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Biography:
Dr. Paul Levinson is an author, media commentator, and professor in the Communications and 
Media Studies department at Fordham University in the Bronx, New York. Levinson has also 
published over 100 scholarly articles dealing with the themes of the history and philosophy of 
communication and technology. 
 
In 1979, Levinson earned his PhD from NYU in Media Theory. His doctoral dissertation titled, 
Human Replay: A Theory of the Evolution of Media still remains at the foundation of his interests 
today.  Levinson is also the author of fiction and non-fiction works with topics of science fiction, 
fantasy, popular culture, and the history and future of communication media. 
 
I came across Dr. Levinson’s book, Real Space: The fate of physical presence in the digital age, 
on and off planet, in the NYU library. This book was placed in the “Science/Outer-space” section 
but the topic deals with how technology lives alongside the physical space we live in. Chapter 
four of this book, “Cell phone as antidote to Internet” discusses how technology changes and 
evolves with time. 
 
Guideline of questions:
I realized that I had these questions in front of me, but I didn’t ask directly from the list. I tried to 
listen to his responses and ask additional questions based on the trend of the conversation. 

● Tell me about what was your focus behind writing “Realspace”? 
● How do you see technology changing the “real space” we live in? 
● Do you think technology hinders people’s ability to communicate off the screen?  
● Do you think technology is changing so fast that people don’t know how to handle 

themselves?
● Do you think people are unaware of how their phone usage affects others? How do we 

deal with them?
● There has been a lot of recent technology built around digital books. You said “Books 

have the advantage of being readable anywhere there is light...” We don’t need batteries 
to run them. Can you tell me more about how you think books fit in to “Realspace.”

● What do you think needs to be done to help people understand the right time and place 
to use technology? 

● Do you think a balance between the drawbacks and positives of technology can be 
found? 

● Have you heard of media archaeology? it’s the parallel between the old and the new in 
order to understand where we are moving forward. 

 
 
 
Interview Transcript:
Jennifer: 
I found your book, RealSpace in the NYU library. Can you tell me more why you wrote this 
book?
Paul Levinson:
“The book was always about two things, which in some sense are not closely related but 
ultimately at least in my mind they are. One being the difference between what we are doing 
now sending email to each other online, real space here vs. cyberspace in the digital. But the 



other what I see is the cosmic importance of getting offline. So that’s probably why the book was 
put in the space travel section. I am glad you have found it because a lot of people have missed 
it.”
J:
My ideas started with my own experiences around the dinner table. Growing up, I wasn’t 
allowed to have technology around the table but now it is becoming so natural to have your 
phone around you at all times.  How do we live with these contradicting ideas? What is it? How 
do you feel about this conflict?
PL: 
I don’t think it’s a conflict is how I feel about it. I don’t even think it is a problem. And here is 
why. I think that underlying all of these possible situations that is talking on the cellphone, 
talking in person, having dinner with someone with your phone on the table, as a distraction 
from a person who is sitting right next to you, underlying all those things is human trice. No 
one, no technology, ever forces us to do anything. And if we want to, you know there have 
been many many times you know. Not even an in person conflict with the media, but a conflict 
between media. There are times that I am watching a television show, I am really enjoying it, 
and the phone rings or I hear my cellphone someone has texted me, what I might do is put the 
television on pause and see who it is, but if I am really into the show I feel, heck I don’t want to 
talk to anyone. And the other point is, and this I talk about in the book. 
 
Human beings have a very deep rooting, obviously in the physical world. We can’t live 
without some kind of version in the physical world. First of all example, one of the things I point 
out in the book is that you can order things online, but you can’t get it instantly. You still have to 
do something in the physical world that you need for sustenance. And it’s the same thing with 
emotional sustenance. You know however much we might become friends with people 
online, even fall in love with people online, what human beings ultimately need is in person 
contact. that is who we are as physical beings in this world. So because of that people who say 
that the digital revolution and ubiquity of smart phones are somehow separating us are missing 
the point. we don’t have to be separated. The media is not separating anybody. And you know if 
you and I are having dinner somewhere and you know, you're cell phone buzzes or my 
smartphone rings or whatever, if it is more important for me to continue talking to you I will do 
that and i won’t answer it. so ultimately, and this is ultimately the single most important principle 
in all of my work and it even goes back to my doctoral dissertation which I did at NYU in the 
1970’s, was called “Human Replay: A Theory of the Evolution of Media ” and the theory I 
presented there, and I have been really developing it ever since, is that media evolve in 
response to human needs. it’s not that we invent media and they reshape us. That always was 
a trendy things to say. that our tools and in some ways point to some anthropologists that our 
tools make us. Yeah, but basically we can throw away tools if we don’t like them, and in fact, 
that’s what we do. You know, nobody forced us to use telephones which weren’t connected 
even to our office or our homes. We decided to use cell phones after they were invented 
because we liked them. And the iPhone could have bombed. Like the newton did in the 
1990’s. Not every apple product did great. Why did the iPhone catch on so fast and why did the 
Androids and Blackberrys? It’s because they serve the fundamental human need. And since 
human beings are calling the shots, these things are not a threat unless we let them be a threat. 
 
J: 
So do you think maybe the issue is that people don’t know proper etiquette because of these 
new things coming out? 
PL: 
Yes that is a point. The problem with these new media is that our sense of etiquette in all these 
situations are based on our hundreds of thousands years as a species. You know whatever cro 



magnon man first appeared. And well, you know in a more similar way most people grew up. 
like its 2012. so someone who is 20, was born in 1992 and for the first 10 years of their lives 
cell phones were not all that prominent and so they grew up in a world where that was not an 
interruption. And then when cell phones came along, right they don't’ have the initial instincts as 
to how to use them, but it is nothing that can’t be learned. 
 
J: 
Do you have any insights as to how we teach people? or make them aware?
PL:
It’s not something that needs to be taught in a classroom. It is something that we learn. so 
again, let’s say you and I are out having dinner. And let’s say I like you and you have your smart 
phone on the table. And three or four times when I am making some big points you answer 
your phone rather than talking to me. and lets say you like me and hope that things will go 
somewhere, but basically I never call you again after that dinner. 
 
Now if that happens to you two, three times, it might finally dawn on you hey, you know what 
if there is a guy I'm interested in getting to know maybe I shouldn’t but my smartphone on the 
table. or maybe I should say upfront i am doing such and such business and I may be getting 
a call. But just putting it out there and interrupting dinner is not something that is good. So it’s 
almost an evolutionary process and in the biological world there are all kinds of behaviors that 
organisms have but only the behaviors that enhance the survival of the organisms continue. 
those that don’t those organisms don’t make it. So in terms of the social environment its the 
same kind of thing. It’s not that we have to be taught what's the proper way to use these 
things. It’s we will find out sometimes the hard way and that’s okay. 
 
J:
Another thing you talked about ewere books. and how books are the ultimate technology. can 
you talk more about that? I appreciate books. 
PL:
It’s interesting because I say that books have what I say, “reliable locatability.” So you see 
that copy of real space right there, a very good thing about that book in addition to whatever is 
in it, and the fact that it is a physical book, is that, that book will be here next week, next 
month. I’m going to be teaching here for a long time, I am not going to change my office, and 
I'll be here five to ten years from now in that same place. So I know that I can get that book 
and whatever is on page 35 in the book today, will be there two years from. That is not quite 
the same with anything that is online, and its not even the same with Kindles. One of the things 
I talk about in my most recent book, New, New Media, it just came out in the second edition. 
You might enjoy that too by the way. One of the things I talk about is really amazing. You can’t 
write stuff like this if you’re writing fiction. I don't know if you heard about this but a couple years 
ago, amazon discovered that they didn’t have all the rights that the publisher told them amazon 
had about an edition of, of all books, George Orwell's 1984. So what Amazon had to do was 
take the books offline. Okay. They are entitled to do that. but what they also did was reached 
out to everyone’s Kindle who had bought the book, and automatically erased and refunded the 
money to them, but erased the book. So I didn’t have a Kindle then, but had I had a Kindle then, 
and had I bought the book, I would have lost it. Which is unbelievable. You talk about big 
brother, this is amazon acting as big brother. And they later apologized and never done that 
again, but that shows an inherent problem with electronic text. 
 
That said though. This is why its complicated, fascinating and I love this stuff and find it so 
interesting. My first science-fiction novel. There it is, The Silk Code, came out in 1999, poster 
faded, won locus award for best first science fiction novel. I got the rights back from the 



publisher a couple years ago because the contract i had was a good contract and they agreed 
to promote it in a certain way and if they didn’t, I got the rights back. Well, just recently I put up, 
actually a publisher in Texas offered me a good deal to put up a Kindle version of the silk code. 
And several things about that. One i went back to the original text, and this is the complete 
opposite of reliable locatability, I found that there were a fair number of places where the copy 
editor had made changes, which I agreed to back in 1999, because as arrogant as i am and 
was then, I like my words better, but I didn’t want to do anything to delay the publication of the 
book. So I said okay fine, do what you do and i’ll go along with it. Now with the kindle author’s 
cut edition as I call it, I was able to reinstate my own wording. The other point is, if I find 
a mistake in the book, in the kindle I can upload a new edition and it just replaces the 
version. Now that’s a nice thing. Now in the first edition of New New Media this is the second. 
In the first edition, came out in 1999, some idiot put in an extra quotation mark on the first page. 
and I couldn’t believe it when I saw it. They said sorry don’t know what I could do about it, but 
then I couldn't do anything about it. So you know, each approach as the pros and cons. 
 
J:
So do you think it’s more about finding a balance?
PL:
Yes thats a good way to think about it. We need both. So even to get back to your first question 
about interaction. We need both. It is immensely enjoyable to talk to friends who are on the 
other side of the world who we haven’t seen in years and we would not be able to do that 
without Facebook and other kinds of things. But it is also enjoyable, and I am glad we did 
meet personally because we now know each other better if we had done skype, and certainly, 
e-mail. That’s good too. So we need both it’s not either or, both are necessary. 
 
J:
I think it’s better to meet people in person. 
PL:
I agree. But also it’s question of what you want from the relationship and what the 
communication transaction is. So give you another example. last year was the 100th 
anniversary of Marshall McLuhan birth so, I was invited, it was a great year for me to give talks 
about McLuhan all around the world. And i was scheduled, to go to Barcelona, it’s a great city, 
I highly recommend it. You now, a couple weeks after that I was invited to give a talk in Poland 
and i was trying to figure out, well if I could fly to poland, and fly down to barcelona, but the 
people. in barcelona already bought the tickets for me so i would have been too expensive. So I 
told the people in Poland, look I just can't do it but I can address your conference by Skype. 
and they said, okay great, so they were very happy. And that was the perfect use of Skype 
because I could not have been there in person. So that is an example where 100% we are 
better off that we have it. 
 
Um, but as far as interpersonal relationships are concerned, um, it’s a question of what 
we want from the relationship. Now if we are talking about a romantic relationship. And I talk 
a little bit about this in RealSpace. obviously it can only go a certain distance, through digital 
media. I mean, it can go pretty far, but obviously to be with a person physically is different 
than to be with a person digitally. But the other point which I think is very important is that 
even though what I just said is the case, a lot of what our lives are about revolve around 
information which can be transmitted very well digitally. 
So, because of that, I think there is a lot that is good and is consonant with our humanity that we 
can do digitally, but yes, we have to feel out our own balance, based on what we want from 
the situation. 
 



J:
So right now, what are your interests right now in the social media new technology?
PL:
Well I think [new media] is revolutionizing everything. One of the things I do in this new book 
is i think it is the basis of the arab spring. Because people get word out when they are out on 
the streets, and demonstrations get bigger and the world can find out about it. And what is 
happening is that professional journalism is no longer as important as it used to be because 
everyone is a journalist. Everyone with a camera can go on Youtube so there is a whole political 
dimension. Another dimension is the artistic dimension, getting back to Kindle I am a 
published author already, but even if i wasn’t a published author I could still get my work out 
there to Kindles of the world. You can make a movie much more easily, get it up on Youtube, 
and a lot of the most successful videos on Youtube are done by complete amateurs. And they 
are good. So I am very excited about that and I think we are living in a very fast moving 
revolutionary time and i think that mastery of these new media, I call them by the way, new 
new media. because amazon is an example of a new medium, Amazon basically calls the shots 
as to what they will publish or not. but a true, new new medium the author calls the shots. like 
you can put whatever you want on your blog and you don't need anyone’s permission. there is 
no copyright or contract to sign and the same is true with youtube, twitter and Facebook. And so 
that is one of the most exciting things that has happened to human beings in our whole 
history. 
 
(PL is also In favor of the idea of media archaeology.)
 
PL:
And this gets back to the evolutionary aspect of it. We just can’t understand the new coming 
from the new. One of the things I explore in New New Media is the relationship between 
Facebook, Twitter, Youtube, Foursquare, to early digital media, but to earlier media that 
was offline. To the earliest media. They are all related. And as a matter of fact, this goes 
back to what i was saying about my doctoral dissertation in 1979, in this environment that you 
and i are in right now, this in person environment, it is very limited in the sense is that the only 
way we could be here is because you came up to this place and we are sitting in this room. 
but in this room, you and I can talk to each other, you know, in anyway we want. Any thought 
that comes into our mind we can instantly say it. What happened is that as media started 
evolving and allowed us to get beyond the immediate environments, the price that we paid 
for getting behind the environments like for say, a printed book, like there was no immediacy. 
This gets back to what we were talking about before so, if you were reading real space, and you 
had a question about it. lets say real space was published in 1975, but it wasn’t, but the only 
thing you could do is write a letter to me. and it might take weeks for me to answer the letter, 
now, you can send me an email. you can tweet to me. And that’s why i think this is such a good 
and exciting time. 
 
 
Take-aways:
Dr. Levinson doesn’t think technology is a problem, in fact, he thinks technology is an 
evolutionary process. Since we grew up with no technology as children and an increasing 
amount of technology as we got older, we have to teach ourselves how to utilize the new 
media. Learning how to live in “real-space” is a learned behavior. The proper etiquette for when 
and where to use a cellphone, or any technology is something a person discovers through 
the results of their own actions overtime. The new media that we use isn’t what is separating 
us. It’s how we choose to use it. People need to learn to find a balance between using media 
and not using it. Media allows us to connect with people instantly and immediately.  However, 



it is always nice to meet people in person. What is more important is realizing the type of 
relationship you want with another person. Dr. Levinson brought up good points about how it’s 
not the fact that we can teach people what to do, or how to act, but rather we are all in charge 
of creating our own balance with our use of technology. The new media that we encounter 
everyday is exciting for our time. We are given new opportunities to do amazing things online, 
through our cellphones and on the computer, and it is each human beings responsibility to 
figure out all of this fits into our life. 


