Marshall McLuhan's 'Global Village'

Benjamin Symes

In the introduction to McLuhan's Understanding Media he writes: ‘Today, after more than a century of electric technology, we have extended our central nervous system in a global embrace, abolishing both space and time as far as our planet is concerned’ (1964: p.3). Like much of McLuhan's writing this statement is vast and poetic, with its strength of conviction making it quite persuasive. But if we are to be believers in this rhetoric we must have an understanding of what he means. 

The underlying concept of McLuhan's view of electr(on)ic technology is that it has become an extension of our senses, particularly those of sight and sound. The telephone and the radio become a long distance ear as the television and computer extend the eye by projecting further than our biological range of vision and hearing. But in what way does McLuhan suggest how this has happened? 

The basic precepts of his view are that the rapidity of communication through electric media echoes the speed of the senses. Through media such as the telephone, television and more recently the personal computer and the 'Internet', we are increasingly linked together across the globe and this has enabled us to connect with people at the other side of the world as quickly as it takes us to contact and converse with those who inhabit the same physical space (i.e the people that live in the same village). We can now hear and see events that take place thousands of miles away in a matter of seconds, often quicker than we hear of events in our own villages or even families, and McLuhan argues that it is the speed of these electronic media that allow us to act and react to global issues at the same speed as normal face to face verbal communication. 

The effect of this McLuhan suggests is a new ability to experience almost instantly the effects of our actions on a global scale, just as we can supposedly do in our physical situations. Consequently he concludes we are forced to become aware of responsibilty on a global level rather than concerning ourselves solely with our own smaller communities. He writes: ‘As electrically contracted, the globe is no more than a village. Electric speed at bringing all social and political functions together in a sudden implosion has heightened human awareness of responsibilty to an intense degree’ (1964: p.5). 

Before I consider whether any justification lies in McLuhan's view I need to distinguish between two different meanings in the metaphor of the 'village'. In one sense the village represents simply the notion of a small space in which people can communicate quickly and know of every event that takes place. As he writes: ‘“Time” has ceased, 'space' has vanished. We now live in a global village... a simultaneous happening’ (1967: p.63). McLuhan is suggesting that through our 'extended senses' we experience events, as far away as the other side of the world, as if we were there in the same physical space. Watching the television premiere of the Gulf War and seeing the pilot's eye view of missiles reaching their targets, it would seem that McLuhan is right, but we do not experience the events around us solely through our ears and eyes. There is a large space between watching a war on the living room TV and watching a war on the living room floor. Our biological senses involve us in our situation whereas there is a sense of detachment in our 'extended senses' echoing the detachment of the afore-mentioned pilot. Through technology we bring the action closer to us, so the pilot can get a better shot, but it also enables us to stay at a safe physical distance, so our plane does not get shot down. Is there not a sense then that we are communicating through technologies that allow us to remain physically isolated? 

In a broader and more ideal sense the village represents community and the idea that we can all have a role in shaping our global society. Mcluhan writes: 

We live mythically and integrally... In the electric age ,when our central nervous system is tecnologically extended to involve in the whole of mankind and to incorporate the whole of mankind in us, we necessarily participate... in the consequences of our every action. (1964: p.4) 

The image is of 'one being' connected by an electric nervous system within which the actions of one part will affect the whole. This idea seems apparent in both the workings of the global economy and our increasing awareness of the fragile eco-system. With the moon- landing came the first definate image of the globe and captured its fertility and beauty against the dark void, suggesting perhaps that the whole was alive. James Lovelock, the author of Gaia, said that it seemed ‘to scream the presence of life’ and as television brought us those pictures it strengthens the idea of communications technology creating this sense of oneness and potential harmony. As McLuhan writes: 

The aspiration of our time for wholeness, empathy and depth of awareness is a natural adjunct of electric technology...There is a deep faith to be found in this attitude-a faith that concerns the ultimate harmony of all being. (1964: p.5) 

It is with this idealistic view that McLuhan has gained prominence again amidst the emergence of the 'Internet', a medium that seems to promote the idea of an integrated global community. One of the major claims for the 'Internet' lies in the belief that it has the potential to break down centralized power, and help form a community that lives on a more integrated basis, with more shared responsibilty. This is the sense of McLuhan's 'interdependence', as he writes: ‘Electric technology... would seem to render individualism obsolete and... corporate interdependence mandatory’ (1962: p.1). 

Is McLuhan suggesting that this web of communications technology spun itself catching individualism unawares? Is is not because of our individual differences that we communicate and look for community? Perhaps it is we as individuals who are looking for more inclusive ways of communicating and using these technologies to do so. Bell surely must have had some dream for what he wished his telephone to be. It seems we are often striving for some feeling of unity. 

Looking back through other cultures and religions there has long been a sense of all connectedness between people and nature in both a spiritual and material way, with Buddhists believing in the oneness of everything, and Native Americans believing that if you take from the earth you must give something back. In this context the earth seen from space was not a new symbol but more a confirmation of some feeling that already existed. 

Perhaps, in western civilization, it was the circumnavigation of the world that first planted the seeds of a global community, for a flat world has margins whereas the model of a globe suggests that there are no edges and that we are all connected by its very geometry. There is a sense then that we have always wanted the world to be a global village and that McLuhan is working within this ideal of community himself. Mondo 2000 says of McLuhan: ‘Reading McLuhan is like reading Shakespeare - you keep stumbling on phrases that you thought were cliches, only this guy made them up’ (1992: p.166). It could be argued that far from making it up, McLuhan is simply naming an already present concept. By writing about a global village he is creating a greater awareness of that concept and this in turn stengthens the ideal in people's minds. It seems that it is the ideal that is the 'message' and McLuhan's statements that are the 'massage'. As he wishes: 'The electronic age' has sealed 'the entire human family into a single global tribe’ (1962: p.8). 

But if we disentangle ourselves from the way that McLuhan would like to see the world, it seems likely that the world was circumnavigated with a more imperial purpose in mind. Technology is still used today to help us understand our environment and in doing so makes us more able to predict it and control it. Just as the discoverers of the new world brought back their own accounts, the media through which we hear of events and the way in which we hear and see them is mediated by those who run the corporations that pay for these technologies. We see that which is considered 'important' for us to see, and these decisions are often far from in our hands. McLuhan writes: ‘Today,electronics and automation make mandatory that everybody adjust to the vast global environment as if it were his little home town’ (1968: p.11). But 'little home towns' still have sheriffs who 'don't want no strangers in town' and there is a sense that the technology that is used to connect people together is also used to exclude people who are seen as not being able to give anything to the community or who perhaps do not share the 'right' values (i.e. those of the greater community). If the 'global village' is run with a certain set of values then it would not be so much an integrated community as an assimilated one, and this carries with it a reflection of the 'Big Brother' society. 

Again the claims of many of those that use the 'Internet' are that as information becomes freely accessible we break down centralized power and mediation. However, information is not simply a package to be collected and shown on screen, for we all interpret the information relative to our individual experience. In order for communications technology to build an all inclusive global village surely everyone has to want to live in that village. People will only communicate what they wish to communicate and governments are hardly likely to do a 'Top Secret World Wide Web Home Page'. We are only able to access certain sites on the net which are placed there for us to see and there are only as many sites as there are people with computers. This leaves much of the developing world outside the village walls. 

McLuhan seems to assume that the entire population of the globe is plugged in to communications technology to the same extent. That we can hear of any single event at any time we choose. Indeed it is increasingly difficult not to hear of world events, for even if, as individuals we choose not to turn on the television or answer the phone, we are informed by others who do, but we cannot yet connect with anyone we wish anywhere in the world. 

Perhaps we are laying the foundations of the global village and eventually everybody may be connected through an inclusive web, but even if we were all connected and aware of our interdependence would not mean we could all instantly get to know each other and solve our problems. We have trouble enough living together harmoniosly in cities and as humans there is a sense that we can only know a limited number of people well - in The Human Animal Desmond Morris suggests the number as around 150 - and so although our personal tribe of friend may be spread across the globe, how can we possibly feel a strong sense of community with all the millions of us on this earth? Besides can we have as intimate a relationship with people through a telephone line? I personally do not believe we can. 

McLuhan writes: ‘The new electronic interdependence recreates the world in the image of a global village’ (1962: p.31) His 'image' is a reflection of the way he interprets the world and wants it to be, and in a 'post-modern' sense, it could be argued that his view is thus justifiable as we all see the world through our own eyes based on our own values and beliefs. There is some truth in what he says in the sense of a greater awareness of global responsibility and his belief in closer analysis into the effects of these media, but he falls in his sweeping generalisations about the nature of mankind. Perhaps my essay should be entitled 'Understanding McLuhan: the Generalisations of Man.' 

It is easy to see why McLuhan was popular in the counter culture of the sixties and is again today amidst the computer revolution, for his ideas encompass a an ideal that has perhaps always been with us. Is there not a possibility that if we place too much importance in achieving an idealistic unified global village, we perhaps risk losing a sense of our physical humanity and our identity and thus forget why we are communicating at all. I do not believe that we are anywhere near a global village in the sense of an integrated community and I'm not certain that as humans we could ever reach it. To achieve it we would have much communicating to do, and by that time we may had made the first tentative contact with extra-terrestrial life and so begin the long journey towards a 'universal hamlet'. 
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Does the drop of metal shine

like a syllable in my song? 
Pablo Neruda 

The Book of Questions 
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A technologically determinist vision of history?
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Marshall McLuhan's lasting contribution is his vision of the ways in which history and culture and individuals are modified and, to some extent, determined by technology. His work will continue to be discussed and debated, dismissed and praised because of the ongoing need to consider not just the influence of technology upon society but also upon individuals and their habitual modes of perception. Consider a characterisation by James J. O'Donnell of the work of McLuhan and some of his colleagues: 
"...those who offer technologically determinist analyses of the history of western cultures--the Havelocks, Ongs, McLuhans, and their followers--remain marginalized.... The determinists see culture as a series of behaviours determined by the powers and limits of each generation's "hardware", that is, the technologies of communication..."[1] 
There is only one McLuhan, one Havelock, one Ong: the audience O'Donnell had in mind seems to have occasioned this remark from him, for he is otherwise open to the arguments of the so-called "determinists." Is he accurate in saying that McLuhan "offers a technologically determinist analysis of the history of western cultures"? The short answer is that McLuhan was concerned with exploring the ways in which culture and history are determined by technology, not the ways in which they aren't; he may have overstated his case, but has posed interesting questions. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Technologies as extensions of ourselves 
------------------------------------------------------------------------

McLuhan's famous remark that "The medium is the message" is typical of his overstatements. I interpret the rhetorical intent of the slogan as an attempt to correct an imbalance. If there's a great weight on a fulcrum and you want to displace the dead weight toward the centre, you must apply considerable force from the extreme end. It was McLuhan's misfortune to have been successful enough to displace the rock onto the top of his head. 
Previous to McLuhan, we had not thought of technologies as extensions of ourselves. The car can be thought of as an extension of the body. Electronic communication systems extend our senses of sight and sound toward the creation of the global village just as our sense of sight is extended to the scales of the very small and large by the microscope and telescope. The book can be thought of as an extension of the mind and memory; we do not have to remember everything but, rather, may re-member knowledge to us by way of the book. This allows us to develop extended runs of ingenuity that would be unthinkable were we required to remember the entire sequence at once. Moreover, the language need not be expressed in mnemonics of rhyme, metre, and tone necessary for extended recall. Language, no longer under these particular constraints of human memory, becomes more analytical. 
In oral cultures, song (be it musical or poetic) and ritual is the ink of knowledge. We sing ink songs and laser lullabies. Our culture of youth is more oriented toward the ink of song, the inscription of dress. They are not yet fully indoctrinated into the traditional culture of print. Their favourite knowledge (music) is electric and current, but the way of knowing it represents is ancient. Just as we can view the history of western culture as a movement or maturation toward the depth of analysis possible in print, so is this movement recapitulated in personal development. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Orality and Literacy 
------------------------------------------------------------------------

In Orality and Literacy, Walter Ong even suggests that some well-known theories of personal or cultural development explain changes that are "more cogently" described as "shifts from orality to various stages of literacy": 
...shifts hitherto labelled as shifts from magic to science, or from the so-called 'prelogical' to the more and more 'rational' state of consciousness, or from Levi-Strauss's 'savage' mind to domesticated thought, can be more economically and cogently explained as shifts from orality to various stages of literacy. [2] 
McLuhan proposed that technologies are no mere add-ons to who and what we are but, rather, alter us very much as though the technologies really were extensions of us. We had seen, in science fiction, humankind become machine, but McLuhan showed us the contemporary version amid the day to day phenomenon of our mediated, technologized world--though he posed it less as 'humankind become' as 'modified by' the technology. 

He drew on the insights of Ong, Havelock, and Parry concerning the noetic (cognitive) differences of perception, memory, and priority that exist between oral and print-based cultures. Their work showed us a fascinating example of how perception, memory, and priorities might be affected by as 'simple' a technology as print so that the story of the technologizing of the word and the world became not a new and frightening one, but a story with a great deal of history to it already. Also, the sorts of cognitive and perceptual differences highlighted by Ong and Havelock between cultures that used different technologies of the mind suggested we might expect similar sorts of dramatic changes (or reversions) in culture as a result of the adoption of new technologies of the mind. Insofar as these technologies provide an environment for types of expression that would otherwise not arise, "the medium is the message." McLuhan, Ong, Havelock and others made us aware of this and it was surely a great contribution into the nature of technology, history, and culture. 
We tend to think of language and money, electronic media, and other technologies as tools, but we tend to discount the degree to which our tools determine who we are and what we do. Language itself is a technology, a "tool" made by people. [3] But the tool draws a circle around the realm of the thinkable beyond which few can negotiate. 
McLuhan developed his insights not in the manner of a careful scholar but as one who wished to know how far an insight will stretch. He was not afraid to fail, failure being an inevitable occurrence amid experiment. I agree with O'Donnell that he attempted to develop a "technologically determinist analysis of the history of western cultures." The primary works are The Gutenberg Galaxy and Understanding Media. These display more direct concern with history than do his later books. His later books are primarily applications of his ideas to the contemporary world, analyses of contemporary media that are informed by his historical vision.
------------------------------------------------------------------------

The scale and form of human association 
------------------------------------------------------------------------

A natural objection to McLuhan's analysis of the history of western cultures is that it displaces people as the chief causes of change. McLuhan's does not appear to be a Humanist vision in that regard, for humanists stress the primacy of humans as the proper focus of attention in such questions, not technology. They seek the causes of history in the texts and social movements of the time, in the political structures, in the global conflicts over basic resources, etc. These sorts of considerations help us understand how we arrived where we are, why we believe what we do, why the national borders are as they are, why the distribution of wealth is as it is, etc. McLuhan's vision of the role of technology in these questions is that it subtly shapes the "environment" in which events occur. Additionally, we are different beings by virtue of the way in which technologies are no mere add-ons to ourselves: 
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." This is like the voice of the literate man, floundering in a milieu of ads, who boasts, "Personally, I 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. [4] 
McLuhan believed that culture is affected by technology via the impact on social structures but also by the ways in which it changes us in a more personal fashion. He believed that "sense ratios or patterns of perception" are altered by technologies. The concept remains rather vague, but I have alluded to the thrust of it in mentioning some of the noetic differences that exist between oral and literate cultures. 
So-called "learning styles" describe different emphases in the ways we learn; some people are tactile learners, or visual or auditory learners, etc. According to McLuhan's theory, technologies alter the manner in which we habitually process information, incline us more toward some learning styles than others (depending on the technology). 
Technologies can affect our information processing in other ways as well. The role of memory and inferential abilities in an oral culture, for instance, are quite different than in our culture. In our culture, you 'know' poetry when you have read it and have absorbed the atmospheres and can infer something about the political, social, and literary context of the work. Tests at university do not require students to show how well they have memorised the poems. In an oral culture, however, your knowledge of poetry would very much be a matter of how much you could recite. The emphasis in knowledge acquisition tends to be much more literal and the capacity to memorise large amounts of material is essential. These differences between cultures are a direct result of different technologies. 
McLuhan and Ong identify the sort of analytical intelligence tested for in IQ tests and demanded in western cultures with literacy. They propose that what we call intelligence is really sophisticated literacy, not a collection of innate, universal qualities of human thought. This is part of the hidden agenda of the word as written symbol; this is part of the subtle message of the medium. 
The moulding influence of technology on culture, then, is profound according to McLuhan. It certainly needn't offer a complete explanation to any question we ask, but is far more important a factor than we commonly understand. Technology may not 'determine' culture in many ways (what, of value, is done with it, for instance) but by it's nature and influence on people, technology will "shape and control the scale and form of human association and action." 
The electric light is pure information. It is a medium without a message, as it were, unless it is used to spell out some verbal ad or name.... 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. (Understanding Media) 
------------------------------------------------------------------------

PART II OF MCLUHAN RECONSIDERED 
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Footnotes (Part I)
------------------------------------------------------------------------

[1]   A link to O'Donnell's review of Richard Lanham's The Electronic Word.

[2]   Walter Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word, New Accents, 1982, p. 29. An excellent discussion of the cognitive differences that exist between oral and literate cultures. A link to some other remarks about Ong's book. Another edition of Ong's book is published by Routledge,1982. ISBN 0-415-02796-9. 

[3]   Some argue language is either too collectively constructed or essentially instinctual or sufficiently beyond human construction to properly be called a technology. Others recoil at the idea of thinking 'so mechanistically' about language. It is not necessary, however, to both think of language as a technology and think of language mechanistically (pejorative clunking audio, please).

[4]   Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media. 
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Money as a technology 
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Technology 'determines' culture and history to the extent that it "shapes and controls the scale and form of human association and action." If we examine the effects on culture of the introduction of money (as opposed to operating under the barter system) we'd not look at individual exchanges of goods so much as the new types of exchanges made possible by the technology and the ways in which the technology gave rise to accelerated change and growth within society. Money increases the volume and diversity of trade. It facilitates exchange of goods and ideas. Money is an extension of our ability to get and give, to exchange. It puts a pig in our pocket and a number to our name. 
We can more easily see how money "shapes and controls the scale and form of human association and action" than we can how it changes us personally. Moreover, money makes possible so many other enterprises (and technologies) that we can hardly isolate the effects of money from the other technologies that would be impossible without it. And its effects interact with the effects of other technologies (metallurgy, for example). Money is a key ingredient in the broth of civilisation, but it would be difficult to examine it as an isolated phenomenon that works change upon us individually. 
I'll take a swing at it anyway. Pythagoras introduced coinage into Southern Italy (c. 500 B.C). In his time, one of the prominent questions thinkers were asking was "What are things made of?" Some said fire, some said water, or earth, air, or some combination thereof. Pythagoras was one of the first to introduce us to the idea that it is not so much what things are made of as their form that is important. And the particular type of form he was interested in was mathematical. It's fitting that he should have introduced coinage into the area, introduced money that abstracts worth into a value and provides a common unit of measurement. In its abstraction of worth into (numeric) value, it habituates us into dealing with numbers and, more generally, promotes the sort of quantitative analysis that is prerequisite for deeper mathematical thought. [5] 
Mathematical thought acquires a foothold in the quotidian because of money. The language of number becomes as common as other forms of language. Money makes us all into carefully precise bean counters. Money counts. When we get bored with beans, we move on to geometry and then urban engineering. Modern probability theory came about in the 1700's as a result of attempts to solve gambling problems. Considerable mathematical ingenuity has been exercised on problems wherein the entities under consideration were dollars. 
But money, in addition to providing motivation toward knowing rudimentary mathematics, comes also to mediate the environment that builds the paths we walk. Want to do something that costs money? Go see the banker. Money makes us a little green. Money, more often than not, gives rise to our calculations, schemes, plots, and cogitations. What can I say? How does money change us? Can I do no better than to say it makes us green? I FEEL VERY GREEN, DON'T YOU? 
Let's try again. How's this: money mints a hot connection between numbers and desire. It really isn't money that gives rise to our calculations and schemes, but our desire to feel certain feelings. We don't want a particular thing for its own sake but, rather, to have certain feelings. We have some knowledge of how we want to feel; this gives rise to what we think we want; at this point, if the thing we want has a monetary price attached to it (not all things do), then we calculate or observe the price and whether we have it. We do not think often of pigs and cows, trades and counter trades, do not think of the price in terms of counter agreements and talks and negotiations and the community's fabric, but proceed directly to the balance of dollars and cents (unless we are wheeler-dealers--and most of us are not). 
 

When we want the thing and thereby calculate and, happily, have the money, we experience a gratification that is, in itself, a little reward for our calculation. How much of the pleasure of numbers derives from this habitual type of reward when the balance is in our favour, when the algebra of need yields a numeric result in our favour? Numbers, in such case, are no longer remote abstractions but useful measures of our desire and need and power. Similarly, when the result of the calculation informs us that we're out of luck, how much displeasure befalls us, how remote and despicable does the shining realm of numeric forms therefore become? Money creates in us a range of emotions toward numbers--given how much money counts in the fulfilment or frustration of our needs and desires. The affective relation between numbers and need is dramatised and formalised with the introduction of money. 
In a barter system, we count on others in our calculations whereas we do so far less in our typical monetary calculations. We typically (though not always) count dollars, not friends or cows during our gettings. Dollars and numbers themselves come to have a certain value in and of themselves--and this is both a numeric and affective value. The word 'value' itself is conspicuously ambiguous. We can speak of the 'value of love' or say 'the value of x is 3.' How strongly connected are our 'values' to numeric values? Whatever the answer may be, the metaphor is present in some measure. Money introduces relations between power, desire, value, and number that not only inform the scale of human association and action but also mould our perceptions of ourselves and others--and what is of 'value.' [6] 
The main point is that technologies not only change cultures but also individuals. Sometimes very dramatically. The question to ask about my comments about money is whether people in a barter culture couldhave the same characteristics. If they can, then my comments are simply confused. If they can't, then that lends some credence to the remarks. 
The technology of money is a dramatic and relatively obvious example that wreaks change in us. Such changes are more difficult to isolate and describe when speaking of less influential technologies. Even when the technology is powerful in its effects on the society and the individual (such as is the case with computer technology) the relatively recent nature of it creates difficulties in foreseeing the long-term, stable consequences. But those who are observing initial changes have the advantage of having experienced life without the technology and so can speak more authoritatively about prior conditions. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------

McLuhan's Humanism 
------------------------------------------------------------------------

McLuhan attempted not so much a history of western technology as a history of the noetic (or cognitive) and sensorial (affective) changes brought about in the individual via technology. Always before us in his work is an image of the individual human being. He wasn't satisfied with trying to explore the ways in which technology determines culture but, instead, urges us to examine ourselves and others for the signs of change within us. He wasn't interested in the history of technology but in the history of people modified by technology. He was interested in the ways that technology mediates relations between people and changes individual's world views and nervous systems. In that sense, his work was humanistic. 

His more lasting contribution is his vision of the ways in which history and culture and the individuals in it are modified and, to some extent, determined by technology. Also, his provocative attempts to apply that vision to the electronic technologies of the contemporary world have inspired a generation toward a deeper understanding of media and technology. Richard Lanham, in The Electronic Word, points out the importance of McLuhan to the contemporary world: 

....As long as "McLuhanesque" remains a dyslogistic epithet, we can never decide what we should do with these marvellous new means of expression that now lie like quicksilver in our hands. 

Picture yourself. What do you see? Is it your body you see and your face or do you imagine also a third eye that sees into atoms and yourself, the great universe and into the eye of others? And are your hands capable of touching the body of your beloved and the web of night? I wear glasses; when I look at myself in the mirror the glint of metal and the reflection off the glass is part of who I am.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Footnotes (Part II)
------------------------------------------------------------------------

[5]   But the mere fact of its existence does not guarantee it's a reliable common unit of measurement. Indeed, Galbraith has said "Over all history it has oppressed nearly all people in one of two ways: either it has been abundant and very unreliable, or reliable and very scarce." The price of things emerges from the algebra of need and desire.

[6]    Ong, in Orality and Literacy (p.86), indicates that the origins of money and writing may be closely related: "It has been suggested that the cuneiform script of the Sumerians, the first of all known scripts (c. 3500 BC), grew at least in part out of a system of recording economic transactions by using clay tokens encased in small, hollow but totally closed pod-like containers or bullae, with indentations on the outside representing the tokens inside (Schmandt-Besserat 1978). Thus the symbols on the outside of the bulla--say, seven indentations--carried with them, inside the bulla, evidence of what they represented--say, seven little clay artefacts distinctively shaped, to represent cows, or ewes or other things not yet decipherable--as though words were always proffered with their concrete significations attached. The economic setting of such prechirographic use of tokens could help associate them with writing, for the first cuneiform script, from the same region as the bullae, whatever its exact antecedents, served mostly workaday economic and administrative purposes in urban societies. Urbanization provided the incentive to develop record keeping. Using writing for imaginative creations, as spoken words have been used in tales or lyric, that is, using writing to produce literature in the more specific sense of this term, comes quite late in the history of script." 
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Web Links to McLuhan
------------------------------------------------------------------------

As expected, a wealth of Internet resources exist concerning Marshall McLuhan, his ideas, and the work of his colleagues and that of later generations who have been inspired by his work. This should allow you entrance into much of the existing Internet resources: 

Media Influence
Daniel Chandler's site is superb when it comes to most aspects of media studies. It is also excellent regarding McLuhan resources. 

Bernard J. Hibbits's Links to McLuhan 
Technological Determinism
Informative essay on "Technological Determinism". 

popcultures.com: Theorists and Critics 
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Money as a technology 
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Technology 'determines' culture and history to the extent that it "shapes and controls the scale and form of human association and action." If we examine the effects on culture of the introduction of money (as opposed to operating under the barter system) we'd not look at individual exchanges of goods so much as the new types of exchanges made possible by the technology and the ways in which the technology gave rise to accelerated change and growth within society. Money increases the volume and diversity of trade. It facilitates exchange of goods and ideas. Money is an extension of our ability to get and give, to exchange. It puts a pig in our pocket and a number to our name. 
We can more easily see how money "shapes and controls the scale and form of human association and action" than we can how it changes us personally. Moreover, money makes possible so many other enterprises (and technologies) that we can hardly isolate the effects of money from the other technologies that would be impossible without it. And its effects interact with the effects of other technologies (metallurgy, for example). Money is a key ingredient in the broth of civilisation, but it would be difficult to examine it as an isolated phenomenon that works change upon us individually. 
I'll take a swing at it anyway. Pythagoras introduced coinage into Southern Italy (c. 500 B.C). In his time, one of the prominent questions thinkers were asking was "What are things made of?" Some said fire, some said water, or earth, air, or some combination thereof. Pythagoras was one of the first to introduce us to the idea that it is not so much what things are made of as their form that is important. And the particular type of form he was interested in was mathematical. It's fitting that he should have introduced coinage into the area, introduced money that abstracts worth into a value and provides a common unit of measurement. In its abstraction of worth into (numeric) value, it habituates us into dealing with numbers and, more generally, promotes the sort of quantitative analysis that is prerequisite for deeper mathematical thought. [5] 
Mathematical thought acquires a foothold in the quotidian because of money. The language of number becomes as common as other forms of language. Money makes us all into carefully precise bean counters. Money counts. When we get bored with beans, we move on to geometry and then urban engineering. Modern probability theory came about in the 1700's as a result of attempts to solve gambling problems. Considerable mathematical ingenuity has been exercised on problems wherein the entities under consideration were dollars. 
But money, in addition to providing motivation toward knowing rudimentary mathematics, comes also to mediate the environment that builds the paths we walk. Want to do something that costs money? Go see the banker. Money makes us a little green. Money, more often than not, gives rise to our calculations, schemes, plots, and cogitations. What can I say? How does money change us? Can I do no better than to say it makes us green? I FEEL VERY GREEN, DON'T YOU? 
Let's try again. How's this: money mints a hot connection between numbers and desire. It really isn't money that gives rise to our calculations and schemes, but our desire to feel certain feelings. We don't want a particular thing for its own sake but, rather, to have certain feelings. We have some knowledge of how we want to feel; this gives rise to what we think we want; at this point, if the thing we want has a monetary price attached to it (not all things do), then we calculate or observe the price and whether we have it. We do not think often of pigs and cows, trades and counter trades, do not think of the price in terms of counter agreements and talks and negotiations and the community's fabric, but proceed directly to the balance of dollars and cents (unless we are wheeler-dealers--and most of us are not). 
 

When we want the thing and thereby calculate and, happily, have the money, we experience a gratification that is, in itself, a little reward for our calculation. How much of the pleasure of numbers derives from this habitual type of reward when the balance is in our favour, when the algebra of need yields a numeric result in our favour? Numbers, in such case, are no longer remote abstractions but useful measures of our desire and need and power. Similarly, when the result of the calculation informs us that we're out of luck, how much displeasure befalls us, how remote and despicable does the shining realm of numeric forms therefore become? Money creates in us a range of emotions toward numbers--given how much money counts in the fulfilment or frustration of our needs and desires. The affective relation between numbers and need is dramatised and formalised with the introduction of money. 
In a barter system, we count on others in our calculations whereas we do so far less in our typical monetary calculations. We typically (though not always) count dollars, not friends or cows during our gettings. Dollars and numbers themselves come to have a certain value in and of themselves--and this is both a numeric and affective value. The word 'value' itself is conspicuously ambiguous. We can speak of the 'value of love' or say 'the value of x is 3.' How strongly connected are our 'values' to numeric values? Whatever the answer may be, the metaphor is present in some measure. Money introduces relations between power, desire, value, and number that not only inform the scale of human association and action but also mould our perceptions of ourselves and others--and what is of 'value.' [6] 
The main point is that technologies not only change cultures but also individuals. Sometimes very dramatically. The question to ask about my comments about money is whether people in a barter culture couldhave the same characteristics. If they can, then my comments are simply confused. If they can't, then that lends some credence to the remarks. 
The technology of money is a dramatic and relatively obvious example that wreaks change in us. Such changes are more difficult to isolate and describe when speaking of less influential technologies. Even when the technology is powerful in its effects on the society and the individual (such as is the case with computer technology) the relatively recent nature of it creates difficulties in foreseeing the long-term, stable consequences. But those who are observing initial changes have the advantage of having experienced life without the technology and so can speak more authoritatively about prior conditions. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------

McLuhan's Humanism 
------------------------------------------------------------------------

McLuhan attempted not so much a history of western technology as a history of the noetic (or cognitive) and sensorial (affective) changes brought about in the individual via technology. Always before us in his work is an image of the individual human being. He wasn't satisfied with trying to explore the ways in which technology determines culture but, instead, urges us to examine ourselves and others for the signs of change within us. He wasn't interested in the history of technology but in the history of people modified by technology. He was interested in the ways that technology mediates relations between people and changes individual's world views and nervous systems. In that sense, his work was humanistic. 

His more lasting contribution is his vision of the ways in which history and culture and the individuals in it are modified and, to some extent, determined by technology. Also, his provocative attempts to apply that vision to the electronic technologies of the contemporary world have inspired a generation toward a deeper understanding of media and technology. Richard Lanham, in The Electronic Word, points out the importance of McLuhan to the contemporary world: 

....As long as "McLuhanesque" remains a dyslogistic epithet, we can never decide what we should do with these marvellous new means of expression that now lie like quicksilver in our hands. 

Picture yourself. What do you see? Is it your body you see and your face or do you imagine also a third eye that sees into atoms and yourself, the great universe and into the eye of others? And are your hands capable of touching the body of your beloved and the web of night? I wear glasses; when I look at myself in the mirror the glint of metal and the reflection off the glass is part of who I am.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Footnotes (Part II)
------------------------------------------------------------------------

[5]   But the mere fact of its existence does not guarantee it's a reliable common unit of measurement. Indeed, Galbraith has said "Over all history it has oppressed nearly all people in one of two ways: either it has been abundant and very unreliable, or reliable and very scarce." The price of things emerges from the algebra of need and desire.

[6]    Ong, in Orality and Literacy (p.86), indicates that the origins of money and writing may be closely related: "It has been suggested that the cuneiform script of the Sumerians, the first of all known scripts (c. 3500 BC), grew at least in part out of a system of recording economic transactions by using clay tokens encased in small, hollow but totally closed pod-like containers or bullae, with indentations on the outside representing the tokens inside (Schmandt-Besserat 1978). Thus the symbols on the outside of the bulla--say, seven indentations--carried with them, inside the bulla, evidence of what they represented--say, seven little clay artefacts distinctively shaped, to represent cows, or ewes or other things not yet decipherable--as though words were always proffered with their concrete significations attached. The economic setting of such prechirographic use of tokens could help associate them with writing, for the first cuneiform script, from the same region as the bullae, whatever its exact antecedents, served mostly workaday economic and administrative purposes in urban societies. Urbanization provided the incentive to develop record keeping. Using writing for imaginative creations, as spoken words have been used in tales or lyric, that is, using writing to produce literature in the more specific sense of this term, comes quite late in the history of script." 

  
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Web Links to McLuhan
------------------------------------------------------------------------

As expected, a wealth of Internet resources exist concerning Marshall McLuhan, his ideas, and the work of his colleagues and that of later generations who have been inspired by his work. This should allow you entrance into much of the existing Internet resources: 

Media Influence
Daniel Chandler's site is superb when it comes to most aspects of media studies. It is also excellent regarding McLuhan resources. 

Bernard J. Hibbits's Links to McLuhan 
Technological Determinism
Informative essay on "Technological Determinism". 

popcultures.com: Theorists and Critics 
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