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13. [Introduction]

13. Two by McLuhan

Two Selections by Marshall McLuhan

The Galaxy Reconfigured
The Medium Is the Message

Marshall McLuhan’s writings on media introduced terms and concepts that are now quite popular,
and used in so many contexts that it can be difficult figure out exactly what they were once
supposed to mean. McLuhan’s exhortation that “the medium is the message” is still repeated, often
hollowly. The idea this phrase brought to the foreground in the 1960s—that media forms
themselves overwhelm the importance of their “content’—is now almost an unspoken (and
sometimes unexamined) assumption in today’s vision of the world and understanding of our media
ecology. Some of McLuhans other striking contributions are laid out in the following excerpts from
two of his most influential books. After describing how media extend human abilities and the
human body itself, McLuhan distinguished between hot and cold media, which assert themselves in
different ways and invite different sorts of engagement. McLuhan also argued that the culture was
moving (because of our media transition) back toward tribal configurations, as he explained in one
of two illustrated collaborations with Quentin Fiore: War and Peace in the Global Village—a book
whose title gave politicians and pundits another famous phrase.

McLuhan saw his 350-page The Gutenberg Galaxy, the concluding chapter of which is presented
here, as complementary with The Singer of Tales by Albert Bates Lord, a book that sought to describe
the practice of oral literature—namely, the Homeric epics. McLuhan's point was to describe how
typographic technology caused a shift in Western thought, as a starting point for understanding the
current shifts brought about by what he called “electric” or “new” media. The media considered in
Understanding Media, which appeared two years later, in 1964, include television and radio as well as
weapons and clothing—although the digital computer did not earn its own chapter.

Understanding Media brought denouncements from those in traditional academic disciplines.
Christopher Ricks, in a typical reply, wrote in McLuhan: Hot & Cool that “the style is a vicious fog,
through which loom stumbling metaphors,” and continued by bemoaning McLuhan's artistic taste
and his idea that advertisements have artistic merit (215-216). One of Hans Magnus Enzensberger’s
denunciations of McLuhan is found in (>18. Another harsh critic of Understanding Media — in 1967,
at least — was Jean Baudrillard ({)19). But Baudrillard began in the following decades to employ
some of McLuhan's terminology and ideas in his own critical writing,

In declaring that popular media should be studied, and on their own terms, McLuhan achieved
special fame to complement his popular infamy. Along with the ill-fated quiz show champion Charles
Van Doren (whom McLuhan defended as behaving appropriately, with regard to the television
medium), McLuhan was one of the first true celebrity academics. He was frequently discussed
outside the academy and made a cameo appearance in Woody Allen's Annie Hall

McLuhan appears on the masthead of Wired magazine as “patron saint,” but McLuhans irreverence
was seen more clearly in Wireds spunky and ironic kid brother, the first Web daily, Suck, which ran for
almost six years. Although McLuhanss style is not without precedent (his sometimes tentative
explorations really continue the original concept of the essay from Montaigne), they are among the
first modern academic writings to combine irreverence and serious thought overtly, as seen in
McLuhan’s intentional misquotation of Shakespeare in the second of the following selections.

McLuhan’s comments are not
always incisive. In Chapter
11 of Understanding Media,
“Number, Profile of the
Crowd,” he writes about
counting and the use of
numbers within language,
claiming, oddly enough, that
“The computer is strong on
contours, weak on digits.”

Lord’s book is also of
interest to electronic literary
creators; it is cited by Janet
Murray in Hamlet on the
Holodeck as describing a
form of interactive telling,
tailored to the audience,
which has implications for
the creation of interactive
works on the computer.

Stuart Moulthrop’s essay
(¢48) treats hypertext to a
McLuhanesque analysis.
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While McLuhan’s theories can be applied to the computer in its manipulations of different media or in its appearance as a
new medium, the shift he described, from book-culture to a culture of electronic media, has certainly taken place already.
Looking at McLuhan'’s explorations, although they are directed at earlier types of “new media,” is sure to aid in understanding
our worlds further transitions from analog to digital media. Even if McLuhan's exhortations to ignore content completely are
not persuasive, it certainly makes sense at times to consider the medium on its own. Besides reminding us of the excitement of
transitional times and providing us with useful and powerful ideas for thinking about our media environment, McLuhan also
shows us, by example, another significant point: it's important to have fun and to explore new ways of thinking a bit, rather
than always asserting, arguing, and sifting the new into old categories—and it helps to not take yourself too seriously.

—NM

McLuhan’s influence remains strong in today’s media writing, among enthusiasts of new media and those who are less ebullient about its
prospects. Neil Postman, for instance, writes in Amusing Ourselves to Death, “this book is an inquiry into and lamentation about the most
significant American cultural fact of the second half of the twentieth century: the decline of the Age of Typography and the ascendancy of
the Age of Television. This change-over has dramatically and irreversibly shifted the content and meaning of public discourse, since two
media so vastly different cannot accommodate the same ideas. ... If all of this sounds suspiciously like Marshall McLuhan’s aphorism, the
medium is the message, I will not disavow the association ... he spoke in the tradition of Orwell and Huxley—that is, as a prophesier, and I
have remained steadfast to his teaching that the clearest way to see through a culture is to attend to its tools for conversation” (8).
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The Galaxy

Reconfigured
or the Plight of Mass Man in
an Individualist Society

Marshall McLuhan

The present volume has employed a mosaic pattern of
perception and observation up till now. William Blake can
provide the explanation and justification of this procedure.
Jerusalem, like so much of his other poetry, is concerned with

the changing patterns of human perception. Book II, chapter
34, of the poem contains the pervasive theme:

If Perceptive organs vary, Objects of Perception seem to
vary:
If the Perceptive Organs close, their Objects seem to
close also.
Determined as he was to explain the causes and effects of
psychic change, both personal and social, he arrived long ago
at the theme of The Gutenberg Galaxy:

The Seven Nations fled before him: they became what
they beheld.
Blake makes quite explicit that when sense ratios change, men
change. Sense ratios change when any one sense or bodily or
mental function is externalized in technological form:

The Spectre is the Reasoning Power in Man, & when
separated

From Imagination and closing itself as in steel in a Ratio
Of the Things of Memory, It thence frames Laws &
Moralities

To destroy Imagination, the Divine Body, by
Martyrdoms & Wars.'



Imagination is that ratio among the perceptions and
faculties which exists when they are not embedded or outered
in material technologies. When so outered, each sense and
faculty becomes a closed system. Prior to such outering there
is entire interplay among experiences. This interplay or
synesthesia is a kind of tactility such as Blake sought in the
bounding line of sculptural form and in engraving,

When the perverse ingenuity of man has outered some
part of his being in material technology, his entire sense ratio
is altered. He is then compelled to behold this fragment of
himself “closing itself as in steel.” In beholding this new thing,
man is compelled to become it. Such was the origin of lineal,
fragmented analysis with its remorseless power of
homogenization:

The Reasoning Spectre Stands

between the Vegetative Man &

his Immortal Imagination.?

Blakes diagnosis of the problem of his age was, like Pope's in
The Dunciad, a direct confrontation of the forces shaping
human perception. That he sought mythical form by which to
render his vision was both necessary and ineffectual. For myth
is the mode of simultaneous awareness of a complex group of
causes and effects. In an age of fragmented, lineal awareness,
such as produced and was in turn greatly exaggerated by
Gutenberg technology, mythological vision remains quite
opaque. The Romantic poets fell far short of Blakes mythical
or simultaneous vision. They were faithful to Newtons single
vision and perfected the picturesque outer landscape as a
means of isolating single states of the inner life?

It is instructive for the history of human sensibility to
note how the popular vogue of the Gothic romance in Blake’s
time later unfolded into a serious esthetic with Ruskin and
the French symbolists. This Gothic taste, trite and ridiculous
as it first appeared to serious people, was yet a confirmation
of Blake's diagnosis of the defects and needs of his age. It was
itself a pre-Raphael or pre-Gutenberg quest for a unified
mode of perception. In Modern Painters (vol. I1I, p. 91) Ruskin
states the matter in a way which entirely dissociates Gothic
medievalism from any historical concern about the Middle
Ages. He states the matter in a way that won him the serious
interest of Rimbaud and Proust:

A fine grotesque is the expression, in a moment, by a
series of symbols thrown together in bold and fearless
connection, of truths which it would have taken a long
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time to express in any verbal way, and of which the
connection is left for the beholder to work out for
himself; the gaps, left or overleaped by the haste of the
imagination, forming the grotesque character.

For Ruskin, Gothic appeared as an indispensable means of
breaking open the closed system of perception that Blake
spent his life describing and fighting. Ruskin proceeds (p. 96)
to explain Gothic grotesque as the best way of ending the
regime of Renaissance perspective and single vision or realism:
It is with a view (not the least important among many m

others bearing upon art) to the reopening of this great

field of human intelligence, long entirely closed, that I
am striving to introduce Gothic architecture into daily
domestic use; and to revive the art of illumination,
properly so called; not the art of miniature-painting in
books, or on vellum, which has ridiculously been
confused with it; but of making writing, simple writing,
beautiful to the eye, by investing it with the great chord
of perfect colour, blue, purple, scarlet, white, and gold,
and in that chord of colour, permitting the continual
play of the fancy of the writer in every species of
grotesque imagination, carefully excluding shadow; the
distinctive difference between illumination and painting
proper, being, that illumination admits no shadows, but
only gradations of pure colour.

The student of Rimbaud will find that it was while reading
this part of Ruskin that Rimbaud found his title for
[lluminations. The technique of vision in the llluminations or
“painted slides,” (as Rimbaud called them, in English, on his
title page) is exactly as Ruskin delineates the grotesque. But
even Joyce's Ulysses finds anticipatory designation in the
same context:

Hence it is an infinite good to mankind when there is
full acceptance of the grotesque, slightly sketched or
expressed; and, if field for such expression be frankly
granted, an enormous mass of intellectual power is
turned to everlasting use, which, in this present century
of ours, evaporates in street gibing or vain revelling; all
the good wit and satire expiring in daily talk, (like foam
on wine,) which in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries had a permitted and useful expression in the
arts of sculpture and illumination, like foam fixed into
chalcedony

Joyce, that is to say, also accepted the grotesque as a mode
of broken or syncopated manipulation to permit inclusive or
simultaneous perception of a total and diversified field. Such,
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indeed, is symbolism by definition—a collocation, a parataxis
of components representing insight by carefully established
ratios, but without a point of view or lineal connection or
sequential order.

Nothing, therefore, could be more remote from Joyce's
ratios than the aim of pictorial realism. Indeed, he uses such
realism and such Gutenberg technology as part of his
symbolism. For example, in the seventh or Aeolus episode of
Ulysses the technology of the newspaper is made the occasion
for introducing all of the nine hundred and more rhetorical
figures specified by Quintilian in his Institutes of Oratory. The
figures of classical rhetoric are archetypes or postures of
individual minds. Joyce by means of the modern press
translates them into archetypes or postures of collective
consciousness. He breaks open the closed system of classical
rhetoric at the same time that he cuts into the closed system
of newspaper somnambulism. Symbolism is a kind of witty
jazz, a consummation of Ruskin’s aspirations for the
grotesque that would have shocked him a good deal. But it
proved to be the only way out of “single vision and Newton's
sleep.”

Blake had the insights but not the technical resources for
rendering his vision. Paradoxically, it was not through the
book but through the development of the mass press,
especially the telegraph press, that poets found the artistic
keys to the world of simultaneity, or of modern myth. It was
in the format of the daily press that Rimbaud and Mallarmé
discovered the means of rendering the interplay of all the
functions of what Coleridge called the “esemplastic”
imagination.’ For the popular press offers no single vision,
no point of view, but a mosaic of the postures of the
collective consciousness, as Mallarmé proclaimed. Yet these
modes of collective or tribal consciousness proliferating in
the telegraphic (simultaneous) press, remain uncongenial
and opaque to the bookmen locked in “single vision and
Newton’s sleep.”

The principal ideas of the eighteenth century were so
crude as to seem risible to the wits of the time. The great
chain of Being was in its way as comical as the chains which
Rousseau proclaimed in his Social Contract. Equally
inadequate as an idea of order was the merely visual notion
of goodness as a plenum: “The best of all possible worlds” was
merely a quantitative idea of a bag crammed to the utmost
with goodies—an idea which lurked still in the nursery
world of R. L. Stevenson. (“The world is so full of a number
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of things.”) But in J. S. Millss Liberty the quantitative idea of
truth as an ideal container packed with every possible
opinion and point of view created mental anguish. For the
suppression of any possible aspect of truth, any valid angle,
might weaken the whole structure. In fact, the stress on the
abstract visual evoked as standards of truth the mere
matching of object with object. So unconscious were people
of this matching theory as being dominant, that when a Pope
or a Blake pointed out that truth is a ratio between the mind
and things, a ratio made by the shaping imagination, there
was nobody to note or comprehend. Mechanical matching,
not imaginative making, will rule in the arts and sciences, in
politics and education, until our own time.

Earlier, in presenting Pope’s prophetic vision of the return
of tribal or collective consciousness, the relation to Joyce's
Finnegans Wake had been indicated. Joyce had devised for
Western man individual pass-keys to the collective
consciousness, as he declared on the last page of the Wake.
He knew that he had solved the dilemma of Western
individual man faced with the collective or tribal
consequences of first his Gutenberg, and next his Marconi,
technologies. Pope had seen the tribal consciousness latent in
the new mass culture of the book-trade. Language and the
arts would cease to be prime agents of critical perception and
become mere packaging devices for releasing a spate of verbal
commodities. Blake and the Romantics and the Victorians
alike became obsessed with the actualization of Pope’s vision
in the new organization of an industrial economy embedded
in a self-regulating system of land, labour, and capital. The
Newtonian laws of mechanics, latent in Gutenberg
typography, were translated by Adam Smith to govern the
laws of production and consumption. In accordance with
Pope’s prediction of automatic trance or “robo-centrism,”
Smith declared that the mechanical laws of the economy
applied equally to the things of the mind: “In opulent and
commercial societies to think or to reason comes to be, like
every other employment, a particular business, which is
carried on by a very few people, who furnish the public with
all the thought and reason possessed by the vast multitudes
that labour.™

Adam Smith is always faithful to the fixed visual point of
view and its consequent separation of faculties and
functions. But in this passage Smith does seem to sense that
the new role of the intellectual is to tap the collective
consciousness of ‘the vast multitudes that labour.” That is to
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say, the intellectual is no longer to direct individual
perception and judgment but to explore and to communicate
the massive unconsciousness of collective man. The
intellectual is newly cast in the role of a primitive seer, vates,
or hero incongruously peddling his discoveries in a
commercial market. If Adam Smith was reluctant to push his
view to this point of the transcendental imagination, Blake
and the Romantics felt no qualms but turned literature over
to the transcendental arm. Henceforth, literature will be at
war with itself and with the social mechanics of conscious
goals and motivations. For the matter of literary vision will
be collective and mythic, while the forms of literary
expression and communication will be individualist,
segmental, and mechanical. The vision will be tribal and
collective, the expression private and marketable. This
dilemma continues to the present to rend the individual
Western consciousness. Western man knows that his values
and modalities are the product of literacy. Yet the very means
of extending those values, technologically, seem to deny and
reverse them. Whereas Pope fully faced up to this dilemma in
The Dunciad, Blake and the Romantics tended to devote
themselves to one side of it, the mythic and collective. J. S.
Mill, Matthew Arnold, and a great many others devoted
themselves to the other side of the dilemma, the problem of
individual culture and liberty in an age of mass-culture. But
neither side has its meaning alone, nor can the causes of the
dilemma be found anywhere but in the total galaxy of events
that constitute literacy and Gutenberg technology. Our
liberation from the dilemma may, as Joyce felt, come from
the new electric technology, with its profound organic
character. For the electric puts the mythic or collective
dimension of human experience fully into the conscious
wake-a-day world. Such is the meaning of the title Finnegans
Wake. While the old Finn cycles had been tribally entranced
in the collective night of the unconscious, the new Finn cycle
of totally interdependent man must be lived in the daylight
of consciousness.

At this point, The Great Transformation by Karl Polanyi, on
“the political and economic origins of our time,” assumes
complete relevance in the mosaic of The Gutenberg Galaxy.
Polanyi is concerned with the stages by which the
Newtonian mechanics invaded and transformed society in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, only to encounter a
reverse dynamic from within. His analysis of how prior to
the eighteenth century “the economic system was absorbed
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in the social system” is exactly parallel to the situation of
literature and the arts up till that time. This was true till the
time of Dryden, Pope, and Swift, who lived to detect the
great transformation. Polanyi enables us (p. 68) to face the
familiar Gutenberg principle of practical advance and utility
by separation of forms and functions:

As arule, the economic system was absorbed in the

social system, and whatever principle of behavior

predominated in the economy, the presence of the

market pattern was found to be compatible with it. The

principle of barter or exchange, which underlies this
pattern, revealed no tendency to expand at the expense
of the rest. Where markets were most highly developed,
as under the mercantile system, they throve under the
control of a centralized administration which fostered
autarchy both in the households of the peasantry and in
respect to national life. Regulation and markets, in effect,
grew up together. The self-regulating market was
unknown; indeed the emergence of the idea of self-
regulation was a complete reversal of the trend of
development.

The principle of self-regulation repeating by reverberation
from the Newtonian sphere swiftly entered all the social
spheres. It is the principle that Pope mocked in “whatever is
is right” and that Swift ridiculed in “the mechanickal
operation of the Spirit.” It derives from a merely vision image
of an uninterrupted chain of Being or a visual plenum of the
good as “the best of all possible worlds.” Granted the merely
visual assumptions of lineal continuity or of sequential
dependence, the principle of non-interference in the natural
order becomes the paradoxical conclusion of applied
knowledge.

Through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the
transformation of mechanization of crafts by the
application of visual method had proceeded slowly. But it was
a procedure of maximal interference with existing non-
visual modes. By the eighteenth century the process of
applied knowledge had reached such a momentum that it
became accepted as a natural process which must not be
impeded save at the peril of greater evil: “all partial evil
universal good.” Polanyi notes (p. 69) this automation of
consciousness as follows:

A further group of assumptions follows in respect to the
state and its policy. Nothing must be allowed to inhibit

the formation of markets, nor must incomes be
permitted to be formed otherwise than through sales.
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Neither must there be any interference with the
adjustment of prices to changed market conditions—
whether the prices are those of goods, labor, land, or
money. Hence there must not only be markets for all
elements of industry, but no measure of policy must be
countenanced that would influence the action of these
markets. Neither price, nor supply, nor demand must be
fixed or regulated; only such policies and measures are in
order which help to ensure the self-regulation of the
market by creating conditions which make the market
the only organizing power in the economic sphere.

The assumptions latent in typographic segmentation, and
in applied knowledge by the method of fragmenting of crafts
and the specializing of social tasks, these assumptions were
the most acceptable in the degree that typography enlarged
its markets. The same assumptions presided over the
formation of Newtonian space and time and mechanics. So
literature, industry, and economics were easily
accommodated within the Newtonian sphere. Those who
questioned these assumptions were simply denying the facts
of science. Now that Newton is no longer synonymous with
science, we can meditate on the dilemmas of the self-
regulating economy and the hedonistic calculus with light
hearts and clear heads. But eighteenth century man was
locked into a closed visual system that had enveloped him he
knew not how. So he proceeded, robo-centred, to carry out
the behests of the new vision.

However, in 1709 Bishop Berkeley had published A New
Theory of Vision, which revealed the lop-sided assumptions
of Newtonian optics. Blake, at least, had understood the
Berkeleyan critique and had restored tactility to its prime
role as agent of unified perception. Today artists and
scientists alike concur in praising Berkeley. But his wisdom
was lost on his age that was wrapped in “single vision and
Newtonss sleep.” The hypnotized patient carried out the
behests of the abstract visual control. Polanyi observes
(p. 71):

A self-regulating market demands nothing less than the
institutional separation of society into an economic and
political sphere. Such a dichotomy is, in effect, merely the
restatement, from the point of view of society as a
whole, of the existence of a self-regulating market. It
might be argued that the separateness of the two
spheres obtains in every type of society at all times. Such
an inference, however, would be based on a fallacy. True,
no society can exist without a system of some kind
which ensures order in the production and distribution
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of goods. But that does not imply the existence of
separate economic institutions; normally, the economic
order is merely a function of the social, in which it is
contained. Neither under tribal, nor feudal, nor
mercantile conditions was there, as we have shown, a
separate economic system in society. Nineteenth century
society, in which economic activity was isolated and
imputed to a distinctive economic motive, was, indeed, a
singular departure.

Such an institutional pattern could not function unless
society was somehow subordinated to its requirements.
A market economy can exist only in a market society. We
reached this conclusion on general grounds in our
analysis of the market pattern. We can now specify the
reasons for this assertion. A market economy must
comprise all elements of industry, including labor, land,
and money. (In a market economy the last also is an
essential element of industrial life and its inclusion in
the market mechanism has, as we will see, far-reaching
institutional consequences.) But labor and land are no
other than the human beings themselves of which every
society consists and the natural surroundings in which it
exists. To include them in the market mechanism means
to subordinate the substance of society itself to the laws
of the market.

A market economy “can exist only in a market society.” But
to exist, a market society requires centuries of
transformation by Gutenberg technology; hence, the
absurdity in the present time of trying to institute market
economies in countries like Russia or Hungary, where feudal
conditions obtained until the twentieth century. It is possible
to set up modern production in such areas, but to create a
market economy that can handle what comes off the
assembly lines presupposes a long period of psychic
transformation, which is to say, a period of altering
perception and sense ratios.

When a society is enclosed within a particular fixed sense
ratio, it is quite unable to envisage another state of affairs.
Thus, the advent of nationalism was quite unforeseen in the
Renaissance, although its causes arrived earlier. The
Industrial Revolution was well on the way in 1795, yet, as
Polanyi points out (p. 89):

. the generation of Speenhamland was unconscious
of what was on its way. On the eve of the greatest
industrial revolution in history, no signs and portents
were forthcoming, Capitalism arrived unannounced. No
one had forecast the development of a machine



industry; it came as a complete surprise. For some time
England had been actually expecting a permanent
recession of foreign trade when the dam burst, and the
old world was swept away in one indomitable surge
towards a planetary economy.

That every generation poised on the edge of massive
change should later seem oblivious of the issues and the
imminent event would seem to be natural enough. But it is
necessary to understand the power and thrust of
technologies to isolate the senses and thus to hypnotize
society. The formula for hypnosis is “one sense at a time.”
And new technology possesses the power to hypnotize
because it isolates the senses. Then, as Blake’s formula has it:
“They became what they beheld.” Every new technology thus
diminishes sense interplay and consciousness, precisely in
the new area of novelty where a kind of identification of
viewer and object occurs. This somnambulist conforming of
beholder to the new form or structure renders those most
deeply immersed in a revolution the least aware of its
dynamic. What Polanyi observes about the insentience of
those involved in the expediting of the new machine
industry is typical of all the local and contemporary attitudes
to revolution. It is felt, at those times, that the future will be
alarger or greatly improved version of the immediate past.
Just before revolutions the image of the immediate past is
stark and firm, perhaps because it is the only area of sense
interplay free from obsessional identification with new
technological form.

No more extreme instance of this delusion could be
mentioned than our present image of TV as a current
variation on the mechanical, movie pattern of processing
experience by repetition. A few decades hence it will be easy
to describe the revolution in human perception and
motivation that resulted from beholding the new mosaic
mesh of the TV image. Today it is futile to discuss it at all.

Looking back to the revolution in literary forms in the
later eighteenth century, Raymond Williams writes in Culture
and Society, 1780-1850 (p. 42) that “changes in convention
only occur when there are radical changes in the general
structure of feeling” Again, “while in one sense the market
was specializing the artist, artists themselves were seeking to
generalize their skills into the common property of
imaginative truth.” (p. 43) This can be seen in the Romantics
who, discovering their inability to talk to conscious men,
began by myth and symbol to address the unconscious levels
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of dream life. The imaginative reunion with tribal man was
scarcely a voluntary strategy of culture.

One of the most radical of new literary conventions of the
market society of the eighteenth century was the novel. It
had been preceded by the discovery of “equitone prose.”
Addison and Steele, as much as anybody else, had devised
this novelty of maintaining a single consistent tone to the
reader. It was the auditory equivalent of the mechanically
fixed view in vision. Mysteriously, it is this break-through
into equitone prose which suddenly enabled the mere author

to become a “man of letters.” He could abandon his patron
and approach the large homogenized public of a market
society in a consistent and complacent role. So that with
both sight and sound given homogeneous treatment, the
writer was able to approach the mass public. What he had to
offer the public was equally a homogenized body of common
experience such as the movie finally took over from the
novel. Dr. Johnson devoted his Rambler no. 4 (March 31,
1750) to this theme:

The works of fiction, with which the present generation
seems more particularly delighted, are such as exhibit life
in its true state, diversified only by accidents that daily
happen in the world, and influenced by passions and
qualities which are really to be found in conversing with
mankind.

Johnson shrewdly notes the consequences of this new
form of social realism, indicating its basic deviation from the
forms of book learning:

The task of our present writers is very different; it
requires, together with that learning which is to be
gained from books, that experience which can never be
attained by solitary diligence, but must arise from
general converse and accurate observation of the living
world. Their performances have, as Horace expresses it,
plus oneris quantum veniae minus, little indulgence,
and therefore more difficulty. They are engaged in
portraits of which every one knows the original, and
can detect any deviation from exactness of resemblance.
Other writings are safe, except from the malice of
learning, but these are in danger from every common
reader; as the slipper ill executed was censured by a
shoemaker who happened to stop in his way at the
Venus of Apelles.

Johnson continues in this vein, pointing out further
rivalries between the new novel and the older modes of book
learning;
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In the romances formerly written, every transaction
and sentiment was so remote from all that passes
among men, that the reader was in very little danger of
making any applications to himself; the virtues and
crimes were equally beyond his sphere of activity; and he
amused himself with heroes and with traitors, deliverers
and persecutors, as with beings of another species,
whose actions were regulated upon motives of their
own, and who had neither faults nor excellencies in
common with himself.

But when an adventurer is levelled with the rest of the
world, and acts in such scenes of the universal drama, as
may be the lot of any other man; young spectators fix
their eyes upon him with closer attention, and hope, by
observing his behaviour and success, to regulate their
own practices, when they shall be engaged in the like
part.

For this reason these familiar histories may perhaps be
made of greater use than the solemnities of professed
morality, and convey the knowledge of vice and virtue
with more efficacy than axioms and definitions.

Quite parallel with this extension of the book page into
the form of a talking picture of ordinary life, was what Leo
Lowenthal mentions in Popular Culture and Society (p. 75) as
“the crucial shift from Patron to Public,” citing the testimony
of Oliver Goldsmith's 1759 Enquiry into the Present State of
Polite Learning in Europe:

At present the few poets of England no longer depend
on the Great for subsistence, they have now no other
patrons but the public, and the public, collectively
considered, is a good and generous master. . .. A writer of
real merit now may easily be rich if his heart be set only
on fortune: and for those who have no merit, it is but fit
that such should remain in merited obscurity.

Leo Lowenthals new study of popular literary culture is not
only concerned with the eighteenth century and after, but
studies the dilemmas of diversion v. salvation through art
from Montaigne and Pascal to modern magazine iconology. In
pointing out how Goldsmith made a great change in criticism
by shifting attention to the experience of the reader,
Lowenthal has broken rich new ground (pp. 107-8):

But perhaps the most far-reaching change which took
place in the concept of the critic was that a two-way
function was premised for him. Not only was he to
reveal the beauties of literary works to the general public
by means of which, in Goldsmith's terms, “even the
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philosopher may acquire popular applause”; he must also
interpret the public back to the writer. In brief, the critic
not only “teaches the vulgar on what part of a character
to lay the emphasis of praise,” he must also show “the
scholar where to point his application so as to deserve
it Goldsmith believed that the absence of such critical
mediators explained why wealth rather than true
literary fame was the goal of so many writers. The result,
he feared, might be that nothing would be remembered
of the literary works of his time.

We have observed that Goldsmith, in his endeavor to
come to grips with the dilemma of the writer,
represented a variety of sometimes conflicting views. We
have seen, however, that it was likely to be Goldsmith in
his optimistic rather than in his pessimistic vein who set
the tone for what was to come. So, too, his view of the
“ideal” critic, of his function as one of mediation
between the audience and the writer, was to prevail.
Critics, writers, and philosophers—Johnson, Burke,
Hume, Reynolds, Kames, and the Whartons—all
adopted Goldsmith's premise as they began to analyze
the experience of the reader.

As the market society defined itself, literature moved into
the role of consumer commodity. The public became patron.
Art reversed its role from guide for perception into
convenient amenity or package. But the producer or artist
was compelled, as never before, to study the effect of his art.
This in turn revealed to human attention new dimensions of
the function of art. As manipulators of the mass market
tyrannized over the artist, the artist in isolation achieved
new clairvoyance concerning the crucial role of design and of
art as a means to human order and fulfilment. Art has
become as total in its mandate for human order as the mass
markets that created the plateau from which all can now
share the awareness of new scope and potential for everyday
beauty and order in all aspects of life at once. Retrospectively,
it may well prove necessary to concede to the period of mass
marketing the creation of the means of a world order in
beauty as much as in commodities.

It is quite easy to establish the fact that the same means
that served to create the world of consumer abundance by
mass production served also to put the highest levels of
artistic production on a more assured and consciously
controlled basis. And, as usual, when some previously opaque
area becomes translucent, it is because we have moved into
another phase from which we can contemplate the contours
of the preceding situation with ease and clarity. It is this fact



that makes it feasible to write The Gutenberg Galaxy at all. As
we experience the new electronic and organic age with ever
stronger indications of its main outlines, the preceding
mechanical age becomes quite intelligible. Now that the
assembly line recedes before the new patterns of
information, synchronized by electric tape, the miracles of
mass-production assume entire intelligibility. But the
novelties of automation, creating workless and propertyless
communities, envelop us in new uncertainties.

A most luminous passage of A. N. Whitehead’s classic
Science and the Modern World (p. 141) is one that was
discussed previously in another connection.

The greatest invention of the nineteenth century was
the invention of the method of invention. A new
method entered into life. In order to understand our
epoch, we can neglect all the details of change, such as
railways, telegraphs, radios, spinning machines, synthetic
dyes. We must concentrate on the method in itself; that
is the real novelty, which has broken up the foundations
of the old civilisation. The prophecy of Francis Bacon
has now been fulfilled; and man, who at times dreamt of
himself as a little lower than the angels, has submitted to
become the servant and the minister of nature. It still
remains to be seen whether the same actor can play
both parts.

Whitehead is right in insisting that “we must concentrate
on the method itself.” It was the Gutenberg method of
homogeneous segmentation, for which centuries of
phonetic literacy had prepared the psychological ground,
that evoked the traits of the modern world. The numerous
galaxy of events and products of that method of
mechanization of handicrafts, are merely incidental to the
method itself. It is the method of the fixed or specialist
point of view that insists on repetition as the criterion of
truth and practicality. Today our science and method strive
not towards a point of view but to discover how not to have
a point of view, the method not of closure and perspective
but of the open “field” and the suspended judgment. Such is
now the only viable method under electric conditions of
simultaneous information movement and total human
interdependence.

Whitehead does not elaborate on the great nineteenth
century discovery of the method of invention. But it is, quite
simply, the technique of beginning at the end of any
operation whatever, and of working backwards from that
point to the beginning, It is the method inherent in the

Gutenberg technique of homogeneous segmentation, but not
until the nineteenth century was the method extended from
production to consumption. Planned production means that
the total process must be worked out in exact stages,
backwards, like a detective story. In the first great age of mass
production of commodities, and of literature as a commodity
for the market, it became necessary to study the consumer’s
experience. In a word it became necessary to examine the
effect of art and literature before producing anything at all.
This is the literal entrance to the world of myth.

It was Edgar Allan Poe who first worked out the rationale
of this ultimate awareness of the poetic process and who saw
that instead of directing the work to the reader, it was
necessary to incorporate the reader in the work. Such was his
plan in “the philosophy of composition.” And Baudelaire and
Valéry, at least, recognized in Poe a man of the Leonardo da
Vindi stature. Poe saw plainly that the anticipation of effect
was the only way to achieve organic control for the creative
process. T. S. Eliot, like Baudelaire and Valéry, gives his entire
sanction to Poe's discovery. In a celebrated passage of his
essay on Hamlet,” he writes:

The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art
is by finding an “objective correlative”; in other words, a
set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall
be the formula of that particular emotion; such that
when the external facts, which must terminate in
sensory experience, are given, the emotion is
immediately evoked. If you examine any of Shakespeare's
more successful tragedies, you will find this exact
equivalence; you will find that the state of mind of Lady
Macbeth walking in her sleep has been communicated to
you by a skilful accumulation of imagined sensory
impressions; the words of Macbeth on hearing of his
wife's death strike us as if, given the sequence of events,
these words were automatically released by the last
event in the series.

Poe set this method to work in many of his poems and
stories. But it is most obvious in his invention of the
detective story in which Dupin, his sleuth, is an artist-esthete
who solves crimes by a method of artistic perception. Not
only is the detective story the great popular instance of
working backwards from effect to cause, it is also the form in
which the reader is deeply involved as co-author. Such is also
the case in symbolist poetry whose completion of effect from
moment to moment requires the reader to participate in the
poetic process itself.

13. Two by McLuhan
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It is a characteristic chiasmus that waits upon the utmost
development of any process that the last phase shall show
characteristics opposite to the early phases. A typical
example of massive psychic chiasmus or reversal occurred
when Western man fought the harder for individuality as he
surrendered the idea of unique personal existence. The
nineteenth century artists made a mass-surrender of that
unique selfhood, that had been taken for granted in the
eighteenth century, as the new mass pressures made the
burdens of selfhood too heavy. Just as Mill fought for
individuality even though he had given up the self, the poets
and artists moved towards the idea of impersonal process in
art production in proportion as they berated the new masses
for impersonal process in the consumption of art products. A
similar and related reversal or chiasmus occurred when the
consumer of popular art was invited by new art forms to
become participant in the art process itself.

This was the moment of transcendence of the Gutenberg
technology. The centuries-old separation of senses and
functions ended in a quite unexpected unity.

The reversal by which the presence of the new markets
and the new masses encouraged the artist to surrender the
unique self might have seemed a final consummation for art
and technology alike. It was a surrender made almost
inevitable when the symbolists began to work backwards
from effect to cause in the shaping of the art product. Yet it
was just at this extreme moment that a new reversal
occurred. The art process had no sooner approached the
rigorous, impersonal rationale of the industrial process, in
the period from Poe to Valéry, than the assembly line of
symbolist art was transformed into the new “stream of
consciousness” mode of presentation. And the stream of
consciousness is an open ‘field” perception that reverses all
aspects of the nineteenth century discovery of the assembly-
line or of the “technique” of invention. As G. H. Bantock
writes of it:

in a world of increasing socialization, standardization,
and uniformity, the aim was to stress uniqueness, the
purely personal in experience; in one of “mechanical”
rationality, to assert other modes through which human
beings can express themselves, to see life as a series of
emotional intensities involving a logic different from
that of the rational world and capturable only in
dissociated images or stream of consciousness musings.*
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Thus the technique of the suspended judgment, the great
discovery of the twentieth century in art and physics alike, is
a recoil and transformation of the impersonal assembly-line
of nineteenth century art and science. And to speak of the
stream of consciousness as unlike the rational world is
merely to insist upon visual sequence as the rational norm,
handing art over to the unconscious quite gratuitously. For
what is meant by the irrational and the non-logical in much
modern discussion is merely the rediscovery of the ordinary
transactions between the self and the world, or between
subject and object. Such transactions had seemed to end with
the effects of phonetic literacy in the Greek world. Literacy
had made of the enlightened individual a closed system, and
set up a gap between appearance and reality which ended
with such discoveries as the stream of consciousness.

As Joyce expressed it in the Wake, “My consumers are they
not my producers?” Consistently, the twentieth century has
worked to free itself from the conditions of passivity, which
is to say, from the Gutenberg heritage itself. And this
dramatic struggle of unlike modes of human insight and
outlook has resulted in the greatest of all human ages,
whether in the arts or in the sciences. We are living in a
period richer and more terrible than the “Shakespearean
Moment” so well described by Patrick Cruttwell in his book
of the same title. But it has been the business of The
Gutenberg Galaxy to examine only the mechanical technology
emergent from our alphabet and the printing press. What
will be the new configurations of mechanisms and of literacy
as these older forms of perception and judgment are
interpenetrated by the new electric age? The new electric
galaxy of events has already moved deeply into the
Gutenberg galaxy. Even without collision, such co-existence
of technologies and awareness brings trauma and tension to
every living person. Our most ordinary and conventional
attitudes seem suddenly twisted into gargoyles and
grotesques. Familiar institutions and associations seem at
times menacing and malignant. These multiple
transformations, which are the normal consequence of
introducing new media into any society whatever, need
special study and will be the subject of another volume on
Understanding Media in the world of our time.



The Medium Is the
Message

Marshall McLuhan

In a culture like ours, long accustomed to splitting and
dividing all things as a means of control, it is sometimes a bit
of a shock to be reminded that, in operational and practical
fact, the medium is the message. This is merely to say that
the personal and social consequences of any medium—that
is, of any extension of ourselves—result from the new scale
that is introduced into our affairs by each extension of
ourselves, or by any new technology. Thus, with automation,
for example, the new patterns of human association tend to
eliminate jobs, it is true. That is the negative result. Positively,
automation creates roles for people, which is to say depth of
involvement in their work and human association that our
preceding mechanical technology had destroyed. Many
people would be disposed to say that it was not the machine,
but what one did with the machine, that was its meaning or
message. In terms of the ways in which the machine altered
our relations to one another and to ourselves, it mattered not
in the least whether it turned out cornflakes or Cadillacs.
The restructuring of human work and association was
shaped by the technique of fragmentation that is the essence
of machine technology. The essence of automation
technology is the opposite. It is integral and decentralist in
depth, just as the machine was fragmentary, centralist, and
superficial in its patterning of human relationships.

The instance of the electric light may prove illuminating in
this connection. The electric light is pure information. Itis a
medium without a message, as it were, unless it is used to
spell out some verbal ad or 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.” An abstract painting
represents direct manifestation of creative thought processes
as they might appear in computer designs. What we are
considering here, however, are the psychic and social
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consequences of the designs or patterns as they amplify or
accelerate existing processes. For the “message” of any
medium or technology is the change of scale or pace or
pattern that it introduces into human affairs. The railway did
not introduce movement or transportation or wheel or road
into human society, but it accelerated and enlarged the scale
of previous human functions, creating totally new kinds of
cities and new kinds of work and leisure. This happened
whether the railway functioned in a tropical or a northern
environment, and is quite independent of the freight or

content of the railway medium. The airplane, on the other
hand, by accelerating the rate of transportation, tends to
dissolve the railway form of city, politics, and association,
quite independently of what the airplane is used for.

Let us return to the electric light. Whether the light is
being used for brain surgery or night baseball is a matter of
indifference. It could be argued that these activities are in
some way the “content” of the electric light, since they could
not exist without the electric light. This fact merely
underlines the point that “the medium is the message”
because it is the medium that shapes and controls the scale
and form of human association and action. The content or
uses of such media are as diverse as they are ineffectual in
shaping the form of human association. 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 A T&T, it is in the business
of moving information.

The electric light escapes attention as a communication
medium just because it has no “content.” And this makes it
an invaluable instance of how people fail to study media at
all. For it is not till the electric light is used to spell out some
brand name that it is noticed as a medium. Then it is not the
light but the “content” (or what is really another medium)
that is noticed. The message of the electric light is like the
message of electric power in industry, totally radical,
pervasive, and decentralized. For electric light and power are
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separate from their uses, yet they eliminate time and space
factors in human association exactly as do radio, telegraph,
telephone, and TV, creating involvement in depth.

A fairly complete handbook for studying the extensions of
man could be made up from selections from Shakespeare.
Some might quibble about whether or not he was referring
to TV in these familiar lines from Romeo and Juliet:

But soft! what light through yonder window breaks?
It speaks, and yet says nothing

In Othello, which, as much as King Lear; is concerned with
the torment of people transformed by illusions, there are
these lines that bespeak Shakespeares intuition of the
transforming powers of new media:

Is there not charms

By which the property of youth and maidhood
May be abusd? Have you not read Roderigo,
Of some such thing?

In Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida, which is almost
completely devoted to both a psychic and social study of
communication, Shakespeare states his awareness that true
social and political navigation depend upon anticipating the
consequences of innovation:

The providence thats in a watchful state

Knows almost every grain of Plutus’ gold,

Finds bottom in the uncomprehensive deeps,
Keeps place with thought, and almost like the gods
Does thoughts unveil in their dumb cradles.

The increasing awareness of the action of media, quite
independently of their “content” or programming, was
indicated in the annoyed and anonymous stanza:

In modern thought, (if not in fact)
Nothing is that doesn't act,

So that is reckoned wisdom which
Describes the scratch but not the itch.

The same kind of total, configurational awareness that
reveals why the medium is socially the message has occurred
in the most recent and radical medical theories. In his Stress
of Life, Hans Selye tells of the dismay of a research colleague
on hearing of Selye’s theory:

When he saw me thus launched on yet another
enraptured description of what I had observed in
animals treated with this or that impure, toxic

material, he looked at me with desperately sad eyes and
said in obvious despair: “But Selye, try to realize what
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you are doing before it is too late! You have now
decided to spend your entire life studying the
pharmacology of dirt!”

(Hans Selye, The Stress of Life)

As Selye deals with the total environmental situation in
his “stress” theory of disease, so the latest approach to media
study considers not only the “content” but the medium and
the cultural matrix within which the particular medium
operates. The older unawareness of the psychic and social
effects of media can be illustrated from almost any of the
conventional pronouncements.

In accepting an honorary degree from the University of
Notre Dame a few years ago, General David Sarnoff made
this statement: “We are too prone to make technological
instruments the scapegoats for the sins of those who wield
them. The products of modern science are not in themselves
good or bad; it is the way they are used that determines their
value.” That is the voice of the current somnambulism.
Suppose we were to say, ‘Apple pie is in itself neither good
nor bad; it is the way it is used that determines its value.” Or,
“The smallpox virus is in itself neither good nor bad; it is the
way it is used that determines its value.” Again, ‘Firearms are
in themselves neither good nor bad; it is the way they are
used that determines their value.” That is, if the slugs reach
the right people firearms are good. If the TV tube fires the
right ammunition at the right people it is good. I am not
being perverse. There is simply nothing in the Sarnoff
statement that will bear scrutiny, for it ignores the nature of
the medium, of any and all media, in the true Narcissus style
of one hypnotized by the amputation and extension of his
own being in a new technical form. General Sarnoff went on
to explain his attitude to the technology of print, saying that
it was true that print caused much trash to circulate, but it
had also disseminated the Bible and the thoughts of seers
and philosophers. It has never occurred to General Sarnoff
that any technology could do anything but add itself on to
what we already are.

Such economists as Robert Theobald, W. W. Rostow, and
John Kenneth Galbraith have been explaining for years how
it is that “classical economics” cannot explain change or
growth. And the paradox of mechanization is that although
it is itself the cause of maximal growth and change, the
principle of mechanization excludes the very possibility of
growth or the understanding of change. For mechanization is
achieved by fragmentation of any process and by putting the



fragmented parts in a series. Yet, as David Hume showed in
the eighteenth century, there is no principle of causality in a
mere sequence. That one thing follows another accounts for
nothing Nothing follows from following, except change. So
the greatest of all reversals occurred with electricity, that
ended sequence by making things instant. With instant
speed the causes of things began to emerge to awareness
again, as they had not done with things in sequence and in
concatenation accordingly. Instead of asking which came
first, the chicken or the egg, it suddenly seemed that a
chicken was an eggs idea for getting more eggs.

Just before an airplane breaks the sound barrier, sound
waves become visible on the wings of the plane. The sudden
visibility of sound just as sound ends is an apt instance of
that great pattern of being that reveals new and opposite
forms just as the earlier forms reach their peak performance.
Mechanization was never so vividly fragmented or sequential
as in the birth of the movies, the moment that translated us
beyond mechanism into the world of growth and organic
interrelation. The movie, by sheer speeding up the
mechanical, carried us from the world of sequence and
connections into the world of creative configuration and
structure. The message of the movie medium is that of
transition from lineal connections to configurations. It is the
transition that produced the now quite correct observation:
“If it works, it's obsolete.” When electric speed further takes
over from mechanical movie sequences, then the lines of
force in structures and in media become loud and clear. We
return to the inclusive form of the icon.

To a highly literate and mechanized culture the movie
appeared as a world of triumphant illusions and dreams that
money could buy. It was at this moment of the movie that
cubism occurred, and it has been described by E. H.
Gombrich (Art and Illusion) as “the most radical attempt to
stamp out ambiguity and to enforce one reading of the
picture—that of a man-made construction, a colored canvas.’
For cubism substitutes all facets of an object simultaneously
for the “point of view” or facet of perspective illusion. Instead
of the specialized illusion of the third dimension on canvas,
cubism sets up an interplay of planes and contradiction or
dramatic conflict of patterns, lights, textures that “drives
home the message” by involvement. This is held by many to
be an exercise in painting, not in illusion.

In other words, cubism, by giving the inside and outside,
the top, bottom, back, and front and the rest, in two
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dimensions, drops the illusion of perspective in favor of
instant sensory awareness of the whole. Cubism, by seizing
on instant total awareness, suddenly announced that the
medium is the message. Is it not evident that the moment that
sequence yields to the simultaneous, one is in the world of
the structure and of configuration? Is that not what has
happened in physics as in painting, poetry, and in
communication? Specialized segments of attention have
shifted to total field, and we can now say, “The medium is the
message” quite naturally. Before the electric speed and total

field, it was not obvious that the medium is the message. The
message, it seemed, was the “content,” as people used to ask
what a painting was about. Yet they never thought to ask
what a melody was about, nor what a house or a dress was
about. In such matters, people retained some sense of the
whole pattern, of form and function as a unity. But in the
electric age this integral idea of structure and configuration
has become so prevalent that educational theory has taken
up the matter. Instead of working with specialized
‘problems” in arithmetic, the structural approach now
follows the linea of force in the field of number and has small
children meditating about number theory and “sets.”

Cardinal Newman said of Napoleon, “He understood the
grammar of gunpowder.” Napoleon had paid some attention
to other media as well, especially the semaphore telegraph
that gave him a great advantage over his enemies. He is on
record for saying that “Three hostile newspapers are more to
be feared than a thousand bayonets.”

Alexis de Tocqueville was the first to master the grammar
of print and typography. He was thus able to read off the
message of coming change in France and America as if he
were reading aloud from a text that had been handed to him.
In fact, the nineteenth century in France and in America was
just such an open book to de Tocqueville because he had
learned the grammar of print. So he, also, knew when that
grammar did not apply. He was asked why he did not write a
book on England, since he knew and admired England. He
replied:

One would have to have an unusual degree of
philosophical folly to believe oneself able to judge
England in six months. A year always seemed to me too
short a time in which to appreciate the United States
properly, and it is much easier to acquire clear and
precise notions about the American Union than about
Great Britain. In America all laws derive in a sense from
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the same line of thought. The whole of society, so to
speak, is founded upon a single fact; everything springs
from a simple principle. One could compare America to a
forest pierced by a multitude of straight roads all
converging on the same point. One has only to find the
center and everything is revealed at a glance. But in
England the paths run criss-cross, and it is only by
travelling down each one of them that one can build up
a picture of the whole.

De Tocqueville, in earlier work on the French Revolution,
had explained how it was the printed word that, achieving
cultural saturation in the eighteenth century, had
homogenized the French nation. Frenchmen were the same
kind of people from north to south. The typographic
principles of uniformity, continuity, and lineality had overlaid
the complexities of ancient feudal and oral society. The
Revolution was carried out by the new literati and lawyers.

In England, however, such was the power of the ancient
oral traditions of common law, backed by the medieval
institution of Parliament, that no uniformity or continuity
of the new visual print culture could take complete hold. The
result was that the most important event in English history
has never taken place; namely, the English Revolution on the
lines of the French Revolution. The American Revolution had
no medieval legal institutions to discard or to root out, apart
from monarchy. And many have held that the American
Presidency has become very much more personal and monar-
chical than any European monarch ever could be.

De Tocquevilles contrast between England and America is
clearly based on the fact of typography and of print culture
creating uniformity and continuity. England, he says, has
rejected this principle and clung to the dynamic or oral
commonlaw tradition. Hence the discontinuity and
unpredictable quality of English culture. The grammar of
print cannot help to construe the message of oral and
nonwritten culture and institutions. The English aristocracy
was propetly classified as barbarian by Matthew Arnold
because its power and status had nothing to do with literacy
or with the cultural forms of typography. Said the Duke of
Gloucester to Edward Gibbon upon the publication of his
Decline and Fall: “‘Another damned fat book, eh, Mr. Gibbon?
Scribble, scribble, scribble, eh, Mr. Gibbon?” De Tocqueville
was a highly literate aristocrat who was quite able to be
detached from the values and assumptions of typography.
That is why he alone understood the grammar of
typography. And it is only on those terms, standing aside

theNEWMEDIAREADER

from any structure or medium, that its principles and lines of
force can be discerned. For any medium has the power of
imposing its own assumption on the unwary. Prediction and
control consist in avoiding this subliminal state of Narcissus
trance. But the greatest aid to this end is simply in knowing
that the spell can occur immediately upon contact, as in the
first bars of a melody.

A Passage to India by E. M. Forster is a dramatic study of the
inability of oral and intuitive oriental culture to meet with the
rational, visual European patterns of experience. “Rational,” of
course, has for the West long meant “uniform and continuous
and sequential.” In other words, we have confused reason with
literacy, and rationalism with a single technology. Thus in the
electric age man seems to the conventional West to become
irrational. In Forster's novel the moment of truth and
dislocation from the typographic trance of the West comes in
the Marabar Caves. Adela Quested's reasoning powers cannot
cope with the total inclusive field of resonance that is India.
After the Caves: “Life went on as usual, but had no
consequences, that is to say, sounds did not echo nor thought
develop. Everything seemed cut off at its root and therefore
infected with illusion.”

A Passage to India (the phrase is from Whitman, who saw
America headed Eastward) is a parable of Western man in
the electric age, and is only incidentally related to Europe or
the Orient. The ultimate conflict between sight and sound,
between written and oral kinds of perception and
organization of existence is upon us. Since understanding
stops action, as Nietzsche observed, we can moderate the
fierceness of this conflict by understanding the media that
extend us and raise these wars within and without us.

Detribalization by literacy and its traumatic effects on
tribal man is the theme of a book by the psychiatrist J. C.
Carothers, The African Mind in Health and Disease (World
Health Organization, Geneva, 1953). Much of his material
appeared in an article in Psychiatry magazine, November,
1959: “The Culture, Psychiatry, and the Written Word.”
Again, it is electric speed that has revealed the lines of force
operating from Western technology in the remotest areas of
bush, savannah, and desert. One example is the Bedouin with
his battery radio on board the camel. Submerging natives
with floods of concepts for which nothing has prepared
them is the normal action of all of our technology. But with
electric media Western man himself experiences exactly the
same inundation as the remote native. We are no more
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prepared to encounter radio and TV in our literate milieu
than the native of Ghana is able to cope with the literacy
that takes him out of his collective tribal world and beaches
him in individual isolation. We are as numb in our new
electric world as the native involved in our literate and
mechanical culture.

Electric speed mingles the cultures of prehistory with the
dregs of industrial marketeers, the nonliterate with
semiliterate and the postliterate. Mental breakdown of
varying degrees is the very common result of uprooting and
inundation with new information and endless new patterns
of information. Wyndham Lewis made this a theme of his
group of novels called The Human Age. The first of these, The
Childermass, is concerned precisely with accelerated media
change as a kind of massacre of the innocents. In our own
world as we become more aware of the effects of technology
on psychic formation and manifestation, we are losing all
confidence in our right to assign guilt. Ancient prehistoric
societies regard violent crime as pathetic. The killer is
regarded as we do a cancer victim. “How terrible it must be to
feel like that,” they say. J. M. Synge took up this idea very
effectively in his Playboy of the Western World.

If the criminal appears as a nonconformist who is unable
to meet the demand of technology that we behave in
uniform and continuous patterns, literate man is quite
inclined to see others who cannot conform as somewhat
pathetic. Especially the child, the cripple, the woman, and
the colored person appear in a world of visual and
typographic technology as victims of injustice. On the other
hand, in a culture that assigns roles instead of jobs to
people—the dwarf, the skew, the child create their own
spaces. They are not expected to fit into some uniform and
repeatable niche that is not their size anyway. Consider the
phrase “Its a man’s world.” As a quantitative observation
endlessly repeated from within a homogenized culture, this
phrase refers to the men in such a culture who have to be
homogenized Dagwoods in order to belong at all. It is in our
LQ. testing that we have produced the greatest flood of
misbegotten standards. Unaware of our typographic cultural
bias, our testers assume that uniform and continuous habits
are a sign of intelligence, thus eliminating the ear man and
the tactile man.

C. P. Snow, reviewing a book of A. L. Rowse (The New York
Times Book Review, December 24, 1961) on Appeasement and
the road to Munich, describes the top level of British brains

and experience in the 1930s. “Their LQ.s were much higher
than usual among political bosses. Why were they such a
disaster?” The view of Rowse, Snow approves: “They would
not listen to warnings because they did not wish to hear.”
Being anti-Red made it impossible for them to read the
message of Hitler. But their failure was as nothing compared
to our present one. The American stake in literacy as a
technology or uniformity applied to every level of education,
government, industry, and social life is totally threatened by
the electric technology. The threat of Stalin or Hitler was
external. The electric technology is within the gates, and we
are numb, deaf, blind, and mute about its encounter with the
Gutenberg technology, on and through which the American
way of life was formed. It is, however, no time to suggest
strategies when the threat has not even been acknowledged
to exist. [ 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.

Arnold Toynbee is innocent of any understanding of
media as they have shaped history, but he is full of examples
that the student of media can use. At one moment he can
seriously suggest that adult education, such as the Workers
Educational Association in Britain, is a useful counterforce to
the popular press. Toynbee considers that although all of the
oriental societies have in our time accepted the industrial
technology and its political consequences: “On the cultural
plane, however, there is no uniform corresponding tendency.”
(Somervell, I. 267) This is like the voice of the literate man,
floundering in a milieu of ads, who boasts, “Personally,  pay
no attention to ads.” The spiritual and cultural reservations
that the oriental peoples may have toward our technology
will avail them not at all. The effects of technology do not
occur at the level of opinions or concepts, but alter sense
ratios or patterns of perception steadily and without any
resistance. The serious artist is the only person able to
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encounter technology with impunity, just because he is an
expert aware of the changes in sense perception.

The operation of the money medium in seventeenth-
century Japan had effects not unlike the operation of
typography in the West. The penetration of the money
economy, wrote G. B. Sansom (in Japan, Cresset Press,
London, 1931) “caused a slow but irresistible revolution,
culminating in the breakdown of feudal government and the
resumption of intercourse with foreign countries after more
than two hundred years of seclusion.” Money has
reorganized the sense life of peoples just because it is an
extension of our sense lives. This change does not depend
upon approval or disapproval of those living in the society.

Arnold Toynbee made one approach to the transforming
power of media in his concept of “etherialization,” which he
holds to be the principle of progressive simplification and
efficiency in any organization or technology. Typically, he is
ignoring the effect of the challenge of these forms upon the
response of our senses. He imagines that it is the response of
our opinions that is relevant to the effect of media and
technology in society, a “point of view” that is plainly the
result of the typographic spell. For the man in a literate and
homogenized society ceases to be sensitive to the diverse and
discontinuous life of forms. He acquires the illusion of the
third dimension and the “private point of view” as part of his
Narcissus fixation, and is quite shut off from Blakes
awareness or that of the Psalmist, that we become what
we behold.

Today when we want to get our bearings in our own
culture, and have need to stand aside from the bias and
pressure exerted by any technical form of human expression,
we have only to visit a society where that particular form has
not been felt, or a historical period in which it was unknown.
Professor Wilbur Schramm made such a tactical move in
studying Television in the Lives of Our Children. He found areas
where TV had not penetrated at all and ran some tests. Since
he had made no study of the peculiar nature of the TV
image, his tests were of “content’ preferences, viewing time,
and vocabulary counts. In a word, his approach to the
problem was a literary one, albeit unconsciously so.
Consequently, he had nothing to report. Had his methods
been employed in 1500 A.D. to discover the effects of the
printed book in the lives of children or adults, he could have
found out nothing of the changes in human and social
psychology resulting from typography. Print created
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individualism and nationalism in the sixteenth century.
Program and “content” analysis offer no clues to the magic of
these media or to their subliminal charge.

Leonard Doob, in his report Communication in Africa, tells
of one African who took great pains to listen each evening to
the BBC news, even though he could understand nothing of
it. Just to be in the presence of those sounds at 7 PM. each
day was important for him. His attitude to speech was like
ours to melody—the resonant intonation was meaning
enough. In the seventeenth century our ancestors still shared
this native’s attitude to the forms of media, as is plain in the
following sentiment of the Frenchman Bernard Lam
expressed in The Art of Speaking (London, 1696):

"Tis an effect of the Wisdom of God, who created Man
to be happy, that whatever is useful to his conversation
(way of life) is agreeable to him . . . because all victual
that conduces to nourishment is relishable, whereas
other things that cannot be assimulated and be turned
into our substance are insipid. A Discourse cannot be
pleasant to the Hearer that is not easie to the Speaker;
nor can it be easily pronounced unless it be heard with

delight.

Here is an equilibrium theory of human diet and
expression such as even now we are only striving to work out
again for media after centuries of fragmentation and
specialism.

Pope Pius XII was deeply concerned that there be serious
study of the media today. On February 17, 1950, he said:

It is not an exaggeration to say that the future of
modern society and the stability of its inner life depend
in large part on the maintenance of an equilibrium
between the strength of the techniques of
communication and the capacity of the individual's own
reaction.

Failure in this respect has for centuries been typical and
total for mankind. Subliminal and docile acceptance of media
impact has made them prisons without walls for their
human users. As A. J. Liebling remarked in his book The Press,
a man is not free if he cannot see where he is going, even if
he has a gun to help him get there. For each of the media is
also a powerful weapon with which to clobber other media
and other groups. The result is that the present age has been
one of multiple civil wars that are not limited to the world of
art and entertainment. In War and Human Progress, Professor

J. U. Nef declared:



The total wars of our time have been the result of a
series of intellectual mistakes. . ..

If the formative power in the media are the media
themselves, that raises a host of large matters that can only
be mentioned here, although they deserve volumes. Namely,
that technological media are staples or natural resources,
exactly as are coal and cotton and oil. Anybody will concede
that society whose economy is dependent upon one or two
major staples like cotton, or grain, or lumber, or fish, or cattle
is going to have some obvious social patterns of organization
as a result. Stress on a few major staples Creates extreme
instability in the economy but great endurance in the popula-
tion. The pathos and humor of the American South are
embedded in such an economy of limited staples. For a
society configured by reliance on a few commodities accepts
them as a social bond quite as much as the metropolis does
the press. Cotton and oil, like radio and TV, become “fixed
charges” on the entire psychic life of the community. And this
pervasive fact creates the unique cultural flavor of any
society. It pays through the nose and all its other senses for
each staple that shapes its life.

That our human senses, of which all media are extensions,
are also fixed charges on our personal energies, and that they
also configure the awareness and experience of each one of

us, may be perceived in another connection mentioned by

the psychologist C. G. Jung;

Every Roman was surrounded by slaves. The slave and
his psychology flooded ancient Italy, and every Roman
became inwardly, and of course unwittingly, a slave.
Because living constantly in the atmosphere of slaves, he
became infected through the unconscious with their
psychology. No one can shield himself from such an
influence (Contributions to Analytical Psychology,
London, 1928).

Notes
1. Jerusalem, 111, 74.
2. Ibid., 11, 36.

3. This Newtonian theme is developed by myself apropos “Tennyson
and Picturesque Poetry” in John Killham, ed., Critical Essays on the
Poetry of Tennyson, pp. 67-85.

4. John Ruskin, Modern Painters, vol. III, p. 96.

5. See H. M. McLuhan, “Joyce, Mallarmé and the Press,” Sewanee
Review, winter, 1954, pp. 38-55.

6. Cited by Raymond Williams, Culture and Society, 1780-1850, p.
38.

7. In Selected Essays, p. 145.

8. “The Social and Intellectual Background” in The Modern Age (The
Pelican Guide to English Literature), p. 47.
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14. Experiments in
Art and Technology
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