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Abstract 

My family held a party for my graduation from high school in early June of 2007. 

This party was an unusual event for me, because it was the first time that I had seen 

people from both sides of my family interacting with one another. The conversation I 

remember best was between my grandfather and my stepfather, both in their seventies at 

the time, who were each discussing their respective youths. While my grandfather was 

talking about his time spent in the navy he casually commented that, at the time, it had 

been much easier to identify exactly where a fellow sailor had grown up simply by his 

accent. My stepfather nodded and replied that the reason why accents have become less 

distinct was television, which has been an agent of cultural homogenization. The problem 

that I will be investigating will be the preservation of cultural and individual identity in 

the age of mass culture.  

My project will be an animated film involving people climbing on a series of 

endless ropes to avoid being overcome by a chaotic rising red sea. The film will open 

screen is filled that sea made from watercolor. The camera moves upward so that the 

surface of the sea is at about two-thirds of the way down the frame. Above the surface, 

ropes drip down from the top of the frame and fall into the sea. Behind the ropes is a 

black background. Tiny human figures are climbing upward on the ropes. This shot will 

last just long enough for the viewer to see that the sea is slowly rising. 

This scene will be a boiled-down representation of human struggle. As the film 

progresses, the protagonist will meet other people who have banded together to create a 
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community to help each other climb ropes. Thus, we will see the importance of collective 

identity and interpersonal interaction for survival. People who have healthy networks of 

people around them tend to live healthier lives, while “inadequate social networks have 

been associated with both an increase in morbidity and an increase in mortality” (Lubben 

and Gironda, 21). This situation will also address the benefits of technology by showing 

us simple machines that the humans will be using to move upwards more efficiently. 

This kind of interaction and interdependence, however, is not without its potential 

downside. When looking at the physiology of human beings, we find that, for roughly the 

past 20,000 years, the human brain has actually been shrinking. This may be because of 

the fact that as human societies began to grow more complex, we began to depend more 

on other people for survival (Hare). Here we see the compromise central to this project: 

how do we find a balance between complex social interactions and the preservation of the 

individual?  

This question becomes more complicated when mass media is entered into the 

mix. Marshall McLuhan theorizes, “… the age of anxiety and electronic media is also the 

age of the unconscious and of apathy” (McLuhan 54). These characters will have to face 

that dilemma as television and the Internet are introduced into their lives, and the space 

that they inhabit will become more muddled and difficult to understand.  

The film will be an exploration of technology and media, and how it both helps 

and hurts human beings and human societies. My goal in this project is not to send the 

message that technology or mass media are bad things (which would be hypocritical, 

given my medium), but rather that technology needs to be used carefully if individual 

identity is to be maintained. 
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Ascent: 

An Exploration of Human Interaction in the Digital Era 

I. Introduction 

In his 1985 novel, Galápagos, Kurt Vonnegut wrote, “Can it be doubted that 

three-kilogram brains were once nearly fatal defects in the evolution of the human 

race?”(9). The book, set one million years in the future, tells the story of how humanity 

saved itself from extinction by evolving into simple-minded aquatic mammals, which 

were incapable of inflicting destruction upon each other. The novel may have been more 

relevant than he realized. In fact, for about the past 20,000 years, the human brain 

actually has been shrinking. However, unlike in the Vonnegut story, where a decrease in 

brain size translated to a simpler, less organized society, some scientists now believe that 

a smaller brain is actually necessary for a complex society such as our own.  

In his interview with National Public Radio’s Jacki Lyden (2010), Anthropologist 

Brian Hare cites a case study involving humans’ two closest relatives: chimpanzees and 

bonobos. Both ape species have relatively large brains, though of the two, bonobos’ 

brains are smaller than those of chimpanzees. In the study, researchers gave each species 

a task that needed to be solved through cooperation.  According to Hare,  

What's interesting is even though bonobos have a smaller brain - 

and some people might argue because of that they should be less 
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intelligent - when we give them a problem where they have to 

work together, it ends up that bonobos can solve the problem in 

contexts where chimpanzees can't  (Hare). 

Hare goes on to say “The smaller brain in modern humans may be evidence that we can 

cooperate, and we have tolerance that you may not have seen in archaic Homo or in 

Neanderthals” (Hare). The smaller brain was a valuable tool for humans in the creation of 

society. 

At around the time of the Agricultural Revolution, human population density 

began to increase in some parts of the world. The world began to see more division of 

labor, and interactions between people grew more complex. It became less necessary for 

humans to be “smart” on the individual level, and more cooperation was required for the 

survival of a community as a whole. Individual capability was sacrificed in favor of 

group cooperation. In the film, I chose not to examine the physical effect of cooperation 

on our brains, but rather to weigh the benefits of individual vs. group identity, and the 

role that mass media plays with that conflict. I will argue that the Internet, film and 

television have the potential to be beneficial for us, but only if they are used to 

compliment and our physical lives, as opposed to replacing them. 

II. Death 

The human body is a structured, highly organized system, which transfers energy 

from one form (the chemical energy in sugar) to another (movement, body maintenance, 

etc.). When that system fails – when a person dies – the energy within that system does 

not disappear. It just no longer contributes to that organized system. Instead, it is 
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transferred into heat: the chaotic, random movement of molecules. Thus, for the film, I 

have chosen to display death not as an empty void, but as chaos.  

Another word for chaos is entropy, or “a process of degradation or running down 

or a trend to disorder” (Webster’s). When a body dies, its energy gets turned into chaos. 

Likewise, according to the second law of thermodynamics, all order eventually becomes 

chaos. “Usable energy is irretrievably lost in the form of unusable energy” (All About 

Science). The random stop-motion sequence of changing gesso and watercolors in the 

film is constantly rising. The characters cannot stop it nor can they escape it; they can 

only briefly outrun it. 

III. Traditional Social Networks 

Of course, keeping ahead of death is not a simple thing to do. It involves a great 

deal of complex processes by your body, by yourself, and by society. In the film, I have 

chosen to simplify it down as much as possible – the characters are literally running away 

from chaos. At the start, this metaphor is especially simple in that each character is on his 

or her own in this struggle against death and towards what they desire. When one 

character reaches out to another, he is shunned. At the start of the film, survival is not a 

group struggle, but an individual enterprise. Ayn Rand would call this the “Virtue of 

Selfishness”, or the importance of individual struggle as opposed to group effort. This has 

been a popular paradigm for many people. 

However, there are experts that say that that kind of solidarity is not actually 

beneficial. Maintaining a strong network of friends is actually better for your health. 

Sociologists James Lubben and Melanie Gironda point out “Public health experts posit 

that the association between social networks and health is now as strong as the 
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epidemiological evidence linking smoking and health” (21).  In order to study this, 

Lubben invented the Lubben Social Network Scale (LSNS) – a method of measuring 

social interactions based on responses to questionnaires – which he used to study the 

health of elderly populations. He found that those who maintain strong social networks 

(people who scored higher on the LSNS) live longer, while those who don’t (people who 

scored lower on the LSNS) tend to have more physical health problems and die earlier 

(25). This demonstrates not only the psychological advantage of maintaining a strong 

social network, but also the biological importance of being able to have complex 

interactions with others. From a Darwinian perspective, choosing a smaller brain, and 

thereby choosing to rely on others instead of just oneself, seems to have been the right 

choice.  

While person-to-person interaction has a positive effect on the individual level, on 

a greater scale, culture also has an important effect on keeping people alive. While 

individual social networks help people to stay healthier and live longer, religion, laws, 

and culture help to create customs and values that help the survival of the group at large. 

For example, in Boulder, homeless outreach organizations like the Carriage House or 

Boulder Outreach for Homeless Overflow (BOHO) are run through religious institutions. 

A network of churches and synagogues throughout the city support a food program called 

“Friends Encouraging Eating Daily” (FEED), which provides free meals to those who 

can’t afford food (Mitchell 2010). Across the country, a great number of organizations 

that help people in difficult situations are run through religious institutions. I would argue 

this proves that culture and religion, in addition to providing spiritual help, also serve an 

important service in biological terms by creating a set of values that help more people 
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within that culture to survive. This relates to the Lyden study in showing that even on a 

much larger scale, interaction is important in perpetuating human existence. 

In light of this, the only death in the film takes place because of the main 

character’s refusal to interact someone who needed help. The fact that the character is old 

reinforces the notion that he needs a strong social network, which he did not have.  

“Many scholars have now noted how important friendships are to the well-being of the 

elderly” (Lubben 23). The main character chose to act for his self-interest, leading to the 

transition of the older character into pure entropy. 

By contrast, the main characters get a safe distance away from death when they 

help each other. As the main character climbs higher, he sees two other people who share 

a platform. Thus far, they are the only two people that we have seen actually helping each 

other. When he sees them, his desire immediately goes out to them, indicating his wish to 

interact with them. Just like the elderly people who benefitted from interacting with each 

other, and just like the civilizations that benefit from large cultural institutions like 

religion, these three characters are able to climb faster together than even a very strong 

man can climb on his own. They also develop their own technology to help them 

accomplish that task, which they would not have been able to do separately. Whereas 

before, the main character had been acting like a chimp, he now starts acting like a 

bonobo. 

IV. Television 

Today, cooperation and cultural exchange takes place on more planes than just the 

physical, person-to-person interactions, such as close friendships or mass group meetings 

like church that the LSNS looked at. Ideas are also communicated through mass media 



Blair	 10	

such as television and film. In his 1964 book Understanding Media: The Extensions of 

Man, Marshall McLuhan wrote that, “As electrically contracted, the globe has become no 

more than a village” (20). The “electric contraction” to which he was referring was 

television, which was, at the time, a relatively new phenomenon (roughly as new as the 

World Wide Web is today). He said this because TV, unlike film or books or newspapers, 

traveled at what he called “electric speed”, allowing people all over the world to be 

watching the same thing. This, he claimed, had some positive effects. He pointed out that 

electric speed made it impossible for people to ignore the struggle of people vying for 

civil rights. He held off on praising the new medium, though, because he felt that it was 

too early to judge. 

TV does tend to work as a homogenizing agent in global culture. Speaking on the 

subject of TV being introduced to a new country, sociologist Dana Lafny writes “The 

adoption of television, initially as a technology, is accompanied by an introduction of an 

entire value system that are quite often foreign to the receiving country… children all 

over the world sing similar pop tunes, wear similar clothing, and drink the same soft 

drinks” (213). She notes that television in particular tends to accelerate globalization 

because, as McLuhan pointed out, the same people can be watching the same program 

everywhere.  

It should be noted that television, unlike other media, funds itself specifically 

through the transfer of values because of advertising. 70% of broadcast television 

revenue comes from advertising (Pray). An advertisement is a short argument aimed at 

getting the viewer to share a belief. Most of the time, the goal is to make the viewer want 

to buy something, but there are also advertisements, like political advertisements or 
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public service announcements, whose purpose is to influence the moral or political values 

of the viewer. I would argue that Television is more responsible for cultural 

homogenization than any other. 

From a Darwinian standpoint, this is both a good and a bad thing. It is good in 

that, as in the case of the Bonobos, it allows people to have a greater connection with the 

world around them. I chose to have the three characters watching the same films on the 

platform to show that they can work together easily by sharing the same values. 

However, in Darwin’s theory, genetic diversity is important both in terms of survival and 

advancement of a species. One organism with certain genes may better equipped to 

handle certain situations, like a new disease or the arrival of a new predator, than another 

organism of the same species but with different genes. Similarly, I would argue that 

cultural diversity is important for survival as well. If culture serves a biological function 

(which I argue that it does), then different cultures would be better able to respond to 

different kinds of situations than others. When cultures merge together and become more 

similar to one another, they might have an easier time cooperating, but they may lose the 

advantages that diversity provides. For this reason, I made the people in the film get 

swallowed up when everyone in frame is watching the same thing.  

V. Internet 

In the twenty-first century, increasing numbers of people find opportunities to 

socialize on the Internet. Internet interaction shares many of the same benefits as 

described in the LSNS. For example, “…in addition to finding technical information, the 

Internet has also developed as a resource for people to find medical information” (Barnes 

183). As Lubben showed that person-to-person interaction lead people to live healthier 
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lives, people are looking for the same kind of benefit from online interaction. In this way, 

the information age should be a boon for humanity. 

It may seem that this is a good thing. Indeed, many believe that online interaction 

simply augments and adds to the physical interaction we had before the rise of the web. 

However, interactions online and through mass media do not necessarily carry all the 

same benefits that physical interactions do. While the mass film and television provide 

more information available for a greater number of people, they do not allow the viewers 

to respond and interact with it. The Internet provides interactivity between people, but it 

lacks the same kinds of social cues that physical interaction provides (Baym 9). This may 

not be a problem if we were interacting online as well as in person, but we are beginning 

to see digital interaction replace personal interaction.  

Digital media are becoming increasingly mobile as the internet 

and mobile phone converge into single devices, meaning that 

these technologies make communication possible in places 

where it wasn’t before, but also that they can intrude into face to 

face conversations where they couldn’t before. (Baym 12). 

A great number of people are finding life online a substitute for life in the solid 

world (Barnes 185). Perhaps the most striking example of people choosing to hold what 

had been solid-world interactions in the virtual realm is the Massive Multiplayer Online 

game (MMO), in which players move characters, also known as avatars, inside of a 

virtual environment. The most popular such game is Blizzard’s World of Warcraft, which 

eleven million people from around the globe play every month (Christakis 253). 

Interaction on the game so closely resembles real life that, in 2005, a study of a virtual 
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“plague” affecting characters in the game was published in the medical journal Lancet 

Infectious Diseases to better understand how people might react in a real-world pandemic 

(Christakis 256). It seems as though all aspects of social networks, from communication, 

to staying healthy, to mass hysteria have a respective online counterpart.  

In some cases online interaction can also be addictive. In 1996, as the World 

Wide Web was just starting to take hold, an estimated 3% of internet users were 

compulsive users (Barnes 198). These people do not join online communities for the 

benefits that they provide, but rather because its immediate availability is too difficult to 

resist. Both the case of internet addiction and the case of World of Warcraft imitating real 

life show the potential for the internet to form the kinds of connections that may limit our 

own capacity as individuals, but by encroaching on our physical interactions, may not 

give us the same group benefit. 

This lands humankind at a dilemma. If, as in the case of the shrinking human 

brain, a greater degree of interconnectedness leads to a loss of individuality, then human 

beings today are losing capacity as individuals to a greater degree than ever before. And, 

though it has been proven that that there is a definite evolutionary benefit to social 

networks, because the kind of interactivity that we see increasing now is in the virtual 

world instead of the solid world, we don’t know what kinds of benefits we, as a species, 

will be getting out of it.  

The film will include drifting apparitions, which will draw the characters upward. 

In many ways, these apparitions are necessary. They give the characters something to 

strive for, as opposed to the sea of entropy, which only gives them something to run away 

from. But though these desires generally serve to benefit the characters, they eventually 
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turn into a problem. They only become a problem for the characters once they start 

becoming distractions from the real solid world around them.  

VI. Influences 

I drew on a number of sources for inspiration on this project. Digital manipulation 

of physical objects is a characteristic that I have seen and liked in films by Run Wrake –

most notably in the short film “Rabbit” (2008). The work of stop-motion animators like 

PES influenced my decisions to represent fire and the sea of chaos with easily identifiable 

physical objects. The collage work of Dave McKean influenced the decision to 

appropriate physical objects and give them a new meaning based on their context. The 

content of the film has also been influenced by the work of Don Hertzfeld, who pointed 

out (in hilarious fashion) that although many independent and experimental animators 

make money with commercials, they are not the ideal outlet for artists. 

The overall look and color palette was also influenced by my previous animation 

work. When I first started working in animation, I tended to rely on heavy, dark lines on a 

white background. Starting with a 30 second loop that I made for the BFD film festival, I 

began using thinner line to be able to show relatively more detail, and playing it back as a 

negative so that the thin line will still pop as a bright object against a dark background. 

The technique also gave the films a kind of texture that reminded me of scratch films, but 

gave me a greater degree of control.  

When I was first starting to explore digital animation, my animation teacher Chris 

Pearce gave us an assignment where we needed to combine elements from ToonBoom, 

After Effects, Photoshop and iStopMotion. Since that assignment, I have kept using the 

same idea, combining elements from several different software programs with physical 



Blair	 15	

media. I hope to create a texture that is not immediately recognizable as coming from any 

one particular program. 

VII. Method 

The conflict that I hope to explore in my film is that between individual and group 

identity, and how that has changed with film and television and will continue to change in 

the digital era. I make the case that, while it is possible for digital interaction to replace 

physical interaction, as demonstrated in the World of Warcraft example, such a scenario 

would not give us the same kind of emotional support that we experience with direct 

personal. Similarly, it is possible for film and television to have such a homogenizing 

impact on us that we lose important cultural diversity. Both carry the potential to limit 

our capacity as individuals, but neither can help us in the same way as personal contact.  

However, all of these media carry benefits with them, as well. The Internet gives 

people access to huge amounts of information, which can be helpful to people’s health 

(e.g. looking up medical information), and TV can be a powerful tool in keeping people 

informed. Electronic sources were used to create this paper. I by no means wish to 

advocate Luddism. I believe that advances in technology, if properly applied, can be 

helpful to human beings. With that in mind, I created this film with sources from the 

physical world, and shaped them and re-formed them in the digital world. 

In the film, almost everything that is seen has been captured from a physical 

source and reinterpreted digitally. The chaotic sea of death was a series of still images of 

watercolors combined in After Effects with a series of still images of gesso. The source 

for the animations was hand-drawn ink-on-paper images, which were scanned into a 

computer. The fill for each character was taken from textures around my apartment and 
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then adjusted digitally to fill in a character’s shirt, skin, pants, etc. arranged with digital 

tools (ToonBoom and After Effects) to create new images to be assembled into a film. 

The only elements of the film that originated from a digital source were clips that filled 

the drifting apparitions. In the beginning of the film, the apparitions were similar to the 

fire and the animation, in that they were physical objects, (in this case crumpled vellum), 

edited and redefined using digital media (they were photographed digitally and made into 

an image sequence using iStopMotion). Once they switched to being taken from virtual 

sources, then the characters’ focus shifted away from the immediate problems at hand 

and towards this new digital world. Ultimately, I chose to make that lead to their 

downfall.  

This method would be impossible in any medium but animation. I needed to be 

able to place diverse images together and make them move in order to communicate the 

story and themes almost entirely visually. Animation also provides a level of abstraction 

that is helpful in this kind of storytelling. The surreal landscape removes the viewer from 

reality, which allows them to look at the piece not from a realistic standpoint – the film 

doesn’t work if the people are thinking about the physics of a machine that can pull three 

people up a rope using only the force provided by their own body weight – but instead 

makes it easer to focus on the story itself. 

VIII. Clips 

I used clips from film, television, and the Internet to fill in the floating apparitions 

that drew the characters upward. In a general sense, I wanted the clips to flow 

chronologically. As the film progresses, the clips move from representations of the pre-
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sound era in film, through television, and into the modern mish-mash of media that we 

see today. 

The clips were chosen for the ways that they influence the ideas of the viewer. 

The clip from the Harold Lloyd film Safety Last was chosen because it was commenting 

on the increase of customer service jobs in the 1920’s, which reflected the rise of 

consumer culture. King Kong vs. Godzilla was chosen because it demonstrated how one 

franchise can become popular all over the world and can even inspire a sequel on a 

different continent. Characters in different situations in the film bond over that movie. I 

chose the educational film because it was a very direct example of how the moving image 

can be used for the purpose of communicating values. I chose the TV series 24 because 

of that series’ depiction of torture, and the way that some people have been influenced by 

it. 

I also tried to include a wide variety of advertisements in my choice of clips. I 

tried to include more traditional advertisements – like the Pepsodent ad – that focus on 

showcasing the product itself. The car commercial was used as something that would be 

easy to recognize as loud and condescending to the viewer. 

Not all advertisements are that simple-minded, of course. I used many unorthodox 

and groundbreaking ads, such as the 1984 Macintosh commercial. Two commercials by 

animators for whom I have a great deal of respect – Run Wrake and PES – were also 

included. I included these ads to make a point about the nature of advertising. 

Copyrighter George Lois has said, “I think advertising can be, should be, and sometimes 

has been revolutionary and subversive” (Pray). It may be true that an ad can carry 

subversive message within it, the net result of the ad must be to support whatever 
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paradigm for which the client is paying. By including advertisements that are new, clever, 

and fun to watch, I lump them into the same category as the Dealin’ Doug ad, because, 

ultimately, they must cause the same result of influencing the public perceptions of value 

towards whatever the client wants. 

Obviously, many of the clips were political. Again, this was intentional. I wanted 

to show clips that would try not to influence people on an intellectual level and more on 

an emotional level. For example, I included Richard Nixon’s famous “Checkers” speech, 

in which he defended himself from allegations of corruption by saying that the only gift 

that he had taken was a sweet little dog to give to his daughters. I also included the 

Kennedy/Nixon debates, which are now remembered not for the content that was 

discussed, but for the way that Kennedy was in full make-up and appeared to be more 

composed while Nixon was sweating. Both of these clips were noteworthy because of the 

way that they demonstrate how television changed the nature of politics in the United 

States in the direction of being more about gut feeling and emotion. In that vein, I also 

included a Ronald Reagan campaign ad created by Hal Riney, a copyrighter famous for 

creating ads that focus on sentimentality (Pray). I chose to look at a famous blunder by 

Barack Obama in an interview with The Daily Show’s Jon Stewart because it 

demonstrated how television has a simplifying power that can make a small slip-up seem 

like an admission of failure. 

Unfortunately, it was a little bit harder to find appropriate clips to take from the 

Internet, given that online images tend to be more stagnant. However, I did decide to 

show a few that I felt would work. Since online activity is often addictive and can cut into 

physical social life, I recorded a video from a site literally called “AddictingGames.com” 
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to represent online gaming. Topically, I showed a brief clip from the ubiquitous Internet 

advertisement by Boulder Smart Energy Coalition. This particular clip demonstrates how, 

even at the local level, mass media is used to impose the values of a client on individual 

viewers.  

Together, all of these clips represent the mass distribution of ideas. Many of them 

demonstrate a larger entity – either a corporation or a political campaign – using media to 

influence the opinions of viewers. Some, like the Goldfinger or Godzilla clips, just 

represent things that people across the world watch. 

IX. Conclusion 

As a species, we are integrating ourselves with each other for survival. At the end 

of the film, the characters were so caught up in absorbing mass culture that they lost their 

Darwinian advantage and allowed the bubbling sea of entropy to catch up with them. It is 

a rather pessimistic ending. However, I don’t mean to say that mass media and mass 

culture will lead to the downfall of the human race. It won’t. The comment that I hope to 

make with this story is that it is neither personally nor biologically beneficial to allow so 

much of our minds, and so much of the values that we hold, to be influenced from one 

source over which we have relatively little control. Media needs to be used in order to 

spread ideas, but it can’t serve as a replacement for the flow of ideas from person to 

person. Likewise, the Internet can sometimes be helpful for information, but cannot serve 

as a replacement for interpersonal.  
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churches and the homeless to be relevant in terms of large social networks helping 

people to stay alive, so I used it here. 

Pray, Doug, dir. Art and Copy. PBS, 2009. DVD. 

A fascinating look at the creative revolution in advertising, this piece gave me 

many interesting tidbits about television advertising, as well as a quote from 

George Lois, which I argue against in the paper. I also used some commercial 

clips from it in the film. 

Rand, Ayn. The Virtue of Selfishness. Signet: New York, 1961. 

Ayn Rand argues in this book that people should rely on themselves, rather than 

relying on others, to get by. I used this as an example of incorrect thinking, in that 

having other people in your life is actually shown to lengthen your life. 

Vonnegut, Kurt. Galápagos. Dell Publishing: New York, 1985. 

Galápagos is a fictional novel in which Kurt Vonnegut argues that the human 

brain has become too large. In the book, human beings eventually abandon all 

technology and forsake society as we know it today. Over the course of the 

narrative, the human brain becomes smaller as humans become more like wild 
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animals. I use this text as an example of the incorrect viewpoint present in popular 

culture that human brains are growing bigger as society becomes more complex. 

Webster’s Online Dictionary. Accessed 10-1-11. <http://www.merriam-webster.com/> 

I used this source solely for the definition of the word “entropy.” 

Clips 

Classic TV Comedy. Legend Films, 2004. DVD. 

Goldfinger. Guy Hamilton, dir. United Artists, 1964. DVD. 

Gun Crazy. Joseph H Lewis, dir. Warner Brothers, 1949. DVD. 

“Interview With Barack Obama.” Comedy Central. 27, October, 2010. Television. 

King Kong vs. Godzilla. Inoshiro Honda, dir. Universal City, 1991. DVD. 

Safety Last! Fred C. Newmeyer and Sam Taylor, dir. Hal Roach Studios, 1923. DVD. 

 


