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orld-wide reputation comes from Understand-

an's W ,}’" \
C%;]:;iz and it is to this book that we must turn to 4
ing MEED

consider McLuhan the humanist and educator.
furtthT cople remember that the first version of Un- 4§
defszmging Media was that mimeogra.ph'ed report 4
reproduced for the National Association of
Fducational Broadcasters under an NDEA 4§

nature and effects of media in sec- 9
ondary schools.” In pursuing this ear- Ta sce the
lier project, McLuhan tried to follow World in a

procedures from art criticism. In the “Re-
port on Project in Understanding Media”
(I 1), he claims his approach was confirmed
by Heinrich Woelflin who held the belief that
“the effect is the thing that counts, not the sensuous
facts” (McLuhan’s italics). Woelflin does say this
31?0}1t the difference between Michelangelo’s and Ber-
mn's sculpture, in his Principles of Art History (62), but
McLuhan elevates 2 specific difference to a general principle.

hat began as g curriculum designed to show how to present an
| understanding of media effects through a type of artistic analysis
{ % part of an educational programme became one of the major
j books of the sixties. The result firmly fixes McLuhan in the role of

d modefn-day humanist.
Othing would seem to confirm more the fact that McLuhan
*es himself a5 ap Erasmus of the media world than his analysis

7 0 )
{ Tasmus in Counterblast:

Single Phone

; It was very hard at first for the contemporaries of Erasmus to grasp
, that the printed book meant that the main channel .of information
and discipline was no longer the spoken word or the single language.
Tasmus was the first to act on the awareness that part of the new
'®volution would be felt in the classroom. He put Fhe p]d oral
Scholasticism into his Adagia and Similia. The same situation con-

tronts us. (CB 132)

To follow The Gutenberg Galaxy with a project of curriculym
esign for educators strongly suggests that McLuhan trieq to put
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the old literary humanism into the guidebooks for the « *‘
lution” (now the old media revolution) in the classrooneW o Wh(l)\'
. : m . i
sixties. What appears 10 be at its root 1s a transferemceS Off o o ol
historical knowledge of language and literary studies ani] o ?‘?ti\
: ) : e
methodological knowledge of aesthetics and art criticism to a nthc art P
. . : : e |
kind of rr;edla anglyg.xs, an .analyms of the effects rather than the orde
sensuous acts. It is intriguing to see, al.ong with McLuhan's shift (UM
in approach, the transference of the major prejudice of I. A. Rich Rich
ards, the founder of the New Criticism in literature, from literary vous
criticism to media analysis, for in The Principles of Literary Criti- sis a]
cism Richards argues in favour of a criticism based on effects to be
rather than structure or intention. O!
As the report for the educational broadcasters became trans Und
formed into the book which declared “The medium is the mes unde¢
sage,” it retained its close alliance with the arts. Media, 1n fact, seerm
became, according to McLuhan, symbolic translators, an idea artis
\‘\‘/hICh he associated with the Latin term translatio (metaph()” light
All media are active metaphors” (UM 57). Consequently; the Ml
way to approach media is similar to the way one approaches .mCU" J oyc
ghor, as an art form. Any technology could be treated In this “ﬂt" Snm
. ate

r?:tMCLuhan, because technologies metamorphosize 0 transg a:él
lenllsre fu{’;o human art. Consequently, in approachlf-lg_the gant of t

for oﬁl %derswndmg Media an artist’s perspective imp) g aest]

O c};t e al_rts can handle the world of contemporar? usscrtS-

) nventlpnal response to all media,” as Mc han 2 b hen,

stance of the ‘tech hey are use that counts, ™ . . ot ! Art

those interested chnolagical idiot’ ” (UM 18). There t;/the | of f

seri ested form as form and the natur€ of effct W I'cin

rious artists—are “abl P imp‘““' .

(UM 18). e to encounter technology wit “dis

The TOle o f th . Luh;lﬂ n )

follows WYndhaenf IESt goes even further than tha% bl Mcalwﬂ.“‘ ke
i engaged in writing aec;N is in arguing that “The Artist 1lsf: he ¥ ::fhl
{ the only person awareet?ﬂed histary of the futur® 1,)-6 Ca{l“ 65 Iu f
Now McLuhan broade of the nature of the prescr! o whit ﬁfc

fF(z“O“_’ a lengthy tr’ldz?‘s the definition of the artist in fva:\‘]ifit\' w waai‘
O\Ti\‘ssancc attitudes S‘Sé\ha‘nd especially suggests 2 s:mh iﬂ‘tix};ﬁ &3%

1 as Puttenham’s or Sidnc¥ S;lgmﬂist“‘

at the artist j
st 1s “th :
. ¢ man in any field, scientific 0T




ho grasps the implications of his actions and of new knowledge

! pis own time” (UM 65). Art, therefore, becomes somewhat
“\]'nom‘mous with_“integral awareness.” But it also becomes a pro-
S'»cﬁvé device against the process of change, for he also claims that
;t provides “exact information of how to rearrange one’s psyche in
order to anticipate the next blow from our own extended faculties”
(UM 66). This still reflects some interesting overtones of I. A.
Richards’ view that a poem rearranges and reharmonizes the ner-
vous system in preparation for action, though McLuhan’s empha-
sis appears to be defensive rather than neutral ag Richards’ appears
to be.

Obviously after such statements, McLuhan must, in pursuing
Understanding Media, assume the primacy of art as a mode of
understanding. His education theory, like that of the Renaissance,
seems to join the arts and the basic educative processes. The
artist, after all, is an educator in such a perspective, “teaching de-
lightfully” as Sidney put it, and that view 1s quite consistent with
McLuhan's earlier analyses of Joyce’s educative role in “James
Joyce: Trivial and Quadrivial.” It is with this in mind that the
principle “The medium is the message” must be approached and
the whole of the analyses of media placed. Raymond Williams
“nd Kenneth Burke can find value in McLuhan precisely because
of this close affiliation with the arts and the awareness of the
aeffhetic cOmponent as a vital factor in contemporary society.

}len;rik]f: medium is the message,” then, becomes quite. compre-
At g €asa way of approaching the Prob]em of form in med.la.

. ormm of all involyed in what .F ocillon and Read call t.he life
'einforcz, }?Pd Understanding Media explores the forTs of life. To
« siply ' artistic approach with more apparently saentlﬁc”. or
in The I,f;y aPPTanhffs, he uses the wc)“rk of Kenn.eth Boulding
e is g 8‘; where it is suggested tha? The meaning of a mes-
Which ;¢ hange which it produces in the Image” (UM 26),
of fory ocntially g way of treating meaning in terms of change
ureq b): t McLuhan seems to go further than this and to be
that e mls oWn devices—to allow the formula to come to mean
"y g 4 ed‘“m.is cverything and the message is irrelevant as a
"id; * "PProaching the meaning. In his eartier report he had



.. .any and all curricula are obsolete with regard to sy

matter. All that remains to study are the media themselyve S]ect_
forms, as modes ever creating new assumptions and hence n ew’ 0‘];3
jectives. (Report IV1) -

Now with such a view 1t becomes important whether or not form
and media are synonymous OT whether only media themselves are
metaphors. But in effect the term “media” itself is also a metaphor

for thinking about form in some special ways.

What does McLuhan choose to treat as “media”’? His first and
now very famous example 1 the electric light, the “medium with-
out a message.” The electric light, he argues, is pure information,
and this demonstrates clearly that the content of one medium is
always another. Seeing that McLuhan is interested in the arts, there
is certainly an intriguing mythic reason for beginning with “light,”
and with man-made light, for it is the original translation of nature

into art at the most basic of levels—"Let there be light.” Some-
where the pseudo-poetry of Understanding Media surely carries
this emotive overtone. But what does it have to do with the con-
cept of media itself? It really stretches the analogical use of the
term medium to the utmost and allows the reader to instantly
become aware that the wide range of “mediums” participate in
that class of things called media in an analogical, and 2 rather
broadly analogical, way.

A glance at the chapter titles of Understanding Media Part 1I
confirms this impression, for the list of media includes: The
Spoke-n Word; The Written Word; Roads; Number; Clothing;
1\—)1\;)}?:;?%3 ?go?ey; Cloclfs; The Print; Comics; The Printed Word;

. Bicycle and Airplane [all gathered together as onel; The
Photograph; Press; Motorcar; Ads; Games; Telegraph; The Type-
writer; The Telephone; The Phonograph; MoviesP f\adio- Tele-
vision, Weapons; Automation. The list is interestir’l : "t Jinks
things that exist as expressive forms in very diﬁerengt’ or 1 L
of the classes might be regrouped, but what McLuha Vc‘l’a}’s. .
his analogy, is insist that we recognize the analogies bnt o€s, u}slmg
as (}ultural expressions even at the risk of some COns? dg?a%r;etc(e):.
fusion about the fact that Speech, Clocks, Motorcars, A ds, The

Telephone, and Automation all express cultural mesg .
different ways with rather different intents. Ages in rather
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r study, he linked this quite openly to what it really

rlie :
the € f cultural objects:

'S/the Study 0
j

Jre obliged today to learn the language of objects, and especially
:}?;ie objects that are media. For they can pull the rug out from

oder your world or pop a new one under you while you are un-
:wares- (Report 111 13)

But it 1S also interesting that in the earlier report he did not in-
Jude anything that would not normally be described as a medium
except possibly the telephone and telegraph, which are still forms
of telecommunications. Using the concept media, in a rather
proad way, rather than using the concept of cultural objects, forces
attention on the latent expressive import possibly implicit in cul-
tural objects. But when it is linked to a principle like “The me-
dium is the message,” it leads to some rather complex and possibly
confused developments. To relate together media in all the differ-
ent connotations involved, McLuhan must adopt the theory that
technologies are extensions of ourselves and attribute this char-
acter to all of the media. This is so important it forms the subtitle
of Understanding Media: “The Extensions of Man.”

Now each of these media, according to McLuhan, can be con-
sidered as “extensions,” for speech is a kind of outering of the
self, and the motorcar, an extension of the foot. Again, of course,
the technique depends on the use of a rather extended metaphor
or analogy; but granted that, the analogy is comprehensible and
can stimulate thought. Yet it is interesting to see hf)W McLuhan
actually develops this idea of extension. He relates it to the N‘ar-
cissus myth. Narcissus’ image mirrored in the pqol becorpes an
extension of himself” which “numbed his perceptions until he be-
came the servomechanism of his own extended or rePeated image."
(UM 41). The poetic attractiveness of the Ngrmssus figure is
that somehow it implies alienation whlle' seeming to rnal'ce the
same implication about media and extensions. The result is that
this figure of the benumbed, alienated personghty adrift in a tech-
nological world that McLuhan h?s vaguely invoked becomes re-
lated to a solipsist ensnared by his own beauty, the prototype of
any man confronted with the discovery of a new medlun}. Yet
McLuhan naturally stresses that Narcissus falls in love with an
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extension of himself, not himself. Possibly in the sixties Naye:
would have worn a black jacket and ridden a motOrcg,Clei ArCisgyg

The point to the parable (and the use of such parélbl o
cidentally closely modelled on Bacon’s use of allegory in h(:z -
of The Antique Gods) 1s that we are servomechanisms of oursttlldy
nologies (UM 46). To use an extension is to accept it into Z(;h-
selves, upon which it drastically alters our perceptions. But MZ:
Luhan is prepared to push the matter much further and to suggest:

Physiologically, man in the normal use of technology (or his vari-
ously extended body) is perpetually modified by it and in tum
finds ever new ways of modifying his technology. Man becomes, as
it were, the sex organs of the machine world, as the bee of the plant
world, enabling it to fecundate and to evolve ever new forms. (UM
46)
The concept of “extensions” has led us from Narcissus, who lost
his sexual identity in the replication of his image, to a new Nar-
cissus who fecundates his image, the technology that he has gen-
erated and that is changing him. Providing one allows McLuhan’s
first formula to lead him on this path, the end is fairly certain, for
McLuhan is merely limiting an account of “the life of forms” in
the arts or in the biological world to man’s artifacts viewed as
forms. Even the image of the bee which he allows to enter cOMES
from the traditional classical image of the poet creating new forms
by sampling the older flowers of rhetoric and poetic. Now as 2
pedagogical device for bringing a man involved in a machine world
to a comprehension of the life of forms, the process might have
some value, especially if it were tq go on to relate forms to society,
and art to industry as Herbert Read has done. But here the intent
and direction is rather different and the danger might well be in
coming to believe that the mental embrace of the machines drained
all sexual energy, leaving none for other organic activities.

Since each extension is taken by McLuhan to be an extension of
the nervous system Orf the sensory system, each technology affects
the general ratio betweefl the senses. This is a natural enough
development of his view in the Galaxy. We have seen its relation
to the mediaeval doctrine of the sensus communis and its involve-
ment with what McLuhan comes to describe as “tactility.” In this
respect again, the electric light 15 used as a crucial example:
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of media will but meditate on the power of this
form every structure of time and

enetrates or contacts, he will
that is in all media to re-

tudent :
f fj}:znf of electric light to trans
meé

.nd work and society that it p
the key to the form of the power
lives that they touch. (UM 52)

Ina similar way, “the press opened up fo lanan lﬂétsrest’ l;eg]—
oard after the telegraph had restructured the press meciut? 2

the movie took over the novel and the newspaper and the s.tage
J]l at once [so that the phenomenon is really one where] media as
extensions of our senses institute new ratios, not only among our
private senses, but among themselves, when they interact among
themselves” (UM 52-3). Now what really seems to be going on
here is that McLuhan is speaking about a social phenomenon as if
it were an interior phenomenon. He is studiously avoiding the
analysis of social change, while attempting to account for it in
terms of media effect on sensory and nervous structures in In-
dividuals as well as in some hypothetically extended world of
media.

If we sweep aside the pseudo-objectivity of McLuhan’s quasi-
positivistic pose—his desire to account for effects by formal
chagges within given structures of physical or physiological or-
ganization—and proceed to realize that his artistic mind can simul-
taneously see these descriptions as analogues of what is happening
In society, then his vision is much more tolerable. It may be that
his own approach biases him so that, after giving us an account of
hpw a cultural object like an electric light can change social rela-
tions and aesthetic perceptions, he fails to be able to relate instru-
ments such as the telephone or television to such questions as what
they do to the total social structure.

To digress for a moment, let us examine McLuhan’s treatment
:f ;he ttelelzhine. In his treatment of the concept of “extension”

nd ratio ot the senses he co-opts a Joyce phr /
KILLS TELEPHONY IN BRPOTHIEI}{S IISDR(Z;SI(;: Tg\%&g\zl)ggljl
he suggests that since the telephone extends the ear agd o
while television extends touch and sense interpl hi e,
a media conflict (UM 26¢). A Dy L1 creates
his phrase (which he don? .nolt)alzzzafcrl(l)'m the faCt' t};at Joyee applies
ellie o ; ! . In¢ or capitalize) to a story-
g situation with a shift towards an evocatively descriptige

sp:lCC
have
shape any
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style, the phrase suggests an emphasis of

el . . . €YC over ¢g
]oy.ce s application 1s to formal considerations differeni- ert Surely
which McLuhan invokes in “The Telephone,” TOm thg

- “« ’ d tel
contains the pun “phony” to which McLyh " Clephony
attention. uhan - himself gy

But McLuhrfm goes on from this to build up a mosaic of what
the telephone is and how it affects us. Among other effects he su
gests: the brothel disappears and the callgirl who is a generalist nf{
a specialist appears; visible speech was a bad name for the phone
since it 1s impossible to visualize on the phone (according to Mc.
Luhan). In fact, he argues that the phone by reducing visualizing
(which the TV set paradoxically does as well) increasingly pre-
pares us for the contemporary world and thus it is possible to sug-
gest that the Bell Telephone research departments do not really

understand the instrument. From this point he can lead on to
questioning the fundamental research of Bell Lab workers:

As already mentioned, the Shanner and Weaver hypothesis about
Information Theory, like the Morgenstern Game Theory, tends to
ignore the function of the form as form. Thus both Information
Theory and Game Theory have bogged down into sterile banalities,
but the psychic and social changes resulting from these forms have
altered the whole of our lives. (UM 267)

The telephone properly understood then demands COI.HPlete
participation because of its very low definition ( technical 1mpre-
ciseness in reproducing the signal), which McLuhan claims forces
us to supply more of the completion, thus involving us more, and
through such a demand could, if we understood it as a way .Of
teaching math, reform our information theory. “Doodling” while
on the phone is a function of this participatory nature of the
phone, since “we strengthen and complete it by the use of all the
other senses” (UM 267-8). Throughout other parts of the dis-
cussion of the phone there are suggestions about the phone and
privacy and the phone as creating a situation where “only the
authority of knowledge will work” ( UM 272). The structure of
the phone presumably favours pluralism of centres and decen-
tralization and re-creates the need to play roles rather than occupy

delegated jobs (UM 273). In this total analysis of the phone, there
are many insights worth thinking about, but in the manner in
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¢t :
frop, g 1 they 4t presented they appear as little more than that “su-
. ] by ']‘f(‘;r arrogance” that McLuhan so often tells us is necessary
:quSe]fp Oy fhr;n we HPPTOQCh media.
) ‘ f McLuhan’s analysis of the electric light is correct, then the
Saj of Jtterns that the phone has created, both in the service industries
f(‘(‘tg he\i‘hat like the phone company itself and in service industries functioning
. Qrahstmg. jargely by phone, are an important feature of the way that the
the oh ot phone transforms social relations for some of these affected by it.
h'ng b (\)Ijle The New Ygrk Bev?ew of quks (March 1970) recently showed
“'iSUahz" ¢ some of fhe implications of this transformation: the mechanization
Singl, Ing of individuals; the subtle invasion of privacy and the like. It
ble 1, Spure- showed 'how‘ the organizing of Fhe phone company’s service rep-
ot 1ot resentatives into groups of ten with detailed manuals of instruction
ad o t" depersonalizes their activity. They are also subject to potential
i 0 monitoring from a number of external and higher managerial level
| sc;]urces. This does not become part of McLuhan’s image of the
esis about phone, thou'gh he does suggest that the phone brought down the
tends t walls and eliminated privacy in stock-brokerage firms, and he does
formation hint that the phone is all right because the phone c,om any does
analities, not understand it and therefore things will change for fhe }I/Jetter
rms have In spite o.f the phone company’s rigidity.
th?u; this optimism is based on assumptions about the magic of
’ mplete : Phone and about its aesthetic nature, which may be only par-
. 1al truths because vi d ' t i Ay
imp s se viewed only in a partial perspective. It is the
: forces iy ;tlve detal.l of McLuhan’s vision that is frightening. The
e, and Whethel;al' alphorlsms are often enticing and exciting—suggestive
vay ';)f in tota] lffléltlt or wrong—because of the problems they raise. But,
) ’ 1 1 ’
o 11;1 : the way MCLSu ia]zsrtllrned that the sensory mechar.nsms do not work
£t s . suggests they do (because in fact the phone
he N extension is not reall ' J
It except y an extension of the sensory system
. dis phop In a metaphorical way), then there is real danger that th
nd e ne dqes not automatically result in higher participation cfl:
e “entralization. It may well be that that is how h d o
of © used for the best ends of man, but it does not neIZe:sne'S] *hould
gcﬂ’ | Ce?}ttuls' thefway they will eventually be used. Four an?ino};]g] }fall;
" r | ries . K ‘ -Na
o | of book culture did not necessarily produce al] of the

, . Optimal uses of th ' i
e Xpocted. e book that its Renaissance praisers might have
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But the point of absurdity is definitely reacheq wh
rejects Information Theory and Morgenstern Gar
cause they ignore “the function of form as form ” Here, a5 1,

) » 48 pe

points out earlier, he is really concerned with the mability of
theorists to understand the complexity of variables in te acttuh(;
a

structure of a human social or psychological situation, whig}, :
not quite the same thing as understanding the function of for:;
as form. In any case, the telephone by presumably favouring the.
oretical physics of a European variety (though Europeans were
far less phone oriented) is not going to automatically change the
situation merely by providing a new context for the teaching of
mathematics. The fecundity of the McLuhanite imagination is

excellent as a source of invention, but the total view of man’s
creative activity surpasses invention.

McLuhan discussing the phone omits many of the most vital
aspects, although we may read them into his account by pursuing
its suggestivity to the maximum. When he tells us to think about
and study phones as cultural objects, he is doing a major servic'e
(though he is not a pioneer in doing it, as he himself would admit
citing Mumford and Giedion), but when he will allow us to be-
come hypnotized by features of the phone and its relation to the
human person that are possibly accidental or incidental, it seems
to me that he is dangerous if taken seriously and foolish if not.

Although he may seem to develop the telephone theme in later
writings, the same essential prejudices are part of the way he con-
siders the problem. In the January 1970 Dew Line entitled “Agnew
Agonistes” he still finds himself involved with the phone and
phone networks, for his theme is that the wire service is trans
forming news into a non-private activity like photography: “You
cannot commit photography alone” (DL 3). So, according to

McLuhan, the telephone and telegraph become devices for de-

stroying government bureaucracies and business. He cites the €x-

ample of the total erosion of thfa Postal System. Satellites, in fact;
have carried the process to a point where it is occurring at a “self-
liquidating speed.” In fact, the whole Agnew phenomenon can

be seen in one aspect as drawing attention to the fact that the
phone’s effect on human life has never been examined “except by
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the ad ag

cics— Phone Grandma Today ” (DL 15). The con-
cen -

. 1s that:

Juston ) s enakin
e e networks, as shapers of work and decision making
C ?

ar outweigh the messages conveved on the wires. It 512

dox that millions of commuters go to town just to use

the phone. The abolition of old time—and space—values in se\tci]ré
ol of the social and political processes thgt accompam}::*

:fl‘cie existence of the telephone, i§ merely an mstanceblo.f t ef uar;l—

studied and unrecognized factors in the current crumbling o

existing bureaucracies of the world. (DL 16)

Now this both says and does not say what we have been discuss-
ing above, for while it suggests some knowledge_ of the nature and
extent of what the phone does, it certainly avoids worrying about
the bureaucratizing implications by suggesting that they are self-
undoing. But is the matter that simple? Anything may affect us
psychologically, but the effect is never necessarily analyzable in
simple, single-minded directions. And besides, more than time-and-
space values are involved in the changes that the value system
undergoes. McLuhan makes us aware of the “cultural object,” the
phone, the possibility it might have “effects” on a massive scale,
but he builds an automatic optimism into his mystique of what
the phone can do. To see the world in a single phone is an act of
Creative imagination. In Understanding Media, McLuhan has
Plundered the possibilities and produced a Book of Common-
Places which might be used for exfoliating visions of the world
out of a single phone.
But such visions necessarily need to be ordered visions, for even
Post-Gutenberg Man (Computer Man) has a rage for order
(though an awareness that order is not €quatable with the rigidities

purest paradox t
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y n d 1

make necessary : :

fer, and the w}a’ rtillfa? 33}’1 phones influence other informati

threats to Pfi\’}ac ' a Pd Onzs Change views of PriVaCy i) nrtra.ns-

might be i } nd reduce our sensitivity to open Provide
ght be 1ssues within some massive yet-to-be-writte Penness—,]]

or some brilliant sociological study of the phone MCn “Phonyad ”

Y ’ : e Luhan
fagorzldimned for suggesting thl_s possibility, but he can harcgll;nl());
praised for the random generation of a few creative thoughts as

notes for a prolegomena to the phone as a cultural object.

If 'thlS 1.€I1gthy digression suggests what McLuhan does with one
medium in Understanding Media, it is possible to generalize the
pattern to each of the media on his list. It is exciting to be re
minded that television changes our whole life style by having it
described as tactile, meaning the interplay of the senses; but again
the important interaction between man and set, at home and in
production, disappears in McLuhan’s magic media land. What dis-
appoints one is that a socially alert, psychologically tutored, philo-
sophically disciplined use of the art would have provided so much
more. The difficulties are further intensified when the level of ab-
straction of the social object under consideration in relation to the
concept of media is not made clear. _ .
A dress is not a phone¢, and fashion as an industry is not Be
Telephone. From McLuhan’s point of view they may both sl;]a{er
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