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Introduction

This paper will examine the evolutionary process of information, social evolution, politics, and media to demonstrate the ethical boundaries that guide human endeavors for the advancement of society. Further, the paper will examine the ethical boundaries and the interplay of political and media discourse derived from the First Amendment in our democratic system. 
Social evolution theories reveal a panoply of conceptions about human information systems that point us to the foundations of human physical existence and our evolutionary process. Research in psychology has propounded theories like the schema theory that explains how the human brain absorbs information and processes it. Thus, based on the schema theory, the dissemination of information, for example, in our political environment depends largely on how citizens process information. The struggle to articulate the conceptualization of political information processes either through political campaigns by politicians or through the media plays an important role for citizens in determining the ethical underpinnings of the information they absorb. Discerning what is ethical in political information systems has become problematic for many scholars in media and politics. Further, the influence of media information systems in politics has increased in the last thirty years because of the advancement in media technology and has greatly increased the utilization of media technology by politicians to reach a broader target audience. 
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I begin this exploration of human evolutionary processes by asserting the following:



The most pathetic thing about humans is the inability
to capture the totality of the content of our world. We 
are placed on this serene isle of the strangeness of things 
that are knowable yet elusive in many ways. We are 
constantly beset with evolutionary challenges that forbid

us to travel far preventing us from capturing the essence 

of infinity that dangles before our eyes.  
Rev. John Amankwah, Social Evolution, Politics & Media

Our human evolutionary systems purportedly indicate that humans have mastered in uncertain terms the ability to communicate our innermost thoughts yet our capacity to interpret our world constantly eludes us. (after slide 4) Our information systems are constantly evolving and thrusting us into a web of metaphorical ideas that are considered by some as ethereal and by others as a channel for all classes of atoms that encircle us. The physicality of human informational systems has always remained complex and baffling because it is always evolving and dynamic, possessing an enormous capacity of potency to become something that slips through our fingers. It is atomic yet without particles. In this vein, Hidalgo César noted:
…information is physical. It is as physical as Boltzmann’s 

atoms or the energy they carry in their motion. Information

is not tangible; it is not a solid or a fluid. It does not have 

particles either, but it is as physical as movement and 

temperature, which also do not have particles of their own.

Information is incorporeal, but it is always physically embodied.

Information is not a thing; rather, it is the arrangement of physical

things. It is physical order, like what distinguishes different shuffles

of a deck of cards.
  (after slide 5)
While information remains complex and yet dynamic as a human symbolic tool, its very nature has transformed human endeavors over the centuries, changing human activity and thrusting us into an abyss of a complex web of interpretations. In an age when internet algorithms simulate the process of evolutionary informational trends of human activity, it has become more important to be attentive to the mutational processes of human informational systems and their forms of transmission. In the field of communication, scholars posit three levels of informational mutation, namely, selection, organization, and interpretation (Wood, 2016)
 (Langer, 1947).
 According to these authors, information in its physical nature possesses a potency that allows it to be transmitted in different formats, going through the sensory perception and reaching the cognitive level. Oftentimes, perception is allocated to the realm of illusions but within that fascinating realm lies the complexity of information processing. In a research conducted by Claus Christian Carbon and Martina Jakesch (2013) on “Understanding human perception by human-made illusions,”
 the authors explain that human perception, for instance, goes through a test of either touching (haptic), feeling, and analyzing the phenomenon (entity) while cognitively processing the stages of analysis. The path of processing allows one to confront reality. The authors conclude that “feeling” becomes an ultimate perceptual experience for humans, in her work, Langer too had stressed: “Only a small portion of reality, for a human being, is what is going on; the greater part is what he imagines in connection with the sights and sounds of the moment” (Langer, 1977).
 These assertions beginning with Langer in her Philosophy in a New Way confirm the notion that there is objectivity in our perception of reality but it depends on how humans interpret objectivity basing such interpretations on consensual criteria. During the period of the Renaissance, Immanuel Kant postulated that knowledge about the physical reality of objects cannot be gained through perception and therefore perception cannot be neither “veridical” nor “valid” concluding that “the properties of a thing in itself remain indeterminate in any empirical sense” (Kant, 1998, 1787).
 Thus far, Beattie’s schema theory on the processing of information by the human brain privileges the notion of perception as different among beholders. 

The Development of Our Human Brains 

1 Social evolution theorists (Peter J. Richerson and Robert Boyd (2008; Michael Tomasello, 2014; Henry Plotkin, 1994; Stefan Klein, 2014) 
 have noted in several of their works that to understand our complex minds, a look at Darwin’s theory of evolution is necessary thus pointing to evolutionary psychologists’ approach that seeks to ask the ultimate questions of why humans tend to think or act the way they do as opposed to asking proximate questions. First, language according to several of these authors differentiates humans from their early homo sapiens and notes that our human language developed early in our human history on account of the radical environmental changes thus helping to adapt through higher cooperation as a preferred way through the natural selection process.
 (After Slide 7) Several theories have been propounded by different scholars about the development of language. Some scholars make a compelling argument about biological evolution (or biological evolution of language) six years before Darwin. The German linguist, August Schleicher created a linguistic diagram depicting a common ancestor of language. Darwin’s writing of his book On the Origins of Species in 1859 was a stepping stone in the development of social evolution attempting to understand the foundations of species and their replicational process. For the sake of lack of time, I will skip the development of Social Darwinism, a further development of Darwin’s theory. Social Darwinism did not find its deeper roots because Herbert Spencer, its theorist premised his theory on the evolution of language that completely ignored the significance of social information dependent on environmental influences on both the physiological and psychological of the human species. Spencer’s pursuit of the social engineering process of evolution would later die in the United States when it was found to be promoting eugenics and the expansion of plutocracy.
 Gabriel Tarde would later offer a scathing critique to the Social Darwinists affirming that the Social Darwinists confused the significance of biological and social evolution with their use of the concept of “heredity.” Tarde noted
They use this word indifferently to express the

 transmission of vital characteristics through 

reproduction and the transmission of ideas and 
customs, of social things, by ancestral tradition, 

by domestic education, and by custom-imitation 

Tarde further argued that the Social Darwinist concept of the survival of the fittest between different human races was inaccurate because it neglected the notion of ideas. Tarde explains that the evolution of ideas within the evolutionary process is so powerful because it does not privilege conflict and war but confluence and cooperation. Furthermore, Tarde advanced his social evolution asserting that ideas are the primal actors of social engineering, advancing, imitating, and co-imitating new mixtures of ideas for invention. Ideas, he maintains can be adopted through substitution, offering options for alternatives. Through the notion of imitation and combination of ideas, there emerges an “accumulation of ideas that eventually produces a social mechanism.
 Tarde’s perspectives gave rise to other Social evolution theories. Emile Durkheim, a social anthropologist postulated that the replication of ideas through imitation should be situated within social groups explaining that it is through collective influences on the individual in society that promote ideas. He notes



Each social group has a collective inclination toward an




act, quite its own and the source of all individual 

inclinations, rather than their result. 

Durkheim’s theory of social evolution has been criticized by other scholars who privilege the notion of memes. They define a meme as “the theoretical basic unit of informational/social evolution: it is information subject to the evolutionary algorithm and selected in a social environment” (Blackmore, 1998; Hodgson and Knudsen, 2012; Metcalfe, 2005) 
 The meme is dizzyingly broad, encompassing a peculiar noise and a software virus; a chair, to your idea of a chair and instructions for making one; a joke, story, or technology. Henry Plotkins, for instance, argues


           all of the memetic replication looks different from genetic

           replication: not much longevity except for core 

           conventional meaning and startling detail; very little
           fidelity apart from simple memes; and a fecundity that 
           probably varies from person to person as a result of 
           differences in cognitive capacity yet to be understood.”

Thus, the transmission of information is subject to environmental processes and subject also to an evolutionary complex machine, what Plotkin calls an evolutionary algorithm. The meme theory clarifies for us the process of replication of information and the transformation of each unit of information that is communicated. These transformations, according to Dan Sperber
are subject to the environmental dictates. Evolutionary biologists and evolutionary linguistics have explained information that transmission processes are mediated through the attribution of intentions, inferences, linguistic rules, evolved dispositions, and other processes that decode and reconstruct messages with varying success. 

Processing of Information
 Thus, the processing of information is based on the notion of schemas and fits within five categories selection, abstraction, interpretation, integration, and reconstruction. Selection is based on the relevance of the information received while the abstraction effect is based on the gist of the information we remember. Oftentimes in trying to recall information that we do not remember, we tend to make inferences from information we have embedded in previous schemas. The effects of interpretation occur when additions and distortions of information are encoded in the already existing schemas. Integration occurs when different parts of information are combined into a unified schema and often creates distortions in the process of such modification. Reconstruction occurs during the process of remembering when the tendency to construct from memories out of partial recollections and out of general knowledge (cognitive schemata) based on cause, effect, intention, attitudes, and in most cases theories. According to Beattie, schemas are inconsistent because sometimes we tend to relate incoming information to unrelated existing information thus creating a forcible relation.
 In such situations, the modification through forcible relation distorts both the incoming information and the existing information. Whenever such situations occur, a new form of schema is formed yet inconsistent with previous schemas. Such situations then call for an analytical approach to process the schemas. In many cases, the core of the information is lost or transformed into a completely new schema containing a counterfeit form or memetic nature of the actual information. The schema concept according to Beattie, has been applied in various fields, e.g. in psychology, anthropology, communication, etc.  Elizabeth Rice notes 



schemas “represent more than mere descriptive devices;

‘schema theory’ is a theory of the comprehension process. 

Considerable research has already been undertaken into

the role of [schemas] in the assimilation of information, 

in information storage and memory, and recall and 

reconstruction. 

Rice suggests that schema and meme theory can be fruitfully combined; the meme foregrounds the informational and evolutionary nature of knowledge, and the schema foregrounds how such information is processed by our not-computer-like brains, explaining an essential part of the ecology in which memes evolve.
 Within this context, several linguists and anthropological researchers have developed further other theories. Schema and social representations theories concern social information, that is information generated by and relevant to social interaction. Resembling schema, social representation conceptualizes information in memory with organizational structure, explores cognitive structure or heuristics, and examines the affective, and emotional dimensions. Martha Augoustinos and John Michael Innes
 explain that there is a dissimilarity between individual processing of information and social interpretation of information. The authors note 



Unlike social schema research, social representations 

research does not limit itself to the study of simple 

cognitive structures but is predominantly concerned with

 complex cognitive structures such as belief systems and 

cultural value patterns. As such, it is a much more 

ambitious theory necessitating multidisciplinary 

endeavours.

In an article published by Serge Moscovici (1961), he offered a broader definition focusing on the function of social representation defining it as “the elaborating of a social object by the community to behave and communicate.”
  Further, Wagner and Hayes provide a more comprehensive, two-part definition of social representation as the

(a) structured, (b) cognitive, affective, evaluative, and operative, (c) metaphorical or iconic ‘portrayal’, of (d) socially relevant phenomena. These can be ‘events’, ‘stimuli’, or ‘facts’ (e) of which individuals are potentially aware and which are (f) shared by other members of the social group. The commonality between people represents (g) a fundamental element of the 

social identity of the individual. … Second, the term ‘social representation’ identifies the process of the origin, change, and elaboration of the iconic portrayal of things in the discourse of social groups…
 In another context, Moscovici describes how social representations are embedded in the consciousness of society and premised his explanation on two concepts, namely, objectification and anchoring.  He explains that objectification occurs when for instance abstract concepts like freedom of liberty become concrete and anchoring occurs when such abstract concepts become part of society’s hierarchy of values and are capable of changing how things are done in society. Elsewhere, Moscovici notes that the anchoring of ideas is usually the work of those in authority.
Social Representation and Political Ideas

The notion of dual perspective becomes more and more paramount in this constellation of ideas within the realm of social evolution of ideas. No single person has all the political ideas necessary for the steering of social affairs. The memetic nature of ideas through representation has been documented by researchers as changing old ideas and replacing them with new ideas. Jeffrey Friedman argues, “A new consideration is so substantively different from old ones that it provides a plausible new interpretation of a great many deals of them – outweighing all of them combined, let alone any one of them – because it casts them all in a new and persuasive light that, in turn, makes incoming information that might falsify this interpretation suddenly seem implausible.” 
 The political ideas of two politicians are like two people looking at two similar things but interpreting them from two different perspectives. The memetic nature of interpretation an experience termed by scholars as dual perspectives characterizes our human experience. An example of dual perspectives would be the notion of abortion in our society. An example of the social evolution of ideas would be the notion of abortion in the United States. Lacking knowledge of the issue has been shown to make it harder to understand how the issue has been structured and constructed for political purposes.
 It is easy enough to search one’s views to find the bits of knowledge that support them; it is far more difficult to search contrary views to find the bits of knowledge supporting them—since most likely, the searcher will be ignorant of, hence blind to them. Yet, learning new knowledge can result in opinion change. In this context, in a similar illusion operating in the way we perceive our knowledge, we feel as though we have a largely complete set of knowledge about the world. This is what has been called “naïve realism,” the widespread belief that one “sees things as they are,” without 
distortion or ignorance, an epistemological error which prevents the naïve realist from recognizing “that her interpretation is an interpretation, as opposed to being the secular equivalent of a revelation.” 
  “Naïve realism is our default state; we are blind to the fact that “what seems to be a self-disclosing reality is a generalization from a partial vision of reality, the product of fallible, contestable interpretations of culturally mediated perceptions.”

Ideas emanating from nebulous concepts embedded in our brains are conceptual symbols of our perceptions interpreted in symbols. Symbols as we know them have the characteristics of abstraction, ambiguity, and arbitrary.  These are the ideas that the philosopher Max Stirner appropriately termed “spooks”—abstract ideas about incomprehensibly large numbers of people and their complex relations.
 Kathleen Taylor calls them  “ethereal ideas,” which are so ambiguous that they are often interpreted very differently by different individuals (political theorists describe political ethereal ideas, such as liberty and equality, as ‘essentially contested’). This ambiguity makes them hard to challenge with rational debate; participants in such a debate may, in effect, be talking at cross-purposes.
  Given this research, the right of the individual is therefore contestable because of the nature of ideas and their interpretation. It is very evident in the interpretation of the First Amendment Rights in the United States. Whose right? The government or the people and where does one’s right begin and end? 
Impact of Social Evolution on Politics and Media

The contribution of social evolution to our understanding of why people act the way they do and believe what they believe is because of the notion that information is physically embedded in human brains and must be communicated through a medium, i.e. speech, print media, radio, T.V. 
or the Internet. The conceptualization of Western thought over the past centuries of information as some kind of spiritual entity lingering in the realm of consciousness has given way to the reality of information as physical because it reaches us through a mediated form. Further, in the world of politics, information always trickles down to us through mediated forms- journalism, radio, TV, the Internet, etc., and in the last twenty-thirty years through social platforms. The watering down of such information to those who do not control the information only makes matters worse. However, it is also true that the media is an information provider that transports information from its point of origin to millions of consumers. Our extreme reliance on the media for information means that it has tremendous power in shaping our belief systems.

 Conclusion

Human information systems have over the centuries pointed us to the foundations of our physical existence. The schema theory premised on the notion that our brains are wired to process information and propel us to articulate the information through interpretation has awed us because of the complexities involved in the process of information. First, several research by scholars in the fields of psychology, anthropology, and linguistics have helped us to come to terms with the fact that the medium through which information is processed and transmitted can change the core of the information before it reaches its recipients. Second, other scholars point us to the notion of perception as based on an individual’s assumptions because of the nature of dual perspective. The clash of perspectives reveals to us the inadequacies in our interpretations because knowledge is learned, assimilated, interpreted, and communicated through 
a medium but knowledge loses part of its content in the form of misinterpretation. In this context, the process of social evolution continues to impact the foundations of our social schemas like culture, politics, economy, etc. In the field of politics, politicians transmit their message through mediated forms, and understanding the power of these mediated forms is significant to this work. As noted by Sandra Braman:

Informational power shapes human behaviors by manipulating the informational bases of instrumental, structural, and symbolic power. Informational power dominates power in other forms, changes how they are exercised, and alters the nature of their effects. Informational power can be described as ‘genetic,’ because it appears at the genesis – the informational origins – of the materials, social structures, and symbols that are the stuff of power in its other forms.

 Braman’s conclusion opened the door to the understanding of the power of information, Scholars like Walter Lippmann and Jefferey Friedman have arrived at the same conclusion. Lippmann observed that information has the capability of transforming the social environment through several conduits.
 More recently, Friedman arrived at this conclusion through epistemology, observing that news consumers are “helpless to discern whether the ideas they find plausible are worthless—a matter about which they are radically ignorant. Thus, 
members of the public will be captive to the worldviews created by the journalism, and the other cultural inputs, that they happen to have encountered.”

Thus, in the ecology of information, there are several complex forces at play as in nature, and they operate differently but produce different outcomes. There is the ecology of information inside one’s mind, as Beattie has noted, created by genes expressed in our developmental environment, life experiences, and a bevy of ideational influences from school to the media; and the ecology of information within society, the aggregate of individuals’ information ecologies, plus institutional, political, economic, historical, and foreign influences. The fact that few North Koreans read The Road to Serfdom has more to do with their social ecology of information (censorship, poverty), whereas that few Americans read Das Kapital probably has more to do with their ecologies of information. The nationalist not disapproving of atrocities committed by fellow nationals is an effect of the individual ecology of information (rationalizing atrocities away as unfortunate but necessary), while not even hearing about them is an effect of the social ecology of information (the media giving less attention to such atrocities). But the two are interpenetrating, with individual ecologies of information nested inside a social ecology.
Ethical Boundaries

The ethical boundaries within the field of ecology of information are also very complex. On account of the process of evolution in the way we perceive things creates difficulty as to how to define ethical boundaries. For instance, since communication is done through different 
mediated forms, recipients of such information can either analyze the information through their cognitive schemas in a more sophisticated way or simply imbibe the information without going through the stress of proper and complex analysis. These types of recipients cannot be faulted. Rather, the sender of such information is required to disseminate the information in different formats to accommodate those without complex means of analysis. It is in this sphere that the media is faulted in so many ways. With the advent of social media, the problem of ethical boundaries become even more exacerbated. In an era of Fake News, with the presence of Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, etc., internet providers and other media outlets have the responsibility of ensuring the curbing of streaming information in a complex format because of the nature of the ecology of information. Schema research has demonstrated that our brains structure and store information in an organized way, placing the information in a networked chunk of subject: bits of information form concepts that are linked to similar concepts and memories of individual experiences and feelings, and as a conceptual schema develops it and becomes easier to add information. 
Inversely, information that does not fit or contradicts a schema is likelier to be rejected or assimilated in a biased fashion. Memes do not spread from brain to brain like computer files copied from computer to computer, without prejudice. They spread differentially, depending on the brain’s preexisting schemas, and they are rough copies, linked to idiosyncratic memories and emotions in different brains. Hence, the information content of a meme in two minds may be the same, but the subjective understanding or meaning they engender may be different. These subjective understandings, undergirded by memories and emotion, make some ideologies or social representations more or less likely to be adopted. In this fashion, the lines of ethics become blurred; stories are hyped and misinterpreted, and misinformation spread.
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