlled by the word; don’t be controlled be time – be time, be the one who is the master of the word, the master of time and space, the master of now. Don’t be controlled by now, be now! 

At this juncture, it is relevant to briefly belabor on Dogen’s concept of now.  In volume 12 of Dogen’s “Junki,” he discusses the interelationship of the tenses as such:

It is said, the past life has already perished, the future has yet to come, and the present does not stay.  The past is not necessarily already perished, the future is not necessarily not-yet-come, the present is not necessarily not-staying.  If you lean the qualities not-staying, not-yet-come, and already perished as past, future and present, you must certainly grasp the reason the not-yet-come is past, present, and future.

The now or nikon as viewed by Dogen can be interpreted as the demolition of the past and the future.  The terms “is past,” “is present,” and “is future,” are actually “tenseless two-place predicates” that take as their ground some event or expression.
  The intertwining of being and time is clearly evidenced in Dogen’s concept, much like Heidegger’s assertion of Dasein, of Being, of the specificity of the entity of being-in-the-world, for Heidegger conceptualizes time as a “now point,” fixed with respect to two different time-points, one earlier and the other later.  And yet, he says, “no now point is privileged over any other. As ‘now’ any now-point of time is the possible earlier of a later; as ‘later,’ is the later of an earlier.”  To Heidegger, Being is time itself, not in time.

To extrapolate Dogen’s, and Heidegger’s often neglected premise in Western communication discourse to the meaning of communication, precisely, communication is the situation itself.  It is, as Glassman emphasizes, “the very being that is manifested.”
  And in contrast to the Aristotelian model, the transmitter becomes the receiver at the same time, and not necessarily with words; for as de Martino maintains, to  read (as well as to speak) the True Word of no letters, or True Word of no words, is the mode of Zen communication.  For the content of Zen communication is the entire Formless or “nondualistic” Self or Universe: “absolutely full, absolutely empty.”

The ‘New’ Media Technology: Eurocentrism and Gutenberg’s Printing Press 

European historiography cites a communication shift in the form of printing from movable types. Marshall McLuhan’s renowned book, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man, says that the movable type created a quite unexpected new European environment – “it created the public.”
 Such is an example of a profound omission in existing historiography – that on the subject of the “public” as it relates to an earlier communication shift as embodied and entrenched in such a technology as in the word Iqra’. Instead it was argued that Western science and modern civilization was radically altered in that European print culture created an audience and a public forum, leading to a formalized social convention for modern scientific and philosophical discourse.  

We have argued that linking the invention of printing with European civilization crashes into the realm of myth.
 Western historiography in general, and the existent literature on communication study in particular, assert that Johannes Gutenberg’s movable printing press, for the first time in human history, has made possible the mass production of ideas and information.  Indeed, it has been narrated that the fifteenth century technology, quite unexpectedly, has created an audience and a public forum, leading to a formalized social convention for modern scientific and philosophical discourse.
 

The promotion of Eurocentrism can be seen in the description of printing as stated in the Encyclopedia Britannica.
 The work traces the invention of printing to the dawn of the age of great discoveries. It describes that the invention was in part a response, and in part a stimulus to the movement that, “by transforming the economic, social, and ideological relations of civilization, would usher in the modern world.”  Obviously associating the technology with the economy of “the modern world,” it links printing with the mode of production and exchange. This began with the Italian republics, and seen in the commercial upsurge of the Hanseatic League and the Flemish cities. Here, social relations were marked by the decline of the landed aristocracy and the rise of the urban mercantile bourgeoisie. The world of ideas, it says, reflected the aspirations of the bourgeoisie for a political role that would allow it to fulfill its economic ambitions. Ideas were affected by the religious crisis that would lead to the Protestant Reformation. The interpretation as exemplified by the Encyclopedia ignores the genius of earlier traditions and civilizations. 

Shelton A. Gunaratne points to the European interpretation of “great discoveries.”
 Was the age of the “great discoveries” only confined to events in Europe as seen in the shift in the mode of production? Was it only associated with the “discovery of the New World” by Christopher Columbus in 1492 or of the explorations in Asia by Vasco da Gama in 1498? What is taken to be a historical fact as in the European explorations now seems to be precarious. The dominant historiography certainly ignores the explorations and discoveries of non-Europeans, especially that of the Arabs and the Chinese. The celebrated seven voyages of Zheng He (Cheng Ho) from 1405 to 1433 with 300-ship fleets carrying 27,000 men to India, Arabia and even to east Africa during the Ming dynasty (1368-1644) certainly signifies early endeavors of exploration and discovery. Temple asserts that the Chinese were the greatest sailors in history:

The Chinese sailed around the Cape of Good Hope in the opposite direction to that taken by the Europeans and at an earlier time.  They were also first to discover Australia, landing at the site now called port Darwin.  Chinese trade with the Philippines and Indonesia was common; and trade with the eastern coast of Africa was so extensive that pieces of broken Chinese porcelain are to be found scattered all up and down the beases of Tanzania and Mozambique, dating back for centuries. The Chinese also made voyages to the American continents, though it is questionable whether they were return voyages…For nearly two millennia, they had ships and sailing techniques so far in advance of the rest of the world that comparisons are embarrassing.  When the West finally did catch up with them, it was only by adapting their inventions in one way or another.
 

Citing Frank,
 Gunaratne argues that the alleged economic transformation in Europe downplays the fact that “the Asian economy and intra-Asian trade continued on vastly greater scales than European trade and its incursions in Asia until the nineteenth century. Drawing from Frank and using a humanocentric approach, Gunaratene challenges the “second communication revolution” thesis of the dominant historiography about the origin of printing. In his survey of the Library of Congress database, he found more than 130 titles bearing Gutenberg’s name – which only reminds us of European exceptionalism. And in this respect, the Eurocentric celebration of a man who helped transform the societal power structure. What can this myth perpetuate; rather should the effort at demystification not be celebrated? Gunaratene relies much on Frank in pursuing what the historian Fletcher
 terms the horizontally integrative macrohistory approach. Unlike Wallerstein,
 who traces the world system to the alleged European “exceptionalism” that supposedly emerged in the 15th century, Frank traces the world system to at least 5000 years back. But Frank too had been accused of Eurocentrism, for his dependency theory is encapsulated through the orientalist prism. According to Gunaratne, Frank’s humanocentric notion of the world system facilitates “a much more accurate interpretation of world developments.” He asserts that a humanocentric approach to the study of communication history must replace the vertical separation approach demarcated as western vs eastern, or occidental vs oriental, or European vs Afro-Asian. He states that separatist history, which ignores the horizontal connections to the world system over all stages of historical progression fails to document the truth about human achievements – it disregards historical continuity and implicitly denigrates non-European achievements.

Frank questions the notion of European exceptionalism on six related grounds. First, he questions the thesis of Orientalism, in contrast to that of European exceptionalism,  as having derogatory implications. Second, he demonstrates the failure of historical evidence from Europe itself or from elsewhere to show the alleged European exceptionalism.  Third, he shows that the comparative method of Marx and other Eurocentric scholars suffers from inadequate holism and misplaced concreteness.  Fourth, he says the assumption that local, national, or regional developments determine the institutional basis and mechanisms of production and accumulation, exchange and distribution, and their functional operation fails to consider that such developments may well be responses to participation in a single world system.  Fifth, he argues that even the best comparative studies violate the canon of holism if they fail to analyze the impact of the global whole and the world economy/system. Sixth, Frank points out that the factors chosen for the comparison without reference to the world system vitiate the comparative studies of “western” and “oriental” societies. As Frank demonstrates, from approximately 1400 to 1800, Asian productivity was superior to that of Europe.
  He rejects Eurocentric history which expounds that Europeans created and dominated world trade.  For three centuries after 1500, the Europeans remained a small player who had to adapt to “the world economic rules of the game in Asia.

The view of Europe’s dominance in the 1500 has not always gone unchallenged. Frank is of the view that having found silver in the America’s, the Europeans took the silver to the east to purchase the merchandise that they could not themselves competitively produce. The according to Frank, the ultimate depository of silver was China, the centre of world trade at that time. Moreover, he says that the study of history and the role of the “scientific and technological revolution seems to be much more ideologically driven than the technology and science that allegedly support it.
 Was technology indigenous to Europe? Paper and Print technology (and also gunpowder) were exports of China via the Arab Muslim world.

Gunaratne compares Wallerstein’s three-volume work on the world system
 to Frank’s 1998 analysis on the rise of the West. Wallerstein, Gunaratene notes, was inexplicably silent on the invention of printing. Wallerstein’s two references to “printers” in the footnotes of his second volume: one to extol Holland’s primacy as a book-printing center in the late 1600;
 and the other to highlight the Dutch achievements in many branches of technology simultaneously, including printing.
 In the 1974 volume, Wallerstein
 expresses skepticism about Chinese technological competence and superiority over the West until the latter’s “sudden surge forward” (as claimed by Needham), but after “a mere 28 years the Chinese pulled back into a continental shell and ceased all further attempts.” Even though in the beginning, Chinese and Portuguese explorations began virtually simultaneously, with China’s status equaling that with Europe in technology (including naval engineering), in the 15th century, Europe expanded to become a ‘world system’ while China decline as a “world empire.” This distinction became the conerstone of Wallerstein’s Eurocentric world system theory. Frank, on the other hand, who draws much from Joseph Needham’s monumental study, Science and Civilization in China, maintains that China remained the central world economy until late 18th century. In his book, Needham addresses and celebrates the contributors to science and technology.  He probes the social, cultural and ontological groundings of Chinese science and civilization. Within the context of centrality of China then, what is important here is recognizing its contributions “for setting off” what Gunaratne describes as the second communication revolution (after the invention of writing) associated with the invention of printing. While Gunaratne refers to writing as the first communication revolution, this paper, in the context of the technologies of paper and print attempts to correct the received notion of the first communication shift, attributed to Gutenberg’s printing press, argues that an intellectual revolution happened much earlier. And in referring to the three communication revolutions in human history as agreed by Gunaratne
 and Stevenson
  beginning with writing, printing, and digitization (in the convergence of telecommunication to computers), this paper’s thesis is that there were at least four (communication revolutions). Gunaratne and Stevenson have missed out the transformative effect of the book as artefact, socio-fact and meta-fact in Muslim civilization. And if the book and its revolutionary effects on power structure and human culture is accounted for, then the period of the 8th AD may be termed as the first intellectual revolution, thus refuting the historiography on 15th century Europe as setting off the first intellectual revolution, as advanced by, for example Eisenstein, and McQuail.
 

At this point, it is highly pertinent to belabor on a thesis that has been profoundly omitted as such, because the received history on the subject considers the view as the only valid one.The thesis may be summarized as follows.  There were earlier communication shifts having transformative ramifications on knowledge and social structures – indeed, the earlier shifts were instrumental in creating human civilizations, before Gutenberg’s invention in ushering modern civilization. The revolutionary impact of paper and printing in paving the way for religious reformation and made possible popular education was almost always seen from the Eurocentric perspective. On the other hand, Frank saw the importance of printing for the transmission of knowledge from the oriental perspective:

It is…significant that woodblock printing was invented and used in China up to half a millennium earlier than elsewhere.  Color printing began in China in 1340, and five-color printing was in use there in the 1580s and widespread (certainly far more than in the West) in both China and Japan in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  Movable metal type came from Korea and was soon introduced elsewhere, though not into the Islamic world for a long time. In China…economically and socially speaking, printing, publishing, and literacy expanded enormously and surely had much more widespread effects than in Europe – including even the counterfeiting of paper money until Ming withdrew it from circulation .

The transmission of knowledge about print technology itself to the West cannot be said to be improbable. News about the invention of movable type in China, in the mid-11th century, and subsequently in Korea and Japan, could have certainly reached giving inspiration to Gutenberg for his “invention” in the mid-15th century. Eurocentric historiography unfortunately censures the probability, thus representing the non-European in terms of the poverty of innovation. It is perhaps that Europe could never have dreamed such innovations. But then the European genius, newly awakened, seized “these discoveries, dimly seen in East Asia and in some cases dimly understood in the land of their birth,….”
 History is silent that the European genius, was in many ways, was attributed to, inter alia, the genius of China.

It is noted that Bi Sheng, an alchemist, invented movable type between 1041 and 1049 when he experimented with type made of earthenware set in an iron form.  Scientist Shen Gua recorded the invention in his Dream Pool Essays of 1086. Improvement occurred with both type and form made of earthenware, and subsequently with type made of tin, perforated and held in place by a wire. However, because of the difficulty of getting a satisfactory ink, movable type was not widely used in China. What is important here is that the technique and the technology was most likely known in China by the end of the second century. The reason being that the Chinese had at their disposal three elements necessary for printing: paper, of which the techniques for the manufacture had been known by them for several decades; ink, whose basic formula the Chinese had known for 25 centuries; and surface bearing text carved in relief.
 

If there already a communication link between China and Europe through the Silk Road, it is highly probable that the West was not aware of such an innovation. To Norman Davies in his monumental work Europe: A History, Gutenberg’s invention created an original process through the combination of several existing techniques, including those of the Roman wine-press, the goldsmith’s punch, and the impressionable paper.   He explains that also through the use of movable metal type cast in replica moulds, it saw the first application of “the theory of interchangeable part” – one of the basic principles of the later machine age.  His argument emphasizes on the technology’s facility for the text of a book, which includes editing and correcting and the capability to mass produce and reproduce identical copies. Davies’s European mind views Gutenberg as launching “a revolution in information technology.”
 However, it has to be noted that the date and place of invention and/or introduction of movable types in Europe is disputed, as is the question of whether the idea came from the East. However, the form of early printing press was identical with that of the linen-press long in use. As Steinberg argues: “Nor was ‘printing’ from a negative relief a new invention. The Chinese had practiced it for about a thousand years…where block-prints and block blocks were well known at the time of Gutenberg.”
 From the vantage point of science and creativity, Gutenberg’s claim to priority over his invention however, is subject of some controversy.
  In the European sense, Gutenberg’s invention at the time is the embodiment of an intellectual revolution. However, it may be argued that the seminal idea of printing-types may have come to the West earlier from the East. Here, we see that European historiography ignores the contributions of other cultures and civilizations. It may be asserted that it is the glory of European genius, newly awakened. The wide application of Gutenberg’s printing press in the West awaited the invention of paper and the development of the paper trade.
 The novelty of Gutenberg’s movable-type printing press is only as new as the European mind wants to see it.

Media and Communication in Muslim Cultural Islam: Forget Gutenberg’s Intellectual Revolution
Gunaratne’s  criticism of Eurocentrism, however,  fails to recognize a communication shift which began in the 7th century in West Asia. What had happened over the next five centuries henceforth on the vibrancies inherent in Muslim cultural history enriched by three earlier civilizations – Chinese, Indian and Greek, was suppressed by the dominant historiography. This shift was embodied and entrenched through the revelation of the Qur’an through a technology as in the word iqra’, largely facilitated by the manufacture and use of paper. Translated as “Read,” iqra’ implies the idea of conscious communication in Muslim culture.  Conceptually, iqra’ is a technology 900 years prior to the “divinely insipired” Gutenberg printing press, for the former created the first public domain, with the mosques, madrasahs, majlis, libraries, khanaqah and tea houses as centers for communication and debates, preceding the European coffee houses and salons by almost ten centuries.
  Thus it must be noted that iqra’ created the first universal media transcending cultures and civilizations, ushering an intellectual and a cultural revolution which later was to transform European culture itself.  Indeed, the spirit of iqra’ has consummated a media (and an intellectual) revolution, as seen in the production and the reproduction of ilm.  And in this respect, the first medium configuring upon and is configured by civilization is the book.

Much have been written and interpreted on the Qur’an and the concept of revelation (wahi).  And to borrow an insight from Schuon, which is pertinent in what is to follow, “(L)ike every Revelation the Qur’an is a flashing and crystalline expression of that which is ‘supernaturally natural’ to man, consciousness, that is, of our situation in the Universe, of our ontological and eschatological connections.”
  It is for this very reason that he describes the Qur’an as a “discernment” (furqan), a “warning” (dhikra) and a “light” (nur) “in the darkness of our earthly exile.”
  Thus the very first word of the first revelation to the holy Prophet Muhammad were these words:

Proclaim! (or Read!)

In the name

Of thy Lord and Cherisher,

Who created

Created man, out of

A (mere) clot

Of congealed blood:

Proclaim! And thy Lord

Is most Bountiful.

He Who taught

(The use of) the Pen,

Taught man that

Which he knew not.

In this light, it should be noted that the Quran first bears the name of al-Qur’an, namely a reading, or recitation.
  Zaki, in explaining the concept of revelation in Islam, includes the reed pen (qalam), referring to the means of its transmission, i.e. the recording process as well as its subsequent dissemination.  He reminds that the passage adumbrates a whole theory of knowledge.
  The Book of Islam is also al-Furqan, that is a discernment, a discrimination; and finally it is Umm al-Kitab, the mother of all books.  In illuminating upon the Qur’an’s nature and constitution, Nasr extends the meaning of recitation to mean “of concentration upon the truth for ‘recitation’ is a concentration in which ideas and thoughts are directed towards the expression of a certain end.”  As such, he says, the Qur’an is an assemblage of “ideas” and “thoughts” leading towards a concentration upon the truth contained in them.  In being a furqan, Nasr underscores the instrumental nature of the Qur’an in that it is the instrument by which man can come to discriminate between Truth and falsehood, “to discern between the Real and the unreal, the Absolute and the  relative, the good and the evil, the beautiful and the ugly.”

As the “Mother of books.” the Qur’an is the prototype of all “books” that is, of all knowledge.
  Hairudin, in explaining this “spirit of Iqra’” from the perspective of the history and philosophy of science, distinguishes about 756 versus, or one-eighth of the whole of  the Qur’an that command man to reflect, study and examine the “signs” of Allah;
 for knowledge of the Creator is wedded to man’s iman.
  The chapter ‘Alaq or al-Qalam, through the first five verses, provides a clear and definite Weltanschauung in the “spirit of iqra’” in the use of the intellect in seeking knowledge.

In this regard, such a Weltanschauung or world-view permeating in the spirit of iqra’ as a science and technology, and as communication, centered on the book, furnishes us with a number of concepts, which when actualized in all their ramifications at various levels of society and civilization, yield an integrated infrastructure for the distribution of knowledge.  Sardar identifies at least five concepts having a direct bearing on the distribution of information and knowledge.  The concepts are adil (justice), ‘ilm (knowledge), ibadah (worship), khalifa (trusteeship) and waqf (pious endowment; charitable trust).
  Thus in further examining the concept and ramifications of iqra’, bearing in mind its conjunction to the nature and constitution of the Qur’an, we find that it corresponds to the several layers of  meanings of technology and of science as posited by several philosophers and historians of science, such as Robert E. McGinn in his Science, Technology, and Society.

Mcginn, in attempting to clarify and define the meanings of technology and science, as a reaction to its multifarious popular understanding, distinguishes four different though related meanings of each of the terms mentioned.  For “technology,” the following has been identified:

· Technology as Technics

· Technology as a Technology

· Technology as a form of human cultural activity

· Technology as a Total Societal Enterprise

As for the four meanings of science, Mcginn distinguishes it as follows:

· Science as knowledge

· Science as a Field of systematic Inquiry into Nature

· Science as a Form of Human Cultural Activity

· Science as a Total Societal Enterprise.

	TECHNOLOGY


	SCIENCE

	Technics

A technology

A form of human cultural activity

A total societal enterprise
	Knowledge

A field of systematic inquiry into nature

A form of human cultural activity

A total societal enterprise




Source
: McGinn (1991)

Four meanings of technology and science.

As we shall argue, the four meanings of each item as explicated by McGinn have a bearing on our thesis, that is, an earlier communication shift that has happened through the revelation of the Qur’an through a technology as centered in the word iqra’.  We begin with the first distinction in “Technology as Technics.” Philosopher, cultural and social critic Lewis Mumford.
 Used the term techniques as referring to material products of human making or fabrication.  Accordingly, technics, then, are the material artifacts (to use an antropological term) or “hardware” (to use an engineering term) produced by a person, group, or society.  There are various, sometimes overlapping, subcategories of techniques, including tools, devices, machines, implements, instruments and utensils.
  Technics in this context refer to generic types or kinds of devices and machines such as the watch, the computer, the knife, the videocassette recorder, in that they belong, not to any particular person, but to the technic inventories of societies.
  To extrapolate, this conception of technic expresses iqra’ as a tool, device, an instrument, say a pen or a book, and a divine and a universal one at that, belonging to all mankind.  Thus iqra’, located in the Qur’an, expresses itself, and permeates as a text to be recited and acted upon at the same time.  In this sense of technic, iqra’ can be taken to be a means to achieve certain ends as in the transmission of knowledge.

The category “Technology as a Technology,” which develops from the earlier meaning in that technology does not mean or refer directly or primarily to a particular technic itself.  Rather, by a technology, we refer to the complex of knowledge, methods, materials, and if applicable, constituent parts (themselves technics) used in making a certain kind of technic (at a certain point in time).  Technology in that sense can be used in either the singular or the plural, that is, to refer either to a technology or to two or more technologies.
  Here, in extending iqra’ as an instrument and a means to achieve certain ends in the transmission of knowledge, as mentioned earlier, iqra’ as a technology can be placed within the matrix of what Sardar phrases as ilm as distribution knowledge.
  With reference to the complex of knowledge, methods and materials as comprising this particular sense of technology, the spirit of iqra’ in a similar sense issues forth the all-at-once or the unity of data, information, knowledge and wisdom.  In other words, iqra’ makes possible the creation and invention of a certain kind of technic as exemplified earlier.

In “Technology as a Form of Human Cultural Activity,” we refer to a distinctive form or kind of human cultural activity.  This is similar to such  terms as art, law, medicine, sport, and religion in referring to certain distinct forms of human practice, which is a type of endeavor in which there are practitioners.  But why must there be practitioners as such?  Why must there be people who are engaged in a certain distinctive form of human cultural activity?  Or course there are many answers.  But an inherently fundamental answer would be the pursuit of knowledge.  In this sense, iqra’ is a form of human cultural activity.  And as we shall see in a moment, the spirit of iqra’ creates, develops and uses distinctive forms of technology which actually defines as audience and a public forum.  In a fundamental sense, iqra’ institutionalizes the culture of communication in Islam.

Subsequently, we define technology as “Technology as a Total Societal Enterprise.” What this means is that the definition refers to the complex of knowledge, people, skills, organizations, facilities, techniques, physical resources, methods, and technologies that, taken together and in relationship to one another, are devoted to the research, development, production, and operation of technics. In this regard, iqra’ draws upon the concept of  khalifah, or trusteeship of man upon the world in the context of furqan by way of discriminating between Truth and falsehood, good and evil. As we shall see in a moment, this integrative entity as embodied in the current definition configures upon the public sphere, the manifestation of media; and formalized social convention for scientific and philosophical discourse in Islam prior to Gutenberg’s Renaissance movable type printing technology.

Underlying this transformative power of iqra’, is the crucible of the Islamic cosmos.  In this regard, we now turn to four meanings of the term science.
  The first of the four meanings of science is categorized as Science as Knowledge referring to science as the organized, well-founded body of knowledge of natural phenomena.  Hairudin in explaining the significance of al-Qalam notes that the chapter not only contains metaphysical information on man as a Divine creation, but also biological information on  creation.  He asserts that both categories of information are given simultaneously in one verse to indicate the significance of metaphysical knowledge and scientific information to man.  And in this sense, intellectual development has to be seen as the essence (Muslim) civilization.
  Here we also see the unity of the metaphysical and the scientific.  If Dickens implies that printing technology in early modern Europe does indeed create a rapid diffusion of ideas, novel to human history,
 the spirit of iqra’, taken also to include formal science, reveals a whole synthesis in  the transmission and diffusion of knowledge through the technological materialism that would later were to be created.  This in turn can be extended to include Science as a “Field of Systematic Inquiry into Nature.”

The third meaning of science corresponds to the third sense of technology in that science is referred to as a distinctive form or kind of human cultural activity, one practiced by people now called scientists and formerly known as, among other things, as natural philosophers and savants.
  Sardar in referring to the phrase “which he knew not,” argues that it contains the idea of knowledge, and more significantly of conscious communication, of discovering what is not yet known and the idea of research and accumulative knowledge.
  And this is where iqra’ is inextricably linked to scholars and scientists – the savants who subsequently partake the activity of penmanship in creating a cultural environment through the communication and transmission of ideas and truth.  Subsequently, looking at “Science as a Total Societal Enterprise,” we take it to mean the complex of knowledge, people, skills, organizations, facilities, techniques, physical resources, methods, and technologies that taken together and in relationship  to one another, are devoted to the study and understanding of the natural world.
 Here see that the communicative power of iqra’ embraces such a totality, understood as including in its domain “all human mental, physical, and social phenomena.”
  To use the phrase by Dickens on the printing press as noted earlier, iqra’ as a factor in human history, “amplified the forces of change,”
 in synthesizing the communication of knowledge ideas and information as an integral part of the notion of ilm.

Indeed, according to Sardar, ilm means much more than “knowledge.”  Significantly. Ilm, and its pursuit as a religious obligation for all Muslims, contain within it the idea of communication whereby those who acquire ilm are duty bound to communicate “what they know to other members of society.”  Sardar suggests that ilm is thus knowledge as well as all communication of knowledge.  To reemphasize what was noted earlier, ilm is “data, information, knowledge and wisdom all rolled into one,” forming the basic driving force of Islamic culture.  In fact, Sardar suggests, and quite correctly, that the history of communication in Islam, as well as the history of Islamic culture itself, is a history of Muslim understanding of the notion of ilm and its actualization in society, based on iqra’.  Indeed, iqra’ as clarified earlier, lays the foundations of a culture and society based on reading and writing, research and penmanship, communication and transmission of knowledge and information.
  A sort of knowledge explosion occurred in the aftermath of the night of 27 Ramadhan in the year 611, beginning especially among the community in Medina.  And ever since, the spirit of iqra’ has been an integral part of Muslim civilization.

In Medina, the Qur’an was recorded on almost anything the believers could fine, such as papyrus, palm fibres, bone tablets, hides, white stones and parchment.  The Prophet Muhammad himself had his important decisions documented.  Nearly three hundred of his documents have come down to us, including political treaties, military enlistments, assignments of officials and state correspondence written on tanned leather.  Because the Prophet could not read and write himself, he was constantly served by a group of scribes who wrote down his sayings, instructions and activities.

The exclusive center of communication during the second half of the seventh century was the Prophet’s mosque in Medina.  Here, members of the small Muslim community gathered in the mosque not just for daily prayers, but also to receive and transmit news as well as to take part in political decisions.  Whenever it is necessary, the Prophet would address the whole Muslim community in the mosque; leading a  discussion, before making a final decision.  At very large gatherings, certain members of the community, with powerful voices, acted as “transmitters.”
 Given the scenario, what does this mean?  How can we assess the conditions at the time with regard to communication?

Going back to the spirit of iqra’, the concept of  “The pen” is central in our argument for conveying the idea of communication. “The pen” is the archetype in not just for the art of writing, “but communicating all knowledge by means of any technology,”
 through which we can relocate technology as an idea fundamental to human culture, and as culture in itself.  In other words, we see the mosque – in the idea, in the design of sacred space, and in function, as a technology inhabiting and communicating at the same time.  The mosque as the exclusive center of communication is the epitome of the spirit of iqra’, where reason and revelation permeates and inheres in time and space.  The mosque in this respect issues forth an audience, a public forum, and sets the conventions for discourse, establishing a civil society preceding much of the later conceptions in early-modern Europe.
  

Sardar gives a precise account on the preservation of the Qur’an and the dissemination of its message in the formative phase of the Muslim community within the context of communication and the media.  He narrates that before the Prophet’s death, he ensured that the Qur’an was written down in its totality in a number of available media, including the “breast of men.”  After the death of the Prophet, Othman, the third Caliph, in a single volume written on leather.  Given its size and character, the preservation of the Qur’an was not a problem.  However, there was the problem of communicating the vast quantity of sayings, deeds, and tacit approvals of Prophet Muhammad, available in various form in numerous media as well as orally in the memories of his companions, to the future generations of Muslims.  Significantly, the approaches and methodology developed became the intellectual basis for the management of information in Muslim civilization.  Indeed, the need to transmit, validate and authenticate the hadith, as well as the transmission and communication of the vast corpus of literature the hadith has generated,
 may very well be recognized as the establishment of a science of communication, derived from a rooted in the meaning of furqan – a discernment, a discrimination.

To belabor on the subject of the methodology of hadith collection, it should be noted that criticism and transmission involved not only textual analysis but biographical analysis of narration, chronological accuracy, linguistic and geographical parameters as well as authentication of oral and written records. Each saying of the prophet was traced through a chain of authoritative transmitters right to the Prophet Muhammad himself.  The system of tracing narrators to the source was called isnad or “backing,” as Sardar puts it.  In addition, the method of checking the quality of the transmitter came to be known as ilm ar-Rijal (Science of Biography).  Thus a tradition of the Prophet always contains an isnad which takes the form: “so-and-so said that so-and-so said that so-and-so said that the Prophet said….”

Based on the methodology of hadith collection and criticism, with all its precision and accuracy, rooted in the Qur’anic emphasis on ilm, and the conception of furqan, a host of new scholarly genre began to develop.  The generation and communication of knowledge within Muslim society, absorption and synthesis of learning from other earlier civilizations became the hallmark of Islamic culture.  The translation of books from such languages as Greek, Syriac, Sanskrit, Chinese and Persian into Arabic is one of the most remarkable instances of cultural transmission in human history.  Here, ancient learning was sifted, analyzed and accepted or rejected with a critical eye that was “fashioned on the grindstone of hadith criticism.”
  In this regard, a proposal could be advanced in that we see a germination of what we call the study of communication – multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, and transdisciplinary. Indeed, the period which saw a major transformation in Islamic culture, also at the same time, can be seen as a major period of fermentation for a new and a unified discipline that later were to be identified as communication.

Sardar, like Mowlana who sees two distinct modes of thought and practice, namely in the Information Society Paradigm and the Islamic Community Paradigm,
 in stressing Islam’s natural trajectory of knowledge production and diffusion, divides the history of communication in Islam into  four phases,
 of which the formative phase was earlier discussed.  Sardar subsequently elaborates on the second phase which he identifies as the first of three transformations.
  The most important transformative element in this phase is the introduction of paper to the world from China through Muslim civilization.  It should be duly emphasized here that paper resulted in a cultural and an intellectual revolution based on the production of books.  Hence this unprecedented phenomenon in history transformed  “the concept of ilm into a truly distributive practice.”

Some conclusions

Paper and the Media-centric View of Civilizations

 Paper was first introduced in the Muslim Asia in the mid-eighth century in Samarkand.  This phenomenon preceded its introduction in Europe by about 400 years.
 In Europe, the use of paper only spread to Muslim Spain around circa 950, Muslim Sicily in 1109, Italy in 1154, Germany in 1228, England in 1309 and Holland in 1346.
  According to Pedersen, it seems that the Arabs developed and used paper technology for scholarly purposes “several hundred years before the Europeans.”
  This was made possible through the capture of Chinese who were professional paper makers after the Battle of Talas, near Samarkand, in 751.According to Sardar, the Chinese first acquired the art of paper-making around the year 150 using mulberry bark.
 Carter, on the other hand, claims that the invention of paper was by Cai Lun in 105 as officially reported in the Han dynastic records.
 Tsien’s argues that recent discoveries of very ancient paper fragments in north and northwest China has pushed back the date of the invention of paper “at least to some two to three centuries” before Cai Lun. Tree bark, hemp, old rags and fishnets were used.  Extensive improvements in paper manufacturing were made by calligrapher Zuo Bo and the legendary Kong Dan.
 Carter notes that with the fall of the Han empire, China experienced 400 years of anarchy comparable to the dark Ages in Europe.  However, Buddhism flourished during the depressing years, making the period “an age of faith.”
  The availability of paper and printing techniques, Buddhist monasteries during the Sui  (589-618) and Tang (618-906) Dynasties experimented with various forms of duplication – seals, rubbing, Buddha stamps, stencils and textile prints. Buddhism was given a new impetus when Xuan-zhuang (602-64), an apostle of Chinese Buddhism, returned from India. Stencils were used to produced large quantities of Buddha images. The technique of composite inked squeezes foreshadowed photography. In 868, Wang Jie produced the first complete printed book, Diamond Sutra (the Chinese version of Kumarajiva’s Vajracchedika Prajna Paramita) to give blessings to his parents. The oldest printed Buddhist manuscript wasa Buddhist charm scroll printed in China beteen 704 and 751 but preserved in a Korean temple. The same Buddhist sutra of the Korean scroll was printed in Japan about 764-70 by order of Empress Shotoku and distributed to Japan’s 10 major temples. Printing technology spread first to Korea, sometime in 700, and then to Japan. The technology was disseminated by Buddhist monks. By 835, non-religious work too appeared in print with Sichuan and the lower Yangzi valley turning into centers of printing.  Between 847 and 851, alchemist Liu Hong printed several thousand copies of his biography.  Personal printed calendars also became popular. According to Gunaratne, the Chinese also conceived the idea of the printed newspaper, Jing Bao, in 713 under the Tang dynasty.

Between  the period 907 through 1279, the era of the Five Dynasties which ended in 960 to be replaced by the Song Dynasty, printing of the 11 Confucian classics (130 volumes) between 932 and 953 ushered in the era of large-scale block printing (technically called xylography, the art of printing from wood carving). Temple identifies these was the “worlds first official printed publications.”
 The 10th century also saw the printing of poetry, historical criticisms and encyclopedias; apart from playing cards (first mentioned in 969), paper money (in Sichuan late 10th century) and the greatdynastic histories (994-1063). The Song dynasty, which marked the high tide of Chinese printing also saw 130,000 pages of the Tripitaka, the Buddhist Canon (from 971 to 983) while Buddhist sutras were printed in Zhejiang (956-75). In Korea, woodblock printing had a huge impact during the Koryo dynasty (918-1392) because books had become commonplace., for Xu jing, a Chinese member of a mission to Koryo in 1123, had observed in his travelogue that Koreans considered it shameful not to be able to read. Japan began printing Buddhist books in the 11th century, while Buddhist books printed in Chinese and Tangut were found in Kharakhoto, Mongolia, in 1016.  Turfan in Turkestan became a great Buddhist printing center in the 13th century or earlier. In China, the reckless issue of paper money in circa 1100 caused inflation. Paper money printed in 1107 came out in three colors to prevent counterfeiting. This makes the Chinese the inventors of multi-color printing as well.

Paper, which replaced the medium of parchment had ramifications on the monopoly of knowledge. In the Innisian sense, the bias of paper as a medium was evident in China with its bureaucratic administration developed in relation to the demands of space. In fact, the bureaucratic administration supported by a complex alphabetical script written with a brush implied the linking of an oral and a written tradition and facilitated the spread of Buddhism both in China and India. The invention and use of paper, which greatly enhanced the capacity of writing, sees the parallel spread of Buddhism and printing.
 Religious literature and art flourished. This only shows that there is an intrinsic connection between the technology of intellectual production, creativity, aesthetics and the sacred. But paper’s migration to Europe via Islam provides a ready technology for the monopoly of knowledge. European exceptionalism is later to spread with great rapidity, developing alongside imperial beliefs about the Other, through the vehicle of colonialism.

Paper manufacture expanded rapidly displacing bamboo, wood and silk as writing material.  The use of paper became general throughout what is now eastern Turkestan – a large indefinite region covering some 1.6 million square miles extending from the Caspian Sea through Central Asia into China’s Xinjiang. Chinese craft of paper-making then which was introduced in Samarkand could not be transformed into a manufacturing process, not least because mulberry bark was not widely available in Muslim lands.
 Seen in the spirit of iqra’, the Muslims therefore introduced new inventions, and certain major innovations, to transform the craft of paper-making into an industry.  This was done by substituting flax, cotton and linen rags for  the mulberry bark, and introducing a bamboo mould which could be used to drain wet sheets of paper and from which paper could be removed while still moist.  A number of fermentation processes, to speed up the disintegration of flax or linen rags by adding quicklime and other chemicals, and the idea of using the trip hammer for beating rags into pulp, were introduced.  Sardar explains that the trip-hammer involved the artisans treading on the end of a horizontal tilt-bar which caused a huge hammer to fall on the substance to be pulped.  The technic, in the sense of the waterwheel, invented in 1151 in Jativa,  a renowned center for the manufacture of paper in Islamic Spain, was later used to drive trip-hammers.  Finally, the Muslims introduced the process of sizing paper with wheat starch, a process that provided a suitable surface for writing with ink.

It is worthwhile noting that the paper industry spread quickly from Samarkand bearing in mind that it was first used there in 650, then in Makkah in 706 and its spread to Egypt in circa 800.  Thence, the manufacture of paper began in Samarkand in 751 and in Baghdad in 793 during the reign of the Abbassid Caliph Harun al-Rashid (d.809).  Soon paper-mills appeared in Damascus, Tiberias, Tripoli, Cairo, Fez and Muslim Sicily in 1109, in Jativa and Valencia in Moorish Spain in 1150, and other parts of the Islamic world. The manufacture of paper then spread to Italy in 1276, Germany in 1391 and to England in 1494.
  Within a few decades, Abbasid Vazir Jafar ibn Yahya was able to replace parchment with paper in government offices.  By the end of the tenth century, there were even floating paper mills on the Tigris.
  Pedersen notes that by that time, the use of paper was so widespread that the manufacture and use of papyrus for writing materials had died out.  Indeed, in devising methods for mass paper production, we can say that the Muslims “accomplished a feat of crucial significance not only for the history of the Islamic book but also to the whole world of books.”

It can thus be argued that the manufacture of paper led to a form of human cultural activity in the creation of the new  profession of the warraq,
 also known as katibs (scribes).
  According to Sardar, the warraqeen were a key element in the communication of knowledge and performed a number of functions.  The first was that they sold paper and served as stationers; second, they worked as scribes copying manuscripts on behalf of their clients; third, they sold books and managed bookshops; fourth, they manufactured and published books; and fifth, the warraqeen were writers, thinkers and intellectuals in their own right.  Indeed, from the warraqeen, there emerged the earliest publishing industry, again preceding the impact of Gutenberg’s printing press.  They served as human photocopying machines.
  The warraqeen as the key element in the spirit of iqra’, epitomizes the permeation of technology, science and communication.  It is a media institution in itself, subsequently generating a cultural and an intellectual revolution.
  The warraqeen as an institution in fact extended and enhanced our understanding of  the public sphere of the earliest mosque in Medina.

To illustrate, there was a system of mutual cooperation between writers, their publishers, and also the public.  A writer wishing to public a book would announce his intentions publicly and would also contact one or two warraqeen.  The book would be “published” in a mosque or a noted bookshop,
 or a library,
 where the author would dictate his book every day during an appointed time.  Anyone could attend these public dictations and it was not uncommon for a large number of students and other scholars to be present.  But usually the authors would insist that only the appointed warraqeen could actually write the book down.  The dictation of the book could take considerable time; sometimes several months during which the appointed warraqeen would always be present.  When the book was finished, a handwritten manuscript would be presented to the author for checking and correction.  When the author had given his final approval that the book could enter into the public domain and other copies be freely made from the master copy, then, by agreement with the warraqeen, the author would receive a royalty.
  The public availability of the book hence follows the author’s signature of authenticity along with his permission, or ijaza, “making the work lawful”
 for transmission.  This induced the growth and development of libraries and centers of learning in the Muslim world,
 rooted in the notion of ilm in the acquisition and communication of knowledge.  As a vehicle for the communication of ilm, there was no division between the written word, the text and the “real world.”
  Indeed, the Revelation itself, in the spirit of iqra’, the media (or medium), to use the McLuhanian postulate,  is  the message. Nasr’s makes the following remarks in speaking of the cosmological sciences and the Islamic Revelation with regard to Islam and communication:

Revelation, or the Idea in its manifested aspect, is the form while the mental and psychic structure of the people who receive it acts as the matter upon which this form is imposed.  The civilization which comes into being in this manner, from the wedding of the above “form” and “matter,” is dependent upon the psychic and racial qualities of the people who are its bearers in  two ways.  The first is that the revelation is already spoken in the language of the people for whom it is meant, as the Qur’an insists so often; and the second, that the “matter” of this civilization plays a role in its crystallization and further growth.

In extrapolating the above, how this can be interpreted in our context is that the wedding of Revelation and its transformative communicative power can be seen as generating a media environment within which a pristine form of cultural expression exists in Muslim civilization, until that expression was radically altered by Gutenberg’s invention.  In the latter sense, Marshall McLuhan was correct for Western (modern) civilization; but he was wrong for the history of man.  The media of the written word is the perennial agenda.  The media is the agenda long before McLuhan ever thought it to be.
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