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CASTING MY PERILS BEFORE SWAINS

1 am an investigator. I make probes. I have no point of view.
1 do not stay in one position.

Anybody in our culture is regarded as invited as long as he
stays in one fixed position. Once he starts moving around and
crossing boundaries, he’s delinquent, he’s fair game.

The explorer is totally inconsistent. He never knows at what
moment he will make some startling discovery. And consist-
ency is a meaningless term to apply to an explorer. If he
wanted to be consistent, he would stay home.

Jacques Ellul says that propaganda begins when dialogue
ends. I talk back to media and set off on an adventure of
exploration.

I DON'T EXPLAIN—
I EXPLORE,

MARSHALL McLUHAN

TR T DR R R RO

INTRODUCTION

—PASCAL

' (Herbert) Marshall McLuhan has started an uncommon in-
ternational cultural squabble. It may be said that he has more
onate enemies, devoted followers, and enraged critics
an almost any other formidable mind of our time, His ideas
“have provoked such an extraordinary range of critical response
that there is emerging a veritable “Grammar of Epithets Di-
rected at McLuhan.” Various writers have called him:

a metaphysical wizard possessed by a spatial
sense of madness;

a Canadian Nkrumah who has joined the assault
on reason;

a distorter of immature minds and the
sensibilities of the young;

the high priest of Popthink who conducts a
Black Mass (for dilettantes) before the
altar of historical determinism;

a writer who has looted all culture, from

cave paintings to for fragments
to shore up against the ruin of his system;

a very creative man who hits very large nails

not quite on the head; i

the most important thinker since Newton, Darwin,
Freud, Einstein and Pavlov,



Introduction

By now a kind of McLuhan avant-garde has formed, becoming
in the process a self-contained subculture,

McLuhan is a Canadian, a professor of literature, and a
convert to Catholicism. Married, the father of six children
(four daughters, two sons), he lives in a modest house in a
prosaic section of a dull city: Toronto.

Born in 1911 in Edmonton, Alberta, he studied engineer-
ing and then literature at the University of Manitoba. His fa-
ther sold insurance. His mother was an elocutionist of profes-
sional standing (“the Ruth Draper of Canada”). According
to some accounts, McLuhan read G. K. Chesterton’s What's
Wrong with the World and subsequently embraced Catholi-
cism (“It gives me emotional stability”). His conversion came
in the late 1930’s while he was studying at Trinity College,
Cambridge.

At Cambridge, McLuhan pursued a study of literary influ-
ences which were, in time, to shape (perhaps dictate) the syn-
thesis he ultimately achieved. For example, he formed an early
and continuing admiration for the techniques and artistic in-
tentions of James Joyce, Ezra Pound, and T. S. Eliot. His
enthusiasm for Joyce led him back through the genesis of
Symbolism to the stylistic parodies of the Elizabethan Thomas
Nashe, a writer whom Wyndham Lewis described in Time and
Western Man as having “a great appetite for words, their pun-
ning potentialities” and who also had the ability of “compress-
ing them into pungent arabesques.” It was on Nashe that Mc-
Luhan wrote his doctoral dissertation, which he presented at
Cambridge in 1943,

McLuhan’s scholarly pursuit of Joyce’s Elizabethan model
is revealing. The roles of grammarian and playful lexicogra-
pher are essential and convenient vocations for him. His own
puns are the result, not of bad taste or lazy verbal construc-
tion, but intellectual involvement. To pun is “to consolidate by
pounding or ramming down (as earth or rubble, in making a
roadway).”

Until recently McLuhan’s career appeared to exemplify that
of the bright, mobile, ambitious academic. He taught at the
University of Wisconsin, St. Louis University, and Assump-
tion College (now Windsor University). Since 1946, he has
served as Professor of Literature at the University of Toronto.
He has published hundreds of articles in “little” journals and
written four books, The Mechanical Bride : Folklore of Indus-
trial Man (1951); The Gutenberg Galaxy : The Making of
Typographic Man (1962); Understanding Media : The Ex-
tensions of Man (1964); and The Medium Is the Message :
An Inventory of Effects (1967).

xiv

) -

" In fact, it is fashionable to suggest that there are two Mar-
L:?I.uhans: one, a rather donnish, slightly eccentric pro-
, working away in the sheltered, musty precincts of the
my on trivial literary exercises; the other, a wild idio-
peratic Popster who is onto a good thing—media anal-
a subject badly in need of exploration. However per-
ive this argument, it breaks down when one examines
han’s writings of the past thirty years and sees the con-
D his arguments. L
t!’u'son(;fl and biographical information about McLuhan is
fficult to trace and there is a coy, almost purposeful elusive-
about the man himself. Eric Goldman, conducting a tele-
jon interview, paused in the midst of a chaotic dialogue and
arked:

dman: Professor McLuhan, that you
o gﬂ:if bitso concerned with media? Here
you are the son of Baptist parents, convert to
Catholicism, a Canadian student of English
literature, formerly an engineering student
and nOw . . .
McLuhan: Oh, don’t bother about that data,
Goldman: Why? i
McLuhan: It’s all wrong! And, in any case, quite
k) unnecessary.*

engaging and comic folklore about McLuhan is emerging,
he has become his own most puzzling metaphor. =
. There is a perceptible unity of interest and direction in all
of McLuhan's work before 1962, when The Gutenberg Gal-
appeared. A concern with communicat}on of thought, emo-
tion, belief and with the consequences of transmission, man
men, has informed that unity and has forced McLuhan to
- reflect eventually on every aspect of human existence: sensory,
- psychic, material. !
¥ Frank Kermode has written that McLuhan'’s ideas would
start a serious debate in a truly literate culture. Many serious
-and acute commentators believe that McLuhan is posing ques-
tions of profound consequence, If he is wrong, it matters. Bu:
- McLuhan’s ideas are not susceptible to the rigid formalism o

discussion; the question of rlight c:' wrong (“categories,
. categories”) is, in many ways, irrelevan !

This book is not so much a'debate as a McLuhan primer—
ﬁ‘f'a prologue to argument, a galaxy of opinion. I have drawn
. together essays and reviews, comments and interviews from

* “The Open Mind,” WNBC telecast, May 19, 1966.



xvi Introduction

a rich (and growing) literature of critical writings (Parts 1,
2, 4, and 5). At the same time, I have chosen to include some
essays, a telecast, and a report by McLuhan (Part 3), dating
from the years between the publication of The Mechanical
Bride and The Gutenberg Galaxy, to show the early formula-
tion of ideas which were to find full expression in his books.
Part 6 is the transcription of a dialogue between McLuhan and
myself, in which McLuhan answers some of his critics.
Finally, let me point out that the book has a circulating point
of view and need not be read sequentially. The essays included
are numbered consecutively, but this does not imply chronolog-
ical development. This structural peculiarity is not willful, but
is entirely, as the reader will see, in keeping with McLuhan's
own methods.
GERALD EMANUEL STEARN

HE NEW WORLD OF

CSHALL McLUHNAN
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AS PECPLE BECOME MORE INVOLVED THEY
KNOW LESS AND LESS.

—MC LUHAN

T. S. Eliot believed that a poet required not a large but a sig-
nificant audience. Up until the publication of Understanding
Media, McLuhan was known in Canada and the United
States to a small but learned world as a very imaginative and
prolific critic, a teacher of great charm and persuasiveness,
and, curiously, a scholar with a playful avocation in the new
discipline, “mass communications.” “I have been pilfering his
ideas for years,” Neil Compton wrote in 1965, “and others
have been doing it too: It is easy for a practical eye to dis-
cern little bits of McLuhan nestling like fossils in the gritty
prose of many a literary critic or sociologist.”

In Canada, although The Gutenberg Galaxy was awarded
the Governor General's award—the Canadian equivalent of
the Pulitzer Prize—in 1962, McLuhan's reputation was
mainly that of a scholarly nuisance and agitated protagonist.
But Canadian culture is, at its best, a very fragile thing,
shaped by English patronization and American indifference.
The strident inferiority complex that informs it was plainly
demonstrated when Robert Fulford of the Toronto Daily Star
wrote, after reading an especially abusive American attack on
Understanding Media, that these criticisms were all too famil-
iar to Toronto intellectuals who had been saying worse about
McLuhan since the 1950’s:

That, of course, is the trouble with U.S.
intellectuals. Cultural lag: always a
decade behind the real action.

It was the publication of Understanding Media in 1964
that permitted McLuhan a more extensive audience than that
of the scholar. A far more accessible, less specialized book

18

—MC LUHAN | 19

n either The Gutenberg Galaxy or The Mechanical Bride,
provides an excellent introduction to McLuhan. It has in-
d a torrent of criticism. Much of this writing reflects the
shock of discovery—sometimes almost euphoric, some-
outraged. The writers of the essays and articles in Part
have used Understanding Media as a vantage point from
h to discuss McLuhan's ideas in a general way.

ward Luck Gossage (1), in his essay on “applied Mc-
hanism,” is concerned with the practical, as opposed to the
phical or cultural aspects of media. His world is one
ects, not motives. Gossage is a San Francisco public re-
s consultant.

n Wolfe (2) is the Court Chronicler of the reign of Mo-
v. His energies are directed at being “with it”; his affec-
‘or the new is competitive. McLuhan, being at once new
possibly, great!, demands wry detachment and cautious
siasm (“What if he is right?”). Wolfe’s collection of es-
The Kandy-Colored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby,
published in 1965.

Culkin, S.J. (3), a committed McLuhanite, is Director
the School of Communications at Fordham University.
essay is concerned with the application of mass media to
ations in education.

Walker (4), a staff writer for the Canadian magazine
tive, explores the implications of McLuhan’s ideas for

smneth E. Boulding (5) is a professor of economics at t_he
ersity of Michigan. His review amusingly reflects the in-
pusness of McLuhan's literary and typographical style—
en for those somewhat skeptical of his theories.

: .Gemge P. Elliott (6), a well-known novelist and professor of

- English at Syracuse University, expresses his hostility and
~ ambivalence, and at the same time shows that he is honestly
~ intrigued by McLuhan.
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YOU CAN SEE WHY THE MIGHTY WOULD BE
CURIOUS.

—HOWARD LUCK GOSSAGE

|

Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media has possibly the
least catchy title for an important book since Principia
Mathematica; however, it is somewhat easier to read once
you have got the hang of it.

The hard part is getting into it. One school of thought says
that you should start at page 77, or wherever, and then sit
through it again the way you do when you come in on the
middle of a movie. Another holds that you should skim
throu_gh it once, saving your thunderstruck (or indignant)
margln?l notations for the second time around. The trouble
with this is that skimming McLuhan is like trying to fill a tea
cup from a firehose; there is likely to be no second time.

tis quite possible, I think, to start cheerfully at the begin-
ning, provided one has some notion going in of what Mc-
Luhan is up to. To begin with, what Professor McLuhan
means by a “medium” is any extension of man—whether it
be a book, an automobile, an electric light bulb, television, or
clothes. His theory is that the media a man uses to extend his
senses and his faculties will determine what he is, rather than
thp other way around. To give a simple example: a car is cer-
tainly an extension of a man’s legs. Moreover, when he drives
a car he has in a sense amputated his legs. He is an amputee
just as surely as though he had lost his legs first and then
looked for a way to get around.

Similarly, by wearing clothes a man eliminates a good
many of the functions that his body would have to perform
were he naked. Let us consider this proposition in its most
extreme form: a native living at the Equator and an Eskimo.
The tropical native, because he is naked, has no means of re-

20 .

HOWARD LUCK GOSSAGE | 21

g body heat; therefore he must eat constantly or die. He
starve to death in a day or two. The Eskimo, heavily
red, keeps his body heat and can go without food for
if necessary. This is not, of course, to suggest that the
ans of the upper Amazon would be better off with long
ins and fur coats, or that Eskimos would be better super-
ket customers if they ran around in the buff, but that the
media a society uses or is forced to use will determine what it
and how it behaves.
~ Incidentally, we are used to thinking of clothes as some-
ing we wear next to our bodies. Objectively, however,
thes are an extension of our skins. For a naked tribesman,
jungle is his clothes. When one of us runs around naked
heated room, the room itself is clothes, an extension of
‘our skin, a medium. You recall that earlier I said that any
edium will tend to amputate the function which it extends?
You can test this very easily by walking into a warm house
on a cold day. The first thing you do is take off your over-

. to carry this one step further, any new medium or ex-
on of man constitutes a new environment which controls
at people who live within it do, the way they think, and
e way they act. If you wonder why the Russians behave
react differently from us, part of the answer is probably
until quite recently they lived in a pre-literate society,
eas ours has been literate for a very long time. They are
orically ear-oriented whereas we are eye-oriented. There is
great difference.

man who cannot read will pick up all information about
at has gone on before and what is happening outside his
d of vision by hearing about it. His world will therefore be
e diffused and kaleidoscopic than that of the literate,
: oriented man because the ear cannot be focused and the
€ can.

i The process of reading—which I suppose we could define
}4:‘_!3 using our eyes to learn about things we cannot see—is de-
~ pendent on this unique ability of the eye to focus and follow
~ Sequentially. Few people have been able to read at any given
~ time during the past few thousand years since writing was in-
wvented. It is only recently, since Gutenberg, that literacy has
,,j’ecome the general environment for even a small part of the
 world, Latin America, Eastern and Southern Europe, Asia,
‘and Africa are still either pre-literate or Johnny-come-latelies
reading; their environmental structures are still ear-ori-
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The differences between literate and pre-literate societics
are enormous. Not the least of these differences is technologi-
cal. Mass production did not begin with the industrial revolu-
tion, but with the first printed page that Gutenberg pulled off
his press. For the first time, items could be mass produced so
that one was indistinguishable from another and all of the
same value, This was quite a break-through after millennia of
making one object at a time and each somehow different
from the other.

But more important was the environment imposed by the
medium of print itself: one word after the other, one sen-
tence after another, one paragraph after another, one page
after another; one thing at a time in a logical, connected line.
The effects of this linear thinking are deep and influence
every facet of a literate society such as our own.

An ear-oriented society, on the other hand, will neither act
nor react in this one-thing-at-a-time fashion, but will tend to
receive and express many experiences simultaneously. It is
the difference between our baseball, which is surely one thing
after another in a logical sequence, and their soccer which is
everything happening at once. Perhaps it is why most of the
best chess players—and chess is surely everything happening
at once, with millions and millions of simultaneous possibili-
ties—come from pre-literate countries. Or why so many
atomic physicists are either Hungarians or Americans in their
early twenties. Or why teen-agers can listen to the radio full
blast, study, and put their hair up in curlers at the same time.

I mention teen-agers because it is becoming abundantly ap-
parent that they are not, as we previously thought, going
through a phase. They are a different breed of cat entirely.
All sorts of reasons have been given for their emergence as a
distinct group, among them prosperity and lack of discipline.
And what the hell, I was young once myself, I was—but not
like that. For one thing I wasn’t as smart as that. Also, this
teen-age revolution has been going on for quite a few years
now and the early crop is getting up in its late twenties. And
I wasn’t like them when I was twenty-six either.

Well, what has happened? McLuhan's theory is that this is
the first generation of the electronic age. He says they are dif-
ferent because the medium that controls their environment is
not print—one thing at a time, one thing after another—as it
has been for five hundred years. It is television, which is
gverythmg happening at once, instantaneously, and envelop-
in

g.
A child who gets his environmental training on television
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very few nowadays do not—learns the same way any
of a pre-literate society learns: from the direct ex-
ce of his eyes and ears, without Gutenberg for a middle
Of course they do learn how to read too, bgt it is a
y discipline, not primary as it is with their elders.
it comes to shaping sensory perceptions, I'm afraid
Master Gutenberg just isn't in the same class with Gen-
Sarnoff or Doctor Stanton.
pite the uproar over inferior or inept television fare,
phan does not think that the program content of televi-
y has anything to do with the real changes TV has pro-
; no more than whether a book is trashy or a classic has
to do with the process of reading it. The basic mes-
e of television is television itself, the process, just as the
ic message of a book is print. As McLuhan says, “The me-
m is the message.” iy
This new view of our environment is much more realistic
the light of what has happened since the advent of Mc-
an’s “Electric Age.” The Gutenberg Age, which preceded
, was one thing after another in orderly sequence from
use to effect. It reached its finest flower with the develop-
ent of mechanical linkages: A acts on B which acts on C
ich acts on D on down to the end of the line and the fin-
product. The whole process was thus fragmented into a
of functions, and for each function there was a special-
This methodology was not confined to making things; it
vaded our entire economic and social system. It still dqes.
ugh we are in an age when cause and effect are becoming
‘80 nearly simultaneous as to make obsolete all our accus-
notions of chronological sequence and mechanical
ge. With the dawn of the Electric Age, time and speed
mselves have become of negligible importance; just flip the
vitch. Instant speed. ;
However, our methodology and thought patterns are still,
iﬂf' the most part, based on the old fragmentation and spe-
~ cialism, which may account for some of our society's confu-
“sion, or perhaps a great deal of it,
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~ If you are one of those who read McLuhan and find that
;;m' independently arrived-at theories not only are confirmed
- by, but fit neatly into his far broader structure, it is very
~ heady stuff indeed. ;

It can also be maddening. For right there, in the middle of
. @ paragraph, you are likely to find an apparently extraneous
- thought of the kind he calls a “probe.” The probe is apt to be
& flat and final pronouncement about a subject on which the
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reader just happens to be the World's Greatest Authority.
How could McLuhan possibly have known? And as long as

he was at it why didn’t he amplify it into the five thousand
words it deserved?*

McLuhan’s defense of his random probes is that if he stopped
to develop them he’d never get on with the main body of his
work. They occur to him there so he puts them in there. Per-
haps he, as an old teacher, also feels the pupils ought to have
something to do besides register his conclusions, If so, he is
roaringly successful.

He is the only author I know who writes a paragraph that
one can read for two hours profitably,

The probe technique does not always work out orally, par-
ticularly with small groups. A World’s Greatest Expert is li-
able to grab the probe and run like hell for his own goal
leaving the rest of the group—and the ball—up field some-
where, Also, when McLuhan is in exceptionally fine probing
fettle, he has probes sticking out of him like a porcupine,
which is somewhat baffling to the uninitiated, At such times,
a lot of Marshall goes a little way.

Richard Schickel categorized those who balked at Me-
Luhan’s theories in Harper's (“Marshall McLuhan, Canada’s
Intellectual Comet”; November 1965) as the “compulsively
literal” and the “compulsively academic.” I will grant these,
but I would like to add another major grouping which cannot
be characterized so invidiously. They are bright and flexible
enough, but they long ago made their commitments else-
where. We might call them the Gutenberg-oriented (Mec-
Luhan admits to being one himself by inclination). Their at-
titude is epitomized by something that Barrows Mussey, an
American author living in Germany, wrote me, more as ex-
planation than justification: “The  difference between Me-
Luhan and me is that, by temperament—and by experience
too—I am the sort who says the Wright brothers will never
get it off the ground. He is the one who says that every fam-
ily in America will have a private plane by 1950.”

* Note on Marshall McLuhan as a conversationalist:
pound one of your own abstract ideas, he is all rapt attention; it is
possible that he also listens. If he wore a hearing aid you would won-
der whether he had turned it off. As a non-listener, he is excelled only
by Buckminster Fuller, who does wear a hearing aid and does turn
it off. Fuller is the champ: One time he interrupted me in the middle
of a guestion with, “Do you want an answer or don’t you? Very

% ."il"-leGl.hen answered the question; I only wished it had been

when you ex-
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\ m key to McLuhan’s prose style and his outlook is
m;gz;d iyn his undoubted stature as a Joype scholar,
is where he started out while working on his doctorate
mbridge. He regards Finnegans Wake as the most im-
int book of our era and the one that has done the most
his own explorations. His immense Joycean joy at
g and roiling about in the double-bed of language is
ident throughout his work; as is his delight in elaborate

s, some of which are pointed and pregnant (which is to
1 get them), while others are so obscurantist as to de-
a “Key to McLuhans Wake.” e
avalanche of referential material, probes, and indica-
within his work is so vast and diverse as to keep his in-
ters busy for some time. Since he isn’t much given to
g back and clarifying, and at any rate isn’t terribly good
we can also expect a spate of amcles" with titles
“Understanding Marshall McLuhan,” and “Mechanical
head Revisited.”

Mechanical Bride, published in 1951, was his first book
media and his most bizarre. I will not dwell on it more
0 to say it is a collector’s item fetching upward of fifty
s in mint condition. His second, The G;ftenberg_ Gal-
, is what is called an Important Book: It is mosalckgd,
yrean, richly larded with magnificent literary substantia-
s, (McLuhan has total recall of his own and everybody
's material.) While it is not a book I would '\rolnnteer to
e jacket blurbs for, its basic premise alone is enough to
lify it. It is something like Norbert Wiener’s The Human Use
Human Beings: 1f you only get the notion of the title you
miles ahead. )
o1 belie;ve McLuhan will endure, for the reason that the;e is
observable pattern in his work building toward a unified
eld theory. It is reasonable that he should try, for to account
creation is the proper goal of those who are able to envi-
it at all; it is the name of the game. z
' Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man is the first
il of what McLuhan intends to be a trilogy. The second
be called Cliché to Archetype, and I hope it ?w].l be sqbt.x-
“The Environment of Man,” because that is what it is
ut. We all know what scorn is reserved for the man who
n't read the book, only the review, and discusses it any-
y? And what really poor form it is for a writer to review a
‘book he hasn’t actually read? Here, I am going to excavate a
new layer of Hell for myself: I am going to do both tgni
‘book which hasn't yet been written. I haven't even secn
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page of McLuhan’s unfinished manuscript, but he has talked

\?tm_:ugh about it so that I think I can wing it, chancy though
it is:

CLICHE TO ARCHETYPE To CHANCE

Everybody talks about environment but nobody does any-
thing about it. This is because, McLuhan says, “The moment
a man recognizes his environment it becomes something else,
his ‘old environment,’ and as such is the content of his new,
or true, environment; which, of course, again is unseen.”

Has he lost you already? Let’s get out the bread crumbs:
by “env':ronment," he means that accustomed, unnoticed set
of conditions which limits an organism’s world at any given
moment. Ir_l the ordinary course of events, we are not aware
of our environment any more than a fish is aware of his. As
‘Father John Culkin of Fordham, a leading McLuhanite, says,
‘We don’t know who it was discovered water, but we're
pretty sure it wasn't a fish.”

Imagine a series of clear plastic domes, one within another.
You_ can only see them from the outside; from the inside they
are invisible. You become aware of an environment—one of
th&ge domes that surrounds you—only when you get outside
of it. At that point you can see it. But you can’t see the one
which is now above you.

To put it another way, let us suppose that an ant has lived
all his young life inside an anthill. He is not really aware that
the anthill is his world; it simply is his world. So one day
they send him off on his first important assignment, to drag
back a dead beetle, say. He goes outside the anthill. Two
things happen: 1) He sces the anthill for the first time; 2)
Hg becomes aware that the world is a very big place. Does
this mean that he is aware of his environment? No, because
what he doesn’t know is that his anthill is inside a green-
house. The only way he'll become aware of the greenhouse is
if he goes outside it. And even then it won’t do him much
good, because, you see, the greenhouse is inside the Houston
Stadium, and so on. In each instance, you will notice that the
old environment becomes content for the newer one, never the
qther way around. McLuhan, in one of his random conversa-
tional probes, notes that this seems to work out even in
decor. Victorian furniture fits into a modern room, but a
modern piece looks simply awful in a Victorian room.

So, awareness is becoming conscious that there is some-~
thing higher controlling us than we had thought. The catch is
that we can never catch up; we are always one step behind,
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verything is contained by something bigger. McLuhan
pot, I think, take us on this route, at least not in this
. Perhaps he will in the third leg of his trilogy, but it is
| to say. Although he is a convert to Roman Catholicism
s is chary of airing his religious speculations. His concern at
s time is not so much with goals as with process.

e are many sorts of environments besides the simple
e of physical space which I mentioned: business, political,
cultural, communications, etc. But for the moment
just call it all environment. Two things will make us
of an environment: either it changes or we do. A man
p has lost a leg will become aware of steps. A man who
8 had five martinis may see things he has never seen be-
e. A man who has had ten martinis may see things nobody
§ seen before.

is another variety of environmental recognition re-
for those viewing it as outsiders. There are several va-
of what McLuhan calls “anti-environmentals,” though I
“extra-environmental” is more descriptive.
extra-environmental can be a person within a society
se perceptions have not been conditioned to obliviousness
‘the structure of a given environment. The story of the Em-
or’s new clothes is a good example. The child, because he
not yet committed to the environmental power set-up,
not committed to see the Emperor’s clothes, so he didn't.
‘'was only when the extra-environmental child pointed out
at he was naked that the others were able to see it too.
‘Similarly, a teen-ager with his other-conditioned percep-
ns will be extra-environmental in our Gutenbergish society.

L second type of extra-environmental is apparently due to an
nate deficiency. That is to say that some people are unable
see things in a normal fashion. On the other hand, they
see things that normal people can't. During the Second
ar, I understand that some aerial observers were recruited
- ause they were colorblind. Their colorblindness made
~ them unable to distinguish things designed for normal eyes,
h as camouflage. They'd look down at a quite ordinary
retch of landscape and say, “Hey, there’s a gun emplace-
ent!” Because of their disability, their impairment of vision,
their eyes were not taken in by the camouflage; all they could
e was the thing itself. The extra-environmental thus has a
at advantage, assuming he has anything else going for
'~ him, His mind isn’t cluttered up with a lot of rules, policy,
- and other environmental impedimenta that often pass for ex-
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perience. The more experience you have the less able you are
to look at a given environment, especially your own, with
fresh eyes.

I said earlier that one of the ways that we can become aware
of environment is for it to change. However, sometimes an
environment can change without our really noticing what has
happened. Part of this is due to a lag in terminology, part to
our Mechanical Age commitment to specialists.

Travel, as an example, has changed drastically, and I don't
mean that it's just faster. Travel, for the most part, is no
longer travel; it is a process which has a beginning and an
end but virtually no middle. Travel is not an experience so
much as a suspension of experience. Flying in a plane from
San Francisco to New York is nothing more nor less than a
horizontal elevator ride. One imagines that if we had build-
ings 3000 miles high, there would be a young woman on the
elevators offering us coffee, tea, or milk,

Is terminology all that important? Yes, because to name
things is to recognize them; it is the way we learn about our
environment. Which brings us to specialism. The specialist is
by nature environmental, He is committed to what McLuhan
calls a fragmented function within a given process linkage. If
his environment changes he will not necessarily become ex-
tra-environmental. It is more likely that he will carry his ten-
dency to specialism with him the way a snail does his shell, A
born specialist will tend to interpret all experience in the light
of his own expertise. Illustrative story: One time a cloak and
suit manufacturer went to Rome and while he was there
managed to get an audience with His Holiness. Upon his re-
turn a friend asked him, “What did the Pope look like?” The
tailor answered, “A 41 Regular.”

If specialism epitomizes the environmental stance, then
“generalism” probably covers the extra-environmental. A gen-
eralist starts from the outside of a given environment: a spe-~
cialist works on the inside, McLuhan has a special aversion
to specialism; a sign in his office proclaims, “No specialist
need apply.” This does not mean that he is against profes-
sional expertise in the solution of problems, only against its
built-in blinkers,

Once you take a problem to a specialist you are wired in to
a specialist’s solution. However well executed it is, the odds
are against its being a real answer. Let us say that your com-
pany is having growing pains, and is uncomfortable in its
present quarters. So you go to an architect. Let us also sup-
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he is a very good architect, broad-thinking, one
ed solidly to the proposition that form fqll_ows func-

he inquires after your needs, your ambitions, your
5, your fears, what manner of people you are, etc, 'Do
know what you are going to end up with? A building,
, a building, however nice, may not be the answer to
problem at all. Perhaps the real answer is to stop ex-
ing, or fire the traffic manager, or everyone stay home

are generalist solutions, not the sort of thing you expect
hitect to come up with. If he did, you'd probably think

a busybody.

'hose who find McLuhan most compatible are those who
already figured out a structure and wonder where it _ﬁts

larger scheme of things. The generalist area looks like

a circle:

s

e dot in the middle is you. The area within the circle is
field of specialization; therefore any problem solution
lve one by a greater specialist) which fits inside will be un-
eptable because you already know all about it, and have
bly tried it, and it doesn’t work. On the other ha:.'ld,
thing outside the circle is incomprehensible; any solution
*ed there will simply be inapplicable. The generalist prob-
solving area has got to be right on the circumference it-
4f: close enough in so that you get it, far enough out so
at you can't pick it to pieces,

of the circle “environment,” and the outside “anti-envi-
nment.” You can't really recognize things inside your envi-

ment, and you can't really see things outside it; so there
are sitting on the circumference again. The thing that is
ed by this change in terms is this: you solve problems by
anding the environmental area, by moving the circumfer-

out.
. “Cliché to Archetype,” McLuhan’s main title, deserves an
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explanation here too. “Cliché” means any environmental ele-
ment, omnipresent, unnoticed. It becomes noticed when the
environment changes. At this point, as it becomes *“content”
of the new environment, it also becomes an art form. If you
live in a room that has cabbage rose patterned wallpaper, you
will notice it at first but after awhile, it will become just wall-
paper. What was once fresh and new turns into a cliché and
assumes its role as part of the environment. Now let us sup-
pose that when you repaper the room, you decide to save a
square of the old stuff and have it framed. As a picture it is
no longer wallpaper, but content for the new environment.

Something else has happened too: it has become an art
form. If it is successful as an art form and is admired and
copied—or at any rate persists so that eventually it becomes
the one and only from which all others emanate—it consti-
tutes an archetype. Today’s archetype was yesterday’s art
form, day before yesterday’s cliché, and the day before that it
was the last word.

It is hard to tell how much of the above will turn out to be
McLuhan and how much McGuesswork when the book
finally comes out. One thing is sure; it covers only a tiny bit
of the material therein. . . .

McLuhan’s most powerful appeal, in the end, is to those
who have thought themselves into a sort of intellectual isola-
tion, who lie awake and groan, “Doesn’t anyone else think in
the same patterns I do?” For some of these McLuhan does,
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POSE HE IS WHAT HE SOUNDS LIKE, THE
IMPORTANT THINKER SINCE NEWTON,
JARWIN, FREUD, EINSTEIN, AND PAVLOV—
HAT IF HE IS RIGHT?

—TOM WOLFE
if he'sright What...if...he...is...right W-h-a-t
h-e i-s r-i-g-h-t
| W IF R
H HE I
A IS G ?
; H

i i

¢ are currently hundreds of studs in the business wm:id,
ast food package designers, television network creative
artment vice-presidents, advertising “media reps,” lighting
e fortune heirs, smiley patent lawyers, industrial spies,
need-vision board chairmen, all sorts of business studs
0 are all wondering if this man, Marshall McLuhan . . . is
ght. . . . He sits in a little office off on the edge of the Uni-
ersity of Toronto that looks like the receiving bin of a sec-
ond-hand book store, grading papers, grading papers, for
' days on end, wearing—well, he doesn't seem to care what he
,' ars. If he feels like it, he just puts on the old str.lped tie
With the plastic neck band. You just snap the plastic band
nd your neck and there the tie is, hanging down and
dy to go, Pree-Tide.
But what if—all sorts of huge world-mover & shaker cor-
ations are trying to put McLuhan in a box or something.
aluable! Ours! Suppose he is what he sounds like, the most

i 31
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important thinker since Newton, Darwin, Freud, Einstein,
and Pavlov, studs of the intelligentsia game—suppose he is
the oracle of the modern times—what if he is right? he'll be
in there. It almost seems that way. An “undisclosed corpora-
tion” has put a huge “undisclosed sum” into McLuhan’s Cen-
tre for Culture and Technology at the University of Toronto.
.One of the big American corporations has offered him $5000
to present a closed-circuit—ours!—television lecture on—ora-
cle!—the ways the products in its industry will be used in the
future. Even before all this, IBM, General Electric, Bell Tele-
phone were flying McLuhan in from Toronto to New York,
Pittsburgh, God knows where else, to talk to their hierarchs
about . . . well, about whatever this unseen world of elec-
tronic environments that only he sees fully is all about.

They all sit in these conference rooms, under fluorescent
lights, with the right air-conditioned air streaming out from
behind the management-style draperies. Upward-busting hier-
arch executives, the real studs, the kind who have already
changed over from liedown crewcuts to brushback Eric John-
ston-style Big Boy haircuts and from Oxford button-downs to
Tripler broadcloth straight points and have hung it all on the
line, an $80,000 mortgage in New Canaan and a couple of
kids at Deerfield and Hotchkiss—hung it all on the line on
knowing exactly what this corporation is all about—they sit
there with the day’s first bloody mary squirting through their
capillaries—and this man with part of a plastic neckband
showing at the edge of the collar, who just got through grad-
ing papers, for godsake, tells them in an of-course voice and
with I'm-being-patient eyes, that, in effect, politely, they all
know just about exactly . .. nothing ... about the real
business they're in—

—~Gentlemen, the General Electric Company makes a
considerable portion of its profits from electric light
bulbs, but it has not yet discovered that it is not in the
light bulb business but in the business of moving informa-
tion. Quite as much as A, T. & T. Yes. Of-course-I-am-
willing-to-be-patient. He pulls his chin down into his neck
and looks up out of his long Scotch-lairdly face. Yes. The
electric light is pure information. It is a medium with-
out a message, as it were. Yes, Light is a self-contained
communications system in which the medium is the mes-
sage. Just think that over for a moment—I-am-willing-to-
be—When IBM discovered that it was not in the business
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of making office equipment or business machines—
B ——but that it was in the business
of processing
information,
then it began
to uavigate
with
clear

vision.

Yes.

| But where did this guy come from? What is this—
cryptic, Delphian sayings: The electric light is pure in-
ation.
Iphian! The medium is the message. We are moving out of
 age of the visual into the age of the aural and tactile . . .
Oraclel—McLuhan sits in the conference room on the
deck of an incredible ferry boat that Walter Landor,
2 of the country's top package designers, has redone at a
of about $400,000 as an office and design center. This
package design flagship nestles there in the water at
r 5 in San Francisco. The sun floods in from the bay onto
_basket-woven wall-to-wall and shines off the dials of Lan-
motion picture projection console. Down below on the
in deck is a whole simulated supermarket for bringing
ple in and testing package impact and all sorts of optomet-~
wonder wards for testing visual reception of metribergiar-
rgle—and McLuhan says, almost by the way:
Of course, packages will be obsolete in a few years. People
|l want tactile experiences, they'll want to feel the product
y're getting—"'
~ But!—
McLuhan’s chin goes down, his mouth turns down, his
es roll up in his of-course expression: “Goods will be sold
bins. People will go right to bins and pick things up and
feel them rather than just accepting a package.”
. Landor, the package designer, doesn't lose his cool; he just
- looks—what if he is right?
- “. ./, The human family now exists under conditions of a
] village. We live in a single constricted space resonant
~ with tribal drums . . .” That even, even, even voice goes on—
- —McLuhan is sitting in the Lombardy Restaurant in New
- York with Gibson McCabe, president of Newsweek, and sev-
~ eral other high-ranking communications people, and McCabe
tells of the millions Newsweek has put into reader surveys,
‘market research, advertising, the editorial staff, everything,
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and how it paid off with a huge rise in circulation over the
past five years. McLuhan listens, then down comes the chin:
“Well . . . of course, your circulation would have risen about
the same anyway, the new sensory balance of the people
being what it is , . .”

Print gave tribal man an eye for an ear.

McLuhan is at the conference table in the upper room of
Howard Gossage's advertising firm in San Francisco, up in
what used to be a firechouse—they're pretty great converters
in San Francisco—and a couple of newspaper people are up
there talking about how they are sure their readers want this
and that to read—McLuhan pulls his chin down into his
neck: “Well . . . of course, people don't actually read news-
papers. They get into them every morning like a hot bath.”

Perfect! Delphic! Cryptic! Metaphorical! Epigrammatic!
With this even, even, even voice, this utter scholarly aplomb
—with these pronouncements—“Art is always one technol-
ogy behind. The content of the art of any age is the technol-
ogy of the previous age”—with all this Nietzschean certitude
—McLuhan has become an intellectual star of the West.
He is a word-of-mouth celebrity.

Corporation executives are only the beginning of the roster
of people in America who stand to be shaken up—what if he
is right? The university establishments, the literati—Mc-
Luhan has already earned the hostile envy of the New York
literary establishment—the artists—they like him—scores of
little groups of McLuhan cultists—thousands of intellectuals
are now studying McLuhan. The paperback edition of his
book Understanding Media has been an “underground best
seller”—that is, a best seller without benefit of publicity—for
six months. City planners—

City planners are wondering what if he—McLuhan is the
prophet of the New Life Out There, the suburbs, housing de-
velopments, astrodomes, domed-over shopping centers, free-
ways, TV families, the whole world of the new technologies
that stretches out to the West beyond the old cities of the
East. To McLuhan, New York is already obsolete, on its way
to becoming not much more than a Disneyland discothéque
for the enjoyment—not the big business or the gawking won-
der, but the playing around—of the millions out there, They
are already living the new life, while New York sits here
choking to death in its old fashion.

McLuhan has developed a theory that goes like this: The
new technologies of the electronic age, notably television,
radio, the telephone, and computers, make up a new environ-

TOM WOLFE | 35

A new environment; they are not merely added to
basic human environment. The idea that these things,
d the rest, are just tools that men can use for better or
depending on their talents and moral strength—that
is idiotic to McLuhan, The new technologies, such as
ision, have become a new environment. They radically
the entire way people use their five senses, the way they
t to things, and therefore, their entire lives and the entire
y. It doesn’t matter what the content of a medium like
It doesn’t matter if the networks show twenty hours a
ay of sadistic cowboys caving in people’s teeth or twenty
purs of Pablo Casals droning away on his cello in a pure-
e white Spanish drawing room. It doesn’t matter about
he content. The most profound effect of television—its real
message,” in McLuhan'’s terms—is the way it alters men'’s
y patterns. The medium is the message—that is the
-known McLuhanism. Television steps up the auditory
2 and the sense of touch and depresses the visual sense.
seems like a paradox, but McLuhan is full of paradoxes.
ole generation in America has grown up in the TV envi-
nt, and already these millions of people, twenty-five
under, have the same kind of sensory reactions as African
2smen. The same thing is happening all over the world.
world is growing into a huge tribe, a . . . global village,
seamless web of electronics.
These are McLuhan metaphors. He started out as an En-
h literature scholar, He graduated from the University of
anitoba in Canada and then got a doctorate in English at
nbridge in England. He wrote his dissertation on the rhet-
of Thomas Nashe, a sixteenth-century English play-
ght and essayist. In it he led up to Nashe with a massive
dy of rhetoric from the Greeks on up. He got interested in
way different kinds of speech, written and oral, affected
history of different civilizations. Gradually his field ex-
ded from literature to the influence of communication, all
- Kinds, all the media, on society. He started doing research in
Psychology, even physiology, sociology, history, economics—
] ‘€verything seemed to come into it. McLuhan was sort of like
- John Huizinga this way. Huizinga is a historian, Medieval
history, chiefly, who discovered “the play element” in history.
~ He ended up with a rather sophisticated sociological theory,
the book Homo Ludens, that in many ways is a precursor
the mathematical “game theory” that so fascinates Penta-
On war strategists today. McLuhan worked on his communi-
Cations theory. For about thirty years he was pretty much in
ity in places like the University of Wisconsin, the Uni-
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versity of St. Louis, and the University of Toronto. He pub-
lished The Mechanical Bride in 1951, then The Gutenberg
Galaxy in 1962; and with that one the McLuhan Cult really
started, and what if he—?

As McLuhan sees it—in the simplest terms, here is his theory
step by step: People adapt to their environment, whatever it
is, with a certain balance of the five senses: sight, hearing,
touch, smell, and taste. If something steps up the intensity of
one sense, hearing for example, the other senses will change
intensity too, to try to regain a balance. A dentist, for exam-
ple, can practically shut off pain—sense of touch—by putting
earphones on a patient and pouring intense noise into his ear
—sense of hearing.

Every major technology changes the balance of the senses.
One of the most explosive of these technologies was the de-
velopment of the printing press in the fifteenth century. Be-
fore that, people’s senses still had pretty much the old tribal
balance. That is to say, the sense of hearing was dominant.
People got their information mainly by hearing it from other
people. People who get their information that way are neces-
sarily drawn closer together, in the tribal way. They have to
be close to each other in order to get information. And they
have to believe what people tell them, by and large, because
that is the only kind of information they can get. They are
interdependent.

They are also more emotional. The spoken word is more
emotional than the written word, It carries emotion as well as
meaning. The intonation can convey anger, sorrow, approval,
panic, joy, sarcasm, and so forth. This aural man, the tribal
man, reacts more emotionally to information. He is more eas-
ily upset by rumors. His and everybody else’s emotions—a
collective unconscious—Tlie very near the surface.

The printing press brought about a radical change. People
began getting their information primarily by seeing it—the
printed word, The visual sense became dominant. Print trans-
lates one sense—hearing, the spoken word—into another
sense—sight, the printed word. Print also converts sounds
into abstract symbols, the letters. Print is orderly progression
of abstract, visual symbols. Print led to the habit of categoriz-
ing—putting everything in order, into categories, “jobs,”
“prices,” “departments,” “bureaus,” “specialties.” Print led,
ultimately, to the creation of the modern economy, to bu-
reaucracy, to the modern army, to nationalism itself.

People today think of print as if it were a technology that
has been around forever. Actually, the widespread use of
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only about two hundred years old. Today new tech-
s—television, radio, the telephone, the computer—are
> another revolution. Print caused an *“explosion”—
g society up into categories. The electronic media, on
ther hand, are causing an “implosion,” forcing people
together in a tribal unity.
aural sense is becoming dominant again. People are
their information primarily by hearing it. They are
but their primary source is the radio, the telephone,
set. The radio and the telephone are obviously aural
a, but so is television, in McLuhan’s theory. The Ameri-
TV picture has very low definition. It is not three-dimen-
like a movie or a photograph, but two-dimensional,
a Japanese print or a cartoon. The viewer fills in the
and the contours with his mind, as he does with a car:
. Therefore, the TV viewer is more involved in the TV
than in the movie image, he is so busy running over
age with his eye, filling in this and that. He practically
s out and touches it. He participates; and he likes that.
adies of TV children—children of all social classes who
e used to getting their information primarily by television
es of this new generation show that they do not focus
whole picture, the way literate adults do when they
a movie. They scan the screen for details; their eyes
all over the screen, focusing on holsters, horses’ heads,
all sorts of little things, even in the fiercest gun battles.
y watch a TV show the way a non-literate African tribes-
watches a movie—
exactlyl The TV children, a whole generation of
ans, the oldest ones are now twenty-five years old—
are the new tribesmen. They have tribal sensory bal-
s. They have the tribal habit of responding emotionally
0 the spoken word, they are “hot,” they want to participate,
touch, to be involved. On the one hand, they can be more
y swayed by things like demagoguery. The visual or print
\n is an individualist: he is “cooler,” with built-in safe-
ards. He always has the feeling that no matter what any-
y says, he can go check it out. The necessary information
filed away somewhere, categorized. He can look it up.
n if it is something he can't look up and check out—for
nple, some rumor like “the Chinese are going to bomb us
morrow”—his habit of mind is established. He has the feel-
All this can be investigated—Ilooked into. The aural man
not so much of an individualist; he is more a part of the
ive consciousness; he believes.

To the literate, visual, print man, that seems like a negative
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quality, but to the aural, tribal man, it seems natural 2
gpod. McLuhan is not interested in values, but if anything, r}]:{ciz
gives the worst of it to the literate man who is smug in the
belief that his sensibility is the only proper one. The triba]
man—the new TV generation—is far more apt at pattern rec-
ognition, which is the basis of computers. The child will
learn a foreign language faster than a literate adult because
he absorbs the whole pattern of the language, the intonations
and the rhythms, as well as the meaning. The literate man is
slowed down by the way he tries to convert the sounds to
print in his mind and takes the words one by one, categoriz-
ing them and translating them in a plodding sequence,

-In formal learning, in schools, that is, the new TV-tribal man
Is at a great disadvantage, however, given the current teach-
ing methods. As McLuhan sees it—if people think there is a
Pad drop-out problem in American schools today, it is noth-
ing compared to what it is going to be like in another ten or
fifteen years. There will be a whole nation of young psychic
drop-_outs—-our of it—from the wealthy suburbs no less than
the city slums. The thing is, all these TV-tribal children are
aural peoplg,' tactile people, they're used to learning by pat-
tern recognition. They go into classrooms, and there up in
front of them are visual, literate, print-minded teachers. Thev
are up there teaching classes by subjects, that is, categories;
thegf ve broken learning down into compartments—mathe-
matics, history, geography, Latin, biology—it doesn't make
sense to the tribal kids, it’s like trying to study a flood by
cour}lmg the trees going by; it’s unnatural.

It's the same way with these cities the print-minded rulers
keep on pl‘lmg'up around them, more skyscrapers, more free-
Wways pouring into them, more people piling into them. Cities
are still based on the old idea of using space efficiently, of
putting as many activities into a single swath of ground as
possible to make it easier for people to move around and do
business with each other. To the new drop-out generation and
the drop-ou_t generations to come, this idea of lateral space
and of moving people around in it doesn’t seem very impor-
tant. Even visual people have begun to lose a little of the old
idea of space because of the airplane. When somebody gets
on a jet m_New York and flies to San Francisco in four
hours, the time is so short, the idea of the space, the three
thousand miles, loses its meaning. It is just like taking a “hor-
izontal eleva'tor," McLuhan says. In Los Angeles, with every-
!:‘boc}y 'Eravelmg by car on freeways, nobody talks about

miles” anymore, they just say “that’s four minutes from
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at’s twenty minutes from here,” and so on. The ac-
traight-line distance doesn't matter. It may be faster to
 a curved route. All anybody cares about is the time.
that matter—the drop-out generations will even get rid
cars, says McLuhan. The car is still largely tied to the
space, but the TV-tribal kids aren’t. It even shows up
dances. The new American dances, the twist, the
and all that, ignore the geography of the dance floor.
dancers stay in one place and create their own space.
Jjerk, spasm, hump, and bob around in one place with
nd turned up—aurall triball—up into the hot-jolly hy-
sthetic decibles. Eventually, says McLuhan, they will
he same sort of pattern in the way they work. They will
at home, connected to the corporation, the boss, not by
 or railroads, but by television. They will relay informa-
by closed-circuit two-way TV and by computer systems.
eat massive American rush-hour flow over all that as-
surface, going to and from work every day, will be
The hell with all that driving. Even shopping will be
via TV. All those grinding work-a-daddy cars will dis-
. The only cars left will be playthings, sports cars.
1 be just like horses are today, a sport. Somebody over
eneral Motors is saying—What if he is right?
2 cities, and especially New York, will end too just like
no longer vital to the nation but . . . just playthings.
e will come to New York solely to amuse themselves,
‘things, not marvel at the magnitude of the city or its
s, but just eat in the restaurants, go to the discothéques,
se through the galleries—
-McLuhan is having lunch at Lutéce, a French restaurant
9 East 50th Street, with four of his admirers, three jour-
sts and a movie star. Lutéce is one of the real high-pow-
gleaming-toothed places in New York where the cultur-
i, the fashionati, literati, and illuminati of all sorts have
ch, The Big Boys go there. It has real wine stewards. It is
expensive, only the man who has to pay is shown the
rices. Everybody else at the table gets a menu with just the
shes listed. Eat 'em up, gleaming teeth. So these people with
ning teeth, glissando voices, lozenge-shape cuff links,
ock-colored Pucci-print dresses signed “Emilio” turn the
s on each other and sit in there and laugh, cozzen,
per, bat the eyes, look knowingly, slosh their jowls
nd at each other in the old fight to make it or make it
in the biggest city in the world—and McLuhan just
out in the garden at Lutice smiling slightly, oblivious to
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the roiling, wearing a seersucker jacket and the plastic neck.

band ti i i i
wrl.tls. ie, looking ahead as if . . . he were looking through

Well, of course he is! The city—

“Well. of course, a city like New York is obsolete,” he
says. And all the gleaming teeth and glissando voices are stil|
going grack grack grack in the same old way all around, all
trying to get to the top of the city that will disappear.

McLu_han was in New York that time because two rather
extraordinary men from San Francisco, Howard Gossage and
Ger’w"y Felger'l..had just begun their ongoing “McLuhan Festi-
yal.“ The original McLuhan Festival was a kind of “happen-
ing" or “enylronment" in an armory at the University of Brit-
ish Colurpbla. put on by some teachers there. They were part
of what is sometimes called “The McLuhan Cult”"—esoteric
groups of intellectuals who have . . . discovered McLuhan,
in Canada and in the United States, most of them over the
past three years, since Tke Gutenberg Galaxy came out. In
the armory they suspended sheets of plastic from the ceiling,
forming a maze. Operators aimed light projections at the
pla.st_ic sheets and at the people walking through them, a
movie projector showed a long, meaningless movie of the in-
terior of the empty armory. goofy noises poured out of the
loudspeakers, bells rang, somebody banged blocks of wood
together up on a podium, somebody else spewed perfume
around, dancers flipped around through the crowds, and be-
hind a_stretch fabric wall—a frame with a stretch fabric
across it—there was a girl, pressed against the stretch fabric
wall, like a whole wall made of stretch pants, and undulating
and humping around back there. Everybody was supposed to
come up and feel it—the girl up against the stretch fabric—

to understand this “tactile communication” McLuhan talks
about.

McLuhan Temple! McLuhan in church—the Rev. William
Glenesk brings McLuhan into the pulpit of his church,
Spencer Mt_*.mon::ai, on Remsen Street in Brooklyn Heights,
one week night in a kind of . . . apotheosis of McLuhan cul-
tism. Glenesk is the “hip” Presbyterian minister who has had
Jazz combos, dance-s, sculpture—graven images!—in church.
He brought McLuhan in one night and put him in the pulpit
and it became . . . cult! like a meeting of all the solitary
souls, from the cubicles of the NYU Bronx campus to the
lofts of East 10th Street, who had discovered McLuhan on
their. own. All these artists came in there in the great carved
oak insides of the church and sat in the pews, Stanley Vander
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he “mnderground” movie-maker in an orange shirt
dot tie—
“hot night,” says McLuhan, speaking from the pul-
efore, I invite you to move forward. Heat obliter-
stance between the speaker and the audience . . .”
course! The heat steps up the tactile sense, dimin-
visual; the audience is no longer at ease sitting back
hing the speaker as though he is separated from
‘the usual . . . visual spectacle. The artists, Vander
Rivers the painter, John Cage the composer—
ire all for McLuhan, even though McLuhan has a para-
al attitude toward the “modern” arts. On the one hand,
iys artists are geniuses who serve as “early warning sys-
% for changes in society's sensory balance. But at the
time, he says so-called “modern™ art is always one tech-
behind. In the early nineteenth century the Industrial
n came in—the MACHINE age. The artist didn’t
that this was a new age, but they sensed that some
change was taking place, and they resented it—
machine-cog life—so they reacted by coming up
modern art of the early nineteenth century: NA-
all those landscapes, grazing sheep—the content of
ous technology, namely, agriculture. Modern! All
artists, Constable and Turner, couldn’t under-
‘why nobody had even painted these great spewy albu-
pud banks and shaggy green horizons before. In the
ntieth century the ELECTRONIC age began, and
only fifty or seventy-five years behind, as usual,
y discovered cubism and other abstract forms, break-
objects into planes, spheres, component parts—the
of the MACHINE age, the industrial technology of
eteenth century. But in any case, the artist’s immedi-
bsolete “modernism” is a sign that something is chang-
A society’s sensory balance. The artists seem to like this
that they are the “early warning,” the avant-garde, even
are moving forward backwards.
also like his general “culture” orientation. McLuhan
out as an English scholar, after all, and still laces his
with references to Marlowe, Rabelais, Whitman, Cer-
s, Francis Bacon, Shakespeare, Joyce. McLuhan’s work
ally squarely in the area of biology and sociology now,
Ut artists can take to him—he talks their language. It was
Mie same with Freud. Pavlov never caught on with the cultur-
—all those damned endless clinical descriptions of dog
But Freud was “cultural,” a lot of great business from
ocles, Aeschylus, da Vinci, King Oedipus running
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around, bare-breasted Electra, all th i
Freud wrote like an otin c}assma.l s
lanhdfs Efﬂ:}mm physiol?)?y .dealer prospecting in the forbidde,

cLuhan talks the same language, and illi
1 ne ; people are w

g; uﬂ::;iertake massive artistic expressions of hjl; new scilcl:!:]ua
McLuhse?ses' In the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto y
"amtelnamed Harley Parker is designing a “pure M;
ﬁsmmhes AL dga.l th::;y fgr displaying invertebrate paleontology
e s, “a gallery of total sensory involvement *
= ey s:ir er says, with the smell of the sea piped in, the
: pe-reti-or ed sound of waves, colored lights si::nulaﬁng: the
bllll;zi-go at:Ikton updersga green, “not just a gallery of data,
ol I}:x‘pene'nce_. In l\_Iew York, Father John Culkin of
4 Lu.ham niversity is considering sort of the same thing, a
cLuhan architectural environment, only on a much Iaréer

scale, a whole communicati i
i tions center at Lincoln Center, the
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s out of there, and they squirt another batch in
ot. and THE NOSE jumps in there, and so on and
NOSE in a white smock leaping and diving in tin
is sensory measurement in the modern age.
lace they might get McLuhan is in his crazy
ess for making analogies. He loves the things.
 around making analogies. The Russians still have a
aural, tribal sensory balance, and they like to do
g by ear, hiding microphones in wooden Ameri-
seals in the American Embassy and so forth. That
ectly all right to them, that's natural, but they are
by something like the American U-2 flights—that
spying, spying by eye. Americans, on the other hand,
cally a visual people; the U-2 flights seem like the
way to spy, but a mike in the eagle—that’s a scandal
visual Americans. Beautiful McLuhan rutric—

%1;; w;t’h ll:(he :!t’and.ard old-line romantic-reactionary literati of
el Ork—that is another story. Old doggies like Dwight
MaL u?]nald recoil from McLuhan. This man, this pop Guru
m:nt. ;‘.:le,ratiserts the supremacy of technology, the environ-
S e e-l.‘ romantic ego. McLuhan says man succumbs
e echnologies, the new sensory balance the technol-
ol Wpos;, no matter how hard he fights it, even if he
ool t?ég l;:e idiot box-—and- I don’t pay attention to ads
2 What. The old doggies put their faces up in the
- X eﬁr eyeballs rolled back, looking for God, and
o S w howls there inside their parlor-floor brownstones
vor f;lg red fire siren going by, Marshall McLuhan.
g to:fs man. But if they want to get at McLuhan, they
e If?rg;:'t the_sanctlty of the romantic ego, the last gob-
e .e iterati, and go after him where he is actually
L ande;;hong place is his idea of the sensory balance of
ool eh ominance of one sense over another and so |
g, llt.| an is talking straight physiology here, science
e as not proved that the five senses are actually set
ap = mway. Maybe it c:;n‘t be proved. As yet, there is no |
ispg ttu: ecs{ for measuring just how intensely the human mind |
i tcﬁ this or that sense. Knowledge about three of the |
g s.::nsme f' taste, and touch, is still absolutely primitive.
o ¢ g smell, for example, cannot be measured at all.
curre; ");. erfgme' makers have to use people they call" :
pmut A whE, get the right combination for different scents. They
P Ite smock on THE NOSE and squirt one test batch of |
il spray in a tin closet and THE NOSE jumps in there, and |

right, he may have missed the mark on this or that,
han will remain a major figure in the social sci-
for no other reason than that he has opened up the
subject of the way the new technologies are changing
thinking, reactions, life styles, everything. One
. well, one is in a supermarket and here comes some
apply carbuncled kid with bad hair pushing a rolling
full of All Detergent Man Mountain Giant Bonus
and he is not looking where he is going; he is not
at anything; his eyes are turned off and screened
and there is a plug in his skull leading to the transistor
in the breast pocket of his shirt, and he is blamming his
hand on the Giant All boxes, blam blam ble-blam blam,
o time to the Rolling Stones, Hey You Get Offa My
+ somewhere inside of his skull, blam blam, plugged
'some kind of electronic circuit out there, another world
one knows, instinctively, that all this is changing peo-
some kind of way. Sociologists and physiologists have
practically nothing on the subject. They have done prac-
y nothing on the way the automobile has changed Amer-
s, as long as cars have been around. Every time sociolo-
have a meeting, somebody gets up and says, why doesn't
ebody make a real study of the American automobile?
just the stuff about how they’re choking our cities or
they made the big housing developments possible, but
they . . . well, change people.
Not even with cars! Much less with television, radio, com-
ers—McLuhan comes on like the only man to reach a
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huge, hitherto-unknown planet or something, and there is 50
much ground to cover and so little time, all this unknown
ground, mothering earthquake, swallowing everybody up ang
they don’t even know it. That is the way McLuhan thinks of
it, and he exasperates—

A television executive is up in Howard Gossage's office in
the firchouse in San Francisco, talking to McLuhan and say-
ing how a couple of things he said don't fit together, they
don’t hold up; maybe it is the part about the Russian hidden
microphones or something. McLuhan pulls his chin down
into his neck and opens his right hand like a century plant—

“I'm not offering this as a self-contained theory; I'm mak-
ing probes. Probes. There is so much here that hasn’t even
been gone into, I have no interest in debating it point by
point along the way. There is so much that hasn’t even been
explored.”

Rather grand manner. He won't argue, he just keeps prob-
ing, he spins off theories and leaves them there for somebody
else to debate, moving on all the time on his single track . . .
but, of course. The prophet.

A lot of McLuhanites have started speaking of him as a
prophet. It is only partly his visions of the future. It is more
his extraordinary attitude, his demeanor, his qualities of mon-
omania, of mission—He doesn’t debate other scholars, much
less TV executives. He is not competing for status; he is . . .
alone on a vast unseen terrain, the walker through walls, the
X-ray eye . . . TV executives. McLuhan even characterizes
General Sarnoff, Generalissimo of RCA and NBC, the most
powerful man in American communications, a god in the TV
world, and the eye of the government, too, for that matter—
McLuhan characterizes the good General as one of the “tech-
nological idiots.” Sarnoff is one of those people who thinks
that television is merely a wonderful tool whose impact is
merely what a man chooses to do with it.

McLuhan flies all over Canada and the United States to
talk to groups of five, six, twelve, well, not twelve, fourteen
+ « « disciples. Numbers mean nothing to him. If a thousand
people suddenly turned up, it might be a bad sign—McLuhan
sits in the upper room at the firehouse at a round table with
six or eight people, Gossage, Feigen, Mike Robbins of Young
& Rubicam, the advertising agency, Herbert Gold, the novel-
ist, Edward Keating, editor of Ramparts magazine, not disci-
ples—But what if he is right—and somebody asks McLuhan
what he thinks of the big communications conference going
on in San Francisco at that very moment, at the Hilton
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sand people, headed by the great semanticist, S.

they're all working from very obsolete prem-
e. Almost by definition.”

111 On?

y. By the time you can get a thousand people to
enough principles to hold such a meeting, cond}'uons
v have changed, the principles will be useless.

phan pulls his chin down into his neck. The Haya-
conference . . . disappears.
phan may get some of the normal chuckly human sat-
out of putting down the General Sarnoffs and the
as of this world and bringing to package design mo-
news that packages have had it and so forth—it is
say. More likely, though, he is simply oblivious to the
sther people have in the things he is talking about. He
pblivious to all the more obvious signs of status where
pself is involved. He just snaps on that Pree-Tide plastic
necktie in the morning and resumes his position, at
aniacal center of the unseen world . . .
n scholars. McLuhan comes out of a world that few
know about, the world of the liberal arts scholars, the
schools, the carrels. It is a far more detached and
life than any garret life of the artists. Garret !ﬁe?
today spend all their time calling up Bloomingdale's to
yellow velvet Milo Laducci chairs they ordtired are
Liberal arts scholars, especially in McLuhan’s field,
1 literature, start out in graduate school in little cubi-
wn as carrels, in the stacks of the uni}'emty libraries
nothing but a couple of metal Klampiton shelves of
to sustain them, sitting there making scholarly analo-
etecting signs of Rabelais in Sterne, signs of Byron—
you believe it? in Thoreau, signs- of OV'ld in Pound,
of—analogies—hunched over in silence with only the
sound of Maggie, a Girl of the Stacks, a townie wyho
books back on the shelves—now she is all right, a little
class-pufly in the nose, but—only the sound of_ her to
’ct some stray, sport thoughts into this intensely isolated
men, In effect, the graduate school scho!ar settles dowr'; to
ife of little cubicles, little journals, little money, little
of notice by the outside world—unless his intense ex-
in analogies, mental combinations, bust ?ut with
ing so . . . electrifying as Marshall McLuhan’s.



46 THE NEW WORLD OF MARSHALL MCLUHAN TOM WOLFE | 47
Even then there is no one in the . . . outside world able McLuhan was two days late getting there. He
scout scholarly stars, it is all so esoteric. But McLuhan hyg grading papers for two days.

had Gossage and Feigen, two of the most imaginative charae,
ters in San Francisco. Gossage is a tall, pale advertising map
with one of the great heads of gray hair in the USA, flowin
back like John Barrymore’s. Feigen is a vsychiatrist who be-
came a surgeon; he is dark and has these big eyes and j
gong-kicker mustache Like Jerry Colonna, the comedian, He
is also a ventriloquist and carries around a morbid-looking
dummy named Becky and is able to get into great psychologi.
cal duels with strangers, speaking through the dummy. Gos-
sage and Feigen started a firm called Generalists, Inc., acting
as consultants to people who can't get what they need from
specialists because what they need is the big picture. One
thing that drew them to McLuhan was his belief in “general-
ism”—pattern recognition. McLuhan, for example, dismisses
the idea of university “departments,” history, political sci-
ence, sociology, and so forth; he considers all that obsolete
and works in four or five of the old “fields” at once. It is all
one field to him. So Gossage and Feigen invested about
$6000 into just taking McLuhan around to talk to people,
Big Boys, all sorts, outside the academic world, on both
coasts. Gossage says they had nothing particular in mind, no
special goal, they just wanted to play it “fat, dumb and
happy” and see what would happen.

It all turned out kind of like the way the architect in Eve-
lyn Waugh’s Decline and Fall describes life as being like one
of those whirling discs at the old amusement parks. You get
on the disc and it starts spinning and the faster it goes, the
more centrifugal force builds up to throw you off it. The
speed on the outer edge of the disc is so fast, you have to
hold on for dear life just to stay on but you get a hell of a
ride. The closer you can get to the center of the disc, the
slower the speed is and the easier it is to stand up. In fact,
theoretically, at the very center there is a point that is com-
pletely motionless. In life, some people won’t get on the disc
at all. They just sit in the stands and watch. Some people like
to get on the outer edge and hang on and ride like hell—that
would be Gossage and Feigen. Others are standing up and |
falling down, staggering, lurching toward the center, And a
few, a very few, reach the middle, that perfect motionless |
point, and stand up in the dead center of the roaring whirli- k
gig as if nothing could be clearer and less confused—That [ 3
would be McLuhan.

Gossage and Feigen were bringing McLuhan to New York

New
rs?” says Gossage. Gossage can see the
yagfelunchm at the Lombardy, lunches at Luté_ce,
Gibson McCabe, and God knows who all else lng,(l;
dd of communications]waiﬁ:g for Mcluh'?ﬂ;t-ea:‘”
ed imperturbably grading papers. S
“'I‘:lhl;re E:;: so many people willing to invest
your work now, you'll never have to grade papers

mean it's going to be fun from now on?” says Mec-

erything’ ing up roses,” says Gossage.

b Praif:igg;?lG%ssgge and Fg;gen take McLuhan to a
 waitress” restaurant, the Off Broadway, at the re-
some writer from New York in a loud chec.ked suit.
n, the columnist, is also along. Everybody is a little

k. There they all are in the black-light gloom of
' Broadway with waitresses walking around wearing
but high-heel shoes and bikini underpants, and no-
; ws quite how to react, what to say, except for Mc-
m. Finally, Caen says that this girl over here is good

you know what you said?” said McLuhan, “Good
.y'(l,‘hat's a visual os;ientation. You're separating your-
from the girls. You are sitting back and looking. Ac-
, the lights are dim in here, this is meant as a tactile
nce, but visual man doesn't react that way.

d every: looks to McLuhan to see if he is jokéng, but it
I::e:t@ tell there in the gloom. All that is clear is
'+ . . yes, McLuhan has already absorbed the whole roar-
vhirligig into his motionless center. And later in the day,
e presents the pidce de résistance of the McLuhan Fes-
party in the firehouse. The first floor of the firehouse,
the lobby, is filled, and yet in there Gossage has put a
p-piece mariachi band, with trumpets . . . ."E."n :'a Bodega
ind the mariachi players stand on the tile in their piped pow-
blue suits blasting away on the trumpets and Tout San
ancisco is filing into the firchouse into the face of the—
the hell is Gossage up to now, Santa Barranza, mariachi
ets, the trumpet announcement of the new Darwin-
Einstein, Grack, En la Bodega. Then McLuhan him-
“If arrives, filing into the firechouse, and there before him is a
€ld of powder blue and . . . yaaaaaaaaaaaa
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trumpets—and Gossage sits on the stairway with his he

thrown back, laughing over the spectacle, but McLuhan

well, let one see here, or, actually, not see, the auditory

is sharply stepped up, the visual fades just the slighte o
£ ] 'y st

of powder blue—of course! one need only stop struf;ling :33

it is clear and . , |, why

one’s eyes, roil, roil, well, of course,
not? serene, the new world.

L LR LR LR T L LR L L L

CH CULTURE DEVELOPS ITS OWN SENSE-
IO TO MEET THE DEMANDS OF ITS
VIRONMENT.

—JOHN CULKIN, S. J.

A HANDFUL OF POSTULATES

FIVE STATEMENTS WILL SERVE AS THE
FINGERS THAT WERE USED IN THIS EN-
DEAVOR TO GRASP ALL OF REALITY IN
A FEW PAGES.

1966 B.C.—ALL THE SENSES GET INTO THE ACT
ART IMITATES LIFE
IMITATES ART
SHAPED THE ALPHABET AND IT SHAPED US

‘ - THAT IS REALLY ENOUGH FOR ANY SINGLE
PAGE TO CARRY
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1. 1966 B.C.—ALL THE SENSES GET INTO THE ACT

1966 B.c. wasn't a year of any singular importance for our
history books, although it was unquestionably a very impor-
tant year for the moderns of that brave new world. It hap-
pens to be a conveniently symmetrical number for a thesis
which is partially cyclic.

It gets us back to man before the Phoenician alphabet. We
know from our contemporary ancestors in the jungles of New
Guinea and the wastes of the Arctic that pre-literate man
lives in an all-at-once sense world. The reality which bom-
bards man from all directions was picked up with the omni-
directional antennae of sight, hearing, touch, smell, and taste.
The hunters in Robert Gardiner’s film tracked the giraffe with
across-the-board sensitivity which mystifies Western, literate
man. We mystify him too. And it is this cross-mystification
which makes intercultural abrasions so worthwhile.

No sense operates in isolation, Vision is partly structured
by ocular and bodily movement; hearing by visual and kin-
esthetic experience. The full sensorium seeks fulfillment in
almost every sense experience. All the senses want to get into
the act. There is no such thing as a natural sense-ratio
among the senses, since the individual is always embedded in
a culture and a language which will have preferred sense-ra-
tios. Absolute ratios are impossible to come by, because the
observer of any culture is himself imbedded in a culture
and a language. Each culture conceals a unique metaphysics;
each codifies reality differently. Linguists tell us it's possible
to say anything in any language if you use enough words or
images, but there’s rarely time, The natural course is for a
culture to exploit its own biases.

The culture biases of pre-literate man are aural and tactile.
This fact is partly a Western outsider’s prejudiced view and
partly the influence of environment. Under postulate 4, pre-
literate man gets a chance to look over the fence to see what
our environment has done to us. A brief glance inside an
igloo can now tell us something about ourselves. Eskimos see
pictures equally well from all angles. They can draw equally
well on top of a table or underneath a table. They can draw
an accurate map of a coastline after one trip. They have
forty or fifty words for the reality we call “snow.” They live
in a world of acoustic space. They are Eskimos. These indi-
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rences in perception also have their social implica-
these must be left for another day.

culture develops its own sense-ratio to meet the de-
of its environment. The balance between the senses
efore, the perceptual grid of the individual, will al-
culture-bound. Each culture experiences reality in a
ue manner. It is a question of degree. Some cultures are
e enough to each other in perceptual patterns so that the
es pass unnoticed. It is at the poles (literally and fig-
) that the violent contrasts illuminate our own unar-
ed perceptual prejudices.

dne further observation on our sense experiences. It is al-
st platitudinous to state that sensation is defined as the re-
it experience of the sentient being and not as the input
stimulus. The sensory impression proffered is not the
y effect obtained. Since there is a quantum of sensory
for any sensory experience, the sense-ratio will differ
ent media. Both radio and telephone are auditory
but they produce different sensory effects. Radio’s
defined sound satisfies the ear and frees the visual ener-
for intense visual effects. The telephone’s poor sound
a concentration of sensory energy on the act of hear-
‘and has little visual effect. TV and movies are both
shed, but with different effects. Since the whole sensorium
participation in all sense activity, the senses directly
sted by high definition stimuli will tend to become pas-
, and the senses not stimulated or stimulated by a low
nition stimulus will tend to become active. The effect is
‘thing that counts, not the sensuous facts. Content be-
mes irrelevant in this kind of sensory analysis.

2. ART IMITATES LIFE

JOHN CULKIN, S8.7. |

and technology are extensions of man. Today man has
ped extensions for practically everything he used to do
h his body. Stone ax for hand. Wheel for foot. Glasses for
. Radio for voice and ears. Money is a way of storing
rgy. All man-made material things can be treated as ex-
s of what man once did with his body or with some
alized part of his body.

- This outering of individual bodily functions is, by defini-
since we are at the most developed technological state,
v at its most complete stage. Through the electronic media
telegraph, telephone, radio, and television, man has now
ipped his world with a nervous system similar to the one
Within his own body. President Kennedy is shot and the
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world instantaneously reels from the impact of the bullets,
Current concern with the United Nations, the Common Mar.
ket, ecumenism reflect this organic feel for the new humap
unity achieved through modern communications media, Cur.
rent concern with consciousness-expanding drugs perhapg
reflects the next frontier for man’s outering drives.

Each new invention, by extending one of the human senss
organs, necessarily upsets previously achieved sense balances,
Until our century these new technologies were closed syste ms,
each operating in isolation from each other. Now in the elec.
tric age, the very instantaneous nature of co-existence among
our technological instruments has created a crisis quite new
in human history. Our extended faculties and senses now con-
stitute a single field of experience which demands that they
become collectively conscious. Just as individual conscious-
ness harmonizes a man’s sense of life, so now a social or col-
lective awareness of media effects is required for global ra-
tionality. Isolationism is dead personally, politically, and so-
cially. Print detribalized man. The new media retribalize him
« « « but now on a global seale.

3. LIFE IMITATES ART

We shape our tools and thereafter they shape us. Since our
tools are extension of our senses, they shape the way we ex-
perience reality. William Blake said it: “They became what
they beheld.” It is because new extensions of man are so up-
setting to accepted ways of perceiving reality that the inven-
tors, like the artist, have traditionally been the outsiders. Sim-
ilarly, the implications of the most revolutionary inventions
are seldom immediately perceived because of the human ten-
dency to feel that the future will be a larger or greatly im-
proved version of the immediate past. Man reassures himself
that this is so in phrases like “horseless carriage” and “wire-
less.” No more extreme instance of this delusion could be
mentioned than our present image of TV as some sort of
home movie. A few decades hence it will be easy to describe
the revolution in human perception and motivation that re-
sulted from beholding the new mosaic mesh of the TV image.

The formula for hypnosis is “one sense at a time.” Each
new technology slips by the barrier of consciousness and pos-
sesses the power to hypnotize because it isolates the senses.
Our excursion into the mesmerizing power of print in our
own culture may give us a measure of understanding and
sympathy for other entranced people. Hypnosis fills the field
of attention by one sense only: Since the theory of a limited
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of sensory energy holds, all the sense energy rushes
'o'fsense a?:(d lhergeby dulls the others. Dentists can fill
ith sound and fill the tooth painlessly. Monkeys can
on food in traps and end up in zoos. Any kind of
on sets up a new ratio among the senses. The con-
on can be derived from an individual, a language, a
n, or a culture. These forms impress themse}ves on us
benefit of awareness or conscious attention. Their
us is quite independent of any theory we may have
them. ;
this ability of media, languages, and cultures to si-
impose their presuppositions on their users which
s it so difficult to chart the media grammars. There is no
ground, free of biases, where one may insert the ful-
The techniques of physics serve well. The nuclei of
atoms are used to bombard the nuc!el of unknown
es to reveal their structures. Our age is at last able to
. The linguists are doing it for languages. The anthro-
s are doing it for culture. McLuhan is doing it for the
All men tend to believe that their way of experiencing
is the natural way. There was no antidote for this type
incialism when most men lived out their h_vm in one
using one language, and perhaps two media—speech
ing. Our present abundance has made us aware of
ent poverty. We have discovered that we are all cul-
y deprived because the biases of our culture, language,
dia were fixing our senses on limited aspects of a
lendored reality. Awareness of past prejudice can be
ing experience, but awareness is the only thread that
d back to reality. y :
| perception is selective. We are all experts at discerning
€ people’s patterns of selectivity. Our own are mercilessly
den from us. Our own personal experience sets up one
d between us and reality. Our culture adds one. Our lan-
2 and our media system tighten the m!:sh. No one man,
e culture has a privileged key to reality. This is merely
Tiptive, not good or bad, just there. Like Socratic chal-
of assumptions, it can have a dlst_urbmg effect on the
; it can appear to be leading to epistemological scepti-
or relativism. As a fact, it can induce a healthy reaction
pable to making ugly Americans beautiful; the elite culture
mble; the Eskimos respectable; and all of us fully human.
_The structural linguists and the cultural anthropologists
sensitized us to the structures and assumptions of lan-
and culture. The idea of the media themselves as pre-
ed channels of communication is something almost unex-

JOHN CULKIN, §.J. |
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amined in our content-oriented habit of analysis,

of undel:sta_ndiug about the modes of percegtion—l"xg;gggn?
;’h;en;gﬁ:w{s eloqucnt]testimony of their power to hypnotize)r
ing examples wi .
tolgreak da t%nnce. p ill be somewhat random attempts
ace-to-face speech is the only medium which en g
the senses simultancously. The Phoenician alphabetg?ggs{;dl
posed to the various hieroglyphic, pictographic, and idc&
gra.phrc_scnpts) busted this nuclear, omnidirectional world of
sound into the linear, one-at-a-time patterns of the page
More of this later. Gutenberg invented movable type 1;15
contemporaries viewed this merely as instant and mﬁttip!e
manuscripts. (In the same way, the first Fords had a socket
for buggy-whips.) Postulate 4 explores what he really did
The_smgle point of view encouraged by print dissolved undm:
:he impact of. telegraphy which busted the linearity of [jrint
nto the mosaic of the front page of the newspaper, informa-
tion from all directions again. Print makes the eye supreme
Telephone and radio bring the ear back into the game. Radio
becomes the nation-builder because it communicates the fact
of national unity instantaneously. Verbally identical messages
delivered in print and on the radio have drastically differcnt
effects. The medium is the message. The Kennedy-Nixon TV
Elebales had little to do with content. A style of life, an
image, was up for sale. English is a mass medium. All lan-

guages are mass media. All mass media are languages.
Curren_t_bibllca] research is basically a rediscovery of the
oral tradntlc‘)lns upon which the Bible is founded. Shocking
discovery—*“The Book” is not a book. The oral tradition with
its differences from a written tradition provides one of the
most fruntf].nl avenues of literary research. We have just
learned again how to learn foreign languages—by tongue and
ear. A famous novel, The Caine Mutiny, appears in four
ml_:d!a (t?ook, play, movie, TV). Each has a different hero:
Willi Ke:tl}, the lawyer Greenwald, the United States Navy
and Captain Queeg respectively. Media and audience biasc;
forced the changes. Children in the first three grades read
(according 1o a recent test in Toronto) at an average dis-
tance of 6% inches from the page—significantly closer than
those in the upper grades, Reason: TV. Nothing like the pa-
re_ntal_ “I told you TV ruins their eyes.” .
with it. TV is a low definition medium (poor picture and
poor sound); it therefore invites and gets a high degree of
psych'ologlca] involvement. These kids are trying to get simi-
larly involved with the printed page. Eerie! o i
The artists are pretty reliable guides through the media,

This has nothing to do |

evulure k"l's
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heralded the end of our ABCED-mindedness
early wonders of Ulysses and Finnegans Wake.
" with his pointillist paintings and Rouault with his
s and light-through effects prefigured the TV
h is composed of light through dots. Dickens pro-
. W. Griffith with all the techniques of film editing.
way-out artists are giving us reality as seen from air-
, from speeding cars, through lenses. Fellini breaks up
ogical time and the barriers between reality and
814. Joyce and Virginia Woolf had already done it
Picasso’s playful chickens have the omnidirectional
t them. Jazz walks all around a few familiar notes
s seeing new things. Pop art alarms the elite by pre-
at a Coke and a hamburger have the same canvas
s a wine bottle and a dead duck.
s are being crumbled, not by the messages but by the
the walls between age groups—all have access to the
wvicarious experiences; between nations—the image is in-
ional; between in-school and out-of-school—Xkids learn
more out of school; between subjects in the curriculum
sing is the only avenue to meaning. Take any two
with a betweenness factor and you will find that the
were never less relevant, The push is toward a con-
unity. Teilhard de Chardin called it Point Omega.

SHAPED THE ALPHABET AND IT SHAPED US

Stulate 4. The genies we let out of bottles return to haunt
we enter the era of post-literacy, it becomes possible to
ge ourselves for a relatively objective look at the
of literacy upon us. Cross-media and cross-cultural
ts also help. The effects are bound to be either mean-
or disturbing since a print-oriented man is using print
mmunicate to print-oriented men. Operation bootstrap.
re-literate man lives in an all-at-once kind of world. It is
world of the ear. Reality comes in from all directions.
ne and space are conceived of acoustically. Sung poetry is
 great civilizer; oral tradition, the link with the past. Mul-
vel meanings are the order of the day—there is little liter-
s (no lettera). Words don’t refer to things; they are
gs. Myth explains the many strata of reality. A man’s
is binding. A man’s memory is phenomenal (by modern
ndards). The images accompanying his thoughts are audi-
He uses all his senses but within the nuclear and omni-
lirectional parameters of sound.
- The alphabet is a funnel. All sense data must “henceforth

¥
g SteadRileaties
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be squeezed into and through the narrow passage of print,
The audible, the pictorial, the tactile, the olfactory—all g

translated into the visual and the abstract. The little black
marks of the Phoenician alphabet had no semantic meanin

beyond their neutral sound, Reality is squeezed through the
funnel of the alphabet. Reality comes out one drop at a time;
it is segmented; sequential; it is fragmented along a straight
line; it is analytic; it is abridged; it is reduced to one sense; it
becomes susceptible to perspective and point of view; it be-
comes uniform and repeatable. A simple five-second human
reaction to a sunset has to be strung out in words for sen-
tence after sentence before one human can tell another what
it meant to him. Time and space are busted up into little bits,
Zeno comes along with a system that tries to impose the same
fragmented grid on the continuum of reality. It sounds logi-
cal, but arrows never reach walls because they can never pass
through all of Zeno’s halfway points. Not much of a theory if
one is facing a firing squad.

Gutenberg completed the alphabet revolution. Books
speeded up the decoding process we call reading and also
made written documents socially available in uniform and
multiple copies, Punctuation and pagination came into being.
Teachers panic because they can’t dictate books which the
students already have. Private interpretation becomes theo-
logically possible because for the first time there is something
to interpret privately. Print fostered individualism because, as
a private teaching machine, it encourages initiative and self-
reliance. It created the ideals of inner self-definition and
inner goals. It isolated men. They studied alone. They wrote
alone and adopted a personal point of view to express them-
selves to a new audience created by print. Uniform education
became possible. All the social habits of uniformity, speciali-
zation, and fragmentation were encouraged by the uniform,
repeatable, and specialized medium of print,

Sound and sight, speech and print, eye and ear have noth-
ing in common. The human brain has done nothing that
compares in complexity with this fusion of ideas involved in
linking up the two forms of language. But the result of this
fusion is that, once it is achieved in our early years, we are
forever after unable to think clearly, independently, and
surely about any one aspect of the matter, We cannot think
of sounds without thinking of letters; we believe letters have
sounds. Verbal images accompany our thought. Gutenberg
gave the printed language an authority it has never lost, Ver-
bal agreements, so meaningful to pre-literate man, must be
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writing. Print man plays it by eye. Seeing is believ-

n for the ear) become the lowest form of humor,
ement in a sentence replaces inflection as a cue to
Good-bye Latin. Dictionaries and standard usage
e reading becomes possible. Memorization be-
necessary.
slaves tm-:ly on their masters, there i§ a bitterness and
‘logic in their attack which they mew_ta_b_ly regret once
have achieved their freedom. Our civilization is just
free itself from the tyranny of print. Print is not a
in itself, but it doesn’t merit the continuous monop-
h it has had in the past. Print, like any other finite
g, should be asked to do only those things which it can

". A.D.—ALL THE SENSES WANT TO GET INTO THE
' ACT

edia have busted the linear monopoly of print.
n:evo?utions, this one was not led by the establish-

The elite culture, especially the schools, are the vested
est here. Western education is built around the book.
of our research is patterned on the fragmenting habits
t. Even Freud is culture-bound. Even our movies and
not broken the spell of print-oriented man, because
e made by such men. The monopoly of print is over.
y now a question of ratifying the fact and adapting
es and our institutions to the fact. It will not be easy.
worth doing? Is anything else worth doing? Our habits
odes of perception pervade everytmng. we ‘do as men:
erpersonal relationships, our habits of inquiry, our psy-

al makeup, our work. It's that basic. Our current
and almost neurotic concern about literacy is but one
e. An all media literacy should cqm;nq,nd the same
f urgency and commitment. It will if it is understood.
anding takes time.
agencies of society should lead the way?
se two giants who don't speak to each other—the
00l and the mass media.
nyone for dialogue?
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phenomena in terms of technological com-
s advances.
ers his interpretations with a mosaic approach that
_confuses most readers who are used to arguments
oped “lineally,” with effects following cause to
“logical” conclusions. Such lineal preferences,
believes, are inherited from our previously print-
society. In a world of Einsteinian understandings,
. and Picasso, these prejudices roadblock communi-
nd are helplessly “out of phase.”
—DEAN WALKER es, thenp, who want this man’s insights will get
y on his own terms. To do so takes effort, but if his
up, pragmatic advantages can follow.
han is rarely pinned down on anything, which again
harried or hurried executives. He rarely answers
s directly, but uses them as take-off points for a
of direction. As one of his disciples said: “To Mar-
, & question is only a ball to be tossed in the air.”
tive panel on one recent evening tried its hand at
ing the professor and kept a note of the balls that he
the air.
2y found it exhilarating. They heard plenty of typically
rant McLuhanisms—*“Money is metaphor”; “The me-
the message”; “As people become more involved they
less and less”; “A culture is an order of sensory prefer-
es.” These are the sort of unqualified remarks that have
d headline writers and his critics for years and con-
any listeners. But in the mosaic approach each re-
must be considered in relationship to whatever else has
said or is yet to be said and, in these terms, each Mc-
ism becomes meaningful and valid with study.
tremendous speed-up in the rate of change in our soci-
‘he remarked, gives man his first-ever chance to control
destiny. Now he can see the patterns of change as
occur and, to an extent, can control or reject them.
most significant change since man learned to commu-
was from “oral” to “lineal” conditioning and then back
in. But where it took centuries to change from oral to lin-
the swing back has occurred in a lifetime.
he phonetic alphabet started the swing to the lineal and
the invention of the printing press confirmed it. In the
ing four hundred years, man’s insistence on visual com-
ation—*“seeing is believing”—wrenched his other four
out of alignment. His extreme visual bias affected his
his arts, his sciences, and his social patterns, and Mc-
carefully catalogues all this in The Gutenberg Galaxy.

IIIIllll'lllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllIIIlm.

EXECUTIVES WHO WANT THIS MAN'S
INSIGH
WILL GET THEM ONLY ON HIS OWN 'I'ERMS.Irs

A

Marshall McLuhan
» professor, has been worrying a lot
mple fcg a long time. He particularly worgesgexecurivg:
are fitfully aware that he is intriguing on subjects the
feel Tl:houécrln concern them. 4
ey find it hard to evaluate him or i i
what he says; many find it sti s oy
bo%fem b y it still harder to understand why he
root of their problem is this: Executive i
I eir - s must be pri-
‘r:r;?lx;duy and convincingly pragmatic; but McLuhan is a rr?id-
e lrz,' cornbu?auon of poet, philosopher, social scientist,
al?m:’ and wit. He is the sort of person they might nor-
::: ou{ 15;1&%1": but they are not sure they can because he talks
o 13, communications, advertising, and social pat-
Executives are bothered because wh invi
5 en they invit .
fesgolzl- {0 seminars he does not suggest how thiy mig%tth uzep;?s
ms:gufts. In expecting him to, however, they look on him as a
nn}ana!s ﬁittll;eg ofhpr%(‘i)ucts, whereas he really mines raw mate-
- He loads his boxcars for market fi
peﬁeptl;;:ll.i; and challenges. e of
arshall McLuhan believes he understands th '
- - - e r
change in society. He continually improves his theof-;uz?tlsj
:30:; of past changes and the sources of present ferment. |
b ; g:ore Jume, more work, and more scope for research. he |
ne . 03 3 .
causr:es . ay predict future effects from today’s hidden
Marx saw economics as society’s mainspri
nspring. F
sex u.vent a lon‘g way. McLuhan sees thepkeygin gﬁﬁlﬁ
tions; he can interpret a huge range of historical, cultural,
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And now the pendulum swings the other wa i
y and it mov
fast enough for McLuhan at least to be aware of it. It is t%?:
speed “of the change that allows this. “In the next forty
years,” he predicted, “we will build as much as we have done
::Jri ﬁh:vpasgour th?uizclln%e If we go much faster, no building
er complet fore a part of it i i
S g part of it is already being
There are reasons to welcome the s
peed-up. The faster yo
£0, the more freedom you can achieve (and when changg i;]-
self is 'the onh' constant, you can also achieve a kind of gy-
roscopic stability). The new freedom comes through clearer
recognition, greater pnderstanding, and a chance for control,
In .the past, civilizations went down when a new technology
arrived. They never knew what hit them because it hit them
too slowly, too softly, too imperceptibly. Now changes come
;?::sand I:;all'd tancl, if we care to look, we can see them. This
us at last some defense, and te B
ook chnology need no longer
But to recognize the real changes, as o
4 pposed to the effects
of change, we hav_e_to throw off many accepted ways of
gnkmg anqdexa;nlmng situations. Quoting Peter Drucker
cLuhan said: “In any situation, 90 per cent of th ‘
are “}cqaused by 10 per cent, . o
‘Now you just can’t know that at slow speeds,” he ex-
plained. “Things have to be moving fast before you can know
thx}t only 10 per cent of events cause anything,
= All hu_rnan_ beings have a built-in mechanism that stops
h_;m looking into that 10 per cent area. In all ages of man-
d, they have always turned away from the causative area
;u the ‘_prc:blem area’ where things are supposed to be ‘really
zg)pemng for practical guys to attend to. It is in this area
wher_e things onl¥ seem to be ‘happening’ that the executive
: o is above all ‘the practical guy’ spends his time. It is only
ere that he feels he is using knowledge pragmatically, that
g: wlill halvg something to show for his efforts. But he is
thg:. y solving problems, not eliminating or anticipating
“The 90 per cent area is the com
'he ¢ ! pletely dead area wh
nothing is causing and everything is caused by. It is the a?er:
of' all committees and most management. It is the area of
things that _havs: to be solved day by day ‘to keep the old
wheels turning.” This area siphons off most of the talents
m?s'} of the br:amst,hand most of the ability, 1
0 recognize this would have been impossible in business
structures fifty years :ago. Events moved so slowly that it was
like looking at the individual still pictures that comprise a
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ou could never see a pattern of movement if you
the stills one at time; but run them through a pro-
speed and any idiot can see it.”
whan, of course, is a pattern secker. He scans superfi-
incredibly broad field. The Gutenberg Galaxy refers
praryful of material and in it all he can plot a pattern
causes of change in society and even psychologically in
imself. “I think we live in the first age,” he told the
e panel, “when change occurs quickly enough to
attern-recognition possible. For the first time, not just
ess history but in human history, we can begin to
something about economic causes and effects because
happen fast.”
the causes, as opposed to the effects, are mostly in that
cent area. “This is the area of the irritating and
le and unpleasant factors in any human situation.
psychically the area you refuse to look at because it's
jent and unpleasant. Take the railways, for example;
ating and vulnerable part of their activity was truck-
"he one area of opportunity in their lives under chang-
hnology was the area of irritation and vulnerability,

n man’s emphasis on the visual, especially after the

on of printing, changed him completely, the professor
Before print, communicating involved him in living
ips with other people. Even in manuscript culture,
were normally read slowly and laboriously aloud.
e invention of the printed, reproducible book let man
new private world. Quietly and alone he could absorb
book’s contents. His earlier communal consciousness and
cipation was replaced by a feeling of privacy, with-
, self-containment. Concepts such as freedom began to
d. He put his faith into detached analytical knowledge.
neat logic and lineality of letter-after-letter, word-after-
d, line-after-line, multiplied indefinitely by mass reproduc-
in books, led to his concept of unit-after-unit mass pro-
Uetion; the physical sameness of each copy of a book led to
@ concept of market and prices. And the emphasis on the
al altered the previous balance between the senses and al-
man’s relationships with his surroundings and his fel-

ie end of this print-dominated age was heralded by in-
n of the telegraph and formally confirmed by the recog-
of “curved space” and the new physics in the early
lenticth century. Now this new electric age is rearranging
's sense ratios and the world is changing as a result. Yet
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even a century after the telegraph arrived, the only oneg
among us who appear to recognize the cause and extent of
the change are Marshall McLuhan and some of the better
poets and painters. Most of us still cannot see the vital 10
per cent for the insignificant 90 per cent in our way. It is the
form of the new media that is important: The contents are
irrelevant. . . .

“Involvement” is a key word in the new electrical age. In-
volvement makes the printed newspaper an “oral” rather than
a lineal medium. The newspaper front page exposes you si-
multaneously to news on all subjects from all over the world.
The stories are set in print, but the format is electric and the
news has been collected by telegraph.

“You may know very little about the newspaper you read
this morning,” he said, “but you read it in order to plunge, to
involve yourself, in the communal bathtub. Nobody reads a
newspaper intelligently or critically. That'’s not what it is for,
It's there for a communal sense of sharing something, for
splashing around in. ‘C’'mon in, the water’s fine,’ or ‘This
morning it’s not so good.” This is participation, involvement.”

McLuhan says that, as you get more involved in some-
thing, you understand it less, but he means “understand” in
the old lineal sense of having a detached or “logical” point of
view, an “explanation,” a coherent summary.

“Since TV, Quebec has changed its own image, has a to-
tally new image of itself. One that’s much more tightly orga-
nized, very much more complex, and deeper than the previous
image it had.” He applies this thinking to corporate image as
readily as to political image. As it becomes thicker and
deeper it becomes less intelligible to those involved. That is,
they don’t have such a detached, analytical, from-the-outside
kpowledge. They don't have a perspective, a fixed point of
view.

“This is true too of goal-seeking and goal-making. As peo-
ple become more deeply involved in a situation, they see that
they have no goals at all. And so, in this electric age which
involves us so deeply in every aspect of ourselves and simul-
taneously in all aspects of other people, we know less and less
about what we want to do.

“The world we lived in prior to the electric age was very
abstract, very specialized, very fragmented,” he said. Even
the idea of “a job” results from print technology and biases.
“Jobs are one of the most extreme forms of specialism and
fragmentation in human history. There were no ‘jobs’ in the
Middle Ages. There were no ‘jobs’ in the ancient world.
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e only roles. Jobs came in with printing and highly
d human organization.”
ecutive in the post-literate world, just as in that pre-
rld, has a role rather than a job. He never really
k, nor by old-line definitions does he ever exactly
t's why executive remuneration is such a problem.
'do you pay a man for filling a role, for being com-
involved?
all situations completely involve all other situations.
the new lesson from the physicists who talk about
al field,” where everything reacts simultaneously on
ng else. This is the new essence of existence, the new
t replaces the lineal bias. You cannot realistically say
ng “causes” another in an electrical field: Everything
pens simultaneously.
Any electrician will tell you that there is no electricity in
Electricity isn’t contained in anything; it is merely a
g relationship among objects, including the molecular
of the wire. No electricity flows through a wire. But we
I't grasp this. In our visually oriented world, we cannot en-
¢ electricity at all, nor the effects of electricity. The rea-
t nearly everybody in the world, except a few artists,
lessly out of phase is that he tries to organize his life
jally whereas the whole electric age is a nonvisual phe-
enon.
"We try to visualize all the time because it is the only
ning we've had. Naturally we try to use the part we're
npetent in because we're totally illiterate in the other
And this visualization teaches us to make connections
een things. We think that everything should be in its
place and in proper relationship to other things.”
this, of course, is very abstract and why should the ex-
ve or anyone else care? Because, says McLuhan, it helps
il control. These abstracts are about the 10 per cent area
Bich causes things to happen in the 90 per cent area, with
h, in the past, you have been almost entirely concerned.
“Nobody, except perhaps an atomic physicist or two, ever
anned changes. Everyone else says: ‘Let’s just try it and
it and see what happens.’ That's the old visual technology.
fhen something works, advertisers ask themselves: ‘What
id we do that time?” They still don’t know anything about
dvertising because they don’t know anything about media.
hen they step up the intensity of some medium and get
ime crazy kickback, they don’t know what happened.
*“And in fact, of course, they get the really big effects from
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suddenly dropping the intensity of a medium, because then
they get involvement. It’s like listening on the telephone—yoy
have to give it all your attention.”

Just as fragmentation, division of labor, mechanical masg
production all followed from print, so do automation and
radical changes in marketing and consumption patterns fol-
low from electronics in our new post-literate age.

“Post-literacy is not the same as pre-literacy, On the other

THE NEW WORLD OF MARSHALL MCLUHAN

hand, we do coexist with many parts of the world today, like

India and China, that are pre-literate.

“For the sake of getting industrialized, China is making a
bid at getting literate. Russia pushed further along into liter-
acy than she had been. It is this stepping up of the visual
component in Russian life that follows literacy that makes
Russians interested in markets, consumer goods, organization.

You can’t even have markets on a pre-literate level. The en- |

tire concept of a uniform price comes from print. In the
post-literate world we have finished with that concept too.
People are terrified of automation because they can see no
liaison between work and remuneration and markets. And
there isn’t any. They'll have totally new markets, Currency
was merely a technology to relate fragmented uniform goods
to fragmented uniform jobs. What happens to currency in the
post-literate age? You get the credit card.”

McLuhan bothers executives because they cannot define
him, and he has a comment on that problem too. “One of the
failings of a visually oriented world is the need to classify. I
consider my role is to hit upon as many relative things as I
can with my perceptions in any field at all. I just try to chart,
grope, plot, find; and not to actually translate that sort of
perception, that sort of finding, into a material that i
immediately acceptable to a specialized audience of some
sort.” It is the failure to accept McLuhan on these terms that
has caused so much resentment. “I don’t think it is conceiv-
able,” he added, “that one could find out anything that could
not somehow be used.”

McLuhan uses the word “myth” extensively to refer to the
shorthand, almost symbolic “package understandings” we are
continually developing in these days of complex field situa-
tions. And of course he himself, probably deliberately, speaks
and writes mythically. His shorthand can only become clear
as you get familiar with his whole background of writings
and study.

“There's a huge gap. People live mythically but they still
don’t think mythically. They go on thinking fragmentarily
and analytically. Our businesses are still conducted on princi-
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are far removed from their actual needs. That’s why
hiatrist’s couch is so filled with clients. There is this
gap between the way people live and the way they
k, between the image they have of their living and the ac-
] form of their lives and relationships to other people. Be-
ise electricity offers a sort of extension of our entire ner-
18 system, we are deeply involved with other people but we
have a built-in pattern of private noninvolvement. It's a
of literacy and we get filled up with guilt feelings: ‘I'm
‘living right’; ‘I'm not giving’; ‘I'm not loving enough.’

‘The theater of the absurd is a dramatization of this situa-
m. People come on stage and do things and say things and
body listens and nobody pays any attention to what they
g doing. And we all live like that from day to day, whereas
‘actual fact the situation requires another form of behavior
‘which we respond readily and freely to other people and
needs. We're not conditioned that way yet; we're condi-
d to staying apart: to stay out and stand off. It fills the
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ich they have to be involved with other people.”
famous McLuhanism is: “The medium is the message.”
levision, for example, affects you far more by what it is
gan by what it offers. Yet what it is remains the 10 per cent
verlooked area to most people: What it says is the 90 per

in any situation the area of innovation, of novelty, of
lew impact is always small. But everything affects everything
Ise simultaneously, It's like having a bouquet in the room—
t affects every part of the room—the rugs, the air, every-
1) g'

i “The thing that does change the world, that shifts people’s
berceptions around and really makes them look and feel dif-
erently, is the 10 per cent area in any situation. In media,
that is the form and not the content, and no one pays any
ittention to it at all.”

- The McLuhan mythic statements (he told Executive, for
example: “We're moving out of a world of visual classifica-
tion of knowledge and the education of individuals into a
world of singing commercials and traveling encyclopedias™)
are all examples of compression of language; and compressed
language is always poetic. The professor is quite happy to be
alled a poet. “If you are given the problem of compressing a
“whole news story into a six or eight word headline, you are
almost forced to write poetically. The content of speech is
not speech but a whole ballet of mental faculties. When you
‘utter a word, it immediately begins to pick up things from
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other people. A word’s meaning is infinite and a dictionary ig
merely a farce. Poets rub words together to hear what hap.
pens; they don’t care about meaning,.

“Metaphor is a kind of compression. It means, literally,
translate or carry over. To carry something over from one
area into another area, you have to look at one situation
through another situation. Metaphors are the very gist of how
we operate.

“Money is metaphor, If your buck pays for a haircut and a
cab ride and a toothbrush, those are all variations of one
man's work into another man’s work. Transactions are meta-
phors, In management we use metaphor as a technique for
brainstorming. Operations Research is systematically em-
ployed metaphor in which you select a problem as something
to be perceived by everybody and they all turn their own
forms of perception loose and each translates it through his
perception processes and each comes up with a completely
different set of metaphors or ideas on that problem.”

How does it help to have McLuhan now calling “meta-
phor” what management was quite happily calling Operations
Research?

“It’s just like the advertisers who say, “What did we do that
time?" If they know what they are doing it saves a lot of
work and an awful lot of energy.

“This Operations Research, by the way, is surely one of
the big new patterns emerging in management. It's dialogue
teaming and working on common problems in depth—instead
of assigning fragmented problems to individual guys in the
firm.” And this again neatly supports his overall thesis of the
change from lineal to oral approaches.

According to McLuhan, every time you put undue empha-
sis on one sense, the others all perform complicated readjust-
ments. When sensory preferences change, the culture changes
with them and the new electric age radically alters our sen-
sory preferences. One task of his new communications insti-
tute at the University of Toronto is to measure such orders of
sensory preference.

“Our sensory preferences are changing rapidly. A culture
consists of an order of sensory preferences—how much light-
ing, how much sound, how much space, how much distance,
how much color.

“It is the medium itself that alters our sensory preferences.
The quick effect is on the young. It filters through to older
people much less than it does to the four-year-old. If you
know exactly what changes have occurred in sensory prefer-
ences as a result of TV conditioning, then you know how
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s you've got before you've got to contend with that
‘the marketplace. You can pinpoint these things, put
ht up on the wall where your product designers can
1. The new feeling for space in housing, for example,
e in since TV in a very hot potent way. . . .”
highly visual society, people are all alienated. They
outsiders looking in on the social scene. This sense of
ation and analytic detachment resulted from print, and
vith the new electric technology. But we have built up
litutionalized all this alienation for a long time in
f privacy and individualism. When suddenly it ends,
falls in.
the speed with which these new technologies act on
groups or cultures can be pinpointed once you have
measurements of the existing order of sensory

Ces »

does offer one startling prediction.

nologies, to McLuhan, are all extensions of man.
and houses extend his skin. The wheel extends his
ectricity extends his entire nervous system; a TV cam-
ttends his eye and a microphone his ear. And now com-
extend some of the activity that previously only went
de man’s brain. “This is tantamount to an extension of
pusness. If you extend enough of it you have, in effect,
d consciousness itself outside,

think we have a chance in our lifetime of broadcasting
pusness in the same way we now broadcast light. Now
ciousness is an activity, it's not a content. It's like hearing
ping something: It’s a form of action. So this will be an-
of those items in the 10 per cent area. . . .”

d on and on Marshall McLuhan goes, worrying at this
erception now like a dog at a slipper. It’s a radical and
iting idea and it will probably arrive because McLuhan is
eving a pretty good track record for the accuracy of his
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it with a little luck, by the time Western man does learn
broadcast his consciousness and thus starts another psy-
lic-social-economic upheaval, Marshall McLuhan of To-
will have pushed his studies and ponderings far enough
to be able to plot its results in advance.
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IT IS PERHAPS TYPICAL OF VERY CREATIVE
MINDS THAT THEY HIT VERY LARGE NAILS NOT
QUITE ON THE HEAD.

—KENNETH E. BOULDING

3

If, as Marshall McLuhan repeats almost to the point of being
repetitious, the medium is the message, there is really no way
of reviewing these two extraordinary books * in a medium as
linear, visual, and nontactile as print. One might use a book
as a weapon, for, as McLuhan understands very well, a
weapon is also a medium and a message, in which case one
would simply throw the book at the reader. When I took my
degree at Oxford I was literally struck by the fact that the
che-ChanceHor, in conferring the degree, hit the four kneecl-
ing candidates before him solemnly on the head with a large
Bible: “In nomine Patris (bang!) et Filii (bangl) et Spiritus
(bang!) Sancti (bang!).” Reading these books is a rather sim-
ilar experience. One is tempted to put the whole review into
the form of a comic strip with balloons simply saying
“Powl,"” “Zowiel,” and so on. Or perhaps one could simply
abandon the alphabet and write a long line of asterisks, excla-
mation points, and question marks, like this: | * * | * * * | |
* ? L] ? ! LB

It is clear after reading these books that something which

McLuhan will not allow me to call an explosion but which I |

am damned if 1 wil_l call an implosion is going on in Toronto,
beneath the deceptive surface of what is often regarded as =
plain and provincial, even Presbyterian, exterior, The knowl-

edgeable, however, will nod sagely to each other and murmur |

a magic password, “Innis.” The late Harold Innis, whose stat-

* Editor’s Note: The Gutenberg Galaxy and Understanding Media.
68
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as we recede from him, was perhaps the first man to
that communication was the key to social phenomena
s. The all-too-select few who have read a remark-
le magazine called Explorations, which came out of
some years ago, realized that the Innis ferment was
mightily. Again, to vary the medium and to mix the
hor, the McLuhan books are the skyrocket that came
this ferment, and one feels almost that if one lit them
a match they would soar up into the sky and explode
a thousand stars.
t me, however, try to come down to earth and explain
he books are about. The Gutenberg Galaxy, in spite of
ot that convention compels it to be printed as a codex,
sly designed to be printed on a Moebius strip. It has
al beginning or end, though it ostensibly begins with
g Lear and ends with a significant reference to Finnegans
te, which also has no beginning or end. It has no chap-
but is divided into about a hundred sections, each of
is headed by a chapter gloss, which summarizes but is
n integral part of the section. Each of these is pretty
ntained, and can be read almost at random in any
2r. The total effect is almost literally that of a galaxy or a
it garden of jeweled aphorisms. I can perhaps best give
vor of the book by quoting some of these, almost at
For instance, page 18, “The interiorization of the
gy of the phonetic alphabet translates man from the
world of the ear to the neutral visual world”; 22,
pphrenia may be a necessary consequence of literacy”;
“Does the interiorization of media such as ‘letters’ alter
| ratio among our senses and change mental processes?”;
3, “Civilization gives the barbarian or tribal man an eye for
and is now at odds with the electronic world”; 31,
he new electronic interdependence recreates the world in
8¢ image of a global village”; 124, “The invention of typog-
hy confirmed and extended the new visual stress of ap-
knowledge, providing the first uniformly repeatable
nodity,’ the first assembly-line, and the first mass-pro-
n”; 199, “Print, in turning the vernaculars into mass
or closed systems, created the uniform, centralizing
of modern nationalism™; 208, “The uniformity and re-
bility of print created the ‘political arithmetic’ of the
reenth century and the ‘hedonistic calculus’ of the eigh-
%enth”; 239, “Nobody ever made a grammatical error in a
r’?te society”; 251, “Typography cracked the voices of
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y, hopefully “gentle reader,” how do you review a
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book like this? Understanding Media is somewhat more con-
ventional in form, in that it has chapters, and does seem to
have a beginning and an end. The crackling quality of the
ideas and of the style, however, remains, and it is really the
same book as The Gutenberg Galaxy in a slightly more con-
ventional form, and applied more directly to the problems of
the modern world. Even so, there is a new idea on almost
every page, and the sheer density of new ideas is so great that
at the end one has a distinct feeling of having been hit over
the head. The publisher is reported to have said that nobody
would read a book unless at least 90 per cent of it was famil-
jar, and there is no doubt that a book of this kind, where 90
per cent of the ideas are unfamiliar to the average reader, is
exhausting. It has long been a custom of mine to take notcs
of the books I read on the flyleaves at the back, and usually
the page or two which the publisher thoughtfully provides,
presumably for this purpose, is ample. I usually only jot
down things which I think are somewhat new to me or signif-
jcant. ITn McLuhan’s case I find I have not only covered all
the flyleaves provided, but my notes have spilled over onto an
assortment of airline menus and hotel stationery, reflecting
the synthesis of two means of communication, the airplane
and the book.

Now, however, comes the sober and earthy work of ap-
praisal. Is the Galaxy a firework, exploding into stars and de-
scending as a stick, or is there something here that shincs
continuously as part of the structure of the social universe?
What, in other words, happens to the McLuhan message after
it has gone through the medium of the Boulding nervous sys-
tem? I think my conclusion is that there are a good deal of
fireworks, but in the middle of the fireworks there are some
real bright and continuing stars, in the light of which the
world will never be quite the same again, I will try to sum-
marize in some chapter glosses of my own,

1. A social system is largely structured by the nature of
the media in which communications are made, not by the
content of these communications.

This, I take it, is the central message of McLuhan, and
with this proposition I think I agree almost 99 per cent. It is
the invention of spoken language that differentiated man
from the beasts, and enabled him to create societies, social
systems, and social evolution in the first place. The invention
of writing is a major mutation. Without it, urban civilization
would have been inconceivable, even though it is not the only
precondition of civilization. Thus, we must have the domesti-
cation of plants and animals, that is, agriculture, before a suf-
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jently large and stable food surplus appears with which cit-
can be fed. Men must be fed before they can write. Once
start to write, however, a whole new fabric of social life
ated, and man becomes conscious of time, and the social
ization extends backward into the past and forward into
future in a way it could never do in a purely oral society.
es with alphabets do differ from those with ideographs,
perhaps McLuhan overdoes this, All languages are
ideographic. The alphabet is merely a crutch toward
mning the gestalt patterns of whole words and sentences,
h it is undoubtedly convenient in writing dictionaries
id developing lexicographical orderings. The relationship
lween literacy and violence forms a fascinating theme
h recurs constantly in McLuhan. The letters of the al-
phabet are the dragon’s teeth from which spring armed men.
‘am not sure that he is entirely right in this; I suspect rather
hat the alphabet and the armed men both spring from a
remote and fundamental cause, which is the rise of
arge-scale organization itself. The apparent peacefulness of
1 Neolithic village and the beastly violence of civilization
y reflect merely the ability to organize violence, and even
gh literacy is part of the skills of organization, it is by no
ieans the whole.
. 2. Media can be divided into “hot” media, which do not
ve much participation on the part of the recipient, and
pol” media, in which the process of communication in-
es a great deal of participation on the part of the recip-
ent. The effect of a medium on the structure of society de-
pends very much on its temperature. :
The terminology, I think, is unfortunate, but the idea is an
nportant one, even if McLuhan runs it a little into the
d._ Print is a hot medium. It is like a branding iron, im-
g its own pattern on the page, if not on the mind. It is
dlessly repeatable; it implies abstraction. It carries man
from intimate, complex relationships, from Gemein-
Chaft into Gesellschaft, from tribalism into nationhood, from
Iey gimm into capitalism, from craftsmanship into mass pro-
fuction, from lore into science. It builds large-scale organiza-
because it develops abstract and simple human relation-
, and permits the almost endless multiplication of mes-
: .nnd patterns. By contrast, speech is a cool medium, de-
oping dialogue, response, feedback, complex and intricate
ns of personal relationships, family-centered societies, a
istic ethic, tribalism, and superstition. McLuhan argues
flat by far the most important thing that has happened in the
Wenticth century is the development of television, which is a
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cool medium of communication, involving a high level of
participation on the part of the viewer, mainly, it woulg
seem, because the television image is so imperfect.

It is clear that McLuhan has an enormously important idea
here. On the other hand, it is not difficult to catch him out in
inconsistencies, especially in his discussion of television,
where he seems the least convincing. From one point of view,
surely both radio and television are as hot media as print, in
the sense that they do not really evoke dialogue or feedback
between the recipient and the originator of messages. On the
other hand, one feels that McLuhan is quite right in pointing
out the enormous contrast between radio and TV. Hitler was
a phenomenon of the brief radio age. On TV he would have
been as ridiculous as McCarthy was. There is no doubt that
TV elected Kennedy, defeated Nixon, and destroyed Mec-
Carthy, and that radio was the secret of the power both of
Hitler and of Roosevelt. But this has very little to do with the
hot-cold continuum, as McLuhan describes it. The real diffi-
culty here, and it is something which is likely to distract at-
tention from the enormous importance of McLuhan’s mes-
sage, is that he has tried to squash into a single dimension
properties of media which require at least three dimensions
for their exposition. We have on the one hand the dimension
of involvement of the recipient, which is the one on which
McLuhan concentrates, and this is indeed important, It ac-
counts for a great deal of the different effects of oral versus
written communication, or the difference between the printed
page and the picture, or the difference between Renaissance
and modern painting, or the difference between Mozart and
Strindberg. I would like to call this dimension the demand-
ingness of the media. Some media are demanding, some are
undemanding. On this dimension, I suspect that print is
“cooler” than McLuhan thinks. Print is not imprinted on the
mind the way it is on paper. In order to effect the transmis-
sion from the printed page to the nervous system of the
reader, an enormous amount of involvement is required, and
the pattern of the printed page has to be translated with the
aid of an enormous memory bank into a totally different pat-
tern in the nervous system. After all, there are no letters in
the brain. Demandingness here is perhaps more a function of
the context of the medium than the actual physical form of
the medium itself, and McLuhan often makes the mistake of
supposing that it is the physical form of the medium which is
significant rather than its social context.

A second dimension which McLuhan tries to squash into
his single continuum is the range of a medium. This is closely
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to the ability of the medium to develop a system of
from the communicatee to the communicator. A
ation, even more a dialogue, is the medium with the
range. It exists for the most part 'only at a single
in time and space, even though there is a time dimen-
individual memory. The invention of writing made it
le for the present to speak to the future, and to hear
the past. It also made it possible for one man to com-
cate with people far beyond the range of his voice.
ng merely introduced a quantitative change in this di-
jon. It merely had the effect of amplifying the effect of
script. It is significant, I think, that in the age of print
en Gutenberg and Edison, a man could communicate in
form to many more people than he could communicate
th orally. Electronics changed all this. The phonograph and
fie tape did for the ear what writing and printing had done
It the eye. It enabled us to hear people from the past and to
ak to people in the future. It also increased the potential
er of people who can hear one man to include the
population of the earth. As communication increases
ge, however, it tends to lose in feedback. With increase
ge, dialogue passes into monologue. 3 3 )
third dimension of media is their mformat-:on density.
uhan hints at this many times, but never quite seems to
it out. The concept here is close to the information theo-
st's concept of capacity. The information intake of the
an is limited by the capacity of his sense organs. The ear
185 a greater capacity than the skin, and the eye than -the ear.
fhe combination of all the senses has a greater capacity than
' one of them taken singly. The problem is complicated by
fact that the capacity may not be a simple additive quan-
. We are interested, furthermore, not merely in the
ount of information which can be transmitted per unit of
time, but in the total information which can be l_:ransrmt{ed
and processed during the life of a system. T'he.re is no point
in having an enormous intake of information through the
ses for five minutes if it takes us five days to digest and
process the information we have received. It is probably the
information-processing apparatus which is the real bottle-
neck, not the information-receiving apparatus. The failure to
e this occasionally leads McLuhan astray. I suspect, for
ance, that he puts too much stress on “synaesthesia,” or
combination of the senses, and not enough on the fact
hat it is the processing of information in the human nervous
stem which is the really crucial process in the social system.
this sense it is the message, not the medium, which is 1m-
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portant. The message is not just another medium, as Mc.
Luhan is continually saying, for the message consists of the
processing of information into knowledge, and not the mere
transmission of information through a medium.

3. Print created an “explosion” resulting in the breakup of
an old integrated order into individualistic, differentiated,
atomistic, mechanical human particles, producing classical
economics, Protestantism, and the assembly line. Electricity
creates an “implosion” which unifies the nervous systems of
all mankind into a single contemporaneous whole, bringing
us back to the tribal village, this time on a world scale,

This exciting theme recurs constantly in McLuhan’s work,
It is one of those great flashes of light which make the sur-
rounding world seem rather dim, and it seems almost sacrile-
gious to ask if this idea is true or can be tested. Print cer-
tainly had a lot to do with Protestantism and capitalism. On
the other hand it also had a lot to do with the rise of the
modern nation, the development of national literatures, and
the breakup of the transnational order of the Middle Ages. It
is true that a book (in manuscript) created medieval Europe,
and another book created Islam, and with the coming of
print these old unities fragmented. Is this the result of print,
however, or is it simply the result of multiplication? Surely if
Gutenberg had discovered an offset process by which manu-
scripts themselves could simply be reproduced cheaply and
easily, the effect would have been exactly the same as the dis-
covery of print. Here again I think we see McLuhan concen-
trating on one dimension of a medium to the exclusion of
others, Similarly with the electric implosion. It is certainly
true that the rise of large-scale organization is intimately con-
nected with the development of the telephone and telegraph
and instantancous communication. These inventions have had
an enormous effect in increasing the range of media, both in
terms of the distance over which dialogue could be con-
ducted, and also in terms of the number of people to which a
single person can speak. On the other hand, I would argue
that electricity in itself has not had much effect on either the
demandingness or the density of media in general. It has
raised some and lowered others. Consequently, I have doubts
about the world village. It is true, I think, that an increase in
the range of media, whether this is conversations or weapons,
increases the optimum scale of organization, and that we
have probably now got to the point where the optimum scale
of political organization is the whole world. This does not
mean, however, that we are going back to the tribal village.
We are going on into something quite new and strange, and

KENNETH E. BOULDING | 75

n though this newness and strangeness is highly condi-
d by the nature of the media that produce it, it is by no
gans clear that McLuhan has caught the exact relationship,
is perhaps typical of very creative minds that they hit very
nails not quite on the head.
se criticisms in no way detract from the enormous im-
e of these works. They should provide hypotheses for
sciences to test for a hundred years to come. One
like to see them required reading in every university.
g is indeed in these days an invisible college, as de Solla
calls it, of people who have perceived the crucial role
ormation processes in social systems. I am not sure that
d appoint McLuhan president of this invisible college,
it I would certainly welcome him as its dean.
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MCLUHAN'S TEACHING IS RADICAL, NEW, CA.
PABLE OF MOVING PEOPLE TO SOCIAL ACTION.
IF HE IS WRONG, IT MATTERS.

—GEORGE P. ELLIOTT

6

Marshall McLuhan began as a literary scholar, an English
professor, a free-roving speculative intellectual. His writings
were to be found in the best intellectual quarterlies. The
range of his erudition and the brilliance of his ideas were be-
yond cavil.

His first book, The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Indus-
trial Man, published in 1951, consists of fifty glosses on texis
taken from the mass media, nearly all advertisements from
magazines. The glosses are charged with intelligence, but also
with moral outrage. “That man counts himself happy today
whose school training wins him the privilege of getting at
once into the technological meat grinder. That is what he
went to school for. And what if he does have the consistency
of hamburger after a few years? Isn’t everybody else in the
same shape? Hamburger is also more manageable than beef
cuts.” In 1962 he published The Gutenberg Galaxy. The
book is the best of his three for several reasons. In it he con-
templates such literary texts as Don Quixote, and the notions
these texts stimulate in him are a good deal more interesting
than the notions provoked by, say, the table of contents of
The Reader's Digest for August, 1947 (one of the texts
glossed in his first book). It employs his scholarship coher-
ently; at least a fourth of it consists of quotations from other
speculative scholarly intellectuals of the first order, so that
you have the reassuring feeling that McLuhan is adding to a
substantial body of intelligent opinion rather than exploding
on his own. In it, he also cleared his prose of his earlier too
easy tone of moral outrage. (“Value judgments have long
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owed to create a moral fog around technological
such as renders understanding impossible.”) Perhaps
portant, in The Gutenberg Galaxy he contained the
fervor which he later gave way to. The ideas (and
the examples) are much the same as in the first
‘his moral intentions are unmistakable (“Is it not possi-
emancipate ourselves from the subliminal operation of
technologies? Is not the essence of education civil
g against media fallout?”), and while his tone is often
etically arrogant (“Cultures can rise far above civiliza-
rtistically but without the phonetic alphabet they re-
A tribal, as do the Chinese and Japanese.”), what he in-
to accomplish in this book is still, for him, modest. “A
ecades hence it will be easy to describe the revolution in
n perception and motivation that resulted from behold-
ithe new mosaic mesh of the TV image. Today it is futile
iscuss it at all.” (Two years, not two decades, later, in his
it book he discusses this subject at great length.) One re-
the relatively calm qualities of The Gutenberg Galaxy
when he drops one of his idea-bombs, it has a more
ess rational context to qualify it, to give it meaning, and it
88 not lose its distinctiveness by being only one of dozens
kbusters scattered about promiscuously. “The uncon-
is a direct creation of print technology, the ever-
o slag-heap of rejected awareness.” An idea like that
room to blow up in, lots of pages on both sides to
n its effect in the reader’s mind. This idea is not given
enough room, but it gets some; and anyway the book
booby-trapped with so many loaded notions but what
@ can manage to get through it in one piece, if you’re

[hen in 1964 came Understanding Media: The Extensions
‘an. Scholarship dwindled, messianism magnified, and the
Dk sells like crazy. Marshall McLuhan has become a power
the land. There are a good many intellectual messiahs
ong us these days, none of them very impressive; Norman

rown, for example, is faddish. But McLuhan is in my
on much the most powerful. Brown’s nostalgia for Inno-
. (polymorphous perverse sexuality for everybody), free
bm the incursions of the Devil (inhibition), is hardly worth
ationing except as one more instance of Rousseauistic uto-
m. That he has a following is mildly interesting, but I
that his teachings will lead to anything much graver
n programmatic fondling, than which we have more dis-
Itbing prospects now before us; besides, it’s good material
It satire, McLuhan's teaching, however, is radical, new, ani-
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mated by high intelligence, and capable of moving people to
social action. If he is wrong, it matters.

THE NEW WORLD OF MARSHALL MCLUHAN

It is not possible to give a rational summary of McLuhan’
ideas, for two reasons: The attitude and tone of his writing
are at least as important as the ideas themselves, and to syste-
matize these ideas, even in outline, would be to falsify their
nature and impact. His writing is deliberately anti-logical:
circular, repetitious, unqualified, gnomic, outrageous. “It was
thanks to the print that Dickens became a comic writer.” Ab-
surd! Still, maybe there’s something to it? It's worth thinking
about at least.—Good McLuhan.

Though his ideas do not compose a system, they are a rec-
ognizable complex. They are about the ways in which the
media—a term he stretches until it includes language and
technology—extend and alter our means of perception and
communication and thereby affect our nature. In his earlier
writings, he, the good English professor, was appalled by
what he observed in the mass media. But gradually he came
to believe that the vulgarity, immorality, and imbecility
which characterize so very much of what the media (appar-
ently) communicate to the masses are really of secondary im-
portance. “The medium is the message.” That is to say, what
is communicated has much less effect on us than the means
by which it is communicated. For example, he attributes to
the introduction of movable type a “galaxy” of changes in
Western man’s consciousness, making it possible for us to act
without reacting and thereby engendering extreme specializa-
tion of social function and a sort of cultural schizophrenia;
his argument in support of this thesis is formidable, illuminat-
ing albeit extreme, and all his own. He attributes equally ex-
tensive changes to the electronic media, especially TV; in
gauging the effect of TV on our nature, he says, the fact that
TV images are made mosaically and simplify their subjects to
cartoons is incomparably more important than whether the
program content is intelligent or stupid, in good taste or bad,
honest or meretricious. His TV argument is as brilliant and
original as his movable-type argument, and it stirs one tO
thought about a subject which needs to be thought about. For
this one is grateful to him, as one is grateful for many iso-
lated insights. But one is not grateful for the argument as 2
whole; pretending to be a forecast based on solid fact, it is
mostly a wishful prophecy deriving from apocalyptic vision.

Things are changing so fast, he says, that we must control
the media right now, not a moment to lose, if they are not to
destroy us:
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ark of our time is its revulsion against imposed

s. We are suddenly eager to have things and

: e declare their beings totally. There is a deep faith
» be found in this new attitude—a faith that concerns

e ultimate harmony of all being. Such is the faith in
vhich this book has been written. It explores the contours
our own extended beings in our technologies, seeking
the principle of intelligibility in each of them. In the full
confidence that it is possible to win an understanding

‘of these forms that will bring them into orderly service,

1 have looked at them anew, accepting very little of
conventional wisdom concerning them.

how these forms are to be brought into *“orderly ser-
is never made clear. The omission of this how becomes
prmously important: We are being altered by TV and the
r electronic media; all we have to do is to control them
it how?) in order to achieve the wholeness we have long

is easy to see why McLuhan is listened to so eagerly:
the highest of intellectual credentials, he sounds like a
g-salesman assuring us that there are great days ahead
d that what seems to be so terrible now arises only from
jistance to change. What if admen do use TV as a way to
ead lies and distortions and idiocy? It doesn’t matter much
fyway: The medium is the message, and a medium is nei-
Br moral nor immoral. All in our culture are being changed
TV, those who don’t watch as well as the addicts, so why
‘watch? Don't resist, don’t be obsolete before your time,
Bve with the age. In plain words, Progress, with Utopia in
BW. An electronic Chiliasm. The Millennium now.

Jdn itself, McLuhan’s vision matters little more than Nor-
jan O, Brown’s. It is not hard, really, to say, “I'm for civili-
ition, growing up, heterosexual lovemaking with and with-
Mt orgasms, cities, and language,” then shove those two
antics into their earthly paradises and lock the gates on
But McLuhan is carefully listened to by admen (who
expected it would be an English professor that would
istify them!), and he has followers in education, some of
hom are influential. Two that I have met are Sister Jacque-
he, president of Webster College in St. Louis, and Father
er Ong, professor of English at the University of St
Ouis, where McLuhan taught for seven years. Sister Jacque-
e is a very active member of a committee which advises
@ Office of Education and the President. This committee is
ider the chairmanship of Jerrold Zacharias, the physicist in
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good part responsible for the reforms in the teaching of phys.
ics and mathematics in the schools, and it is now engaged in
devising experiments for the improvement of every sort of
teaching. One subcommittee consists of writer-teachers; it di.
vided into conservatives like me who believe that the schools
can and should primarily be concerned to teach writing and
reading, and progressives who believe that the schools should
build upon the children’s own oral language, each child mak-
ing a tradition of himself, and should use all possible elec-
tronic audiovisual aids. Two of the progressives are the nov-
elists John Hawkes and Albert Guérard, Jr., who are pres-
ently engaged in an oral-tradition experiment at Stanford
under a grant from the Office of Education. The conserva-
tives proposed no experiments, certainly no electronic ones,
but smaller classes and more teachers, extra training for the
teachers, and better texts; they were shunted aside. There are
a good many other proggessivistic, Rousseauistic, McLuhanite
innovators in education now, churning out notions. We shall
be hearing a lot from and about them. They accept, or agree
with, McLuhan’s view: “We are entering the new age of edu-
cation that is programmed for discovery rather than
instruction. . . . We would be foolish not to ease our transi-
tion from the fragmented visual world of the existing educa-
tional establishment by every possible means.” This idea
sounds fine, and it would be fine, if one could just ignore the
complex of ideas which it is part of, and the narcosis which
is their goal.

THE NEW WORLD OF MARSHALL MCLUHAN

My contention is that McLuhan has become a double agent.
He originally went out among tribalizing Media as a spy
from civilization. (Spy is mine, but the tribal-civilization di-
chotomy is his, and useful.) But he stayed there too long; in
Blake’s words, which McLuhan tirelessly quotes: “We be-
come what we behold.” Now, in his last book and in his lec-
tures since then, he continues to be an agent reporting back
to civilized (literate, literary) people what the tribes are up to,
but he also functions among us as an agent of the Media,
proclaiming the destruction come and to come. To support
this charge that he is a double agent, let me cite two state-
ments he made before a meeting at the P.E.N. international
conference in New York in June 1966. Challenged by the
critic John Simon with having deserted literature for advertis-
ing and TV, he said that, on the contrary, he saw it as his
mission to save literature from the media. He also said he did
not believe a lot of the ideas he threw off; he was using them
to “probe the environment.” However, six months before, in
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ie grand ballroom of the Waldorf, he addressed (for a star
I am told by a man who sells advertising and who was
e) an assemblage of business and advertising executives.
did not tell them he was probing the environment or sav-
ig literature from the media. He told them pretty much
hat he had already said in Understanding Media. A sincere
le agent: Both sides are right. He often speaks, quite
sibly, of “point of view” as being a result of print and of
he is true to the electronic age because he writes mosai-
. No fixed point of view? Why shouldn’t one be working
both sides at once? The only reason I can think of why
me shouldn’t is neither mechanical nor electronic but moral,
ad though McLuhan refuses to fog himself up with moral
oncerns, he can't stop me from applying moral criteria to
aim. I am civilized and maybe I'm foggy, but I don’t want
ither myself or my world to be retribalized. Tribalization
1ay be inevitable, as McLuhan says, though I doubt it. But
her it is inevitable or not, and whether he is sincere or
I do not like defectors. He is not an open enemy. He is
even an ally who sneakily opens the gates of the city to
at enemy. He is an ally who sets about to persuade me to
pen the gates, using the arguments that our common enemy
b stronger than we and bound to win, that we have terrible
aults which succumbing to our enemy may cure if we handle
im right (but how?), and besides the enemy can't help being
arbarous, it’s the environment he lives in, he’s bringing this
nvil nment with him, it's irresistible and will get us, no mat-
€r what.

I wish I could confound him with erudition, but since that
ould require an extensive knowledge of history (both politi-
and cultural), economics, sociology, philosophy, litera-
e, psychology, and anthropology, to say nothing of a really
austive knowledge of the history and practice of technol-
and since I have nowhere near the scholarship for the
I am perforce content to write a short essay instead of a
ograph and to cite one instance of an error in a subject I
well, the one standing for the many, McLuhan writes:
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~ In Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida, which is ‘almoﬂ

- completely devoted to both a psychic and social study of
. communication, Shakespeare states his awareness that
true social and political navigation depend upon
- anticipating the consequences of innovation.

statement in the which-clause and the one in the main
e are both untrue as they stand, and by the time they
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had been modified into truth they would be unrecognizable,
(It is obvious that I think his famous message, “the medium
is the message,” is only a partial truth; in the language media,
at any rate, the message too is part of the message.) Not only
is his interpretation of Troilus and Cressida untrue, but the
five lines he quotes in support of his interpretation do not in
fact support it.

The providence that's in a watchful state

Knows almost every grain of Plutus’ gold;

Finds bottom in th' uncomprehensive deeps;

Keeps place with thought, and almost, like the gods
Do thoughis unveil in their dumb cradles.

Of course, like other thinkers, McLuhan could have quarried
Shakespeare for ideas and expressions of attitudes to offer in
evidence for his own thesis. Instead, he inserts, with mono-
maniacal intrusiveness, his own idea into this play, attributes
the idea to Shakespeare, and claims that the whole play is
about that idea. In this he is like a psychological nut who
sees Hamlet as a study of the Oedipus complex or a linguistic
nut who can't see the poetry for the morphemes. A few such
extravagances in a book don’t matter much, but Understand-
ing Media offers an accumulation of errors—distortions, con-
tradictions, projections, simplifications, limit-smashings—so
considerable that finally one says, *No, I don’t trust ideas
which have this infirm a foundation.” McLuhan-civilized
used to offer evidence which supported his insights: but Mc-
Luhan-barbarian does not deign to answer critics who point
out the errors which riddle his prophecies. The arrogance is
the message.

I also wish I could confound him rationally, by refuting hij
complex of ideas. But the complex is repetitive, “mosaic,’
hortatory, apocalyptic, as impervious to the discriminations
of logic and common sense as to the corrections of scholar-
ship. Worst of all, it is self-justifying. If you apply logic to it,
he disposes of you by saying that you are a print-formed
mind who has been made obsolete by Hume and electricity.
If you say man is being changed all right but not so drasti-
cally or so fast as he maintains, he counters by telling you to
wake up, you are still in the nightmare of print-induced un-
consciousness, “consciousness will come as a relief,” and he
quotes Finnegans Wake at you (he understands it, you
don’t), saying that he takes his prophecies from the “radar
feedback” of great art since great art constitutes a sort of
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warning system” for society. If you judge his ideas
, he says he is not prescribing but describing. This
nt may be valid intellectually but it is not valid emo-
Ily, and it is certainly not true of McLuhan’s own prac-

5, and what he admonishes us to do manages to be at
yague, capitulatory, and appalling.
e last sentence of the book is an opinion—a valuable
mion—expressed as a truth: “Panic about automation as a
t of uniformity on a world scale is the projection into
future of mechanical standardization and specialism,
hich are now past.” But the sentence before this one betrays
s Reader’s Digesty sentiment that really we are all creative
ass leisure will release our creativity: “The social and
onal patterns latent in automation are those of self-
ment and artistic autonomy.” Pardner, when you say
laugh. He substitutes, and his rhetoric urges us to substi-
electricity for divine grace: “. . . since with electricity
tend our central nervous system globally, instantly inter-
ng every human experience. . . . We can now, by com-
iter, deal with complex social needs with the same architec-
ral certainty that we previously attempted in private hous-
g.” Finally, having put his trust in consciousness, he makes
clear, at the end of the chapter on “The Spoken Word,”
the new, electronically expanded consciousness is good

ric technology does not need words any more than
the digital computer needs numbers. Electricity points the
" Way fo an extension of the process of consciousness

If, on a world scale, and without any verbalization

~ whatever. . . . Today computers hold out the promise of
- @ means of instant translation of any code or language

" into any other code or language. The computer, in short,
Promises by technology a Pentecostal condition of
universal understanding and unity. The next logical step
. Would seem to be, not to translate, but to by-pass

. languages in favor of a general cosmic consciousness
which might be very like the collective unconsciousness

. dreamt of by Bergson. The condition of “weightlessness,”
. that biologists say promises a physical immortality,

. may be paralleled by the condition of speechlessness

- that could confer a perpetuity of collective harmony and
- peace.

Maybe this is one of those ideaclusters he doesn't really
an; maybe he is just probing the environment with it
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Well, as part of the environment, let me respond: T don't like
the idea (I don’t like being probed with it either). The elec.
tronic heaven-on-earth of his vision is a world village of muyte
mindlessness, a parody of harmony and peace because the
possibilities of disharmony and conflict have been loboto.
mized. He wants, and wants us to want, to turn most of the
work of our minds over to the computers. I know—even with
my foggy, unexpanded consciousness I know—that there are
disadvantages to being human, But at least it’s interesting, it’s
various. I'm for going on with it,

Editor's Note: See Part 6, p. 275 for McLuhan's comments.

2
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SUPPOSE CRIME DID PAY? IS IT AN ACCIDENT
THAT THE NARCISSISTIC HEROES LIKE TARZAN,
SUPERMAN, COWBOYS, AND SLEUTHS ARE
WEAK ON SOCIAL LIFE? IS BOGART AMERICA'S
SHROPSHIRE LAD?

—MC LUHAN

McLuhan’s first book, The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of In-
dustrial Man, appeared in 1951. A brilliant tour de force, it
explores the extent to which public opinion is manipulated
even in a democratic society by industry and advertising, and
is profusely illustrated by examples of mass culture. The
book abounds in puns, which McLuhan uses in a Joycean
manner as “crossroads of meaning”:

Say it with tanks.

The more the burier, said Digby O'Dell.

The Ballet Luce?

Nothing recedes like success.

Do you want your social woe to show?

Do it the (Emily) Post Way.

Can you see through his adnoise?

Love at first flight?

The Bold Look—The face that launched a thousand hips?

How Not to Offend—A message for all thinking and/or
stinking people?

The book met a generally approving if limited reception. One
of the most interesting critiques was by John S. Black, who
86
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reviewed The Mechanical Bride and C. Wright Mills’s
Collar for the Jesuit magazine America. Black found a
parallelism in the viewpoints of the two writers: Both
concerned with the effects of industrial power—on
(McLuhan) and class control (Mills); both cried out
areness to “unmask and smash the stereotypes of vision
Jintellect with which modern communications swamp us”
ills); but neither, Black complained, showed any concern
“man’s final destiny.”

gdolph E. Morris (7) is Professor of Sociology at Mar-
e University. His rather somber but substantial précis of

Mechanical Bride was published in Renascence, a Catho-
> journal where McLuhan’s occasional pieces have appeared
yer the years.

er Ong, S.J. (8), a former student of McLuhan's, is Pro-

of Literature at St. Louis University. His own book,
amus: Method and the Decay of Dialogue, was crucial in
e shaping of the central thesis of The Gutenberg Galaxy.
finds “particularly intriguing theologically” some of
han’s ideas on modern sensibility, although he tends
dissociate himself from his teacher’s Thomistic prefer-
8, The review—in some ways a teleological sermon—
ins one of the earliest expositions of the influence of
¢ Teilhard de Chardin on contemporary American Cath-
thinking and is a vital key to the understanding of Mc-
n’s intellectual development after 1951, In the next de-
McLuhan was to increase his scope of awareness, and
he liturgical imperatives implied by his first book were to be
dealt with in a much more detached and balanced way.

“The Picture on Your Mind” (9), like the Gossage (1) and
~ulkin (3) essays in Part 1, is an early example of McLuhan
@pplied. The piece appeared in Ammunition, the trade paper
DL a C.1.O, automobile workers’ union.
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HOW REFRESHING TO SEE A CRITIQUE OF A
PERIOD AND OF ITS MORALS AVOIDING MORAL
INDIGNATION!

—RUDOLPH E. MORRIS

7

It is almost a paradox in this era of specialization that we can
come to an understanding of our world only through a simul-
taneous approach from all possible starting points. A com-
bined effort of philosophy, literary criticism, and sociological
analysis is needed; and even this is not enough if the syn-
thetic attack is not carried by a strong conviction of what the
end of man is, and by a no less decisive will to reopen an
adequate space in our society to the genuine values of human
existence. Several writers have recently tried to bring out the
meaning and trend of modern mass society through a univer-
sal survey. But no one has done it with so much verve and in
0 original a way as Herbert Marshall McLuhan.
Mechanization, technical developments in means of com-
munication, and modern psychology today make full control
over the human mind possible. Public opinion can be manip-
ulated. And it is not only in the totalitarian state that this
enormous power is used (or rather, abused) to get command
over man, The Mechanical Bride shows to what an extent
also in our democratic society the individual is subjugated to
the iron rule of the collective mind; even to those to whom
this fact was well known Mr. McLuhan’s profusely illustrated
book comes as a revelation. It is to the author’s credit that we
are thunderstruck and overwhelmed by his presentation of
things we “know.” His ingenious method produces this effect
which may make us stop and think before it is too late. His
idea is to use the devices of “commercial education,” by
which the public is being made helpless, for the purpose of
the public’s enlightenment. Hence, he guides the reader
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the nightmarish thicket of advertisements, comic
ps, newspaper front pages which impress themselves upon
ily and hourly. He shows us what they mean and brings
tht correlations and connections between them and other
nts of thought, sentiment, and ideas we would never
am of. He attempts “to set the reader at the center of the
polving picture created by these affairs where he may ob-
fve the action that is in progress and in which everybody is
golved. From the analysis of that action, it is hoped, many
fividual strategies may suggest themselves.” I would go fur-
er and hope that even group strategies may be evoked by
B stimulating thoughts of our author.
ing through this book with the unusual title, the highly
nventional illustrations, the problem-summarizing ques-
at the beginning of each chapter which challenge us
ith their biting wit, one is tempted to classify The Mechani-
Bride as a magnificent satire of our industrial society. But
en one reads the text one is surprised at the elaborate anal-
is and philosophical profundity which lead the discussion
[0 a dimension different from the satirical approach. The
pok itself can be called scientific, in spite of much unortho-
Xy in presentation, form, and content. But the effect cer-
nly is that of a satire,
“We would not realize the full implication of industriali-
n on the human person and the life of mind and spirit if
author did not force us into seeing the paradoxical con-
ions of our present ways of life, He goes through with
0 the end of the rope. For instance, in the case where the
" is an expensive bracelet (in an advertisement of a fa-
lous jeweler), he refers to Tawney's Religion and the Rise
f Capitalism and to a thought of Bergson’s who, in his stud-
S of time and mind, makes it clear that if all the motion in
universe were doubled in speed, including the passing of
ur own lives, we would recognize it through the impoverish-
ent of our minds thus produced.
" The chapter whose heading was chosen as the title for the
¥hole book centers around two female legs on a pedestal
e advertisement of a hosiery manufacturer). Mr. Me-
n considers these isolated legs as a facet of our “replace-
Dle parts” cultural dynamics, and he develops this idea to its
8t consequences. There is today this strange dissociation of
X not only from the human person but even from the unity
I the body. The mechanization of our whole life makes us
€lieve that the application of some external medicament or
of clothing or perfume to each single part of our body
make us glamorous or successful. This conception of
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human life, body and mind, as a mechanical unit is a by-
product of a way of thinking that derives from our theoretj.
cal and practical intercourse with the machine. Business has
then taken hold of this pattern of analytical thinking and ex.
ploited it for commercial purposes. How many more products
can be invented and sold if each part of our body requires a
special remedy? The commercialization of this trend toward
mechanization, on its part, has then led to the current glamor
campaigns. Mr. McLuhan now makes it clear that this cur
rent emphasis on glamor and sex does not at all indicate
“new heights of a man-woman madness.”

THE HONEYMOON OF THE MECHANICAL BRIDE

Sex weariness and sex sluggishness are, in measure atf
least, both the cause and increasingly the outcome of
these campaigns. No sensitivity of response could long
survive such a barrage. What does survive is the view
of the human body as a sort of love-machine capable
merely of specific thrills. . . . It makes inevitable both
the divorce between physical pleasure and reproduction
and also the case for homosexuality. In the era of
thinking machines, it would be surprising, indeed, if the
love-machine were not thought of as well.

I believe that for people actively interested in a Catholic
renascence nothing can be more important than to search and
discover the causes for the attitudes, so much prevailing in
our present society, which paralyze life and prevent us from
achieving unity of body and mind and soul. There is scarcely
an author who has analyzed the situation so forcefully as
Herbert Marshall McLuhan, In this book he is a sociologist
with the additional wisdom of a generally educated man, His
findings can certainly be used as much for an interpretation
of contemporary literature and of the climate in which it
lives, as far as better understanding is concerned of the com-
plex matters which are causing marriage problems, individual
unhappiness, and the indifference toward the higher things in
life so often observed and blamed but so little seen as an un-
avoidable consequence of the age of industrialization.

In this connection the chapter “Horse Opera and Soap
Opera” is also very enlightening; for again the split between
business and society, between action and feeling, office and
home, man and woman is presented to us with a rich mass of
literary references. I hope that many courses in contemporary
literature will become more attractive to the students for the
teachers’ having gone through this book.

This review would be incomplete if mention were not
made of the most pertinent remarks of Mr. McLuhan’s in re-
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o privacy. Naturally an ad for Lysol in a chapter called
pw Not to Offend” is the occasion. “The privacy that was
the refreshment of the mind and spirit is now associated
rwith those ‘shameful” and strenuous tasks by which the
¥ is made fit for contact with other bodies.” With refer-
p to observations made by Margaret Mead (who is often
pted) our author says: “The bathroom has been elevated
the very stratosphere of industrial folklore, it being the
am, the larger hope, which we are appointed to follow.”
There is no doubt that the separation of things which be-
together and the loss of privacy (among our youth also
of a desire for it, this loss mainly conditioned by our
tional system, especially on the college level) are the
n factors of human life in industrial society. It is the es-
ce of The Mechanical Bride to bring these facts again and
@in to our attention, each time in a new and stimulating

ere are some valuations in the book with which one has
Ot to agree. The author is unenthusiastic about the New
orker or James Thurber or Ogden Nash, but he approves of
¥l Abner and its creator, Al Capp. He seems one-sided in
chapter on public opinion polls, entitled “The Gallupu-
ms”: he emphasizes the negative elements of polls, inducing
€ individual to replace convictions by vague opinions and
B give up his identity, but he forgets that public opinion sur-
y$ also strengthen the role of the individual in society be-
they make him realize that the voice of the “little man”
nts.
0 general, however, Mr, McLuhan is not at all negativis-
E. Comparing himself with the sailor in Poe’s 4 Descent
to the Maelstrom, he quotes the sailor as saying that he
¥en sought amusement in speculating upon the velocities of
3¢ happenings in the whirlpool.

It was this amusement born of his rational detachment
as a spectator of his own situation that gave him the
thread which led him out of the Labyrinth. And it is

in the same spirit that this book is offered as an amusement.
Many who are accustomed to the note of moral indigna-
tion will mistake this amusement for mere indifference.
But the time for anger and protest is in the early stages
of a new process. The present stage is extremely
advanced. Moreover, it is full, not only of destructiveness
but also of promises of rich new developments to which

- moral indignation is a very poor guide.

W refreshing to see a critique of a period and of its morals
ding moral indignation!
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IN A WAY, THE ANGELS HAVE A GREATER
SOCIAL PROBLEM THAN EVEN INDUSTRIALIZED
MAN.

—WALTER ONG, S.J.

/]

The symbolism with which industrial man has surrounded
himself—the symbolism of his advertising, his clothes, comic
strips, corpse literature, etiquette manuals, “great books,”
cowboys and Hollywood dream walkers or “somnambules”
(the Ingrid Bergman type), chum-tone news reporting, elec-
tric brains, picnics, Gallup polls, tommy-gun gossip columns,
radio ventriloquists, Boy Scouting, mannequins—all this is a
language which he both understands and does not under-
stand. The present book, which treats of these things and oth-
ers like them, is not intended to be either alarmist or cod-
dling. It simply proposes enlarging the area of understanding.

A collection of advertising or other printed displays with
accompanying discussions, the book can be dipped into any-
where. Its assorted-goods technique of presentation is em-
ployed because, at present, and perhaps for good, it is impos-
sible to provide a neat summary of the symbolism involved in
industrial living which does not suppress many points worth
making. Besides, as the author explains (page v), this tech-
nique reproduces the whirling phantasmagoria which is being
analyzed and accustoms the reader to a sense of motion. You
may as well get acclimated to doing your thinking on the in-
dustrial merry-go-round, because you can't get off this side of
death, and even at death the mortuary industry will put you
back on for a while.

Professor McLuhan considers the awareness which his
book seeks to cultivate not merely as a means of understand-
ing the contemporary world, but as a condition of under-
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g anything adequately, including the remotest past.
quality of anybody’s relations with the mind of the past
y and necessarily determined by the quality of his
porary insights” (page 44). This is a thesis with which
rd to disagree. All the concepts by which we deal with
ng are founded directly not on the past but on our con-
ary sensory experience in the world we know. The
pher who understands St. Thomas in terms of the
” of abstraction in St. Thomas’ philosophical “system”
‘anderstanding St. Thomas’ thought in terms of two analo-
s which never occurred to St. Thomas but which float
pdily enough to the surface of minds conditioned as ours
8, It is impossible to uncondition ourselves., And it is not
pessary. A better possibility and necessity is open to us: fo
stand our own conditioning—in the instance given (not
sor McLuhan's), to understand how the “level” and
" come into our consciousness and what they mean

There is resistance to an understanding based on continued
sionate surveillance of our interior possessions. It is dis-
erting to be reminded, for example, that the things which
¢ find ourselves doing for recreation will reveal our secret
pbitions and fears. Prying into such deep-seated psychologi-
symbols as Blondie or Dagwood or Emily Post (at this
mbolic level, fictitious and real personalities are indistin-
shable) is regarded with suspicion by the mind convinced,
i Professor McLuhan’s words, “that we are as we are and
ply a cheap sneak would ask any questions.” One persuasion
f work here seems to be the most insidious of anti-intellec-
isms: If we know too much about the processes at work
 life as we live it, life won't be fun any more—a thing Pro-
88sor McLuhan is certainly not convinced of, for his work is
bamusing as it is upsetting.
the author’s whirligig of insights does not admit of re-
ion to one or two heads, it does turn on two pivots indi-
ited by his title, The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Indus-
Fal Man. Mechanics and sex, Professor McLuhan maintains,
® the predominant themes in the general “public conscious-
88” and in operations upon it. Of these, perhaps mechanics
e more significant, for the sexual theme has always been
ent in mythologies and folklore and acquires its present
ty when it is disinfected of its natural symbolic force
given a present mechanical orientation (some would
materialistic, but mechanical seems more accurate, since
is necessarily materialistic in the sense that its bipolarity
kind of refraction of the composite structure of material
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beings). The Greeks had Eros, who was not above reproach
but nevertheless touched chords which can be heard, modu-
lated, in the Canticle of Canticles. But instead of Eros,’or
even Aphrodite, Dr. Kinsey has his “sexual outlets,” wh!ch
make for graphs and psychological engineering and provide
mathematical averages as absolute standards for measure-
ment. A third pivotal point, death, which the _author adds to
the other two (page 101), is inevitably associated with sex,
as we know from mythology and psychoanalysis and meta-
physics (sex and death are both corollaries of material exis-
tence), and can be regarded as simply enlarging the view
ere. )
: The myths which the author finds empipying these twin
themes and others as well are not myths in the sense that
they are stories or definitely stated beliefs turnf:d‘ loose within
the public mind by those who are out to exploit 1t._Thcy exist
in the minds of the exploiters as well as in the minds of the
exploited, and, generally speaking, are as little understood by
the one as by the other. They are simply present as a result
of the conditions in which reality is engaged today. Industrial
society is a turtle, and these myths are the shell which he has

n on his back and which he has to get outside himself to
see. Most members of the National Association of Manufac-
turers are quite unaware that an entirely run-of-the:-mril
Buick advertisement crosses the mechanical and sex motifs to
show the automobile establishing itself deep in American
consciousness as a surrogate for woman and all that woman
means—thus, incidentally, throwing light on some radical ad-
justment problems in the modern home. (Among other
things, the whole world of “comfort,” classically associated
with the mother, is transferred to the automobile, the home-
feeling put on wheels.)

Of the other myths and symbolizations touched on here
only some can be mentioned. The all-but-exact _parallel_hc-
tween the way the front page of a newspaper IS organized
and the painting technique of a Picasso, the literary tech-
nique of a Joyce. The “Ballet Luce” of Life, Time, and For-
tune, with newsmen posed as the great romantics. “Know-
how” as a marketable item. The consumer-goods mentality:
achievement symbolized in power to buy what will keep you
from being different from anybody else. Coeducation as neu”
ter education in a technologically reduced world. The per:
sonal hygiene hysteria and the human organism as a chemica
factory. Al Capp as the sole robust satirical force in thg popP?
ular consciousness because of the genuine irony In his fe¢
for “the full beat of the big phony heart of a public which
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ves massive self-deception.” This against the essentially
sentimentalism of Chic Young's Blondie. Daddy War-
jcks, the “war profiteer of transcendent virtue.” The voice
f the lab (newspaper, headline: “Scientists Await Cow’s
jeath to Solve Mathematics Problem”), Woman trained to
e herself as an object rather than as a person. The Hum-
Bogart tough as a symbol of industrial man’s loneli-
The “freedom” literature. The tonality of the Coca-Cola
d Polyanna Digest. Horse and soap opera.

WALTER ONG, S.J. |

i L L] L

This treatment of industrial man can have particular rele-
on the American Catholic intellectual front today. In
Be United States, the Church is in a curious position with
lation to the general industrial culture. Here she has made
jore of an adjustment fo this culture at the practical level
an she has anywhere else in the world. American Catholi-
m means, to both Americans and Europeans, a Catholi-
j8m which is living out this adjustment with the intensity the
imerican environment demands. And yet, when we are taken
} a group, our understanding of what we are doing so in-
ively, and of America in general, is very slight indeed.
espite a well-grounded and enviable notion of the obliga-
Bns of patriotism in theory, the Catholic-trained mind is
kely to approach the American scene as such with a wild
Motional loyalty which makes for chauvinism and gives
atholics as a group a bad name in intellectual circles, and
h may have as its odd intellectual complement a purely
ve technique of denunciation founded on the vague and
nd-hand notion that America is materialistic and that
bly those particles of American civilization which can be
poked directly to pre-Reformation Catholicity or to the
itholic protagonists in post-Reformation controversy merit
ir explicit attention.
#The tendency toward self-centeredness here is, of course,
fderstandable in terms of the Church’s history as a minority
up in the United States, tolerated, but only just. Still, the
remains that, with some notable exceptions, such as the
ent work of Father John Courtney Murray, there is no
Beology of Catholicism in America, such as Brownson or
ker envisioned generations ago, although there is promise
elopment, Hitherto we have combed theology manuals
d analyzed papal encyclicals—excellent and indispensable
uirces both, but not only incapable of supplying a direct in-
lectual attack on the reality with which we are surrounded
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but actually crying for this attack as a necessary comple

to what they supply. Blanshard’s diatribes againrsyt the Eh:::-?ﬂf
whatever their unfortunate result among non-Catholics are
likely under Providence to occasion good fruit within the
Church itself by sensitizing us more to the points at which we
must work ha_rd to find out for the Church what American
culture really is and what her relation to it can or must be,

.Wl_'lat happens when the Church engages itself with the in.
stitutions generated by our industrial milieu—with radio ad.
vertising? Comic strips? Mass production techniques—for ex-
ample, in sehool_s which we like to style educational “plants”?
The crowd emotions exploited by sports? Ideologies which re-
sult'm famtly. budgets and envelope systems? At present are
we in the position of the commercial advertiser and of Holly-
wood, who exploit pepular art without even knowing how to
make the effort to lay hold of the solid human foundations of
its Ts%mbolism?

e position of the liturgy in contemporary socie er-
haps best highlights the situation. Why is tr!))e gl:?; betwgnplhe
tonality of life in general and that of the liturgy greater today
than it was in the Middle Ages when the Catholic laity, and
most certainly the clergy, were on the whole far more igno-
rant of their catechism and their theology than they are now?
The answer is to be sought in the complete reorientation of
the symbolic world today. Whereas ancient man had felt the
world of nature as the dominant pressure on his life and had
let his symbolism grow out into and back from this world,
today the machine—at present, with its arch-symbol the atom
bomb, but for some centuries now with considerable control
of our vocabulary and its most forceful metaphors—has
la:_'gely replaced nature in this function within our con-
sciousness, and a new kind of symbolism, not so much a re-
plao_e:pent as a complication, has taken hold. The situation is
reminiscent of that when the Church first faced the pagan
world and not only transfused it with her sacraments, which
were part of her original equipment and gave her immediate
symbollq entry, but, more particularly, transposed and trans-
formed it with the sacramentals which she drew right out of
it—from the armory of her enemy.

It is not impossible to find things in the industrial world
today capable of liturgical transposition and transformation.
There is the ideal of service, a genuinely new force as it ex-
ists in society today, redolent of “service” stations and of eco-
nomic competition, but, it would seem, perhaps, unpredicta-
bly fecund in a Church whose head on earth calls himself
Servus servorum Dei (the Servant of the Servants of God)
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v .. hose Founder said He had come not to be served but to

e is American optimism, obviously of a piece with the
note struck by Catholicism in American culture and
ange variance with the negative Protestant note—behind
inshard’s attack on American Catholicism lies his great
r that such typically American phenomena (which, to his
it embarrassment, his whole negative approach rules out
own thought for good) will prove more viable in the
ic Church than anywhere else. Yet, as a group, the
owledge we exhibit of the history of American optimism
d its psychological valence in our lives is pretty close to
ro. Unlike Europeans, we fall back on this optimism a-
gnty. We are exploiting it. Sentimentally, we are close to it
but in ways we don’t understand, for intellectually we have
rdly looked at it at all.
It might be argued that sentimental nearness is sufficient,
hie Church, after all, transformed an ugly medieval cult of
Jurtly love into chivalric ideals and whatnot without ever
ying a theory of what she was doing. Yes, but co-operative
king was not so possible in an age without printing
s or any communication much faster than walking. The
hurch did not have the means of understanding strewn
bout her as we do today. Perhaps that is why she did not
eed better and why the part of the tradition she didn’t
ed with remains with us today as a slightly altered but
ermanent ulcer in Hollywood’s conception of the romantic.
\ Again, capable of transposition or redemption is the ideal
) personal austerity in the otherwise somewhat comical get-
Ip of the American go-getter. Are we to limit our intellectual
ipproach here to decrying the Puritan background of this
usterity or are we to admit that it is part of our lives and to
Iy to transform it? Catholics once transformed—not without
nge, to be sure—a whole family of pagan “virtues” which
found, with a far more suspect heredity, in the pagan
Aristotle.
* In our glib denunciations of “materialisms,” have we over-
looked important facts? There is the fact pointed out by the
author of the present book (page 112) that American mate-
Tialism is not only in some ways more materialistic than
dther materialisms, but in other ways much less materialistic.
The American sense of abundance encourages us to let our
naterial goods lie rather loosely about us—Europeans know
that in daily life (not only when our national best interests
ctate the policy), we are more prone than they to give

1
3y

things away or even to destroy them. There is no sentimental
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cult of materialism in the United States in the way there s :
England or in Russia. We are incorrigible sentimentalists but
materialism isn’t one of the things we thus venerate, :

Professor McLuhan does not treat explicitly of dogmatie
or htprglcal implications, but he leaves open a hundrcdhdoors
here into every area of Catholic life. Knowing him as a for.
mer member of the English faculty at St. Louis Universit
and as present professor of English at St. Michael's College
in the University of Toronto, we are aware that he does this
quite deliberately,

H.!s observz}tions regarding the possible nature of overall
rez}d]ustment in the modern sensibility are particularly intri-
guing theologically. On several occasions, (pages 34, 50, 97)
he returns to the notion that the conception of fusing human
arts, interests, and pursuits in a functional biological unit—a
conception grown largely out of the interests of the last few
centuries and echoing in the terms “social organism,” “orga-
nization” and their correlates—should perhaps yield in the
present world to a conception of orchestrating these things.
This notion of orchestration, borrowed from A. N. White-
head, provides for a possible theory not only of continuity
bl'lt expressly of discontinuity as well. Thus, its connections
with the atom and with relativity physics are plain. The con-
cept would presumably enable us to make allowance for ob-
vious and seemingly inevitable discontinuities in industrial so-
clety just as modern physical theory countenances expressly
the discontinuity of the atom,

The theological connections of “orchestration,” which Pro-
‘f‘esso'r McLuhan does not touch on, are teasing enough: the
choirs” of angels, the ancient harmony of the spheres (con-
ceived of as ruled by the angels or “separated spirits™), the
hymns of creation, the popular concept of heaven with its
banal but quite explainable harps, not to mention Dante’s
concept of heaven. The connection between harmony and
dlscont'inuity theory is not fanciful here, When the harmony
symbolism asserts itself in terms of the angels, it does so pre-
Elsely to provide what Whitehead, in another context, styles 2
theory of discontinuous existence,”—the angels it will be re-
called, are not only separated from matter but are, as a nec-
essary corollary, so discontinuous from one another that
many, if not most, theologians today are unwilling to admit
that there can be more than one in any one species. In a way,
the angels have a greater social problem than even industrial-
ized man. The spheres were equally discontinuous in the old
Aristotelian cosmology—so that, if the cosmology had been
right, which of course it wasn't, the notion of harmony or or-
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tration was an understandable one. The depth of this
i of background is suggested when it is brought to bear
pur understanding of the angelic singing which on the first
as accompanied the announcement of a new unity for
pman race: The singing becomes more than incidental
npaniment.
[s the deposit of faith to reveal new riches when we ap-
pach it with concepts associated with atom physics, as it
i when St. Thomas approached it with concepts salvaged
om Aristotle or when the nineteenth-century theologians ap-
oached it with the biological orientation which on the one
e lgroduced evolution theory but in their case flowered in
e theology of the Mystical Body? Is renewed interest in an-
gy to be the next stage in relating the Mystical Body to
8 industrial world?
It should be observed that the discovery of new riches does
it mean the renouncing of the old onmes, though it may
jean a readjustment in our attitude toward them. St. Thomas
d not throw away St. Augustine. As you read the Einstein
nd Infeld account of the origins of relativity and field phys-
8, you realize that Einstein did not exactly throw away
ewtonian physics. Even in the nontheological context, it
d be impossible simply to discard “organism”™ as out-
d and put “orchestration” in its place. The concept “or-
sm” stands in a permanent relation to reality. “Orchestra-
would provide an additional grasp of reality which
¥ould enable us to refine our notion of what the relation of
nism” is—as the notion of “relation” itself refined and
her oriented the notions of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit
B theological history.
1 For some time now in France, a favorite way of conceiy-
g the earth engages it in spheres once more, There was first
earth’s surface, a “geosphere,” a surface devoid of life,
dnified by mere continuity. Then this was slowly infiltrated
Oy a self-perpetuating network of living organisms, with an
rlaced dependence on one another, to form a more highly
inified surface than before, the “biosphere.” In a third stage,
With growing rapidity, man, bearer of intelligence, has made
QI8 way over the surface of the earth into all its parts, and
now in our own day—with the whole world alerted simulta-
eously every day to goings-on in Washington, Paris, Lon-
don, Rio de Janeiro, Rome, and (with reservations) Moscow
human consciousness has succeeded in enveloping the en-
tire globe in a third and still more perfect kind of sphere, the
Sphere of intelligence, the “noosphere,” as it has been styled
Dy Father Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, S.J. Begun in the noo-
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sphere before it was the complete envelope it is today, the
work of Redemption continues in this same noosphera
through it involving all lower creation, for the “spheres” jp.
terpenetrate and react on one another,

The concept of orchestration may prove to be not precisely
the concept we need for use in modern industrial society, but
enough has perhaps been said to show that horizons are large
when, by the use of some such terms, we regard our indys-
trial civilization, however crudely, in a cosmic and religious
context. To do justice to the horizons, we shall have to know
much more than we do about the conditions of the immedi-
ate world in which we live, we shall have to be better alerted
to our own consciousness.

Despite its hop-skip-and-jump approach—or rather be-
cause of it—the present book is an excellent introduction to
the mass of literature which can help to a general awareness
of American culture in its contemporary phase, and thus of
ourselves. The juxtaposition of advertisements and text makes
for shortcuts into the relevant portions of this literature.

But this manner of presentation here can lead to a false
impression of “popularization.” Despite the fact that much
here will attract intelligent high-schoolers, it is hardly correct
to say that this is a “popular” presentation for the reason that
it contests the whole mentality which we have learned to style
“popular.” The impression of popularization, which close
reading of the text will partly dispel, is due to the fact that
Professor McLuhan, by every instinct in his being as well as
by deliberate choice, is a teacher, an expositor, an opener-up-
per of things.

Besides, he has learned just about all there is to learn from
the advertisers at whose method he cocks so critical an eye.
His little blurbs introducing each section (“Latch onto our
big idea index for deep consolation,” “Let us make you over
into a bulldozer”) are a sort of meta-journalism, which prac-
tice in one dimension what they dissect in another—the
difference being that here the author is frankly aware of what
he is practicing and wants you to be aware,

We cannot escape our past or our present, and Professor
McLuhan lays no claim to complete freedom of the habits
and techniques he is inspecting. Faced with these techniques,
he observes (page 144), everyone finds that “the price of
total resistance, like that of total surrender, is still too high.
Consequently, in practice, everyone is intellectually and emo-
tionally a patchwork quilt of occupied and unoccupied terri-
tory. And there are no accepted standards of submission or
resistance to commercially sponsored appeals either in read-
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p or living habits. All the more, then, is it urgent to fogte_r
bits of inspection until workable standards of securely civi-
ed judgments emerge from these habits.”

The situation holds not a threat, but a challenge (page 11):
t would be a mistake to join the chorus of voices which
gils without intermission that ‘Discontinuity is chaos come
ain. It is irrationalism, It is the end.” Quantum and relativ-
 physics are not a fad. They have provided new facts about
e world, new intelligibility, new insights into the universal
bric. Practically speaking, they mean that henceforth this
anet is a single city. Far from making for uranoqa.hsn;,
discoveries make irrationalism into]erable_ for the intelli-
int person. They demand much greater exertions. . . .”
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THE GIRL MAY BE SWEET AND INNOCENT AND
HARMLESS, BUT COCA-COLA ISN'T. THE NEXT
TIME YOU GET A TOOTH KNOCKED OUT, PUT
IT IN A GLASS OF COCA-COLA AND WATCH
IT DISSOLVE IN A DAY OR SO.

—AMMUNITION (C.1.0.)

9

“. . . the propaganda value of this simultaneous audiovisual
impression (movies) is very high, for it standardizes thought by
supplying the spectator with a ready-made visual image before
he has time to conjure up an interpretation of his own.'—
Marshall McLuhan

Death House

The illustration: A picture of the front page of the New
York Times.

The ideal: The front page of any newspaper is a design—=a
modern design which represents how complicated the world
is. How necessary it is for the people of the world to reach
out for a deep sense of solidarity with each other.

But despite the significance of events, the newspapers have
laid a cheaper, more sensational meaning over the design.

Quoting a news item: Two men condemned to death allow
a motion picture to be made of them. Then they see the mo-
tion picture on television. They die, thrilled that they have
seen themselves on television. Other people, seeing the same
television show, are thrilled at being right in the death house
on the inside of an execution.
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Drug

" The illustration: The front page of a Hearst paper.

" The idea: Hearst papers and other papers, too, try to turn
ach front page into an excitement (exploiting sex, fear, de-
re) because the promise of cheap satisfaction is easy to sell
roused people.

' But people who are continually excited, drugged, don't go
hack, ever, to a sober view of the world.

Snotty People

" The illustration: An advertisement of Time magazine,
which shows a newspaperman of twenty-five years ago, with
the caption: a nose for news and a stomach for whisqu.

. The idea: The Time formula is to turn the news into an
inside dope report from one snob to another snob (Time
readers are superior people: The news in Time looks down
on the people in the news).

- The Life formula is pictures of girls in girdles, plus articles
on the wonders of science, plus religious art wrapped in the
suggestion that by looking at these pictures slowly week after
‘week, you will eventually become cultured—like Life itself.

Death and Sex

The illustration: An ad in which a handsome gal looking
‘at the rain takes deep consolation in the fact that someone
dear to her is protected against water in the ground by a
Clark metal grave vault.

The idea: Even death has been sexualized in the advertise-
ments.

Revolt by Television

The illustration: Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy.
The idea: Factory workers resent the overlordship of the
. factory in their lives. Consumers, whether consciously or not,
‘Tesent the way they are manipulated, and lied to, and ex-
ploited. People do get rebellious when they think of the ce-
- ment of corporation control hardening on them.
. So a program like Bergen and McCarthy allows everyone
with any rebelliousness at all to be rebellious briefly and
armlessly by identifying with Charlie McCarthy.
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For a while you laugh your head off at Charlie (the rank
and file) talking back to Bergen (the authority). But then the
announcer reads the commercial, tells you exactly what i
buy. Dutifully you go out, hypnotized, and buy it. The rebel-
liousness has been laughed out of you.

Winchell and Slime

The illustration: An item in Walter Winchell’s column.

The idea: Winchell (editor’s note: the smell of slime you
get when you hear Winchell broadcast is real. Despite all his
mouthings about democracy, he sat by silently while a Negro
singer was publicly humiliated just because she was a Negro
in a New York saloon, Then, instead of hiding, or exhibiting a
decent embarrassment, he used his column to abuse the
woman whose humiliation he condoned). Winchell's style on
the air, the machine gun sound, suggests a cheap killer with a
machine gun. That is the pleasure in listening to him. You
hear a vicious, cruel person abusing (assassinating) people
with vicious bullet-like gossip. . . . Listen, Mr. and Mrs.
North America, and all the ships at sea, let’s go to press, Imi-
tation gangster. . . .

Money Molds the Man

The illustration: An RCA advertisement of a family listen-
ing to radio to illustrate the notion that Americans have free-
dom to listen and to look.

The idea: The president of RCA said before a Congres-
sional committee, . . . ‘he who controls the pocketbook con-
trols the man.” Business control means complete control, and
there is no use arguing to the contrary.”

Suppose you had government radio instead of business
radio, would things be any better?

Are schools any better because they are run by the city or
the school board instead of by business?

The falsification of standards—money is everything. Money
acquits you of all crimes, The worst crime is to work for 2
living. Cooperation is either criminal or Communism, If you
have money in your pocket, you deserve what you can buy
with it. If you starve to death or die from lack of medical
care, it's your own criminal fault, and you're lucky not to be
sent to jail for disorderly conduct.

“Whatever fosters mere passivity and submission is the
enemy of (freedom).”
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Suppose Crime Did Pay

fhe illustration: The cover of a comic magazine, Crime

es Not Pay. ! : . :

> idea: Suppose crime did pay (as it obviously does in

cases, the men with the highest incomes in the t;ountry

asion and avoidance make their antisocial behavior pay
the tune of $6 billion a year), would that make crime

Aren’t there reasons for acting decently and morally, and
‘not committing evil acts that do not pay off in cash?

n the ads, over television, over the radio, in the schools,
3 answer is, No.

Know How to Be Sick in the Stomach

The illustration: An ad for an ironer captioned “how to
bn shirts without hating your husband.”

idea: Know-how in the ads is know how to keep your
pthes ten times whiter. Know how to end unpleasant breath.
now how to get married or to be happy or meet new men or
3 charming. There is not ong!g a k;nachli]ne (a gadtget) that b:lg
D anything. But with the right know-how, you, too, can be ¢
yachine t]fat will be charming, successful, a railway mail
play the piano.

Great Books

" The illustration: A photograph from Life of a group of young
n and women in a charade of the Great B?:o;s, the discus-
n program sponsored by the University of Chicago.

' 'I'hl; idg::: 'I;F:: amount gf education in a Great Book discus-
n or in a classroom, is fractional compared to the flood of
education that washes over every human being every day
his life in the U.S. Better than Great Books would be edu-
ion aimed at getting people to understand the cheapness of
ads, the dishonesty of the movies and television, the fraud
In the newspapers and the magazines.

Go With/Against the Crowd?

_ The illustration: The advertisement that features the slogan
for the one man in seven who shaves daily.

- The idea: Ads and opinion polls put together a trap that
ooks like a quandary. For one, they encourage people not to
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be eccentric, not to be different, to have opinions, cloth
havior like other people. But at the same Eme, ﬂ::ey ajszs'ui-)e.
you to be a man of distinction, not like your fellows, but beg:
ter than they, different from them. What should you do, ge;.
on the bandwagon or be a man of distinction? i

Orphan Anybody

The i_]Iustran'on: Little Orphan Annie.

The idea: Why is Orphan Annie so successful a comig
strip despite the unpopularity of the Republican politics she
preaches? Reduced to a kind of child-mindedness by the
whole weight of propaganda, people tend to identify them-
selves with Orphan Annie in the mood you have when you
feel your parents don’t love you and you are all alone in the
world. Little Orphan Annie is you going out in the world all

glnc:ne and succeeding. The Republican propaganda is grafted

Home at the Waldorf

The illustration: An International Sterling advertisement
headed “First Breakfast at Home"—a girl in a $250 negligee,
Hollywood glamour type, her husband in a $200 suit, kissing
across the breakfast table with five hundred bucks worth of
sﬂvemrare'to hold the coffee, the sugar, and the cream.

i The point: Home was never like this, except it is always
like that in the ads. “An ad like this is a machine for taking
spectators for a ride.” It loads you with desires that take you
way out of the way of where you should be going (where
sho?ld you be going—nobody can know but you—and you
can’t know either until you are drained of the poison that has
been put in you). It puts you in a spin from which you never
zomz:;get;) ?ef pcopée whg lare excluded from these ads, you

leve, don't belon " Cs
deserve what they have. e MR have

Oh, Innocent Knockout Drops

The illustration: A Coca-Cola ad wit inno-
S0 hesttiot h a cool, sweet, inno

The idea: The girl’s sweetness and innocence suggests the
sweet refreshing, cool harmlessness of Coca-Cola. The girl
ma,y be sweet ?.nd innocent and harmless, but Coca-Cola
isn’t. The next time you get a tooth knocked out, put it in 2
glass of Coca-Cola and watch it dissolve in a day or so,
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Sides

he illustration: An ad of the electric light companies
the umpire in a football game carrying the ball. The
“What goes on here.”

idea: The electric light companies give themselves
People (people who accept the rules in sports) admit
npire would be wrong to take sides, But in the game the
ic power companies play, what sides are there?

0 sides, the companies and the people.

\If the government, playing umpire, picks up the ball and
ms with it, who gains, who loses?

viously in this giveaway ad, the companies lose, but the
ple gain.

In this game the umpire should be playing on the side of

e people.
E Looking Critically

' McLuhan’s method is to look at an ad, a comic strip, a
spaper page, a newspaper story the way a critic might
pok at a painting, or a movie, or a play, or a book, Or the
fay you might look at a fellow you know in an attempt to
nderstand what kind of person he is.
. Try it yourself. Look at an ad. Any ad. Is it honest? What
d of appeal does it make? Does it have overtones or un-
ones that stimulate notions that the product can’t possibly
? Is it designed to lead you on to understanding, or to
k off understanding by some lie? Does it have an eco-
Bomic interest? Does it suggest some people are better than
others?

'. Try an ad analysis at the dinner table sometime,
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WHY HAVE THE EFFECTS OF MEDIA

, WHETHE
SPEECH, WRITING, PHOTOGRAPHY OR mnmﬂ
BEEN OVERLOOKED BY SOCIAL OBSERVER:

THROUGH THE PAST 3500 YEARS O
st F THE WEST.-

—MC LUHAN

At a Paris café in 1920 Ma
aris cafl <0, Marcel Duchamps, André Bre
E‘fmulltf.ﬁms é‘iuablu. and uthf:r leading Dadnisfa exhibited \Lﬂ:}\ns
i and protest, F“‘fu.b'.“ displayed a chalk drawing on 2
akntchmﬂe d;.l[il;ijt‘;:dd 'iﬁ'“mﬂ} and then abruptly erased his
h C e is willful act of destruction s;
Dadaist logic: The drawin 5id: & Bal o
D ’ r Wa alids i "I
m_{%ntl;: life of only two hgurs, 5. r:n R ke
e functional life of tha jaurnuI'Ex lorations: fes |
j:?:;::fed mgm C‘ﬂn]mmm’r.'c.rrfﬂn WS nnprc't;.siadr:{:k:;igf]iu?;:tuf""
m 1953-1957, Edited by Marshall
;:i %‘dx?;tg'gi;p:nm:; ﬂ;‘.ﬂ supported by the FordM!::cI:t:lLJnJEj;ﬂ
t as the direct medium for papers and =
inars presented at what eventually b it
Culture and Technology at the Uy' P o0 e o
niversity of Toronto. “The
grammars of such languages as print. th
and television" were its i oyt i i
R e i IIs main concerns, and jt argued, as its

* that the revolution in the
packaging and dist
:;u:l::dui::ill:?l?ll' m::di:iad not anly huma:lr::;::i‘-?n: ;
tiitias. It further argued that
largely ignorant of literacy’s role in :hnpln: ';:IT!I'H

* Carpenter edited and wrots Expl,
8 graphic study of Eskimo eyl orationy #9, but it was primarily
identity quite cﬂmm from ﬁ;g}ﬁ: 'm.:-fl?ﬂln r!ri"cifil:a_ it hos an
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an, and equally unaware of the role of electronic man
n shaping medern volues.**

iThe publication had a limited circulation + and was most

rthodox in design. Each issue was planned by Harley
ker as a work of art. The typography reflected a Dadaist
Futurist irrationalism clearly at war with Newtonian grav-
and Gutenberg uniformity—words were set in nonlinear,
jating arrangements, pages were unnumbered, ete. The con-
utors, however, were respected scholars. Danvid Riesman
jote on “The Oral and Written Traditions™ and the modi-
fing effects of media anolysis on his study of American
aracter, The Lonely Crowd: *1f oral communication keeps
Bople together, print is the isolating medium par excellence.”
giried Giedion, in “Space Conception in Prehistoric Art,"
flated prehistoric art to contemporary art in terms of ab-
Fnction, transparency, and symbolization. H. S. Chaytor dis-
ssed “the acoustic image” of the printed word.

Both the editorial and typographic styles of Explorations
d much to Wyadham Lewis' pre-World-War-One journal,
last, in which Lewis issuved muanifestoes on life and art and
Bt them in headline case, creating staccato rhythms of anger.
But where Lewis engaged his adversaries, the “enemies™ of
EVERYWHERE
LIFE 15 SAID

Instead of

ART

Mcluhan addressed media;
WHY DID MARX MISS THE COMMUNICATIONS BUS?

WE ARE RAPIDLY RE-CREATING ON AN ENORMOUS
GLOBAL SCALE THE PRE-INDUSTRIAL WORLD OF
THE BE-SPOKE TAILOR

ORAL MAN idelizes the literary
LITERARY MAHN dreams of oral conguests

THE NEW ORGANIZATION MAN I5 AN ORAL MAN
WITH A HEART OF TYPE

** Edmund Corpenter and Marshall McLuhan, eds, Explorations
in Communication (Boston: The Beacon Press, 1960), p. 1%

t The editors prinfed about 1,000 coples of each issue. Numbers 7
und 8 are colloctor’s items.
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In 1954, MclLuhan privately printed a pamphlet, Counter.
blast, which best expresses his ambivalent attitude toward
Lewis. Explorations may be seen, I believe, as a working out
of this ambivalence in McLuhan's mind, permitting him ulti-
mately to accept Lewis’ style while rejecting his “message” or
conlent.

Although the intention of Explorations was to study all
media and their cultural consequences, studies in bhook and
print culture were stressed, By 1958, McLuhan himself, s
well as other editors, had moved away from this emphasis
and the journal was no longer functional. Nonetheless, Me-
Lubhan followed through in The Gutenberg Galaxy many of
the ideas first expressed in successive issues of Explorations,
although his second book did not appear until 1962,

Since there has been very little critical writing about this
important period in McLuhan’s development—in the middle
and late 1950's—most of the material that I have chosen for
this section to illustrate the evolution of what by now must
be termed o “system” is by McLuhan himself.

L] L *

In “Verhi-Voco-Visual® (10), which appeared in Explora-
tions #8 in 1957, McLuhan deals with the concept of the au-
ditory imagination. The application of mass media to educa-
tion is discussed in “Classroom Without Walls" (11), another
Explorations piece. The Manifesto section of #8 was de-
signed and set by Harley Parker, to be viewed as well as
read, an aesthetic as well os g literary event,

William Blissett (12), o professor of English at the Univer-
sity of Toromto, writes a parody-critique of Explorations,
pointing out the journal‘s paradoxical attitude to its self-cho-
sen medium, the printed word,

“Joyce, Mallarmé, and the Press” (13) appeared in 1954 and
is included here to show the transition in emphasis in Mc-
Luhan's work that becomes apparent toward the middle of
the decade. No longer concerned exclusively with literary
phenomena, McLuhan now begins to superimpose upon his

assumptions a grammar of communications,

A telecast by Marshall MecLuhan, Harley Parker, and Robert
Shafer (14) in 1960 distinctly anticipates much of the mate-
rial that appeared two years Jater in The Gutenberg Galaxy,
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“Report on Project on Understanding New Media” (15},
from which I have chosen excerpts, was prepared by Me-
Luhiin in 1960 for the Mational Association of Educational
Broadcasters on a grant from the Office of Education, United
States Department of Health, Education, and Weifare. The
Report is an attempt to answer the various questions about
media McLuhan poses—at that time he considered media
only in terms of the traditional forms of cmnmumcaxio:}. In
Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, the definition
of medium was expanded to include clothing, weapons,
games, etc,



T

WHERE THE HAND OF MAN NEVER SET FOOT.
—MARSHALL MC LUHAN

10

S

The ape-old conflict between the Eastern integrity of the in-
terval and the Western integrity of the object is being re-
solved in oral culture.

Pound's Treative on Harmony states:

A sound of any pitch, or any combination of such
sounds, may be followed by a sound of any ether pitch,
ér any combination of such sounds, providing the lime
interval between them is properly gouged; and this is
true for any series of sounds, chords or arpeggios.

This is a physical fact in color and in design as well,

A mﬂgerimpmed metronomic time or space pattern is in-
tolerable today in verse, in town planning or in music,
114
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Bartok sought new musical order in rhythms and patterns
of folk speech.

The interval is the means of epiphany or revelation.
It is the release which Hopkins called Sprung Rhythm.
It is the instrument of anological intuition of Being.

It is the dynamic symmetry of tensions among proportions
which yields the Golden Section in space or time.

The Munsell Color Sphere does not take us into the inclusive
auditory world its form implies. The spectator is left outside
with one facet of color at a time.

True color experience derives from involvement of all the
senses at once—synesthesia,

Man lives in such a sphere of jazzed up rag-time sensuous
be-bop.

To bring order into this jangled sphere man must find its cen~
ter.

A valid color sphere would have the speciator in the center,

Sensation of pure color is only pessible through the acoustics
of the word.

In actual visual experience of color, perception changes con-
stantly because of factors of background and eye fatigue.

Therefore symmetrical balance and harmony are possible
only when man is at the center of the sphere.

In the model uphnrc colors of strong hue and chroma will be
at the center of the sphere, retreating colors further away.

Today our engineering and town planning permit the exten-
sion of such model spheres to every area of physical experi-
ence at ground level or from the air.

The color sphere or modulor is cued in with the auditory
space of our oral, electronic culture,
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HE GITY .... ...

cept as o cultural ghost for tourists. Any highway
eatery with its TV set, newspoper, ond magozine is
os cosmopoliton as New York or Paris,

The METROPOLIS todoy is o classroom; the eds are
its teachers. The classroom is on cbsolete detention
home, o feudal dungeon.

The metropolis is OBSOLETE

ASK THE ARMY

The handwriting is on the celluloid walls of Hallywood;
the Age of Writing hos possed. We must invent a
NEW METAPHOR, restructure our thoughts and feel-
ings. The new media are not bridges between man
and noture: they ore nature.

Gutenberg made all history SIMULTANEQUS: the
transportable book brought the world of the deed
ifito the space of the gentleman's library; the tele-
graph brought the entire world of the living to the
workman's breakfost table

MARSHALL MCLUHAN |

NOBODY yet knows the languoge inherent in the
new technological culture; we are oll deaf-blind mutes
in terms of the new situation. Our most impressive
words ond thoughts betray us by referring to the
previously existent, not to the present.

*&E%N W ACOy ¢ 7

J
%
2

We begin ogain to structure the primordial feelings
ond emotions from which 3000 years of literacy
divorced vs.

Counterklasr, 1934
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POETIC IMAGERY

OMLY a part of on cuthor's imagery comes from his reading.
It comes from the whole of hiy sensitive life since early child-
hood. Why, for oll of w, out of oll that we hove heord,
saen, felt, in o lifetims, do certain imoges recur, charged
with emotion, rather than others?...

AUDITORY

IMAGINATION

What | call the "ouditory imogination”™ & the feeling for
syllable ond rhythm, penetrofing for below the conscious
levels of thought and feeling, invigorating every word; sinking
o the most primitive and forgotten, retuming to the crigin and
bringing something back, sesking the beginning and the end.
It works through meanings, certainly or not without meanings
hﬁ-ﬂdhﬂrmﬂhuhddmd oblitarated and
the' frite, the current, and the new and surprising, the most
ancient ond the most civillzed mentolity,

T4 BT (From The Ues of Posliry omd ibe Lise of Critisies, 1923)

L T L R R AT LT TR LA

TODAY WE'RE BEGINNING TO REALIZE THAT
THE NEW MEDIA AREN'T JUST MECHANICAL GIM~
MICKS FOR CREATING WORLDS OF ILLUSION,
BUT NEW LANGUAGES WITH NEW AND UNIQUE
POWERS OF EXPRESSION.

'y 4

—MARSHALL MC LUHAN

It's natural today fo speak

of “audio and visual aids” 1o teaching,
for we still think of the book as norm,
of other media as incidental.

We also think of the new media
—press, radio, movies, TW—

as MASS MEDIA

& think of the book

as an individualistic form.

Individualistic because it
isclated the reader in silance &
helped create the Western “1."
Yat it was the first product of
mass production.

With it everybody could have

the same books,

It way impossible

in medieval times for

different students, different institutions,

te have copies of the same book,
Manuscripts, commentaries, were dictated.
Students memorized,

119
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Instruction was almeost enrirely oral,
done in groups.

Solitary study was reserved for

the advanced scholar.

The first printed books were

“visual aids” te oral instruction,

Before the printing press,

the young learned by

listening, watching, doing.

So, until recently, our own

riral children learned the

language & skills of their elders,
Learning took place

cutside the classroom.

Only those aiming at professional carcers
weni to school ar all,

Today in our cities,

most learning occurs outside the classroom.
The sheer guantity of information conveyed by
press-mags-film-TV-radio

for exceads

the guantity of information conveyed by
school instruction & texts,

This challenge hos destroyed

the monopoly of the book as a teaching aid
& cracked the very walls of the classroom,
so suddenly,

we're confused, baffled,

In thix violently upsetting social situation,
many teachers naturally view
the offerings of the new media
Fas entertainment,
rather than education,
But this view carrias
no conviction to the student.
Find a classic
which wasn't first regarded
as light entertainment.
Nearly all vernacular works
were 50 regarded until the 19th century.
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Many movies are obviously handled

with a depree of insight & maturicy

at least equal to the level permitted

in today's textbooks,

Olivier's Henry ¥V & Richard 111

assemble a wealth of

schedarly & artistic skill

which reveal Shakespeare at a very high level,
¥ef in a way easy

for the young to enjoy.

The movie iy to dramatic representation
what the book was 1o the manuscript.

It makes available

1o many & at many times & places

what otherwize would be restricted

1o a few at few times & places.

The movie, like the book,

iz a ditro device.

TV shows to 50,000,000 simultaneously.
Some feelthat the value

of experiencing a book

is diminished by being extended

fo many. minds,

This notion ix always implicit

in the phrases “mass media," “"mass entertainment’—
urelesy phrases obscuring the fact THAT
English itself

Is @ moess medivm,

Today we're beginning to realize

that the new media aren’t just
mechanical gimmicks

for creating worlds of illusion,

but new languaoges

with new & unique powers of expression,
Historically, the resources of English
have been shaped & expressed in
constantly new & changing ways.

The printing press changed,

not enly the quantity of writing,

but the character of language

& the relations between author & public.
Radio, film, TV pushed

written English towards
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the spontaneous shifts & freedom of

the spoken idiom.

They aided us in the recovery

of intense awareness of

facial language & bodily pesture.

If these “mass media”

should serve only

to weaken or corrupt

previously achieved levelr of

verbal & pictorial culture,

it won't be because

there’s anything inherently wrong with them.
It will be because we've failed

te master them as new longuages in time
to assimilate them to

our total cullural herilage.

These new developments,

under quiet analytic survey,

point to a basic sirategy of culture

for the classroom,

When the printed book first appeared,
it threatened

the oral procedures of teaching, and
created

the classroom as we now know ir,
Instead of making

his own text, his own dictionary, his own grammar,
the student started out with these tools.
He could study, not one,

but several languages.

Today these new media

threaten, instead of merely reinforce,
the procedures of this traditional elassroom,
It's customary o answer this threa
with denunciations of

the unfortunate characrer & effect

of movies & TV,

fust as the comichook

way feared & scorned & rejecied

from the classroom.

Iis good & bad features

in form & content,

when carefully set beside

other kinds of art & narrative,

could have become a major

asyel to the teacher.
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Where student interest is already
intensely focured
v the parural poing
at which to be
in the elucidation of
other problems & interests,
The educotional task
is not enly
to provide
bosic tools
of parceplion,
but to develop
judgment & discrimination
with ordinary social experience.
Few studenty ever acguire skill
in analysis of newspapers.
Fewer have any ability to discusy
a movie intelligently.
To be articulate & discriminating
about ordinary affairs & information
is the mark of an educated man,
It's misleading te suppose
there's any basic difference between
education & enrertainment.
This distinclion meraly relioves people
of the responsibility of
looking into the maiter.
I¥'s like seting up a distinction betwean
didactic & Iyric poerry
on the ground that one
teaches, the other pleases.
However, it's always been true
that whatever pleases
teaches more effectively.
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BLESS EXPLORATIONS (CAREFUL: THERE'S
CORDITE MIXED WITH THE POPCORN). BLESS
ITS EDITORS AND CONTRIBUTORS, EMINENT
PRODUCTS OF BOOK-CULTURE, DETERMINED TO
GET THEIR NOTIONS DOWN IN PRINT WHERE
WE CAN SQUARE UP TO THEM.

—WILLIAM BLISSETT

12

NEITHER FAITH IN MACHINERY NOR FEAR OF
MACHINERY
EXPLORATIONS follows Matthew Arnold here. Three
times a year it advances culture by allowing, by provoking,
a free play of mind over stock opinions and prejudices.
is one reason (not the only) that it is so irritating—
quite the most irritating thing in current print. The average
intelligent man fights shy of being made more intelligent in
any unfamiliar, unexpected way,

A B?GDK IS THE DEATH OF A TREE
Even in Canada, where trees are many and books are few,
that saying of St-John Perse stops me cold. However, I'll
let/EXPLORATIONS have it for their next raid on book

culture if they will ponder the question. What is a TV pro-
gram the death of?

COFFINED THOUGHTS AROUND ME
What has become of the six-times reiterated epigraph
m EK:LERAT’IDNS not being a reference journal
wi trut embalmed for posterity, now that the
issues are reported worth their weight in hen's teeth? pid
124
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O.K. NAMES ALL MARSHALLED
So the Makers of Modern Literature are more willing than
the professoriate to concede the mass media as “here to
stay,” “whether we like them or not"? Wait a minute: are
they all happy paddlers in the wave of the future?

Faun's flesh is not to os

Mor the saint’s vision.

We have the Press for wafer;
Franchise for circumcision.

Baudelasire felt himself contaminated by the touch of news-
print; he made no objection to the bock as an object,

Stéphane Mallarmé (like Stephen Dedalus) “read the book
of himself”: for him THE BOOK could stand as the sym-
bol of total truth, and in its couse he made a hit-and-run
tid on newspaper layout as the symbol of chaos, the

HAPH
AZARD

The advertisifig tout in Ulysser is L. Boom. (“Machines—
smash o man"™), The hero of the book is someone else.

Picasso, unlike Paris-Soir, does not advertise Paris-Sofr or
endorse its views in his collnges.

Trying to tell me that sleepwalkers with Finnegan cut their
earteeth on the Toronte Telegram or the §64,000 Ques-

fion, not products of the professorinte, like EXPLORA-
TIONS?

SCAT BRAIN ING
TER STORM

“So long as there is a question of amusing, tonching, or se-
ducing men's minds one might apree, at @ pinch, that
broadensting would be adequate. But science and philoso-
phy demand guite another rhythm of thought than reading
aloud could allow, or, rather, they impose an absence of
rhythm. Reflection stops or breaks its impulsion every sec-
ond, it introduces uneven tempos, retomns, nnd detours
which demond the physical presence of o text and the pos-
sibility of handling it at leisure,”

Paul Vuléry, Reflections on the Werld Today, tr. Francis Scarfe.
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THOUGHT CONSTITUTES THE GREATNESS OF MAN
Gimmicks are not thoughts,

_IIJ_II{S}};RAC‘I‘ED FROM DISTRACTION BY DISTRAC-
“Publicity, which is one of the greatest evils of our age,
insults our eyes, falsifies every epithet, destroys landscapes,
corrupts all standards and all criticism, exploits trees,
rocks, and monuments, and on pages which are spewed out
by machines, confuses the assassin with the victim, the
hero, today’s centenarian and the martyred child.”

Valéry,

WHAT'S THE RUSH?

“Writing that will be less interesting tomorrow than it is
today." Gide on journalism.

Non-poetry eats poetry, turning it into cliché and slogan,

Poetry, like the moon, does not advertise anything,
(March, 1958), | ¥

BOOKS ARE OBSOLETE? 50 IS HOMO SAFPIENS
“Soon we shall be obliged to build ourselves strictly iso-
lated cloisters where neither the radio waves nor the news-
apers can penetrate and in which our ignorance of all pol-
ics can be preserved and cultivated.

Their inhabitants will despise speed, numbers, the effects
produced by mass by surprise by contrast by repetition, by
novelty, and by credulity. People will go there from time
to time, in order to look through the bars at a few speci-
mens of free men

Valéry.

IT'S DRAUGHTY WITH ALL THE WALLS DOWN
If automation is to bring an age of idleness, it may curtail
lﬁmmcﬂia and encourage the rebuilding of walls, the
préliferation of minority audiences with a taste for limited
editions, horseback riding, heraldry,

0 SAY CAN YOU HEAR?
The Chinese ideogram has only a ghost of a vocal or audi-
tory dimension. You must SEE THE TEXT. Musical set-
ting is an added attraction. China was the last word in
book culture. Even its painting was written, It is now be-
coming a wall-newspaper culture.
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- HOW ORAL IS ORAL?

“A little lowly hermitage it was . . ."

“For God's sake, hold your tongue and let me love . . "
Spenser soft and dreamy, Donne a naked speaking voice?
Perhaps, but try reading aloud several stunzas of Spenser,
several poems of Donne, 1 heard it tried on the radio, with
all the understanding and finesse that cither poet could de-
sire. Spenser, for all his archaism, came across; Donne, for
all his colloguialism, did not. Spenser is consecutive as
_sound and song, Donne is interrupted as print and talk.
Donne appeals to a sophisticated literacy indifferent to the
qualities of “smooth song” that Spenser shares with popu-
lar poetry. “Strong lings” are lines of print: Donne’s text
must be seen.

SUMMIT TALK ON MAGIC MOUNTAIN
Settembrini, the liberal chatterbox rhetorician, has a horror
of “analphabetic darkness.” Naptha, the Jewish-Marxist-Je-
suit dialectician scorns “that bogey.” Settembrini loses the
argument. So does MNaptha.

CONTROLLED EXPERIMENT :
Give one group of students printed time-tables; instruct
others by public-address system (vocal emptiness ech
within marble doom) on how to get from BV to G
vin Tra'a. See who gets where,

BLAST “here to stay”: BLAST “whether you like it or not"—
the hectoring bullyragging buddybuttonholing style, Madi-
son Avenue's middlebrow amswer to the middlebrow
Marxists of the 30%. And, while we're about it, BLAST
BLAST.

BLESS EXPLORATIONS (Carcful: there's cordite mixed
with the popcorn). BLESS its editors and contributors, em-
inent products of book-culture, determined to get their no-
tions down in print where we can square up to them,

THE SOUND OF ONE HAND CLAPPING !
EXPLORATIONS a monologue of epigrams and gags with
standard articles (some of them distinguished) thrown in
as filler. Time for a dialogue?

Editor’s Note: See Part 6, p. 264-265 for McLuhon's comments,
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IT IS STRANGE THAT THE POPULAR PRESS AS
AN ART FORM HAS OFTEN ATTRACTED THE
ENTHUSIASTIC ATTENTION OF POETS AND AES-
THETES WHILE ROUSING THE GLOOMIEST AP-
PREHENSIONS IN THE ACADEMIC MIND.

—MARSHALL MC LUHAN

13

Declining to write for the Revue Ewropdenne in 1831, La-
martine said to its editor;

Do not percelve In thess words a superb disdain for

what is termed journalism. Far from it; | have toa
infimate a knowledge of my epoch to repeat this absurd
nonsense, this impertinent inanity

against the Periodical Press. | know loo well the work
Providence has committed to il. Before this century shall
run oul journalism will ba the whole press—the whola
human thought. Since that prodigious multiplication which
art has given to speech—multiplication to be multiplied

a thousandfeld yel—mankind will write their

books day by day, hour by hour, page by

page. Thought will be spread abroad in the world wHﬁ
the rapidity of light; instantly conceived, instantly written,
instantly understood at the extremities of the earth—it
will spread from pole to pole. Sudden, instant, burning
with the fervor of soul which made it burst forth, it will
ba the reign of the human soul in all its plenitude. It will
not have time to ripan—to accumulate in a book; the
book will arrive teo late. The only book possible from

today is o nowspaper.

It is strange that the popular press as an art form has often
attracted the enthusiastic attention of poets and aesthetes
128
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while rousing the gloomiest a?pr:hmnhna in the academic
mind. The same division of opinion can be traced in the six-
teenth century mmmngthuprmtedhmk. Two thousand

years of manuscript culture were abruptly dissolved by the
printing press. Failure to understand this arises from various
overriding assumptions about the universal benefits of prh:l'..
But today when technology has conferred ascendancy on pie-
torial and rudio communication it is easy to detect ﬂigem-
liar limitations and bias of the four-century span of

ture which is coming to a close.

In her recent study of George Herbert, Rosamund Tuove
stressed the extent to which metaphysical conceits were direct
translations into verbal terms of popular
the late Middle Apges, She was able to show that the charac-
teristic conceits of Herbert and others arose from the meeting
of the old manuscript culture (with its marginal pictures)
and the new printed medium. In the same way, many others
have argued that the peculinr richness of effect of Elizabe-
than and Jacobean language was the result of a meeting of
the orul tradition and the new printed culture, Mere literature
doesn't begin until the oral tradition was entirely subordi-
nated to the silent and private studies of the bookman. It was
the life-long claim of W. B. Yeats that in Ireland this con-
quest over the Spoken word was less complete than elsewhere
in Anglo-Saxony.

So, if the metaphysicals owe much to their adaptation of
medieval pictographs to the printed mediom, it could be sug-
gested that modern poetry with its elaborate mental land-
scapes owes much to the new pictorial technology which fas~
cinated Poe and Baudelasire and on which Rimbaud and
Mallarmé built much of their aesthetics. If the Jacobeans
were receding from a pictographic culture toward the printed
page, may we not meet them at the point where we are
receding from the printed word under the impetus of picto-
rial technology? Manuscript technology fostered a constella-
tion of mental attitudes and skills of which the modern world
has no memory, Plate foresaw some of them with alarm in
the Phaedrus:

8

The specific which you have discovered is an aid nol
te mamaory, but fo reminiscance, and you give your
disciples not truth but only the semblance of truth; they
will be haarers of many things and will have learned
nothing; thay will appear omniscient and will genarally
know nothing; they will be tiresoma company, having
the show of wisdem withoul the reality.



130 EXPLORATIONS IN THE NEW WORLD

Plato Is speaking
by literacy. He
tion. Since then we have been through enough revolutions to
know that every medium of communication is & unigue art
form which gives salience to one set of human possibilities at
the expense of another set. Each medium of expression pro-
foundly modifies human semi:hmlzc in mainly unconscious
and unpredictable ways, Alphabetic communication brings
about an inevitable psychic withdrawal, as E. J. Chaytor
showed in From Script to Print, with a train of personal and
social maladjustments. But it secures a host of advantages,
Psychic withdrawal is automatic because the process of liter-
acy is the process of setting up the interior monologue. It is
the problem of translation of the auditory into the visual and
back agnin, which is the process of writing and reading, that
brings the interior monologue into existence, as can be ob-
served in the study of pre-literate cultures today. This intro-
version with its consequent weakening of sense perception also
creates inattention to the speech of others and sets up mecha-
nisms which interfere with verbal recall. Exact verbal recall is
scarcely a problem for pre-literate cultures. )
Throughout Finnegans Wake Joyce plays some of his
major variations on this theme of “ABCEDmindedness” in
“those E:Lgnn ironed times of the first city . . . when a frond
was a friend.” His “verbivocovisual” presentation of an “all
nights newsery reel” is the first dramatization of the very
media of communication as both form and vehicle of the flux
of human cultures. Most of the problems of reading the
Wake dissolve when it is seen that he is using the media
themselves as art forms as in a “phantom city phaked of
philm pholk,” The lights go up in his “Feenichts Playhouse"
sun dips at the end of the Anna Livia section, and he
ready to mime the war of light and dark, of Michael, the
and the maggies in a zodiacal dance of the witches
nthage") “with nightly redistribution of parts and pldy-
the puppetry producer.”
Throughout the Wake this interior “tubloid™ or tale of a
linked both to the cabbalistic significance of the letters
alphabet and to the psychological effect of literacy in
& general “ABCEDmindedness” in human society.
the arrest of the flux of thought and speech which is
ten page permits that prolonged analysis of thought
processes from which arise the stroctures of science. Picto-
graphic Chinese culture, for example, would seem to stand
midway between the extremes of our sbstract writlen tradi-

for the oral tradition before it was modified
gaw writing as a mainly destructive revolu-

£ia:
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tion and the plenary oral tradition with its stress on speech as
ure and pesture as “phatic communion." And it is per-
aps this medial position betwesn the noncommunicating ex-
tremes of print and pictorial technology which attracts us
today to the Chinese l?inu ;

A principal feature of manuscript culture was its relative
unity. The rarity and inaccessibility of manuscript books fos-
tered a habit of encyclopedism. And where scholars were not
numerous there were additional reasons for each of them to
be acquainted with the entire range of authors. Moreover,
manuscripts were studied slowly and aloud. Silent readin
was impossible until the presses created the mnnuﬂu.mmaﬁ'
highways of print. The handwritten book was a broken road
which was traveled slowly and infrequently. It kept the
reader close to the dimensions of oral discourse. The publica-
tion of & poem consisted in reading or reciting it to a small
audience, The promulgation of ideas was by public disputa-
tion.

Print multiplied scholars, but it also diminished their social
and political importance. And it did the same for books. Un-
expectedly, print fostered nationalism and broke down inter-
national communication because publishers found that the
vernacular audience was larger and more profitable. As H. A.
Innis has showh in The Bias of Communication, the printed
word has been a major cause of international disturbance and
misunderstanding since the sixteenth century, But pictorial
communication is relatively international and hard to” manip-
ulate for purposes of national rivalry. H. A. Innis has been
the great pioneer in opening up the study of the economic
and social consequences of the various media of commumica-
tion; so that today any student of letters is necessarily in-
debted to him for insight into changing attitudes to time and
space which result from shifting media. In particular his stud-
ies of the newspaper as a major branch of the technology of
print are relevant to the study of modem literature. Begin-
ning as an economic historian, Innis was gradually led
to consider not just the external trade-routes of the world but
also the great trade-routes of the mind. He hecame aware
that the modern world, having solved the problem of com-
modities, had turned its technology to the packaging of infor-
mation and ideas,

If the manuscript tradition encouraged encyclopedism,
book colture naturally tended to specialism. There were
enough books to make reading a full-time occupation and to
ensure an entirely withdrawn and private existence for the
whole class of bookmen. Eventually there were enough books
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to splinter the reading public into dozens of noncommunica-
ting groups. This has meant a large degree of unawareness in
our culture of the meaning and drift of its most obvious de-
velopments. The bookman as such is not easily interested
even in the technology and art of the book form of commu-
nication. And as this form has been modified by the popular
and later developments, the exponents of book culture
mtcghlemd various emotions but little curiosity. It is not,
therefore, incongruous that real understanding of the changes
in modern communication should have come mainly from
the resourceful technicians among modern poets and painters,
Much of the novelty of the Portrait, Ulysses, and the
Wake is an illusion resulting from inattention to technical de-
velopments in the arts since Newton, That manipulation of a
continuops parnliel between modern Dublin and ancient
Ithaca, which Mr. Eliot has noted as the major resource of
Ulysses, was a trensfer to the time dimension of 2 “double-
plot,” a technique which hnd been the staple of all pictur-
esque art for two hundred years. De Gourmont observed that
one achievement of Flaubert had been the transfer of Cha-
teaubriand’s panoramic art from nature and history to the in-
dustrial metropolis. And Baudelaire had matched Flaubert in
this witty reversal of the role of picturesque landscape. But
English landscape art in painting, poetry, and the novel was
decades in advance of France and Europe, a fact which was
inseparable from English industrial experiment and scientific
speculation. In her fascinating book Newfon Demands the
Muge, Marjorie Nicolson records the impact of Newtonian
optics on the themes of the poets, But the techniques of ren-
dering experience were equally modified in the direction of
an inclusive image of society and consciousness. The new vi-
sion of space and light as outer phenomena which were pre-
cisely correlative to our inner fuculties gave a new meaning
and impetus to the juxtaposition of images and experiences.
The taste for the discontinuities of Gothic art was one with
ithe new interest in the juxtaposition of various social classes
in the novels of the road (Fielding, Smollett, Mackenzie) and
in the juxtaposition of historical epochs as well as primitive
and ted experience in Scott and Byron. More subtle
was the juxtaposition of various states of the same mind in
Tristram Shandy and the sleuth-like quest for the origins of
such states on the part of Sterne and later of Wordsworth.
But the parallel development of the arts of spatial manipu-
Intion of mental states which was occurring in the popular
press has been given no attention. Innis has shown how the
new global landscapes of the press were not only geared Lo
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. roads, for railway and telegraph annd cable. The physical
* landscape of the carth was changed very quickly by the land-

scapes of the newspaper, even though the political scene has
not yet caught up. The networks of news, trade, and trans-
port were one. And newspapermen like Dickens who had no
stake in established literary decorum were quick to adapt the
technology of print to art and entertainment. Well before the
French impressionists and symbolists had discovered the
bearings for art of modern technology, Dickens had switched
the picturesque perspectives of the eighteenth-century novel
to the representation of the new industrial slums. Neurotic
eccentricity in the subworld of the metropolis he proved to be
g much richer source for the rendering of mania and manic
states of mind than the crofters of Scoit or the yokels of
Wordsworth, And Dostoevski mined from Dickens freely, as
G. B. Shaw did later still. But just how valid were the

gionist technigues of the picturesque kind familiar to the
news reporter appears in the notable essay of Eisenstein in
Film Form where he shows the impact of Dickens on the art
of D, W, Griffiths,

of picturesque .art by 1780 appears from the invention of
cinema at that time. In 1781 De Loutherbourg, the theatrical
scene-painter, conirived in London a panorama which he
called the “Eidophusikon™ so as “to realize pictures in all
four dimensions.” His “Various Imitations of Matural Phe-
nomena, Represented by Moving Pictures™ were advertised in
these words and caused a sensation. Gainsborough, we

told by a contemporary, “was so delighted that for a time
thought of nothing else, talked of nothing else, and passed
evenings at the exhibition in long succession.” He even
ong of these machines for himself capable of showing

and moonrise as well as storms and ships at sea. Gainsbor-
ough through this cinema was experiencing the novelly of
cubism with “lo spettatore nel centro del quadro.”

Another familiar instance of the abrupt newspaper juxta-
position of events in “picturesque perspective” is The Ring
and the Book, an explicitly newspaperish crime report givea
as a series of “inside stories,” each one contained within an-
other like Chinese boxes, But it was Mallarmé who formu-
lated the lessons of the press us a guide for the new imper-
sonal poetry of suggestion and implication. He saw that the
scale of modern reportage and of the mechanical multiplica-
tion of messapes made personal rhetoric impossible. Now was
the time for the artist to intervene in o new way and to ma-

HHH



must pay is total self-abnegation.
The existentinlist metaphysic latent in Mallarmé's sesthet-
E w:.: stated in 1924 in In Praise of Newspapers by Karel
pek:

The newspaper world like thal of the wild boasts oxists
solely in the present; Press consclousness (If one can
speak of consclovsness) is circumscribed by simpla
prosant time extending from the morning on to the
evening edition, or the other way round. If you read a
paper a week old you feol as If you were turning the
poges of Dallmli's chronlcle: no longer is It o
newspaper bul @ memorlal. The ontological systom of
newspapars is octualized recllsm: what is just now
exists . . . [iteraiure Is the expression of old things in
elernally new forms, while nowspapars are elernolly
expressing new roalifies In a stobilizod and
unchongeabla form,

By extending the technique of reporting the coexistence of
events in China and Pern from global space to the dimen-
sions of time, Joyce achieved the actualized realism of a con-
tinuous present for events past, present, and future. In re-
verse, it is only to remove the date-ling from any
newspaper 1o obtain a similar if less satisfactory model of the
universe. That is what R. L. Stevenson meant when he said
be could make an epic of a newspaper if he knew what to
leave out. Joyce knew what to leave out,
For that school of thought for which the external world is
an opfque prison, att can never be regarded as a source of
but only as a moral discipline and a study of en-
durance. The artist is not a reader of radiant signatures on
imateria signara but the signer of a forged check on our hopes
and sympathies, This school has supported the idea of the
function of art as catharsis which, as G. R. Levy shows in
Theﬂfﬂ'znjﬂm.magrcpamﬁmfnrﬂmhmﬂrwk
mysteries. But if the world is not

=4 ", 1853) and indifference to all popular art.
g century with every {echoological device advancing the
by
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t of the earth earthy, then this moral view of art should
d to the cognitive view. However that may be, the cathar-
, ethical view of art has led to a doctrinaire hostility to the
¢ of discontinuity in art (the theme of Arnold’s to
in the

us character of communication the stand taken
the cathartic and ethical school has enveloped the entire
world of popular culture in a haze of esoteric nescience, dis-
however, as a profound moral concern with the wider
pe and the higher things. Joyce had a phrase for this anti-
mﬁihv;: attitude, “the cultic twalette.”
oral and aesthetic horror at the ignobility of the popular
scene gave way to an opposite attitude in the symbolists, and
Mallarmé is, before Joyce, the best spokesman of the pew a
prouch. In his Shop Windows (Eralages), while analyzing the
aesthetics of commercial layout, he considers the relations be-
tween poetry and the press.

A shop window full of new books prompts his reflection
that the function of the ordinary run of books is merely fo
express the average degree of human boredom and
mpﬂdmﬁawﬂﬂm form the borizon of the human
scene in all its ebounding banality. Instead of deploring this
fact as literary men tend to do, the artist should exploit it:
“The vague, the commonplace, the smudged and defaced, not
bum_ﬂhmmi of these, occupation rather! Apply them as to a
B Onty 1o est and of

¥ a conquest and occupation of these vast territories
of stupefaction can the artist fulfill his culturally heroic func-
tion of puorifying the dialect of the tribe, the Herculean labor
of rf!nau.{ng the .A_ugean stables of speech, of thought, and
fe:l:.ng, Turning directly to the press, Mallarmé designates it
a8 "a truffic, an epitomization of enormous and elementary
interests . ., employing print for the p tion of opin-
iung, the recital of divers facts, made plausible, in the Press,
which is devoted to publicity, by the omission, it would seem,
of lug art.” He delights in the dramatic significance of the
Mt t::“tjha French press, at least, the and critical

a section at the base of the first d

more delightful: s

Fiction properly so called, or the imoginafive iole,

frolics across the average daily paper, enjoying the most
prominant :roh even lo the lop of the page, disledging
the financial feature and pushing actuality into second
place. Here, loo, Is the suggestion and even the lessen
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of a cerlain beauty: that leday is not only the supplanter
of yesterday or the presager of lomerrow but issues from
tima, in general, with an integrity bathed and fresh. Tha
vulgar placard, bawled . . . af the street cornar thus
sustains this reflaction . . . on the political text. Such
experience leaves some people cold bacause thay
imagine that while there may be o litfle mora or less

of the sublime in these pleasures tasted by the people,
the situation as regards that which alone is precious and
immeaasurably lofty, and which is known by the nama
of Poetry, that this situation remains unchanged. Poetry
(they suppose) will always ba exclusive and the best of
its pinions will never opproach those poges of the
nawspaper where it is paredied, nor are they pleased by
the spread of wings in our hands of those vast
Iimprovised sheets of the daily paper.

Mallarmé is laughing at these finicky and unperceptive
people for whom the press appears as a threat to “real cul-
fure™; and continues:

To gauge by the exiracrdinary, actual superproduction,
thraugh which the Press intelligenty yields its average,
tha notion prevails, nenetheless, of something very
decisive which is elaborating ifself: a prelude to an era, a
compatition for the foundation of the popular modern
Poem, at the very least of innumerable Thousand and
One Nighis: by which the majority of readers will be
astonished af the sudden invention. You are assisting

ot a celsbration, all of you, right now, amidst the
confingencies of this lightning achievement!

The author of Ulysses was the only person to grasp the full
artistic implications of this radically democratic aesthetic
elaborated by the fabulous artificer, the modern Daedalus,

Mallarmé, But Joyce was certainly assisted by Flau-
bert's Sentimental Education and Bouvard and Pécuchet in
adapting Mallarmé's insights to his own artistic purposes. A
very?little reflection on the scrupulously banal character of
Flaubert's epics about industrial man illuminates much of the
procedure in Ulysses and the Wake.

Crise de Vers, Etalages, and Le Livre, Instrument Spirituel
all belong to the last few years of Mallarmé's life, represent-
ing his ultimate insights (1892-1896). And in each of these
essays he is probing the aesthetic consequences and possibili-
tles of the popular arts of industrial man., In Le Livre he
turns to scrutinize the press once more, opening with the

[
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Eﬂpﬂﬂﬂuﬂ,ﬂlﬁ-«ﬁdﬂi to him, that the whole world exists
in order to result in a book. This is a matter of sical
fact, that all existence cries out to be raised to the of
scientific or poetic intelligibility. In this sense “the book™ con-
fers on things and persons another mode of existence which
helps to perfect them. And it is plain that Mallarmé regarded
the press as this ultimate encyclopedic book in its most rudi-
mentary form. The almost er-buman range of awareness
of the press now awuils only full analogical sense of exact
orchestration to perfect its present juxtaposition of items and
themes. And this implies the complete self-cffacement of the
writer, for “this book does not admit of any signature.” The
job of the artist is not to sign but to read si Exist-
ence must speak for itself. It is already richly and radiantly
signed. The artist has merely to reveal, not to forge the signa-
tures of existence. But he can only put these in order by dis-
covering the orchestral analogies in things themselves. The
result will be “the hymn, harmony, snd joy, as a pure ensem-
ble ordered in the sharpest and most vivid circumstance of
their interrelations. Man charged with divine vision has no
other mode of expression save the paralielism of pages as a
means of expressing the links, the whims, the limpidity on
which he gazes.

All those pseudo-rationalisms, the forged links and fraudu-
lent intelligibility which official literature has imposed on ex-
istence must be abandoned. And this initial step the press has
already teken in its style of impersonal juxtaposition which
conveys such riches to the writer, This work of “populer en-
chantment” which is the daily paper is not lacking in moral
edification, for the hubbub of appetites and protests to be
found among the advertisements and announcements pro-
claims each day the “original servitude" of man and the con-
fusion of tongues of the tower of Babel. But the very format
of the press resembles “a retracted wing which is ready to
gpread itself,” awaiting only the “intervention of folding or of
rhythm" in order to rid us of all that passes for “literaturs,”

Mallarmé sees this impersonal art of juxtaposition as revo-
lutionary and democratic also in the sepse that it enables
mchmadﬂpnbe an artist: “Reading becomes a solitary, tac-
it concert given to itself by the mind which recaptures sig-
nificance from the least sonorities.” It is the rhyming and or-
g.hmngg of things themselves which releases the maximum
intelligibility and attunes the ears of men once more to the
wﬁuf the ipb:lrelul We are ﬂnhhed.brhﬂ says, with that cus-

an official literary decorum which poets sang in
chorus, obliterating with their personal forgeries the actual
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care to avoid a style that is not in things themselves as liter-
past sought to achieve and impose one.

ing the structure of Ulysses 08 &8 newspaper
it is well to call to mind a favorite book of Joyce's,
The Purple Island of Phineas Fletcher, the author's name
suggesting Finn the arrow-maker, Fletcher presents the anat-
omy and labyrinths of the human body in terms of an en-
chanted Spenserian landscape. Many have pointed out the
importance of the human form of the sleeping giant, the col-
lective consciousness, as the structure of the Wake. And
Joyce was careful to instruct his readers in the relation be-
tween the episodes of Ulysses and our bodily organs. (In
1844 the American press greeted the telegraph as “the first
definite pulsation of the real nervous system of the world."”)
In Ulysses in episode seven we find ourselves in a newspaper
office in “the heart of the Hibernian metropolis.” For Joyce
the press was indeed a “microchasm™ of the world of man, its
columns unchanging monuments to the age-old passions and
interests of all men, and its production and distribution a
drama involving the hands and organs of the entire “body
politic.” With its dateline June 16, 1904, Ulysses is, newspa-
perwise, an sbridgment of all space in a brief segment of
time, as the Wake is a condensation of all time in the brief
space of “Howth castle and eavirons,”

The dateline of Ulysses, the day of the end of the drought
in the land of “The Dead,” the day of the meeting of Joyce
and Nora Barnacle, was the day that Joyce was to preserve in
exile as Aeneas carried to New Troy the ashes and hut-urn of
his ancestors (Fustel de Coulanges' The Ancient City is &
useful introduction to this aspect of Joyce's filial piety). But
whereas the techniques of the Wake are “telekinetic” and are
explicitly specified as those of radio, television, newsreel, and
the stuttering verbal gestures of H. C. E,, it is the newspaper
as seen by Mallarmé that provides most of the symbolist
landscapes of Ulysses. As a daily cross-section of the activi-
ties and impulses of the race the press is an inclusive image
lﬂ%ing possibilities of varied orchestration. A passage in
Stephen Hero (phge 186) suggesis the direction in which
Joyce has modified the superficial cross-section of the popular
press:

Tha modemn spirit is vivisective. Vivisection itself is the
mosl modarn process one can conceive. . . . All modern
political and religious criticism dispenses with
prosumptive siates. . . . It examines the entire

-wg s
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eommunity In aclion and reconstructs the spectacle of
 redemption. If you waera an esthefic philosopher
you would take note of oll my vagaries bocause here
. you have the spactacla of the esthetic instinet In action,
The philosophic collage should spare a datective for me.

The key terms here, vivisection, community in action, re-

. construction, detection, are related to every phase of Joyce's

‘aesthetic. In Modern Painters Ruskin discusses the discontin-

upus picturesque technigues in medieval and modern art

under the term “grotesque,” noting it as the avenue by which

popular and democratic expression enters the serious levels of
art;

A Fine grotesque Is the expression, in @ moment, by m
sarles of symbols thrown together in bold and fearless
connoction of truths which it would have taken a long
fime to express in any verbal way, and of which the
connection is left for the beholder 1o work oul for himself,
thoe gaps, left or overleaped by the hasle of the
imagination, forming the grotesque characler. . . . Hance
It Is an Infinila good to monkind when there is a full
acceplance of the grolesgue . . . an enormous amount of
Intelloctual powsr is turnad to use, which In this present
century of ours, evaporales in streel gibing. . . . It is with
a view lo the reopening of this great field of human
intelligence, long entiraly closed, that | am siriving to
introduce Gothle architecture . . . and lo raviva the ari of
illumination . . . the distinctive difference balwaan
Mlumination end painting proper, being, that illumination
admils no shadows, but only grodations of pure colour.

Ruskin in deseribing the grotesque gives the very formula
for “vivisection” or the community in action, though' he
hadn't the faintest idea of how to adapt this ideal to contem-
porary art, It was not misleading on Joyce's part, therefore,
when he spoke of his work as a Gothic cathedral or of the
Wake as an activated page of the Book of Kells. In present-
ing “history as her is harped,” Joyce concludes: “And so the
triptych vision passes out of a hillside into a hillside, Fairshee
fading, Apain am I delicinted by the picaresqueness of your
irmages.” (Wake, page 486). It is the Mallarméan method of
orchestration of the qualities of ordinary speech and experi-
ence that recurs, again, and again in the Wake:

and Inform to the old sniggering publicking pross and lis

i nation of sheepcopars about the whole plighty trath
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between them, malady of milady mode melody of
malodi, she, the lalage of lyenesses, and him,
her knave errant . . . for ell within crystal ranga.

The last “crystal™ image gives the typical translation of the
auditory into the visual, music into color, the harp of Acolos
into the harp of Memnon, time into space, which is the kind
of metamorphosis which is going on everywhere in the Wake,

But the world of Ulysses, being primarily a modulation of
space, is relatively static and newspaperish in its landscapes,
It stands as inferno to the purgatorio of the Wake. However,
in the Acolus section of Ulysses, which is governed specifi-
cally by the organ “lungs" and the art of rhetoric, “every-
thing,” as Bloom says, “speaks for itself." The sheets of the
newspaper become the tree harp for the wind of rhetoric.
And the tree harp of the newspaper office is appropriately lo-
cated beside the rock pillar of the hero:

Before Nolson's Pillar, irams glowed, shunted, chonged
trellay, stared for Blackrock.

The trams with their rows of cast steel provide a parallel net-
work to the linotype machines and the rows of printed mat-
ter. But if the tree and pillar provide the true image of & hero
cult, the rhetoric that blows through the leaves of this tree is
that of an alien speech. Much is made of this contretemps
throughout the episode, and the climax brings this dramatic
conflict to an issue. J. J. O'Malloy recites John F. Taylor's
defense of the Gaelic revival, the theme of which is the Mo-
saic refusal to sccept the gods snd cult of the dominant
Egyptians, a refusal which made possible his descent from
Sinai “bearing in his arms the tables of the law graven in the
image of the outlaw.” This passage, the only one Joyce seems
to have recorded from Ulysses, has an obvious bearing op the
relation of his own art to English culture, .

In his Dialogue de PArbre Valéry espounds the Acolian
cosmology of trees, roots, trunks, branches, leaves:

K
Chacun dit -u{n nom. . . . O langage confus, longoge
qui 'agiles, je veux foudre toutes tas voix. Cent mille
fevilles mues font ce que le réveur murmure aux
puissances du songe.

And he proceeds to contemplate the tree as a labyrinth merg-
ing with river and sea yet remaining a giant. In the same way
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he Acolian tree music of the “reamalgemerges” with
ﬁumaicclnquﬂnuofsinmlhnmumtmn.mﬂ
Anna Livin is also ALP (and Aeolus was a volcano spirit,
that is, a cyclopean or mountain figure. He was the reputed

* father of Ulysses and hence of Bloom). The cyclopean aspect

of Acolus and the press provides an important motif, that of
grime detection and the private eye. The press man as a
“Shaun the cop” or cyclops type (“though he might have
been more humble there’s no police like Holmes") i;.dll:m-
sented in this episode as a parody or ape of the artist. Editor
Myles Crawford, soliciting the services of Stc;lrhcn. boasts of
the sleuthing feats of “we'll paralyze Europe’ Ignatius Gal-
laher. Gallaher's idea of scare journalism is paralysis as op-
posed to the artist's idea of awakening. Gallaher recon-
structed the pattern of the Phoenix Park murders to paralyze
Europe; the artist reconstructs the crime of history as a
means of awakening the dead. As “bullock-befriending bard,’
Stephen is the threader of that labyrinth described by Virgil
in the fourth Georgic, the fable of the ox and of the bees of
ic inspiration.

Nevertheless Joyce is not quﬁﬂfbﬂng the parallel hﬂtﬁ'ﬁ
journalism end art in respect to the retracing process.
very conditions of journalism fostered insight into artistic

, b&cause daily or periodic publication led to a
great deal of serial composition, This in turn compelled aun-
thors to write their stories backward. Edgar Poe, a journalist,
in “The Philosophy of Composition,” begins:

Charles Dickens, in @ nole now lying before me,
alluding to an examination | once made of the
mechanism of Barnoby Rudge, says—"By the way, ara
you aware thal Godwin wrole his Caleb Willioms
backwards?"

Poe then develops the familiar symbolist doctrine of poem
a8 an arl situation which is the formula for a particular
effect. The same method of composition in reverse ena
Poe to pioneer the detective story. There is nothing acciden-
tal, therefore, about the Aeolus episode being r.::._-ammnd with
instances of reversal and reconstruction. Applying the same
principle to language yields, in the Wake, a reconstruction of
all the layers of culture and existence embedded in the pres-
ent forms of words and speech gesture. 3

It was natural that eighteenth-century writers should have
been attracted to the retracing and reconstruction principle of



image of the city presented in Ulysses,
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| WONDER WHETHER THE REBELLION OF CHIL-
DREN TODAY IN CLASSROOMS AND AGAINST
THE BOOK HAS ANYTHING TO DO WITH THE
NEW ELECTRONIC AGE WE LIVE IN?

—MARSHALL MC LUHAN

i4

McLunan: Today the globe has shrunk in the wash with
speeded-up information movement from all directions. We
have come, asit were, to live in a global village, Our infor-
mation comes at high speed, electronic speed from all guar-
ters. We would seem 1o be living, almost under ear condi-
tions, of a small village world. ’'m Marshall McLuhan, With
me, Robert Shafer and Harley Parker are going to attempt a
voyage through the recent centuries—five centuries—of Gu-
tenberg culture: the Gutenberg Galaxy.

Before us are two utterly incongruous objects: a South Sea
mask representative of primitive culture and pre-literate man;
and a television set, representative of post-literate, electronic
man. Between these two extremes exists the Gutenberg Gal-
axy, five centuries of print resulting from a thousand years of
phonetic alphabet.

But there are very interesting similaritics between this
mask at one end and the television set at the other. The mask
is sculptural, and I believe that the TV image is also sculptur-
al—in the sense that it demands from us certain fill-ins (a tac-
tile quality) for all of our senses, just as the mask came from
a world in which all the senses were simultaneous.

Panrker: The ear-man lived in a world of all the senses, in-
formation from ull quarters and through all senses at

once, .
l 143
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SoAmma: ALl of his JsTeally. packaged into the felovision. set

McLunan: But the eye-man of the West would seem to have

E\:dhtﬁqrubsumdlmnmimofﬂghtmfhunufail

other senses, the way the ear-man lived. How did we

m thmhn frtgm this echoing auditory world? How
from that ear world to

so much take for granted? b i

ParEEr: It was an ear world certainly to the Eskimo., He
wouldn't live very many minuotes unless he were tuned in in
mghnwuwyhaﬂhiumsumthnthckmwhﬂwu
going around him all the time, simultaneously.

MecLunan: Isn't the Egyptian scribe one of the k
: h Ry Bpkes fa
creating the transition from the ear world to the eye world?

Pauxen: Absolutely, because he is dealing in hi
n ¥y he is dealing in hieroglyphics,

MecLunan: The medieval scribe simply carried on the world

of the visual, the phonetic structure, the Egyptinn and Greek

uﬂmm ‘;n'lthmﬂadﬂnnm g]f unundd into sight, isn't it, becavse the
C e clay et and the quill on th

of getting sound into sight? 3 iyl vl

PanxrEnr: That is the really crucial poin i
il . ally point, Man makes a squig-
McLunaN: This is a tremendous fechnology which enables
them to translate all the other ear cultures into their own vis-
ual culture . . . and to control it. The same thing is going on
at the present time in China; we're still translating Chipese
tactile-auditory culture into our phonetic alphabet. 4

Parken: 1 know a Japanese editor who told me the story of
! ction on a Japanese newspaper, in which they deal with
h;m sym and 20,000 Chinese ideograms. 1 asked
how they could possibly produce a newspaper under
such conditions, and he told me that they did it with a staff
ﬁhmﬁﬁmubigummmwﬂpapﬂstﬂﬂ.ﬂmm
instance will have maybe 500 to 1000 of these litile
wooden blocks in which the ideogram is engraved, and if
somebody wants “woman washing pot,” the appropriate man
comes up with the little ideogram for that thing.

%.’
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‘Sgaren: They are undergoing a transition from the older ear
‘world to the eye world by this means. . . .

sm: After Gutenberg, we have a thing that is very, very

t indeed from the Japanese or the Chinese 20,000

. We have replaceable units, uniform parts put to-

to make words—millions of words—in a vanety of

We put them together in a way that has parallels

o our sssembly-line systems, and it's really a long, long line
of words.

Suarer: It ended the handicraft world, set up the mechanical
world. . . .

McLunan: Absolutely. It created a totally new world of pro-
ducer-consumer relationships . . . gave us & kind of assem-
bly-line. . . . We move at that point into the world of num-
bers, which are also moveable. (The waorld and language of
pumbers is parallel to the world and language of letters. The
latter created the visual, Euclidean world of uniform space.
Number provided us with the means of translating the visual
Euclidean world back into the space of touch and sound, of
tactile measurgbility.) The mechanization of writing took
place by means of the segmenting of the old handicraft mo-
tions and actions into static types, which has its in
Number. The same sort of thing extended 10 That
is, letters revolutionized math.

How did Gutenberg bring about that strange Renaissance
fact of individualism and nationalism? You can see how print
would create an individual person, inner-directed, & kind of
person highly self-centered and very much self-analytical.

ParKER: One of the most fascinating sides of the Renaissance
was the way in which it took its print culture as a system of
aesthetics. Leonardo da Vinci, as a matter of fact, was the
type of man who could move from a work of art (o a siege
gun. He was capable of secing the aesthetics of all mechani-
cal production, and working with them.

McLunan: What shout self-expression? It is strange that
print technology should have fostered the habit of self-expres-
sion and self-analysis. That whole effort itself—portraiture
and self-analysis, and the whole drive toward self-expression
and self-investigation—this is characteristic of the Rennis-
sance, Well, portraiture of a unique individual is typically Re-
mmmmmﬁwmﬂummﬂ-pnmﬂ-
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Parken: Poriraits of any kind—individualized portraits—are
scarcely seen before the Rennissance. Here in Rembrandt
we have a picture which is Rembrandt looking into a mirror,
and painting himself in the mirror. You get the visunl echo
effect, as it were.

McLunan: Perhaps the same kind of echo effect that we
could see in the infinity sign? And perhaps the same sort of
thing that we associate with the old Aunt Jemima type adver-
tisemeni?

Panken: This was one in which Aunt Jemima held a pack-
ﬂ showing a picture of Aunt Jemima holding a package,
50 on.

McLuman: This is the perfect expression, isn't it, of uniform
repeatable type converging upon zero. Infinity? We are saying
here that the infinity sign as we know it was really impossible
before print, really didn't happen before Gutenberg, The
sonneteers were very, very much concerned with that same
form of repetition:

Liks as the waves make towards the pehbled shors,
So do our minutes hasten to their end;

Each chonging place with thal which goes before,
in sequent foii oll forwards do contend.

Shakespeare’s concern with time ns segmented is seemingly
an exact repeat of the pattern of the Gutenberg types.

Pareer: The exact antithesis to the earlier world of fill-in,
lack of line.,

McLunaan: Yes, you can see the tie-in between self-expres-
sion, self-analysis, point of view, perspective—an smazing
complex there of formal overlay, There is another use of the
samg form in Marpﬂh.'

Te-morrow and lo-morrow and fo-merrow
Creeps in this pelty pace from day to day ...

Shakespeare seems to have been obsessed with the aesthetics
of print in a way quite different from Leonardo, but we're
more familiar with this repeatable uniformity, receiving form

-,

i
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ato infinity, in space rather than in time. Like telephone

cem: Or like the trans-Siberian railroad we used to see in

- ﬁ;;;nphyhﬂoku,whichmﬁnlonthnidannfamm
m ity,

McLunan: This is the exact visual equivalent of “Tomorrow
‘and tomorrow and tomorrow.” The idea of the segmenting
~ and of space

" mechanization of handicraft, we seem to have moved almost
_into a kind of world the Egyptians thought of,

" Parken: I remember the story of Thoth, the Egyptian pod of
 writing, who was believed by the Egyptians to have been the

and time. With the Gutenberg achievement of

instigator of all the sciences, and all the other arts,

‘McLumAn: Aren't we saying merely that the Gutenberg
\effect was to pattern in new form all the arts and sciences—

mathematics, physics as well as painting, poetry—changing
the concepts of time, the concepts of space, for an entire age

~ gnd an entire culture.

 BaAFER: The fea of a repeatable experiment is important

here, An experiment which you can repeat over and over and
over is scientific, isn't it?

- Parxer: Like Aunt Jemima,

" McLunan: These infinity signs are present in our culture in a

variety of ways. One tremendous consequence, of course, of
Gutenberg printing, as compared with the was
the speed-up of the inform movement. With exactly uni-
form materials that could be distributed from the central
source, you could move by roads—and roads were soon built
to carry this uniform material—you could move anywhere,
you could or whole communities at a distance. What
we might call homogeneity of citizenship. By similar training
and uniform educational patterns you could create a kind of
manpower pool of almost uniform replaceable products,

SuaFER: If you can mass-produce print in the vernacular of a
particular country, you can give everyone the same thing o

- read in that country at the same time.

'_Ht:l.umn: You create the boundaries of that nation at the
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same time vou do this. As soon as people could see their own
language in print form, they began to develop a sense of na-
tional unity, and also of national markeis. This is a tremen-
dous leap, isn’t it, from the Egyptian scribe’s world of merely
translating eur into eye. Here you have eye taking over to-
tally the organization of all knowledge.

SHAFER: Publication is possible, here for the first time, per-
haps in a mass way. By repetition you could publish yourself
anywhere,

McLunaM: In the scribe's world, publication would be to
read his manuscript aloud to probably no more than thirty
people at a time,

Suaren: This was publication for Chaucer. It wouldn't have
given him a very grandiose view of himself, would it, if pub-
lication only consisted of reaching a few dozen people? The
print man must have felt an enormous extension and growth
of his ego by means of print. He must haove felt an access of
power, when his image could be multiplied so many times ex-
petly in uniform pattern for so many unseen people. This
must have created a vast dimension of Renaissance megalo-
manin. The whole idea at that point of his fame lasting for-
ever is, of course, so much a part of that., This was true of
the Rennissance man in many ways, in his exploration and
his colonization, his conquest of space.

McLusaN: Also the idea of the establishment of an empire
a5 a permanent structure. Mo accident that Columbus and
print coincide,

Suaren; Before Gutenberg, people had relatively little incen-
tive to become egotistically projected onto a whole ci'ffiliza-
tion. g

McLuman: What we've been saying here really is that print
in advent of the Gutenberg era had a rather tremendous
on human ‘sensibility and perception in some of the
ways that we have seen. I suppose that today with the speed-
up of information by electric means we're in an even greater
revolution than Gutenberg produced in the Rennissance?

Panker: Only today we're going in the opposite direction
perhaps, aren't wel
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raN: You think that perhaps we're driving hack to-
‘the ear world from which Egyptian scribes translated
“This is, I think, the message of our television set and our
ve mask, This is apparent in our contemporary ark

people would regard this as a pessimistic view of devel-
ent, wouldn't they, of just retrograde metamorphosis?

. SmaFER: Well, we don't mean here that print is going to van-

3

sh at all, do we?
Parxen: No, we certainly don't mean that,

o N: 1 mean that there occurs a different ratio of the

. senses. After all, man lives by extending his sensibilities into
the world and understanding it in that way. During the Gu-
tenberg period you had almost complete eye orientation. Now
‘we are moving back to what I would like to think perhaps a
~ better orientation.

~ Smarrer: Let's consider for a moment a little more closely the
effects of the Gutenberg thing on organizing a society. That
: ﬁ for example, if you have these uniform repeatable means
~of delivering messages, you also have a uniform

r -
of traifing citizens, You can then begin to develop a
ty, & sameness in the society, which gives you ac-
; to tremendous power. Teaching of reading becomes stan-
- dardized, what the reader reads is standardized.
. Methods, techniques of communication, do formulate our
modes of thinking, our ways of thinking. Everything we at-
:-ﬁweauncklnnwnain way which is a result of this tech-
: £Y.

McLunsnN: We associnte the uniform modular structure of
. the printed page with the classroom itsclf, with the seating
grid system.

~ BEAFER: A teacher and a class with seats bolted to the floor
i8 a very good example of this idea of uniform interchange-

‘able parts,
;' Parger: Children all studying the same subject at the same

- McLunax: Visunlly, the classroom is the exact counterpart
- of the book page, with the teacher like the page heading, and
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ﬁﬁmundmm...lhemvubhwpﬂbeingﬂmm—
ts.

Suarer: Well, they're not particularly movable; the students
are only slightly movable,

McLunaN: I wonder whether the rebellion of children toda
in classrooms and against the book has snything to do wi
the new electronic age we live in?

Suarer: I would think that the breakup of the grid system in
the classroom may be leading to the breakup of uniformity in
other aspects of our society as we move along to different
kinds of patterns. The whole progressive education move-
ment, we might say, was a kind of rebellion against lineality
and grid structure,

MoLunan: But that's been going on for a long time—the
Romantic poets were violently opposed to lineal structure
too, just as much as Roussean; but this same structure has
appeared in our novels, our movies—it's in almost every or-
ganized experience we are accustomed to deal with,

SuarEr: The interesting thing is that change never takes
place completely and arbitrarily. We have several modes
present simultaneously. We still have classrooms with desks
bolted to the floor, and we have classrooms where they are
not; and we have uniformity present in a variety of ways in
our society, and we have many places where uniformity is
breaking up.

McLunan: Apparently, edocation is now facing a tremen-
dous problem of transition between two worlds. In fact, they
both coexist. Making a trumsition from one wvast embracing
technology to another would seem to call for the utmobt at-
tention, offering the utmost challenge to human underftand-

ing. This entire village that we see before us suggests
that we are g educationally into a set of challenges and
oppbriunitics w are quite fantastic. Whether people are

prepared to meet these things or not, I don't know, but I
think that we are doing something about it right here,

LRI L LR LR R REEE LR ERLLEEERERRALL L

u. IT NATURAL THAT ONE MEDIUM SHOULD
APPROPRIATE AND EXPLOIT ANOTHER?

—MARSHALL MC LUHAN

%}' have the effects of media, whether speech, writing, pho-
* lography or radio, been overlocked by social observers
- fthrough the past 3500 years of the Western world? The
¥ - answer to that question, we shell see, is in the power of the
‘media themselves to impose their own assumptions upon our
- modes of perception. Our media have always constituted the
i eters and- the framework for the objectives of our
‘Western world. But the and parameters projected
the structures of the media on nnd through our sensibili-
have long constituted the overall patterns of private and
association in the West. The same structuring of the
of human essociation by various media is also true of

non-Western world, and of the lives of pre-literate and ar-

man &8s well. The difference is that in the West our

madmt:chnnlogms from script to print, and from Gutenberg

10 Marconi, have been highly Specialism creates

- ot stability and equilibrium, but change and trauma, as one

.:I_ﬂnnmt of experience usurps and overlays the others in

‘Bgpressive, brawling sequence and cycle.

All that ends now in the electronic age, whose media sub-

p lli‘tutﬂ all-at-onceness for -a-timeness. The move-
- ment of information at approximately the speed of light has

become by far the largest industry of the world, The con-

E mmp&onnﬂhhmfurmnﬂnnhubmmmrmpmﬂmﬁrﬂm

~ largest consumer function in the world. The globe has be-

mmmhmdammmﬂyufhnmm&mdutbem

time, with regard to the tightness of its interrelationships, the

be has become a tiny village. Patterns of homan associa-

lon based on slower media have become overnight not only

151
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irrelevant and obsolete, but a threat to continued existence
and to sanity. In these circumstances understanding media
must mean the understanding of the effects of media, The ob-
jectives of new media have tended, fatally, to be set in terms
of the parameters and frames of older medin, All media test-
ing has been done within the parameters of older media—
especially of speech and print.

Today in top-management study and planning, assumptions
and objectives are recognized to be distinct entities. Let me
quote from a Westinghouse “Long Range Planning” brief of
August 3, 1960:

Now i Is Imperative that whenaver thera Is a change so
that actual developments do not coincide with your
assumptions, you musl change your assumptions and
you must change any plans that wers based on the
assumption that has now lurned out to ba erroneous. . . .
It is absolutely imperative thal you mus! know what
your assumptions are, and that you must recognize that
things are not going to develop In the future in
accordance with your assumptions. . . . Now, the
primary difference batween an assumption and an
objective is that an assumption periains to things thal
are beyond your control, and an objective partains lo
things that are achieved threugh your own effort,

What the writer of this brief does not know is that assump-
tions can also come within the range of prediction and con-
trol just as soon as it is recognized that the new media of
communication in any age, as they penetrate and transform
the older media, are the source of new assumptions and con-
sequently the causes of change in our objectives.

The study of media constituents and content ¢can never re-
veal these dynamics of media effects. Media study has lngged
behind all other fields in this century, even behind econPmics,
88 the following quotation from W. W. Rostow's The Stages
of Economic Growth (Boston: Cambridge University Press,
1930, page 90) “("Iﬂ show:

Tha argument of this book has hean that ance man
cenceived of his physical environmant as subject lo
knowable, consistent laws, he began te manipulate it te
his sconomic advontage; and once it was demonsirated
that grewth was possible, the consequences of growth
ond moedernization, notably its military consequances,
unhinged one traditional society after another, pushed it
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Into the treacherous period of proconditions, from which

ged into self-sustoined growth through the take-off
hanism. . . .

Media study has not begun to approach the awareness of

“tuke-off mechanism” of socinl change involved in the

o]

-
3
¥

¥

- nomics. My sssumptions, then, were:
" (a) that nothing had yet been done to brin

ping and speeding of information for eye and for ear and
or touch and kinetics,
~ Our project set out to bring media study within the range
expanding awareness here indicated by Rostow in eco-

%]mdmtanding

io the effects of media in patterning human associa-
tion,

(b) that such understanding was quite possible; media as-
sumptions do not have to remain subliminal,

‘(e) that the absence of such understanding was eloguent
testimony to the power of media to anesthetize those
very modes of awareness in which they were most op-
erative,

My objectives wre:

~ (a) to explain the character of a dozen media, Mustratin
the dynamic symmetries of their operation on man
society,

(b) to do this in a syllabus usable in secondary schools.
{Secondary schools were chosen as offering students
who had not in their own lives become aware of any
vested interest in acquired knowledge. They have very
great expericnce of media, but no habits of ohservation
or critical awareness. Yet they are the best teachers of
media (o teachers, who are otherwise unreachable.)

WRITING

1. What would be the problems of introducing the phonetic
alphabet today into Japan and China?

Would the consequences of introducing the phonetic al-
phabet into China today be as drastic as when the Ro-
mans introduced the same alphabet to Gaul?

Will the ideogram survive in some new roles in the sameo
way that the printed book finds new work to do in the
electronic age?

What are some of the advantages of the ideogram over
our alphabet?
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Does a form of writing which involves complex situa-
%{ut;?ntnshmlaglm vor cultural continuity and sta-

By contrast, does & form of writing that favors attention
to one-thing-at-a-time foster instability and change?

In other words, is the man of the ear a conservative, and
the man of the eye a liberal?

Why should writing weaken the human memory? Pre-
literate man, amazed at the efforts of the white man to
write down his thoughts and sayings, asks: “Why do you
write; can you not remember?”

Why should a pre-literate people have no concept of
wv.:;lrdn?u referring to things, but only of words as being

things

Is the “conient” of writing the medium of speech? Is it
possible for any medium to have a conient except it be
another medium?

Is the medium the message?

Is it possible for a mathematical proposition or demon-
stration to have content?

PRINT

Let us try to discover any area of human action or
knowledge unaffected by the forms and pressures of
print during the past five centuries,

If the forms of print have shaped all the levels of action
and tion in the Western world up until the ad-
vent of nuclear technology, does this explain and justify
the type of stress which we allow to our printed forms in
the educational establishment?

If a nuclear technology is now succeeding the mechani-
cal m technology of the past five centuries, what
prob does such o transition present to the edugator?
To the political establishment? To the legal establish-
ment?

4. What would happen to the society that did not recognize
¥ or identify these problems at all?

5.

What happened to medieval education when it failed to
understand the nature of print?

6. Consider why anthropology with its pre-literate concerns

should have so much in common with post-literate and
nm:lurimmufmmmmimﬁm

7. How did the upiformity and repeatability of the print

production process affect human arrangements in time

and in space?

lﬁ
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Why should the speeding of information flow for the
reader create historical perspective and back-
? Why should the much slower information flow
uf the manuscript make such background impossible?
‘Why should the electronic speed of information flow
eliminate historical background in favor of “you are
there?"
Why is homogeneity of space and time arrangement nat-
ural under print conditions of learning?
Why was it revolutionary for Columbus to assume that
he could keep moving in a straight line, in one direc-
tion? Why are there no straight lines in medieval maps?
Why was it unthinkable for them that space should be
continuous and homogeneous?
Why should the Columbus pursuit of the straight line in
navigation have been necessary in order to discover the
round earth?
Are the fnt-earthers on strong ground in terms of our
Western devotion to Euclidean space?
In parment-making and hence in clothing styles, the
straight seam was impossible before the sewing machine,
Trace some of the implications of the straight line and
of mechan%m in one or more other ficlds of human or-
panization,
How much is our notion of “content” affected in the
case of printing by the blank page as filled with' move-
able type?

PRESS

Does the aspect of newspaper as inclosive image of
the community commit the newspaper to the job of ex-
posing private manipulation of the communal thing? Is
there an inevitable clash between the public nature and
function of a newspaper and the private points of view
of many of the interests in a community?

Consider the same news story as handled on radio and
television, and in the newspaper. Do you think any one
of these ways of handling the news especially adapted to
any particular kind of news? Does world news, for ex-
ample, seem most appropriate in headline form? Does
local news find its most appropriate form on the radio?
Which medium—press, radio, or television—is most
effective ingﬂ.m}nsthspamdpaﬂnnofthevhweﬂbm
the newspaper reader tend to be a mere spectator of
events? Is the radio listener more closely involved? Is the
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television viewer most challenged to participate in action?
Does the newspaper typically create the outlock of the
sidewalk superintendent in all community matters?
Is the job of the newspaper to dramatize the issues
within a community?
How did the news photograph alter the nature of the
newspaper and the news story?
How had the print affected the nature of news coverage
prior to the photograph? (See Ivins' Print and Visual
Communication.)
Has the influence of radio and television been to encour-
age newspapers to a more editorial attitude to the news?
If news can be given by radio and television, does the
newspaper see its unique advantage to consist in back-
ground to the news?
Why should the newspaper find so little sympathy with
historical perspective on any matter? (See Time maga-
zing as a newspaper trying to achieve historical perspec-
tive. )
What devices does a newspaper employ to provide a
sense of continuity from day to day for its readership?
Why should the newspaper, in processing opimion in
such ways as to produce homogeneous emotions and at-
titudes, be a major means of mobilizing the manpower
resources of a nation?

TELEPHONE

How would a speed-up of information movement
1o telephone dimension affect the pattern of authority
and of decisiop-moking?

Ask your friends gnd parents how the telephone shapes
their business and social lives,

What, for example, is the effect of the telephone igr med-
ical practice? In political life?

What has been the role of the telephone in the newspa-
per world?

Consider thé way in which the telephone is used in
Broadway plays, or in Hollywood movies, as indication
of its real force and character.

What qualities of drama and action come to mind in re-
Inting telephone to stage and movie and novel?

Is it notural that one medium should appropriate end ex-
ploit another?

Is the use one medium makes of another the clearest tes-
timony to its nature?
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is the telephone so irresistibly intrusive?
'Why du Europeans and ﬁpennlljr English people partie-

. telephone calls?
17 is it difficult to exercise delegated authority in a
. lied with telephones?
13, h the telephone extremely demanding of individual at-
~ tention?
"~ 14. Is it abrupt, intrusive, and indifferent to human con-
I cerns?
15. How does the telephone affect the typewriter? Does it
enormously speed up and increase the role of the type-
wrller'.n‘ Check this guestion with the book Parkinson's
Law by C, Northcote Parkinson.

MOVIES

1. In view of the various cultural backgrounds of En-
gland, France, Ameriea, Russia, India, and Japan, what
qualities would you expect to appear most in the movies
made in countries?

‘ 2. In his Film As Art, Rudolph Arnheim for example says

that the American mwmakm excels in the single shot;
the Russian in montage. Why should this be?

3. Why should the European and the Russian and the Japa-
nese have regarded the film as an art form from the
first? Why should the English-speaking world have such
difficulty in seeing popular forms of entertainment as art
forms whether the movie, the comic strip, or the com-
mon advertisement?

4. How did movies sell the American way of life to the
backward countries of the globe? Consider the role of
uniformity and repeatability as indispensable to cumi:d-
tion and rivalry. How could competition thrive where
unique expression and achievernent are stressed?

5. Was the picture story borrowed from the cartoon world?

6. Is there any hook-up between magazine picture stories

L and silent movies? If so, is it in the isclation of one emo-

3 tion at a time?

- 7. Magazines like the Sarurday Eveéning Post have discov-
ered that idea articles, written like movie scenarios shot
by shot, sell beiter than short stories. Check the tech-

ﬁ nique of such articles.
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RADIO

1, What was the effect of the radio on movies? On
newspapers? On magazines? On language? On the con-
cept of time?

. How do P.A. systems relate to radio?

.. Does the P.A. system affect the visual as well?

What changes cccurred in radio listening and program-

ming after television?

Why is radio so intensely visual in effect?

What was the relation of radio to the rise of Fasclsm,

y and psychologically?

ghy should radio exert such force among the pre-liter-

ate and the semi-literate?

. What was the overall effect of radio among highly liter-

ate peopla?

. Why does the twelve-year-old tend to tum from the tele-
vision set to radio?

TELEVISION

1, Engineers claim that a (thousand-line television
image would provide almost ss high dcﬂnjt:on as the

I

sion, what would be the effect of its multi-point mosaic
structure over and above the retinal impression?
2. Why should the broken line of the television mosaic em-
phasize the sculptural contours of ohjects?
3. Wh}r has sculpture traditionally been spoken of as the
voice of silence? Does this mean that the sculptural ob-
mtluu on the frontier between sight and sound?

4, there any possible line of investigation su by
the fact th sound waves become visible on the fuselape
of jet planes just before they break the sound barrier?

Does ﬂu‘s sugeest that the various human senses are
into the other at various intensities?

on the frontier between sight nnd
that beyond that frontier it writing
architecture and enclosed or pictorial space? In a
thanuclmngadvﬂ:uthnwpﬂmlﬂmdi—
Eﬂnﬂiﬂn& from which wengﬁdbymmnu

o
g?

]
iFd
g
411
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RECOMMENDATIONS

- Communication, creativity, and growth ocour together or
hey do mot occur at all. New technology creating new basic
ssumptions at all levels for all enterprises is wholly destruc-
| Enmmﬁhxﬁﬁummtamhm“dththemwm

- nological
. Dr. James E. Russell, of the National Education Associa-
tion's Educational Policies Committee, commenting on my
- paper “The New Media and the New Education,” felt that 1
~ had not included consideration of the computer’s effect:

What | hed in mind is the new dimension forced on
1 educatlon by the existence of computers and leaching
" machines. This runs at @ much deeper level than the
~ disfinction betwean print and nonprint communications.
W has to do With @ new concept of the nature of thought,
« « « All rational propesitions can ba reduced to binomial

. As Tobias Dantrig revealed in his book on Number, primi-
. ftive, pre-digital counting was binomial. Post-digital computa-
‘.: tion returns to the pre-digital just as post-literate education re-
turns to to the dialogue. However, what the computer means in
- education is ﬂ:m!u.infnrmnmn movement speeds up, infor-
i levels rise in all areas of mind and society, and the
that any subject of knowledge becomes substitutable
umm'mb]mmthtuiay.mymdaﬂcﬂuiwhm
to subject matter. All that remains to
ia themselves, as forms, as modes ever creat-
i and hence new objectives,
: Il&lb&m:chﬂmhualrmdym:mdhsdmmmﬂin-
dustry, Almost any patural resource has, with the rise in in-
nation levels, become substitutable for any other, In the
ofhmhdgthhfmthummnmﬂmﬁomh
rch, in which any kind of problem can be tackled by non-
cialists. The technique is to work backward from effect or
ult to cause, not from cause to effect. This situation resuli-
ing from instantaneous information movement was referred
0 by A. N. Whitehead in Science and the Modern Werld,
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|
! when he pointed out that the great discovery of the later nine-
- teenth century was not the invention of this or that, but the
Il discovery of the technique of discovery. We can discover
il anything we decide to discover,
. In education this means the end of the one-way passing
along of knowledge to students. For they already [fvc in a
“field” of knowledge created by new media which, though dif-
ferent in kind, is yet far richer and more complex than any
ever taught via traditional curricula, The situation is compara-
Il ble 1o the difference between the complexity of a language
| wersus the crudities of traditional grammars used to bring lan-
goages under the tule of written forms. Until we have mas-
| tered the multiple grammars of the new nonwritten media, we
| shall have no curriculum relevant to the new languages of
' knowledge and communication which have come into existence
via the new media. These new languages are known to most
mabuiﬂmirpmmammumknm at all. We have
* these new languages in the light of the old. The result
‘ has been distortion of their character and blindness to their
meaning and effects.
Non-Euclidean space, and the dissclution of our entire
Western fabric of perception, results from electric modes of
information. This revolution involves us willy-nilly in
the study of modes and media as forms that shape and re-
shape our perceptions. That is what I have meant all along by
llym the "medium is the message,” for the medium deter-
[ mines the modes of perception and the matrix of assumptions
| within which objectives are set,
| All of my recommendations, therefore, can be reduced to
| this one: Study the modes of the media, in order to hoick all
[ . assumptions out of the subliminal, nonverbal realm for scru-
| tiny and for prediction and control of human purposes.
| Such a program can most readily be instituted today at the
| level of secondary education.

F
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THE GALAXY
 RECONSIDERED
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SCHIZOPHRENIA MAY BE A NECESSARY CON-
SEQUENCE OF LITERACY.

—MC LUHAN

The Gutenberg Galaxy, which appeared in 1962, is essen-
tially a saommary of McLuhan’s earlier conceptualizations
about media and has a perhaps overly indulgent concern with
the cultural effects of the printed word. It found a more eso-
teric andience than Understanding Media, In fact, academic
critics even now seem to prefer it to the more recent book,

Although the Galaxy has a rather conservative format,
McLuhan gave it an organization similar to that of his late
journal, Explorations: The arrangement of statements or
manifestos are more or less arbitrary, and each element of
opinion formed part of a mosaic or field ap h. In his
preface, McLuhan writes: “The reader may the end of
the book, ‘The Galaxy Reconfigured,” the best prologue.”

There is a curious note of finality in many reviewers' com-
ments, They assume that McLuhan, having disposed of the
BOOK, will let other, more competent hands deal with clec-
tronic media. John Simon, writing in the New Republic, ac-
cused McLuhan of “playing the history-of-ideas pame and
playing it none too well.” McLuhan, however, had congluded
the Galaxy with a question he intended to pursue: “Whytt will
be the new configurations of mechanisms and of literacy as
these older forms of perception and judgment are interpene-
tn‘lrd by the new electric age?™

¢

dohn Freund (16) teaches English at the University of Western
g His review provides a crisp introduction to the

Patrick D, Hazard (17) of Beaver College s concerned with
the problems of communication theory as they relate to the
162
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hing of English. His somewhat argumentative review
‘a distinction between the McLuhan of the Bride and
cLuban of the Galaxy.

(18) is a specialist in anthropological linguistics
_ ﬂwmw;;r:ﬁmylmhmahmiﬁqmmﬂmhh
ticul ; fiscinline. McLul et 6
inPnr:rﬁ,alsum{uﬁngthmm;ddiﬁ‘nmm
‘E. 8, Carpenter.

Kermoda (19), professor of English st Bristol Univer-
and formerly co-editor of Encounter, did much with his
¥ to establish McLuhan as an important contemporary
er. Some of Kermode's ideas are reflected in Dwight
donald’s essay in Part 5.

Alvarex (20), a prominent English critic, writes frequently
ir the New Statesman. Alvarez and Christopher Ricks (Part
5) express similar views of McLuhan's Catholic bias,

Dan M. Davin (21) is Secretary to the Society of Fellows of
- ,:Pmﬁ. Oxford.

mond Willlams (22), a literary historinn and fellow of

chill College, Cambridge, is troubled, like Kermode, by

. ahan's method of analysis and presentation, but nonethe-
8 considers the Galaxy “a wholly indispensable work."

B
'.
o

i
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THE GUTENBERG GALAXY . .. STRIKES U5 AS
A HYBRID SPECIES, DISQUIETING RATHER THAN
BEAUTIFUL.

—JOHN FREUND

16

The error of our eye directs our mind:
What error leads, must err; O, then mugludc,
Minds sway'd by eyes are full of turpitude.

Troilus and Cressida

Cressida’s lament, as she forsakes Troilus for Diomed, states
the central theme of The Gutenberg Galaxy: the mu:td_uf
Western man has been swayed by his eye since the invention
of printing. It is ironic that Cressida alone among the charac-
ters of Shake 's drama should recognize the fatal visual
bias that is afflicting not only herself but the entire Greek ex-
ition. It would be a more than tragic irony if Marshall
cLuhan's identical dingnosis of Western man's difficulties
over the past five hundred years should fall only upon the
deafened ears of Ulysses” and Thersites’ modern counterparts;
for The Gutenberg Galaxy is as important a book as it §s dar-
ing, representing the beginning of a breakthrough into com-
plete consciousness for modern man. d
he Gutenberg Galaxy is a unique book in two ways. It
e explicit fcertain insights hitherto confined to poetic
expression, and it subjects scholarly style to the discipline of
“formal” arrangement—a discipline similarly q-uﬂi‘l_ncd hith-

wﬂM"ﬁt&rm"_mnm
the book is quite the contrary. It strikes us
as a hybrid species, disquieting rather than beautiful, and as
we do with almost every pioneer effort, we tend to note its
departures from the ways of the past without discerning the
164
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w path it is pursning. But of all who may read The Guten-
grg Galaxy (and its insights are pertinent to many fields),
hose with a background in English studies will enjoy a spe-
sial advantage, To be sure, the novelty of Professor Me-
's ideas and his “mosaic” approach to his data will
t difficulties. Nevertheless, English scholars are familiar
the mosaic approach already in the “organic™ shape of
y modern poems; and as for the ideas, we have encoun-
them before—in Shakespeare, Blake, Yeats, or James
g, to name but a few,
deed, Finnegany Wake, from which Professor McLuhan
frequently quotes, contains the implicit statement of almost
‘all that The Gutenberg Galaxy makes explicit. For example,
P r McLuhan dwells upon the effects of one or another
‘of our five senses splitting away from the total sensorium and
‘becoming dominant—the auditory in primitive and the visual
~in modern man. Joyce throughout the Wake contrasts the
fu of the eve and the ear, both in such characters as
- Shem and Shaun and in his mode of expression which every-
where presents certain meanings to the eye and others to the
ear. But perhaps the most important parallel between the two
0 is the concern each author has with the effects of
n's technologies upon his attitudes, values, and precep-
g, each conceiving of history as a continupal interaction
ween man’s uttered, or “outered,” creations and his inner

“ABCEDminded man,” as we have noted, explicitly, and
iough he does not present his data and quotations in the

fistomary (since Gutenberg) manner, the reader will have
- B0 great difficulty understanding the thesis. As it is impossi-
va ‘however, to summarize Professor McLuhan's ideas with-
| out severe distortion, I will only attempt to describe this cen-
fral thesis in broad outline and a few of its more important
- Tamifications.
1 have already noted that the main theme of the book is
that Western man’s eye has swayed his mind since the inven-
i of printing. More exactly, the wide use of the print me-
m in the centuries after Gutenberg tremendounsly rein-
the visual bins that the adoption of the phonetic alpha-
had given to man's perceptions, As a result, Western soci-
drastically reorganized its values and modes of social be-
r around the new visual patterns fostered both directly
‘indirectly by the new medium. Let it be immediately
‘that it is not in the content of the books coming off the
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early presses that Professor McLuhan finds the force for such
profound social change. This remained essentially medieva!
for two centuries after the invention of printing. Rather it is
in the medium itself that we are to detect the operative
cause: linear organization of uniform, repeatable type began
to move information at unheard-of speeds and placed such
unheard-of demands upon the visual sense that the eye as-
sumed a dominance in the sensorium that it is only recently
beginning to lose. Professor McLuhan's concern throughout
his book is to display the manner in which this revolution in
man’s sensorium occurred and the consequences it has had
for every facet of our culture, Our concern at the moment
shall be to discover how Professor McLuhan can atiribute
such immense power to an aspect of communication that
most of us consider relatively inert: the medium.

To begin with, Professor McLuhan would assert that man's
technologies, which include the customary media of commu-
nication, are actually extensions of his senses: As man utters
his thoughts, regardless of what medium he uses, he “outers”
them. In “outering” through one medium, however, whether
it be speech, sculpture, print, or architecture, he gives domi-
nance to the sense organ corresponding to that medium in the
following way. The medium itself is a closed system; that is,
it is a self-contained system which follows its own rules, It is
with or translating itself into an-

vention of man's mind. We discover relationships. Could the
two systems interact directly, they would not be closed systems.

Man is by nature quite well fitted for the task of relating
his various technologies to each other, for his sensory system
functions normally in a state of synesthesia. Thus, faced with
his own technologies, man interiorizes them and reintgoduces
them into the open system of his full sensorium for the pur-
pose of translating and understanding them.

So far so good. Man can be viewed in this fashion as a
crgature pzrﬂ]]y involved in “outering™ his senses in the
form of various technologies or media and “innering” these
new creations in order to maintain balance and harmony be-
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ds to monopolize the functions of the other senses and
me the central translating device for all sensory phe-
q Thus it was with primitive man. As he witnessed his
wn specch translating all of his experience into an auditory
ework—as he literally heard himself speaking—his other
8 began to adapt themselves to the auditory mode and to
pize their operations according to the patterns of audi-
awarencss, Furthermore, as man's sense ratio slowly al-
in this manner, man became less and less able to dis-
. the effect of the medium wpon him, literally hypnotized
By the dilation of one of his senses.

= Professor McLuhan begins his investigation at this point:
primitive man imprisoned in the auditory field of his senso-

.1

rium through the effects upon him of his most important dis-
- covery, speech. Homo loguens, by the relentless pressure to
~ translate the auditory phenomena of speech into the patterns
~ of his other senses, and, even more important, through his
endeavors to translate his other sense impressions into speech
rns, had slowly rendered his total sensory field into a
d system, governed almost exclusively by the ear. What
- freed man from this servitude? Or rather, what led him to
N on his auditory prison for a visual one? This iz what
T Gurznbergﬁgmxy sets out to show.

Of the many ‘influential factors in the rise of visual aware-
ness that Professor McLuhan notes, certainly the initial one is
most important: the adoption of the phonetic alphabet. The
P alphabet is essentinlly different from any other writ-
. ten code in that its use demands that the very sounds of
- 8peech be made visible symbolically. The effects of such a
. transformation are shattering to the world of the ear, for
#acoustical patterns are basically different from optical pat-
~lerns, What the ear patterns temporally in depth, the eye
pattern spatially on a surface. Phonetic literacy, thus,
o a dualistic splitting of the sensory world upon what-
- &ver culture may adopt it, as it did vpon the ancient Greeks.
__ But phonetic literacy alone cannot completely dislodge the
ear from its position of power. Indeed, Professor McLuhan
devotes a good third of his book to describing a multitude of
- other factors, each in a subtle way furthering the rise of vis-
- Bbal organization from the time of the ancient Greeks to the

dnvention of the printing press in the fifteenth century. Two

( t indirect influences perhaps should be noted here,
they indicate the complexity of formal causality, a com-
which Professor McLuhan takes great pains to present
out distortion by means of his “mosaic™ method of orga-
ation, The first is the powerful impetus that Rome gave 1o
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the notions of repeatability and uniformity in the organiza-
tion of the Roman Empire—notably by means of its magnifi-
cent system of roads. The second is the pressure apparent in
the later Middle Ages to process greater and greater volumes
of information. Thus even before Gutenberg, %:ua scribal cul-
ture tending in other ways to stimulate auditory modes of
awareness, tendencies toward visual patterning become in-
crensingly apparent.

It was not, however, until the impact of print that the gal-
axy of print-related values, assumptions, and perceptual
binses took definite form. But at this point the forces for clo-
sure became immense, and the swift acceleration of the pro-
mum: all before it, The eye replaced the ear as the cen-
fral of perception; the auditory reign at last was ended,
and the error of men'’s eyes now directed their minds.

What made up the Gutenberg galaxy? Perhaps it will not
be too confusing if I simply enumerate a few of the more im-
portant effects of print in no particular order. I see no other
way of suggesting the scope of the study, and I cannot show
here, as Professor McLuhan does in his book, the complex
ways in which they are related: the rise of perspective in
painting; the development of nationalism in government; the
drive toward unity of tone in prose style; the principle of the
essembly line in manufacturing: the divorce of science and
art in learning; the notion of “content” as it is found both in
consumer goods and in communication—all of these, Profes-
sor McLuhan shows, derive from the new emphasis given to
phonetic literacy by the homogenizing power of the line of

Stated in this bald fashion, the daring theme of The Guten-
berg Galaxy may strike us as an oversimplification. Professor
MeLuhan, however, takes as many pains as are consonant
with the scope of his study to avoid oversimplifying his
theme, For instance, in several short but carefully cﬂ:nscd
passages he describes the different ways in which differing
cultures responded to the print influence—the Spanish, the
French, and the English. In short, the simplification that re-
sullts from Profgésor McLuhan's study is genuine.

The Gutenberg Galaxy closes with a section entitled, “The
Galaxy Reconfigured,” Here Professor McLuhan concen-
trates on a theme which he has alluded to throughout the
work but which he will develop more fully in a later book,
Understanding Media: The Gutenberg palaxy has encoun-
tered another powerful galaxy in modern times, one which he
calls the Murcunlﬂu!u? in order to suggest its electronic na-
ture. We who are living through this encounter are being sub-
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cted to the terrific stresses by the intermingling
such giant systems. The collision need not be cata-
ic, however; indeed, the situation affords a unique op-
ity for modern man., He can at last awake from “sinple
and Newion's sleep” into complete consciousness.
eth-century technologies are no longer closed systems;
raction between different media is now a possibility, Mod-
man can toke active responsibility for bringing about &
nonious interaction among his technologies and thereby
re balance to his own sensorium. Not only is this a possi-
v today; as our technologies take on the characteristics of
open system, an organic whole, it becomes a necessity. But
it iz a necessity which leads to greater freedom. Professor
"MecLuhan is especially elogquent when he wurges this effort

'jipun us (page 247):

The point Is, rather, how do we become aware of tha
effects of alphabat or print or telegraph In shaping cur
behavior? For it is absurd and ignoble to be shapad

by such means. Knowledge does not extend bul

resiricts the arecs of determinism. And the Influence of
unexomined essumplions derlved from technology leads
guite unnacessarily to maximal determinism in humean
lifa. Emu:;pnﬁpn from that trap is the goal of all
education.

" There s danger, however, in our situation today as well.
" The new media of the electronic age #re reawakening the
~ long dormant patterns of auditory awareness, If we Enasmtljr
" allow ourselves to be shaped by our media, we may find our-
selves suddenly caught up in a new tribalism. Indeed, there
are those today who are unwittingly urging us toward this
goal as they decry all of the Gutenberg values as profane and
" advocate a retreat from the rational life into a more intense,
" “primitive” existence. Professor McLuhan is not among those
who are attracted by what he calls the “dominant cliché” of
" our age, the “claque of the big battalions, as they move in
~ regimented grooves of sensibility” (page 71). Instead he
~ urges rationality, conscious selection of the kind of world we
- wish to live in, a selection which certainly would not reject all
~ of the values which stemmed from phonetic literacy.
Marshall McLuhan is a professor of English. Perhaps It is
his experience in this least specialized of all academic ficlds
* which enabled him to encompass the wide variety of special-
ized knowledge in the arts and sciences that was necessary 1o
his undertaking. At any rate, his synthesis is an inary
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achievement; but fully as extraordinary is the humanistic

poise which he maintains throughout the book. His attitude
toward issues which divide the world today remnins descrip-
tive ra than valuative, his tone moderatle,

The long history of the “error of the eye,” the advent of
which Shakespeare ancimrly is coming to &n end.
Facing vs now in its place is Lewis Carroll's looking-glass
world. This world, whose irrational absurdities so amused

Victorian children, &gﬁm‘l}r terrifies the modern child, who
sees—perhaps more than most adulis—the terrifying
hihllimoftha“ear"wm-{ditdeplcminmunh of the world
around him. Between these two worlds, equally terrifying in
different ways, Marshall McLuhan suggests there is the possi-
bility of another; but his plea is only for sane choice among
our alternatives,

-

N L L L

'THE ANALOGY BETWEEN PRINT AND ELEC-
TRONIC MEDIA HISTORY MEANS NOTHING
WHEN LOOKED AT CLOSELY.

| —PATRICK D. HAZARD
1z

han's The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Industrial

m suggested e striking way of using the strategies of expli-
& dﬂg:re for the analysis of popular culture. For many
1 young English instructors, McLuhan's imagination
dlscowred;nwnyofus{nghighculmmmrﬁuﬂu
vils of mass-' and mid-culture, McLuhan explains that his
mpulng:cal approach to American popular culture almost
him when he found himself teachipg Mid-

- westerners thman Enpglish after finishing a Ph.D. disserta-
‘tion on the medieval liberal arts curriculum in England.
- McLuhan, in effect, found himself in a “strange country”
.'Ihnaalugunguhed:dnmunﬂmtmd He did his field work
~among homo boobiensis brilliantly, and The Mechanical
Bride holds up solidly today despite McLuhan's disavowal of
it as the product of “a victim of print culture.” Indeed, The
- Mechanical Bride seems to me to provide the way to retain
the achieved values of the Gutenberg revolution much more
. persuasively than The Gutenberg Galaxy. In fact, one must
confess an increasing incomprehension of McLuhan's work,
" beginning with the lal'.:n;;;iauu of Exphrﬂh:lnx the pow-ter-
. minated magazine on a problems, which was supported
Ews%memnmm“Jﬁ{mm defend his unigque

' e
. by describing him as “prophetic.” He is the in fron-
-ﬁmmmwhnblmuiﬁfmlmmm—fomdmmm
- will then make a roadbed broad and level enough to

i ﬂ:o ﬁ'uight of clvilization's institutions, The trouble with

- d ¢ of McLuhan is that he blazes away at every tree in

171
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the forest—and even the most dedicated road-builder refuses
to macadamize in circles. Still one has learned so much from
McLuhan that one tries to follow the leader far beyond the
point of too much exasperation. Pre-literate man communi-
cates by speech in a world of acoustic space. Simultaneity
and inter ndence characterize this richly resonant tribal
society. Writing, which follows the end of nomadism, and
printing—to a much greater extent—transform the spherical
“ear and now” of pre-literate man to the linear “eye am” of
Cartesian and Newtonian man., McLuhan's fearless symmetry
now suggests a world returning to a retribalized global society
based on electronics, This eerie cosmos of rock and roll and
Telstar is “the early part of an age for which the meaning of
print culture is becoming as alien as the meaning of manu-
script culture was to the eighteenth” (page 135). Granted,
but what, as C. S. Peirce might ask, do the differences mean
for intelligent action? McLuhan promises another volume,
Understanding Media,* which perhaps will get down to cases.
One hopes it will be more responsible than this one. For
MecLuhan's reading is so catholic, one needs to be a polymath
to know when he is making sense and when not. But inevita-
bly he ‘mentions a book one hay read as carefully as he ex-
pects his to be—and the result is shocking,

Television in the Lives of Our Children, by Wilbur
Schramm nnd aysociates, is much too complex and solid a
book to be dismissed contemptuously—and on the shaky
grounds of McLuhan’s own incredibly speculative theory of
the television image as made by “light through” instead of
"light on" its surface. “When we see the reason for the rotal
failure [reviewer’s italics] of this book to get in touch with its
announced theme, we can understand [McLuhan argues
apodictically] why in the sixteenth century men had no clue
to the nature and effects of the printed word” (page 145).
No one who has any acquaintance with the Schramm fanon
—and no one should presume to write on communisations
who does not have a thorough familiarity with it—can pre-
tend that he is insensitive to media differences or to the his-

of mmmunifntiqns. To so refuse to come to honest grips

Schramm's / sociological mode of understanding media
change is to subvert the conditions of academic discourse—
and, lnniduﬂia.ﬂy:. to put the whole “mosaic™ theory of media
comprehension in a strange light.

When McLuhan mukes a hypothesis a minute and gives

* Editor's Mote: This essay was written in 19 maonths
Ilupublinllﬁmul'[ﬂnd’uﬂﬂ;,ﬂn; Media. 0.5 Relpon
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a shred of evidence—either his own or in the long
ns which constitute better than a third of the book—

to check out all his wild surmises. But when
an area where the reader is informed, belief un-
- el itself. So when McLuhan speculates in a
L Iﬂde li-aa

today, the insatiable needs of TV have
down uvpon us the backlog of the old movies, so the
ds of the new presses could only be met by the old manu-
pts™ (page 142)—one wants to remind him that he is
aring the expedient of the American television industry
the way parts of western Europe responded in their var-
ways to the Renaissance and Reformation. More prudent
stry policy which understood America's real needs would
¢ greatly increased the coverage of local reality on Ameri-
ean television, leaving the competing movie, with its groaning
rchives of once-expended fantasy, unknown on felevision.
Cuban television features four-hour harangues; Italian televi-
sion instructs illiterates; French television teaches groups of
5. The analogy between print and electronic media his-
fory, then, means nothing when looked at closely.

It is a pity that McLuhan has chosen to grandstand with
chapter titles (“glosses™). For example: “Heidepger surf-
boards along en the electronic wave as triumphantly as Des-
. eartes rode the mechanical wave.," To extend his metaphor,

he forpets how hard the coral reefs that make surfing possible
. are on one's “sense ratio”—and that a pearl-diving surfboard
no fun even to the “andile-tactile” man. One
like self-justification in one of his many asides, this

one on his intellectual ancestor, Harold Innis: * is noth-
ing willful or arbitrary about the Innis mode of expression.

Were it to be translated into perspective prose, it would not
- only require huge space, but the insight into the modes of in-

terplay among forms of organization would be lost. Innis sac-

. rificed point of view and prestige to his sense of urgent need
~ for insight, A point of view can be a dangerous luxury when

- substitoted for insight and understanding™ (page 216). Per-

h‘;ﬁum. but why, then, does McLuhan so often cite the
y Mnear—and brilliantly insightful—purpese of Chay-
tor, Diringer, Dudek, Goldschmidt, Hadas, Jones, Kenyon,

. Lowenthal, and Wilson? Almost a third of “his" is

their linearity. Indeed, for the student of media history, their
- varions texts—and McLuhan's bibliography—are useful, even
. indispensable,
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THE AUTHOR'S MODE OF REASONING IS SUCH
THAT INVOLVEMENT AND IMPORTANCE (PAR-
TICULARLY OF PRINT) IS TRANSFORMED INTO
PRIMARY CHARACTERISTIC AND DETERMINANT.

—DELL HYMES

18

Mr. McLuhan describes his book as developing a mosalc or
field approach to its problems. “Such a mosaic image of nu-
merous data and quotations in evidence offers the only practi-
cal means of revealing causal operations in history.”

It is a stimulating book, It is good to see the importance of
alternative channels (speech, print) stressed and analyzed. It
is to the author’s credit that he does not stop with obvious,
and superficial, contrasts between dominant use of oral com-
munication and dominant use of printed writing, but carries
the problem into a concern for general modes of perception,
on the one hand, and for possible pervasive, yei unexpected,
general social consequences, on the other, Moreover, the
book is rich in pertinent materials and observations,

‘The book, however, cannot be trusted as more than sfimu-
lation. The oversimplified view of types of society and char-
acter pgets facts wrong. It is not the case, for example, as
Stated in the book and highlighted in the “Index of Chapter
Cilosses,” that “Pgint . . , made ‘bad grammar’ possible” and
that “Ni ever made a grammatical error in a non-liter-
ate society™ (see Bloomfield, “Literate and Non-Literate
Speech,” American Speech 2:432-439, 1927). The contrast
between oral and typographic communication is carried to lu-
dicrous extremes, as a vehicle of cultural criticism and histor-
ical explanation. It can no more stand against an adequate
view of human hi than any other single-minded exegesis
kmnmm.l‘hamlhu:':mndsofmmnlnghmchﬂuth-
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Importance (particularly of print) is trans-
rﬁm cﬁmmmir{_ tic and determinant, some-

th a footing in the evidence, sometimes by sheer as-
survey of the present scene, and

* 2, Pl Bt
s no account of the serious

now accumulating from various parts of the {by
son, Gum Weinreich, and others). Such work,
ed to te the role of alternative channels among
factors of communication, within definite and described
contexts, can hope to offer us more as a basis for un-
tanding and action than can a mixture of passionate con-
n for the quality of human life (admirable), and a two-
m view of its entire content and evolution (deplorable).

It is good to see how attractively the book makes use of
aphic resources.

" Bditor's Note: See Part 6, pp. 272-274 for McLuhan's reply,
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MC LUHAN SUBSTITUTES THE PRINTING PRESS
FOR GENESIS AND THE DISSOCIATION OF SENSI-
BILITY FOR THE FALL.

—FRANK KERMCDE
19

In Kipling's story, “The Eye of Allah,” a clever man invents
a microscope and Roger Bacon is delighted; but a wise man
destroys it, calculating that the benefits it promises will be
outweighed by the disorders it may produce in men's lves.
When the microscope eventually got invented even the best
observers continued for 2 while to see in it precisely what
ted to see (in every spermatozoon a crouched ho-
munculus), but this phase passed, and man's newly micro-
eye created its own uncompromising expectations, as
all technological extension of the sensorium tends to do; and
this held scientists up in the early days of our own era. Mr.
McLuhan may well believe that some sage missed & great
chance of preventing the nastiness of the typographical epoch
by omitting to break up Gutenberg’s press; but he has to treat
of things as they are, and so he explains that there was a pe-
riod when we went on behaving as if our culture was still
oral or anyway manuscript, but soon our ways of looking and
thinking became typographical, that is, visual, linear, succes-
sive, instead of oral and simultaneous. By now we have ;‘ut to
the point where we are so far under the influence of & new
electrie technology that we can see how arbitrary the typo-
ﬂlﬂn conventions were, but we have still not liberated
¢ ves from thém. McLuhan uses a cosmological figure to
illustrate this: He says the Gutenberg galaxy is now being
penetrated by the electric, and implores us to understand this
cosmic interfusion, so that we shall know how to live in an
oral-electric future, At present we are about as far into the
electric era as the Elizabethans were into the typographical,
In this book and in its successor (which is already written)
Mr, McLuhan has an insoluble problem of method, Typogra-
phy hus made us incapable of knowing and discoursing other-
176
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ge than by a “metamorphosis of situations into a fixed
of view™; that is, we reduce everything to the linear and
ive, as computers redoce everything to a series of ei-
g. And since he himself is unable to proceed by any
her method, he canpot avoid falsifying the facts his book
gets out to establish. Perhaps this difficulty is more fairly put
letter Mr, McLuhan was good enough to write me, and
h I take the liberty of quoting: He says the ideal form of
his book would be an ideogram. Or perhaps it could be a
film; but otherwise he can find no way “of creating an incon-
lusive image that is lineal and sequential.” Now this is, in a
fay, everybody's problem when he writes a book; the origi-
jal idea has somehow to be got into linear form and it often
ghanges surprisingly in the process. Not necessarily for the
worse, 1 think; though this is just what Shelley had in mind
he lamented that we never feel “the original purity and
of a poem because “when composition begins, inspira-
is already on the decline.” The notion that poems begin
th Usener's “momentary deity” and are diluted by sophisti-
ed language (verbs, conjunctions) has, in various forms,
very influential in the later typographical era, and, as I
it must have cccurred, in humbler formulntions, to every-
who has written a book. But MclLuhan's problem is
more acute, sim‘ﬁly because his subject is precisely that distor-
tlon of consciousness which prevents our books being about
‘their original subjects, the cries of their particular occasion.
“The more linear clarity he gives his book, the more obviously
“he himself becomes the victim of typographical distortion.
His book tells us not to believe it. He fights against this by
‘making each chapter-heading a sort of verbal ideograph; if
o read them all quickly you get a sort of strip-cartoon puz-
summary of the book, It seems to me that long books
ght, on McLuhan's arguments, to follow long poems into
‘Oblivion; however, he has compromised and written a long,
serious book.
" Its theme is the overdevelopment, since Gutenberg, of the
“¥isual function, both in language and in other fields, with
tonsequent disturbances in the whole organism, Typngrap -
man is individualist and has a fixed point of view; he also
has an idea of time and space which is arbitrary, though it
#eems to him instinctive; it is based on the invention, early in
he typographical era, of perspective, e carried on the
Work of the phonetic alphabet, which, with its de-tribalizing
power, had created open societies and Euclidean geometry.
Our sense of causation is shaped by our visual apprehension
of spatio-temporal relations. We suffer, as Nietzsche says Soc-
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rites suffered, from a split between mind and heart, whereas
tribal man is oral and perpetually “entranced”; thus we shall
find ourselves at a serious disadvantage in the new electric
technology because the emergent countries have not this inca-
tating backlog of literacy and mechanistic techniques. We
shall be like the Greeks; the invention of the phonetic alpha-
hit enabled them to surge forward, but they soon settled into
the limiting stereotypes the system imposed. We must be
aware of the dangers of making permanent a similar sensory
distortion. This isn’t merely a matter of aesthetics; the Rus-
siuns, and the Chinese especially, are much more oral than
we are, and the Chinese are moving late into the Gutenberg
visual technology, which puts a premium on pationalistic
aggressiveness, ;

Since no aspect of modern life is unaffected by the rise and
fall of visual technology, McLuhan has to work in very di-
verse fields. He does this by making a florilegium of extracts
from specialists in anthropology, physics, spelling reform, art,
liturgiology, theology, and most other subjects. His authorities
stretch from Opie to Giedion, Heisenberg to Chaytor, Ong (2
specially heavy debt, this) to Panofsky. Some of the authori-
ties are unknown to me even by name, and 1 daresay special-
ists might find the book partial in its treatment of their inter-
est, as 1 myself found it very odd on Shakespeare. But thesc
bundles of miscellaneous learning add a lot to the interest of
the book, and they are brought to bear on the central theme.
McLuhan is enormously well-read, and one learns a lot from
him. Yet he reminds me a little of the Ice Age hunters who
come into the argument at one point, and are said to have dis-
covered in the natural contours of the rock the image of the
gnimal they sought. “A few lines, a little carving, or some
color, are enough to bring the animal into view.” Thus, per-
haps, does McLuhan do his reading.

Obviously there will be times when the reader happens to
have looked into the same cave and seen a difr-.-nirlE‘ image.
For example: McLuhan illustrates his key theory, “The audi-
tory field is simultancous, the visual mode is successive,” by

ferring 1o the oral mode of scholasticism and St. Thomas'

sistence that dhe literal includes the mystical sense. 1 object
that pre-typographical Bible commentary indicates a highly
successive approach to the text (and doesn't the word literal
imply this anyway?). Reading a manuscript, even if this
usually meant reading it aloud even to oneself, involved a de-
gree of pausing upon single words which is far in excess of
an ing the literate reader of print, reading words in groups,
nﬂwﬂmuiﬂemhlinzhlmﬂnulhngmiﬂm—
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er: Luke IV:13, “And when the whole temptation was
d (consummata omni tentatione) the devil left
.." The commentators dwelt on one word nobody
now, presumably, think worth it, emni, and out of it
a theory that the temptation in the desert was a model of
temptation a man might possibly undergo. Print readers
erstand it simply: “When it was all over. . . ." Manu-
t-oral men stop at each word, igmoring the syntactic
le. And, for that matter, what could be more successive
han 2 Dominican disputation? What is that but o metamor-
phosis of situation into linear formulae?
CAll the same, it seems undeniable that the printing press
ghanged our notions of time. As Ian Watt has argued, we
ight well think it significant that Fielding, planning the ac-
of Tom Jones, made vse of an almanac for the relevant
(1745)—an almanac being “a symbol of the diffusion of
objective sense of time by the printing press.” It also al-
our concept of space and of antiquity. (Curiously,
an has nothing to say about the anthropological retri-
ation of Greece that has taken place in this century.)
print also brought on the Reformation, as MecLuhan
g5, seems much more dubious, though of course that
t has been gjﬂatnd to the development of heme econami-
and he wasn't possible (according to this thesis) without
individualizing, quantifying agency of print. It seems pos-
on the Guienberg thesis to trace most of the disagree-
elements of life in this epoch to movable type; and what
be so explained can be attributed to its forerunners,
: § McLuhan says that print destroyed monodic song and
Bubstituted polyphony; and if you argue that pre-typographi-
Gl popes sometimes had to act in order to save the words of
e Mass from melismatic encroachment, the answer would
Probably be that, with literate-manuscript men, the coming
: cast its shadow before. I suppose there could be a very
Eonsiderable list of objections to specific elements in the
- book, where the puthor's eye for “contour” leads him into
¢ Positions of this kind.
7y It is now time to enter more general ohjections. The anti-
- Haesis between oral and visual cultures seems to be too strongly
: . Searching for evidence that the “ratio of the senses™
ce less distorted by the supremacy of the visual, we
in the nature of the case get much farther back than
%€ beginning of written records; you can argue that the dam-
was done by then, but this weakens the case for its hav-
been caused largely by printing. For the senses always
to have been thought of as existing in a hierarchy,

.-"IE on
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usually with sight at the head of it. For Plato as for Shake-
speare, sight was the “most pure spirit of sense”: For Plato,
as for typographic man, touch was the lowest of the senses. If
we have reversed the position and put “tactility” at the top,
we are returning—if anywhere—io pre-literacy, to the primi-
tive. Everybody from Socrates on—perhaps from Cadmus on
—is what McLuhan calls a “literncy victim.” Its no use
blaming it on Gutenberg that all our knowledge is translation
into visually dominated stereotypes, those bad substitutes for
some tense, explosive ideogram.,

Furthermore, there is an aspect of post-Guienberz man al-
most too obvious to mention, but one has to, since the author
also finds it so. This is the strong anti-typographical counter-
current in our culture. Antiquity viewed in perspective may
be an achievement of typographic man; but so is the creation
of a civilization heavily dependent upon, and imitative of,
that remote world. The typographic men of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries revered the oral rhetoric and the recited
epic of Rome; the cighteenth century made a hero of the
bard Homer. Typographic man invented counterpoint and
bar-measures; but he also furuﬁ?t counlerpoint, imitated an-
cient monody, and made possible modern opera. The poets
have gone on insisting that theirs is an oral art. The first
poem to take full account of the invention of printing was
Un Coup de Dés; and even for Valéry, who was deeply im-
pressed by this work, a poem remained “an abstraction, a
piece of writing that stands waiting, a law that lives only in
the human mouth.” Prose writers may imitate Cicero or the
somewhat less ornl Tacitus; but the very survival of the no-
tion of “prose style” implics a strongly oral element, not only
for example in Joyce, where it suits McLuhan's book, but
also in Dr. Johnson, We typographic men have certainly paid
our respects to oral culture.

MecLuhan might well answer that this merely shows how
men of high sensibility react naturally against the typographi-
eal attempt to reduce their sensoria, and hanker after the ori-
ginal state of nature, oral, tactile, simultaneous, But Tharmas
fall; or, to use a/Blake reference employed by McLuhan, God
was unable to keep us “from single vision and Newton's
a?nnp.“ Blake was thinking of the eighteenth-century reduc-
tion of the universe to the typographic-visual: “If Perceptive
organs vary, Objects of Perception scem to vary." And, far
back, he postulates, as McLuhan does, a primitive unsibll:]]gr
dissociated by something; in this case the alphabet and, ulti-
mately, print.

Mr, McLuhan never uses the expression “dissociation of
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g, but he is always talking about it and in a very
way; no one else has ever made out so encyclopedic a
for this ubiquitous and central modern notion. He
with approval a deseription of “the print-made split
en head and heart™ as “the trauma which affects Europe
g Machiavelli to the present” and thinks the Unconscious
p sort of slag heap where we dump the débris left by the
leful processes of a distorted sensory equipment. Our ma-
list technologies have destroyed “Imagination, the Divine
jody.” What used to be the “ordinary transactions between
46 self and the world” have now to be simulated in Symbol-
poetry and called illogical. McLuhan shows signs of resis-
ice to enslavement by the dissociation myth; he says much
lern primitivism is fraudulent or ignorant, and is anxious
preserve whatever is good in the Gutenberg technology so
it may he of benefit in the different future. But 1 don't
k this is sufficient to disarm one's critique of satisfaction,
¢ give this splendid new dress to our old friend dissocia-
? The whole doctrine is itself a nostalgic reaction against
typographic culture,

[here is, naturally, a case for understanding better the suc-
of the doctrine. What matters is not whether the disso-
on happenaed, but that we feel happier to suppose it did,
work on thé historical contours like the Tee Age hunters,
the millennialists; it is one of those schemes described by
ircea Eliade as ways of evading the terrors of actual his-
» We ought to ask ourselves why at a moment like the
ent (after the relevant historiographical debate has been
en for years) we find such obvious comfort in historical or
psendo-historical explanations.

* Mr. McLuhan's book is a work of historical explanation,
- 8nd its merits as well as its defects are related to this. He
ries to say everything relevant about a changing culture by
Iree borrowing from many authorities, whose material is or-
‘Banized around a central myth. This is the method of the spe-
€ula, or of the old hexameral commentaries, which organized
an encyclopedia into a commentary on the Six Days of Crea-
tion. All knowledge was therefore related and manageable;
#nd the Fall explained why things had so evidently gone awry.
This was the Genesis Galaxy. Mr. McLuhan substitutes the
ting press for Genesis, and the dissociation of sensibility
r the Fall. In so doing he offers a fresh and coberent ac-
of the state of the modern mind in terms of a congenial

p_-,_In a truly literate society his book would start a long

Editor's Note: See Part 6, p. 288 for McLuhon's comments.
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THE EFFECT IS OF A LIVELY, INGENIOUS, BUT
INFINITELY PERVERSE SUMMA BY SOME MEDIE-
VAL LOGICIAN, WHO HAS GIVEN UP THEOLOGY
IN FAVOR OF SOCIOLOGY AND KNOWS ALL
ABOUT THE TECHNIQUES OF MODERN ADVER-
TISING.

—A. ALVAREZ

20

The Gutenberg Galaxy is a great overstuffed boldall of a
book of a kind which occasionally emerges, like The Mean-
ing of Meaning, from the philosophical demi-monde. It is
crammed with unsorted bright ideas, killing references to un-
known scholars, the answers to all our problems, prophecies
for the future, and a single theory. Inevitably, it is slightly

dotty,

Marshall McLuhan once wrote a brilliant book, The Me-
chanical Bride, on the evils of advertising. Now he has devel-
oped a thing against print. Once upon a time, he thinks, man
tived, warm and safe and organie, within the circle pf the
tribe, Popper’s “closed society.” But he was expelled from
this paradise when he invented the phonetic alphabet. In the
magical oral world before that, thought and action moved

my)nmibly tnge?er. But

« « « literacy, in translating man out of the closed world
of tribal depth and resonance, gave man an eye for an
ear and ushered him into a visual open world of
specialized and divided consciousnass.

Meaning became the ahstract property of words and words
alone, wholly apart from the rest of physical awareness, Thus

182
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secupational disease of literacy is schizophrenia, the sepa-
f thought from feeling, the individual from the state,
m commerce, science from humanism and

x- nsas [which] leads to the rejection from consciousness
-~ of most of our exparience and the consequent
iypertrophy of the unconscious.

or someone who is so bitter about the abstracting power of
Professor McLuhan wields a pretty formal vocabu-

t this schizophrenia was, the author thinks, pro ive.
ce he himsell appears to be something of a Thomist, he is
ng to throw out Greek and Roman culture but not the
je Ages. So he defends the Scholastic philosophers de-
¢ all their highly verbal, perverted chop-logic, on the
that at least their debates were oral, their learning a
of memory, and their manuscripts were designed to illu-
gte God's world, The real fall from grace occurred when
lenberg invented the printing press. It was this that, once
for all, made knowledge not only visual but also a
arketable comrodity: “The assembly line of movable types
made possible a product that was as uniform and repeatable
5 @ scientific experiment.” MeLuhan thinks that it was this
chanization of the products of the intellect, rather than the
trial revolution, which began the process of homogeniz-
men into indistingnishable mass products of the social
tories, And before you can remonstrate that the Catholic
ddle Ages may appear to many a good deal more homog-
ged and conformist than the great period of Renaissance
‘and Protestant individualism, the professor pops in with the
‘counter-theory that print was also the means by which an au-
'ﬂlor was able to market his individuality on a wide scale,
. And this, somehow or other, neutralized the personal
achievement. So poor Gutenberg is made responsible both for
| ‘Newton's children—the Mechanical Bride and her Mechani-
~eal Groom—and for Tamerlane’s megalomania. It is all very
_ﬂﬁis:.lina L the
- ot that we need worry. For, according to MeLuhan,
t!POarﬂ-thaI linear, and visual world of &Jttnharg has come
: lm!mtfuﬂstop.WhltEmm did to physics and the
sts did to the arts, Marconi has done to the means of
nmunication. The modern sensibility, like space, is
‘Tounded and apparently unified. We are now safely in the
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Marconi Galaxy, in which electronics has reduced the wholg
world once again to a small tribal community.

Whnti will the new electronic man be like? Organic and
tribal, like Dr. Leavis' idealized aborigines? Or at one with
his senses and his God, like a kind of psychoanalyzed be.-
liever? Mcluhan is vague: Man will use “the technique of
suspended judgment,” he will not “insist upon visual sequence
as a rational norm” since “the electric puts the mythic or col-
lar_:&va dimension of human experience fully into the con.
scious wake-a-day world” (though how the author does not
explain). Yet it never occurs to him that the new style is as
likely to be the end of feeling as the beginning of it. After all,
the triumph of electronics so far is the computer—that is, the
ability to repeat mechanically and market commercially the
abstract processes of thought itself.

It doesn’t occur to him because, for all its claims, his
book is essentially backward in its vision and method. His
technique is that of a mosaicist. The argument proceeds fit-
fully, through a series of slogan-like glosses: “Heidegger
surf-boards along on the electronic wave as triumphantly as
Descartes rode the mechanical wave” In between are
crammed not always relevant quotations from various author-
ities, with comments by the author which often twist them
unjustifiably to his own ends, The effect is of a lively, inge-
nious but infinitely perverse summa by some medieval logician,
who has given up theology in favor of sociology and knows
all about the techniques of modern advertising. The impetus
behind it all is, in short, a poignant nostalgia for the School-
men themselves, Perhaps this is why the new Marconi priest
turns out to be only old Finnegan writ large. T had always
suspected that Finnegans Wake was less a work for the fu-
ture than the last manie rattling of the bones of scholasticism.
The way McLuhan draws it continually from his magician's
that makes me certain. Gutenberg’s invention may have led
to the specialization of knowledge, but the result of that has at
least been to destroy the medieval belief that there is a single
answer to the whole world.

Y 4

RATHER THAN SEDUCE OUR UNDERSTAND-

—DAN M. DAVIN

hall McLukban . . . supposes an ideal condition of man
¢ all the senses are in an ideal harmony. But he agrees
we have long been exiled from our ideal condition; the
or constellation of technologies which the invention of
3¢ phonetic alphabet and the printing machine made possible
s upset the balance and caused the visual element in our
eption to become an exclusive tyrant.
troubles began with the phonetic alphabet. This trans-
man from the magical world of the ear to the noutral
al world. All alphabets enable men to look at words pri-
y and remove the oral stimulus of sound, making & man
te from the world of his fellows, detribalizing him and
ing him off from the community of action, condemning
him to a world of linear time and Euclidean space. But the
honetic alphabet is even worse.
least the pictographic or ideographic alphabets are still
ted to a visual world of things and the components of
ps. The phonetic alphabet puts o screen between men and
gs. It abstracts and makes men think and read from right

1In Greek and Roman times the consequences were not {oo
8evere; there was an attenuation of the ponvisual senses but
¢ practice of eloquence and rhetoric and the fact that writ-
gs could not be readily and uniformly multiplied was some
on. Even in the Middle Ages all was not yet lost;
scripts were still difficult to reproduce, teaching was
185
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done by dictation and disputation and men read aloud. They
were still not cut off from the oral world.

With the Gutenberg Galaxy—printing, paper, and the asso-
ciated technologies—the phonetic alphabet was free to take
its full effect. The process was vastly accelerated. Universal
literacy became fatally possible. Books could be multiplied in-
definitely, could be read in silence and become portable and
private possessions, Protestantism, nationalism, private hetero-
doxies, and public schisms, a homogeneity of externals and
an anarchy of privacies, all began to make their appearance,
and with them our neuroses, and all our discontents.

But deliverance is at hand. “We are today as far into the
electric ape as the Elizabethan age had advanced into the ty-

aphical and mechanical apge,” says Mr. MecLuhan,
%ﬂiﬁ the Elizabethans were poised between medieval
corporate experience and modern individualism, we reverse
that pattern by confronting an electric technelogy which
would seem to render individualism obsolete and the corpo-
rate interdependence mandatory.” We have come full cirele,
in fact, and through radio and television we are back in a
world of sound. The example of the physicists and Finnegans
Wake is there to assure us that we can escape from Newto-
nian space and from the Typographic time sense which is
“cinematic and sequential and pictorial” to a new and more
flexible space and a time sense where everything is simulta-
neous within a single field.

Meanwhile, we have our misgivings. True, Mr. McLuhan
tells us his theme is “not that there is anything good or bad
about print but that unconsciousness of the effect of any
force is a disaster, especially a force that we have made our-
selves.” But might it not be that this assurance springs from
an uneasy awareness on his part that in his assault on the
phonetic alphabet and printing he is himself making use of
both? His soldiers, too, are of lead. And is not a real hostility
to the visual explicit in the clamor of his book's typography
(unless he thinks our inward ear is now too degenerate to no-
tice anything quieter than a shout)? The style, also, prefers to
rape our attentipn rather than seduce our understanding. Oth-
erwise, we might have been spared “analogate” and “andile-
tactile” and the tedious repetition of “outering (uttering).”

Another explanation may be possible, Mr, McLuhan is a
man with a formidable command of the secondary sources
but gives the impression of having no deep scquaintance with
the primary sources in anthropology, Greek and Latin litera-
ture, and medieval philosophy and theology. He confronts the

characteristic impasse of the modern scholar who, in order to
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broad field of thought within a single lifetime, has to
specialist of specialisms without being an expert in

dealing with the Greeks and Romans, especially, and
ieval schoolmen, his relinnce on secondary authorities
‘almost absolute and his bibliography relies suspiciously
slations. He does not always remember that the
for whom Homer was first written down were not
arily the same as the Greeks who read Homer in the
of Plato. His interpretations of Lucretius and Cicero are
got those that every classical scholar would accept and his
fure to discuss Virgil supgests that he has chosen only ex-
pples that can be wrenched io fit his case.
ain, when he talks of the Russinns as people of an oral
e he does not make it clear whether he is talking of the
ole themselves or of their government.
But the whole argument depends too much on an exagger-
d opposition between “audile-tactile” and “visual," neither
clearly defined. Primitive man in many ways had a
jore visual culture than we, as anyone Knows who has seen
e stars in the desert night or the London blackout.
(One cannot escape the feeling that the book is a deeply felt
pt to intellectualize the obvious. We are left perhaps
more fully aware than before we read it that the al-
and the invention of printing played a great part in
ng us what we are—industrial even in our agriculture,
an even when we are rural (never rustic agnin). So far we
go with him, If we do not go further, we can nonetheless
mend his book as an ingenious tract whose best elements
the occasional critical apergus, the acute eye for a quota-
and the fresh view of many interesting matters too long
red or taken for granted.
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PARADOXICALLY, IF THE BOOK WORKS IT TO
SOME EXTENT ANNIHILATES ITSELF.

—RAYMOND WILLIAMS

22

It is now more than a year since I first read The Gutenberg
Galaxy, In the intervening months the book has stayed in my
mind, and 1 have often gone back to it. When I come 1o ex-
amine my curious reluctance to write about it, I find mysell
in unusual difficulty. 1 have no real doubt of the book's im-

No commonplace volume (and in commonplace
here I include many works of sound and orthodox scholar-
ship) could stay and move in the mind in this way. With this
point taken, the simplest reaction—the simplest reviewing
strategy—would be an enthusiastic acknowledgment of the
originality and an illustrated rehearsal of the book's argu-
ment. It is just this, however, that I have been most reluctant
to commit myself to, and not only because it has been done
so often already, in the first flush of reviews. What scems to
me to be necessary is to let the book’s substance sink into the
mind, to take on the imporiance of an experience, This, if we
are serious about McLuhan's argument, if we have jn any
substantial way received it, is in any case inevitable. But,
fronically, when this has happened, it is very difficult to re-
turn to the simple look at the book itself. It isn't easy, that is
t¥ say, to get back to judging the book as a “machine for
thinking™; still less as a commodity which it is the reviewer's
business to evaluate.

The experience that matters in the book is the structuring
of a configuration—a “galaxy"—around the properties of
print. This structuring is necessarily critical, since it is an es-
sential part of McLuhan's thesis that the inherited procedures
of an educated mind are conditioned by the properties of
print, so that only by an effert of critical imagination can
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properties be seen. In turn, this eritical imagination is
possible only because we are moving out of a print-cul-
with its fundamental linear and uniform properties, into
wctronic culture, with its new or restored properties of
aneous configuration, The point of difficulty is then al-
too simply seen; not only that the substance of the book
embedded in print, but that the normal reaction to it—
en our present fields and procedures of advanced learning
il be in print also. Paradoxically, if the hook works it to
some extent annihilates itself.
i Mcluhan, of course, is aware of this situation. Few people
re even comparably aware of the effect of the medium and
re of communication on the experience communicated.
| offered solution is what he describes as a mosaic con=
struction. The book is written as a series of apercuy, or, bet-
fer (since the linear image of series is in part false), as a
cture of insights. But there are two limitations on this.
the inevitahle serial element of the printed book, how-
discounted, Secondly, and perhaps not so inevitable, but
nly likely in an enterprise of such magnitude, the reli-
on printed authorities. In one sense, evidently, McLuhan
assembled his book, from a very wide variety of sources,
a way at lepst comparable with that of the medieval schol-
‘ars he describds, But of course he is sufficiently limited by his
culture (and by its emphases of law and copyright) to have
10 stabilize this procedure, in part, at assembly: The acknowl-
ments to anthorities have to be put. in, and, more cru-
, they have to be put in ax authorities. My point is not
mainly that some of these sources are, as I judge, more au-
thoritative than others (hy which I mean that what some say
8 more certainly true than what others say), though this has
s own kind of importance. What I am really saying is that
‘this kind of reliance on authorities (since the whole field is
too vast to be crossed without them) ties the book in, to an

i#hportnm extent, to the limitations of the scholarship of
- print. When he cites an experience, it can escape this limita-

‘tion: when he cites an historical interpretation, in my experi-
. ence it usually does not.

" These are not merely observations on method. Indeed, how
‘could anyone intelligently review this book making the kind

" of separation of method and substance which would show it

 had not really been read? I make the points in this way as a
 preliminary to my most important point, which is that 1 think
] than, who has got further than anyone I know in seeing
characteristics of a print culture, remains limited by
m in one decisive respect. The total effect of his book is, I




190 THE GALAXY RECONSIDERED

think (I take as supporting evidence the ordinary accounts of
it), the isolation of print as a causal factor in social develop-
ment. I would be the last person to question an emphasis on
the means of communication, and its necessary effects on per-
ception, ns a major social factor, But, though McLuhan puts
in some qualifications about other causes, the effect and cer-
tainly the exciterment of his argument is this kind of causal
isolation. 1 believe it is entirely necessary, in the twenticth
century, to bring history and the social sciences back to the
whole man, after the mainly nineteenth-century isolation of
what were seen as decisive political and economic factors,
The bourgeois view of the world as a market reduced history
and social investigation to quantitative and external material,
and it is ironic that Marxism, potentially the greatest chal-
lenge to this view because it was aware of the sources of such
a configuration, is itself now mainly limited to material of the
same kind and its consequent methods. But then one does not
remedy a distortion of this magnitude by secking (perhaps
unconsciously) a new single causal factor, I repeat that Me-
Luhan acknowledges other causes, but he hardly names them
and certainly gives them little attention. Print, like the price
mechanism or the accumulation of capital, becomes the dra-
matic hero, whatever subsidiary characters are hopefully
standing around and even at times taking part in the action.
This is the penalty, 1 think, of McLuhan's real originality, in
having to work his basic perception so deeply. But it has to
be said, not only that a rewriting of historical development
around the causal factor of print would require markedly
more evidence than we have or is offered, but also that the
pursuit of such evidence, in a linear way, might itself contra-
dict the more significant perception, that the study of the re-
lations of culture and communications leads us by sheer
weight of evidence to thinking in terms of fields of forces
rather than in terms of linear cause and effect. That is to say,
the perception of the great importance of print and its inktitu-
tions commands us not to isolate them, but to return them to
the whole field. The solar system may then be called Guten-
berg, but not, on any account, the galaxy.
And here, I think, especially as literary scholars (though
‘one leap we particolarly can make is of great signifi-
cance) we encounter great difficulty. I mean that to think in
terms of active configurations, when we have left the poem
and entered the rest of the world, is almost mind-breaking.
The pre-Renaissance, or pre-Gutenberg, habits of mind have
a good deal of attraction to the literary mind, and there has
been a succession of subsequent defenders, But I think those
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are really useless to us, because they are not really
nking at all, or, rather, they are field-thinking only at
ndary level, o prime cause (structurally very similar to the
mechanism or capital or print) being there confidently
and even, as God, capitalized. The principal intellec-
ect of any habit of mind d 7 on an assumed
cause is that all else is eclecticism. With all my respect
uhan, I cannot see that even he has escaped this disin-
ing effect, an effect following from too early an integra-
around a single factor,
argue this matter adequately would take me beyond the
ice of a review. I have abstained, quite deliberntely, from
djectival treatment of the book, just because 1 respect it and
hat it is trying to do. I must say, in case my brief remarks
thould be misunderstood, that I regard McLuhan as one of
e very few men capable of significant contribution to the
s of advanced communication theory, and The Gu-
perg Galaxy as a wholly indispensable book. It must also
#aid that it is a considerable effect of his own work that it
tnables us to criticize him, In any case, from other sources
and on other bearings, this radically important revaluation of
aur world will continue, McLuhan's discussion of the ending
‘print-culture, and his insights into the quite new configura-
now being lived through, entitle us to look forward with
Bxceptional interest fo the analysis of these changes which he
5 promised for a forthcoming book.

- --'i Note: For McLuhan's response to Williams, see Part 6, pp.
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THE MEDIUM IS THE MESSAGE.
—MC LUHAN

Although published in 1964, Understanding Media did not
receive serious critical treatment in America until 1965, Then
two essays appeared, distinet in manner and point of ap-
which brought McLuhan to the attention of separate
ut complementary audiences, The first, published in the
New Yorker in February of that year, was written by Harold
Rosenberg, a shrewd and articulate student of popular culture
and, in particular, of modernist trends in art. Dwight Mae-
donald's essay in Book Week was to follow. (It is interesting
to pote that various writers who have become aware of the
MecLuhan phenomenon more recently owe a great deal to the
tone of Macdonald's piece.)

In the September, 1965, issuc of Books, Jerome Agel, a
very energetic and clever reporter, with an excellent feeling
for literary scoops, devoted most of his publication to an il-
lustrated, extensive report on McLuhan, the uproar in Can-
ada that his jdeas had caused, and the reception of Under-
stapding Media gn the United States and abroad. Books
reaches a small but influential readership, and Agel's article
provided an indispensable stimulus to a growing audience.

The selections in Part 5, illustrating representative views of
Understanding Media, have been made on an interdisci-
plinary basis, with emphasis on education and theories of
popular culture,

L] L
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id Rosenberg (23) is the author of The Tradition of the

ght Macdonald (24) recently had a collection of his lat
essays published as Against the American Grain,

sher Ricks (25) is the author of Milton's Dream and
ellow of Cambridge University. An interesting compari=
m can be made between his essay and the picce by A, Al-
rez in Part 4.

gk Behar and Ben Lieberman (26) focus their debate on the
plication of McLuhan's ideas to secondary school edu-
Behar is a member of the faculty of the University of
in, in San Diego; Lieberman is a New York critic.

Bn M. Johansen (27) is a practicing New York architect
ho, like ma&zy other architects, is unusually sympathetic to
eluhan’s ideas.

Steiner, Jonathan Miller, and Andrew Forge (28) in
966 BBC gmpmium presented one of the best public
ons of McLuhan's concepts. Steiner, a fellow of Chur-
College, Cambridge, has written critical studies of Tol-
and Dostoevski. Both a neurosurgeon and a man of the

» Miller wrote and directed Beyond the Fringe. Forge
68 art history at Goldsmith College, London.

injamin DeMeott (29), professor of English at Amherst, has
ten several novels, His manifesto first appeared in Es-

in Sentag (30) anticipated some of George Steiner’s obser-
5 on McLuhan's role in the formation of the “new sen-
ity.” This essay appeared in 1965 as the last chapter of
T book Against Interpretation,
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HE IS A BELATED WHITMAN SINGING THE BODY
ELECTRIC WITH THOMAS EDISON AS ACCOM-
PANIST.

—HAROLD ROSENBERG

23

Understanding Media has a dry, professional-sounding title,
suggesting a handbook on magazines and television for adver-
tising men, in particular those charged with buying space and
time. It was written, however, by Professor Marshall Mc-
Luhan . .. whose conception of pop culture is no more
conventional than an electronic opera. McLuhan is more
likely to write a manual for the angels than for Madison Ave-
nue. Understanding Media carries the subtitle “The Exten-
sions of Man,” which alerts readers at the start that more is
at issue in this book than the relative merits of news and en-
tertainment packages. We all know that radio, the movies,
the press do things to us. For McLuhan they also are us:
“They that make them,” he quotes the Psalms, “shall be like
unto them.” So Understanding Media is nothing less than a
book about humanity as it has been shaped by the means
used in this and earlier ages to deliver information.
McLuhan’s account of the effects of the media ypon the
human psyche lies between fact and metaphor. The instru-
mentalities through which words, images, and other human
signals reach us transform our bodies as well as our minds.
ur eyes are bulged out by vacuum tubes, our ears elongated
y transistors, our skin ballooned by polyesters. (“Clothing
and housing, as extensions of skin and heat-control mecha-
nisms, are media of communication.”) In his first book, The
Mechanical Bride, published a dozen years ago and unmistak-
ably inspired by Duchamp’s erotic apparatuses, McLuhan
dealt with the pop creations of advertising and other word-
and-picture promotions as ingredients of a magic potion,
194
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ed of sex and technology,” that was populating
ca with creatures half woman, half machine. “Noticed
spare parts lately?” he inquired in a subhead of his
er. The legs, bust, hips of the modern girl have been
ed from the human person as “power points,” Mc-
claimed, reminding the reader that “the Hiroshima
was named ‘Gilda’ in honor of Rita Hayworth.” Man,
han, often appears to be a device employed by the
anications mechanisms in their self-development. “Any
on or technology,” he writes in Understanding Media,
an extension or self-amputation of our physical bodies, and
h extension also demands new ratios or new equilibriums
the other organs and extensions of the body. There is,
mple, no way of refusing to comply with the new ratios
e ‘closure’ evoked by the TV image.”
McLuhan'’s The Gutenberg Galaxy, the analysis of how
human organism has been remodeled by a single commu-
ns medium is turned into a full-scale interpretation of
lern history. The outstanding characteristics of life in Eu-
and America from the Renaissance to the turn of the
itieth century are traced to the invention of movable type
the diffusion of the printed word. The streaming of let-
across a page brought into being an *“eye culture” that
d symbolic representation in King Lear, with its blind-
and its wanderers stripped naked by the storm. (Mc-
got his Ph.D. in English at Cambridge.) With Guten-
began the technological acceleration of history that has
hade constant change the norm of social life. The portability
if books, McLuhan says, allowed “alphabetic man” to feed
8 intellect in isolation from others, thus introducing in-
nalism and the Hamlet-like division between knowing
doing, as well as split personality (*“Schizophrenia may
necessary consequence of literacy™) and the conflict be-
n the ego and its environment. The separation of seeing
| the other senses and the reduction of consciousness to
-based concepts were compensated for by the emergence
world of the unconscious. The fixed position of the
vis-a-vis the page, says McLuhan, inspired perspective
Painting, the visualization of three-dimensional objects in
space, and the chronological narrative. The umformity
repeatability of the phonetic bits that make up a line of
)¢ strengthened mechanistic philosophies, serial thinking in
thematics and the sciences, and ideals of social leveling,
d they were the model for the assembly line. In replacing
acular with mass media, print generated the centralizing
es of modern nationalism: “The citizen armies of Crom-
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well and Napoleon were the ideal manifestations of the new
technology.”

Understanding Media is McLuhan’s good-bye to Guten.
berg and to Renaissance, “typographic” man; that is, to the
self-centered individual. As such, it takes its place in that
wide channel of cultural criticism of the twentieth century
that includes writers like T. S. Eliot, Oswald Spengler, D. H,

Lawrence, F. R. Leavis, David Riesman, Hannah Arendt,

Understanding Media, McLuhan’s most neatly ordered and
most comprehensive book, is an examination of how the eve-
extended, print-reading individualist of the past five centuries
is in our time undergoing metamorphosis under the bombard-
ment of all his senses by new electronic media, the first of
which was the telegraph. With the loss of the monopoly of
the column of type has come the breakup of its peruser, and
with this a landslide of all print-based social and art forms;
e.g., the mechanical assembly line gives way to automation,
and perspective in painting to two-dimensional, overall com-
position. Thus the changeover of media is synchronized with
revolutionary phenomena in production and in cultural life
and with an extreme crisis of values.

Of all crisis philosophers, McLuhan is by far the coolest.
Though his notion of the “externalization” or “numbness” in-
duced in the consumer of today’s popular culture accords

with Eliot’s “hollow men,” Riesman’s “other-directedness,” |
and Arendt’s “banality,” he is utterly unsympathetic to any |

concept of “decline.” The collective trance of his contempo-
raries is to his mind a transitional phenomenon—one that re-
curs in all great historic shifts from one dominant medium to
another. Current unfeeling and anxiety parallel states preva-
lent in the early Renaissance, when the printed document was
replacing the handwritten script, Regarding us all in this
light, McLuhan is immune to despair; in his terms, the theory
that the modern world is a cultural wasteland is meaningless.
What, he might ask, makes the inwardness of §esterday
preferable to the shallowness of tomorrow, if both are by-
products of more or less effective devices for conveying infor-

ation? As the phonetic alphabet carried man from tribalism
o individualit; and freedom, the new electric media are tak-
ing him beyond “fragmented, literate, and visual individual-
ism.” If man today is part machine, this is not an effect of
the Industrial Revolution. Technologies have been a compo-
nent of human living for three thousand years, and our loft-
iest feelings have derived from that segment of us that is
least ourselves: “By continuously embracing technologies, we
relate ourselves to them as servo-mechanisms. That is why we

HAROLD ROSENBERG | 197

to use them at all, serve these objects, these extensions
rselves, as gods or minor religions. An Indian is the ser-
anism of his canoe, as the cowboy of his horse or the
ative of his clock.” In line with Toynbee (the idea of the
mo as a merman, the cowboy as a centaur, is his), Mc-
han has superseded Marx’s “fetishism of commodities”
1 a fetishism of the medium to explain the forms of belief
hich men have been governed in various epochs, Socie-
s in which the sacred played a greater role than it does in
were simply those ruled by media of communication
primitive than the visual. “To call the oral man
gious,” ” McLuhan observed in The Gutenberg Galaxy,
.?f course, as fanciful and arbitrary as calling blondes bes-

McLuhan, then, is a modernist to the hilt; his own “sa-
2d"” touchstones are Cézanne and abstract art, the new
ysics, Finnegans Wake. His is the kind of mind that fills
th horror the would-be conservator of values (a Leavis, a
ats, a Lukécs). He is not tempted in the slightest to dig in
some bygone historical moment. Accepting novelty as inev-
, he is not only a modernist but a futurist. In his latest
he regards most of what is going on today as highly
irable, all oftit as meaningful. His position is to be inside
ge; he is given over to metamorphosis on principle. The
nt worldwide clash between the new and the old arouses
1 to enthusiasm, since “the meeting of two media is a mo-
of truth and revelation from which new form is born.”
this appreciation of innovating forms that distinguishes
\ than from other writers on popular culture. Instead of
liscovering menace in the chatter of the disc jockey and the
nities of the commercial, or relief in New Wave films or
Shakespeare and ballet on TV, McLuhan probes beyond
content of the media to the impact of each medium itself
an art form. What takes place at any moment in the rec-
e of the comic strip or on the screen of the TV set may
be worth serious reflection. But as you look, or look and
1, in the particular way demanded by the comic strip or
television image, something is slowly happening to one or
of your senses, and through that to your whole pattern
L perception—never mind what gets into your mind, Hence
first axiom of Understanding Media is “The medium is
message.” Radio tells us about bargains in secondhand
the great books, the weather, but the ultimate effect of
adio is that, day after day, it is displacing reading and rein-
ducing on a new, technological level the oral communica-
i0n of pre-literate societies—or, as McLuhan calls it, “the
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tribal drum.” The effect of a tale differs depending op
whether we read it, hear it, or see it on the stage. McLuhap
therefore ridicules the reformist idea that changes in pro.
gramming could alter the cultural mix now produced by the
popular arts, “Our conventional response to all media,
namely that it is how they are used that counts, is the numb
stance of the technological idiot. For the ‘content’ of a me-
dium is like the juicy piece of meat carried by the burglar to
distract the watchdog of the mind. .
movie form is not related to its program content.” In fact,
McLuhan suggests that one medium always uses another me-
dium as its subject matter: “The content of the press is liter-
ary statement, as the content of the book is speech, and the
content of the movie is the novel.” Whether or not this is so
in every case, it provides a suggestive description of much

contemporary art—for example, that of Rauschenberg, who |

through photographs and silk-screen reproductions makes
news the content of painting.
A remarkable wealth of observation issues from the play

of McLuhan’s sensibility upon each of today's vehicles of |
human intercourse, from roads and money to games and the *

computer, After Understanding Media, it should no longer be
acceptable to speak of “mass culture” as a single lump. Each
pop form, this work demonstrates, has its peculiar aesthetic
features: the comics, a crude woodcut style; TV, a blurred
“iconic” image shaped by the eye of the viewer out of mil-
lions of dots (in contrast to the shiny completed image of
movie film). A further aesthetic complexity of the popular
media pointed out by McLuhan lies in their division into
“hot” and “cool.” The hot medium, like radio and newspa-

pers, is aggressive and communicates much information, while |

the cool, like TV and the Twist (also open-mesh stockings

gnd dark glasses), is reticent and tends to draw its audience

into participation. The varieties of aesthetic influences by

which modern man is showered ought to dissolve the belief,

prevalent among intellectuals, that today’s man in the street,

1n contrast to the peasant or the bushman, has been cut down
.’to a bundle gf simple reflexes.

Responding to the man-made forms that flow continually
through our senses, McLuhan arrives at happy conclusions
for the future. No, man is not being impoverished by pack-
aged cultural commodities. On the contrary, it was the split
personality created by the book who was deprived of sensual
self-realization: “Literacy is itself an abstract asceticism that
prepares the way for endless patterns of privation in the

human community.” Though the shock of the sudden passage |

. . The effect of the §
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hanical to electrical technology has momentarily
our nerves, integral man is in the process of for-
For the first time in history, the media are providing
sith extensions not of one or more sense organs but of
se structure as a whole, “since our new electric tech-
is not an extension of our bodies but of our central
systems.” The mechanical age is departing, and with
division of man within himself and his separation from
fellows. “Synaesthesia, or unified sense and imaginative
had long seemed an unattainable dream to Western
painters, and artists in general. They had looked with
and dismay on the fragmented and impoverished
tive life of Western literate man in the eighteenth
y and later. . . . They were not prepared to have their
ns realized in everyday life by the aesthetic action of
and television. Yet these massive extensions of our cen-
ervous systems have enveloped Western man in a daily
of synaesthesia.” Instant communication through the
media, McLuhan goes on to argue, is ending the age-
onflict between city and country; by “dunking entire pop-
s in new imagery” and bringing them together in the
al village,” it is eliminating, too, the conditions that
e for war, ©
sum, McLuhan has built a philosophy of history on art
which he has directed not at styles in literature,
g, or architecture but at the lowly stuff of everyday
. In doing this, he has also sought to recast the meaning of
and literature since the Renaissance by finding in Shake-
Pope, or Blake “galaxies”, of meaning related to the
and metaphysics of print. He has experimented
h form in his own writings; that is, he has tried to func-
1 as an artist. The Mechanical Bride was a kind of early
p art, with a layout like a museum catalogue and with
dlines, clips of advertising art, comic-strip boxes. The Gu-
¢ Galaxy and Understanding Media regard the human
itation as an enormous art pile, a throbbing assemblage of
1gs that communicate, and they try to make it comprehen-
by means of a mosaic of exhibits and comments that the
s “circulating point of view” has assembled from
y separated fields; McLuhan is attempting to imitate in
Writing the form of the TV image, which he describes as
Mosaic.” The effort to develop an open, expressive social-sci-
® investigation in place of the customary learned research
may in time produce important results; McLuhan's
~18ion of this new form has the virtue of allowing the au-
Or to pick up bits of observation (e.g., that girls in dark

.
Lhetics
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glasses are engaged in “cool” communication) that are
usually excluded, and it also enables him to bring into focus a
remarkable spread of information (e.g., the measurement of
time by smell among the ancient Chinese and among moderp
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brain-surgery patients)., McLuhan’s concern for style tempts

him into discharges of epigrams, wisecracks, and puns. These

have abated in Understanding Media, but the chapter titles |
are still haunted by gags (“Money: The Poor Man’s Credit =

Card,” “The Photograph: The Brothel-Without-Walls”),

Some of this wit is low-grade (“Movies: The Reel World”) |

even if we consider bad puns to be in keeping with the pop
spirit. However, formulas like “If it works it's obsolete,” to

suggest the rate of change in media, and “Today, even nat- |

ural resources have an informational aspect” more than bal-
ance the account,

McLuhan, then, is a kind of artist, and his quick leaps
from datum to axiom (“Take off the dateline, and one day's
paper is the same as the next”) are often aesthetically plea-
surable. In his communications-constructed world, the artist
is the master figure—in fact, the only personage whom he dif-
ferentiates from the media-absorbing mass. The artist, Mc-
Luhan believes, anticipates the changes in man that will be
wrought by a new medium and through his work adjusts the
collective psyche to it. Thus the artist provides an antidote to
the numbness induced by change-over. Painting has long
since gone beyond being a merely visual medium; praising
someone for having a “good eye,” as if a modern painting
were an object to be taken in by a single sense, is tantamount
to praising him for being out of date. A Kandinsky or a

Mondrian is actually apprehended through a “resonating in- .

terplay” of the whole keyboard of sense and consciousness;
no wonder that eye-trained people continue to ask, “What
does it mean?” One of McLuhan’s most valuable contribu-
tions is to help dissolve the craft-oriented concept that mod-
ern art works still belong in the realm of things contemplated
instead of being forces active in “the unified field of electric
all-at-onceness” of tomorrow’s world community.
Unfortunate]y, despite his insights into form, McLuhan's
f}rganjzation his own ideas is far from first-rate. As a com-
position, Understanding Media is often out of control; “circu-
perspective becomes synonymous with going round in
circles. Endlessly repetitious, the book, for all its rain of
bright intuitions, creates a total effect of monotony. This
repetitiousness probably reflects McLuhan’s uneasiness about
his ability to make himself clear. For there are in his thesis

inherent ambiguities, Given the advanced nature of the elec-
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the implication is that older forms, like the book
e stage, are obsolete and that film and comic strip are
t forms of the future. In clinging to a sense extension
e) that has been surpassed, the novelist is a reaction-
cept for the beatnik who gives readings in coffee-
Even being an individual is retrogressive, so turn the
d slip into the new global kraal. Much as McLuhan
the artist, he has pitted the pop media against him, in
ard of the fact that the masterpieces of this century
been paintings, poems, plays, not movies or TV shows.
oint is that while McLuhan is an aesthete, he is also an
e—one ready to spin out his metaphor of the “exten-
until its web covers the universe; if clothes are media,
1 trees and policemen are, too—if, in short, all of creation
s” to us—McLuhan is discussing as media what used
called “Nature,” and his notion of the “sensuously or-
ated” man of the future is a version of the pantheistic
He is a belated Whitman singing the body electric with
homas Edison as accompanist. Yet to expect Adam to step
it of the TV screen is utopianism of the wildest sort. For
€Luhan, beliefs, moral qualities, social action, even mate-
8l progress play a secondary role (if that) in determining
an congition. The drama of history is a crude pag-
. Whose inner meaning is man’s metamorphosis through
media. As a philosophy of cultural development, Under-
ding Media is on a par with theories that trace the inven-
of the submarine to conflicts in the libido or the decline
L the handicrafts to the legalization of interest on loans.

- “Usury,” Ezra Pound wrote in the Cantos,

HAROLD ROSENBERG |
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« + « rusts the man and his chisel
It destroys the craftsman, destroying craft;
Azure is caught with cancer.

cLuhan has taken with deadly literalness his metaphors
e media as extensions of the body and of a nervous sys-
outside ourselves. “Man becomes, as it were, the sex or-
s of the machine world, as the bee of the plant world, en-
Ming it to fecundate and to evolve ever new forms.” His
ptibility to figures of speech leads him to describe possi-
of technological innovation as if they were already
fieved facts. In his world, money and work are things of
= past; we live on credit cards and “learn a living” as man-
8 of computers, and the struggle, backwash, surprise of

events are somnambulistically brushed away. The chilly
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silence of science fiction rei

Lu'};;n’s ipsisacths igns over a broad band of Me.
ese deficiencies might be decisive were there to ari
McLu!xan *“school " of cultural interpretation through a;:fii:
analysis. If one judges McLuhan as an individual Writer
however, what remain paramount are his global standpoint
and his zest for the new. As an artist working in a mixed me
dium of direct experience and historical analogy, he ha.;
gven a peedgd twist to the great debate on what is happening
ham in this age of technological speed-up. Other observers
ve been content to repeat criticisms of industrial society
that were _formu]ated a century ago, as if civilization had
b?l::n steaddy.emptied_out since the advent of the power
m. As against th.e image of our time as a faded photo-
graph of a richly pigmented past, McLuhan, for all his ab-
stractness, has found positive, humanistic meaning and the
gqlor' of life in supermarkets, stratospheric flight, the lights
linking on broadcasting towers, In respect to the maladies of
de-md_md_u_atnon, he has dared to seek the cure in the disease
and his vision of going forward into primitive wholeness is a
good enough reply to those who would go back to it. Under-
standing Mgdm Is a concrete testimonial (illuminating, as
zot%zmbes;gfuilg?lgates_, thrl(_)tg_gh disﬁsnogiation and regrouping)
an is certain to i ing i

world he is in the process of creating. adpgsr .

UNDERSTANDING M,

INTING TO MAD MAGAZINE, FOR FRAG-
INTS TO SHORE UP AGAINST THE RUIN OF
S SYSTEM.

—DWIGHT MACDONALD

s is one of those ambitious, far-ranging idea-books that is
most certain to be a succés d'estime and may well edge its
v onto the best-seller lists. It has all the essentials: a big,
theory about an important aspect of modern life—in this
what is called Mass Media, or Communications—that is
ively buttressed by data and adorned with a special ter-
ogy. An early example was James Burnham’s The Man-
jal Revolution, which wasted a great deal of print, talk,
nd time two decades ago. Later, and more respectable, ex-
mples are The Lonely Crowd (“other-directed”), Norman
). Brown's Life Against Death (“polymorphous perverse”),
nd C. Wright Mills’ The Power Elite.
Mr. McLuhan's book outdoes its predecessors in the scope
novelty of its theory, the variety of its data (he has
ed all culture, from cave paintings to Mad magazine, for
gments to shore up against the ruin of his System) and the
ache of its terminology. My only fear is he may have over-
mated the absorptive capacities of our intelligentsia and
ve given them a richer feast of Big, New ideas than even
. heir ostrich stomachs can digest. I have a sneaking sympathy
! “the consternation of one of the editors of this book”
o, we are told on page 4, “noted in dismay that ‘seventy-
per cent of your material is new. A successful book can-
not venture to be more than ten per cent new.’” Not that this
fazes our author, “Such a risk seems quite worth taking at
the present time when the stakes are very high and the need
A 203
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to understand the effects of the extensions of man becomes
more urgent by the hour.” If the worse comes to the worst,
as the hours tick by, no one can say that Marshall McLuhap
. + . didn't do his best to wise us up.

Compared to Mr. McLuhan, Spengler is cautious and
Toynbee positively pedantic. His thesis is that mankind has
gone through three cultural stages: a Golden Age of illiterate
tribalism that was oral, homogeneous, collective, nonrational,
and undifferentiated; a Silver Age (the terms are Ovid’s, not
his) that set in after the invention of the alphabet during
which the spoken word began to be superseded by the written
word, a decay into literacy that was facilitated by the fact
that alphabetic writing is easier to learn and use than Egyp-
tian hieroglyphs or Chinese ideograms, whose desuetude he
deplores; and the present Iron Age that was inaugurated by
movable-type printing, an even more unfortunate invention,
and that is visual, fragmented, individualistic, rational, and
specialized. McLuhan's The Gutenberg Galaxy is really Vol-
ume 1 of the present work, describing the sociocultural
changes, mostly bad, brought about by the post-Gutenberg
multiplication of printed matter, with its attendant stimula-
tion of literacy. A gloomy work.

Understanding Media is more cheerful. It is about a fourth
Age into which for over a century we have been moving
more and more rapidly, with nobody realizing it except Mr.
McLuhan: the Electronic Age of telegraph, telephone, photo-
graph, phonograph, radio, movie, television, and automation.
This is a return to the Golden Age but on a higher level, as
in the Hegelian synthesis of thesis and antithesis; or a spiral
staircase. These new media are, in his view, making written
language obsolete, or, in his (written) language, the Elec-
tronic Age “now brings oral and tribal ear-culture to the liter-
ate West [whose] electric technology now begins to translate
the visual or eye-man back into the tribal and oral pattern
with its seamless web of kinship and interdependence.”

This preference for speech over writing, for the primitive
over the civilized—to be fair, McLuhan’s Noble Savage is a
more advanced model than Rousseau’s, one equipped with
computers and other electronic devices that make writing, in-
deed even speech, unnecessary for communication—this is
grounded on a reversal of the traditional hierarchy of the
senses. Sight, hearing, touch was Plato’s ranking, and I imag-
ine even in the Electronic Age few would choose blindness
over deafness or touch over either of the other two. But
McLuhan’s 75 per cent of new material includes a rearrange-
ment to touch, hearing, sight, which fits his tropism toward
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itive. He seems to have overlooked the even more
» taste and smell, which is a pity, since a historical-
view based on them would have yielded at least 90
nt new material.

! I have inadvertently suggested that Undefstandfng
dia is pure nonsense, let me correct that impression. It is
sure nonsense, nonsense adulterated by sense. Mr. Mec-
han is an ingenious, imaginative, and (above all) fertile
. He has accumulated a great deal of fresh and jnter—
information (and a great deal of dull or dubious infor-
n). There is even much to be said for his basic thesis, if
g doesn't push it too far (he does). I sympathize with
gluhan’s poetic wisecrack about “the typographical trance
the West”—he is good at such phrases, maybe he should
ge Written his book in verse, some brief and elliptical form
p the Japanese haiku. It is when he develops his ideas, or
her when he fails to, that T become antipathetic.

e defect of Understanding Media is that the parts are
than the whole. A single page is impressive, two are
mulating,” five raise serious doubts, ten confirm them, and
before the hardy reader has staggered to page 359 the
aulation of contradictions, nonsequiturs, facts that are
storted and facts that are not facts, exaggeratqu._and
ronic rhetorical vagueness has numbed him to the insights
8 the chapter on Clocks, especially the pages on Donne and
ell which almost make one forget the preceding page,
tries to conscript three Shakespeare quotations which
y won't be bullied) and the many bits of new and fasci-
ng information: the non-English-speaking African who
nes in to the BBC news broadcast every evening, listening
) it as pure music, with an overtone of magic; the literate
ifrican villager who, when he reads aloud the lefters his il-
terate friends bring him, feels he should stop up his ears so
8 not to violate their privacy. .

" If he had written, instead of a long book, a long article for
ome scholarly journal, setting forth his ldeas_clcarly—at}d
once—Mr. McLuhan might have produced an important lit-
work, as Frederick Jackson Turner did in _1893 with his
nous essay on the frontier in American history. At the
tst, it would have been provocative, stimulating, maybe
yen seminal. And readable. But of course he wrote the book
because he couldn’t write the article. Like those tribesmen of
the Golden Age, his mind-set doesn't make for either preci-
ion or brevity.

_ “Mr. Mtht{han has an insoluble problem of method,”
ank Kermode observed in his admirable review of The Gu-

DWIGHT MACDONALD
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tenberg Galaxy in the February 1963 Encounter. .
phy has made us incapable of knowing and discoursl"lgg%otﬁrei.
wise than by ‘a metamorphosis of situations into a fixed point
of view"; that is, we reduce everything to the linear and the
successive, as computers reduce everything to a series of ei-
ther-ors. And since he himself is unable to proceed by any
other method, he cannot avoid falsifying the facts his book
sets out to establish.” He goes on to paraphrase a letter he
received from McLuhan: “He says the ideal form of his book
would be an ideogram. Or perhaps it could be a film; but oth-
erwise he can find no way ‘of creating an inconclusive image
that is lineal and sequential.’ ™ Alas, A writer who believes
that truth can be expressed only by a mosaic, a montage, a
Gestalt in which the parts are apprehended simultaneously
rather than successively, is forced by the logic of the typo-
graphical medium into “a fixed point of view” and into much
too definite conclusions. And if he rejects that logic, as Mc-
Luhan tries to, the alternative is even worse: a book that
lacks the virtues of its medium, being vague, repetitious,
formless, and, after a while, boring.

* * *

_One way of judging a polymath work like this, or an om-
niscient magazine like Time, is to see what it says about a
subject you know about. On movies, Understanding Media is
not very understanding, or accurate. McLuhan is a fast man
with a fact. Not that he is careless or untruthful, simply that
he’s a system-builder and so interested in data only as build-
ing stones; if a corner has to be lopped off, a roughness
smoothed to fit, he won’t hesitate to do it. This is one of the
reasons his book is dull reading—it’s just those quirky cor-
ners, those roughnesses that make actuality interesting,

Page 18: “The content of a movie is a novel or a play or
an opera.” This suits a McLuhan thesis: “The medium is the
message,” the content of a medium is always another me-
dium, so 'the only real content is the technology peculiar to
each medium, and its effects. Many movies, especially Holly-
wood ones, are made from novels and plays. But many are
not, and those usually the best. “Even the film industry re-
gards all of its greatest achievements as derived from novels,
nor is this unreasonable.” (By “not unreasonable” McLuhan
means It Fits.) “All” is the kind of needlessly large claim
McLuhan often makes: Common sense would suggest there
might be a few films not derived from novels that are well-re-
garded by the industry. In fact, there are many; I imagine
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Hollywood—which has given Oscars to Bergman
ini, after all—would include among the cinema's
achievements” Potemkin, Caligari, Ten Days That
the World, Citizen Kane, Intolerance, 8%2, La Dolce
L’Avventura, Grande lllusion, Wild Strawberries, and
nedies of Keaton and Chaplin.

287: Pudovkin and Eisenstein did not “denounce”
pund film. Quite the contrary: Their famous 1928 Mani-
begins, “The dream of a sound film has come true” and
peludes that, if sound is treated nonrealistically as a mont-
g element, “it will introduce new means of enormous
. . . for the circulation . . . of a filmic idea.” Again
an knew this, for he refers to the Manifesto, but he
essed this knowledge for systematic reasons.

293: “This kind of casual, cool realism has given the
British films easy ascendancy.” On the contrary, British
of the last decade—as the chief British film journal,
& Sound, constantly laments—now stand low on the in-
tional scale. McLuhan makes this misjudgment because
of his theories is that “cool” media suit the Electronic
better than “hot” ones—T'll explain shortly—so since
sh films are indeed on the casual-cool side, either they
be ascendant or the theory must be wrong.

* ® *

n occupational disease of system-building that is perhaps
worse than the distortion of reality is a compulsion to
the logic of the system to extremes. The climactic, and
h the longest, chapter in Understanding Media is the one
television. A happy ending: TV is reforming culture by
ing us the real stuff, tribal, communal, and analphabetic
ne of that divisive book larnin’—and restoring the broth-
T of man. It is the finest flower of mankind’s finest Age,
e present or Electronic one. -~
\In The Gutenberg Galaxy, McLuhan with his usual origi-
ality denounces the “open” society of individual freedom we
kept alive, with varying success, since the Greeks in-
vented it. He prefers a “closed” society on the primitive
el (“the product of speech, drum, and ear technologies™)
d he looks forward, as the Electronic Age progresses, to
sealing of the entire human family into a single global
.” TV is the demiurge that is creating this transforma-
Already it has changed things in many ways, most of
beneficial—I predict a brisk sale for the book on Madi-
Avenue, Among them are: the end of bloc-voting in poli-
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tics; the rise of the quality paperback (had thought Jason Ep.
stein was the demiurge there, but maybe he got the idea from
Jack Paar); the recent improvement in our criticism (“Depth
probing of words and language is a normal feature of oral
and manuscript cultures, rather than of print. Europeans
have always felt that the English and Americans lacked depth
in their culture. Since radio, and especially since TV, English
and American literary critics have exceeded the performances
of any European in depth and subtlety.” Well, an original
judgment anyway); “the abrupt decline of baseball” and the
removal of the Dodgers to Los Angeles; “the beatnik reach-
ing out for Zen™ and also their public poetry readings (“TV,
with its deep participation mode, caused young poets sud-
denly to present their poems in cafés, in public parks, any-
where. After TV, they suddenly felt the need for personal
contact with their public.” Agreed, but in opposite sense: The
tripe manufactured all day and night by TV may well have
made poets feel the need for personal contacts in their
work); the picture window; the vogue for the small car; the
vogue for skiing (“So avid is the TV viewer for rich tactile
effects that he could be counted on to revert to skis. The
wheel, so far as he is concerned, lacks the requisite abrasive-
ness.” Skis seem to me less abrasive than wheels, but let it
pass, let it pass); the Twist; and the “demand for crash-pro-
gramming in education.”

TV has been able to accomplish all this because it is not
only electronic but also very cool. Hot media (radio, cinema,
photography) are characterized by “high definition” or “the
state of being well filled with data.” Thus comic strips are
cool because “very little visual information is provided.” He
rates speech cool (“because so little is given and so much has
to be filled in by the listener”). McLuhan's own style, inci-
dentally, is one of the hottest since Carlyle: cf., the chapter
headings: “The Gadget Lover: Narcissus as Narcosis”; “The
Photograph: the Brothel-without-Walls”; “The Telephone:
Sounding Brass or Tinkling Symbol?”; “Movies: the Reel
World” (now reelly).

TV is the coolest of media because the engipeers haven't
yet been able to give us a clear picture. Or, in McLuhanese:
“The TV image is of low intensity or definition and there-
fore, unlike film, it does not afford detailed information
about objects.” (He can say that again.) So the viewer is
forced to participate, to eke out imaginatively the poverty of
what he sees, like the readers of those cool comic books—all
very s_umulating and educational. In the McLuhanorama, Pi-
casso is inferior to Milton Caniff because he goes in for “high
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jon.” Another virtue of TV is that it *is, above all, an
n of the sense of touch, which involves maximal in-
y of all the senses.” Touch would seem to me to involve
terplay than, say, sight, and I have always thought of
s oral and visual. But touch is No. 1 in the McLuhan
y of the senses and TV is No. 1 in the McLuhan
y of media and so . . .
tching TV is also gregarious—“the TV mosaic image
pands social completion and dialogue”—with the specta-
 chatting while Gunsmoke flickers by, and this is also
od. (It doesn’t seem to have occurred to McLuhan that TV
demand social completion simply because there isn't
of interest on the screen.) How different are the pas-
isolated, mute movie-goers, who must put up with
complete, and sometimes even beautiful images that
them nothing to fill in (cinema is hot) and no chance
f creative or social activity. They might as well be looking
a Mantegna or a Cézanne or some other high-definition,
n-participatory image. “Since TV nobody is happy with a
jere book knowledge of French or English poetry,” Mc-
han writes or rather proclaims. “The unanimous cry now is
et’s talk French' and ‘Let the bard be heard.’” Unanimous
les I doubt ever got unanimously cried. But I do like that

I found two statements I could agree with: TV is “an end-
s adventure amidst blurred images and mysterious con-
urs”; and “TV makes for myopia.” For the rest, the chapter
veals with special clarity two severe personal limitations on
8 usefulness as a thinker about media: his total lack of in-
pést in cultural standards (he praises Jack Paar because his
Dw-keyed, personal manner is well suited to a cool medium
ke TV—as it is—but has nothing to say about the quality of
hie material Paar puts across so coolly); and his habit—it
gems almost a compulsion as if he wanted to be found out,
ke a sick kleptomaniac—of pushing his ideas to extremes of

L _' d ity,

" The most extreme extreme I noticed was the millennial vi-
ion that concludes the chapter on “The Spoken Word:
Hlower of Evil?”:

Our new electric technology that extends our senses and
nerves in a global embrace has large implications for
the future of language. Electric technology does not
need words any more than the digital computer needs
numbers. Electricity points the way to an extension

of the process of consciousness itself, on a world scale,
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and without any verbalization whatever. Such a state of
collective awareness may have been the preverbal
condition of men. . . . The computer promises by
technology a Pentecostal condition of universal under-
standing and unity. The next logical step would seem to
be . .. to bypass languages in favor of a general cosmic
consciousness which might be very like the collective
unconscious dreamt of by Bergson.® The condition of
we!ghtles'mess that biologists say promises a physical
immortality may be paralleled by the condition of

a speechlessness that could confer a perpetuity of
collective harmony and peace.

I think Madame Blavatsky would have envied the writer
capable of the paragraph.

* Only McLuhan would see the conscious as “very like” -
conscious; in his case, the resemblance may be close.—rly). ;\de e

Editor's Note: See Part 6, pp. 281-285 for McLuhan's comments.
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IE STYLE IS A VISCOUS FOG, THROUGH WHICH
OM STUMBLING METAPHORS.

—CHRISTOPHER RICKS

importance of Understanding Media has nothing to do
worth. Marshall McLuhan is now a power in more than
land, and not only as Director of the Centre for Culture
Technology at Toronto. Since a great many people are
erned about the effects of TV, films, advertisements, and
press, they will turn more and more to a praised expert.
nd there is, too, a market for heady prophecies, especially
hose which skilfully and at the last moment substitute a ser-
mon for a forecast. Like Jacques Barzun, Mr. McLuhan has

e suspenseful air of being about to lift the veil. Does Tel-
tar bode? Yes, indeed, and we may expect (excitement
nounts), we may expect that

the time factor in every decision of business and
finance will acquire new patterns. Among the peoples
of the world strange new vortices of power will appear
unexpectedly.

“Unexpectedly” is about right, for all the help we actually
] from Mr. McLuhan’s clutch of crystal balls. The car has
tered everything, “and it will continue to do so for a decade
‘more, by which time the electronic successors to the car will
'be manifest.” Nostradamus redivivus? A reader who crosses
. McLuhan’s palm with two guineas may feel gulled.
Three themes cohabit, not very fruitfully. First: Electron-
ics and “electric speed” are different in kind from the me-
_chanical (which is linear, typographic, uniform, and repeata-
' ble). Our present culture partakes of both. The mechanical
. or typographic culture necessitated sequence, fragmentation,
) 211
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and specialization; but the new electronic culture “retribal.
izes,” makes the world a village, and is organically instanta.
neous.

UNDERSTANDING M.

Man can now look back at two or three thousand years
of varying degrees of mechanization with full awareness
of the mechanical as an interlude between two great
organic periods of culture.

The second theme is “The Extensions of Man”:

Whereas all previous technology (save speech, itself)
had, in effect, extended some part of our bodies,
electricity may be said to have outfered the central
system itself, including the brain.

Third:

Political scientists have been quite unaware of the
effects of media anywhere at any fime, simply because
nobody has been willing te study the personal and social
effects of media apart from their *“content.”

These are important themes, but they are altogether drgwncd
by the style, the manner of arguing, the attitude to evidence
and to authorities, and the shouting.

Any medium has an effect gua medium, over and above its 8
content. To have said so would have been to have written a8 |

sadder and a wiser book (and a shorter one). But Mr. MC;
Luhan’s contempt for people who attend to the “content

leads him to deny that content plays any part at all. ‘:The‘ me- §
dium is the message,” he intones again and again. ‘:}'hﬂ
effects of technology”—and by technology he means all “ex- &

tensions of man”—"do not occur at the level of opinions of
concepts, but alter sense ratios or patterns of _perceptloﬂ
steadily and without any resistance.” If he had said “do not
occur only at the level of opinions”—but no, for him the sole

effect is that of the medium itself. Literacy creates ‘mdividual: '
‘ism, and “this fact has nothing to do with the content of the

alphabetized words.” “The effects of radio are quite indepen-
dent of its programming.” TV creates “total involvement 1o
all-inclusive mowness,” and “this change of attitude has
nothing to do with programming in any way.” ]
All of which means that Understanding Media cuts off it5

extension of man to spite its face. How can Mr. McLuha? |

possibly use the medium of the book (typographic, linear
fragmented) in order to speak in this way about the electron”
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‘instantaneous? On his own terms, a book cannot but
the typographic attitudes which he insists are cramp-
estern man. If his arguments are true, how silly to
pul them by using a medium which has no option but to
them.
He wriggles in this unmentioned predicament, and does his
to escape by abandoning all the sequential virtues of a
He says the same thing on every page, and repeats
¢ chunks when he feels like it—which is perhaps one
of instantaneity. He praises the Eastern (*“oral”) mode
ought: “The entire message is then traced and retraced,
and again, on the rounds of a concentric spiral with
ng redundancy.” But if this “oral” tradition could be in-
ated in a book, his arguments would all collapse. The
pt may be pluckily preposterous, but the outcome is not
“seeming” redundancy. The moral position, too, is shaky,
not even the quotation from Pope Pius XII about media
manages to shore it up. Mr. McLuhan may insist that
“withholding all value judgments when studying these
a matters,” but in fact his terms are about as neutral as
bigot. Who will be found to speak for literacy (which has
mented” and “mutilated”) when the electronic culture is
ibed in these terms—humble involvement and deep
nitment, participation, heightened human awareness, and
fying the life of the senses? “Contemporary awareness had
ecome integral and inclusive again, after centuries of dis-
d sensibilities”—does that withhold value judgments?
is it an act of neutrality to give a chapter to each of
y-six media, but no chapter to the theater?
Very well—people were wrong to ignore the nature of a
edium. But that doesn’t beautify the airy hauteur to which
8 arguments rise whenever they confront facts, earthy polit-
l facts. Possibly radio does inevitably inflame, and TV
cool, but the authorial tone is too epigrammatically
'mpian. “Had TV occurred on a large scale during Hitler’s
he would have vanished quickly. Had TV come first
would have been no Hitler at all.” Vanished? Like a
Disney ogre? So confident a magic wand does not like
e fact that there are facts., Can we be quite so sure that
Nazi TV would have had no choice but to intervene so cool-
i igly and so effectively? Is “content” (even anti-Semitic con-
ENt) really a matter of total indifference in comparison with
E the medium proper”? Mr. McLuhan may perhaps be right,
ut Hitler seems to me a subject where too serene a confi-
Ence in one’s own theories can easily look unfeeling. After
, there are those of us who would have traded all of Pope

h
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Pius’ words about mass media for
the massacre of the Jews,

Mr. McLuhan’s confidence, quite without irony, sees the
computer as a type of the Holy Ghost: “The computer, in short,
promises by technology a Pentecostal condition of universal
understanding and unity.” So much for greed, crowding, hun.
ger, and all the hard facts which make universal understand.
ing and unity a matter of intractable things as well as of lan.
guage and media. When Mr, McLuhan invokes his Pentecost,
there is no doubt about the mighty rushing wind, but whers
are the tongues of fire?

It seems that we have been fools, but now at last we will
be put right about it all, though our patient teacher can't
quite prevent his eyelid from drooping disdainfully. “It is not
th_e increase of numbers in the world that creates our concern
with population,” rather it is “our electric involvement in one
another’s lives.” Our “concern” may well have been pricked
by the media, but it is not entirely evolved from them, since
there remains the glumly objective fact of the increasing pop-
ulation, a fact which to any man who wants to live as some-
thing more than “a student of media” is in itself a cause of
concern. Could it be that Mr. McLuhan averts his eyes from
the fact because the Catholic Church wishes it weren’t a fact?
When the facts would be embarrassing, Mr. McLuhan passes
by on the other side. It scems that “literate man” is a warped
creature, “quite inclined to see others who cannot conform
as somewhat pathetic.” And then, without a pause: “Espe-
cially the child, the cripple, the woman, and the colored per-
son appear in a world of visual and typographic technology
as victims of injustice.” But in this world, the world of facts
as well as of media, colored people do not merely appear
(thanks to tricksy typography) to be victims of injustice, they
are such. Not every single individual, of course, but quite
enough for Mr. McLuhan’s enlightened detachment to get
tarnished. He long-sufferingly tut-tuts—how naive of people
to be upset by circumstances, instead of realizing that it is all
just the built-in preconceptions of media.

. Media, apparently, and not moral convictions, get things
done: “The real integrator or leveler of white and Negro in
the South was the private car and the truck, not the expres-
sion of moral points of view.” Notice “was,” as if it were all
a thing of the past, so that now the historian can bask in
equanimity. Notice, too, that it isn’t said that the truck was in
the end the most effective or most important integrator or lev-
eler—no, it was “the real” one, which leaves “moral points of
view” (a prettily placid piece of phrasing) as merely unreal.

just a2 word or two aboyt
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e weren't enough people willing to be told that jus-
South (a) has been achieved, and (b) is no moral

't worry, the truck’ll change all that). This may all be
in which case it is the consequence of Mr. Mc-
furious rebound. Since everybody else will talk about
but “content,” he will talk about nothing but media
ice, neutral, omnipotent media.

here is a similar stoniness when he discusses “labor-sav-
devices, toasters or washing-machines or vacuum cleaners:
d of saving work, these devices permit everybody to
own work. What the nineteenth century had delegated
vants and housemaids we now do for ourselves.” Oh no
don’t. When we switch on the automatic washing ma-
Mr. McLuhan and I are not in any meaningful sense
the same work as servants used to do. There is some-
unimaginative about a deftness that is so very interested
evices” and so little interested in how nineteenth-century
really did work., “Today, in the electronic age, the
man is reduced to having much the same entertain-
ent, and even the same food and vehicles as the ordinary
an.” Try telling that to the many ordinary men who live in
e other America,” let alone three-quarters of the globe.
McLuhan may claim the license of a prophet, but even a
het will be the more humane if he does not state as to-
fact what may perhaps one day come to pass.

h indifference to fact is not always politically disagree-
but it is always absurd. Literate societies don't like
h0.? That must be because the odor “is far too involving for
ur habits of detachment and specialist attention.” But why
ouldn’t it just be that we don't like the smell? Ah, but what
“the strange obsession of the bookman with the press-
as essentially corrupt”? That must, it seems, be due to
antagonism of the book to the newspaper as a medium.
what if it weren’t a strange obsession, but a fact, that
lords are corrupt?

e style is a viscous fog, through which loom stumbling
phors. And Mr, McLuhan’s subject, after all, is the
ination and the emotions, Nothing could be less imagina-
than all this talk of “a complex and depth-structured per-
especially as the depth resembles a sump: “People
to sense a draining-away of life values.” What we need
e mosaic of the press” which “manages to effect a com-
X many-leveled function of group-awareness.” Fortunately
e tactile mesh of the TV mosaic has begun to permeate the
merican sensorium”—hence the “complex togetherness of

_;
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the corporate posture.” What makes it all so grisly is that thig
unfelt, unfeeling, and nerveless style is forever insisting op
how media grip, how they touch, how they create.

The tastes are of a piece with the style. He asserts that
ours is “one of the greatest ages of music, poetry, painting,
and architecture alike.” Later he comes to think that this was
a bit half-hearted, so he steps it up: “The arts of this cen-
tury” have an “ascendancy over those of other ages compara-
ble to that which we have long recognized as true of modern
science.” And the justification for such a claim? Well, there is
the “extraordinary intensity” of Agatha Christie’s Labours of
Hercules. And there are advertisements,

The ads are by far the best part of any magazine or
newspaper. More pains and thought, more wit and art
go into the making of an ad than into any prose
feature of press or magazine.

Anybody who thought that advertisements have as much ugly
lying as witty art would simply be exposing himself as one of
the “media victims, unwittingly mutilated by their studies.”
“Ads are ignored or deplored, but seldom studied and en-
joyed"—as if enjoyment could not but follow study, as if it
weren't even a possibility that one might study and then de-
plore. Since he so admires advertisements, it is not surprising
that he uses them as evidence. Is Mrs, Khrushchey's plain
cotton dress an icon of thrift? Yes—a “very ingenious ad”
has said so. Are the Greeks more sensuously involved? Yes
—a travel guide has said so. Vogue proves one fact (and I
don't mean about Vogue), and Life another, as if they were
irreproachable works of history.

Mr. McLuhan uses his authorities about as convincingly as
his evidence. No doubt there is still a lot to be said for Berg-
son and Toynbee, but it is not now possible to plonk down
their names as if they settled a matter. Mr. McLuhan in-
volves Lynn White's Medieval Technology and Social Change
for its argument that at a particular time the stirrup pro-
foundly affected ways of life—but he does not mention that
there are unridiculous historians who believe that the argu-
ments are important but the evidence (especially as to dating)
far from complete. Similarly, a great play is made with that
dread “dissociation of sensibility” which at some unspecified
date overtook Western man—as if any scrupulous cultural
historian now thought the phrase anything but a faded bright
idea. It is not only those who have been twisted by literacy
who will find all these arguments short on evidence. Perhaps
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an’s history is more accurate than are his literary
The audagty is impressive, as when he takes E. E.
gs asatypeofthepoetwhoseworkisforﬂ:!eear_and
the eye: Cummings must be “read aloud with widely
stresses and paces,” since “people who feel that poetry
the eye and is to be read silently can scarcely get any-
e with Hopkins or Cummings.” I would like to hear Mr.
Luhan rendering Cummings’ “gRrEaPsPhOs.” But even so
t a vocal skill would not be a substitute for cogency or
of argument. Or for an accurate text of Cummings—
McLuhan does not give us Cummings’ spelling, capitali-
hyphenation, lineation, or spacing. The masters of the
schools are controversial, polymath. Mr. McLuhan
from ham to ham, stirring the water in his bath.

r's Note: See Part 6, pp. 288-289 for McLuhan’s comments,
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HE DOESN'T WANT IDEAS BUT ACTION.
—JACK BEHAR

I e ey

THE GREATEST DEFECT OF MC LUHAN'S THEORY
IS THE COMPLETE REJECTION OF ANY ROLE FOR
THE CONTENT OF COMMUNICATION.

—BEN LIEBERMAN

26

Behar:

The Gutenberg Galaxy gave us McLuhan's major thesis
about the new world of sensibility being created under the
aegis of the electronic media, and at the center of this new
book are the formulae that figured prominently in it. Briefly,
the ?icture that emerges is something like the following:
Pre-literate or tribal man lived in a rich oral-aural world, one
structured by myth and ritual, its modes of awareness being
“tactile” and “auditory,” its values communal and sacred.
(Here, of course, McLuhan finds the perfect myth, one cen-
tering in collective participation, that so attracts him and us;
and from it grows a rather familiar mystique of the organic
in the repeated use of the notion of “unified sensibility.”)
The Gutenberg revolution exploded the world of tribal man,
creating via print the open society, modern individualism, pri-
vacy, specialization, mechanical-repeatable techniques, etc.,
all at the cost—a very heavy one, for McLuhan—of cutting
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from a rich auditory experience. Hence, fragmented,
ized, impoverished modern man is Gutenberg Man, a
ary victim of the visual emphasis given by printing
nology. The electronic revolution, however, once more
gs oral-aural experience central, promising liberation
the impoverishing effect of print, demanding participa-
i rather than print-fostered passivity, and restoring us to
ess and harmony in the reconstituted tribal society.
han apparently believes, then, that the problem of con-
ary “‘fragmentation” is being solved whether we know
not, that Utopia is unnecessary when we have begun to
jected, via our electronic technology, into an incredibly
world of auditory experience that begins to wipe out our
ing legacy from the mechanical age of Gutenberg. We
yet find salvation in a happy, active, outgoing sensorium
adise Regained.
‘Certainly there is an obvious craving in our society for a
ire richly orchestrated life of the senses, for oral-aural
of experience and communion with others, and in a
hat over-popularized way, for a kind of revolt against
issive, consumer-oriented roles. We are becoming
 the idea of full-time creativity for everyone, to process
er than to produce, to “getting with” things rather than
ng oneself on them, to “acting out” rather than “read-
g up on.” But to find, as McLuhan does, the TV image the
of all this is going rather far—too far, I would sup-
Some of us may find what McLuhan calls the “tactile
tesh” of the TV image a quite maddeningly abstract idea.
n the other hand, McLuhan’s analysis of newspaper form as
saic” is perfectly valid, and here the formula of “simulta-
and “total field” awareness seems to work, as does the
tion that the mosaic of newspaper form tends to neutralize
he “hot” point of view reserved for the editorial pages. Per-
McLuhan presses so hard on the idea of the mosaic-like
image because he is desperate to come by at least a token
ality of “community” and the new “ritual” forms on which
it can be based. What he needs to do is to define “involve-
nent” and “participation” so that these large terms are not
ly produced on the analysis of perceptual schema. We
to regard “involvement” as (in part) distinct from the
a person looks at the TV image.
the drama the book makes of opposing worlds of sensi-
v, where does McLuhan stand? What is he after in foist-
so heavy a load of subliminal work on the backs of the
ledia? On the whole, quite like the literary men whose cul-
ire-bound responses to the media he makes light of, he
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wants collective involvement in a “ritual process,” and he sees
TV, the newspaper, and radio as providing this at a “magi-
cal” communal level. He doesn’t want ideas ( “point of
view™) but action, a magical process working itself out, com-
munal awareness restored, participation “in depth” made pos-
sible, the “Africa within” released to the sound of the tribal
media. And indeed, it is easy to conclude that, for all the
many sharp observations McLuhan gives us on the workings
of the media, what he finally desires is a kind of religion. He
is, like Blake and Lawrence, whose names occur in these
pages, a foe of “single vision and Newton's sleep,” and logi-
cally, then, an advocate of “ritual.” But it is odd that Mec-
Luhan’s proto-religious longings should fasten on the TV
image and the electronic revolution.

The large question McLuhan’s book raises seems to be
this: How can we see to it that the necessary specialist sensi-
bility, fostered by whatever happens to be the form of our
media indoctrination, doesn’t come to dominate the whole
field of our awareness? McLuhan doesn’t want us to resemble
the teen-ager caught up in the self-mesmerization of the
Twist, happily submerged in the trance. He refers to “auton-
omy,” and he says about education that it must be regarded
as “civil defense against media fallout.” Yet he is so bound to
the idea of the subliminal power of the media to impose their
assumptions about the structuring of primary social processes
on those who use and are used by them that he can’t descend
to what is inevitable—some fairly grubby educational pro-
gramming. We don’t want simply a subliminally enjoyable in-
terplay of the sense—a kind of electronic symboliste mad-
ness, however liberating—or the total triumph of habits print
technology has fostered. If we live indeed at a moment of
crucial cultural change, when the assumptions imposed by
print technology begin to strike us as making for some inevi-
table distortions and a harmful imbalance, then we must as-
sess what resources we have that allow for righting the bal-
ance. Righting the balance, however, will not give us any-
thing so comprehensive as “unified sensibility,” so it is a
ﬂ;“ra_;per foolish messianism to talk as McLuhan does about

The world which the media have helped to build is inesca-
pably the one in which we live. Keeping watch over the
media is one of the ordinary daily chores. It follows, I think,
that we cannot help but act as analysts of content, not merely
of the apparently unconditioned power of media forms to
create or to transform the conditions of our lives.
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an:
Cult of McLuhanacy now has its full gospel. Every-
g is explained by seeing electric (= instant) information
communication become the whole of matter and energy;
e central Mystery that every good cult needs is provided in
phenomenon that the very form of the communication
a not only creates all change without the slightest regard
content, but has this causal effect despite the fact that
2 is no such thing as causality.
If you do not understand this, at least do not dismiss it as
aricature, It is doctrine very seriously laid forth, with a very
se profusion of printed language (a form the Master
s to deplore). For the details, you will have to read the
k if you can. It will be hard enough, here, in limited
pace, even to cover the main points.
. McLuhan’s message is that the media aren't what people
link they are (especially not what scholars and media peo-
think they are), and we can’t understand the vast techno-
al and cultural changes now upon us if we don’t under-
d media. Unfortunately, McLuhan is so full of jerry-built
y, dogmatic overgeneralizations, nonsequiturs, disorgan-
successions of parenthetical observations, and bewilder-
swift and large leaps among high peaks of misconcep-
that he makes little contribution himself to that under-
tanding. On the contrary. It will take years to unravel a
Hefenseless student who takes McLuhan’s “facts” literally,
. Nevertheless, and lest this review begin to sound critical, it
be said strongly that the book does perform a useful
tive service for the mature reader, and even more for
any encrusted communicator who can somehow be brought
1o plunge into McLuhan’s super-souped-up style,
McLuhan is right to thrust out at the pipsqueak communi-
tion theories of the academicians and at the smug assump-
ns of most of the media leaders. We certainly have no
munication theory today that is anywhere close to encom-
ng the realities and ramifications of communication. It is
erally appalling to see how little effort is made to study and
derstand (much less teach) communication per se in major
leges and universities. No one can even get his feet wet in
nderstanding Media without at least feeling viscerally that
e usual views of communication are utterly superficial and
ong, and that something drastic ought to be done about the
atter.
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But McLuhan unfortunately does not seem able to orgin-
ize himself into a coherence that can fit the internal facts of
the communication complex itself, much less the relationship
of the communication complex to the industrial complex, the
educational complex, the political complex, and all the other
polarized but interdependent facets of our total society. It is
not enough to say, as he does, that the advent of the electric
media has made everything one nonlinear whole that needs
no delineating. And in any event, as fuzzy a little tail as even
McLuhan’s ABC (All-Being Communication) trying to wag
a dog as big as all mankind Past, Present, and Future really
is preposterous.

Nor does it help too much that McLuhan thrusts at the ex-
cesses of specialism in our society, including specialist teach-
ing. When he lays the blame at the print media and proclaims
that the new electr[on]ic media have already completely
changed the situation, he reveals the frail substance of his in-
sight. The specialist phenomenon is a necessary, inevitable
development, arising out of and creating our whole technolo-
gy—not just communication—and it was growing long before
the “explosion” of phonetic literacy. It does need to be coun-
terbalanced as our society becomes too complex for the in-
nate generalist sense in each of us to keep our total effort a
workable whole. And despite McLuhan’s dangerous compla-
cency which arises from his mystic generalist role for the
“implosion” of electronic media and automation, we are in
real danger of either splintering into paralysis and doom or
else accepting a conformist pattern that will make us into an
ant society. A lot of us are going to have to work hard to
restore the generalist balance, but McLuhan's faith in radio,
TV, and the computer—as media which have already
changed the reality and thus eliminated the danger—is not
the clarion call to duty.

Unfortunately, as has been perhaps hinted, McLuhan has
no real positive contribution to make in this book. He pro-
duces a great confusion of aphorisms, striking sentences, ar-
resting allusions, hindsightful insights, and breathtaking infer-
ences. It may well be that some of them are great and will be
quoted millennia hence as imperishable truths. But it is possi-
ble to suspect also that if so, this will be true simply by the
laws of probability invoked in the spewing out of a torrent of
statements of one kind or another—just as a pack of mon-
keys can theoretically, in due time, type out a Shakespearean
play. But is it worth the prodigious waste of paper, and even
more the staggering work of wading through all those near-
miss typings to find the gems?

UNDERSTANDING M.
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Not that McLuhan’s creative process is sheer probability,
the monkeys. He has what can only be called an eclectic

an eclecticism sent skittering over all sorts of facts and

ts by the electric charge of a neglected truth. Using

erstanding Media as a fascinating casebook, the process

vicLuhan goes something like this:

==Any straw in a field is a straw in the wind if it

" happens to have at least one characteristic that is also

. characteristic of the point being made.

. =Any straw in the wind is the complete clue of a great

. new condition of the human mind or society.

. =Any clue to a great new condition of the human mind

- or society that is going to develop from some new

- communication medium is the evidence that this change

. has already been effected.

. —(Corollary) Any such change was caused entirely by a

. new communication medium.

. =—(Corollary) Any such change is also revolutionary,

~ permanent, and tied to some great past.

. To test all the implications, ramifications, and conclusions
which this kind of creativity puts onto even one typical Mc-
[luhan page would take years. But, to repeat, would it be
rth it?

ne reason for fearing not is the way McLuhan can base
le chunks of his theory (if that’s what it is) on the most
nple and yet staggering distinctions based on sheer error.
ne example must suffice, but it is central: his analysis of

~ He finds TV different from film, to say nothing of print
media, because (page 164) “From the three million dots per
cond on TV, the viewer is able to accept, in an iconic
asp, only a few dozen, seventy or so, from which to shape
image. The image thus made is as crude as that of the
mics.” And from that stems the dichotomy which leads to
¢ whole social change and the complacency mentioned
lier. What an incredible misconception of what the eye
es! Yet one must accept this starting point, and the infer-
‘ences which follow, or the “understanding” of media
 throughout the whole book is made meaningless.
" The greatest defect of McLuhan’s theory, however, is the
“complete rejection of any role for the content of communica-
" tion. One can only assume that the irony that his own work
" creates “content” exclusively is lost upon McLuhan. At any
‘rate, he ignores the power of ideas, of values, of emotions, of
. eumulative wisdom—to say nothing of the hard facts of geo-
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graphy, economics, politics, and the human glory and tragedy
of life and death. “The medium is the message,” and there is
no other. Just like that. The truth is overwhelming in its
pristine simplicity, as great a stroke of genius as Einstein's
E=mc? And the result, unleashed, is a comparable radioac-
tivity that creates horrible mutations, McLuhan bombs a land-
scape already in critical condition, and then strews his special
seed for the growth of the new truths he sees.

Well, let us end ungrudgingly and say that his bombing is
useful. Even that his seeding is a prodigious and noble ges-
ture. But let us hope that very few readers believe he has re-
seeded our land with a viable, useful crop of truth. There will
have to be new seed, certainly, and a tremendous amount of
patient work to cultivate the new truths that our new techno-
logical society needs to replace the old—but glibly Mar-
shalled McLuhanacies are only going to grow weeds that will
need pulling if they take root at all.

E EXPERIENCE WE DERIVE FROM OUR BUILD-
GS WILL BE DRAWN FROM A FUSION OF THE
NSES: THE IMPACT SWIFT, INSTANT, CON-
INSED, TOTAL; THE MESSAGE IMMEDIATE,
RECT, POSSIBLY CRUDE, UNEDITED, UN-
HEARSED, BUT REAL.

—JOHN M. JOHANSEN

st of us for some time have been aware of the field of cy-
metics and the vast effects of the current electronic revolu-
. Norbert Wiener, in his book The Human E{sq of
uman Beings (1954), presented these matters most vividly.
nce that time electronics has made possible accelerated de-
lopment of computers for data processing, worldwide com-
Inication systems by Telstar, and guidance of weapons and
raft. *Already several newspapers have installed com-
typesetting; soon we will have three-dimensional T\_’.
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology a team is
eloping a nationwide computer network that will 1_nake all
edge, whether stored or presently recorded, instantly
ble anywhere. Publishing will almost surely undergo a
transformation; the book will be replaced by research
ages assembled to suit specific needs, The take-over by
mation of traditional methods is borne out by the recent
8 that the Radio Corporation of America has bought out
m House: a very significant event. In addition, cyber-
has already had its influence on teaching, psychology,
ge, and mathematics. ;
each period of well-established cultural achleverpent,
€re is apt to be a consistency in the thinking and experience
L the arts, science, and philosophy. In his book, Music, His-
225
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tory and Ideas, Hugo Leichtentritt points out that in the sey.
enteenth century, for example, as the concept of infinity be.
came widely accepted for the first time in scientific thinking,
it was also expressed in the endless vistas of the Baroque
painters and sculptors, and in music by the elaborate and
boundless developments by composers of the fugue and con-
certo. Although it may be disputed whether such consisten.
cies in any time were conscious or unconscious, the fact re.
mains that consistencies are indeed found and that for us
today there are likely to be similar consistencies. It is with
this background in mind that I am prompted, after reading
Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media, to examine the
new aspects of experience predicated by the electronic revolu-
tion, and find their effects, established or predictable, upon
our architecture. While certain of our architects who seem
not to be aware of the present need reorientation, other ar-
chitects, who sense the current change, deserve encourage-
ment, reassurance, and a cause around which to rally their
valuable talents.

The effects of the electronic age upon architecture may be
felt in the following ways:

First, the overwhelming presence of electronic devices will
lead to a degree of imitation in the design of our buildings.
We witnessed this happening in the 1920’s and 1930’s when
Le Corbusier romanticized and imitated the machine and in-
dustrial products. Mies van der Rohe expresses the industrial
processes of rolled steel in the application of standard scc-
tions to the facades of his buildings; and Walter Gropius
made his great contribution by bringing design talent to man-
ufacturing and building methods. But with the passing of the
industrial age, we may now expect an architecture conceived
more as a computer, of components rigged on armatures of
chassis connected by circulation harnesses. The use itself of
electronic terms conjures up new mental pictures of architec-
ture. There should be a new kinetic quality in this manner of
assemblage that will be more convincing than buildings that
imitated moving mechanical parts yet did not themselves

‘move. Interchangeability of parts with different circuit pat-
terns for various performances may suggest that very dif-
ferent building types, the house, the high-rise office building:
and the theater, will be assembled of different combinations
of the same components or sub-assemblies. |

Habitable chambers may be arranged not for closest phys!-
cal connection, but according to most practical circuiting:
Circuit patterns, whether for public use or mechanical equip-
ment, will be shown vividly coursing through, overlaid or cir
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jventing one another as one now sees them in the rear
 of a TV cabinet. Intercommunication systems them-
es, although less conspicuous, will be given expression.
in City, the science-fiction proposal by Peter Cook in
in England, is certainly a bold effort to state our envi-
ment in new terms. In this design, buildings old and new
e to be plugged into, or removed, at will from a vast race-
y of service conduits providing power, water, sewage, and
psportation. Here, however, the value of this liberating
a derives from a sense of city organization rather than
ym imitation, So although this influence through direct imi-
may be the most readily apparent visually, it is proba-
 the least significant or valuable.
[he second influence will be felt through the use of the
iputer. Already scaled drawings are made from architec-
data. Even perspectives are constructed when a com-
is given plan and elevation. However, more influential
e design process will be the instantaneous assembly, or-
ation analysis, and conclusion of controlling conditions
ermining design factors which can relieve us of endless
ation, research, and comparative study. The effect will
make the building in process of design as malleable as
which can be manipulated and recomposed or reorgan-
before our eyes. The aid then is more in planning; the
tect will see alternate solutions of building types, config-
ons, and functional organizations simultaneously and in-
antancously, by programming different design data into the
mputer. This will also free the architect’s mind, we hope,
r greater aesthetic evaluation and judgment, or intuitive
W of creative ability.
Third, architecture must constantly be thought of in new
rms that have force and meaning for us today. Such a term
“Cyborg,” which may be defined as the entity resulting
om the application of attachments to the human body of
¥y mechanical or electronic device, to extend and enlarge
ie performance of its physical or mental faculties. The com-
iter as an extension of the brain is of course the most revo-
nary, But why cannot the buildings we live in be consid-
“extensions of man”—of their inhabitants? The control
tural or artificial light relieves diaphragm adjustment for
eye. The floor platforms and the elevator assist the legs in
g our position in space. The protective walls and roof
Ipplement the limited and inadequate protection provided
¥ our epidermis. Air conditioning is an addition in extension
f the nasal functions of constant air temperature control and
: the cilia hairs which filter out dust. The concept of “build-
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ing and man as Cyborg” may well free our thinking architec.
turally; the extension of man as grafted or as portable equip.
ment and the more fully equipped building may soon be ip.
distinguishable. Then again, as we can already see in terms of
self-opening doors and fully programmed temperature cop.
trol, the building itself will eventually develop into a sensory
organism with feedback and consciousness of its own per.
formance,

A fourth influence will be electronic communication itself
used within or between buildings. The telephone obviously
has already decentralized cities, administrative and govern-
ment agencies, and much of light industry. In a similar way,
the parts of buildings will be decentralized. As McLuhan
says, the implosion due to electronic communication will
cause an explosion of population and physical plant. Within
the building, rooms and departments will be more loosely as-
sembled, as is already true of one college in the West. It is
fully equipped for communications, and can provide 136 lec-
tures simultaneously at any time at any student study on the
campus. This arrangement replaces the lecture halls with dor-
mitory rooms or individual student study cubicles possessing
total reception. The library will be metamorphosed into a sin-
gle. computer room with limited staff space, which will re-
ceive data from its own tape library or from any other li-
brary or fact-storage center; it will select, edit, xerox, and
transmit written and pictorial material.

Generally then, with proximity of building elements no
longer necessary for reasons of communication, the building
design will be more loosely conceived. The long conduit will
replace the short corridor, The new functional configuration
will be found to be consistent to or sympathetic with the aes-
thetic configuration, which for satisfaction of our recondi-
tioned psyche will follow its own process.

However, aside from the planning and organizational as-
pects of our buildings, the architectural expression is of par-
ticular interest and concern. The fifth influence will be the
most subtle but the most inevitable of all: that of our recon-
ditioned minds and senses, The architect will undergo—has
already partially undergone—a retraining of his perceptive
habits, his psyche, his methods of thinking, his language, the
relative acuteness of his senses and his aesthetic values. The
influence upon him will be partially subliminal, the change in
his design partially unconscious. He will produce sooner of
later, inevitably, a new architecture,

The sixth and last influence, as I see it, will also be upon
aesthetic content, but will be governed by conscious awarc-
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f our changing technology and environment. From
i has already been said, it is rather unlikely that a num-
of the fanciful tacks of current architectural expression
find a place. Historic revival—neoclassic and neobaroque
-2 houses and museums, neomedieval castles to house fac-
neo-Gothic dormitories, and the “mono-pitch school”
: out-of-date. The air terminal that looks like a bird: the
shitecture of imagery” is out-of-date. And since the me-

age has been replaced by the electronic age, buildings
after machines are out-of-date. Those who do not de-
eir forms from the experience of our present environ-
t upon our changing habits of perception are out-of-date.
who approach architecture from an academic or fine
“masterwork” point of view, the “beauty seekers” and
 formalists, have no place. As Wiener observed, a rigid de-
ministic world has given over to one of contingency and
ganic incompleteness and probability. We can therefore as-
fe that perfectionism and rationalism are irrelevant. For
hitects oriented in these directions offer society no in-
station or reconciliation with our technological environ-

instead, merely an escape. For, as Mr. McLuhan says,
'must first understand our environment if we are to control
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In the mechanical age, action and reaction were not closely
ed in time, response was slow, involvement limited,
sequences of our actions unreal. In the electronic age, ac-
n and reaction are almost simultaneous. “We have ex-
d the central nervous system itself in a global embrace,
hing time and space,” writes McLuhan, This separation
Hon and reaction or consequence formerly meant nonin-
ment. Now, with the technological extension of the self
g all mankind, we necessarily participate, and in
in the consequences of every action. The theater of the
ssurd dramatizes the dilemma of Western man who appears
Ot to be involved with the consequences of his actions. The
speed of bringing all social and political functions to-
in sudden implosion has heightened human awareness
intense degree; and the partial, specialized, or detached
of view will not serve in the electronic age. The “all-in-
e image” prevails, Wholeness, empathy, and depth of
vareness is of our time.
‘The images of the electronic world are continuous, simul-
Beous, nonclassified, or noncodified. They run counter to
€ traditional Platonic compartmentation of ideas and
ngs, and counter to the analytic and rational processes of
Images are abstracted and require the viewer’s in-
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volvement and participation for their complete transference,
They represent a continual flow of data, not measured or
measurable. This process has been described as a “mosaic”
effect of composite impressions producing a total comprehen.
sion, Many effects and impressions are absorbed by the
viewer instantaneously, involving a fusion of all the senses,
The spectator becomes part of the system or process and
must supply the connections. He is the screen upon which
images are projected. Images as on TV are low definition,
therefore require high participation. In this sense, the new ex-
perience is anti-“square,” since “squares” don’t get involved,
It is “cool,” in that the message is implicit. The new media
deal in slang rather than in eloquence, since slang is the out-
growth of firsthand experience and the immediate scene; not
restated, refined, edited, but real. No detached point of view,
whether of physical position or state of mind, is longer possi-
ble.

Now we may attempt to restate these experiences and atti-
tudes in architectural terms. If we have been reconditioned to
an intensely heightened awareness of places and events, the
viewer will expect all parts and aspects of buildings to be
made known, to be immediately comprehensible, not as a
composite impression but as an all-inclusive image. Buildings
will reveal themselves totally. They will clearly express their
elements, functions, and processes. The viewer will identify
with them, feel an empathy with them. “Package design” is
out-of-date, and there will be a conscious attempt to force an
expression of elements and processes to the exterior, or by
pulling apart the elements to allow the viewer to see in depth
within, possibly to inner buildings. We are not interested in
the epidermis or skin, only, but insist on knowing the meso-
derm and the endoderm; that is, the bones and internal or-
gans.

Intercommunication systems within the building will fur-
ther allow the pulling apart of elements, relieving the current
prosaic and boring compactness and density in favor of a
vastly more interesting form—space composition effected by
the multiple impact of many parts.

The “facade” in the traditional sense, no matter how richly
sculpted or how irregular or bold, will disappear in favor of
separate habitable enclosures posed freely in space. If it can
be said at all that there will still be a facade, it will be a com-
posite of all facets of all enclosures, their four walls, roof,
and soffit. To use Mr. McLuhan’s words, it will become 2
“mosaic” of facades, a bombardment of the eye by many im-
ages. Already I find among the drawings of my current de¢~
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as, not only the four exterior elevations, but many more
s devoted to the interior elevations; the inward and side-
g facets.
this heightened human awareness which the viewer will
‘trained to feel, occupants will not be lost from view when
the building, but their infusion through space will be seen
om outside as well as in. Or, if occupants themselves are
in view, the loci of their coursing will be felt by the shap-
g of the habitable spaces and passages; we will feel in the
pclosed forms the loci of their movements.
he rational, analytic aspects of architecture will give over
) a nonclassified accretion of elements in continuous uninter-
d flow without any particular sequence. As modern
cs no longer sees a universe in which everything happens
sely according to law, which is compact, tightly organ-
2d, and in which everything is governed by strict causality,
too, our impressions will not be ordered, controlled, or in
nce. Impact will derive from group effects, and on every
the mosaic of staccato images will present themselves.
iews will not be selected or limited, but will include un-
anned peripheral sensations; adjacent, oblique, marginal ex-
riences; adjunct images of other functions, structures, or
pechanics. Perhaps the view of a stairway, for example, will
 inseparable in a composite view of other elements, or may
self be purposely broken into multiple images.
_ buildings become looser assemblages, less finite and
tatic, they will become volatile, will reach out and fuse with
djoining buildings and lose their identity in a continual froth
if space-form, It would appear that the current concept of
he city as one continuous building is borne out. The-individ-
dal building appears to be many; the campus, neighborhood,
DI city may in fact be one. The total architectural environ-
hent, as McLuhan has said, will be a mythological world in
hich all things are connected in the human mind and ex-
erience, as opposed to the Aristotelian classified world of
knowledge and exact definition. We are now closer to the
X, continuous currents, coalescence, and change of the ear-
lier philosopher Heraclitus. If architectural elements are not
efined or codified, recognizable symbols will not be used,
and there will be no fixed architectural language.
- The experience we derive from our buildings will be drawn
Tom a fusion of the senses: the impact swift, instant, con-
lensed, total; the message immediate, direct, possibly crude,
Inedited, unrehearsed, but real. Textures of exposed finishes,
Or example, allow us to feel with our eyes from a distance;
we see with our sense of touch.
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Our designs will use architectural slang. Eloquence in ar.
chitecture, now so much in vogue, will be out. Slang will he
used because as in speech, it is direct, vivid, brash, effective
sometimes ingeniously poetic, and has always. to do with im.
mediacy in time and situation; with firsthand experience. Thig
is indeed typical of modern communications. Architects wil|
make known through their design the fact that they have had
immediate participation in “pre-living” their buildings, while
occupants will in actual “re-living” read back the firsthand
experience, Like the computer, the building has “memory,”
by which previous conditions can be recalled. The architect
will reveal his processes of design, and the contractor’s pro-
cesses of construction—may in fact show the building in
stages, even incomplete or unresolved in order to allow the
viewer to participate in the processes. This is “cool architec-
ture,” that is, low definition, high participation, as in elec-
tronic communications today. The viewer is required or en-
couraged to extend his powers to “make the connection,” as
McLuhan says; to fill in that additional content which is only
implied. Low definition will mean that the architectural
expression is implicit, not explicit, understated, not over-
stated, suggested, not hammered home.

Akin to this characteristic is the coming insistence that the
architect and occupants will not be detached from the realities
of architecture, in the sense that they will not take a detached
or contrived point of view, be it academic, preciously profes-
sional, or one of personal isolation. Since we cannot detach
ourselves from conditions and events as they really are any-
where on the world—or off—we are in fact there. We no
longer will have patience with the hypothetical, the make-be-
lieve, the isolated event out of natural context, with sophis-
tries, stunts, or mannered poses. Architecturally this would
condemn historic revival, literary reference, moralizing, aca-
demic or fine arts attitudes.

As electronic communications have made it possible to as-
sume a station point anywhere in time and space, our way of
viewing our buildings will change for all time. Not only is the
fixed axial reference point of the Renaissance out-of-date, but
so also is the “Space Time,” or moving, station point con-
ceived by Siegfried Giedion, which might be said to represent
the mechanical age of the wheel. Now I would make the ob-
servation that we will have a new station point of the elec-
tronic age: one that is multiple and simultaneous, a “simul-
station.” Obviously we don't change our physical position
within a building as instantaneously as we follow an intercon-
tinental discussion by Telstar. However, we may now be
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ed to project ourselves into positions, to identify our-
g with many other stations and circumstances. Buildings
'will be designed by architects who can project them-
in this way, and for occupants who will easily respond
‘this same developed faculty of identification in space.
literally, any or all station points, fixed positions, or
‘of moving occupants will be identified and expressed.
ns or other spaces can be designed to suggest by scale
m, their use; passages, tunnels, bridges, tubes, troughs,
platforms can be so vividly expressed as to make us
ourselves in space, as it were.
Finally, Mr. McLuhan’s observation that “the medium is
. message” has its parallel in architecture. This simply
as that the influence of the vehicle by which the message
is greater than that of the message itself. Correspond-
the building as an instrument of service has greater
ict upon our lives than the functional service itself. To any
jous architect this is hardly new. We should expect today,
wever, that this will be recognized more than ever. Fur-
r, we can fulfill our social purpose by designing buildings
it as “consumer commodities,” or as “diet for the pnvi-
" as McLuhan says, but as instruments for explaining
helping all to understand and adjust to our often bewil-
ng environment of rapid technical change. Great and re-
msible artists and thinkers in all times both have been
d by their technology, and have helped to find a mean-
g in it for their society, It should certainly be expected of
g architect today that he be aware of the vast growth and
nce of the electronic revolution, that his perceptive hab-
‘be retrained, and that his architecture in turn be a consist-
it and valid expression of his times,

JOHN M. JOHANSEN |
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AS FOR BLAKE, MC LUHAN IS HIS SUCCESSOR
OVER AND OVER AGAIN.

—GEORGE STEINER
T T T T

HE OFTEN OPENS DOORS TO CHAOS.
—JONATHAN MILLER
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IN HIS WORK THERE IS AN ICY UNDERTONE
WHICH STRIKES TERROR.

—ANDREW FORGE

28

STEINER: We're talking to you, we're in a studio, we're
around a table. You don’t see us as you might in television;
you aren’t reading what we're going to say as you might, let's
say, in a book or in a record of this broadcast. Now Mc-
Luhan has taught us to feel that this makes an enormous
difference; that what we're saying, the way we 're saying it,
the way you’re hearmg it—its entire meamng—is wrapped up
in the medium, in the particular medium we're using. Now if
he's right, and 1 think a lot of us feel that he is, and that he’s
opening many, many new doors—the way we're going 10
think about books, about language, about communications,
about the different arts—is going to be radically affected by

the thought of this enormously exciting iconoclast in To-
ronto.

MiLLErR: Well I certainly agree that everything that Mc-
234
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says opens new doors. I think he often opens doors to
- but enough of the doors that he opens are exciting
oductive to make him worth studying. It seems to me
s real interest lies in the fact that he has done some-
which very few have done publicly before. That is: to
attention on the devices through which we obtain
ledge. These aspects have largely been ignored in the
st, or at least have been a province of philosophers or else
neuro physmloglsts, and I think for the first time what
gLuhan has done is to bring the nervous system right into
3 center of the discussion of ordinary communications and
‘human knowledge in general.

: My interest in Marshall McLuhan comes from the
ing point, that my major concern is to do with visual
and here is somebody who is arguing a complete view of
g world as a whole, taking in all the media of ordinary
man communication. He extends this to include things like
otorcars, clothes, etc., and yet he is discussing these things
dbm what appears to me to be a position related, very, very
y related, to that which a painter or a sculptor has to
lopt when he's trying to interpret his work to a layman. If
m put a landscape painting beside a figure sculpture, the
ally meaningful difference between the two is that one is a
ainting and the other is a sculpture—not that one is a land-
and the other a figure, Perhaps I'm over-simplifying
lis unjustifiably, but it seems to me that essentially this is the
find of argument, the kind of way of looking at things, that
: han is inviting us to extend throughout our physical
ind intellectual life.

ER: I think he has combined two very central percep-
s which you mention. The first, the total picture. Now it’s
imost a cliché. We live in a complex system of information,
dhysically, physiologically, nervously, humanly, and he’s say-
g that never has there been as much information—that
cing phrase of his, “information fallout”—masses of in-

nation which can barely be absorbed. At the same time, I
link it’s fair and important to mention here his Catholicism,
B background, in scholastic thought. He'’s saying either we
et some sense of unity back out of this, or we have some-
ling worse than chaos; we are in a kind of flat, unimagina-
ive set of responses which are falling further and further be-
lind the available opportunities of using information and of
iving it. And if we think . why in so many academic places he
‘an’t get a hearing, this is because traditional ways of think-
hg about specialized fields are lagging further and further be-
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hind the obvious, anxious need to nonspecialize. And to think

of a total space, of a total relationship, in our living,

MiLLER: There's a strange division in this country [England)
between those people who are concerned with the visual arts
and those who are concerned with the written or spoken
word. There's a belief that these belong to two completely
separate departments of human activity and that it’s unpro-
fitable to bring the two together in any way at all. The result
is that you find, for example, in schools of architecture and in
art schools a huge underground of people who are fascinated
by the idea of communications and a strange scholasticism
amongst people concerned with languages. People in the lan-
guage departments seem to have absolutely no idea of the
ferment of ideas going on at the moment in the visual arts, I
mean, quite apart from their complete failure to acknowledge
what'’s going on in scientific study or communications, which
is why I mentioned the nervous system,

ForGE: About this matter of neglect or rejection of Mc-
Luhan in academic circles—don’t you think that this has
something to do with certain ambiguities in McLuhan's own
attitude which for some reason or other he has refused to ex-
pose fully?

MrLLER: I think that one of the reasons why he'’s neglected,
particularly by people who study English, is that his English
is deplorable. He writes in a way which outrages elementary
laws of literary aesthetics. He leaps from object to object of
jargon. He has appalling puns and slang associations in his
prose. It's full of often very poorly assimilated ideas taken
from cybernetics, and from modern science, and he misuses
the terms a great deal. He often contradicts his own defini-
tions a great deal. The result is that anyone exposed to this
for the first time is confronted simply by a sort of seasick-
nes;l. Simply because there seems to be no set, stable ground
at

STEINER: Let me for a moment interrupt and be devil’s advo-
cate. I agree with you absolutely. I think he doesn’t have an
ear. He’s a lousy writer. Fine, I think I would hear him say-
ing now, “Look here, this is more important than you think
because possibly the code, the medium, of linear, logical, ar-
gumentative discourse, which you're all asking for isn’t on
any more.” In other words, McLuhan’s bad writing is almost
an illuminative instrument of obsolescence,
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ER: This is absolutely true. The strange irony, of course,

he happens to be writing about that very subject in
a way that his own prose is going to be destroyed be-
e he's questioning the basis of prose. Only a little while
o0 he wrote to me, as a result of something I'd written in
he newspapers, about this bad prose. And then the first thing
e said in the letter was, “We must understand that prose is
© longer a useful technique for getting ideas across. It’s too
, it's too extended. You have to get things across by
s of puns because puns condense ideas into single im-

IORGE: And incidentally, I think it's worth saying that the
irst book that I read by McLuhan I didn’t read in any order;
ind the second time I read I conscientiously started at the be-
finning and read it right through, and I found that there was
g to choose.

STEINER: But there we belong to an awfully important rad-
eal group. As Nietzsche says, “I hope nobody will call him-
2lf a philosopher any more after this.” Certain op

nd op art has a built-in time bomb which says, “You've seen
e, it's a happening.” McLuhan is related to our present
e of those important thinkers who are deliberately sub-
ing their own case.

MirLer: Wittgenstein says, “Of what one cannot speak one
nust remain silent,” What’s interesting about McLuhan is
that he refuses to remain silent on this very point. He be-
es that there is a point where apparently language is bro-
down in the lines of getting ideas across, and he is trying
0 open up the possibility of not remaining silent, of being
Communicative by using new techniques which language has
perhaps not provided.

ER: Like Norman Brown, with whom there are many
s, McLuhan’s tremendously concerned with leisure. And
t's going to happen in an increasingly leisure-programmed
ociety, He's thinking of art almost under a more general
of play—a game theory of some kind—acceptable to
more people than *“art” is in any traditional, cultural
sense. He hasn’t got this right at all. But again, as so often in
McLuhan, I think he's on a very important track. The game
.18 going to become a much more important category of which
may be only one phase.



238 UNDERSTANDING M.

MiLLER: I think this is one of the critical points where Mc.
Luhan finds himself neglected and rejected by the traditional
academics. You see, the strange thing about McLuhan is that
having, as it were, put out this idea that the medium is the
message and precedes the message, he actually has come to a
point where the medium for him is even more interesting
than the message. The actual amount of value judgment and
interesting content is minimal in all his work. It's amazing
how little account of the stories in a film or a television series
or a novel ever occurs in his work. It's amazing how little
subject matter is dealt with when he talks about painting. He
seems to have less and less interest in content. It's very
strange and rather touching to hear him talk about things like
jazz and things of this sort and to hear how inaccurate he is
about it all, and how little he really knows about the details
of the thing.

STEINER: Oh he stopped doing his homework, 1 think, years
ago—Ilike many people who brilliantly explode ideas and then
harvest them. There’s a lot of homework that needs doing but
there are nevertheless very powerful political social implica-
tions in his work. One of them is that this information fall-
out, this admass culture, is good; there is a positive romantic,
post-romantic, almost pastoral implication that there are ter-
rific energies loose and that they are creative, that it's incredi-
bly snobbish not to live with them, in them, and use them.
And this is a very powerful humanistic position, after all,

MiLLER: And this surely brings up the other point which
really has, I think, engendered most of the hostility. It's the
fact that he is so willing to accept and treat seriously aspects
of popular culture, Now I'm absolutely sure that this really is
the origin of most of the hostility. The fact is that he will talk
about television and there is still an apparently ineradicable
hostility to television and to popular media, to films, as being
things which can be talked about seriously. There is this aris-
tocracy of print still, and I think what he’s coming up against
is jthe ancient snobbery against new media, and against the
new forms that are coming out.

Force: I am very conscious of the warmth in which he ac-
cepts this enormous range of information and so on, his tre-
mendous warmth. At the same time there is a kind of under-
tone, an icy undertone, which strikes terror, I believe. When,
for instance, he talks about men as the servo-mechanisms of
their machines or as the sexual organs of machines, it's not
the phrase which is so frightening but a suspicion at the back
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 one’s mind that one’s not altogether sure whether he wel-
s this or whether he abhors it.

E er: If you ever question him on this, he will say, bt |
we no value judgments to make on this. I am just simply
ing on what is the case.”

GE: At the same time, it's very charged—the way in
h he talks about it. I don’t know if this is completely out
line, but it reminds me very much of Burroughs, who
s to me in a way the artist who most closely relates to
his kind of absolute ambiguity with regard to machines and
| extensions of the nervous system.

TEINER: I’'d want to worry about that one, because if it's
Jurroughs it's not going to be Rabelais. And I would suggest
hat Rabelais is at almost every point crucial to McLuhan's
reument, and to the way McLuhan thinks about words and
Inguage. Rabelais and Joyce, who are immensely different
rom Burroughs. You may be right; we may be again here at
mething he hasn’t resolved. Can I just take up one point on
Jonathan was saying, which seems to me central. Jona-
han was saying snobbery; people won't accept. But we have
a very new problem here. The television show, the pop song,
the film, are not easily repeatable except in very special and
ed conditions. Are we now moving into a completely dif-
nt orientation where the work of art is important and
reat and energetic, whatever you wish to say, but for the
first time in human history it is not preservable. It's a one-
time event. And this is going to need a real re-orientation of
bur way of thinking about a work of art, and we get roughly
something like this: a long oral period, then a very short,
(his Gutenberg Galaxy) period of recordable, memorable
art, and perhaps again the beginning of a number of multiple
oral things. And the very fact that we can talk this way and
ow that the problem of death enters here—the problem of
2 death of the work of art and the death of the person who
members having seen it, but cannot transmit the experience
we partially owe to McLuhan. And there is a really big
r about stability in the experience which the literary theo-
haven't opened, and nobody since Blake I think has
Teally quite seen. As for Blake, McLuhan is his successor
Over and over again.

| Editor’s Note: See Part 6, pp. 272, 282-285 for McLuhan's comments
On Steiner and Miller,
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A LITERARY SELF THAT AMOUNTS TO AN
AMALGAM OF BOGIE AND DR. HUER MIGHT
NOT SEEM EVERYBODY'S DISH: BUT THE THING
OBVIOUSLY MEETS A FELT NEED.

—BENJAMIN DE MOTT

29

A marvy year for Marshall McLuhan, take it all in all. Tom
Wolfe compared him with Darwin, Freud, and Einstein;
Susan Sontag said in public she thought he was swell. London
saw him as an epoch maker and intellectual frontiersman
(Encounter and the Times Lit Supp), and The New Yorker
reviewed him rapt. What is more, academe—after a period of
sitting tall but silent on his bandwagon—began talking out
loud about his work. (One example: A recent international
convocation of savants at Southern Illinois University spent
days discussing the “communications revolution” in open ses-
sion—mainly in McLuhanian terms.) Success being what it
is, wasps and carpers were doubtless waiting for the man a
piece or two up the road. But no amount of carping could
obscure the facts of his rise. Overnight the author of Under-
standing Media had emerged as Midcult's Mr. Big. And
ahead of him lay a shot at mass adulation and the title of
Everyman’s Favorite Brain.

The secret of this ascent isn’t instantly visible to casual rep-
omtorial eyes. Marshall McLuhan is no literary old pro
blessed with a power base and a rich experience at name-
making. An English professor for most of his working life
(Wisconsin, Assumption, St. Louis), he moved on from
teaching only quite recently to his present post as director of
Toronto University’s Centre for Culture and Technology.
And despite long years in the classroom, he has no credit re-
serves in the trade—no stretch of unheralded, scholarly labor
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f the kind fellow professionals pant to puff. McLuban
woided book-writing until he was forty. His first work, The
hamca! Bride (1951), was an analysis of the sex-power-
prsepower ploy by which two generations of ad men have
)ld us our annual car. (Not much there for the Modern
¢ guage Association.) And after the Bride appeared, the
uthor resumed his silence as a bookman and maintained it
r another full decade and more.

~ Nor can it be said—still on the mystery of the Me-
Luhanian boom—that here is a case of a late-blooming styl-
somebody who had to turn fifty to turn to slick phrase. In
s of style, this flower has yet to bud. Marshall Mc-
Luhan’s present reputation rests on two books—The Guten-
erg Galaxy (1962) and Understanding Media (1964); both
ire sometimes stimulating, but neither is pretty prose. One
problem is that of opacity (McLuhan's pages are dense with
ftoppers like “sense ratios,” “interiorizations of alphabetic
hnology,” and the like). Another is that the favored
method of organization has a bit too much in common with
that of an impresario squirrel. The Gutenberg Galaxy looks
gathered, not written: a paste-up from a hundred histories of
i political theology, nationalism, and fur-trading, and
rom a thousand “other authorities.” (Walt Whitman and
Walt Whitman Rostow, Cicero and Father Ong, de Chardin
nd de Beauvoir, Rabelais, Riesman, and Shakespeare, the
Dpies, Powys, and Poe—name your hero, he surely is here.)
e man’s work reads for pages at a stretch like a Marboro
Elearance ad:

“Clagett [author of The Science of Mechanics in the Middle
ge.r] presents the treatise of Nicholas of Oresme On the
Configurations of Qualities in which Oresme says: ‘Every
measurable thing exccpt numbers is conceived in the manner
of continuous quantity.” This recalls us to the Greek world in

‘Wwhich as Tobias D. Dantzig points out in his Number: The
Language of Science (pages 141-142): ‘The attempt to
apply rational arithmetic to a problem in geometry resulted
in the first crisis in the history of mathematics. . . . Number
18 the dimension of tactility, as Ivins explained in Art and
Geometry (page 7),” etc.

Furthermore, the two leading articles of this thinker’s gos-
pel can't be called easy to grasp. The first is a theory of cul-
'ir e which contends that communications media impose a
de range of assumptions "subhmmally " (The form of the
media, not the content, structures men’s values, according to
McLuhan; the form also determines the content of the senses
... d the very look of the world.) The second is an interpreta-
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tion of history which claims that revolutionary transforma-
tions of media occur periodically through the ages, and that
one such transformation is in progress right now. (A five-hun-
dred-year-old “typographic and mechanical” era is ending
and an “electric galaxy of events” has begun; the new “gal-
axy” offers experiences of simultaneity and heightened inter-
dependence in which traditional values—privacy, indepen-
dence and so on—are engulfed.) Neither of these items is
wholly lacking in interest, and McLuhan’s historical chapters
are often enlivened by canny, comprehensible remarks, But
the key idea, to repeat—that of the centrality of form in the
media as the determinant of social structure and individual
minds—is to most men unfamiliar and abstract. An author
who makes it into his dogma would ordinarily be ill-advised
to brood overmuch about fame.

That Marshall McLuhan is now in position (if he chooses)
to brood about nothing else owes a little to his skill with the
magic of the modern. “Baby, it's what's happening” is a regu-
larly sounded ground theme in his work, The basic language
is video-mesh, circuits, and data processing. Injunctions to
Think Modern! appear on page after page. (“We still have
our eyes fixed on the rearview mirror looking firmly and
squarely at the job that is receding into the nineteenth-cen-
tury past.”) The right names—Cage, Camp, Bond, Van Der
Beek, the whole of the switched-on mob—are fingered
throughout like sacred medals. The farthest-out art—electric

pop happenings, or whatever—is treated either as
classic or already passé, and idols of the hour are probed in-
tensely, like important neglected codes:

“The Beatles stare at us with eloquent messages of changed
sensory modes for our whole population, and yet people
merely think how whimsical, how bizarre, how grotesque.
The Beatles are trying to tell us by the antienvironment they
present just how we have changed and in what ways.”

Old times and old-timers do turn up, as indicated—espe-
cially in The Gutenberg Galaxy. But even they swim into the
reader’s ken to a definite R-and-R beat. (Who was Christo-
pher Marlowe? The man, says McLuhan, turning dead Kit
hummingly on, who “set up a national P.A. system of blank
verse,” Who was Heidegger? A cat who “surfboards along on
the electronic wave.” What were the Middle Ages? “The Late
Show for the Renaissance,”)

Among other crowd-pleasing elements in the McLuhanian
equation, the author’s literary persona rates a word. At some
moments this writer plays Inside Dopester (I called the Ken-
nedy-Nixon election, he announces, I knew exactly why Jack
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d win). At others he's simply a Scrappy Little Professo-
Guy. Enemies as various as George Bernard Shaw (“he
Jost his nerve”) and General Sarnoff (“the voice of the cur-
rent somnambulism”) are worked over in his books; Lewis
Mumford, Arnold Toynbee, and dozens more are patronized,
and English profs (“literary brahmins™) come off naturally as

erks, The author also does a turn as Kitsch Cynic, mocker of
‘goodie-good types—and it is here that he shows his best stuff,
eaking again and again with the clarity of last night’s
owing cabby or this week's issue of Time. People who are
‘easily shocked give him the laughing fits. (“The historian
Daniel Boorstin was scandalized by the fact that celebrity in
- information age was not due to a person’s having done
‘anything but simply to his being known for being well-

of human work now seems to be quite independent of any
job to be done.”) And he likes interrupting the argument to
defend the innocent guilty and to lean on moralizing twerps:
. “So great was the audience participation in the quiz shows
that the directors of the show were prosecuted as con men.
 Moreover, press and radio ad interests, bitter about the suc-
cess of the new TV medium, were delighted to lacerate the
flesh of their rivals. Of course, the riggers had been blithely
. unaware of the nature of their medium, and had given it the
movie treatment of intense realism, instead of the softer
mythic focus proper to TV. Charles Van Doren merely got
' clobbered as an innocent bystander, and the whole investiga-
tion elicited no insight into the nature or effects of the TV
. medium. Regrettably, it simply provided a field day for the
earnest moralizers. A moral point of view too often serves as
a substitute for understanding in technological matters.”

A literary self that amounts to an amalgam of Bogie and
- Dr. Huer might not seem everybody’s dish; but the thing ob-
~ viously meets a felt need.*

And the same can be said about McLuhan’s gamesmanly
ploys as a historian. A specialist in unnoticed causes, this
scholar never delves into a historical situation without emerg-

* There are occasional bad break-downs or inconsistencies in this
public literary mask, McLuhan stands forth usually as a man gquite
unaffiicted by any sense of inferiority., *“I am in the position of Louis
Pasteur,” he tells his reader repeatedly, Yet the word humility comes
not infrequently to his lips, For example: His address at Southern
Tllinois, which began with a summary of likenesses between Marshall
. McLuhan and Plato, ended with the assertion that “I really feel
shatteringly humble.” It was a sequel that left some alert listeners
confused.
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ing with “major factors” nobody quite hit on before. The
handling in Understanding Media of the advent of philan-
throphy a century ago is typical of his cunning moves. Why
did “even the hardiest of the rich dwindle into modest ways
of timid service to mankind"? Because of the invention of the
telegraph, McLuhan explains—and does not stop for ques-
tions, What is the key factor in the Southern civil-rights
struggle? The internal-combustion engine. (“The real integra-
tor or leveler of white and Negro in the South was the pri-
vate car and the truck, not the expression of moral points of
view.”) Why were the Jews murdered by the million? Be-
cause radio came before TV. (“Had TV come first there
would have been no Hitler at all.”) The talent in question
isn’t the kind treasured by trad historians, but it is what is
called provocative and universally pleasing to wits.

In the end it won’t do, though, to pretend that Marshall
McLuhan's secret is a matter either of mere wit or mere new-
siness or mere literary self-creation. The truth is more com-
pllc_ated—and more painful—than that. Grasping it means
facing up to the dozen different kinds of stratagem by which
this author empties facts and agonies from the world he
thinks of as “Now.” Some of these stratagems depend on
tricks of futuristic projection, displacements of present-day
reality which treat desperate hopes as facts. (Write that “the
real integrator of the white and Negro was,” and you imply
that the struggle has already been won.) Other tricks include
sudden weird tonal abstractions—see the flip comment about
TV and Hitler—deadenings of feeling and sympathy that dis-
tance holocaust and shame. Still others con the reader into a
frankly theatrical view of experience, a vision that insulates
him from immediacies and shows forth all life as a produc-
tion or stunt. Taken singly, needless to say, none of the stra-
tagems would rank as original, amazing, or troubling; taken
in concert they have powerful and obnoxious effect. The
complaint isn't that Professor McLuhan puts together a thor-
oughly fantastic account of the situation of contemporary
man; it is that he sets himself up, speaking bluntly, as the
constituted pardoner of this age—a purveyor of perfect abso-
lution for every genuine kind of modern guilt.

Do I ch_ide myself for trivial failings—my laxness as a par-
ent, my sins of permissiveness, my failure to exact respect
from the kids? Do I worry about rearing lay-abouts incapable
of work or thought?—Oh but come on, says Marshall Mc-
Luhz.n, a benign forgiving face, the truth is your children are
grand:

“Some people have estimated that the young person, the
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fant and the small child, growing up in our world today
ks harder than any child ever did in any previous human
avironment—only the work he has to perform is that of
ata processing. The small child in twentieth-century Amer-
ea does more data processing—more work—than any child
p any previous culture in the history of the world. . . . We
haven't really cottoned on to the fact that our children work
furiously, processing data in an electrically structured

Do I feel bad about my own laziness, say—my own unend-
ng belt of mindlessness in front of TV? Situation comedy,
secret agents, mean mockeries of domestic life. . . . Has my
intellectual appetite gone dead? My mind turned slush?—For-
et it, says this Constant Comforter. The medium is the mes-
sage, and whatever you think you are doing in front of the
the fact is you're being expanded-extended-improved.
has opened the doors of audile-tactile perception to the
onvisual world of spoken languages and food and the plastic
arts. . . .” TV has transformed “American innocence into
depth sophistication, independently of ‘content’. . ..” TV
thas “changed our sense-lives and our mental processes. It has
created a taste for all experience in depth. . . . And oddly
enough, with the demand for the depth, goes the demand for
crash-programming [in education]. Not only deeper, but fur-
ther, into all knowledge has become the normal popular de-
‘mand since TV.”

Or am I bugged by my pointless affluence, my guilt about
having fat on my hide at a time when sores of starvation are
the rule for hundreds of millions elsewhere?—But don’t be
silly, says my adviser, you're being ridiculous again. You're
mired in outmoded thinking, you're the victim of moldy figs.

'Oh, yes, we've all heard about the underdeveloped nations,
the “ascent into history,” the necessity of hard labor, the
- problems of locating resources, building factories, educating
work forces, creating credit systems, and the like. But we
- know, don’t we now, we know that we have it within us prac-
" tically at this instant to do the miracle of our choice when-
ever we choose:
- “The computer will be in a position to carry out orches-
trated programming for the sensory life of entire populations.
It can be programmed in terms of their total needs, not just
in terms of the messages they should be hearing, but in terms
- of the total experience as picked up and patterned by all the
senses at once, For example, if you were to write an ideal
- sensory program for Indonesia or some area of the world
 that you wanted to leapfrog across a lot of old technology,
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this would be possible if you knew in the first place its pres-
ent sensory thresholds, and, second, if you had established
what kind of sensory effect a given technology like radio or
literacy had upon sensory life as a whole.”

Or suppose I am simply worried about my natural self, my
condition as part of the creation, my indecencies to the life
around me that is coextensive with mine. I deface the garden,
Earth, with cigarette butts, billboards, beer cans. I pollute the
streams with uncycled wastes from my factory. Should I not
then despise myself as a rapist?

Well, do what you like, answers Marshall McLuhan sniff-
ishly, but you are a bit of a wag. Men may have been a bit
hard on the planet in the past—but full amends are about to
be made. If you'll just be patient a minute or two, you'll see
us doing a kind of honor to this Little Old Earth that will
more than make up for the past:

“If the planet itself has thus become the content of a new
space created by its satellites, and its electronic extensions, if
the planet has become the content and not the environment,
then we can confidently expect to see the next few decades
devoted to turning the planet into an art form. We will caress
and shape and pattern every facet, every contour of this pla-
net as if it were a work of art, just as surely as we put a new
environment around it.”

In sum: give it all over, is the message. Give over self-
doubt, self-torment, self-hatred. Give over politics. Give over
conscience. Relax, go soft and complacent, accept your subli-
minal perfectability. Before us, almost at hand, is a moment
of revelation when it shall be shown that “we are living in a
period richer” than that of Shakespeare, that our time is
properly thought of as “the greatest of all human ages,
whether in the arts or in the sciences.” And while we arc
waiting, there are worthy acts to be done. We can cut our-
selves off from our depressions. We can look beyond the
trivia of daily life—beyond entanglements with wives and
children and employers, beyond neighbors, bond issues, tax
bills, and the rest. We can overcome the tired sense that there
are urgent local and international issues, and learn to see the
dropout, the teach-in, even the casualty himself, as part of
The Greater Showbiz:

“ .. we now experience simultaneously the dropout and
the teach-in. The two forms are correlative. They belong to-
gether. The teach-in represents an attempt to shift education
from instruction to discovery, from brainwashing students to
brainwashing instructors. It is a big dramatic reversal. Viet-
nam, as the content of the teach-in, is a very small, mislead-
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ng Red Herring. It really has nothing to do with the teach-in
s such any more than with the dropout. The dropout repre-
ents a rejection of nineteenth-century. technology as mani-
ed in our educational establishments. The teach-in repre-
ts a creative effort to switch the educational process to dis-
sovery, from package to prove.”

" Thus will we rise to the certainty that style and method are
all, that the visible—Vietnam or wherever—is not in any real
sense there. And having done this we can take off absolutely,
fly up from the nonworld of consciousness into the broad
tuaries of ecstacy and hope. (“The computer, in short,
nises by technology a Pentecostal condition of universal
derstanding and unity . . . a perpetuity of collective har-
mony and peace.”)

It is here, of course, precisely here—in the gift of oblivion
that the heart of the McLuhanian munificence is found.
is writer does bestow on his reader a welcome grant of hip
dernity. He stimulates in addition a voluptuous sense of
stery (to say “The Middle Ages were The Late Show for
the Renaissance” is rather like cornering a Corvette). And
ether or not the basis of his sunniness is sheer terror, his
rk does rank as the strongest incitement to optimism yet
oduced in this age. But the great gift offered is, ultimately,
the release from consciousness itself. Those who accept it
have clearly won a deliverance, a free way up and out.

~ Are they so reprehensible, it is asked? Poor men, the igno-
rant, the hopeless, have to buy their release from pushers.
‘The Professor’s enthusiasts spend less and get more. They
buy a guarantee that the disorder, chaos, and misery around
them are but veils and shadows, lies told by the stupid con-
' scious mind—yet they make no sacrifice whatever of their
‘ability to function in the workaday world. In the act of dis-
‘counting their own senses and anxieties, they rise up to form
an elite—men dignified by their access to the knowledge that
“nobody knows what's what. If they are at bottom blind devo-
‘tees of the subliminal dogma, they have at least kept their
- self-respect.

'\ —And in any case what is the compulsion to Gloomsville
* that makes it shameful to smile with a Happy Prof? By what
" laws are we obliged to speak and act always as though trag-
" edy, endless tragedy, were the perpetual human lot? Is it
‘really a badge of reason to hold at every hour of day and
‘night that—as Santayana claimed—*"the only true dignity of
man is his capacity to despise himself”?

~ The frustration that breathes in these questions, the bore-
dom with canting pessimism, the thirst for a freshening of
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life, the longing for an inward sense of courage—these are
doubtless the deepest secrets known by our new King of Pop-
think, the deepest needs his elixir is designed to meet. And
making light of the needs is no less inhuman than exploiting
them. The best that can be done is to repeat the questions
that consciousness—were there any of it left around—would
probably feel bound to raise, viz.:

How much can be said for an intellectual vision whose
eff_ec‘:jt? is to encourage abdication from all responsibility of
min

Or: What good is this famous McLuhanacy if it makes
men drunk as it makes them bold?
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E BASIC UNIT OF CONTEMPORARY ART IS
T THE IDEA, BUT THE ANALYSIS OF AND
NSION OF SENSATIONS.

—SUSAN SONTAG

| the last few years there has been a good deal of discussion
‘a purported chasm which opened up some two centuries
0, with the advent of the Industrial Revolution, between
wo cultures,” the literary-artistic and the scientific. Accord-
g to this diagnosis, any intelligent and articulate modern
irson is likely to inhabit one culture to the exclusion of the
. He will be concerned with different documents, dif-
t techniques, different problems; he will speak a dif-
rent language. Most important, the type of effort required
I the mastery of these two cultures will differ vastly. For
hterary artistic culture is understood as a general culture.
s addressed to man insofar as he is man; it is culture or,
her, it promotes culture, in the sense of culture defined by
rtega y Gasset: that which man has in his possession
e he has forgotten everything that he has read. The
aentific culture, in contrast, is a culture for specialists; it is
u on remembering and is set down in ways that re-
e complete dedication of the effort to comprehend. While
litemry-arnstlc culture aims at internalization, ingestion
=in other words, cultivation—the scientific culture aims at
scumulation and externalization in complex instruments for
lem-solwng and specific techniques for mastery.
Though T. S. Eliot derived the chasm between the two cul-
es from a period more remote in modern history, i
1 a famous essay of a “dissociation of sensibility” which
bened up in the seventeenth century, the connection of the
lem with the Industrial Revolution seems well taken.
e is a historic antipathy on the part of many literary in-
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tellectuals and artists to those changes which characterize
modern society—above all, industrialization and those of its
effects which everyone has experienced, such as the prolifera.
tion of huge impersonal cities and the predominance of the
anonymous style of urban life. It has mattered little whether
mdust'nahzation, the creature of modern “science,” is seen on
the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century model, as noisy
smoky artificial processes which defile nature and standardize
culture, or on the newer models, the clean automated technol-
ogy that is coming into being in the second half of the twen-
tieth century. The judgement has been mostly the same. Lit-
erary men, feeling that the status of humanity itself was
being challenged by the new science and the new technology,
abhorred and deplored the change. But the literary men,
whether one thinks of Emerson and Thoreau and Ruskin in
the nineteenth century, or of twentieth-century intellectuals
who talk of modern society as being in some new way incom-
prehensible, “alienated,” are inevitably on the defensive. They
know that the scientific culture, the coming of the machine,
cannot be stopped.

The standard response to the problem of “the two cultures”

—and the issue long antedates by many decades the crude
and philistine statement of the problem by C. P. Snow in 2
famous lqcture some years ago—has been a facile defense of
the ‘ﬁmcuo_n of the arts (in terms of an even vaguer ideology
of “humanism™) or a premature surrender of the function of
the arts to science. By the second response, I am not refer-
ring to the'philistinjsm of scientists (and those of their party
among artists and philosophers) who dismiss the arts as
imprecise, untrue, at best mere toys. I am speaking of serious
doubts which have arisen among those who are passionately
engaged in the arts. The role of the individual artist, in the
business of making unique objects for the purpose of giving
pleasure and educating conscience and sensibility, has repeat-
edly been called into question. Some literary intellectuals and
artists have gone so far as to prophesy the ultimate demise of
t!ae art-making activity of man. Art, in an automated scien-
tific society, would be unfunctional, useless.
+ But this conclusion, I should argue, is plainly unwarranted.
Indeed, the whole issue seems to me crudely put. For the
question of “the two cultures” assumes that science and tech-
nology are changing, in motion, while the arts are static, ful-
ﬁll-mg some perennial generic human function (consolation?
edification? diversion?). Only on the basis of this false as-
sumption would anyone reason that the arts might be in dan-
ger of becoming obsolete,
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'Art does not progress, in the sense that science and tech-
slogy do. But the arts do develop and change. For instance,
- own time, art is becoming increasingly the terrain of
alists, The most interesting and creative art of our time
| not open to the generally educated; it demands special
ort; it speaks a specialized language. The music of Milton
abbitt and Morton Feldman, the painting of Mark Rothko
ad Frank Stella, the dance of Merce Cunningham and
ymes Waring demand an education of sensibility whose dif-
eulties and length of apprenticeship are at least comparable
o the difficulties of mastering physics or engineering. (Only the
jovel, among the arts, at least in America, fails to provide
ilar examples.) The parallel between the abstruseness of
ontemporary art and that of modern science is too obvious
o be missed. Another likeness to the scientific culture is the
istory-mindedness of contemporary art. The most interesting
yorks of contemporary art are full of references to the his-
pry of the medium; so far as they comment on past art, they
lemand a knowledge of at least the recent past. As Harold
Rosenberg has pointed out, contemporary paintings are them-
elves acts of criticism as much as of creation. The point
ould be made as well of much recent work in the films,
music, the dance, poetry, and (in Europe) literature. Again,
 similarity with the style of science—this time, with the ac-
sumulative aspect of science—can be discerned.
" The conflict between “the two cultures” is in fact an illu-
jion, a temporary phenomenon born of a period of pro-
ound and bewildering historical change. What we are wit-
ssing is not so much a conflict of cultures as the creation of
A new (potentially unitary) kind of sensibility. This new sensi-
bility is rooted, as it must be, in our experience, experiences
which are new in the history of humanity—in extreme social
and physical mobility; in the crowdedness of the human
Scene (both people and material commodities multiplying at a
dizzying rate); in the availability of new sensations such as
speed (physical speed, as in airplane travel; speed of images,
as in the cinema); and in the pan-cultural perspective on the
that is possible through the mass reproduction of art ob-

jects.
. What we are getting is not the demise of art, but a trans-
formation of the function of art. Art, which arose in human
society as a magical-religious operation, and passed over into
a technique for depicting and commenting on secular reality,
has in our own time arrogated to itself a new function—nei-
ther religious, nor serving a secularized religious function,
nor merely secular or profane (a notion which breaks down
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when its opposite, the “religious” or “sacred,” becomes obhso.
lescent). Art today is a new kind of instrument, an instry.
ment for modifying consciousness and organizing new modes
of sensibility. And the means for practicing art have beep
radically extended. Indeed, in response to this new function
(more felt than clearly articulated), artists have had to be-
come self-conscious aestheticians: continually challenging
their means, their materials, and methods. Often, the con.
quest and exploitation of new materials, and methods drawn
from the world of *“nonart”—for example, from industrial
technology, from commercial processes and imagery, from
purely private and subjective fantasies and dreams—seems to
be the principal effort of many artists. Painters no longer feel
themselves confined to canvas and paint, but employ hair,
photographs, wax, sand, bicycle tires, their own toothbrushes,
and socks. Musicians have reached beyond the sounds of the
traditional instruments to use tampered instruments and
(usually on tape) synthetic sounds and industrial noises.

All kinds of conventionally accepted boundaries have
thereby been challenged: not just the one between the “scien-
tific” and the “literary-artistic” cultures, or the one between
“art” and “nonart”; but also many established distinctions
within the world of culture itself—that between form and
content, the frivolous and the serious, and (a favorite of liter-
ary intellectuals) “high” and “low” culture.

The distinction between “high” and “low™ (or “mass” or
“popular”) culture is based partly on an evaluation of the
difference between unique and mass-produced objects. In an
era of mass technological reproduction, the work of the seri-
ous artist had a special value simply because it was unique,
because it bore his personal, individual signature. The works
of popular culture (and even films were for a long time in-
cluded in this category) were seen as having little value be-
cause they were manufactured objects, bearing no individual
stamp—group concoctions made for an undifferentiated audi-
ence. But in the light of contemporary practice in the arts,
this distinction appears extremely shallow. Many of the seri-
ous works of art of recent decades have a decidedly imper-
sonal character. The work of art is reasserting its existence as
“object” (even as manufactured or mass-produced object,
drawing on the popular arts) rather than as “individual per-
sonal expression.”

The exploration of the impersonal (and trans-personal) in
contemporary art is the new classicism; at least, a reaction
against what is understood as the romantic spirit dominates
most of the interesting art of today. Today’s art, with its in-
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on coolness, its refusal of what it considers to be sen-
ity, its spirit of exactness, its sense of “research” and
s,” is closer to the spirit of science than of art in the
hioned sense. Often, the artist’s work is only his idea,
cept. This is a familiar practice in architecture, of
rse. And one remembers that painters in the Renaissance
a left parts of their canvases to be worked out by stu-
s and that in the flourishing period of the concerto the
enza at the end of the first movement was left to the in-
ness and discretion of the performing soloist. But simi-
tices have a different, more polemical meaning today,
the present post-Romantic era of the arts. When painters
h as Joseph Albers, Ellsworth Kelly, and Andy Warhol as-
| portions of the work, say, the painting in of the colors
mselves, to a friend or the local gardener; when musicians
h as Stockhausen, John Cage, and Luigi Nono invite col-
pration from performers by leaving opportunities for ran-
m effects, switching around the order of the score, and im-
jyisations—they are changing the ground rules which most
ms employ to recognize a work of art, They are saying
At art need not be. At least, not necessarily.
fhe primary feature of the new sensibility is that its model
is not the literary work, above all, the novel. A new
iliterary culture exists today, of whose very existence, not
ention significance, most literary intellectuals are entirely
e. This new establishment includes certain painters
ors, architects, social planners, film-makers, TV techni-
neurologists, musicians, electronics engineers, dant_:ers,
losophers, and sociologists. (A few poets and prose writers
 be included.) Some of the basic texts for this new cul-
al alignment are to be found in the writings of Nietzsche,
ittgenstein, Antonin Artaud, C. S. Sherrington, Buckmin-
Fuller, Marshall McLuhan, John Cage, André Breton,
d Barthes, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Sigfried Giedion, Nor-
0. Brown, and Gyorgy Kepes.
ose who worry about the gap between “the two cul-
» and this means virtually all literary intellectuals in En-
and America, take for granted a notion of culture
hich decidedly needs reexamining. It is the notion perhaps
st expressed by Matthew Arnold (in which the central cul-
act is the making of literature, which is itself und_erstood
k8 the criticism of culture). Simply ignorant of the vital and
pthralling (so called “avant-garde”) developments in the
her arts, and blinded by their personal investment in the
srpetuation of the older notion of culture, they continue to
fling to literature as the model for creative statement.
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What gives literature its preeminence is its heavy burden of
“content,” both reportage and moral judgement. (This makes
it possible for most English and American literary critics to
use literary works mainly as texts, or even pretexts, for social
and cultural diagnosis—rather than concentrating on the prop-
erties of, say, a given novel or a play as an art work.) But
the model arts of our time are actually those with much less
content, and a much cooler mode of moral judgment—like
music, films, dance, architecture, painting, sculpture. The
practice of these arts—all of which draw profusely, naturally,
and without embarrassment, upon science and technology—is
the locus of the new sensibility.

The problem of “the two cultures,” in short, rests upon an
uneducated, uncontemporary grasp of our present cultural
situation. It arises from the ignorance of literary intellectuals
(and of scientists with a shallow knowledge of the arts, like
the scientist-novelist C. P. Snow himself) of a new culture,
and its emerging sensibility. In fact, there can be no divorce
between science and technology, on the one hand, and art, on
the other, any more than there can be a divorce between art
and the forms of social life. Works of art, psychological
forms, and social forms all reflect each other, and change
with each other. But, of course, most people are slow to
come to terms with such changes—especially today, when the
changes are occurring with an unprecedented rapidity. Mar-
shall McLuhan has described human history as a succession
of acts of technological extension of human capacity, each of
which works a radical change upon our environment and our
ways of thinking, feeling, and valuing. The tendency, he re-
marks, is to upgrade the old environment into art form (thus
Nature became a vessel of aesthetic and spiritual values in
the new industrial environment) “while the new conditions
are regarded as corrupt and degrading.” Typically, it is only
certain artists in any given era who “have the resources and
temerity to live in immediate contact with the environment of
their age. . . . That is why they may seem to be ‘ahead of
their time.” . . . More timid people prefer to accept the . . .
previous environment’s values as the continuing reality of
their time. Our natural bias is to accept the new gimmick
(automation, say) as a thing that can be accommodated in
the old ethical order.” Only in the terms of what McLuhan
calls the old ethical order does the problem of “the two cul-
tures” appear to be a genuine problem. It is not a problem
for most of the creative artists of our time (among whom
one could include very few novelists) because most of these
artists have broken, whether they know it or not, with the
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ew Arnold notion of culture, finding it historically and
nanly obsolescent.
e Matthew Arnold notion of culture defines art as the
ticism of life—this being understood as the propounding of
social, and political ideas. The new sensibility under-
art as the extension of life—this being understood as
representation of (new) modes of vivacity. There is no
. denial of the role of moral evaluation here. Only
» scale has changed; it has become less gross, and what it
rifices in discursive explicitness it gains in accuracy and
bliminal power. For we are what we are able to see (hear,
ste, smell, feel) even more powerfully and profoundly than
s are what furniture of ideas we have stocked in our heads.
course, the proponents of “the two cultures” crisis con-
to observe a desperate contrast between unintelligible,
ly neutral science and technology, on the one hand, and
y committed, human-scale art on the other. But mat-
are not that simple, and never were. A great work of art
‘pmever simply (or even mainly) a vehicle of ideas or of
yral sentiments. It is, first of all, an object modifying our
iousness and sensibility, changing the composition, how-
er slightly, of the humus that nourishes all specific ideas and
atiments. Outraged humanists, please note. There is no
for alarm. A work of art does not cease being a mo-
in the conscience of mankind when moral conscience is
derstood as only one of the functions of consciousness.
Sensations, feelings, the abstract forms and styles of sensi-
count. It is to these that contemporary art addresses it-
The basic unit for contemporary art is not the idea, but
analysis of and extension of sensations. (Or if it is an
lea,” it is about the form of sensibility.) Rilke described
artist as someone who works “toward an extension of the
ions of the individual senses”; McLuhan calls artists “ex-
ts in sensory awareness.” And the most interesting works
_contemporary art (one can begin at least as far back as
' symbolist poetry) are adventures in sensation, new
nsory mixes.” Such art is, in principle, experimental—not
of an elitist disdain for what is accessible to the majority,
precisely in the sense that science is experimental. Such
 art is also notably apolitical and undidactic, or, rather, in-
idactic,
en Ortega y Gasset wrote his famous essay The Dehu-
anization of Art in the early 1920, he ascribed the quali-
s of modern art (such as impersonality, the ban on pathos,
stility to the past, playfulness, willful stylization, absence of
al” and political commitment) to the spirit of youth
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which he thought dominated our age.* In retrospect, it seems
this “dehumanization” did not signify the recovery of childlike
innocence, but was rather a very adult, knowing response,
What other response than anguish, followed by anesthesia
and then by wit and the elevating of intelligence over senti-
ment, is possible as a response to the social disorder and mass
atrocities of our time, and—equally important for our sensi-
bilities, but less often remarked on—to the unprecedented
change in what rules our environment from the intelligible
and visible to that which is only with difficulty intelligible,
and is invisible? Art, which I have characterized as an instru-
ment for modifying and educating sensibility and conscious-
ness, now operates in an environment which cannot be
grasped by the senses.
Buckminster Fuller has written:

UNDERSTANDING M.

In World War | indusiry suddenly went from the visible
to the invisible base, from the track to the trackless, from
the wire to the wireless, from visible structuring to
invisible structuring in alloys. The big thing about

World War | is that man went off the sensorial spectrum
forever as the prime criterion of accrediting innovations.
« + « All major advances since World War | have been in
the infra and the ultrasensorial frequencies of the
electromagnetic spectrum. All the important technical
affairs of men today are invisible. . . . The old masters,
who were sensorialists, have unleashed a Pandora’s
box of nonsensorial controllable phenomena, which
they had avoided accrediting up to that time. ...
Suddenly they lost their true mastery, because from then
on they didn't personally understand what was going
on. If you don't understand you cannot master. . . .
Since World War |, the old masters have been extinct. . . .

But, of course, art remains permanently tied to the senses.
Just as one cannot float colors in space (a painter needs some
sort of surface, like a canvas, however neutral and texture-
less), one cannot have a work of art that does not impinge
upon the human sensorium. But it is important to realize
that human sensory awareness has not merely a biology but a
specific history, each culture placing a premium on certain
senses and inhibiting others. (The same is true for the range
of primary human emotions.) Here is where art (among

* Ortega remarks, in this essay: “Were art to redeem man, it could
do so only by saving him from the seriousness of life and restoring
him to an unexpected boyishness,”
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pther things) enters, and why the interesting art of our time
as such a feeling of anguish and crisis about it, however
playful and abstract and ostensibly neutral morally it may ap-
pear. Western man may be said to have been undergoing a
‘massive sensory anesthesia (a concomitant of the process that
Max Weber calls “bureaucratic rationalization™) at least since
the Industrial Revolution, with modern art functioning as a
kind of shock therapy for both confounding and unclosing
senses.
One important consequence of the new sensibility (with its
‘abandonment of the Matthew Arnold idea of culture) has al-
ady been alluded to—namely, that the distinction between
“high” and “low” culture seems less and less meaningful, For
ch a distinction—inseparable from the Matthew Arnold ap-
‘paratus—simply does not make sense for a creative commu-
‘nity of artists and scientists engaged in programming sensa-
tions, uninterested in art as a species of moral journalism. Art
has always been more than that, anyway.
Another way of characterizing the present cultural situa-
tion, in its most creative aspects, would be to speak of a new
' attitude toward pleasure. In one sense, the new art and the
‘new sensibility take a rather dim view of pleasure. (The great
contemporary French composer Pierre Boulez entitled an im-
_portant essay of his twenty years ago, “Against Hedonism in
usic.”) The seriousness of modern art precludes pleasure in
the familiar sense—the pleasure of a melody that one can
hum after leaving the concert hall, of characters in a novel or
play whom one can recognize, identify with, and dissect in
terms of realistic psychological motives, of a beautiful land-
scape or a dramatic moment represented on a canvas. If he-
donism means sustaining the old ways in which we have
found pleasure in art (the old sensory and psychic modali-
ties), then the new art is antihedonistic. Having one's senso-
rium challenged or stretched hurts. The new serious music
hurts one’s ears, the new painting does not graciously reward
one’s sight, the new films and the few interesting new prose
works do not go down easily. The commonest complaint
~ about the films of Antonioni or the narratives of Beckett or
- Burroughs is that they are hard to look at or to read, that
. they are “boring.” But the charge of boredom is really hypo-
critical, There is, in a sense, no such thing as boredom. Bore-
dom is only another name for a certain species of frustration.
And the new languages which the interesting art of our time
| speaks are frustrating to the sensibilities of most educated
eople.
4 But the purpose of art is always, ultimately, to give plea-
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sure—though our sensibilities may take time to catch up with
the forms of pleasure that art in a given time may offer. And,
one can also say that, balancing the ostensible antihedonism
of serious contemporary art, the modern sensibility is more
involved with pleasure in the familiar sense than ever. Be-
cause the new sensibility demands less “content” in art, and is
more open to the pleasures of “form” and style, it is also less
snobbish, less moralistic—in that it does not demand that
pleasure in art necessarily be associated with edification. If
art is understood as a form of discipline of the feelings and a
programming of sensations, then the feeling (or sensation)
given off by a Rauschenberg painting might be like that of a
song by the Supremes. The brio and elegance of Budd Boet-
ticher’s The Rise and Fall of Legs Diamond or the singing
style of Dionne Warwick can be appreciated as a complex
and pleasurable event. They are experienced without conde-
scension.

This last point seems to me worth underscoring. For it is
important to understand that the affection which many youn-
ger artists and intellectuals feel for the popular arts is not a
new philistinism (as has so often been charged) or a species
of anti-intellectualism or some kind of abdication from cul-
ture. The fact that many of the most serious American paint-
ers, for example, are also fans of “the new sound” in popu-
lar music is nor the result of the search for mere diversion or
relaxation; it is not, say, like Schoenberg also playing tennis.
It reflects a new, more open way of looking at the world and
at things in the world, our world. It does not mean the renun-
ciation of all standards: There is plenty of stupid popular
music, as well as inferior and pretentious “avant-garde”
paintings, films, and music. The point is that there are new
standards, new standards of beauty and style and taste. The
new sensibility is defiantly pluralistic; it is dedicated both to
an excruciating seriousness and to fun and wit and nostalgia.
It is also extremely history-conscious; and the voracity of its
enthusiasms (and of the supercession of these enthusiasms) is
very high-speed and hectic. From the vantage point of this
new sensibility, the beauty of a machine or of the solution to
a mathematical problem, of a painting by Jasper Johns, of a
film by Jean-Luc Godard, and of the personalities and music
of the Beatles is equally accessible,

DIALOGUE:

0. & A.
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EVEN HERCULES HAD TO CLEAN THE AUGEAN
STABLES BUT ONCE!

—MC LUHAN

74

Marshall McLuhan and I met twice over a period of six
weeks and tape-recorded twenty hours of random discussions.
Later I transcribed his remarks and my questions and shaped
them into a formal interview. In our two meetings, so far as
possible, I limited myself to the role of cipher. I never argued
a case, nor did I take it upon myself to disagree with what
might be regarded as an evasive or incomplete reply.

The following dialogue is arranged in a pattern similar to
that of the book’s structure—the questions directed at Mc-
Luhan follow, roughly, the order of presentation of the mate-
rial used to demonstrate the evolution of his system of analy-
sis and the range of his critical adversaries. Obviously, Mc-
Luhan did not “answer” all of his critics; and his responses
are in no way a formal defense of his views. He seemed quite
charmed by this method of critical involvement and consid-
ered the dialogue not an opportunity to destroy opponents so
g;uchhatl: a playful exercise in the development of his own

oughts,

* * *®

q. ,will there ever be silence? —GERALD E. STEARN
a. objects are unobservable. only relationships
among objects are observable. —MARSHALL MC LUHAN

STEARN: What originally led to your interest in media and
the effect of media upon our culture?

McLunaN: I was gradually made aware of these things by
other people—artists, the new anthropological studies. As you
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scome aware of the different modes of experience in other
gltures—and watch them transformed by new, Western
chnologies—it is difficult to avoid observation. It becomes
evitable to assume that what happens to other people and
sltures can happen to us. My present interest is an extension
£ and derivative of, my literary work. If I could get a team
£ media students going, I would happily retire back into lit-
studies, I find media analysis very much more exciting
simply because it affects so many more people. One
¢ of the importance of anything is: Who is affected by
{? In our time, we have devised ways of making the most
frivial event affect everybody. One of the consequences of
slectronic environments is the total involvement of people in
ople. The Orientals created caste systems as an area of
tlassified immunity.
" Here perhaps my own religious faith has some bearing. I
hink of human charity as a total responsibility of all, for all.
Pherefore, my energies are directed at far more than mere
solitical or democratic intent. Democracy as a by-product of
in technologies, like literacy and mechanical industry, is
something that 1 would take very seriously. But democ-
acy as it belongs very profoundly with Christianity is some-
thing I take very seriously indeed.
" There have been many more religious men than I who
have not made even the most faltering steps in this direction.
e I began to move in this direction, I began to see that it
d profound religious meaning. I do not think it my job to
t this out. For example, the Christian concept of the
tical body—all men as members of the body of Christ—
becomes technologically a fact under electronic condi-
. However, I would not try to theologize on the basis of
my understanding of technology. I don’t have a background
in scholastic thought, never having been raised in any Catho-
institution. Indeed, I have been bitterly reproached by my
Catholic confréres for my lack of scholastic terminology and
Lonce pts.

STEARN: When one looks back at your first book, The Me-
chanical Bride, it appears as a strident, moral tract. What is
your present attitude toward the Bride and how is it related
to your more recent interests?

McLunaN: Mechanical Bride is a good example of a book
that was completely negated by TV. All the mechanical as-
sumptions of American life have been shifted since TV; it's
become an organic culture. Femininity has moved off the
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photographic, glamor cake altogether into the all-involving
tactile mode. Femininity used to be a mingling of visual things,
Now it’s almost entirely nonvisual. I happened to observe it
when it was reaching the end of its term, just before TV,

In 1936, when I arrived at Wisconsin, I confronted classes
of freshmen and I suddenly realized that I was incapable of
understanding them. I felt an urgent need to study their pop-
ular culture: advertising, games, movies. It was pedagogy,
part of my teaching program. To meet them on their grounds
was my strategy in pedagogy: the world of pop culture. Ad-
vertising was a very convenient form of approach. I used ad-
vertising in the Bride because of legal considerations—no
permissions were needed. Otherwise I would have used pic-
ture stories of any sort from movies, magazines, anywhere. I
had thirty or forty slides and gave little talks to student
groups. I invited them to study these ads. In England, at
Cambridge, when I arrived there, it had become popular to
look at films and the popular culture around us as something
to be studied and understood as a “language.” Wyndham
Lewis did various studies on pop culture. Leavis has a book
called Culture and Environment. There was a similar interest
in popular speech idioms, language, the Wake. The Waste
Land is full of these pop-cult forms. Pound’s Cantos
have similar forms. Pound has a very useful guide to the
Cantos called Kulchur. In doing the Bride 1 was merely trail-
ing behind some interesting predecessors. I discovered that
when you take anything out of the daily newspapers and put
it on the screen, people go into a fit of laughter. Like Mort
Sahl. He would take random items from the press and read
them out to an audience straightforwardly, People never no-
tice the outrageous humor until something is removed from
its form. Because it’s environmental and invisible. The mo-
ment you translate it into another medium it becomes visible
—and hilarious.

Movies on TV are, in a sense, a parody. Just using one
.form over another form creates that comic effect. When mov-
ies were new it was suggested that they were a parody of life.
The transcript of ordinary visual life into a new medium
créated hilarious comedy. The word parody means a road
that goes alongside another road. A movie is a visual track
that goes alongside another visual track, creating complete
terror. I did take time to read the language of the form and
discovered that most people couldn't read that visual lan-
guage. If I merely reprinted ads, without any appended dia-
logue, the book would have been hilarious in any case, That
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ind of book ought to be an annual. When you change its en-
ronment you flash perception onto it.

the Bride there is far more following of lines of force
simply moral judgments,

‘Wyndham Lewis was a great influence on me because of
is pop-cult analysis. I found Lewis far too moralistic for my
s, I greatly admired his method. Lewis looked at every-
thing as a painter first. His moral judgments never interested
ge. He was horrified by Bergson and the time philosophy be-
gause it seemed to him to destroy various aspects of our
Western culture, He said the whole Western culture was
sased on sight. But he moralized all his life about “ear peo-
ple” like Bergson who were undermining the visual facets of
‘Western culture. He attacked Spengler in the same way.

* Lewis Carroll looked through the looking glass and found
a kind of space-time which is the normal mode of electronic
an. Before Einstein, Carroll had already entered that very
histicated universe of Einstein. Each moment, for Carroll,
its own space and its own time. Alice makes her own
ace and time, Einstein, not Lewis Carroll, thought this was
nishing.

STEARN: Did you learn anything from editing Explorations or
from your contributors?

‘McLuHAN: Giedion influenced me profoundly. Space, Time
‘and Architecture was one of the great events of my lifetime,
Giedion gave us a language for tackling the structural world
‘of architecture and artifacts of many kinds in the ordinary
environment. He learned this language from this preceptor,
‘Wélfflin, whose principles of art history revolutionized the en-
fire language of art criticism at the end of the nineteenth and
the beginning of the twentieth centuries.
Woélfflin, in turn, had studied with Burckhardt. But Wolfflin
* Was a much abler man than Burckhardt. He moved the Euro-
- pean world into a haptic orbit and discovered the structure of
.~ various art schools. He approached them not descriptively—
. not by classification—but structurally. Giedion began to study
- the environment as a structural, artistic work—he saw lan-
~ guage in streets, buildings, the very texture of form.
We started Explorations when we felt we had something to
. say. We stopped it when we felt that we had said it. We de-
- cided to write books and free ourselves from the kind of slav-
ery involved in a repetitive operation like publishing a jour-
- nmal. We did discover that readers like a journal that appears
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on an irregular basis. Most readers of most journals are very
unhappy about their regular appearance.

STEARN: Blissett's parody-critique, written in 1957, seems to
have anticipated some of the later criticism directed at the
Galaxy and Understanding.

McLunaN: The complaints about irregular, disconnected, ir-
rational elements in Explorations show a complete unaware-
ness. Connected sequential discourse, which is thought of as
rational, is really visual. It has nothing to do with reason as
such. Reasoning does not occur on single planes or in a con-
tinuous, connected fashion. The mind leapfrogs. It puts things
together in all sorts of proportions and ratios instantly. To
put down thoughts in coded, lineal ways was a discovery of
the Greek world. It is not done this way, for example, in the
Chinese world. But to deny that the Chinese have access to
reason would be ridiculous. They do not have rational dis-
course at all by Western standards. They reason by the act of
interval, not by the act of connection. In the electric age we
are moving into a world where not the connection but the in-
terval becomes the crucial event in organization. For people
to waste their time lamenting the disappearance of logic and
rational, connected discourse when they are really under the
illusion that this is actually related to man’s reasoning powers
is simple non-fact. It is rather sad for people to waste a great
deal of energy and moral indignation on things that don't
exist, and never have,

On the other hand to say or even suggest that continuous
connected discourse is valueless is something I would never
say. All that I will say is that it isn't rational, it's visual, Why
not be accurate? If you're going to order life visually, that is
how it is done. Now if you're going to be rational you may
have many other ideas about spacing. Once you move into an
ear world (for example, the musician moves by interval, not
by connection), once you move out of the visual order, you
at once discover new modes of rationality. In the electric age
we are discovering new modes of rationality. I am not saying
this is a “good” thing. I'm simply trying to understand what
is happening and how it's done.

All that Blissett is attempting to record here is the sense of
lack of connection between events in Explorations. The mo-
ment you see that the problem is to invent tools—probes—
rather than to make continuous (I never saw the parody be-
fore today) connected statements, you alarm writers like Blis-
sett. They really think that connected statements are a means
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\organizing energy and perceptions. They are actually a
y of repoig—ting tgfngs alrgeady seen. You take a statement
d turn it around, using it as probe into the environment in-
ad of using it descriptively—as a means of packaging in-
tmation, already picked up—the idea of using language
d statement as probe in this sense just baffles them. On the
her hand if they waited around long enough to find out
hat you were doing they might say, “Oh, why didn’t you tell
e.” It just never dawns on these people, and they’re so put
[l Their perceptions are so irritated by what they immedi-
ely encounter that they never wait around to discover any-
ing. The immediate effect of encountering new forms is, for
any people, the cause for scampering back into old ones,
here they feel more at home, more comfortable. They are
ng the language of the consumer, of the person who col-
¢ts impressions and who is a passive receiver of impres-
5. This is the language of the dilettante, the amateur, qf
fragile, ever so delicate, person. These people put all their
ergies into dull and conventional materials, second and
jird rate matters. :
 Explorations became an international magazine because it
id something to say to the world, something new. It excited
lot of people. The idea that one could run something of real
ernational interest and excitement in a backward area like
a charmed them. Canadians are all a very humble
h. They take it for granted that everything they do must
§ second rate. Carpenter and I just blithely assumed that,
fice nearly everything in the world is second rate at best,
jere was no reason why we couldn’t do something that was
st rate right here. So it happened.

: The anthropologist, Dell Hymes, claims tahz;:t so_nt;:
f your comparisons go to “ludicrous extremes” and he ci
pur remarks in the Galaxy that “print . . . made bad gram-

r possible” and: “Nobody ever made a grammatical error
A a nonliterate society.”

: Obviously he’s not talking about native societies,
Je is talking about illiterate American speech. Natives are be-
vildered when they hear grammatical errors in their tongue
ommitted by visiting anthropologists who don’t know how to
peak Urdu or Eskimo. Until anthropologists arrive, the na-
ve has never heard a grammatical error in his own tongue.
juppose you made a grammatical error in slang. No child
wver made a grammatical error in slang. It would just be
unny. Slang is an oral form in which we have infallibility.

R
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On the other hand, try to write down slang and everybody ig
going to make mistakes. Etienne Gilson is fond of using
American slang and frequently gets it wrong—"Now we
come to zee brass tacks.”

One of the more unfortunate features of the entire anthro-
pological enterprise in the twentieth century is that its practi-
tioners are almost entirely and unconsciously literate. They
approach structures of nonliterate and oral societies with
many of the expectations and patterns which they have ac-
quired from their own highly literate society. Margaret Mead
and I have discussed this at some length. She told me of a
strange event that occurred in the Admiralty Islands. When
she returned there, she had copies of some of her books,
Some of the natives noticed that the copies were the same.
They got very excited. This was the first time they had seen
two books that were alike. They were so excited they said,
“They're the same! They're the same!” Now this is an oral,
illiterate response to literacy. The idea that you can have the
same thing repeated exactly was, to them, a miracle. Now
that is a genuine and legitimate response to the printed word.
Literary people have never had that response.

The anthropologists of our time have been extremely guilty
of importing, uncritically, literate assumptions into nonliter-
ate areas of study; of using models of perception that have
no relevance to their materials. These models are constructed
of literacy, visual points of view. Anthropologists, for exam-
ple, assume that vision, as they perceive it in its Western
mode, is normal to mankind, that other people see this way
too. Anthropologists write about these societies without cor-
recting the bias of their own visual habits. I have been much
influenced by anthropology in the sense that I have uncov-
ered material very useful in studying media. Hymes is a very
good example of the uncritical, literate anthropologist import-
ing literate assumptions into a nonliterate world.

Ted Carpenter has written me about the Hymes critique of
the Galaxy:

r

Hymes is bluffing. He pretends that much is known

about the shifting of sense ratios by the new extensions

of man. The authorities he cites make no contribution

to this subject, nor do anthropologists or linguists

generally. They cannot even be trusted to recognize the

significance of such an approach when they encounter

it. Hymes is merely defending his own unconscious,

literate stake in a field he doesn't understand.

A DIALOGUE
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Anthropologists see themselves as daring explorers, way
out in front. Most are actually nineteenth century in
outlook. They deal with data atomistically and feel free
jo abstract them and create regularities for them. Their
yisual models are highly ethnocentric, totally ill-suvited
fo understanding nonliterate patterns. Models offered by
"- ce, Klee, and Pound are ignored. The alienation
heme of Man vs. Environment, so dear to the
nineteenth century, survives among them like a watch
icking in the pocket of a dead man.
o

et anthropologists hold a monopoly on a body of data
\of prime importance to the understanding of environ-
| ments as natural extensions of man. Their models blind
them fo the significance of these data; professionalism
. prevents them from accepting ideas which threaten
| existing management. Hymes' review is a classic
‘example of this combined blindness and fear.

In objecting to McLuhan's forceful style, Hymes misses
he point that technology is explicitness. Rumors that Al

ith ate peas with a knife would not have hurt him

or to 1920. Americans didn’t become self-conscious

out eating habits until films made these explicit.

' Remember the film comedy with eyeglasses equipped

. with windshield-wipers for protection while eating

_grapefruit? Such films are now immensely popular in
Russia.

. Language etiquette was linked to print, just as table
eliquette was linked to film. The sudden interest in
linguistic decorum during the reign of James | arose
‘'when print made grammar clearly visible. Similarly,
typewriters increased dictionary sales. Bad penmanship
" could no longer conceal bad spelling.

‘The press and typewriter speeded up information flow,
_ creating the need for more explicit rules of language,
just as the motorcar created the need for more explicit
traffic regulations.

" It was Western man, not McLuhan, who carried the
" individualizing capacity of print, and the lineal nature of
the thinking it fosters, to “ludicrous extremes."

" McLuhan suggests that lineal thinking alone is not
. capable of grasping and understanding our world in a
. global manner. He offers no single-minded, oversimplified
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exegesis, but opens the way for multiple models
simultaneously applied. One obstacle to such an all-at-
once analysis is the single-minded, oversimplified,
obsolete approach which Hymes seems to be saying
offers “‘an adequate view of human history.”

A DIALOGUE

STEARN: Perhaps the most repeated and passionate dissents
emerge from what many critics call your historicism. John Si.
mon’s charge—that you play the history of ideas game none
too well—has been repeated quite often. You have said that
without radio, no Hitler; that the Russians have an “ear” cul-
ture and consequently found the U-2 a sensory intruder, not
merely the belligerent act of a hostile power.

McLuBAN: The Russians find it unbearable to have “eyes”
around their environment. Just as we hate the idea of having
“ears” in our own—vide: the microphone in the embassy
eagle. The Russians live much more by ear than we do. Their
new high-rise apartments are at once transformed into vil-
lages. All communication between fellow apartment dwellers
is like that of a village square. They must live this way. In
India, for example, when they tried to put in cold running
water, it pulled the village women away from the well. This
destroyed community life. They had to remove the pipes. You
cannot put running water into an aural community without
distressful circumstances.

When you make a structural analysis, you follow lines of
force and follow not just one but many, at various levels of
the culture, observing patterns. All semiliterate or “back-
ward” cultures are aural cultures, whether it's Ghana or
China. They organize space differently, at all times. The Es-
kimo world is an ear one. When asked to draw maps, they
draw areas they've never seen. From their kyacks they've
heard water lapping against shores. They map by ear and It
later proves quite adequate when checked by aerial photo.
Except that there is always an exaggerated area where they've
camped. That part receives a stress or bulge in their map.
The natural world of nonliterate man is structured by the
Yotal field of hearing. This is very difficult for literary people
to grasp. The hand has no point of view, The ear has no
point of view.

Years ago when I was working with Carpenter on anthro-
pological matters, I used acoustic and auditory space fre-
quently as a basic counterploy to visual Western man. I gave
it up because I found that the literary people made desperatc
attempts to visualize auditory space. But you cannot visualize
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i space, that is: a total field of simultaneous relations,
hout center or margin., Carpenter has remarked that anthro-
materials are now beginning to be made up and
lished by natives themselves—their own stories are being
id by natives themselves. And the results are totally dif-
nt from what the anthropologists said earlier. We now
ize that a nonvisual culture cannot be reported by a vis-

MARSHALL MCLUHAN AND G. E. STERN |

J g Ls

A prose statement is a reduction to visual terms, like legal
guage—which is an extreme, unrealistic case of visual or-
ization.

it isn’t accidental that the primary arts of Russia are music
‘ballet. They are not a literary people at all. The world of
stoevski is not literary. It's a newspaper world, like Edgar
an Poe or Dickens (an Ann Landers type). This does not
ptradict the fact that they take literacy far more seriously
ad literally) than the West does. Russians, for example, are
te agitated about the telephone.

Russia never had a Renaissance, in terms of space. Real-
g, perspective art, is avant-garde for them. When you have
& means of realistic representation, you also have the means
mechanical production. Mechanical production comes out
isual realism in the Western world. What we think of as
lism is to them (Russians) absolute fantasy.

Kafka isn’t realism in our world. It's allegorical fantasy
ke Bosch). Similarly, Western visual man would have great
ficulty in “reading” a tactile piece of information.

To pre-literate man, space was sacred.

A lot of this aural culture is found now in the Negro
rld. The reason that they are so far ahead of us in the arts
quite simply, that they haven't trained their visual sense to
g point of suppressing the other senses. In music—dance
d song—Negroes are ahead.

‘The generations gap between parents and children is quite
mple—children are auditory, nonvisual in their orientation,
en-agers are returning to a backward phase.

' literate cultures sentimentalize all primitive cultures,
hether as anthropologists or new neighbors of Negroes. We:
Entimentalize their primitive state automatically as superior
b our own. This confuses a lot of perception, of course.

: Is the Cold War then merely a sensory conflict?
Lunan: We have a huge cold war going on inside our

¥n borders concerning territorial conflicts, ambitions, juris-
lictions, economic demands, etc. These are hugely exagger-
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ated misunderstandings born of sensory divergencies. Our in.
ability to understand them mutually exasperates our negotia-
tions in dealing with them. This exasperation is quite inde-
pendent of the actual sources of conflict. The same with Cas-
tro and dealing with Cuba, with its intensely backward, aural
culture, The Cuban way of thinking and feeling about prob-
lems is quite alien to our modes of understanding. It’s the
same with the American Southerner, who has very backward,
aural ways of thinking and feeling. It's very hard for the
literate North to give him credit for being honest and sincere
at all.

De Tocqueville was able to predict certain developments in
American culture by contrasting the lack of auditory back-
ground in America with its ability to blueprint its develop-
ment in visual, literate terms. He was making equations. He
encountered a new land in which literacy had no opposition,
except from Indians. Visual literacy marched unimpeded by
any other sensory mode. For the first time in the history of
the world, a great new technology encountered a great, new
space.

De Tocqueville could not blueprint older, European cul-
tures. But to an ear-oriented European, the American literate
culture was quite visible. Mrs, Trollope spoke about auditory,
nonvisual factors—which the English even in our time find
impossible to deal with. They are unable to realize that they
have a class struggle based upon ear culture. We accept liter-
acy and they don't. Literacy wipes out tonality. Americans
have never permitted a tone of voice to dictate a man's im-
portance in this world. The English use that criterion entirely
as a basis of judging human excellence. In highly literate, vis-
val America it is correct spelling and grammar, not correct
intonation. T. S. Eliot lacked an English voice and they did
not accept him there. Pound just romped through England
wearing a mask of outrageous Yankee dialect. They accepted
that. The British are unaware of their auditory culture; we're
quite unaware of our visual culture.

A DIALOGUE

S'TEARN: Similarly, you claim that the war in Vietnam is,
more or less, a creature of television.

McLunaN: Without an informed public there would be no
war. We live in an informational environment and war is
conducted with information. TV news coverage of Vietnam
has been a disaster as far as Washington is concerned because
it has alienated people altogether from that war. Newspaper
coverage would never alienate people from the war because
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“hot,” it doesn’t involve. TV does and creates absolute
psea. It's like public hangings—if there were public hang-
»s there would be no hangings. Because public hangings
suld involve people. The distant statistical fact —“At 5:30
js morning so and so was executed”—that’s hot. Washing-
p is still fightng a “hot” war, as it were, by newspaper
eans and the old technologies. The effects of the new tech-
slogies on war coverage is not something Washington is pre-
red to cope with. In Washington people do not concede
at the news on TV and news in the press are dissimilar.
TV has begun to dissolve the fabric of American life. All
¢ assumptions—all the ground rules—based on visuality,
gperficiality, blueprinting, connectedness, equality, sameness
—disappear with TV.

iTEARN: If you shut off TV, then we would end the war in
fietnam and at the same time set back the civil rights move-
pent?

McLunAN: Oh yes. But there is an alternative: Put hundreds
f extra lines on the TV image, step up its visual intensity to
k new hot level. This might serve to reverse the whole effect
pf TV. It might make the TV image photographic, slick, like
movies: hot and detached. Bell Telephone is now operating
with eight-thousand-line TV images, not eight hundred, quite
beyond the fidelity of any known photographic process.

: Why hasn’t this been tried?

McLunAN: You might well inquire. No one believes these fac-

ors have any effect whatever on our human reactions, It's

ike the old days when people played around with radium,

painting watch dials and they licked the brushes. They didn’t
ieve radium could affect people.

STEARN: George Steiner claims that you have much to tell us
‘about Freud and Marx. Have they influenced you at all?

‘McLusAN: Marx’s statement should have been: “If you want
to change the world, you have to understand it.” Freud's no-
tion of ever-increasing repression is simply a remark on the
‘ever-increasing visuality, blueprinting of society. Electronic
‘conditions provided a release from that visuality. I've read
‘Freud and Jung and used them to make discoveries of my
‘own—just as any literary person has been influenced by
them. For example, Freud's Interpretation of Dreams reveals
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the amazing power that all people have in their dream life of
invention and poetic discovery, that the most ordinary person
in his dream life is a tremendous poet. Most Freudians are
concerned with the subject matter of this poetry. That never
interested me. I was always fascinated by the amazing inge-
nuity, symmetry, and inventiveness of the dreamer. We all
have these tremendous unused powers which we use surrepti-
tiously. We are afraid to use them in our waking lives, Ex-
cept the artist. The artist uses in his waking life the powers
an ordinary person would use in his dream life. The creative
man has his dream life while awake. This is the meaning of
the title Finnegans Wake—mankind is approaching that state
of dreaming wide awake. Come Marconi, as environment,
dream life became art form. The old romantic dream be-
comes art form,

Marx was looking in the rear-view mirror of Adam Smith
and Ricardo. I'm looking in the rear-view mirror of Joyce,
Carroll, the Symbolists, Adolph Hildebrand. They related the
sensory life of metamorphosis and transformation in contact
with new technology.

A DIALOGUE

STEARN: George Steiner has remarked adversely on your
concept of the “global village.”

McLunAN: This is amazing confusion of mind here on the
part of Mr. Steiner. There is more diversity, less conformity
under a single roof in any family than there is with the thou-
sands of families in the same city. The more you create vil-
lage conditions, the more discontinuity and division and diver-
sity. The global village absolutely insures maximal disagree-
ment on all points. It never occurred to me that uniformity
and tranquillity were the properties of the global village. It
has more spite and envy. The spaces and times are pulled out
from between people. A world in which people encounter
each other in depth all the time.

The tribal-global village is far more divisive—full of fight-
ing—than any nationalism ever was. Village is fission, not fu-
sion, in depth. People leave small towns to avoid involve-
ment. The big city lined them with its uniformity and imper-
sonal milieu. They sought propriety and in the city, money is
made by uniformity and repeatability. Where you have
craftsmanlike diversity, you make art, not money. The village
is not the place to find ideal peace and harmony. Exact op-
posite. Nationalism came out of print and provided an ex-
traordinary relief from global village conditions. I don'’t ap-
prove of the global village. I say we live in it.
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. It’s like the universe. Margaret Fuller said, “I accept the
aniverse,” and Carlyle said, “Yes, you'd better.”

- I accept media as I accept cosmos. They assume I'm for or
against Gutenberg. Bunk! I think of technologies as highly
dentifiable objects made by our own bodies. They feel that
technologies are strange, alien intruders from outer space.

STEARN: When you say that technologies are extensions of
man, are they as well extensions of man's will?

McLunan: In the ordinary sense of subliminal wish and
drive—yes. Man, however, intends the cultural consequences
of any extension of himself,

STEARN: What are we to do with all this information? How
does it affect our consciousness?

McLusAN: When man is overwhelmed by information, he
resorts to myth, Myth is inclusive, time-saving, and fast. Chil=
dren are driven today into mythic thinking. When environ-
mental effects shift beyond a certain point, everybody agrees
on a new strategy.

To be conscious or unconscious is to make a certain order
of experience. I possess no theory of consciousness. But that
says nothing. Throughout my work, however, I am saying
that awareness is being pushed more and more out into the
environment. Technology pushes human awareness out into
the environment. Art becomes environment. Our environ-
ments are made of the highest levels of human consciousness.

STEARN: Many readers have been shocked and confused by
what they consider idiosyncratic methods in your work. For
example: A number of critics suggest that your books are
Tepetitious and, in Dwight Macdonald's words, “ultimately
boring.”

‘McLunan: Macdonald’s is the kind of confusion that comes
to the literary mind when confronted with a drilling opera-
tion. Repetition is really drilling. When I'm using a probe, I
drill. You repeat naturally when you're drilling. But the levels

e changing all the time. Macdonald thinks that’s repetition.
There is a complete unawareness of what is going on in the
book. His remark that the book might have been an article
reveals another fallacy of the literary mind—that the purpose
of facts is for classification. The idea of using facts as probes

as means of getting into new territories—is utterly alien
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to them. They see facts as classified data, as categories, as
packages.

Literally, Understanding Media is a kit of tools for analysis
and perception. It is to begin an operation of discovery. It is
not the completed work of discovery. It is intended for prac-
tical use. Most of my work in the media is like that of a safe-
cracker. In the beginning I don't know what's inside. I just
set myself down in front of the problem and begin to work.
I grope, I probe, I listen, I test—until the tumblers fall and
I'm in. That's the way I work with all these media.

Depth operations are natural to modern studies in all fields
including psychiatry and metallurgy and structural analysis.
In order to inspect any situation structurally you have to in-
§pect_it from all sides simultaneously, which is a sort of cub-
ist gimmick. A structural approach to a medium means
studying its total operation, the milieu that it creates—the envi-
ronment that the telephone or radio or movies or the motor-
car created. One would learn very little about the motorcar
by looking at it simply as a vehicle that carried people hither
and thither. Without understanding the city changes, subur-
ban creations, service changes—the environment it created—
one would learn very little about the motorcar, The car then
has never really been studied structurally, as a form.

If you look at print not as a conveyer belt of data but as a
structure somewhat different from the spoken word, some-
what different from manuscript culture, then you are at once
in a world where you have to repeat yourself furiously in
order to capture all facets simultaneously. The literary form
is trul_',: not adapted to simultaneity and structural awareness
and this of course is inherent in the very first acts of writing
in early times when a vast amount of human awareness was
tossed out. Very little of the qualities of speech can be cap-
tured by written form, very little of nuance, very little of the
drama and action of speech can be captured by written form
whatever, But today, with the oscillograph, tape recorder, and
various electronic devices, speech is being felt in depth and
dlscovered in structural multi-facet-ness for the first time in
human history. So naturally anybody who has become vividly
aware of the ~many, many structural facets of speech, when
confronted with the literary form, is aghast at its impover-
ished character. It's very abstract—it has eliminated most lan-
guage and speech from its medium. The moment you begin
to look at speech as a structure you quickly understand why
writing as a structure really cannot deal with much speech.
The great poets, starting with Baudelaire and Rimbaud, were
quite aware of this and began to substitute all sorts of new
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jterary techniques as a way of capturing the multi-facet-ness
f speech. Symbolism discovered that in order to capture the
jve drama of speech you have to break up the sentence and
sreak up language. That's what Symbolism means—it comes
from the Greek symbaline—to break things into bits and
reassemble them into patterns. This was a monetary or eco-
gomic configuration in the Greek world—break things into
jingle bits and give them out to various parties in a transac-
fion. Symbolism attempted to capture a much larger portion
of human speech and language. Anybody who has to have a
pery thorough initiation into Symbolist art—both pga{nterly
‘and poetic—would not really be in a very good position to
pok at Gutenberg technology or its rivals in electronic circuitry.

Macdonald (and other literary critics) have never thought
ifor one minute about the book as a medium or a structure
and how it related itself to other media as a structure, politi-
cally, verbally, and so on. It’s not peculiar to Macdonald. It's
true of the entire academic world, of the whole journalistic
'world. They have never studied any medium.

ISTEARN: Are you an “enemy of the book?” John K. Jessup
| (in the Yale Review) claims that you have “sold the pass of
‘reason and joined the assault on it.” Your observations have
‘become infatuations. George P. Elliott says your relationship
‘to the book as “form” appears somewhat ambivalent. Ray-
‘mond Williams’ comment that if one follows your argument
'—specifically that print culture conditions our mind—then
‘paradoxically, if the book [The Gutenberg Galaxy] works,
it to some extent annihilates itself,” Have you, after Blake,
' “become what you behold?”

' McLunAN: It is customary in conventional literary circles to
feel uneasy about the status of the book and of literacy in
\our society. Macdonald and others, heaven knows, are nine-
‘teenth not twentieth-century minds. Therefore anybody who
looks at it in a kind of clinical spirit is regarded as hostile,
and an enemy of the book.

My own motivation in studying all media began with my
commitment to literature as a profession and I quickly be-
came aware that literature had a great many enemies. (They
are all of our own making. We have created them.) I discov-
ered that the enemies of literature needed very careful scru-
tiny and study if the literary man was to manage to extricate
himself from this new jungle. So the literary people, I became
aware, were so uneasy about the surround of enemies that
any attention given to literature as such was considered un-
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fortunate and, as Dwight Macdonald says, “gloomy.” And it's
a past subjunctive, Any attention to the book is regarded as
unfriendly because it is felt that the book will not bear scru-
tiny any more. N.ow, in the same way, any attention to new
media which are in the ascendant, whose gradient is climbing
rapidly, is considered as an act of optimism. Anybody who
would ‘du_'ect intellectual attention to a new medium must be
an optimist because the rear-view look of the nineteenth-cen-
tury mind in ::ontcmplating literature is essentially a pessimis-
tic one. That's why I say “past subjunctive.” There are only
two cases, you see, in classifying one’s relation to almost any-
“mmg in merely literary terms—you are either “for” or
against.” It’s as simple as that. So if you write about the
book you must be against it because the book is declining in
terms of its overall cultural role. If you write about new
media in the asceqdant, you must be in favor of it. Such is
the Western devotion to facts that the mere stating of any
::;e r;:alcc:)uslél'ered a hci‘»stilelnct. The idea of stating without
r disapproval is alien to the litera .
classification indispensable for order. St

STEARN: When Eric Goldman asked you on “The O

. " . n
l\_dmd if media change—the electronic revolution of r(::ll’
m' for example—was a “good” or “bad” thing, you re-

Now, you see, you have slipped info the lite |
of the classifier. The visval man is always fr;ci:g' ;:'nguuce
check things out by classification and matching.

Goldman: | have set it in the language of the social
commentator. You have said something is happening
in our society. We now have a medium which is
bombarding us, all of our senses.

McLuhan: But when you say *“good,” is it good in
relation to what? You know, the social scientist—

Goldman: Is it good in relation to th tabli
of the Wesi, let us say? ompeasipy-orRa i

McLuhan: You remember what the social scientist said
to a friend of his: ““How is your wife?”” And the other
social scientist replied, Do you mean is she better?

If so, in relation to what?"

McLunaN: Classification, for the literary man, is the be-all

MARSHALL MCLUHAN AND G. E. STERN | 277

nd end-all of observations, That's why Macdonald attempts
p classify me. In the medical world, classification is a form
f dismissal. If the doctor says it's measles, that’s it, it's over
vith. The rest is just routine. But classification is not the be-
inning of the study of a problem—it’s the end. For me any
5 these little gestures I make are all tentative probes. That’s
yhy 1 feel free to make them sound as outrageous or extreme
s possible. Until you make it extreme, the probe is not very
efficient. Probes, to be effective, must have thig. edge,
strength, pressure. Of course they sound very dogmatic. That
doesn’t mean you are committed to them. You may 10ss them

. T]l;ere is an alternative to classification and that is explora-
fion. This doesn't easily register with nineteenth-century
minds. Most nineteenth-century minds are helpless in discuss-
ng contemporary forms. They have never acquired the ver-
bal means of grappling with a pictorial world. Macdonald has
no verbal strategies for even coping with the movies, let alone
more subtle or more recent forms, like radio or television.

I'm perfectly prepared to scrap any statement 1 ever made
about any subject once I find that it isn’t getting me into the
sroblem. 1 have no devotion to any of my probes as if they
were sacred opinions. I have no proprietary interest in my
deas and no pride of authorship as such. You have to push

ny idea to an extreme, you have to probe. Exaggeration, in
the sense of hyperbole, is a major artistic device in all modes
'of art. No painter, no musician ever did anything without ex-
treme exaggeration of a form or a mode, until he had exag-
gerated those qualities that interested him. Wyndham Lewis
‘said: “Art is the expression of a colossal preference” for cer-
tain forms of rhythm, color, pigmentation, and structure. The
\artist exaggerates fiercely in order to register this preference
“in some material. You can’t build a building without huge ex-
" aggeration or preference for a certain kind of space.

This question of repetition bothers them most because they
are looking for values or a “point of view.” Now values, inso-
far as they register a preference for a particular kind of effect
or quality, are a highly contentious and debatable area in

every field of discourse. Nobody in the twentieth century has
ever come up with any meaningful definition or discussion
of “value.” It doesn't work any longer in economics, let alone
humanist affairs. It is rather fatuous to insist upon values if
‘you are not prepared to understand how they got there and
by what they are now being undermined. The mere moralis-
tic expression of approval or disapproval, preference or detes-
tation, is currently being used in our world as a substitute for
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observation and a substitute for study. People hope that if
they scream loudly enough about “values” then others will
mistake them for serious, sensitive souls who have higher and
nobler perceptions than ordinary people. Otherwise, why
would they be screaming.

Anybody who spends his time screaming about values in
our modern world is not a serious character. You might as
well start screaming about a house that's burning down,
shouting, “This is not the act of a serious man!” When your
old world is collapsing and everything is changing at a fu-
rious pitch, to start announcing your preferences for old
values is not the act of a serious person. This is frivolous, fat-
vous. If you were to knock on the door of one of these critics
and say “Sir, there are flames leaping out of your roof, your
house is burning,” under these conditions he would then say
to you, “That's a very interesting point of view. I personally
couldn't disagree with you more.” That's all these critics are
saying. Their house is burning and they're saying, “Don’t you
have any sense of values, simply telling people about fire
when you should be thinking about the serious content, the
noble works of the mind?” Value is irrelevant.

STEARN: But if “value is irrelevant” what about the content
of media? In your discussions with Eric Goldman this same
point was raised:

Goldman: Mr. McLuhan, @ number of commentators have
said that as they understand your view, you really

don’t think that changing the contents of television would
change much about this process. . . .

McLuhan: No. You may have seen a New Yorker joke.

A couple are watching TV, and one says, “When you
think of the vast educational potential of TV, aren't you
glad it doesn't?" This is based on the assumption, you
see, that it is the content that does the educating, not
the medium. Now, if it should be just the other way
around—and very few people have asked themselves
¢+ anything about that—then it would be understandable
why these things happen involuntarily and unasked.

Goldman: Take *Peyton Place.” If you put on “‘Peyton
Place” or if you put on a news documentary, the
contents are radically different in that case, but still from
your point of view the medium is transcending the
contents in significance so far as the person out there is
concerned.
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McLuhan: It's like changing the temperature in a room.
It doesn’t matter what's in the room at all, or what
pictures are on the wall, or who is in the room. If the
temperature drops forty degrees suddenly, the effect on
our outlook, our attitude, is profound.

Media are like that. They just alter the total social
temperature. Since TV, the whole American political
temperature has cooled down, down, down, until the
political process is almost approaching rigor mortis.
These facts of media are not the areas in which they
look—after all, the medical profession was in the habit
of looking in the wrong places for causes and effecis for
many centuries, and nobody has come up with any
suggestions for how to conirol media or the social impact
of technologies until now.

McLunaN: Many people would rather be villains than nit-
wits, It occurs to me just now that moral vehemence may
provide ersatz dignity for our normal moronic behavior. It
would be possible to extend my media analysis to include the
idea that the normal human condition, when faced with inno-
vation, is that of the brainwashed idiot who tries to introduce
the painfully learned responses from one situation into new
situations where they apply not at all. The reason that I re-
frain in the book from pointing out this obvious moral is
owing to the discovery, represented by the book itself, that
this helpless and witless condition of persistent irrelevance of
response is unnecessary at the first moment that we recognize
this pattern of response and its causes. It is this discovery
that fills me with optimism. The moralist has instinctively
translated my forward-looking discovery into backward-look-

ing misanthropy. Moral bitterness is a basic technique for en-

dowing the idiot with dignity. Guilt and remorse are retro-
spective by definition and exempt the guilty party from any
redeeming act of expiation or creative renewal, Guilt and re-
morse are forms of despair and sloth. Any charge of non-
moral fervor with regard to my work merely points to my
own effort to protect reader and critic from the rage and in-
dignation which they have richly earned. For many years I

~ have observed that the moralist typically substitutes anger for

perception. He hopes that many people will mistake his irrita-
tion for insight. Is this not one of the great attractions of
Marxism? While lacking all insight into the processes with
which it is concerned, it yet provides an intensely dramatic
role for the corporate expression of dissatisfactions that elude
the understanding.
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Do I “approve of ‘Peyton Place’ or of Jack Paar?” No! But
they're trying to classify Paar with a good or bad “thing,” not
attempting to find out what he's doing or what effect he’s
having or what's really going on. They are trying to fit him
into some sort of encyclopedia of culture. They find concept
a much more convenient form of human activity than pre-
cept. They ask me to judge what I observe. Cocteau said: “I
don’t want to be famous. I just want to be believed.” Any art-
ist would say that he doesn't want people to agree or disagree
with him. He just wants them to notice. I expect any audience
to participate with me in a common act of exploration. I
want observations, not agreement. And my own observation
of our almost overwhelming cultural gradient toward the
primitive—or involvement of all the senses—is attended by
complete personal distaste and dissatisfaction. I have no lik-
ing for it.

Since, however, this new cultural gradient is the world, the
milieu, in which I must live and which prepares the students
I must teach, I have every motive to understand its constitu-
ents, its components, and its operations. I move around
through these elements as I hope any scientist would through
a world of disease and stress and misery. If a doctor, surgeon
or scientist were to become personally agitated about any
phenomenon whatever, he would be finished as an explorer
or observer. The need to retain an attitude of complete clini-
cal. detachment is necessary for survival in this kind of work.
It is not an expression of approval or a point of view or out-
look. It’s only a strategy of survival. Anybody who enters this
kind of work with strong feelings of approval or disapproval,
nineteenth-century-style point of view, fixed positions, “From
where I'm sitting I would say that this is an abomination and
degradation of all human values,” etc.—anybody who enters
any situation in our time with any such commitments has
completely polished himself off the scene as an observer. He's
had it. So our literary fraternities—nineteenth-century liber-
als if you like—are completely helpless to even approach the
material of their own culture. They are so terrified, so re-
volted, they don’t even know how to get near it and they've
never bothered to acquire the means of studying or of ob-
serving it.

. This so-called primitivism—and it is so fatuous in our
time, so uncritical—one of the more ridiculous aspects of Pi-
casso, if you like—it's a form of surfboarding, just riding
any old wave that happens to be around. On the other hand,
primitivism, D. H, Lawrence style, has become in itself al-
most a form of camp. That is why we have suddenly aban-

L]
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ed it in favor of camp, which is a new artistic attitude
rd our own junkyard. The sudden resolve to tackle our
junkyard as art work is a hopeful indication that we
prepared after all to look at the environment as that
vhich is capable of formulation, patterning, shaping. It still
acks the awareness of what effects environments have upon
They still seem to imagine that you can take it or leave
You know the old literate attitude toward advertising in
thirties: “Personally, I can take it or leave it. I'm just
pot interested in it.” These are the helpless victims of all
advertising, these people who think that merely by subjec-
g themselves to it without taking an interest in it they
be immune. The idea of immunity from environment and
vironments created by media—so long as one con-
centrates upon noble content—is a cherished illusion in
iterary circles. I heard a Tom Swiftie the other day—
“‘Don't talk to me of icebergs,” said the captain of the
Titanic sanctimoniously.” The literary professions are some-
‘what in that position. There are many who imagine that
f can disregard these forms and their operations on
human sensibilities.
. Similarly, there are those who feel they can expose them-
selves to a hideous urban environment so long as they feel
ey are in a state of literary grace, as it were; that the forms
f life are not in themselves communicative; that only classi-
data register in our apparatus. People would never dream
valuing their daily experiences in terms of what they hap-
to see or hear that day. Media like print or radio or tele-
‘vision—which are much more environmental and pervasive
forms assailing their eyes and ears all day long—these are in-
isible. It was only in the nineteenth century that artists,
painters, and poets began to notice that it was the environ-
‘mental form itself, as humanly constituted, that really pro-
vided people with the models of perception that governed
their thoughts. The literary people still cherish the idea that
‘we can fight off the sensory models imposed on our senso-
‘rium by environment, by content, by the classifiable part of
‘the environment. It's somewhat the predicament that Malraux
sees in his museum without walls. As long as you can see art
inside a museum you can, as it were, protect it from all sorts
of vulgarity. What happens when photoengraving and var-
jous new technologies make it possible to have far more art
outside walls of museums than inside? How do you maintain
taste and artistic standards when you can vulgarize the great-
est art with an environment? These are the problems assailing
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the literary world but which have never been looked into by
literary people, journalists, and reviewers.

As a person committed to literature and the literary tradi-
tion, I have studied these new environments which threaten
to dissolve the whole of literary modality, the whole tradi-
tion of literary achivement, and I don’t think that these are
merely threats to classifiable literary values that can be
fended off by staunch moralism or lively indignation. We
have to discover new patterns of action, new strategies of sur-
vival.

This is where William Burroughs comes in with his Naked
Lunch. When we invent a new technology, we become canni-
bals. We eat ourselves alive since these technologies are
merely extensions of ourselves. The new environment shaped
by electric technology is a cannibalistic one that eats people.
To survive one must study the habits of cannibals.

STEARN: Why are some critics so outraged by your work?

McLuHAN: Any new demand on human perception, any new
pressure to restructure the habits of perception, is the occa-
sion for outraged response. Literary people prefer to deal
with their world without disturbance to their perceptual life.
In the sixteenth century, when new forms of perception came
into existence with things like printing, people underwent ter-
rified responses as recorded by Hieronymus Bosch. The
world of Bosch shows space—the old familiar, comfortable,
sensible space of all right-thinking people—medieval, iconic,
discontinuous. Against that space he juxtaposes the new world
of perspective and three-dimensional space with its strange
vanishing point and continuum. By putting these two spaces
together he gets the “Temptation of St. Anthony.” Quite simi-
larly, Kafka takes the plausible, reasonable, literary modes of
discourse and narrative and immediately juxtaposes them
with something else—creating metamorphosis, change of
structure, change of perception. By putting the three-dimen-
sional world against the metamorphic world of changed
stgucture he gets the same degree of nightmare and terror
that Bosch got by putting his two spaces together. Now Bosch
was merely recording a response of his age to the experience
c'_f pictorial space, To the world of the sixteenth century, ra-
tional, three-dimensional, pictorial space was a world of abso-
lute horror. There is no literary horror in the presence of
mass culture that could match the horror which the sixteenth
century felt in the presence of three-dimensional, rational
space. To them it was absolute disaster, absolute spiritual dis-
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ruption. In our time the plunge through the looking glass of
Yewis Carroll into the discontinuous, space-time world of
' electric technology has created the same sense of the plunge
into the abyss, the plunge into the irrational on the part of
_our contemporaries that we associate with existentialism. Our
| contemporaries are mistaken, in many ways, as to the causes
‘of their present discontent. On the other hand, they are not
" mistaken about the demands on their sensibilities and on
| their perceptions. To shift out of a nineteenth-century, ra-
| tional space into a twentieth-century space-time, noncon-
| tinuum is an experience of great discomfort because it puts
| one's whole sensorium under terrible pressure,

| STEARN: “The communications expert,” one of your detrac-
' tors has remarked, “cannot communicate,” underlining Jona-
'\ than Miller’s observation: “McLuhan opens many doors, in-
| cluding the doors of chaos.”

| McLunAN: Communication, in the conventional sense, is dif-
" ficult under any conditions. People prefer rapport through
" smoking or drinking together. There is more communication
.~ there than there ever is by verbal means. We can share envi-
. ronments, we can share weather, we can share all sorts of
. cultural factors together but communication takes place only
' inadequately and is very seldom understood. For anybody to
" complain about lack of communication seems a bit naive. It's
| actually very rare in human affairs. This has been studied in
| our time by F. C. Bartlett in his book Remembering or L A.
" Richards, and others. The most skilled students of poetry,
when their reading and understanding of a poem are
checked, are found to be monstrously mistaken. It isn’t only
. country bumpkins who have difficulty reading good poems—
| it is the professors of literature. They too have a very inade-
| quate relation to the world of poetry and prose. Practical
criticism created a mortal terror in the academic world in
1929 because it revealed that the best students and professors
. were quite incapable of reading ordinary poems.

There is a kind of illusion in the world we live in that
. communications is something that happens all the time, that

it's normal. And when it doesn't happen, this is horrendous.
Actually, communication is an exceedingly difficult activity.
In the sense of a mere point-to-point correspondence between
what is said, done, and thought and felt between peopl i
is the rarest thing in the world. If there is the slightest tangen-
tial area of touch, agreement, and so on among people, that
is communication in a big way. The idea of complete identity
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is unthinkable. Most people have the idea of communication
as something matching between what is said and what is un-
derstood. In actual fact, communication is making. The per-
son who sees or heeds or hears is engaged in making a re-
sponse to a situation which is mostly of his own fictional in-
vention. What these critics reveal is that the mystery of com-
munication is the art of making, What they make in difficul-
ties, confusions, vague responses is natural. It goes on all the
time in all human affairs as between parents and children, for
example. We are always improvising interpretations of every-
thing we do, see, feel, and hear. With ingenuity, with great
skill, we improvise responses in order to enable us to con-
tinue our relations with our fellows.

Platonic dialogues come out of an oral rather than a liter-
ary culture. In a highly literate culture, the dialogue form be-
comes repugnant. It came back with radio and panel shows.
Highly literate people speak on one level, in a monotone.
“Good” prose is spoken this way. A level of form, one plane.
You cannot discuss multi-relationships on a single plane, in a
single form. That’s why the poets of our time have broken all
the planes and sequences, forming a cubist prose. “I don't
follow you"—as if that had anything to do with reasoning. It
has to do with lineality and visuality. Logical or connected
discourse is highly visual and has very little to do with
human reasoning,

STEARN: If you consider your prose an art form, then your
books might be considered as extensions of McLuhan, poeti-
cal or artistic outbursts having nothing to do with media?

McLunaAN: The “suggestion” is delightful and far too flat-
tering, based, I think, on an almost ethereal whimsy. But it
implies that I have used media analysis as a means of private
self-expression. Of course when you talk back to the environ-
ment you begin to use it as a means of self-expression. How-
ever, I am antienvironment. I am not in awe of media or
theiy contents. For example: When you talk back to ads as I
did in The Mechanical Bride, they become your servants,
Since you cannot survive the effects of media if you huddle
or hide, you must rush out and kick them in the guts—give
them what for—right in the midriff. And they respond very
well to this treatment. Media, after all, are only extensions of
ourselves. The road to understanding media effects begins
with arrogant superiority. If one lacked this sense of superi-
ority—this detachment—it would be quite impossible to write

MARSHALL MCLUHAN AND G. E. STERN | 285

. about them. It would be like an octopus attacking the great
| pyramids.

The propriety of Mandarin prose, the mask of the upper-

" middle-class Mandarin world, is simply ludicrous. In Beyond
. the Fringe, when the cast wanted to appear superbly ludi-
. crous, they put on that mask. It is a comic mask, good only
 for laughs. I can speak “slight” Mandarin prose any time,
. without effort at all. What we call “acceptable prose” moves
~ along on a single plane while puns do not. When you are
~ dealing with a variety of facets simultaneously, you cannot

use that kind of prose. I'm talking that kind of prose right

i now. The kind Miller thinks I cannot write. I talk it all day
'~ long in the classroom. I don’t use slang, puns—I use Manda-
. rin prose, the only form of discourse I employ. But when I sit

down to write about complicated problems moving on several

" planes, I deliberately move into multi-level prose. This is an

. art form. The prose that he’s complaining about I consider a

. serious art form. The prose he considers perfectly natural and

' conventionally acceptable is a kind of prose that comes in

. with a high visual cultivation and disappears with aural
culture.

In the sense that these media are extensions of ourselves—

. of man—then my interest in them is utterly humanistic. All
" these technologies and the mechanisms they create are
- profoundly human. What does one say to people who cannot

see extensions of their own bodies and faculties, who find
their environments invisible? They call these same environ-

~ ments alien, nonhuman and search for a “point of view.”
. This is simply the inability to observe ordinary data. Content
- analysis divorces them from reality.

They are talking about art as a blood bank, as stored pre-

. cious moments of experience. The idea that art’s job is to ex-
. plore experience too never dawned on them. The job of art is

not to store moments of experience but to explore environ-
ments that are otherwise invisible. Art is not a retrieval sys-
tem of precious moments of past cultures. Art has a live, on-
going function. Milton’s phrase—*“A great book is the pre-
cious life-blood of the master spirit.” The humanist fault,
since the Renaissance, has been to sell art totally short. Since
Gutenberg, art has become a retrieval system. Before, art was
a means of merging with the cosmos. My critics’ notion of
art is incredibly defective and feeble. Blake regarded art as
exploratory. He thought of it as a means of uniting all the
human faculties, aspiring to the unity of the imagination.
Art-as-probe is survival. They are saying: “Without art, what
impoverished lives we would lead.”
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/ Il:roglrammers of cgn::puters e 8‘;"‘4 “’inlf (;htf) gld tﬁ’.ﬁ"t was and I discovered that artists of the twentieth-century had
echnology—storage. mputers are being aske 0 things oA d I adopted it.

that belong to the old technology. The real job of the com- [ differeat approach an

puter is not retrieval but discovery. Like the human memory, ‘STEARN: Frank Kermode quoted a letter of yours to the ef-
the process of recall is an act of discovery, fect that The Gutenberg Galaxy might have been expressed as

The dream is a way of processing waking experiences in a g that vou are very much concerned with
pattern which is nonlineal, but multi-leveled. Freud is very u;d::?vgn prolr?ll;?ns 05; czmmumcan?n

literary. His technique of analyzing and presenting his mate-
rial is elegantly literary. And this is why he is the darling of McLUHAN: 'm trying to get my audience involved in percep-
literary men. Jung is much less literary, much less lineal, 'z'/fms. So I use ﬂglt;yir lg;mgugaege. The language of their environ-
much more auditory. { ment.

! . The idea that the Galaxy might have been presented as an
STEARN: Do you personally enjoy Jack Paar? | jdeogram is true. That's the very form it is in. It could also
. " be expressed as a Happening., The word “galaxy” really ex-
McLuHAN: I've only looked at Paar to try to understand TV. f pressel: the simu.ltanegx in%erplay of factors that are not
I would never dream of looking at Paar for entertainment. I | directly connected at all. It is this pattern of interplay that
look at advertising in much the same way. I find it diverting. " is both the essence of the electronic speed-up and also the

I use Jack Paar or any successful practitioner of the art of  antithesis of the old mechanical connectedness which passed
a particular medium as an instrument of observation. I use . for rationality for centuries.

them as probes. I'm concerned with Paar’s content because : : se i e Gal are not in-
that belongs to the old medium. Movies used the gramo- teanheE ';frff.gm?t'gswgf n:s Ip::rt ol?rg;r arguﬁznt. They are
phone. Books used old manuscripts. This is inevitable. The ' there as heuristic probes. I could substitute for any one of
fact that any new medium must use the old medium as con- those quotes twenty or thirty other citations.

tent does not raise the factor of values at all. Questions of " The mosaic is a world of intervals in which maximal en-
value should have been raised when that content was new. : ergy is transferred across the gaps. This is the “massage” ef-
We do not measure the success or meaning of any particular  fect. The Gutenberg Galaxy is a world in which energy is
day of our lives by the things we have said or seen. The ac-  generated in the intervals, not by the connections. And the
tual use of our faculties day by day is never considered. But ~ massage—the shaping, the twisting, the bending of the whole
we do consider it a great advantage to be able to use our human environment by the technology—the reconditioning of
eyes, ears, etc. This is the way we use media—as extensions.  the entire human environment by this technology—is a vi-
Therefore it doesn’t matter what’s on, what matters is that we olent process, like all new technologies often revolting, as
have use of our faculties. I'm quite prepared to live the life  well as :evoh’:ltionary. That is why Joyce calls them “thun-
of Confucius_or Plato, day in, day out, in my conversations. " ders.” All revolutionary events are nauseating.

Most media, though, are pure poison—TV, for example, j I personally find very little joy in the effects of media. The
has all the effects of LSD. I don't think we should allow this ~ only satisfaction I derive is learning how they operate. This is
to happen. | % , 1 " cool, in that it is at once involvement and detachment.

I don’t think these literary critics are serious. I don’t think | I expect my readers to do more work than I did. But I'm
tht?x,’rq honest. They don’t insist on high standards in the offering them opportunities, roles of initiative. When people
daily life use of their faculties. It is only when they see poor approached T. S. Eliot and said, “Mr. Eliot when you were
content in some old medium that the question arises. If any- * writing ‘Sweeney Among the Nightingales’ in that passage
one tried to value painting by the subject matter he would be . XYZ did you mean . . .” he would wait patiently and say,
in a very poor position. Years ago, before I wrote the Bride, . “Yes. I must have meant that, if that's what you got out of
I had a moralistic approach to all environmental facts. I | it” Now Eliot was saying that the reader was co-poet. The

abominat.?d machinery, cities, everything except the most reader’s job was to make ms. Not to his essence but to
Rousseauistic. Gradually, I became aware of how useless this make aJpoem with t_hep?l,:gredients hgentded to him. This
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shocked literary people. That a poet would say, as Eliot did,
“I never thought of that but I must have meant it if you got
that out of it.” That’s the way I feel about critical responses,
Many of the meanings people get—in so far as they are re-
lated to media—are not the ones I had in mind but they
might serve very well as exploratory devices. When critics
say, “One gets a lot of misconceptions and misunderstandings
fron*! these pages,” they're being naive. Not to understand the
m_edta of discourse is naive. What sort of people am I dealing
with? Isn’t this the kind of image that the Europeans have
always had of Americans—naive, superficial? They are be-
traying enormous naiveté here. After all when I mark themes
of graduate students, I expect naiveté there. And I'm not
surprised when I find it in the pages of various American
;(;Jurtx.aals. They're no better than the ordinary graduate stu-
en

S_TEJ}RN: Sor.n'c critics have argued that “hot and cool” are ar-
tl'ﬁc1a1 polarities which permit you to build a system of analy-
sis that fits your whimsy, not your evidence.

MqLUHAN: Perhaps I should have set up polarities on media
rigid apd frigid. It's very difficult to have a structure of any
sort wltl_mut polarities, without tension. For example, the
tna;mg]e is the most economical way of securing an upright
object. Without polarities, without contraries—this is Blake’s
yvhole notion of hateful contraries—without polarities, there
is no Qrogression. no structure. For a literary person who
llkt_:'.s: things to move along in one direction on one plane, po-
larm_es are distressing. I must know how media are structured
to discover what they are doing, to me and my environment.
Media, hot and cool are not classifications. They are struc-
tural forms. These are slang terms from the musical world
where they have high, structural meaning. “System” means
something to look at. You must have a very high visual gra-
dient to have systematization. In philosophy, before Des-
cartes, there was no “system.” Plato had no “system.” Aris-
totlé had no “system.” My own interest in studying media is a
“systems development” approach. “Systems development” is a
structural §nalysis of pressures and strains, the exact opposite
of everything that has been meant by “systems” in the past
few ceqtm‘ias. “Systems development” is the opposite of “sys-
tems” in the philosophical sense. It is concerned with the
inner dynamics of the form.

A system has almost entirely visual connotations—as with
Newton. The great difficulty of approaching the space-time
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world, after the Newtonian intrusion, is that one is deprived
of visual means of fitting things in. In Newton's world, you
fit things into the world. The environment is thought of as a
praparound space into which things are placed like pictorial
nting or perspective art. Prior to perspective paintings,
ach object made its own space (for example, the flat Byzan-
» world). With the coming of perspective, things began to
press down. They had a thrust, a weight. A man’s system is
thought of as a kind of space into which he puts or arranges
his experience. This is the old, visual pattern. Critics are
Jooking for the space into which I fit my experiences. There
s no such space.
. There is no continuum except that which we impose on
things. The only sense which has the effect of continuum is
the visual sense. The world of the nineteenth-century dance
floor—the ballroom—was a continuum. The world of the
twenticth-century dance floor is a discontinuum—a Dis-
cothéque a2 Go-Go, in which a dancer makes his or her
pwn space which does not fit into anybody else’s space. It's
like a physicist trying to encounter electronic particles with
‘Newtonian concepts.

'STEARN: You have been accused of having a philistine enthu-
'siasm for devices, the machines of civilization. The corollary
of this charge, of course, being that you are indifferent to

'man. Christopher Ricks, among others, questions your defini-

tion of work. In Understanding Media you said: “What the
‘nineteenth century had delegated to servants and housemaids,

‘we now do for ourselves.” Switching on a washin machine
g

and actually scrubbing are not considered similar in terms of
“work.”

McLunaN: Ricks doesn’t consider that his wife’s devotion to
that electric washing machine is a meaningful substitution for
the “navvy” or washerwoman of the nineteenth century. He
assigns his wife cheerfully to the role of charwoman and feels

' himself quite superior to the whole operation. Electric media,

for example, create learning for everybody instead of assign-

ing it to specialists, They create an environment of knowl-

edge. Just as work becomes diffused through the total popula-
tion with electric devices, so does learning. Where learning
before had been locked up in little, citational cells and classi-

" fied slots, under electric conditions all that had been pre-

viously cherished, precious, erudite now become general,
mass-oriented, diffuse—environments. What had previously
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been the content of a select environment becomes an environ-
ment itself. Work becomes an environment. Knowledge,
learning become an environment of toil, That is the future
work of mankind—ijust processing the data of the electronic
environment. “Labor-saving” is a nineteenth-century concept
of work. Jacques Ellul says that the twentieth-century child
works harder than any child in human history. What is he
working at? Just data processing.

Elizabeth Hardwick told me that in New England toilet-
training was abandoned upon the discovery of the electric
washing machine. Moral responsibility was shifted to the
washing machine.

STEARN: When you speak about environment aren’t you ac-
tually making value judgments or, at least, content analysis?
For example, your much-quoted statement that the space pro-
gram makes the earth seem like a used nose-cone.

McLunAN: The safety car—I always like to talk about things
which are to me puzzles—is in a certain degree, the death
sentence of the existing motorcar. Just as much as the motor-
car was the death sentence of the horse and buggy. The mo-
torcar’s environment creates roads and surfaces. It doesn’t
simply occupy a space. It creates its own space. The safety
car is a bump car. It will create a totally different environ-
ment. When things began to happen all at once, people began
to notice the effects of cars. They began to notice what cars
do to people. All our technologies in the Western world are
built on the assumption that they have complete immunity
from inspection. You inspect their content—the old one, not
the new one. When you look at the car in terms of what it
does to people, it becomes a horrifying story—as bad as the
death camps. People were unable to see the road system that
came with the car. It was one thing to put the car in the old
environment—horse and buggy, old mud roads.

People are now aware of consequences because of elec-
tronic information. Why are people suddenly unhappy with
capfital punishment? Why are they suddenly aware that crime
is not committed by private individuals but by the whole soci-
ety? Now the satellite or space capsule world is only possible
as a result of intense study of consequences. This is a new
stress in our time. To build a capsule you must foresee all the
possible effects on the human form. Buckminster Fuller has
remarked that the space capsule is the first completely de-
signed human environment. Up to the present, we have not
been designing environments. We have been designing things
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to put into the environment. It’s like finding the right picture

r the right room. Now one says, “What kind of a room will
grow out of this picture?” The space capsule is an extension
of the planet. The safety car is not an event; it's a Happen-

STEARN: Is it possible that self-appointed disciples will some-
‘how distort your work? Are you a McLuhanite?

‘McLunan: You can be quite sure that if there are going to
be McLuhanites, I am not going to be one of them. I know
that anyone who learns anything will learn it slightly askew. I
can imagine that having disciples would become a very great
bother. It would disturb one’s freedom, privacy, work. If I
just keep writing with great energy, no McLuhanite will ever
‘be able to digest it all. My areas of probing, of exploring are
very personal. But of course my work might produce con-
siderable consequences for other people. Most of what I have
to say is secondhand, gathered however from esoteric
.sources. My favorite stomping grounds are areas that very
few people have ever stomped.

'STEARN: Is there a real danger in the new media?

McLunAN: It seems to me that the great advantage in under-
‘standing the operational dynamics of various media is to
‘quiet them down, not exploit them. If you understand these
' dynamics, you can control media, eliminate their effects from
the environment. And this is most desirable. I think we would
do ourselves a considerable kindness if we closed down TV
operations for a few years. If TV was simply eliminated from
the United States scene, it would be a very good thing. Just
‘as radio has a most malignant effect in Africa or Algeria, or
China—in highly auditory cultures, radio drives these people
nearly mad with paranoia and tribal intensity—TV, in a
highly visual culture, drives us inward in depth into a totally
‘nonvisual universe of involvement. It is destroying our entire
political, educational, social, institutional life. TV will dis-
solve the entire fabric of society in a short time. If you un-
derstood its dynamics, you would choose to eliminate it as
soon as possible. TV changes the sensory and psychic life. It
is an oriental form of experience, giving people a somber,
profound sense of involvement,

STEARN: When an admirer called him a poet, Freud consid-
ered the judgment harmful in that it took away from his
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scientific intent. A Canadian writer suggests that you are not
literary critic, sociologist, historian, or whatever, but, sim-
ply, a poet.

McLunAN: All poets have to probe to discover anything. In
our world, there is so much to discover.

STEARN: Can we excuse methodological lapses in the name of
poetic and/or artistic license?

McLunan: Our sensory modes are constituents, not classifi-
cations. I am simply identifying modes of experience. We
need new perceptions to cope. Our technologies are genera-
tions ahead of our thinking. If you even begin to think about
these new technologies you appear as a poet because you are
dealing with the present as the future. That is my technique.
Most people look back for security. Much greater perceptions
and energies are needed than simply mine in the world in
which we exist. Better developed talents are needed. James
Joyce had these talents in a much more refined state. Joyce
had a complete ecology of manmade environments which
these critics should have read and studied long ago.

STEARN: Will there ever be silence?

McLunAN: Objects are unobservable. Only relationships
among objects are observable,

STEARN: Are you disturbed by the sometimes harsh critical
responses your work excites?

McLunAN: Even Hercules had to clean the Augean stables
but oncel
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