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Preface

It has been nearly three decades since John Brockman published his essay
giving a new meaning to Lord Snow’s concept of third culture. For Snow,
a third culture was a reconciliation among literary humanists and scientists, two rival cultures seen as major sources of social and political influence. For a time, literary humanists dominated the public intellectual
space, with mass press neglecting the contemporaneous scientists and their
publicly oriented writings. Third culture was to be a settlement between
the two groups, opening a dialog and allowing scientific ideas to reach the
public through the customary journalistic channels. Instead, as Brockman
observed, scientists began to communicate their findings in an engaging
and accessible manner directly to the general public, capturing their interest and giving rise to a different third culture. To Brockman, this was a
triumph, an entrance into the public discussion of a new generation of
thinkers, open-minded empirical scholars “defining the interesting and
important questions of our times.”
Much has happened since the publication of the essay and the book
that soon followed. We have entered the information age giving most
people the capacity to access an unprecedented volume and variety of
digital content growing at an unimaginable rate; to find, create, monitor, and share information with others at an instant; or to become commentators, entertainers, or broadcasters gaining their own following,
large or small. Finding an expression in Edge.org, the expanded third
culture movement is now competing for attention not only with other
well-developed websites on philosophy and science but also with a range
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of other more or less reliable online outlets. In the end, the dream is fulfilled, it seems, as people have the freedom to choose what they want to
read or whom to listen.
In parallel, we have been witnessing a growing skepticism toward
the elite, those who identify problems, recommend options, make
the decisions, or tell us about it. Many are not surprised given the still
vivid memory of the recent financial crises and the incongruous policy
action in their aftermath. There too are the rising inequalities, challenges
with outcomes in health and education, the increasingly evident problems stemming from the runaway application of technology, and other
issues—hard to accept in what appears an age of scientist intellectual.
And people are responding to these realities in a variety of ways, including with their decisions at the ballot boxes. How can we understand this
landscape?
First, we observe that not only the two groups of intellectuals
described above avoid conversation, but that many scientists do not
talk with each other either, as hinted by the voices of third culture.
Unfortunately, there is little need or possibility for a dialogue outside of
these circles as well. Why is this? If we begin by taking note of public
discourse and listen to ourselves more attentively, we observe a lapse, a
common obstacle to a reasoned discussion we identify as trivialization.
We argue that getting to an inclusive conversation requires us to understand trivialization and deal with its causes. We thus set out to explore
what it is, what sustains it, what its implications are, and if possible, what
it may take to liberate ourselves from its clutches.
As we open this book, what at first may seem rare and uncommon
quickly becomes familiar. We start to recognize not only how pervasive
trivialization is, but that most of us, whether directly or indirectly, are
helping to perpetuate it. Our quest takes us into our cultural history and
realities more recent, into our imagination, and closer to an understanding of the limits and potentials of the human mind. We identify a set of
fundamental issues rooted in culture, a single, evolving culture we are all
a part.
Perhaps in line with the ostensible (sub)cultural divisions outlined
above, critics often place the blame for our condition at the feet of either
the elite, or the incapable, disinterested public. Yet, while the intellectuals claim to talk to the public as they share their ideas, define agendas,
and shape opinions, they are also responding to the audience’s signals,
catering to their tastes and biases. Everyone is involved. Change must
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thus evolve from within, through tools of inclusion, mutual learning,
and humility. Developing understandings more broadly takes priority over
the mere provision of information, particularly when faced with limited
resources. This, we believe, is especially important in the age of misinformation and rising irrationality.
Some say our technologies—and the socio-technical systems of which
they are a part—are advancing so rapidly we can neither understand their
implications nor handle them. While there is surely a point, we, as a society, know and possess the capacity to do much more than what the mainstream thought holds. We have coherent analyses, answers to difficult
questions, and solutions to problems generally presented as intractable
thanks to the foresight and the will of the people going against the convention and daring to think differently. Their findings, many of which we
drew upon in this volume, give us optimism about the road ahead.
Hence, we would first like to acknowledge these scholars and practitioners and express our appreciation for their efforts. We are also grateful
to those who have set aside time to discuss, offer valuable comments,
or otherwise help our project: Katherine Boothe, Peter Graefe, Mark
Holliday, Stephen McBride, Torsten Müller, Dani Rodrik, and Andrew
Sayer. Also, we appreciate the expertise and support of our editor, Mary
Al-Sayed, and the team at Palgrave Macmillan all of whom were integral
in making this volume a reality. Finally, we would like to recognize our
institution, McMaster University, an inspiring environment.
Hamilton, ON, Canada
January 2019
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