Richard HARPER

The Communication Paradox
In this paper I will summarise some arguments I am putting forward in my latest book,
Texture: communications in the 21st century (MIT Press, forthcoming). In particular, I will
present an empirical and conceptual picture of our current communications patterns and habits
as well as provide some historical reflections on the same. My remarks will not simply be
about facts and figures though – volumes of traffic, mobile device ownership, modes of social
expression enabled by the Internet, etc–but will be rather more interested in the ways in which
the world-as-experienced is constructed and understood through various narratives, metaphors
and vocabularies. I will want to suggest that our age is replete with such narratives. Castell’s
coinage of the phrase, the Networked Society, for example, is simply one of the many tropes
that we have for our current world. I will argue that this and other related linguistic formulas
suffuse and infuse our daily experiences. I will note that these metaphors and tropes lead
some to suggest that 21st Century individuals lead more intense lives than those of prior
generations. I will end my discussions by asking whether this is true. I will want to ask whether Shakespeare had more time than the contemporary individual, and if so what he might have
done with that time. My reflections on this will lead me back to our current world and to what
I suggest is the communications paradox one can see within it: to the idea that we communicate so much that we have little time for doing the things that justify the communication.
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