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McLuhan’s Message 

 
  Canadian media scholar Marshall McLuhan was on a mission 

to get the world to see their surroundings in a different way than they had 

been seeing them, and his insistence upon the medium as the message 

emphasized his deep probing and understanding, although some might 

not agree, of communications, marketing, language, and perception. 

 In the book widely acknowledged as his most influential work, 

Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1964) McLuhan coined the 

phrase with which he will eternally be associated: “The Medium is the 

message.” He illustrates what he means by this statement using numerous 

examples taken from history compared to the (then) current state of 

affairs. Rather than the content of a message being the important 

element, the form of the medium “shapes and controls the scale and 

form of human association and action.” (p. 9) An example of this is 

electric light which McLuhan claims has utterly transformed the world in 

which we live.  

 Electric light is a tool which we have created; an extension of 

ourselves. But, what we don’t necessarily realize is that we “shape our 

tools in our own image and in turn, they shape [us].” (McLuhan’s Wake) 

Now, night baseball is possible, as well as shopping when it’s dark out, and 



we have “done away with the ancient rhythms of day and night.” A new 

world arises and we have the capacity to literally “create” environments, 

wherever and whenever we want to.  McLuhan claims that this, in 

conjunction with technology, creates a society where information is 

coming at us from all directions at once and we are totally oblivious to this 

fact. “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 separate from their uses, (sic) yet they eliminate time 

and space factors in human association exactly as do radio, telegraph, 

telephone, and TV, creating involvement in depth.” (p.9) 

 Another example he uses is that IBM is “not in the business of making 

equipment or business machines” but rather “in the business of processing 

information”, and GE who makes a “considerable amount of its profits 

from electric light bulbs and lighting systems” is also in the business of 

“moving information”.  

 The mechanistic world (the Industrial age), which was fragmentary 

since it separated things into sequences of isolated events, has been 

replaced by a “maelstrom” of advertizing that massages our brains, 

makes us numb, and even encourages a narcissistic sort of attachment to 

the “tools” we have created. Airplanes, trains, and cars, all accelerate 

travel, the printing press extends the alphabet, literacy allows us to 

become specialists, advertizing allows us to share messages with the 



entire world simultaneously (which McLuhan seems to see as totally 

unnatural), and all of this if pushed to far can reverse upon itself and 

destroy the very world we are trying so hard to create (in our image).  

 We now live in a global village since we “have extended our 

central nervous system … in a global embrace, abolishing both space 

and time as far as our planet is concerned.” (p. 3) McLuhan was accused 

by his opponents of being a doom-sayer and pessimistic, and admittedly, 

a statement like the following seems rather defeatist; “Rapidly, we 

approach the final phase of the extensions of man- the technological 

simulation of consciousness, when the creative process of knowing will be 

collectively and corporately extended to the whole of human society, 

much as we have already extended our senses and our nerves by the 

various media…Any extension, whether of skin, hand, or foot, affects the 

whole psychic and social complex.” (pp. 3-4) 

 In essence, it seems that McLuhan accuses us of acting before we 

think about the long term consequences of our actions. I do not believe 

he is anti-technology, or anti-progress, especially if one considers that he 

created the Center for Culture and Technology at the University of 

Toronto, however I do think that his argument embraces a higher order of 

thinking than we accord our technological advancements. This narcissistic 

numbness to which we refers, causes us to be blind to the effects of the 

messages (and hence the media) that surround us from moment to 



moment. He advocates awareness, and understanding of the medium 

itself.  McLuhan states that we are often blinded by the content of the 

medium, and this causes us to “ignore the character of the medium.” 

(p.9)  

 McLuhan argues that we live in a totally new information 

environment that “stresses all of the senses” (McLuhan’s wake) but we do 

not possess the education that helps us cope with the media talk.  The 

only way to stop the “vortex of media” is to recognize the patterns that 

these media are imposing upon us (or that we are imposing upon 

ourselves) so that we can make educated decisions about the way in 

which we use media and avoid what McLuhan seems to be insinuating as 

a total collapse of the system.    

 McLuhan suggests an approach to awareness, and steps towards 

freeing ourselves from the intellectual numbness and psychic numbness 

that the vortices of media has caused us; to survive we have to ask four 

simple questions that reveal the future of technology and whether it will 

help us or hinder us. The questions are as follows: 1) What will it enhance? 

2) What will the tool obsolesce? 3) What will the tool retrieve if all is lost? 4) 

How will your tool reverse on you once it’s pushed to its outer limit?   

 “Too much of anything, however sweet, will always bring the 

opposite of what you thought you were getting,” says McLuhan. 

(McLuhan’s wake) Maybe the irony of this is that all of his efforts to 



convince the world to evade this ubiquitous unconsciousness and 

subliminal control of media took their toll on his brain when he had a 

stroke. Language, which McLuhan says is an extension of speech, and all 

of the thinking, probing, questioning, figuring he did, and his need to share 

these ideas with the world maybe pushed his cerebral neurons too far, 

and caused a short-circuit.  Maybe this is why the only words he could 

articulate at the end of his life were, “boy, oh boy, oh boy, oh boy.” 

(McLuhan’s wake) 

 Finally, and perhaps with a little optimism for musicians and other 

artists, McLuhan alludes to the fact that the artistic mind may have an 

advantage in perceiving the invisible and insidious mind-altering, and 

human-interaction-altering effects of media. He says, “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 encounter technology with 

impunity, just because he is an expert aware of the changes in sense 

perception.” Thank goodness! 

 

 


