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Hailed by Tom Wolfe as “the most important thinker since Newton, 

Darwin, Freud, Einstein, and Pavlov,” sixties media theorist 

Marshall McLuhan was the first person to grasp the full and radi¬ 

cal implications of mass media for contemporary life. His tren¬ 

chant and remarkably prescient account of how this technology 

was changing—and would continute to change—our world briefly 

made him one of its most celebrated minds. Catapulted into the 

spotlight after the publication of his Understanding Media, 

McLuhan captured the world’s attention with such epoch-seizing 

aphorisms as “the medium is the message,” and “the global 

village.” But his fame peaked by the mid-seventies, and when he 

died in 1980, his Centre for Culture and Technology at the 

University of Toronto had been shut down, most of his books 

were out of print, and little was heard about his work outside of 

academic circles. 

Today, in the wake of a new wave of technological innovation 

that has remade our world, McLuhan’s insights about the impact 

of electronic media are being furiously revisited. Forward Through 

the Rearview Mirror is a multidimensional, unconventional look at 

McLuhan's life and ideas in the context of the information age. It 

is an exploration of the man Wired magazine called “electronic 

culture's immortal saint," the thinker Camille Paglia says “created 

the persona of the scholar who was also cultural commentator,” 

the theorist Lewis Lapham credits with explaining “why our poli¬ 

tics are what they are, why our entertainments are what they are." 

An evocative, imaginative, and visually exciting mosaic of apho¬ 

risms and images, Forward Through the Rearview Mirror presents 

McLuhan's own words—short prose, aphorisms, interviews, let¬ 

ters, and dialogues — alongside reminiscences about him by 

today's most renowned cultural critics. Part book, part magazine, 

part storyboard. Forward Through the Rearview Mirror is a 

provocative, insightful, and unprecedented exploration of 

McLuhan, his message, and its meaning. 

Front and back cover photo: Marshall McLuhan, courtesy of the 

Herbert Marshall McLuhan Foundation; photographer unknown. 
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1911 Marshall McLuhan is born on July 21 in 
Edmonton, Alberta. 

1916 McLuhan family moves to Winnipeg, Manitoba. 
1923 Fails Grade 6, so Elsie McLuhan places him in 

Grade 7, where he excels. 
1928 Enrolls at the University of Manitoba; majors in 

English and philosophy. 
1930 Publishes his first article, “MacAulay—What a 

Man!" in the University of Manitoba student 
newspaper. 
Wonders in his journal if he will contribute “a 
single worthy work” to mankind. 

1933 Graduates with a Bachelor of Arts degree and 
wins the University of Manitoba gold medal in 
arts and science. 

1934 Completes his Master of Arts degree at the 
University of Manitoba. 
Enrolls at Trinity Hall, Cambridge University, 
as an undergraduate and encounters the New 
Criticism, which profoundly affects his 
intellectual life. 

1936 Earns a Bachelor of Arts degree from 
Cambridge. 
Takes a job as a teaching assistant at the 
University of Wisconsin for an annual salary 
of $895. 

1937 Converts to Roman Catholicism on March 30. 
Hired as an English instructor at St. Louis 
University, one of the finest Catholic universities 
in the United States. 

1938 Meets Corinne Keller Lewis, a young student 
actress at the Pasadena Playhouse. 

1939 Shortly before McLuhan's return to Cambridge, 
he and his bride elope on August 3. The couple 
honeymoon in Europe on the eve of the Second 
World War. 

1942 The McLuhans' first child, Thomas Eric, is born 
in January. 

1943 Receives his PhD from Cambridge. 
Meets critic and painter Wyndham Lewis, 
beginning a friendship that lasts until Lewis's 
death. 

1944 Accepts a job as head of the English' department 
at Assumption College in Windsor, Ontario. 

1946 Moves to Toronto, Ontario, after being invited to 
teach at St. Michael's College, University of 
Toronto. He is considered at the time to be one 
of Ontario's only experts in the field of modern 
poetry and criticism. 

1951 Publishes his first book, The Mechanical Bride: 
Folklore of Industrial Man, an examination of 
the impact of advertising on society and culture. 
The book receives good reviews but sells only a 
few hundred copies. 

1952 The McLuhans’ sixth and last child, Michael, is 
born in October. 

1953 McLuhan and Edmund Carpenter found 
Explorations, a magazine devoted to the study of 
language and media. 

1955 Idea Consultants, a short-lived business, is 
established. McLuhan's ideas, including TV 
dinners and video movies, are prescient but 
unsellable. 

1958 As the keynote speaker at the annual National 
Association of Educational Broadcasters 
convention in Omaha, Nebraska, McLuhan uses 
the phrase “the medium is the message” for the 
first time in a major international forum. 

1959 After nine issues, the magazine Explorations 
folds, but not before creating a cultlike following 
around McLuhan’s idea. 

1960 McLuhan’s report for the National Association of 
Educational Broadcasters is published. Though 
largely ignored, it will become the basis for his 
landmark book, Understanding Media: The 
Extensions of Man. 

1962 Publishes The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of 
Typographic Man. 

1963 McLuhan establishes the Centre for Culture and 
Technology in an old coach house on the 
University of Toronto campus. Its purpose is to 
examine the impact of technologies on man. 

1964 Publishes Understanding Media: The Extensions 
of Man, which catapults McLuhan into the 
intellectual and media spotlight. 

1966 McLuhan is the subject of two New Yorker 
magazine cartoons. 

1967 Publishes The Medium is the Massage: An 
Inventory of Effects with Quentin Fiore and 
Jerome Agel, after more than a dozen publishers 
reject the book. It eventually sells more than one 
million copies worldwide. 
In September, McLuhan is awarded the one-year 
Albert Schweitzer Chair in the Humanities at 
New York’s Fordham University. 
In November, McLuhan undergoes surgery for 
the removal of a benign brain tumor at Columbia 
Presbyterian Medical Center. He recovers, but 
suffers some memory loss and acute sensitivity 
to noise. 
Makes the cover of Newsweek magazine. 
Delivers the prestigious Marfleet Lectures at the 
University of Toronto. 

1968 Founds the McLuhan Dew-Line newsletter in 
an attempt to sell his ideas to the business 
community. 
Publication of War and Peace in the Global 
Village with Quentin Fiore and Jerome Agel. 
Publishes Through The Vanishing Point: Space in 
Poetry and Painting with Harley. Parker. 

1969 Publishes Counterblast with Harley Parker. 
1970 Publishes Culture Is Our Business. 

Publishes From Cliche to Archetype with 
Wilfred Watson. 
Appointed as a Companion of the Order of 
Canada. 

1972 Publication of Take Today: The Executive as 
Dropout with Barrington Nevitt. 

1973 The Vatican appoints McLuhan as an advisor on 
social communications. 

1976 Suffers a minor stroke after the filming of a short 
scene in the Woody Allen movie, Annie Hall. 

1977 Publishes City as Classroom: Understanding 
Language and Media with Eric McLuhan and 
Kathryn Hutchon. 

1979 In September, McLuhan suffers a massive 
stroke that leaves him unable to speak more 
than a few words at a time. 

1980 Without McLuhan to head the Centre for Culture 
and Technology, the University of Toronto 
decides to close it. 
On December 31, McLuhan dies in his sleep. 

1988 Publication of Laws of the Media: The New 
Science by Eric and Marshall McLuhan. 

1989 Publication of The Global Village by Marshall 
McLuhan and Bruce Powers. 
Publication of Marshall McLuhan: The Medium 
and the Messenger, a biography of McLuhan by 
Philip Marchand. 

1993 Wired magazine is founded; McLuhan is 
named “patron saint" of the popular high-tech 
periodical. 

1996 Release of Understanding McLuhan, the first 
multimedia CD-ROM about Marshall McLuhan. 
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Herbert Marshall McLuhan, world-renowned media theorist, loved wordplay. An inveterate 

punster and master of aphorism and the art of rhetoric, McLuhan revelled in verbal gymnastics. 

On a television show in 1967, McLuhan told a befuddled interviewer, “The urb it orbs,” and 

“The new clothing of the planet is garbage.” Such emphatic, epigrammatic pronouncements 

were deliberately opaque and common for McLuhan. The Cambridge-educated, University of 

Toronto professor delighted in provoking thought and stimulating new ideas among his students, 

readers, and listeners. “My father decided early on that he would try as much as he could 

to write and present his ideas in aphoristic style,” said McLuhan’s son and collaborator, Eric. 

“It’s a poetic form. And it calls for a lot of participation on the part of the person regarding it or 
thinking about it.” 

It is hardly surprising then that in 1967 when McLuhan declared that “the future of the 

future is the present,” his comment was met with universal bewilderment. In typical cryptic 

style, he suggested, “If you are really curious about the future, just study the present.... What 

we ordinarily see in any present is really what appears in the rearview mirror. What we ordinari¬ 

ly think of as present is really past.” For many of his detractors, this was just another bit of 

“McLuhanacy,” easily dismissed and forgotten. However, like his famous phrases, “the medium 

is the message” and “global village,” his notion of the “rearview mirror” is one of 

the most important insights McLuhan left us to help understand our age. 

McLuhan recognized that most people live in the rearview mirror—moving ahead in time, 

but actually living in the past. “People never want to live in the present,” he said. “People live 

in the rearview mirror because it’s safer.... They’ve been there before, they feel comfortable.” 

For McLuhan, the key to understanding the future was simply to focus on the present. As this 

book’s title suggests, by looking back to McLuhan we find the tools we need to analyze the 

present and look forward into our future. 

During his own time, McLuhan accurately perceived the present and illuminated the future 

in a series of provocative books. He was catapulted into the media spotlight in 1964 with the 

publication of Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man. Idolized by undergraduates, 

sought after by journalists, featured on the cover of Newsweek, spoofed in New Yorker cartoons, 

and extolled in major newspapers for his trenchant observations on how the tools we shape 

shape us, McLuhan was, for a brief time, one of the world’s most celebrated minds. Tom Wolfe 

called McLuhan “the most important thinker since Newton, Darwin, Freud, Einstein and Pavlov”; 

Norman Mailer suggested McLuhan’s discussions of “the medium is the message” and the 

“global village” were among “the most useful remarks of the twentieth century.” By the mid¬ 

seventies, however, McLuhan’s fame had peaked, and through the rest of the decade his popu¬ 

larity and influence waned. Overexposure in the media, a string of books that garnered little 
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critical acclaim, and a shifting political climate sidelined McLuhan. By the time of his death in 

1980, McLuhan’s Centre for Culture and Technology at the University of Toronto was shut 

down, most of his books were out of print, and little was heard outside of academic circles 

about his work. 

By the early nineties, however, McLuhan’s reputation was once again on the rise. The world 

began experiencing a media revolution unparalleled since the introduction of the Gutenberg 

printing press. People started rereading McLuhan and discovered that a quarter of a century 

before words such as on-line, wired, and the Web became part of our vocabulary, they existed 

in McLuhan’s lexicon. More than a decade after his death, we go back to McLuhan and move 

forward through the rearview mirror to find a startling series of theories on the effects of media 

on culture and society. As Eric McLuhan says, his father left us a “set of answers to questions 

that nobody else asks and nobody else answers.” 

Forward Through the Rearview Mirror is a collection of some of these questions and answers 

that help us perceive the patterns of our present and future. McLuhan rejected a content-based 

approach to understanding technology. As his biographer Philip Marchand writes, McLuhan 

embraced “a comprehensive, effects-oriented approach — an attempt to grasp the whole pattern 

of change, including the innumerable and often ignored side effects of technological develop¬ 

ment.” When it came to books, McLuhan eschewed the traditional literary format. He rejected 

linearity, sequential advancement of argument, and a sustained point of view. In the Gutenberg 

Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man — a book with no chapters, just 279 pages of type 

punctuated by bold-faced quotations — McLuhan used what he called “a mosaic or field 

approach.” Similarly, in Understanding Media, though there are chapters, there is no discernible 

progress from beginning to end. 

In Forward Through the Rearview Mirror, we have adapted the method and sensibility of 

McLuhan’s approach. Having worked on a team that had produced the CD-ROM Understanding 

McLuhan, we had come to comprehend the concepts of non-linearity and a medium that offers 

multiple points of view. The language of multimedia is hauntingly similar to McLuhan’s three- 

decade-old notion of a “field approach.” Consequently, this book is a “mosaic” of text by 

McLuhan, biographical vignettes, photos, commentary, and reminiscences about McLuhan. 

Although clarity is brought to the material through three distinct typographic treatments — all 

material written by McLuhan is in blue, material written about McLuhan is in black, and bio¬ 

graphical text is italicized — there is no one way to read this volume. When reading McLuhan, 

as his associate Derrick de Kerckhove explains, it is necessary to play “experience and knowl¬ 

edge against these new combinations of thoughts that arise from these new bits and pieces of 

writing. You are the bond of the thoughts — you, the reader.” 

Also in keeping with McLuhan’s sensibility, this book combines text and images in a design 

that is appropriate to his aphoristic style and encourages understanding of the man many 

found incomprehensible. This approach takes its cue from another of McLuhan’s publications: 
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the 1967 landmark collaboration between designer Quentin Fiore and producer Jerome Agel, 

who used selections from McLuhan’s writings to create a radically new kind of book, titled The 

Medium is the Massage: An Inventory of Effects. An astonishing swirl of images, photographs, 

text, typography, and layout, Massage’s unconventional format was part book, part magazine, 

part storyboard, designed to stimulate — intellectually, visually, and emotionally — without a 

fixed beginning or end. 

The material in Forward Through the Rearview Mirror is organized into four sections — 

Global Village, Violence and Identity, Medium is the Message, and Extensions of Man. These 

chapters attempt to convey McLuhan’s central concepts, which are by their nature neither 

definable nor containable. The excerpts were chosen to give readers an introduction to 

McLuhan’s vast body of work, particularly to those ideas with contemporary significance. 

However, in keeping with what McLuhan wrote to journalist Robert Fulford — “I do not move 

along lines. I use points like dots in a wire photo. That is why I must repeat and repeat my 

points.”—no idea, no sentence, and no phrase in the book stands alone. This book is a compi¬ 

lation of McLuhan’s theories that inexorably echo, circle, and shift into one another. 

In describing his friend, Patrick Watson said that McLuhan “was not an analyst, not a histori¬ 

an, not a sociologist, but a poet. What he was delivering to the world was a set of metaphors 

that we had to wrestle with, that worked at the essential metaphoric level of poetry.” Like 

McLuhan’s own poetic approach, the selection, juxtaposition, and collision of images and text 

are sometimes explanatory, sometimes evocative, and occasionally may generate new and 

surprising rereadings of McLuhan’s words. The anecdotes and commentary by notable writers, 

critics, and colleagues of McLuhan are presented to offer a view of the man behind the apho¬ 

risms. Though divergent in their opinions, these commentators agree that to some extent time 

has caught up with McLuhan, that many of his ideas are more understandable today than they 

were three decades ago. 

In going back to McLuhan, we find no absolute understanding of the man or of the forces 

that were changing his world and continue to change ours. McLuhan promised no such clarity. 

In his probing of media, he offered us a technique for understanding our time and the forces 

that shape it. He wrote, “I began to realize that the greatest artists of the 20th Century — Yeats, 

Pound, Joyce, Eliot — discovered a totally different approach, based on the identity of the 

processes of cognition and creation. I realized that artistic creation is the playback of ordinary 

experience — from trash to treasures. I ceased being a moralist and became a student.” 

Perhaps McLuhan’s greatest legacy is that he challenges us to examine the present, he exhorts 

us to study the effects of media on our lives and our world — to be eternal students. 

Paul Benedetti and Nancy DeHart 

August 1996 
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Marshall McLuhan, “Making Contact with Marshall McLuhan," interview by Louis Forsdale, 1974 









Ann Landers 
Today, the instantaneous world of electric information 

media involves ail of us* all at once. Ours is a brand-new 

world of all-at-onceness. Time* in a sense, has ceased 

and space has vanished. Like primitives, we now live in 

a global village of our own making, a simultaneous hap¬ 

pening, The global village is not created by the motor 

car or even by the airplane. It is created by instant elec¬ 

tronic information movement. The global village is at 

once as wide as the planet and as small as the little town 

where everybody is maliciously engaged in poking his 

nose into everybody eSse’s business. The global village 

is a world in which you don’t necessarily have harmony; 

you have extreme concern with everybody else’s busi¬ 

ness and much involvement in everybody else’s life, it’s 

a sort of Ann Landers column written larger. And it 

doesn’t necessarily mean harmony and peace and quiet, 

but it does mean huge involvement in everybody else’s 

affairs. And so, the global village is as big as a planet 

and as small as the village post office. 

We now share too much about each other to be 

strangers to each other. For example, in the age of the 

information explosion, all the wails go out between age- 

groups, between family groups, national groups, be¬ 

tween economies. The wails ail go out. People suddenly 

have to adjust themselves to this new proximity, this 

new interrelationship, and merely to tell them that this 

has happened isn’t very helpful. What they need to 

know is, if it is happening, what does it mean to me? 

Marshall McLuhan, ''McLuhan on McLuhanism," WNDT Educational Broadcasting Network, 1966 
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The work of Marshall McLuhan, like the work of many 

noted intellectual explorers, owed as much to force of 

character as intellect. His restless energy, his impa¬ 

tience with dullness and routine, his delight in sub¬ 

verting cherished notions of both the right and the 

left, his showmanship, his old-fashioned piety, even 

his occasional flirtation with paranoia and supersti¬ 

tion—these qualities shaped his thought. © 

McLuhan always struck me as being exceptional. Not just because of 

what he was saying: I think it had to do with the level of existence that he settled 

in on once and for all. I range from being familial to professional, to chummy, to 

having moments of illumination and reflection. I never saw McLuhan step below 

a fairly high level of business. That was the lowest depth for him. What I call a 

fairly high level of thinking and involvement with reality — that was the ground 

floor for McLuhan. He could only see up from there. Below it, he was incompe¬ 

tent. The media made this painfully clear: it showed how oddly he dealt with the 

wedding of his daughter; how his brother described him as being completely 

out of it. McLuhan was the proverbial idiot savant. His head was elsewhere. That 

is a function Of personality. It has to be. Derrick de Kerckhove 

Loaded With Data 
We have laid out our own electric networks on a global 

scale by cables, by telegrams, by radio, by ail sorts of 

electric means. These circuits are loaded with data that 

move instantly and that have become indispensible to 

all decision-making in the Western world in business, in 

education, and in politics. Marshall McLuhan, Take Thirty, CBC Television, 1965 

Global Village 43 



Marshall McLuhan photographed by Yousuf Karsh, 1967. 



McLuhan’s writings may not provide all the answers 

to our most pressing questions. If nothing else, how¬ 

ever, the style of his work—its spirit of playful, free- 

ranging inquiry—may well serve as inspiration to the 

intellectual explorers of our own age. © 

Aphorisms 
My father decided in the sixties that he would try as much as he could to pre¬ 

sent his ideas in an aphoristic style. Aphorisms, as Francis Bacon said, are 

incomplete, a bit like cartoons. They are not filled-out essay writing that is 

highly compressed. The aphorism is a poetic form that calls for a lot of partici¬ 

pation on the part of the reader. You have to chew on an aphorism and work 

with it for a while before you understand it fully. A good aphorism could keep 

you busy for a week —kicking it around, playing with it, exploring it, taking it 

apart to see what you can get out of it. And applying it here, there, and every¬ 

where. My father deliberately chose this form of statement because he wanted 

to teach, not tell or entertain. He said, “For instruction, you use incomplete 

knowledge so people can fill things in —they can round it out and fill it in with 

their own experience.” If what you want to do is simply to tell people some¬ 

thing, then by all means spell it out in the connected essay. But if you want to 

teach, you don’t do that. There’s no participation in just telling: that’s simply 

for consumers — they sit there and swallow it, or not. But the aphoristic style 

gives you the opportunity to get a dialogue going, to engage people in the 

process Of discovery. Eric McLuhan 

Left to right: Mother and child, Elsie and Marshall 

McLuhan in 1912; McLuhan at Cambridge in the 

early forties; Marshall and Corinne McLuhan in 1958 

with their children Eric, Teresa, Mary, Stephanie, 

Elizabeth, and Michael; seventies embrace: Corinne 

and Marshall in their Wychwood Park garden. 
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The new environment of simultaneous and diversified 

information creates acoustic man. He is surrounded 

by sound— from behind, from the side, from above. His 

environment is made up ©f information in ail kinds of 

simultaneous forms, and he puts on this electrical envi¬ 

ronment as me put on our clothes, or as the fish puts 

on water. Marshall McLuhan, “McLuhan probe," original source and date unknown 

Bump, Babble, Gossip 
Transmitted at the speed of light, ail events on this 

planet are simultaneous. In the electric environment of 

information, all events are simultaneous. There is no 

time or space separating events. Information and images 

bump against each other every day in massive quanti¬ 

ties, and the resonance of this interfacing is like the 

babble of a village or tavern gossip session. The absence 

of space brings to mind the idea ©f a village. But actu¬ 

ally, at the speed of light, the planet is not much bigger 

than this room we re in. Sn terms of time and the speed 

of the events that are now programmed, they hit each 

other so fast that even a village is too big a thing to 

use for comparison. The acoustic or simultaneous space 

in which me now live is like a sphere whose center is 

everywhere and whose margins are nowhere. Acoustic 

space cannot be cut into pieces, as visual space can. 

it is both compressed and indivisible. 

Marshall McLuhan, “Making Contact with Marshall McLuhan,” interview by Louis Forsdale, 1974 



In the electric age we wear all mankind as our skin 

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 



Herbert Marshall McLuhan was born 

I 1 1 on July 21, 1911, in Edmonton, Alberta, 

■ ■ to Herbert McLuhan and Elsie Hall 

McLuhan. Herbert McLuhan was a genial, easygoing 

man who had come west with his father and brothers 

from Ontario to homestead on the prairie. Elsie Hall’s 

family had come from Nova Scotia for the same pur¬ 

pose. Unfortunately, Elsie’s father, Henry Seldon Hall, 

was bad-tempered and abusive, and Elsie, as a wife 

and mother, bore the scars of her upbringing. She was 

high-strung, willful and ambitious, and quarreled 

frequently with her husband, whose career as a life 

insurance salesman was only modestly successful. 0 

Herbert Marshall McLuhan's birth announcement, 

handwritten by his father. 

Tribalism 
Since the telegraph and radio the globe has contracted, 

spatially, into a single large village. Tribalism is our only 

resource since the electromagnetic discovery. 

Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy, 1962 

The alphabet land its extension into typography) made 

possible the spread of the power that is knowledge and 
shattered the bonds of tribal man, thus exploding him 

into an agglomeration off individuals. Electric writing and 
speed pour upon him instantaneously and continuously 

the concerns of ail other men. He becomes tribal ©nee 

more. The human family becomes one tribe again. 

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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Like many another boy favored by 

a mother who dominates a house¬ 

hold, McLuhan — he had only one 

sibling, a younger brother, Maurice, who took after 

his father—was himself of a domineering, ambitious 

temperament. He also inherited a striking verbal 

facility from his mother, who was an elocutionist and 

often performed dramatic monologues in church 

halls. As an adult, McLuhan was far more compelling 

as a speaker than a writer and could hold forth in 

front of audiences for hours. 0 

Acoustic space is created by our ability to hear from ail 

directions at once. Electric information arrives from all 

quarters at once. Thus, in effect, acoustic environments 

were created by the telegraph and began to show up in 

the press as mosaics of juxtaposed and discontinuous 

items all under one dateline. Acoustic space is all touch 

and interplay, all resonance and sympathy. Acoustic 

space is like the relationship of mother and child, which 

is audile-tactile, sound and touch. The cooing and han¬ 

dling and touching— this is the kind of world the electric 

media put around us. The electric media are a inom-and- 
child or rock-and-roll relationship. 

Marshall McLuhan, “Making Contact with Marshall McLuhan," interview by Louis Forsdale, 1974 

Today, in the jet age, every city in the world is a suburban 

satellite to every other city. The only possible regional 

environment for existing ©r prospective cities, large or 
small, is the planet itself. 

Marshall McLuhan and Barrington Nevitt, Take Today: The Executive as Dropout, 1972 

Left: a promotional poster advertising Elsie McLuhan's public recitals; 

right: Elsie and Marshall at the beach. 
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id td The McLuhan family, after a series 

I W I of moves prompted by economic 

™ ■■ ™ woes and the dislocation caused 

by the First World War, settled in a modest, middle- 

class area of Winnipeg, Manitoba, in 1921. McLuhan 

entered the University of Manitoba in 1928, where he 

majored in English and philosophy—a natural course 

for a young man brought up in a household that, how¬ 

ever divided by emotional conflicts, was united in its 

reverence for books and education. McLuhan, with a 

few exceptions, found his teachers inadequate and 

suspected, rightly, that he was receiving a second- 

rate education. 

The most lasting intellectual experience from this 

period of McLuhan’s life was his discovery of the 

English essayist Gilbert Keith Chesterton. Chester¬ 

ton’s intellectual agility, his love of paradox and 

wordplay, and his defense of the Catholic Church and 

rejection of modernity made a profound impact on 

McLuhan, who would convert to Catholicism in 1937. 

In later years, McLuhan was fond of saying that, as a 

young man, he detested the modern age —finding 

ammunition for his views not only in Chesterton but in 

such Radical Tory writers of the nineteenth century as 

Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin. Although McLuhan 

never lost his distaste for the modern age, he eventu¬ 

ally realized his only defense was to try to understand 

it — especially its media of communication. © 

Deep Into The Night 
One of the most memorable times I spent with McLuhan was at a meeting in 

Cincinnati of the National Council of Teachers of English. I remember that 

Charlie Weingartner, McLuhan, and I shared a room together, which was great 

fun because Charlie and I had a chance to listen to him invent ideas and do his 

probes deep into the night. On that occasion, his cigar was lit and the lights 

were off and it was two or three in the morning, and we finally had to ask him if 

he could stop and let us all get some sleep. Neil Postman 

A tribal and feudal hierarchy of the traditional kind 

collapses quickly when it meets any hot medium of the 

mechanical* uniform* and repetitive kind. The medium 
of money or wheel or writing, or any other form of 

specialist speed-up of exchange and information, will 

serve to fragment a tribal structure. Similarly* a very 

much greater speed-up, such as occurs with electricity, 

may serve to restore a tribal pattern of intense involve¬ 

ment such as took place with the introduction of radio 

in Europe, and is now tending to happen as a result 

of T¥ in America. Specialist technologies detribalize. 

The nonspeciaiist electric technology retribalizes. 
Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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After completing an MA in En¬ 

glish at the University of Manitoba 

in 1934, McLuhan went to Cam¬ 

bridge to study English. It was the most fortunate 

move he could have made. 

At Cambridge, such luminaries as I. A. Richards 

and F. R. Leavis were pioneering the approach to lit¬ 

erature known as the New Criticism. Earlier criticism 

of poetry, while it pointed out the beauties of diction, 

rhythm, and sound, had tended to look upon indi¬ 

vidual poems as the expression of the ideas and per¬ 

sonality of the poet. I. A. Richards, however, was 

concerned primarily with how the poem communi¬ 

cated meaning—not meaning in the sense of con¬ 

cepts that could be paraphrased, but states of mind 

and emotion. He emphasized that most words had 

several different meanings, and that the meaning of a 

word in a poem varied according to its context. The 

trick, then, was to pay close attention to every word in 

a poem, to juggle possible meanings, and to decide 

intelligently which ones made the most sense. © 

with his Trinity Hall rowing team in the 

thirties; right. McLuhan’s PhD from 

Cambridge University, December 1943. 

Left: McLuhan (back row, middle) 
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With electronics, any marginal area can become center, 

and marginal experiences can be had at any center. 

Perhaps the city needed to coordinate and concert the 

distracted sense programs of ©ur global village will 

have to be built by computers in the way in which a big 

airport has to coordinate multiple flights, 

Marshall McLuhan, letter to Jacqueline Tyrwhitt, 1960 

Repeat-Repeat-Repeat 
And so, as we sit here at the top of Sutton Place, what 

suddenly strikes the viewer is an enormous amount of 

cave-dwelling art. Apartments in a high-rise building are 

a little repeat-repeat-repeat module that create exactly 

the form that Andy Warhol called mini-art. When you 

repeat the apartment form hundreds and hundreds of 

times in a small space, such as tSiese high rises, you really 

switch into a tribal or cave world. And these people, 

therefore “~S hadn't®! realized it really until we sat here a 

few minutes ago —these people in these new types of 

cave dwellings really depend upon electric information 

for their existence. Electric elevators, electric telephones, 

electric TV, electric radio. Without these electric services 

this sort of cave world would be impossible. 
Marshall McLuhan, W5, CTV Television, 1969 
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Lines Of Force 
Men live in round houses until they become sedentary and 

specialized in their work organization. Anthropologists 

have often noted this change from round to square with¬ 

out knowing its cause. The media analyst can help the 

anthropologist in this matter, although the explanation 

will not be obvious to people of visual culture. The visual 

man, likewise, cannot see much difference between the 

motion picture and TV, or between a Corvair and a Volks¬ 

wagen, for this difference is not between two visual 

spaces, but between tactile and visual ones. A tent or a 

wigwam is not an enclosed or visual space. Neither is 

a cave nor a hole in the ground. These kinds of space — 

tine tent, the wigwam, the igloo, the cave— are not en¬ 

closed in the visual sense because they follow dynamic 

Sines of force, like a triangle. When enclosed, or trans¬ 

lated into visual space, architecture tends to lose its 

tactile kinetic pressure. A square is the enclosure of a 

visual space* that is, it consists of space properties ab¬ 

stracted from manifest tensions. A triangle follows lines 

of force, this being the most economical way of anchor¬ 

ing a vertical object, A square moves beyond such kinetic 

pressures to enclose visual space relations while depend¬ 

ing upon diagonal anchors. This separation of the visual 

from direct tactile and kinetic pressure, and its trans¬ 

lation into new dwelling spaces, occurs only when men 

have learned to practice specialization of their senses 

and fragmentation of their work skills. The square room 

or house speaks the language of the sedentary special¬ 

ist, while the round hut or igloo, like the conical wigwam, 

tells of the integral nomadic ways of food-gathering 

communities. Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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McLuhan’s strong points often had a flip side. As a Catholic, he was 

influenced by the official philosophy of the church —Saint Thomas Aquinas’s 

view of things, which says that the universe is intelligible. In other words, our 

senses and our reason work together to give us a trustworthy account of the 

universe, so we’re not misled. Therefore, McLuhan felt you could trust the pat¬ 

terns you saw — that there was basically an order in the world, and although it 

wasn’t a visual diagram, it was a deeply logical system. He believed that if you 

recognized patterns you were onto something, you didn’t have to wait for 

decades and decades of scientific research to figure out whether the order or 

the coherence of the patterns you saw was a truthful one. I think he was saying 

you could basically trust your perceptions. 

The flip side is that he almost had a compulsion to see order and to make 

patterns, to see patterns and sometimes to impose patterns. So for every fad 

that came along —if you told McLuhan, “Gee, there are a lot of westerns on 

television,” or “Gee, women really like these mesh stockings now,” or if today, 

for example, you said, “Gee, the kids are wearing these big baggy pants and 

they love basketball and they love big air shoes” —he had a theory. He’d say, 

“Oh, yes, yes,” and he’d think about that for a while and come out with a 

theory. Today, when you read some of these musings —for example, the one 

about the westerns on television; he said, “Westerns are wonderfully suited for 

television because...” (it was something to do with the texture, the leather) — 

they seem irrelevant. Westerns, of course, are long gone. Philip Marchand 





McLuhan wrote his final exams at 

Cambridge in 1936 and received 

good, although not distinguished, 

marks. Returning to North America, he landed a job as 

a teaching assistant at the University of Wisconsin. 

Meanwhile, he worked on his doctoral thesis for Cam¬ 

bridge, which was eventually finished and accepted in 

1943. The thesis was an examination of the trivium, the 

medieval curriculum consisting of logic, grammar, 

and rhetoric. 

McLuhan was fascinated by the Renaissance hu¬ 

manists, such as Erasmus and Sir Thomas More, who 

led the revolt against the Scholastic philosophers of 

the late Middle Ages, a period when logic was 

supreme. Like modern-day deconstructionism, late- 

medieval logic was ultra-subtle, full of jargon, and 

disdainful of elegant verbal style. In other words, it 

had almost crowded rhetoric and grammar out of the 

curriculum. For McLuhan, grammar, or the study of 

language, was nothing less than an earlier version of 

his cherished New Criticism. But he was also inter¬ 

ested in the specialty of More and Erasmus, which was 

rhetoric—the use of language to sway an audience. 

McLuhan soon noticed that modern-day advertisers 

were using exactly the same techniques as the ancient 

rhetoricians. When he taught freshman English at Wis¬ 

consin, he showed advertisements to his classes and 

analyzed their rhetorical devices. Throughout his ca¬ 

reer, McLuhan insisted that advertising was one of the 

great art forms of the age. Advertisers knew instinc¬ 

tively that their job was not to convey an idea or a 

concept, but to achieve an effect—just as poets know 

that they must use language to create the kind of 

effect they want. Although he hated the corrupt use of 

art in advertising, McLuhan nonetheless insisted that 

we should pay serious attention to advertisements. 

Only then would they lose their power over us. 0 

age 

Patterns 
We have taken print culture for granted for over two 

thousand years, and then suddenly it all ended with 

our abrupt entry into an electric world of circuitry in 

which all of the careful organization and continuous 

and connected patterns were suddenly interrupted by 

instant circuits that involved us not Just in ourselves, 

blit III everybody. Marshall McLuhan, Take Thirty, CBC Television, 1965 
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When McLuhan first came out with the idea of a global village in 1964, 

many of us did not live in a global village. Oh, yes, we took an airplane to Europe, 

and we were hip, we drank French wine, but we had not yet experienced 

instantaneous communication. The genius of McLuhan is that he saw the global 

village before anyone else. 

With the microcomputer revolution people experienced the ideas McLuhan 

was talking about. These ideas are no longer theories. They are things that we 

live day by day. We saw the speed with which developments were taking 

place. We lived the information revolution and began to realize that McLuhan’s 

ideas meant something. We discovered for ourselves the ideas of McLuhan as a 

pop guru who told Madison Avenue how to do its ads. We realized that McLuhan 

understood our age when he revealed to us that we live in a global village. 

Robert Logan 

The New World 
Tiie point of the matter of speed-up by wheel, road, and 

paper is the extension of power in an ewer more homo¬ 

geneous and uniform space* Thus, the real potential of 

the Roman technology was not realized until printing had 

given road and wheel a much greater speed than that 

of the Roman vortex. Yet the speed-up of the electronic 
age is as disrupting for literate, lineal, and Western 

man as the Roman paper routes were for tribal villagers. 

Our speed-up today is not a slow explosion outward 

from center to margins but an instant implosion and an 

interfusion of space and functions. Our specialist and 

fragmented civilization of center-margin structure is 

suddenly experiencing an instantaneous reassembling 

of all its mechanized bits into an organic whole. This 

is the new world of the global village. 
Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 

age 62 Global Vill 





| 14,--^ 

f 1 
Is 
Uf '§ ^jrkb jyy /',- Jam 

m 
*v\ ** 

i , h 

|Hr .;vyr^"r?iaM 1 

k 



The UN is giving free transistor radios to aii the back¬ 

ward coyntries in the world. The effect is to release 

enormous tribal violence, because it intensifies all the 
activity of their ear culture— the culture by which they 

live already. It's like pouring firewater into an Indian 

community. Radio in the Near East, radio in Africa is an 

immediate cause of violence because it steps up their 

sense of themselves and their interfaces among them¬ 
selves to a very high pitch. 

Marshall McLuhan, The New Majority with Ed Fitzgerald, CBC Television, 1970 

1 used to talk about the global village; 1 now speak of 

it more properly as the global theater. Every kid is now 

concerned with acting. Doing his thing outside and 

raising a ruckus in a quest for identity. He has lost his 

identity. Every child on the planet since TV has lost 

his identity and so becomes a violent force —a lumpen- 

proletariat of Marxist violence. Marshall McLuhan, W5, CTV Television, 1969 
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A moral point of view too often serves as a substitute 

for understanding in technological matters, 
Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 

Tokyo isn’t much farther away than the suburbs in point 

of time. So the patterns of human association vary 

enormously with the amount of acceleration possible. I 

think now of the city as the planet itself, the urban village 

or global village. And, in fact, you could say that with the 

satellite, the global village has become a global theater, 

with everybody on the planet simultaneously participat¬ 

ing as actors. Students around the globe feel an entire 

unity among themselves; they feel a homogeneity of 

interest. They live in an information environment created 

by electricity. They share the same information or elec¬ 

tric environment of information and they share the same 
outlook around the world. 

Marshall McLuhan, The New Majority with Ed Fitzgerald, CBC Television, 1970 

Radio provides a speed-up of information that also causes 

acceleration in other media. It certainly contracts the 

world to village size and creates insatiable village tastes 
for gossip, rumor, and personal malice. 
Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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The major event of McLuhan’s life 

during his time at the University of 

Wisconsin was his conversion to 

Catholicism, which led him to look for employment 

in a Catholic university. In 1937, he was hired as an 

instructor in the English department of St. Louis 

University, a Jesuit school. From there, he conducted 

a courtship of Corinne Lewis, an actress from Fort 

Worth, Texas, whom he had met while doing re¬ 

search on his thesis at the Huntington Library in Pasa¬ 

dena, California. 

Over the objections of Lewis’s mother, a socially 

prominent, strong-willed, and staunchly Episcopa¬ 

lian matron who disliked McLuhan as a Catholic, a 

Yankee, and a man of dubious prospects (due to his 

poor pay as an academic), the couple married in 

1939. The union was an enduring and largely happy 

one that produced six children; McLuhan, however, 

proved less than ideal as a father—he was preoccu¬ 

pied with his ideas, chronically impatient, and, at 

times, a stern disciplinarian. 

Throughout the late thirties and forties, McLuhan 

chafed at his low pay and lack of recognition in the 

intellectual world. Although he published a number 

of articles in academic journals, they were a fraction 

of his prodigious output. Moreover, he was restless 

and dissatisfied with what he regarded as unsympa¬ 

thetic colleagues and mediocre students. © 

Cognitive Dissonance 
McLuhan was what I would call a compartmentalized Roman Catholic. That 

is, he had a compartment in his head, sort of metaphorically, just like you 

might have a bulkhead on a ship to keep the compartments each sealed 

and contained so that if a torpedo hits one compartment, the entire ship 

won’t sink and the other compartments won’t flood. McLuhan, in my deal¬ 

ings with him over many years, kept his Catholicism separate in that way. 

He did not use a lot of theological scripture to substantiate his academic 

arguments. He did not appeal to religious nomenclature, for the most part, 

in an academic lesson. He sought to keep the two separate in a professional 

way, and also in a way that would keep him from experiencing cognitive 

dissonance. In the one quadrant of his brain, there were many elements he 

accepted on faith, but in the other quadrant there were elements for which 

he invited us to use skillful scholarly scrutiny to underpin their assump¬ 

tions, and the two frequently don’t mix. So I think of him as having a kind of 

apartheid in his apart-head, so to speak, between these two functions: one 

that required certain fundamental axioms that could not be challenged, 

and the other that was full of the probing, provoking, penetrating, constant 

reexamination of all academic assumptions, particularly those that he fought 

against —the structure and specialized forms and norms that he inherited 

and that he loved to debunk because he found them narrow-minded. 

Tom Cooper 

Left to right: Marshall and Corinne McLuhan set 

sail for their honeymoon in Europe, 1939; an armful 

of daughters: Mary, Teresa, Stephanie, and Elizabeth 

with their father in 1958; Marshall and Corinne on 

their tandem bicycle in the late seventies; Marshall 

and Corinne at home, 1973. 
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I am resolutely opposed to all innovation, 
all change, but I am determined to understand what’s 
happening. Because 1 don't choose just to sit and let the 

juggernaut roll over me. Many people seem to think that 
if you talk about something recent, you’re in fawor of it. 

The exact opposite is true in my case. Anything 1 talk about 
is almost certainly something i*m resolutely against. And 

it seems to me the best way t© oppose it is to understand 
it. And then you know where to turn off the buttons. 
Marshall McLuhan, This Hour Has Seven Days, CBC Television, 1966 
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in order to find out whether they*re real. This is where the 

violence comes from. This meaningless slaying around our 

streets is the work of people who have lost all identity and 

who have t© kill in order to know if they're real or if the 

other guy's real, I suppose that one could even produce a 

theory of war to say that when a certain amount of techno¬ 

logical change happens very quickly to a whole community* 

they are s© lost about who they are that they want a basic 

war to find out. It’s another way of crashing through to find 

one's identity. Violence as a form of quest for identity is one 

z thing the people who have been ripped off feel the need 

of. He's going to show who he is, what his credentials are, 

that he's tough. So anybody on a psychic frontier tends to 

get tough or violent, and it’s happening to us on a mass 
scale today, it might even be said that at the speed of light, 
man has neither goals, objectives, nor private identity. He 
is an item in a data bank— software only, easily forgotten — 
and deeply resentful. Marshall McLuhan, “McLuhan probe," original source and date unknown 
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Above: The masses get the message: photo collage of Marshall McLuhan; 

left to right: Marshall McLuhan in the seventies; McLuhan sought fame in a variety of ways, 

including the McLuhan Dew-Line, a newsletter offering his insights; reading through 

the news, 1972; McLuhan “probes” an interviewer in his University of Toronto office, 1968. 
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I’m sure McLuHan is coming back into fashion because the attention 

he gave to certain subjects is the same that we are giving those subjects today. 

He brought into focus areas of concern that have become not only pertinent, 

but urgent. We are taking another look at McLuhan, but it’s not because people 

understand him any better. The number of people who understand McLuhan 

hasn’t changed. Certainly not among the McLuhanites. Frankly, I think he’s still 

difficult to understand. Understanding McLuhan is not a given. Certainly not 

any more now than it was in the sixties. Derrick de Kerckhove 

Brain Bath 
Sure, it’s difficult to read McLuhan’s work. You can read his work in many ways. 

You can read it as fragments. You can also try to read it whole, which is the 

enterprise I’ve been engaged in and that’s marvelous —I mean it’s like taking 

a brain bath. But in all of that, you can’t make the mistake of forgetting that 

the very controversy McLuhan’s ideas provoked fragmented his work forever. 

To understand McLuhan, you also have to understand all these fragments that 

show up nestling like little nuggets in people’s texts, acknowledged or un¬ 

acknowledged in media commentary, in discussions, whenever we are trying 

to consider the effects of new media. The interesting thing about his relevance 

now is that in the wake of postmodernism, deconstructionism, and a whole 

series of intellectual movements, McLuhan no longer seems so eccentric. 

Liss Jeffrey 
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In 1944, McLuhan left St. Louis to 

join the faculty of Assumption Col¬ 

lege—now part of the University of 

Windsor—where he stayed for two years until he 

arrived at his permanent home, St. Michael’s College 

at the University of Toronto. There, like other places 

he had taught, McLuhan found the students unsat¬ 

isfactory and his colleagues often unsympathetic. 

The foremost English professor in the university at 

the time, A. S. P. Woodhouse, detested the New Criti¬ 

cism, the Catholic Church, and Marshall McLuhan 

personally. Throughout McLuhan’s career, a large 

percentage of his colleagues at the university re¬ 

garded him as academically unsound —he rarely 

substantiated his arguments and was cavalier about 

facts. Moreover, as McLuhan himself admitted, he was 

a poor listener and often carried on monologues 

rather than genuine conversations. ® 

Disincarnate 
He was very complex. Most people did not understand him. In fact, I heard 

many people criticize his work who hadn’t read much of it, and who hadn’t 

comprehended what they’d read. He was not easy to get. He’s a little easier 

now. When he talked about disincarnate existence, or the retribalizing effects 

of electric process, people just didn’t get it. Now, we’ve caught up to the 

realities of electric culture. Now, when I talk to students and I say something 

about disincarnate reality after they’ve spent the morning surfing the Internet, 

they say, “Ho hum, so, yes, that’s obvious.” When I tell them that McLuhan 

was the author of that idea a long time ago, they become very excited about 

further exploring the work of someone who is making sense of the experi¬ 

ences they’re having. Frank Zingrone 

McLuhan Had his supporters. However, they were few in number —a 

brave band. Most people greeted him with derision, probably out of jealousy. 

He made money, they didn’t. He got fame, they didn’t. He got attention, they 

didn’t. They worked harder; he seemed to be playing all the time. He just had a 

grand time. But there is a misconception about that, too. He worked very hard. 

He never stopped. But he was playful in his work, and that was an important 

part of his philosophy. He used to say, “Without the play between the wheel and 

the axle, you have no movement. Everything seizes up.” Robert Logan 
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What is very little understood about the 

electronic age is that it angelizes man, 

disembodies him. Turns him into software. 

Marshall McLuhan, Marshall McLuhan with A. F. Knowles, York University Instructional 

Services Video, 1971 



He was like the fastest gun in the West. People wanted to top his verbal 

repertoire, his wit, his turnaround of phrases, his verbal acrobatics, his com¬ 

mand of literature. And so he loved a good sparring partner who could keep a 

ninety-mile-per-hour brain going against his. He often challenged his students 

to see their own pedantry, their own conventional wisdom, their own mediocrity 

of thinking, and often he’d return papers saying, “One idea” or “Two ideas” at 

the top, with no other comment. In other words, he was only interested in good 

new ideas. Tom Cooper 

Mass Audience 
Any medium presents a figure whose ground is always 
hidden or subliminal,. In the case of TV, as of the tele¬ 
phone and radio, the subliminal ground could be called 
the disincarnate or disembodied user. This is t© say that 
when you are “on the telephone” or “on the air,” you do 
not have a physical body, in these media, the sender is 
sent and is instantaneously present everywhere. The dis¬ 
embodied user extends to all those who are recipients 

of electric information. It is these people who constitute 
the mass audience, because mass is a factor of speed 
rather than quantity, although popular speech permits 
the term mass to be used with large publics. 
Marshall McLuhan, “A Last Look at the Tube," New York magazine, 1978 
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I"itt a McLuhan skeptic for probably a silly reason. I had a bizarre 

encounter over the telephone with him when I was a junior editor at the Toronto 

Globe and Mail and he had written a piece that I didn’t understand —the first 

sentence right up to the last sentence. But I knew my duty, and I had to phone 

him for some clarifications that a senior editor had asked for, and I read the 

clarifications to him and all I could remember him saying was, “McLuhan 

wouldn’t have said that, McLuhan would have said this.” I realized that anyone 

who talks about themselves in the third-person singular has slightly lost it. But I 

realized that I was talking to the guru of the age so I humbly hung up the phone. 

John Fraser 

The violence that all electric media inflict on their users 

is that they are instantly invaded and deprived of their 

physical bodies and are merged in a network of exten¬ 

sions of their own nervous systems* As if this were not 

sufficient violence or invasion of individual rights, the 

elimination of the physical bodies of the electric media 

users also deprives them of the means of relating the 

program experience of their private, individual selves, 

even as instant involvement suppresses private identity* 

The loss of individual and personal meaning via the 

electronic media ensures a corresponding and recipro¬ 

cal violence from those so deprived of their identities; 

for violence, whether spiritual or physical, is a quest for 

identity and the meaningful. The less identity, the more 

violence. Marshall McLuhan, "Violence of the Media," Canadian Forum, 1976 







SUPERMAN 
The electric surround of information that has tended to 

make man a superman at the same time reduces him 

into a pretty pitiable nobody by merging him with every¬ 

body, It has extended man in a colossal, superhuman 

way, but it has not made individuals feel important. Our 

astronauts were real skyscrapers but they don®! seem or 

feel very important as private persons. Electrically, the 

corporate human scale has become vast even as private 

identity shrinks to the pitiable. The ordinary man can 

feel so pitiably weak that, like a skyjacker, he’ll reach for 

a superhuman dimension of world coverage in a wild, 

desperate effort for fulfillment, or he will buy a private 

psychiatrist to be an audience. Violence on a colossal 

scale results from his feeling of impotence. The media 

tend to make everybody puny, while offering them the 

opportunity to be supermen. So there is a new desire to 

use the media to put on the colossal audience that 

today’s media provide. 

Marshall McLuhan, “Making Contact with Marshall McLuhan,” interview by Louis Forsdale, 1974 

The psychiatrist’s couches of the world are sagging with 

people who have lost their sense of identity. They used 

to feel they were clearly defined entities? they had cards 

of identity, they knew who they were. Now they go to 

psychiatrists to be told or to find out, “Who am I? What 

should S be doing?” Marshall McLuhan, Take Thirty, CBC Television, 1965 
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Sensations And Kicks 
Pornography and obscenity.,. work by specialism and 

fragmentation. They deal with figure without a ground — 

situations in which the human factor is suppressed in 

favor of sensations and kicks, Sn the same way, the indi¬ 

vidual can be separated out from the society, Robinson 

Crusoe-style. S first began to explain ... that pornogra¬ 

phy and violence are by-products of societies in which 

private identity has been scrubbed or destroyed by sud¬ 

den environmental change, or unexpected confronta¬ 

tions that disrupt the image the individual or the group 

entertains of itself. Any loss of identity prompts people 

to seek reassurance and rediscovery of themselves by 

testing, and even by violence. Today, the electric revo¬ 

lution, the wired planet, and the information environ¬ 

ment involve everybody in everybody to the point of 

individual extinction. Marshall McLuhan, letter to Clare Westcott, 1975 
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McLuhan found important allies 

among the faculty at the University 

of Toronto, chiefly a fellow English 

professor named Claude Bissell, who later became 

president of the university. In 1963, Bissell backed 

McLuhan when he sought, successfully, to establish 

the Centre for Culture and Technology—a kind of 

one-man think tank under his directorship. McLuhan, 

while antagonizing from time to time some of the 

Basilian priests who ran St. Michael’s College, also 

found enough sympathy there that he was basically 

left alone. As for his students, many of them loved 

McLuhan for the wit and intellectual stimulation he 

provided, but others were disturbed because he was 

more interested in talking about his ideas than the 

subjects on his course outlines. © 

McLuhan at King's College Circle, 

University of Toronto, 1969. 

How did I meet him? I simply wandered into a University of Toronto 

English class at St. Michael’s College, where he was giving a guest lecture. I 

wasn’t expecting much because up until then I wasn’t being excited intellectu¬ 

ally. But the experience of McLuhan’s lecture was so remarkable that I found 

I had cold sweat trickling down my sides. I was so excited! I can hardly explain 

to you how wonderful it was to have the twentieth century suddenly explained 

and dropped onto my plate like a possibility that would never end. I remember 

when the lecture (which was on the contemporary significance of the French 

Symbolist poets) was over, I was in this state of exalted completion and a guy 

studying for the priesthood who had been sitting beside me got up and said, 

“Wow, he was really out in left field today. Did you get any of that?” And we left 

the hall together, then parted ways. Frank Zingrone 

The Hunter 
Quest for identity, quest for food, quest for anything, 

quest for awareness. Researchers, CIA, a whole bunch 

of hunters. Ail the business community, ail the learned 

community is engaged in hunting today. We don*t haw© 

goals anymore? we play the total field. The hunter plays 

the field. He cfoesn*! have a goal anymore. These are the 

images of our time— the hunter. All the key figures of 

©ur time are hunters. Hunting is pure thrill. Knowledge- 

seeking IS pul3© thrill. Marshall McLuhan, Ideas, CBC Radio, 1969 
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He threw out these paragraphs, probes, bits and pieces. His whole 

life was like a seminar with a brilliant professor who sits there surrounded by 

students throwing out this idea and that idea. Some of the students go off and 

write a wonderful paper based on one of those ideas, another one goes off and 

maybe writes a masterpiece based on it. Another one doesn’t get anything, 

doesn’t understand what the professor is talking about, thinks he is erratic and 

crazy. That’s what McLuhan was. 

In the 1990s, a number of people have rediscovered him, I think, because a 

number of the things he said, which where not quite so true when he said them, 

are much more true now. I would say that CNN is something that all of us look 

at from time to time and most of us think about from time to time. It was born the 

year McLuhan died — 1980. Anyway, people look at CNN and they realize they 

are watching something live in Tiananmen Square; they are watching the Berlin 

Wall fall; they are watching these things as they are happening and the term 

that McLuhan popularized —global village —has a great meaning for people 

today. They can understand it in their own lives. And so people are looking back 

at his work to see what he was saying and what insights he might have for the 

life of our time with its computers and very different kinds of communication. 

Robert Fulford 
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Canadians are all a very humble bunch. They take it for 

granted that everything they do must be second-rate. 

Marshall McLuhan, “Conversations with Marshall McLuhan," interview by G. E. Steam, Encounter, 1967 

McLuhan’s character was distinctly Canadian, al¬ 

though he often railed against what he considered 

Canadian timidity and small-mindedness. The Vic¬ 

torian age lingered on the Canadian prairies where 

McLuhan grew up, and he never lost a sense of high 

purpose, a strenuous innocence characteristic of that 

time and place. More importantly, he reveled in the 

freedom of being Canadian —in the positive aspect of 

the country’s weak national identity. No heavy burdens 

of history, no compelling national myths stood in the 

way of his perceiving the world. While many Canad¬ 

ians complained about excessive American influence 

affecting the country, he liked to say that Canadians 

enjoyed complete access to American experience 

with no commitment to American goals. © 

Marshall and Corinne enjoy the afternoon sailing 

the Aegean with friends in September 1963. 

He wrote about Canada and was concerned about Canada. I don’t think 

he had the slightest personal gain in mind when he went to meet with [Prime 

Minister] Pierre Trudeau. He was going straight for the jugular. He went to the 

guy who had the most to say for the country; he wanted to see him succeed. 

McLuhan was concerned about Canada so he spoke to the head of the country. 

Trudeau also happened to be a very intelligent man so that made the conversa¬ 

tion easier and more exciting. That is the way McLuhan related to the prime 

minister. He was never proud of himself because he was talking to the head of 

the nation. Derrick de Kerckhove 

The Americans have lost their sense of identity. The 

country is falling apart physically and politically because 

of the speed of information. The American bureaucracy, 

political and educational, was set up for very slow speeds 

of the printed word and railways. At electric speeds, 

nothing in the U.S.A. makes sense. 

Marshall McLuhan, The New Majority with Ed Fitzgerald, CBC Television, 1970 
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h 0 In 1951, McLuhan published his first 

I 1% 1 book, The Mechanical Bride: Folk- 

A A lore of Industrial Man. It had been 

long in the making—since his days at the University of 

Wisconsin, in the late thirties. For years, he had been 

gathering magazine advertisements and writing 

essays about them, analyzing not only their rhetori¬ 

cal strategies but the underlying social attitudes they 

conveyed. It was a form of social criticism partly 

inspired by his old Cambridge professor, F. R. Leavis, 

whose Culture and Environment, published in 1933, 

had urged literary intellectuals to study radio broad¬ 

casts, advertisements, and popular journalism in an 

effort to combat their inherent philistinism. 

The title of McLuhan’s book reflected his belief 

that industrial technology had, in effect, mechanized 

human life and the means of production. In this 

respect, the book also owed a great deal to the Swiss 

architect Sigfried Giedion, whose book, Mechaniz¬ 

ation Takes Command (1948), demonstrated how 

everything from nineteenth-century bathroom fix¬ 

tures to Marcel Duchamps’s painting Nude Descend¬ 

ing a Staircase showed the influence of mechaniz¬ 

ation. McLuhan resented what he considered indus¬ 

trialism’s baneful effect on family life —emasculating 

fathers who no longer practiced time-honored crafts 

but worked under humiliating circumstances in offices 

and factories; domineering women; and increased 

homosexuality. His favorite cultural symbol of this 

state of affairs was the comic strip hero Dagwood 

Bumstead, who was berated by his wife, Blondie, and 

casually despised by his children. ® 

in the eighties, as we transfer our whole being to the data 

bank, privacy will become a ghost or echo of its former 

self and what remains of community will disappear. 

Marshall McLuhan, "Living at the Speed of Light,” Maclean's magazine, 1980 

McLuhan's first book, The Mechanical Bride, 1951. 
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I think his understanding of the nature of the media is now making 

itself clear to a lot of people coming at it from a lot of different angles. Also, his 

writing tends to be very oracular and prophetic and filled with metaphor, and 

allows many interpretations. It’s not a rigid setting forth of doctrine so it’s possi¬ 

ble to take McLuhan’s writing and develop it in a lot of different directions. It 

provides seeds for strands of theory that sprout. Also, a lot of what he said is 

now much more obvious; we have fiber optics, we have MTV, we have technol¬ 

ogy that didn’t exist, so people are now seeing the effects of that technology. 

His phrase “the global village,” for example, is much more apparent after one 

has been exposed to CNN or the Internet than it was when neither of those 

technologies existed. Lewis Lapham 

Fantasy Violence 
The fantasy violence on TV is a reminder that the violence 

of the real world is much motivated by people questing 

for lost identity. Roll© May and others have pointed out 

that violence in the real world is the mark of those quest¬ 

ing for identity. On the frontier* everybody is a nobody, 

and therefore, the frontier manifests the patterns of 

toughness and vigorous action on the part of those try¬ 

ing to find out who they are. 

Marshall McLuhan, “A Last Look at the Tube,” New York magazine, 1978 
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Violence —in the sense of crossing boundaries and seek¬ 

ing new identities, and just the general guest for knowl¬ 

edge and identity —is the way we live. The tragic hero 

constantly renewing the human image is a violent man. 

Marshall McLuhan, The New Majority with Ed Fitzgerald, CBC Television, 1970 

Electronic Man 
Everybody at a football game is a nobody simply by virtue 

of the fact of their deep involvement in an experience 

simultaneously shared by many others, in such a situa¬ 

tion, the most famous person in the world becomes a 

nobody. This is a structural fact, and when considered in 

relation t© our wired planet, where everybody is involved 

in everybody’s experience, this is the overwhelming 

backlash of reduction to nonentity — the creation of mass 

man. The mass man is not the vulgar or the stupid or the 

unthinking man, but anybody and everybody who experi¬ 

ences the electric situation of instant information. 

Electronic man is no abstraction, but rather the exist¬ 

ing individual in a simultaneous culture. Having had 

his private individuality erased anonymously, he is para¬ 

noiac and much inclined to violence, for violence is a 

quest for identity, seeking to discover, “Who am I?” and 

“What are my limits?” 

Marshall McLuhan, speech at the Conference on Management Information Systems, 1971 





1 think a great deal of the confusion and misery of our 

time is related to the fact that people are still trying 

to find goals in a world that is moving so fast that no 

possible goal could remain in focus for ten seconds* 

Marshall McLuhan, Telescope Revisited, CBC Television, 1967 

When things come at you very fast, 
naturally you lose touch with yourself* Anybody moving 

into a new world loses identity* if you go to China, and 

you've never been there before, you're a nobody. You 

can't relate to anything there. So loss of identity is 

something that happens in rapid change. But everybody 

at the speed of light tends to become a nobody. This is 

what's called the masked man. The masked man has 

no identity. He is so deeply involved in cither people that 

he doesn't have any personal identity, 

Marshall McLuhan, "McLuhan probe,” original source and date unknown 



Everybody at the speed of light tends to become a nobody. 
Marshall McLuhan, “McLuhan probe," original source and date unknown 



The telephone: speech without walls. 
The phonograph: music hall without walls. 
The photograph: museum without walls. 
The electric light: space without walls. 
The movie, radio, and TV: clas 
Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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of seasonal rhythms and recurrence as effectively as 

the alphabet had released him from the magical reso¬ 

nance of the spoken word and the tribal trap. This dual 

translation of the individual out of the grip ©# nature and 

out of the clutch of the tribe was not without its own 

penalties. But the return to nature and the return to the 

tribe are„ under electric conditions, fatally simple. We 

need beware of those who announce programs for 

restoring man to the original state and language of the 

race. These crusaders have never examined the role of 

media and technology in tossing man about from dimen¬ 

sion tO dimension. Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media. 1964 
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^ The early fifties were years of 

I M great creativity for McLuhan. The 

™ ■■ final stimulus for the formulation of 

his distinctive ideas about media and communica¬ 

tions was an encounter with Harold Innis, a professor 

of political economy at the University of Toronto. In 

his books Empire and Communications (1950) and 

The Bias of Communication (1951), Innis noted that 

empires were shaped by their means of communi¬ 

cation. Some means emphasized time — writing on 

stone tablets, for example, which was extremely 

durable. Other means, such as writing on papyrus, 

which was much more perishable but capable of 

being widely distributed, emphasized space. Em¬ 

pires that used time-biased media were character¬ 

ized by conservatism, hierarchy, and devotion to the 

sacred. Empires that used space-biased media tended 

to be highly secular and more concerned with legal 

and political issues. Innis further pointed out that non¬ 

literate speech was the ultimate time-biased medium. 

It could not be transported and it encouraged memo¬ 

rization of lore that changed very little over the ages. 

Writing, on the other hand, was space-biased. Not 

only could it be easily transported, its very existence 

was a blow against the magic, incantatory quality of 

the spoken word, against the tradition of the elders, 

against sacred authority. 

The ideas of Innis, who died in 1952, prompted 

McLuhan to look not only at speech and writing but at 

all the major means of communication in the same 

way he had looked at language. The words in a poem 

were not important for some concept they conveyed, 

but for the effect they had on the reader, which was 

achieved through their multiple associations. In the 

same way, a medium such as print could not be under¬ 

stood through a bare description of what it did — 

reproducing writing in a standard, repeatable form — 

but through the effect it had on the human psyche. © 

1 have insisted that any new structure for codifying 

experience and mowing information, be it alphabet ©r 

photography, has the power of imposing its structural 

character and assumptions upon all levels of our private 

and social lives— even without benefit of concepts 

or of conscious acceptance. ..« That is what I've always 

meant by “the medium is the message.** 

Marshall McLuhan, "Marshall McLuhan: The Man Who Infuriates the Critics," interview by Thomas P. McDonnell, 

U.S. Catholic, 1966 

I think people who try to compartmentalize Marshall and ask was he this 

or that are missing the boat. He was a pan-intellectual; he covered a tremen¬ 

dous amount of ground. I think he was a very strong scholar. He loved his 

scholarship and was proud of it. His memory was immense. He could dip into 

that well and pull out the most extraordinary stuff. His strength as a poet came 

from either his recklessness or daring, which allowed him to throw out stuff— 

ideas, judgments, images —without reflection. He was, in a sense, the joy of a 

Freudian analyst because he put his censor to sleep when he went into creative 

moods. A lot of what he said didn’t stand up to scrutiny and he would get irri¬ 

tated if you challenged him because he was quite vain, quite intellectually vain, 

and, I think, deservedly so. But I’m impatient with those people who denigrated 

his scholarship or denigrated his poetry or denigrated his insight. I think he 

had all those things together. However, his was not a carefully integrated per¬ 

sonality. He did a number of different things with enormous intensity and pas¬ 

sion and moved from one walkway to another rather recklessly. Patrick Watson 
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As the fifties wore on, McLuhan 

began to find more and more audi¬ 

ences receptive to his explorations, 

although most remained skeptical about his actual 

conclusions. In 1959, the National Association of Edu¬ 

cational Broadcasters (NAEB) in the United States 

asked McLuhan to develop a syllabus for the study of 

media in schools —a project that became the nucleus 

of his most famous work, Understanding Media: The 

Extensions of Man. It was during an address at a 1958 

convention of the NAEB that McLuhan first uttered, in 

a highly public forum, his famous phrase “the medi¬ 

um is the message”—meaning, among other things, 

that all media have effects on the human psyche quite 

apart from the explicit bits of information they might 

convey. Eventually, he became famous for this slogan, 

as well as the phrase “global village,” which he 

coined as a description of the new world of elec¬ 

tronic broadcasting. 0 

On page 167 of The Greening of America, Charles Belch 

notes that “the medium is the message means that there 

is no content in any medium.” This statement is actually 

one of the few useful remarks that has ever come to my 

attention about anything i have written. It enables me 

to see that the user of the electric light— or a hammer* 

or a language, or a book— is the content. As such, there 

is a total metamorphosis of the user by the interface, it 

is the metamorphosis that I consider the message. 

Marshall McLuhan, letter to Edward T. Hall, 1971 

Total Situation 
The new electric structuring and configuring of life more 

and more encounters the old lineal and fragmentary pro¬ 

cedures and tools of analysis from the mechanical age. 

Wore and more me turn from the content of messages to 

study total effect. Kenneth Boulding put this matter in 

The image by saying, “The meaning of a message is the 

change that it produces in the image ” Concern with 

effect rather than meaning is a basic change of our elec¬ 

tric time, for effect involves the total situation and not a 

single SeweS of information movement. 

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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Sontag, Fabio, Warhol, & Oldenburg 
I consider McLuhan a great personal role model for me because he was a pro¬ 

fessor, a very learned man who was suddenly caught in the public spotlight. 

Suddenly, he was in this magazine and that magazine. He was taken up by jour¬ 

nalists. People would call him up and ask him questions on all kinds of topics, 

from the simple to the abstruse. We haven’t had anyone like that —before me — 

since McLuhan. He was the harbinger of a whole new kind of fusion of academe 

and media. I have always said that there is too big a gap in America between 

the world of scholarship and the world of mass media in which people live, in 

which everything gets done. 

I feel that it’s a function of the intellectual in America to close that gap. I 

feel that Susan Sontag started to do it and then pulled back and became very 

snobbish and began chasing all kinds of French intellectuals, foreign intellectu¬ 

als—who became more interesting to her than our own mass media. For me, 

Marshall McLuhan’s experience — and I think that the speed at which I became 

a kind of pop figure — shows that there is a vacuum. It is a vacuum waiting to be 

filled. The speed at which I began to be the subject of cartoons, with which 

suddenly journalists enjoyed quoting me on some topic —and I’m quoted on 

everything from Fabio, to, like, the most recent penis-cutting incident in 

Virginia —is wonderful. McLuhan created the persona of the scholar who was 

also the cultural commentator, who reconciles in his own mind, in his own per¬ 

son, the terrible division we have between high culture and popular culture. 

Despite everything that the great pop artists Andy Warhol and Claes 

Oldenburg did, we still have a terrible gap. Rock and roll, to me one of the 

great art forms of the end of the century, still has never gained the respect it 

deserves from critics. There are people who are rock fans and have written 

serious books about it, but people who are untouched by rock music have 

absolutely no respect for it. There’s still a lot of work to be done following in 

the Steps Of McLuhan. Camille Paglia 
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Humpty-Dumpty 
Print was a great improvement on the older alphabetic 

writing. Print is not only a technology of movable types 

and of the first mechanization of a handicraft, it had ail 

of the startling implications that automation now has for 

us with regard to the reorganizing of work. Print reorga¬ 

nized the work pattern by specialism, instead of a man 

knowing aSi aspects of his craft, he learned one operation 

only and work was broken up into foils. Humpty-Dumpty 

literally fell off the wall with print, and the types were 

scattered hither and thither. But print created a new 

environment. Any technology creates a new environment, 

a new set of relationships among people. Print created 

the public; no kind of handwriting was capable of creat¬ 

ing a public. It wasn't strong enough or powerful enough 

technologically to create what is called a public. With 

print came into existence for the first time in human 

history the public. Marshall McLuhan, Take Thirty, CBC Television, 1965 
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Only the phonetic alphabet makes a break between eye 

and ear, between semantic meaning and visual code, 

and thus, only phonetic writing has the power to trans¬ 

late man from the tribal to the civilized sphere, to give 

him an eye for an ear. 

Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy, 1962 
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McLuhan’s fame exploded in the 

sixties. The process began in 1962 

with the publication of The Guten¬ 

berg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man, a 

study of the revolution in sensibility wrought by the 

printing press; and, in 1964, of Understanding Media: 

The Extensions of Man, a look at various media, in¬ 

cluding money, clothing, and cars, as well as print 

and television. Both books caught the attention of crit¬ 

ics and intellectuals in North America and Europe. © 

McLuhan displays Understanding Media. 

He wrote The Gutenberg Galaxy at the old library at St. Michael’s 

College [at the University of Toronto]. He had the books of people he had read 

or heard about open at the appropriate pages and a couple seminarians running 

from one book to another taking quotes down, and he would string them together 

with blurbs or commentaries of his own. That was the way McLuhan wrote 

The Gutenberg Galaxy. And he was reproached for his method. People said he 

was plagiarizing or ripping off other people’s ideas. He didn’t see it that way 

at all. He saw that by using these chunks —these gems, these fragments that you 

shore up against your ruins, as T.S. Eliot would say —in a new way, he would 

actually give them a different content and meaning. Derrick de Kerckhove 

The Greek myth about the alphabet was that Cadmus, 

reputedly the king who introduced phonetic letters 

into Greece* sowed the dragon’s teeth and they sprang 

up armed men. Like any other myth, this one capsuiates 

a prolonged process into a flashing insight. The alpha- 

bet meant power and authority and control of military 

structures at a distance, Hhen combined with papyrus, 

the alphabet spelled the end of the stationary temple 
bureaucracies and the priestly monopolies of knowledge 

and power. Unlike pre-alphabetic writing, which with 

its innumerable signs was difficult to master, the alpha¬ 

bet could be learned in a few hours. The acquisition 
of so extensiwe a knowledge and so complex a skill as 

pre-alphabetic writing, when applied to such unwieldy 

materials as brick and stone, ensured for the scribal 

caste a monopoly of priestly power. The easier alphabet 

and the light, cheap, transportable papyrus together 

effected the transfer of power from the priestly to the 

military class. All this is implied in the myth about Cadmus 

and the dragon’s teeth, including the fall of the city- 

states, the rise of empires, and military bureaucracies. 

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media. 1964 
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I think what people recognized intuitively but did not put a name on was 

the fact that Marshall was not an analyst, not a historian, not a sociologist, but a poet. 

What he was delivering to the world was a set of metaphors that we had to wrestle 

with, that worked at the essential metaphoric level of poetry, meaning he’d had a 

vision of the way in which the natural order of words supports a new perception of 

something. His focus was on literature, first, and then the broader aspects of commu¬ 

nication. He was just loading us with these tremendously vivid verbal insights and we 

had to wrestle with them. People loved it. The stuff came to its apex in the sixties, 

when there was a new appetite for tolerance —respect for the poetic mode right 

across the whole fabric of society —and everybody just swallowed it up. It was won¬ 

derful. We played back his phrases as if we knew what they meant. Patrick Watson 

The photographer being photographed: McLuhan 

behind the lens, date unknown. 

Visual Bias 
The printing press was the ultimate extension of phonetic 

literacy. Books could be reproduced in infinite numbers; 

universal literacy was at last fully possible, if gradually real¬ 

ized? and books became portable individual possessions. 

Type, the prototype of all machines, ensured the primacy 

of the visual bias and finally sealed the doom of tribal man. 

The new medium of linear, uniform, repeatable type pro¬ 

duced information in unlimited quantities and at hitherto 

impossible speeds, thus assuring the eye a position of total 

predominance in man’s sensorium. As a drastic extension 

of man, it shaped and transformed his entire environment, 

psychic and social, and was directly responsible for the rise 

of such disparate phenomena as nationalism, the Refor¬ 

mation, the assembly line, and its offspring, the Industrial 

Revolution. Marshall McLuhan, Playboy Interview: Marshall McLuhan," interview by Eric Norden, Playboy, 1969 
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The phonetic alphabet and the printed word that exploded 

the closed tribal world into the open society of frag¬ 

mented functions and specialist knowledge and action 

have never been studied in their roles as a magical 

transformer. The antithetic electric power of instant 

information that reverses social explosion into implosion, 

private enterprise into organization man, and expanding 

empires into common markets has obtained as little 

recognition as the written word. The power of radio to 

retribaiize mankind, its almost instant reversal of indi¬ 

vidualism into collectivism, fascist or Marxist, has gone 

unnoticed. S© extraordinary is this ursawareness that it 
is what needs to be explained. The transforming power 

©ff media is easy to explain, but the ignoring of this 

power is not at all easy to explain. It goes without say¬ 

ing that the universal ignoring of the psychic action 

of technology bespeaks some inherent function, some 

essential numbing of consciousness such as occurs 

under stress and shock conditions. 

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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Teaching Machine 
The book was the first teaching machine and also the 

first mass-produced commoditf. in amplifying and 

extending the written word, typography revealed and 

greatly extended the structure ©f writing. Today, with 

the cinema and the eSectric speed-up of information 

movement, the formal structure of the printed word, 

as of mechanism in general, stands forth like a branch 

washed up on the beach. A new medium is never an 

addition to an oSd one, nor does it leave the old one in 

peace. St never ceases to oppress the older media until it 

finds new shapes and positions for them. Manuscript 

culture had sustained an oral procedure in education 

that was called Scholasticism at its higher levels; but by 

putting the same text in front of any given number of 

students or readers, print ended the scholastic regime of 

oral disputation very quickly. Print provided a vast new 

memory for past writings that made a personal memory 

inadequate. Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 

I would say from roughly 1956 until he died, I took every opportunity I 

could to listen to him speak and to have conversations with him —although the 

word conversation has to be explained. I don’t think I ever really did have a 

conversation with McLuhan and I don’t recall being present when anyone else 

actually had a conversation. Mostly, you listened, let him play out this tape that 

he had in his mind. And it was always fascinating. Even when you asked him 

guestions, you had the feeling that although he always seemed to be answering 

your question, he was just going on with the tape. No one I knew ever really 

resented that; we considered it a privilege to be present so we could listen and 

watch the tape unwind itself. Neil Postman 
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The spirit of the time was receptive 

to the all-embracing and basically 

optimistic theory of change that 

McLuhan offered. Events as varied as the Second 

Vatican Council and the election of John F. Kennedy 

signaled the onset of a bracing mood of adventure in 

the Western world, a promise of old certainties crum¬ 

bling and new worlds in the making. The war in 

Vietnam soured the atmosphere but hastened the 

breakdown of social conventions. The sexual revolu¬ 

tion, the hippie phenomena, campus riots, the wide¬ 

spread use of marijuana and LSD and other psy¬ 

chotropic drugs —everything seemed to point to an 

apocalyptic break with the past. 

Throughout the sixties, McLuhan explained it all, 

while he continued as an English professor at the 

University of Toronto, teaching courses, conducting 

seminars at his new Centre for Culture and Tech¬ 

nology, arguing with his colleagues in the faculty 

lunchroom. © 

Media Fallout 
Education is ideally civil defense against media fallout. 

Yet Western man has had, so far* no education or equip¬ 

ment for meeting any of the new media on their own 

terms. Literate man is not only numb and vague in the 

presence of film or photo, but he intensifies his inept¬ 

ness by a defensive arrogance and condescension to 

“pop kulch” and "mass entertain men! " it was in this 

spirit of bulldog opacity that the Scholastic philosophers 

failed to meet the challenge of the printed book in the 

sixteenth century. The vested interests of acquired 

knowledge and conventional wisdom have always been 
bypassed and engulfed by new media, 
Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media. 1964 

122 Medium is the M essage 





McLuhan's Centre for Culture and Technology 

at the University of Toronto was a converted 

coach house where he ran his famous “Monday 

night sessions.” Guests ranged from students 

to then Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau. 
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Education, which should be helping youth to under¬ 

stand and adapt to their revolutionary new environ¬ 

ments, is instead being used merely as an instrument ©f 

cultural aggression, imposing upon retribaiized youth 

the obsolescent visual values of the dying literate age. 

Our entire educationaS system is reactionary, oriented 

to past values and past technologies, and will likely 

continue so until the old generation relinquishes power. 

The generation gap is actually a chasm, separating 

not two age-groups but two vastly divergent cultures. 

I can understand the ferment in our schools because 

oils' educational system is totally rearview mirror. itfs 

a dying and outdated system founded on literate values 

and fragmented and classified data totally unsuited to 

the needs of the first television generation. 

Marshall McLuhan, “Playboy Interview: Marshall McLuhan," interview by Eric Norden, Playboy, 1969 

Trojan Horse 
S would suggest that if you were to put the T¥ in the class¬ 

room, it would blow the classroom to bits. The teaching 

processes would be completely transformed: it would 

be exactly like bringing the Trojan horse inside the walls 

of Troy. It would not be an incidental teaching aid, it 

would simply alter the entire pattern and procedures of 

the classroom and create an altogether new educational 

form. However, this has, in effect, happened since TV 

is already the environmental force that is shaping the 

awareness and outlook of children everywhere, it is 

already doing this anyway, so whether it goes into the 

classroom or not is really not a great issue. 

Marshall McLuhan, Take Thirty, CBC Television, 1965 



m
 



When you say the medium is the message, you’re uttering an obvi¬ 

ous contradiction, because we normally reserve the word “message” for the 

content and “medium” for the container, as it were. So the first reaction to the 

contradiction or paradox ought to be to examine the terms a little more closely. 

Suppose it were a poem, a haiku, “The Medium is the Message” run out to 

seventeen syllables. Were it cast that way you’d immediately rush to the dic¬ 

tionary to check if what the speaker or writer meant is what you thought. In fact, 

it doesn’t mean what appears on the surface, and the trouble with it comes from 

most people’s not delving below the surface. My father was usually quite exact 

when he made statements like that, statements intended to provoke attention 

and thought. He may have had tongue in cheek and twinkle in eye, but he was 

being quite precise. 

If you say the medium is the message you’re talking about a medium mean¬ 

ing a milieu —medium in the sense of growing medium for plants, for example. 

A medium is an entire circumstance or situation that makes something else bur¬ 

geon forth or appear. To say that that is the message of a technology... well, 

now, that brings out a completely different dimension. That is to say that every 

innovation, every new gadget like a pocket calculator or coffee cup or TV cam¬ 

era, brings with it a whole environment or milieu of not just assumptions but 

ways of thinking, ways of feeling, ways of organizing your life —a whole range 

of services and disservices without which the item would not function. Like 

electricity, without which I couldn’t be part of this interview: it is needed for the 

lights, the cameras, to power the equipment. Electricity is part of the medium 

of TV and is therefore part of the message of the camera or the light bulb or the 

TV set. Electricity has meant quite a lot of reorganization in our lives: that is the 

message, and the “massage” we get from it. Eric McLuhan 

Manuscript notes: McLuhan's thoughts on effects of the 
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Electric light is pure information, it is a medium without 
a message, as it were, unless it is used to spell out 
some verbal ad ©r name. This fact, characteristic of all 
media, means that the content of any medium is always 
another medium. The content of writing is speech, just 

as the written word is the content of print and print is 
the content of the telegraph. If it is asked, “What is the 
content of speech?” it is necessary to say, “It is an 
actual process of thought, which is in itself nonverbal" 
Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 

Clear Vision 
Indeed, it is only too typical that the content of any 

medium blinds us to the character of the medium. It is 

only today that industries have become aware of the 

various kinds of business in which they are engaged. 

When IBM discovered that it was not in the business of 
making office equipment or business machines, but that 

it was in the business of processing information, then it 

began to navigate with clear vision. The General Electric 

Company makes a considerable portion of its profits 

from electric light bulbs and lighting systems. It has not 

yet discovered that, quite as much as AT&T, it is in the 

business of moving information. Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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Watchdog Of The Mind 
1 am in the position of Louis Pasteur telling doctors 

that their greatest enemy was quite invisible and quite 

unrecognized by them. 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 medium is like the juicy piece of 

meat carried by the burglar to distract the watchdog 

of the mind., The effect of the medium is made strong 

and intense Just because it is given another medium as 

content. The content of a movie is a novel or a play or 

an opera. The effect of the movie form is not related to 

its program content. The content of writing or print is 

speech, but the reader is almost entirely unaware either 

of print or of speech. Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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Suddenly, articles on McLuhan 

began to appear in virtually every 

general-interest magazine, as well 

as intellectual reviews; a 1965 profile in New York 

magazine by Tom Wolfe — entitled “What if He Is 

Right?”—was particularly influential. Corporate lead¬ 

ers, government officials, educators, advertising and 

media executives sought him for lectures, Playboy 

magazine interviewed him, the popular television 

show Laugh-In made his name a catchphrase, intel¬ 

lectuals like Norman Mailer and Dwight MacDonald 

vehemently hailed or denounced him, John Lennon 

worshipfully came visiting, Abbie Hoffman regarded 

him as a prophet of the Woodstock Nation, and The 

New Yorker certified his status as cultural icon by 

citing him in cartoons. McLuhan’s prediction that the 

new media would lead to a richer sensory balance 

and in-depth involvement in all aspects of life held 

immense appeal, particularly to youth. © 

One of two cartoons The New Yorker ran on McLuhan in 1966; 

opposite page, bottom left: McLuhan with Rowan and Martin, the 

hosts of Laugh-In, one of his favourite shows. 

McLuhanacy 
Within popular culture, for those people who were members of the so-called 

television generation, a lot of what McLuhan had to say made a good deal of 

sense. Difficult to understand, not straightforward, not the kind of thing you 

learn by rote, but the kind of thing that really forced you to change your mind. 

I can’t tell you how many people I’ve run across who can actually cite the 

moment they had some kind of breakthrough in understanding McLuhan. Their 

stories almost sound like religious experiences. Such responses to McLuhan 

terrified his critics because they thought this was McLuhanacy — that he was 

starting a kind of revolution or new religion. 

McLuhan’s insights were absorbed by members of the television generation. 

The kinds of metaphors that he came up with —such as the global village and 

the medium is the message — those metaphors never went away. Despite the 

excommunication of McLuhan by the academy, those metaphors continued to 

circulate. Other metaphors that seemed more coherent or more academically 

acceptable did not come along to replace those by McLuhan. That did not hap¬ 

pen. There was a resonance between McLuhan’s metaphors and the experi¬ 

ences that people were having. Liss Jeffrey 
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Cult classic: first edition of The Medium is the Massage, 1967. 

Massage 
“The medium is the message” is pregnant with all kinds of meanings. My father 

used this phrase as the title of a book that came out in the late sixties, only he 

gave it a little twist. He called the book The Medium is the Massage. There are 

four puns in that little phrase. First, “the medium is the message” —the familiar 

phrase. Split “message” into two words: mess-age. Every new medium makes 

a mess of the age. It messes up the current situation. The “massage”: every 

new medium gives the culture a working over and a complete massage —both 

unexpected and unwanted. Then split “massage” into two words: mass-age — 

The medium is the mass age, meaning our present media and mass audiences. 

So there are four levels of meaning in that title, and he intended all four. 

Eric McLuhan 

Ail situations are composed of an area of attention Ifig* 

urel and a very much larger (subliminal) area of inatten¬ 

tion Igroundl. *,. Figures rise out of, and recede back 

into, ground ...for example, at a lecture, the attention will 

shift from the speaker’s words to his gestures, to the 

hum of the Sighting or street sounds, or to the feel of the 

chair or a memory or association or smell, each new 

figure alternatively displaces the others into ground.... 

The ground of any technology is both the situation that 

gives rise to it as well as the whole environment 

Cmedium) of services and disservices that the technol¬ 

ogy brings with it. These are side effects and impose 

themselves willy-nilly as a new form of culture. The 

medium IS th© message. Marshall McLuhan and Eric McLuhan, Laws of Media, 1988 
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He used to say things like, “The medium is the message,” and therefore, 

the content of the programming of any sort in any medium is fairly irrelevant. 

That sort of hyperbole goes a shade too far. I remember asking him, “Does that 

mean that the content of Homer’s Odyssey is not very significant?” He said, “No, 

no, no. Not at all. But you can’t even access the content unless you know that it 

is something that’s coming to you through a bard or as an epic poem in print, or 

as a Hollywood film. How do you access the content if you don’t know some¬ 

thing about the medium first?” So he always went back to the medium to treat it 

as hidden ground. He loved investigating culture using the figure/ground 

relationships developed by Gestalt psychology. He always said that the out-of¬ 

awareness aspects of communication are where the action is. The content — 

where you’re focused, where your attention is focused on the figure — is often 

almost meaningless. Frank Zingrone 
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ness® Kike yia stymie 
spic wop dago me* 
cunt gash snatch 
pussy spook sambo 
nigger boogie slant 
nip chink jap faggot 

All violence 
is the illustration of a pathetic 

homo fairy hebe kike 
yid hymie spic wop 
dago mex cunt gash 
snatch pussy spook 
sambo nigger boogie 
slant nip chink jap 



He was such a delightful fellow. His mood was always elevated. 

I don’t remember him being ordinary at any level at any time. He was always 

humorous and elevated. Sublime and ridiculous. Ridiculous because he could 

be ridiculous. Ridiculous in a totally charming way. He’d burp. He’d burp all 

the time. And he’d come up with the same old jokes all the time. And they were 

very endearing. Another thing about McLuhan that I found so important was the 

way he lived in what I call the absolute present. Absolutely there. Entirely in 

the moment. In a way that I can’t even imitate. Artists are like that. Great artists 

are; they have this quality of just being there. Derrick de Kerckhove 

The Shooting Line 
The artist is the only person —his antennae pick up 

these messages before anybody. So he is always 

thought of as being way ahead of his time because he 

lives in the present. There are very many reasons why 

most people prefer to live in the age just beSiincS them. 
It's safer. To live right on the shooting line, right on the 
frontier of change, is terrifying. 

Marshall McLuhan, The New Majority with Ed Fitzgerald, CBC Television, 1970 
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McLuhan is like Picasso. He said, “I always paint fakes. I have painted two 

hundred paintings and five thousand are being sold in the States.” There is an 

agreeable truth to what McLuhan said. But it has to do with freedom, a certain 

freedom of mind. The more McLuhan achieved a kind of playful freedom with his 

own thinking, the less consistent and substantial his books became. He began 

playing more and more with this idea of using chunks, facets of written material, 

instead of creating a theoretical, heavy-duty kind of volume. When we were work¬ 

ing together on From Cliche to Archetype, he explained that you are basically the 

content of any medium you use. The user is the content. So when you get into From 

Cliche to Archetype, what you are doing is playing your experience and knowledge 

against the new combinations of thoughts that arise from these new bits and pieces 

of writings. You are the bond of the thoughts—you, the reader. The substance is 

provided by the reader. That method left a lot of academics uncomfortable, be¬ 

cause it wasn’t an academic approach. McLuhan was very fond of Dada, of absurd¬ 

ism, fond of the interplay of things that were not meant to be connected at first. He 

was fond of cutting loose the connections in systems. He often said you have to 

have a certain play between one and the other parts of whatever it is you’re play¬ 

ing with. It has to give. If you don’t have enough distance between the two objects 

of your attention, then there is no play, no place for the mind to make a discovery. 

It’S SO VaCUOUS, there’s nothing tO play about. Derrick de Kerckhove 

The entire literate and visual society of the Western world 

is being plunged into the intensely integral electrical 

cultural environment that is so profoundly oral and tribal. 

It is the Bergsons and the Picassos who have announced 

the literate plunge into the tribal experience. NonSiterate 

and nonvisua! societies experience the same plunge as 

is encountered with literacy. Electric circuitry enables the 

East to experience the West as an environment, but the 

West is having'the experience of involvement in the East 

by the same means at the same time. Marshall McLuhan, "Marshall McLuhan: 

The Man Who Infuriates the Critics," interview by Thomas P. McDonnell, U.S. Catholic, 1966 
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Among friends: top: McLuhan sketched by artist and 

writer Wyndham Lewis, 1944; bottom: relaxing with architect 

Buckminster Fuller, 1970. 

He loved pronouncing upon things. And when people came to him 

and said, “Marshall, you are a guru,” he said, existentially, “Yes, I am a guru 

and I will be a guru and I will respond like a guru.” And that’s pretty seductive 

stuff. He was damn good at it. What else does a guru do? He gives you poetry 

to deal with, which happens to be spiritually oriented rather than the give-and- 

take of daily communications. But yes, he loved to have people sit at his feet 

and often he himself was prone while they were doing so. As you know, he 

used to do a lot of his teaching from a reclined position, both at the Centre for 

Culture and Technology and on the couch in front of his fireplace, which was 

one of his favorite places in the world. And he loved you to sit there at his feet 

and he would pronounce, and he was sometimes a little crusty when you chal¬ 

lenged him. But if you did it with good humor and kept at it, then he’d take up 

the game, and he was an awfully good game player. Patrick Watson 

The percussed victims of the new technology have invari¬ 

ably muttered cliches about the impracticably of artists 

and their fanciful preferences. But in the past century, it 

has come to be generally acknowledged that, in the words 

of Wyndham Lewis, “The artist is always engaged in 

writing a detailed history of the future because he is the 

only person aware of the nature of the present ” Knowl¬ 

edge of this simple fact is now needed for human sur¬ 

vival, The ability of the artist to sidestep the bully blow 

of new technology of any age, and to parry such violence 

with full awareness, is age-old. Equally age-old is the 

inability of the percussed victims, who cannot sidestep 

the new violence, to recognize their need of the artist. 

To reward and to make celebrities of artists can, also, be 

a way of ignoring their prophetic work and preventing its 

timely use for survival. The artist is the man in any field, 

scientific or humanistic, who grasps the implications of 

his actions and of new knowledge in his own time. He is 

the man ©If integral annareness* Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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I have said that the medium is the message 
in the long run, St would be easy to explain and confirm 

this point historically. Print simply wiped out the main 

modes of oral education that had been devised in the 

Greco-Roman world and transmitted with the phonetic 

alphabet and the manuscript throughout the medieval 

period. And it ended that twenty-five-hundred-year pat¬ 

tern in a few decades. Today, the monarchy of print has 

ended and an oligarchy of new media has usurped most 

©f the power of that five-hundred-year-old monarchy. 

Marshall McLuhan, fourteenth National Conference on Higher Education, 1959 



3jy 3}^}$ BUIJ0JB3 HJJON IF ‘916 '3'd ‘sjadBg siumj^ asaoiBig ‘jaqung 5 

JBMD u! ‘SUJBH S3[jbh3 jo puBq aqj Aq ‘[£§j 39Q ^ ‘111^03 [pqy] 05 [jb 

osjad }Siij ui] J3353[ ‘§ug-§UBq3 puB ‘6£ll '3'<J ‘sJadBj uiBq^Bq^ puouur 

f: 1 xog ‘sujBjq s3[JBq3 uq jo sjadBj aqj ui ‘^£gl AON bl PUE AON b ‘5( 

UBH sapiBq^ 03 3[BH TWf ^FH >6-£6t (frZ.81 jdV b) J^udj u3Jodsj 1 

qddns ‘suiMjp 3S3UIBJ5 3qx„ :§ui/3[bm uq yuopoB puB 3q§noq3 10 Ayun ji 



Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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is the extension of the nervous system in the electric 

age* and thus* the complete break with five thousand 

years of mechanical technology., This 1 state over and 
over again. I do not say whether it is a good or bad 

thing. To do so would be meaningless and arrogant. 

Marshall McLuhan, letter to Robert Fulford, 1964 





In 1967 McLuhan accepted an 

invitation to teach for a year at 

New York’s Fordham University. His 

time there was marked by perhaps the most painful 

experience of his life —an operation for the removal 

of a benign brain tumor at Columbia Presbyterian 

Medical Center in November 1967. For months, per¬ 

haps years, afterward, McLuhan suffered from ex¬ 

treme sensitivity to sounds and smells. Loud noises 

caused him agonies. In addition, he endured some 

memory loss, though mostly temporary. On the whole, 

however, he recovered quickly from the operation 

and resumed his teaching and writing when he 

returned to the University of Toronto in 1968. © 

Get well soon: a card McLuhan received 

after his operation. 

Auto-amputation 
With the arrival of electric technology, man extended, or 

set outside himself, a live model of the centra! nervous 

system itself. To the degree that this is so, it is a devel¬ 

opment that suggests a desperate and suicidal auto- 

amputation, as if the central nervous system could no 

longer depend on the physical organs to be protective 

buffers against the slings and arrows of outrageous 

mechanism. It could well be that the successive mechaniz¬ 

ations of the various physical organs since the invention 

of printing have made too violent and superstimuiated 

a social experience for the central nervous system to 

endure, Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 

I don’t think there is a new understanding of his message; I think 

people are just looking at it again and reexamining it. I don’t think there is a 

message; I think there are a lot of little different messages. There is no one 

grand theory of communication to be found in McLuhan. McLuhan didn’t think 

that way. He thought like a poet; he thought in terms of individual ideas and 

images. Global village is the classic example. Robert Fulford 
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Servomechanisms 
To behold, use, or perceive any extension of ourselves in 

technological form is necessarily to embrace it. To listen 

to radio or to read the printed page is to accept these 

extensions of ourselves into our personal system and to 

undergo the closure or displacement of perception 

that follows automatically, it is this continuous embrace 
of our own technology in daily use that puts us in the 

Narcissus role of subliminal awareness and numbness in 

relation to these images of ourselves. By continuously 
embracing technologies, we relate ourselves to them as 

servomechanisms. That is why we must, to use them at 
ail, serve these objects, these extensions of ourselves, 
as gods or minor religions. An Indian is the servomech¬ 

anism of his canoe, as the cowboy of his horse or the 

executive of his clock. Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 

McLuhan is a difficult read, in a sense, because he uses satire; he called 

his method Manipian satire. This method is illustrated in some of his comments, 

some of his more extreme comments. For example, when he says we become 

the servomechanisms of our technologies, he’s not celebrating that. What he’s 

doing is pointing out that this is in fact how things work — that those of us who are 

addicted to constantly communicating must have the telephone growing out of 

our ears (or, in my case, a pen growing out of my hand) — and if we think about 

it we begin to see that there is some sense to that. Also, what tends to happen 

with McLuhan is that it’s forgotten that one of his chief insights was, “It’s not my 

private opinions that are important, what’s important is to pay attention to what’s 

going on.” He repeated insistently that we should stop saying, “Is this a good 

thing or a bad thing?” and start saying, “What’s going on?” Then we could come 

up with something relevant. Liss Jeffrey 
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When the motorcar was new, it exercised the typical 

mechanical pressure of explosion and separation of 

functions. It broke up family life, or so it seemed, in the 

1920s. It separated work and domicile as neveM|before. 

It exploded each city into a dozen suburbs and then 

extended many of the forms of urban life along the high¬ 

ways until the open road seemed to become nonstop 

cities. It created the asphalt jungles and caused 40,000 

{square miles of green and pleasant land to be cemented 

OVer. Marsha:! McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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The American Way 
It Eon ground] is a term from Gestalt psychology. Look 

at the ground around the figure of the automobile or the 
ground around any technology, which necessarily has 

a large ground of services and disservices associated 
with it. Now, the ordinary attention is fixed on the figure 

rather than the ground, on the wheel rather than the 
huge system of road services necessary to maintain the 

existence of a wheel or wheeled vehicles. With a motor- 

car, most people are interested in changing designs or 

patterns of the car. They pay only incidental attentions 

to the huge service environment of roads, oil companies, 

filling stations, and other allied services of manufactur¬ 

ing that are the ground of the car. 
The motorcar, when it was first introduced in the 

early part of the century, was thought to be a sure way 

of getting rid of cities by taking us back to the country. 

Watching the figure of the car, they saw the immediate 
possibility of simply transporting city dwellers back into 

the country where they came from. An early phrase about 

the motorcar was, “Let’s take a spin in the country.” It 

never occurred to them that this figure of the car might 

generate a huge ground of new services far bigger that 

the figure was ever thought to be. In other words, the 

car created a totally new environment or ground of ser¬ 

vices and disservices that we have come to associate 
with the American way of life. 

By not looking at the ground around the automobile 

you miss the message of the car. For it is the ground of 

any technology that is the medium that changes every¬ 

body, and it is the medium that is the message of the 

technology, not the figure. 
Marshall McLuhan, "Marshall McLuhan," interview by Willem L. Oltmans, 1972 
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The abrasive interplay and collision of perceptions in 

the TV medium fostered new kinds of dialogue and 

awareness on the part of the TV users. The TV user is 

the content of TV. Everybody who exists within any man¬ 

made service environment experiences ail the effects 

that he would undergo in any environment as such. 

Environments work us over and remake us. It is man 

who is the content of the message of the media, which 

are extensions of himself. Electronic man must know the 

effects of the world he has made, above all things. 

Marshall McLuhan and Barrington Nevitt, Take Today: The Executive as Dropout, 1972 

Marshall did not believe in research; he did not believe in testing. 

If someone appeared to contradict his ideas, he would simply change the sub¬ 

ject rather than testing it and pushing it and altering it. Just as you can’t contra¬ 

dict a poem and you can’t contradict a painting, you couldn’t really contradict 

one of his ideas. Nor could you test it. His whole life, he was being educated 

and reeducated. Robert Fulford 
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McLuhan was perpetually looking up words in the 

Oxford English Dictionary, savoring their etymology. 

When he read James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, he 

immediately recognized a soul mate. Joyce, too, loved 

puns and believed that the archaic meanings of words 

were never wholly lost, contributing to the powerful 

spell of language. Sometimes, McLuhan pushed this 

sense of word magic —it was akin to the primitive 

belief that a name expresses the essence of a thing— 

to eccentric lengths. He once remarked that the 

name of a man is a numbing blow from which he 

never recovers. He believed, for example, that 

Richard Nixon was deeply affected by the negative 

connotations of the first syllable of his last name. © 

One of McLuhan’s most famous theories is that polarity between 

hot and cold, which he used to analyze television. It was also used by the 

American media to explain why John Kennedy did so well in the first debate 

that he had with Richard Nixon. People say that those who happened to listen to 

that debate on the radio felt that Nixon had won. Those who watched on televi¬ 

sion thought that Kennedy had resoundingly defeated Nixon. What McLuhan 

began to see is that style is substance in many ways in modern times. People 

feel uneasy about this because they feel that surely it means the rise of another 

Hitler and Stalin. I say no to such a conclusion. I believe that the television cam¬ 

era coming so close to a person’s face finally tells you the truth. The camera 

does not lie over time. You can manipulate a political advertisement. You can 

do all kinds of cutting. But a camera just trained on a person in a long debate of 

the Nixon versus Kennedy kind —or following candidates through a period, 

through the primaries, through all the things that can come at you, and you’re 

exhausted and you’re going from state to state and never have enough sleep — 

is the best indicator yet that we have of the character of a person. Camille Paglia 

TW is a cool medium. It rejects hot figures and hot 

issues and people from the hot press media. Fred Allen 

was a casualty of TV. Was Marilyn Monroe? Had TV 

occurred on a large scale during Hitler’s reign he would 

hay© vanished quickly. Had T¥ come first there would 

have been no Hitler at all. When Khrushchev appeared 

on American TV, he was more acceptable than Nixon as 

a clown and a lovable sort of old boy. His appearance 

is rendered by TW as a comic cartoon. Radio, however, 

is a hot medium and takes cartoon characters seriously, 

Mr. K. on radio would be a different proposition, 
Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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We may be approaching the time when political and 

executive figures may have to be recruited on the same 

basis as was formerly used for movie stars. Alterna 

tively, it might be possible to transfer the Paul Newman 

or the John Waynes from the entertainment sphere to the 

political sphere directly in order to satisfy the need of 

people to be reassured by images that remind them of al 

the people they might have been in some ideal existence 
Marshall McLuhan, unpublished essay, 1974 



In terms of the theme of media hot and cold, backward 
countries are cool and me are hot. The city slicker is 

hot and the rustic is cool. But in terms of the reversal of 
procedures and values in the electric age, the past 

mechanical time was hot and we of the TV age are cool. 
The waltz was a hot, fast, mechanical dance suited to the 

industrial time in its moods of pomp and circumstance. 

In contrast, the Twist is a cool, involved, and chatty 

form of improvised gesture. The Jazz of the period of the 

hot new media of movie and radio was hot jazz. Yet jazz 

of itself tends to be a casual dialogue form ©f dance 

quite lacking in the repetitive and mechanical forms of 
the waltz. Cool jazz came in quite naturally after the 
first impact of radio and movie had been absorbed. 

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 

The effects off television have reshaped everything and we’ve become 

more and more aware that the broadcast media has totally taken over. Since 

Reagan, since Clinton, there’s no pretense anymore that anything other than 

television is the be-all and end-all of politics. Not just because politicians get on 

television, but because television shapes our habits in how we look at them. 

Way back in the seventies, McLuhan said, “A politician’s image is going to be 

much more important than the politician himself.” This was way before Reagan, 

way before Clinton. Way before today’s politicians became a living demonstra¬ 

tion of McLuhan’s words. Philip Marchand 
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Hot And Cool 
There is a basic principle that distinguishes a hot medium 
like radio from a cool one like the telephone, or a hot 
medium like the movie from a cool one like T¥. A hot 

medium is one that extends one single sense in high def¬ 
inition. High definition is the state of being well filled with 

data. A photograph is, visually, high definition. A cartoon 
is low definition, simply because very little visual informa¬ 

tion is provided. Telephone is a cool medium, or one of 
low definition, because the ear is given a meager amount 
of information. And speech is a cool medium of Sow defi¬ 

nition, because so little is given and s© much has to be 

filled in by the listener. On the other hand, hot media do 

not leave so much to be filled in or completed by the 

audience. Hot media are, therefore. Sow in participation, 
and cool media are high in participation or completion 

by the audience. Naturally, therefore, a hot medium like 
radio has very different effects on the user from a cool 

medium like the telephone. Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 

I would say McLuhan was a great thinker, then add: there are many 

rooms in the house of the intellect. And different kinds of thinkers occupy 

different kinds of rooms. If there’s a room for those thinkers who see something 

quite differently from everyone else, and form a question that people in the 

other rooms hadn’t thought about, in that sense we could say McLuhan was a 

great thinker. I don’t think we would call him a great scholar because I don’t 

think he really had the patience to work through some of the implications of 

what he was saying, even in a book like The Gutenberg Galaxy. It also has to be 

added that there was more than a touch of poet in him, as everyone who knew 

him will tell you. Some of his ideas have almost a poetic import to them, as dis¬ 

tinct from a researchable, definable context. I have no hesitation using the term 

great thinker to describe McLuhan, provided people understand that there are 

different kinds of great thinkers. Neil Postman 

160 Extensions of Man 





Do you know that most people read ads about things they 
already own? They don’t read things to buy them but to feel 
reassured that they have already bought the right thing. In 
other words, they get huge information satisfaction from ads 
far more than they do from the product itself. Where adver¬ 
tising is heading is quite simply into a world where the ad 
will become a substitute for the product and all the satisfac- 

Marshall McLuhan, This Hour Has Seven Days, CBC Television, 1966 



Ads Are News 
Tlie ads are by far the best part of any magazine or news¬ 

paper. More pain and thought, more wit and art* g© into 

the making of an ad than into any prose feature of press 

or magazine* Ads are news. What is wrong with them is 

that they are always good news. In order to balance off 

the effect and to sell good news, it is necessary to have 

a lot of bad news. Moreover* the newspaper is a hot 

medium. It has to have bad news for the sake of inten¬ 

sity and reader participation. Real news is bad news* as 

already noted, arid as any newspaper from the beginning 

of print can testify. Floods, fires, and other communal 

disasters by Sand and sea and air outrank any kind of 

private horror or villainy as news. Ads, in contrast, have 

to shrill their happy message loud and clear in order to 

match the penetrating power of bad news. 

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 

Many people have expressed uneasiness about the 

advertising enterprise in our time. To put the matter 
abruptly, the advertising industry is a crude attempt to 

extend the principles of automation to every aspect of 

society, ideally, advertising aims at the goal of a pro¬ 

grammed harmony among all human impulses and aspi¬ 

rations and endeavors. Using handicraft methods, it 

stretches out towards the ultimate electronic goal of a 

collective consciousness. When all production and all 

consumption are brought into a preestabSished harmony 

with ail desire and all effort, then advertising will have 

liquidated itself by its own success. 

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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I think his ongoing legacy will be as somebody who had an early and 

prescient understanding of the nature of the mass media, the electronic media, 

and what the likely effect of those media would be on society and its habits of 

thought and styles of feeling. It was McLuhan’s phrase “we make our tools and 

then our tools shape us.” And so first we make the tool of print and movable 

type and we get used to that way of seeing and arranging our ideas and our 

thoughts. Then this gives way, four hundred years later, to the electronic means 

of communication and media is used almost as a way of transporting information 

and ideas and feelings. McLuhan talked about the media as if it were canals or 

roads or highways; he talked about it in a very practical, literal way. Once we 

get used to using these media, our tools shape us and that then leads to different 

habits of thought. I think that’s happening. An understanding of McLuhan helps 

me to understand why our politics are what they are, why our entertainments 

are what they are, why our literary forms are not the way they were twenty or 

thirty years ago. People now tend to write in much shorter lengths and, once 

you have photography and once you have television, you don’t need Dickens 

to explain what the lower depths of London look like, so it shifts our means of 

expression as well as our means of perception. To read McLuhan is to under¬ 

stand in a way why Bill Clinton was elected president of the United States, why 

Pulp Fiction was the most interesting movie of its season. Lewis Lapham 

The press can be seen in relation to figure and ground, 

and in psychology, as well as in journalism, the ground 

is usually subliminal relative to the figure. Under con¬ 

ditions of electric simultaneity, the ground of any figure 

tends to become more and more noticeable. Perhaps 

it all began with cubism and the discovery that by elimi¬ 

nating the merely visual or rational relations between 

services, by presenting the inside and the underside at 

the same time as the outside, the public became totally 
involved and aware in a multisensuous way. 

Marshall McLuhan, “At the moment of Sputnik," Journal of Communications, 1974 



Symbolist Poem 
Let us look at the image of the newspaper as it still is 

today after a century of the telegraph. That image is 

organized not according to a story line but according to 

a dateline. Like a symbolist poem, the ordinary news- 
?:iBp is jjccjc m 

abstract mosaic form. Looked at in this way* it is plain 

that the newspaper had been a corporate poem for 

many years. It represents an inclusive image of commu¬ 

nity and a wide diversity of human interests. Minus the 

story Sine of the connected narrative, the newspaper 

has long had an oral and corporate quality that relates 

it to many of the traditional art forms of mankind. On 

every page of the newspaper, in the discontinuous 

mosaic off unrelated human items, there is a resonance 

that bespeaks universality, even in triviality. 

Marshall McLuhan, “At the moment of Sputnik," Journal of Communications, 1974 
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McLuhan perhaps abetted the de¬ 

cline of his reputation by turning 

out books deliberately aimed at 

cashing in on his boom. From 1967 to 1972, nine 

books appeared with his name on them. Often written 

with collaborators, they struck readers, for the most 

part, as obsessive and willfully obscure. In truth, 

McLuhan—particularly at this stage of his career — 

hated writing and had no idea how to shape a book. 

His preferred mode of expressing himself remained 

the spoken word. 

Meanwhile, McLuhan began to take a darker view 

of the media. He had never been a strong fan of tele¬ 

vision. His chief—almost his sole —recreation had 

been reading and talking, and when he did watch 

television he usually limited himself to lighter fare 

like Hogan’s Heroes. Always a staunch Catholic, he 

was generally dismayed by the casual attitude toward 

sex and drugs taken by television’s children. Even¬ 

tually, he developed the notion that any beneficial 

effects of a television-induced sensory shift had 

been nullified by the introduction of what he called 

disincarnate man. The constant broadcast and recep¬ 

tion of ghostly images via radio and television, 

according to this notion, had weakened the sense, 

particularly among youth, of possessing physical 

bodies and private identities. Private morality, he 

believed, was passe —only tribal affiliations counted 

in the global village. © 

Obsolete 
You know, there's an old saying in the business world, 

if it works, it's obsolete. And it’s only when a thing has 

become obsolete that everybody is sufficiently familiar 

with it to make it work. Our motorcars were obsolete long 

ago, but that means they are really going concerns. There 

is more writing today than there was before Gutenberg, 

more handwriting. Obsolescence does not mean the 

conclusion but rather the beginning of a process as far 

as everyday life is concerned. This is not ordinarily 

understood. Most people think obsolescence means the 

end. it means the beginning. People always live with 

obsolescent attitudes and in obsolescent frames of mind 

and obsolescent technologies and homes. 

Marshall McLuhan, The New Majority with Ed Fitzgerald, CBC Television, 1970 

I almost think that the thing McLuhan would want to have as a lasting 

legacy is his insistence that people try to understand their environment more 

clearly, and that they not substitute moral judgment for insight into what is actu¬ 

ally happening. 

I’ve noticed since writing The Medium and the Messenger that when people 

talk about media or society there’s always a moral tone to it. As if by making a 

moral statement they establish the fact that they are moral people, and that they 

are serious people. McLuhan always thought such behavior was an evasion 

of the worst sort. As he used to say, “Moral indignation is a technique used to 

endow the idiot with dignity.” I think he certainly has left us an example of 

a kind of mind that can at least make a serious attempt to look at things freshly. 

Philip Marchand 
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Slowly McLuhan’s notoriety began 

to fade, interrupted only by epi¬ 

sodes such as his appearance in 

Woody Allen’s 1977 film Annie Hall and the odd 

profile in People magazine. As the seventies wore 

on, it became increasingly apparent that the apoca¬ 

lypse was no longer at hand. Feminism and the gay- 

rights movement marched on, but society absorbed 

such changes without overthrowing its basic insti¬ 

tutions. Students continued to go to classrooms, and 

men and women still went to work in offices. Many of 

McLuhan s observations were vindicated—for exam¬ 

ple, the truth of his remark, made in the early seven¬ 

ties, that the image of a politician would be much 

more powerful than the politician himself-but the 

sixties revolutions had passed and so had the urgent 

desire for explanation of social change. The media 

had now “done” McLuhan thoroughly and there 

seemed no need to return to the subject. © 

I happen to have Mr. McLuhan right here,1 

/Voody Allen in his 1977 film, Annie Halt. 

“Beware clarity,” he used to say. “A man speaking to you in clear lan¬ 

guage is clearly using obsolete ideas.” Well, that threw people off. People said, 

“What do you mean? We love clarity.” The other thing was that the world was in 

love with specialism. They were telling their kids to be specialists. You must be 

a specialist if you want to survive. McLuhan said the age of specialism was 

over. That made people very angry. They didn’t understand that he was talking 

about the effects of electronic process ending the possibility that specialist 

knowledge from any one discipline could solve any of our problems. He would 

just point to what’s really happening. He’d say, “This is a think tank. You can’t 

solve any problems without having fourteen people from fourteen different dis¬ 

ciplines all talking to each other trying to come up with a big-patterned solu¬ 

tion to the problem. You don’t call in one guy who is one specialist from one 

discipline and have him solve a problem. That’s not the way it works.” People 

didn t Want tO hear that. Frank Zingrone 

As automation takes hold, it becomes obvious that 

information is the crucial commodity and that solid 

products are merely incidental to information move¬ 

ment. The early stages by which information itself 

became the basic economic commodity of the electric 

age were obscured by the ways in which advertising 

and entertainment put people off the track. Advertisers 

pay for space and time in paper and magazine* on radio 

and TV; that is, they buy a piece of the reader, listener, 

or viewer as definitely as if they hired our homes for 

a public meeting. They would gladly pay the reader, 

listener, or viewer directly for his time and attention if 

they knew how to do so. The only way s© far devised 

is to put on a free show. Movies in America have not 

developed advertising intervals simply because the 

movie itself Is the greatest of all forms of advertisement 

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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We are swiftly moving at present from an era 

when business was our culture into an era when 

culture will be our business. Between these poles 

stand the huge and ambiguous entertainment 

industries. As the new media unfold their powers, 

the entertainment industries swallow more and 

more of the old business culture. The movie indus 

try is thus an inseparable portion of the advertis¬ 

ing industry in providing the necessary drama of 

consumption, in which the ads merely provide the 

|i neWS. Marshall McLuhan, unpublished essay, 1957 





Every Kid Knows 
Jobs are finished; role-playing has taken over; the Job is a 

passe entity. The job belonged t© the specialist. The kids 

know that they no longer live in a specialist world; you 

cannot have a goal today. You cannot say, Hifni going to 

start here and I'm going to work for the next three years 

and I’m going to go all that distance.” Every kid knows 

that within three years, everything will have changed — 

including himself and the goal. 
Marshall McLuhan with A. F. Knowles, York University Instructional Services Video, 1971 

Marshall McLuhan said something like, Men are suddenly nomadic 

gatherers of knowledge, nomadic as never before. What is a person who uses 

the Internet, surfing for knowledge and information? Man, he understood the 

Internet. He was the Internet in the sixties. The world’s just finally caught up to 

him. He was an internet in the sense he was in touch with the entire globe. For 

some reason, this man had his fingers in everything. He was wired long before 

the editors of Wired magazine were born. This man was truly wired. Robert Logan 
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Interior spread from The Medium is the Massage, 1967. 

I went to college in 1967 and graduated in 1971. That period was around 

when McLuhan’s influence was at its peak; it was certainly incredibly influential 

on my thinking about life. So I’ve carried the seeds of McLuhan and McLuhan- 

ism, throughout my entire adult life. Wired is about media today —about how 

we live in the media environment, how the media environment affects our 

lives. If there is a prophet of new media —radio, television, networking, inter¬ 

activity— it has to be that man. There is no other single individual who had 

such a clear vision of where we were going. And so to me it was totally natural 

that as we were looking for examples of what Wired should look like, I went 

back to my bookshelf and pulled out a copy of The Medium is the Massage, and 

went through it page by page again. It’s so dynamic it could have been pub¬ 

lished yesterday. It’s still as fresh as it ever was, and it’s certainly something that 

stimulated us to think about how to use the print medium today to talk about 

changes that are occurring in other media. So for all those reasons it seemed 

completely normal for us to say that Marshall McLuhan was our patron saint, as 

he should be for the entire media revolution that’s going on now. Louis Rossetto 

The wired planet has no boundaries and no monopolies of 

knowledge. The affairs of the world are now dependent 

upon the highest information of which man is capable.... 

The boundaries between the world of affairs and the com¬ 

munity of learning have ceased to exist. The workaday 

world now demands encyclopedic wisdom. Ecology is the 

simultaneous awareness of the interplay of the total field 

of processes. This simultaneity pushes the most banal 

situations into high relevance. Under these conditions, 

the old forms of specialized job has lost meaning. It was 

meaningful only at very low speeds, but it has now been 

assumed into patterns of electric speeds. This change of 

pace from production line to on-Sine computer program¬ 

ming has been ignored, Just as the shift from hardware 

to software accelerates, making the ©Id categories 

meaningless. Marshall McLuhan and Barrington Nevitt, Take Today: The Executive as Dropout, 1972 
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McLuhan continued teaching at the 

University of Toronto and holding 

his seminars every year, until he 

suffered a debilitating stroke in September 1979. The 

man who lived for talking and communicating could 

now utter only a few phrases. In 1980, the university, 

hard-pressed for funds, closed down the Centre for 

Culture and Technology. McLuhan showed up one 

evening and wept because his old office was in sham¬ 

bles. He could do nothing, however, to reclaim his old 

life, and his ordeal continued until, some time early in 

the morning of December 31, 1980, he died in bed at 

his Toronto home. © 

There was a period when he was the most talked-about intellectual on 

the planet. And then, long before he died, all that went away. Many people 

turned against him because they found his ideas didn’t hold up or didn’t fit with 

their thinking. They found that he was too opportunistic; they found that he would 

fling off an idea at random without thinking about it. They found that he was too 

easy to buy, he was too available on the speech-giving circuit, and somehow a 

bad aura collected around him for those and probably fifty other reasons. 

Philip Marchand 

Today, as the new vortices of power are shaped by 

the instant electric interdependence of ail men on this 

planet, the visual factor in social organization and in 

personal experience recedes and money begins to be 

less and less a means of storing or exchanging work 

and skill. Automation, which is electronic, does not 

represent physical work so much as programmed knowl¬ 

edge. As work is replaced by the sheer movement of 

information, money as a store of work merges with the 

Informational forms of credit and credit card. From 

coin to paper currency, and from currency to credit 

card, there is a steady progression towards commercial 

exchange as the movement of information itself. 

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media. 1964 

Marshall was a publicity hound; he was the professor as self-promoter. 

At the beginning of his career, he imagined that he would make a lot of money 

selling his ideas to business and industry, perhaps governments. He imagined 

that he was such an idea man that his ideas would flow out and people would 

buy them. And in order to do that he had to be famous; he wanted to be famous 

Fame was not thrust upon him; he sought it, and sought it with great care. 

Robert Fulford 
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The most talked about intellectual on the planet: left to right McLuhan makes the 

cover of Newsweek in March 1967; McLuhan receives the Companion of the Order 

of Canada in Ottawa, 1975; McLuhan with luminaries W. H. Auden (second from left) 

and Buckminster Fuller (second from right). 
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McLuhan with Buckminster Fuller in the Bahamas, 1970. 

McLuhan was very much a product of his time in the way that he and 

others like him —people like Northrop Frye and Harold Innis —were able to 

look at things from a global perspective. I don’t see anyone doing that now. 

Everything has become parochial. Canada is a much more regionalized coun¬ 

try than it was in McLuhan’s time, the United States is domestically much more 

provincial, while the whole world is embracing, to some extent, separatism. 

Yet, in an interesting sort of way, McLuhan’s vision of technology is uniting us. I 

suppose you could say that he allowed for the imploding of national perspec¬ 

tives—at least the kinds he was familiar with. John Fraser 

Cottage 
The computer could become the basis of a cottage 

economy again. Just as the kids have gone back to the 

Middle Ages in their costumes and social outlook, so 

our economy coulcS return to a cottage economy of a 

much earlier time. You could run the worlds biggest 

factory in a kitchen by a computer. With telephones, 

telexes, and computers— all of which operate at instant 

speeds — management and all forms of hardware can be 
centralized. The computer, literally, couid run the world 
from a cottage. Marshall McLuhan, The New Majority with Ed Fitzgerald, CBC Television, 1970 
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Filing 
Cabinet 
In our own world, we are hurrying back and forth across 

town at morning and night to situations we could easily 
encompass by closed circuit. Why do the wheels keep 

hurrying us downtown? Some people are puzzled by this 

and have come up with the answer: it*s the filing cabi¬ 
net downtown in the offices that makes it still necessary 

to rush back and forth from suburb t© office. That it is 

this obsession with the contents of the file — documents, 

contracts, data. All of these materials actually could be 

just as available on closed circuit at home. 

Marshall McLuhan, Take Thirty, CBC Television, 1965 
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Throughout the eighties, McLuhan’s 

I ^B C name appeared in print almost 

“ solely in connection with his phrase 

global village, as if this were his only legacy. In the 

early nineties, however, his reputation began to rise 

again. The popular high-tech magazine Wired, 

founded 1 n 1993 — the most influential new periodical 

of the decade — signaled this revival by putting his 

name on its masthead as ‘‘patron saint.” In the fall of 

1994, The MIT Press reissued McLuhan’s Under¬ 

standing Media, with a new preface by the noted 

American editor and commentator Lewis Lapham. © 

Banana-Skin Pirouette 
Electric technology is directly related to our central 

nervous systems, so it is ridiculous to talk of what the 

public wants played over its nerves. This question would 

be like asking people what sort of sights and sounds 

they would prefer around them in an urban metropolis! 

Once we have surrendered our senses and nervous 

systems to the private manipulation of those who would- 

try to benefit from taking a lease on our eyes and ears 

and nerves, we domst really have any rights left. Leasing 

our eyes and ears and nerves to commercial interests 
is like handing over the cosnnuosi speech to a private 

corporation, or like giving the earth’s atmosphere to a 

company as a monopoly. Something like this has already 

happened with outer space for the same reasons that 

we have leased our central nervous systems to various 

corporations. As Song as we adopt the Warcissus atti¬ 

tude of regarding the extensions of our own bodies as 

really out there and really independent of us, we will 

meet all technological challenges with the same sort ©f 
banana-skin pirouette and collapse. 
Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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We, today, in the electric age are about as primitive as 

any Eskimo ever was when he saw his first railway. Our 
ability to cope with this new electronic technology is not 

any greater than that. Marshall McLuhan, The Best of Ideas, CBC Radio, 1967 

McLuhan was very definitely a renegade, a guy doing something 

that almost nobody else seems inclined to do. Camille Paglia says, “I’m his 

number-one fan. I’m a big student of McLuhan’s.” But what she does isn’t quite 

what McLuhan did. Not quite. She doesn’t have the training that he had in the 

arts and the tradition, or the years, to practice it. 

One reason, I think, that McLuhan is being rediscovered is that although all 

the media he talked about —television and film and radio and satellites — are 

still here, the world has changed. The things that McLuhan talked about are still 

causing trouble and raising questions. He showed twenty or thirty years ago 

how to study these issues, and when you apply his techniques to these things 

today, you get contemporary answers. 

There’s another reason for McLuhan’s rediscovery: since 1980, an amazing 

number of new media have appeared, like the personal desktop computer, 

which we all take for granted. PCs have been around only about half a genera¬ 

tion, which seems incredible because we’re so accustomed to them. Here we 

are surrounded by a whole pile of new media: PCs and faxes, videoconferenc¬ 

ing, virtual reality, CDs, and CD-ROMs. The LP record is gone. Fifteen years 

ago, it was in its heyday. Nothing was going to happen to it. All kinds of things 

have happened in the meantime, and nobody else is studying them. Well, that 

leaves the field rather free for old McLuhan to resurface and say, “Look here. 

Here’s how you should do it. Here’s where you look. Here’s the kind of thing 

that you’ve got to keep your eye on and here are the distractions. Here are the 

things to ignore. Now go for it.” Eric McLuhan 
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In the end, it’s not about technology, it’s about the connection of people to 

people. Technology itself enables this connection. It’s a channel for individual 

and social expression. McLuhan recognized that this is the importance of tech¬ 

nology. He recognized that technology is the campfire of the global village. 

Louis Rossetto 

NO MORE 
HISTORY 
When you hear the word progress* you know you are 

dealing with a nineteenth-century mind. Progress liter¬ 

ally stopped with electricity because you now hawe 

everything at once. You don't move on from one thing at 

a time to the next thing. There is no more history? it's all 

here. There isn’t asiy part of the past that ismft with us, 

thanks to electricity. But it’s not thanks to print, it’s not 

thanks to photography, it’s thanks to electricity. Speed, 

huge speed-up, means there’s no more past. Now, there 
is nO more history. Marshall McLuhan, Ideas, CBC Radio, 1969 
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Predicting The Present 
He never predicted the future, never tried to. That was one of the things that 

irritated people. He said, “No. There are a lot of people busy predicting the 

future. I’ll leave them to it, the futurologists and certain sociologists. That’s their 

job, to look at the future. Historians take care of the past. I’ll tackle the really 

tough one: the present. Let me see if I can predict the present.” Which is damn 

near impossible. So he spent his time trying to “predict” the present, not the 

future. He often remarked that “the future is easy; it is anybody’s game. But 

looking at the present and predicting that-that’s difficult. That’s what I want to 

do.” Everything he said wasn’t a prediction of what would happen but of what 

was just happening at the time. 

But if you take those same techniques and turn them on the world and use 

them just as a means of finding out what is going on around you, then you’ve 

got McLuhan’s whole technique. He didn’t romanticize about the future or 

sentimentalize the past. He just worked on the present and found that a full¬ 

time occupation. Eric McLuhan 

A friend lias said the future of the future is the present, 

if you really are curious about the future, just study the 

present. Because what we ordinarily see in any present 

is really what appears in the rearview mirror. What we 

ordinarily think of as present is really the past. Modern 

suburbia lives in Bonanza land. It looks back nostalgi¬ 

cally and sentimentally to the frontier as a safe and, at 

the same time, admirable and desirable world. This habit 

of seeing back one stage when thinking that one is look¬ 

ing at the present is an age-old human habit. And it 

may be that we are the first to discover a means off over¬ 
coming the limitations off this habit. 
Marshall McLuhan, The Best of Ideas, CBC Radio, 1967 
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People never want to look at the present; people live in 

the rearview mirror because it's safer, they've been there 

before, they feel comfort. Anybody who looks at the 

present is a threat, a nuisance in the extremist degree. 

The present is an area that people have always avoided 

throughout human history —the utopias of mankind are 

all rearview-mirror images of the preceding age. 

Marshall McLuhan, The Seven O'Clock Show, CBC Television, 1967 



McLuhan promoting his work at a Montreal 

advertising luncheon, 1966. 

I can't think of a book that I've written, that I could have written, if 

not for McLuhan. Which is not to say that he approved of any of my books he 

might have read, or would approve of others that he never did read. But as far 

as I’m concerned, I have always felt that the question he asked that is his main 

contribution is embedded in every idea that formed a book for me —whether 

I was writing about media in Amusing Ourselves to Death, or writing about lan¬ 

guage in Crazy Talk, Stupid Talk, or writing about education in Teaching as a 

Subversive Activity. And the question is something like: Does the form of any 

medium of communication affect our social relations, our political ideas, or psy¬ 

chic habits, and, of course, as he always emphasized, our sensorium? Once 

you have a question like that you can look at almost any social institution and 

put that question at the center of it. And I think I’ve done that in every book 

I’ve written. The first book I wrote was for the National Council of Teachers of 

English and it was about television —it was called Television and the Teaching of 

English. And I know I couldn’t have written that book if I hadn’t known about 

McLuhan. My career as a writer and teacher and social critic has been depen¬ 

dent on McLuhan, what I call McLuhan’s question. Neil Postman 

Big Book 
McLuhan made a horrible mistake —he didn’t write the “big book.” He didn’t 

write the book that takes four or five years in which you test your ideas and you 

find out which ones are meaningless and which are valid. You sort the good 

ones from the bad ones and try and build a synthesis out of a career of think¬ 

ing. He didn’t write that book, so there’s nowhere that his admirers can tell 

people to go and say, Read that —that’s what McLuhan’s got to say to you. And 

so a century from now, it will be very hard for people to understand why we 

were excited about McLuhan. And I get the sense, even now, that a lot of feeling 

about McLuhan-gratitude to him, all knowledge of him —is oral. Robert Fuiford 
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There are different reasons for McLuhan’s revival. For 

the first time since television achieved domination of 

the culture in the fifties and sixties, there is a new 

wave of technological innovation that seems on the 

verge of radically remaking our world —a wave signi¬ 

fied by the Internet and virtual reality. Personal com¬ 

puters, first used largely as glorified typewriters, now 

seem capable of linking individuals into an electron¬ 

ic, instantaneous, global communication network. 

These developments have sharpened our belief 

that an old-fashioned, content-based approach is 

inadequate to understanding technology. A com¬ 

prehensive, effects-oriented approach —an attempt 

to grasp the whole pattern of change, including the 

innumerable and often ignored side effects of tech¬ 

nological development — seems much more fitting. 

McLuhan is the master of this approach. © 

Religious Age 
Many people simply resort instantly to the occult, to 

ESP, and every form of hidden awareness in answer to 

this new surround of electric consciousness. And so we 

live, in the vulgar sense, in an extremely religious age, 

and I think we are moving into an age that, in the popu¬ 

lar notion at least, is probably the most religious that 

has ever existed. We are already there. 

Marshall McLuhan, “Electric Consciousness and the Church," interview by Herbert Hoskins, The Listener. 1970 

One of the effects of living with electric information is 

that we live habitually in a state of information overload. 
There's always more than you can cope with, 
Marshall McLuhan, The Best of Ideas, CBC Radio, 1967 

The eighties will see a great swing from the military 

towards the temple bureaucracy, from the outer con¬ 

quest of space to the inner conquest of spirit. Holy wars 

will occur —an extreme example of hardware shifting to 
software and spiritual values. 

Marshall McLuhan, “Living at the Speed of Light," Maclean’s magazine, 1980 
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The electronic environment of information is an incubus. 

It settles upon the human sensorium like a fungus. It 
transforms every mode of our experience totally. This 

terrifies people. They prefer to forget. 
' * M 

Marshall McLuhan, The Seven O'Clock Show. CBC Television. 1967 



McLuhan’s revival has to do with the fact that the more 

profound consequences of broadcast technology, 

multiplied by cable and satellite transmission, can no 

longer be ignored. These consequences increasingly 

answer to McLuhan’s description of them. A new 

world of violent and unreflective tribalism, whether 

represented by Los Angeles street gangs or armies 

in Bosnia, has been traced directly to the decline of 

literacy and the ascendancy of television by such 

scholars as Barry Sanders, the American author of the 

1994 book A Is for Ox: Violence, Electronic Media, 

and the Silencing of the Written Word. Sanders’s 

book comes in the wake of other works by such noted 

scholars and critics as Neil Postman of New York 

University and Walter Ong of St. Louis University, sub¬ 

stantiating the McLuhan thesis about the effects of 

broadcast media. These scholars underline McLuhan’s 

notion, for example, that literacy—especially when 

amplified by print—is not simply a different way of 

absorbing information but a different way of relating 

to the world, to others, and to oneself. If electronic 

technology is indeed effacing centuries-old habits of 

literacy, then there is no better source for under¬ 

standing the meaning of this effacement than the work 

of McLuhan. © 

Today’s environment is fertile ground for discovering McLuhan. He 

loved the maelstrom, the whirling vortex. He used Edgar Allen Poe’s Maelstrom 

as a metaphor to describe the kind of media surround that constantly keeps us 

activated and mesmerized by change, and so I think he would be in love with 

this decade in terms of it giving him a constant repertoire of topics to discuss 

and to analyze. But whether from the standpoint of his deepest values he would 

love this time —probably not, because he would feel that certain traditional 

values are eroding. The use of TV commercials in the classroom, and the 

increasing commercialization of the academy and of parts of traditional learn¬ 

ing, and the erasure of open-minded independence —that he would have 

detested. He loved the individual, iconoclastic maverick’s mask that he wore. 

And so, yes, it would have been the best of times and, yes, it would have been 

the worst of times for McLuhan. And were he alive — although no one can put 

words in his mouth —he would be feasting on all the ground to critique but 

fasting from the stimulus of sensory overload, and especially from the artificial 

and increasingly synthetic world in which we live. Tom Cooper 

He’s not to everybody’s taste and he never will be. He did not make 

things easy for the reader. If the medium is the message, he said, the user is the 

content, and sometimes the user doesn’t work very hard. Now that’s a harsh 

thing to say, especially in our day and age when everything is supposed to be 

so reader-friendly. You’re not supposed to have to think or move a brain cell. 

This wasn’t McLuhan’s approach. His approach was, I’m going to give you these 

juxtapositions, I’m going to give you these erudite references. You’ve got to do 

some of the work to put it together, to test it out. He wasn’t giving you gospel; 

he was giving you some tools for thinking about what’s going on. It was up to 

you to apply them, as it’s up to us now that he’s gone to apply and keep testing 

some of what he was talking about. Liss Jeffrey 
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At what point is man going to recognize that this power 

of innovation may have to be restrained and that just as 

economically it may not be desirable to grow indefi¬ 

nitely, so that technologically it may not be necessary or 

desirable to innovate indefinitely? We're the first culture 

in the history of the world that ever regarded innovation 

as a friendly act. 
Marshall McLuhan, Marshall McLuhan with A. F. Knowles, York University Instructional Services Video, 1971 



Sensorium 
Today, in America, there is a revolutionary attitude 

expressed as much in our attire as in our patios and 

small cars. For a decade and more, women's dress and 

hairstyles have abandoned visual for iconic —or sculp¬ 

tural and tactual — stress. Like toreador pants and gaiter 

stockings, the beehive hairdo is also iconic and sensu¬ 

ously inclusive, rather than abstractly visual. In a word, 

the American woman for the first time presents herself 

as a person to be touched and handled, not just to be 

looked at. While the Russians are groping vaguely 

towards visual consumer values, North Americans are 

frolicking amidst newly discovered tactile, sculptural 

spaces in cars, clothes, and housing. For this reason, it 

is relatively easy for us now to recognize clothing as 

an extension of the skin. In the age of the bikini and of 

skin diving, we begin to understand the castle of our 

skin as a space and world of its own. Gone are the thrills 

of striptease. Nudity could be naughty excitement only 

for a visual culture that had divorced itself from the 

audile-tactile values of less-abstract societies. As late as 

1930, four-letter words made visual on the printed page 



seemed portentous. Words that most people used every 

hour of the day became as frantic as nudity when printed. 

Most four-letter words are heavy with tactile-involving 

stress. For this reason, they seem earthy and vigorous 

to visual man. So it is with nudity. To backward cultures 

still embedded in the full gamut of sense-life, not yet 

abstracted by literacy and industrial visual order, nudity 

is merely pathetic. The Kinsey Report on the sex life of 

the male expressed bafflement that peasants and back¬ 

ward peoples did not relish marital or boudoir nudity. 

Khrushchev did not enjoy the cancan dance provided for 

his entertainment in Hollywood. Naturally not. That sort 

of mime of sense involvement is meaningful only to long- 

literate societies. Backward peoples approach nudity, if 

at all, with the attitude we have come to expect from our 

painters and sculptors —the attitude made up of all the 

senses at once. To a person using the whole sensorium, 

nudity is the richest possible expression of structural 

form. But to the highly visual and lopsided sensibility of 

industrial societies, the sudden confrontation with tac¬ 

tile flesh is heady music, indeed. Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964 
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Pyromaniac 
Of The Imagination 
Around ’68 or so when he was beginning to get shat on a lot and he was also 

going a little crazy himself, he was playing around with a 16mm or 8mm 

camera, down on the floor shooting pictures of his cats and then investing 

those pictures with a lot of significance that a whole lot of people couldn’t quite 

perceive, which is what poets do. But I think this is an oversimplification of this 

particular poet. His poetry impacted on us, we loved it, but we said it was 

socio-economic cultural analysis. We tried to analyze it and it didn’t stand up. 

Then we got mad at him; we said he was full of baloney. We rejected him. Now 

we look back at him and say he just made us think of stuff we would never have 

thought of before. And I think the more that that thinking is invested in poetic 

appetite, the more people are going to be able to say he left us with a great 

legacy. In my eulogy at his funeral I said he was a pyromaniac of the imagina¬ 

tion starting prairie fires over our intellectual landscapes. Patrick Watson 

Heaven 
If I could speak to McLuhan in some heavenly situation, and I only had a minute 

to see him again, after I asked him how things are going, of course, I think I 

would tell him that what he did when he was here was extremely significant, 

that it opened up new pathways to thinking about media, and that there are 

thousands of young people now, in both the academic world, and in the com¬ 

munications industry, who think differently about what they’re doing because 

he lived. So I’d say, “Thanks Marshall, go back to heaven.’’ Neil Postman 
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in the electronic age oflrstantaneous communication, 

I believe that our survival, and at the very least our com¬ 

fort and happiness, is predicated on understanding the 

nature of our new environment, because unlike previous 

environmental changes, the electric media constitute a 

total and near instantaneous transformation of culture, 

values and attitudes. This upheaval generates great pain 

and identity loss, which can be ameliorated only through 

a consciousness of its dynamics. If we understand the 

revolutionary transformations caused by new media, we 

can anticipate and control them; but if we continue in our 

seif-induced subliminal trance, me will be their slaves. 

Marshall McLuhan, "Making Contact with Marshall McLuhan," interview by Louis Forsdale, 1974 
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