MEDIATION


HISTORIC OF THE CONCEPT

The development of the concept of mediation is grounded on a second reading of Vygotsky’s work and thought and on the various trends that followed, which constantly highlighted the importance of the processes of mediation within human activity both at the symbolic and technical levels. The first form of mediatization is associated to the natural language (in Vygotsky and Brunner for example) whereas the second is to be linked to all the artifacts, tools and technologies analyzed by many disciplines related to social sciences. Let us quote paleontology (Leroi-Gourhan), the history of techniques and the sociology of uses (in particular Goody, Simondon, Rabardel), cognitivist trends (of which Solomon or Jonassen), semiotics, or else, philosophy (Pierre Lévy).

DEFINITION

Mediation can be defined by a double process. It first represents the process by which our socio cultural tools - as much technical as symbolical - basically change the cognitive processes to which they are related (memory, understanding, reasoning, problem solving, etc). On the other hand, it also represents the process by which an artifact becomes an instrument which the user-actor has not only to appropriate but for which he has also to develop usability schemes, that is to say an internal model which enables to give a significance and perform planning activities. Today, four types of often interrelated mediation are distinguished: sensorimotor, technological, semiotic or semio-cognitive and, finally, social.

EXAMPLE

The white cane of the blind is the typical example of an artifact having a function of cognitive mediation. Closer to us, all data-processing technologies are regarded as cognitive tools: Douglas Engelbart, who invented the mouse in 1968 when he was working at the Standford Research Institute, stated that he wished to equip men’s hand with an extension which would also increase human intelligence. All systems of representation (natural languages, but also mathematical formalisms, systems of cartographic representation, medical imagery, etc.) form systems of semio cognitive mediation.
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