COMMUNICATION & TECHNOLOGY

Everything you need to know about 

Marshall McLuhan

(With lots of pictures for Lauren)
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Marshall McLuhan, media theorist, was born in Canada in 1911 and died in 1980. Here are some of his beliefs and theories on the effect of the media on humans ...

The medium is the message

Most feel that a technology/medium isn't inherently good/bad and it's the way they're used that determines their value - McLuhan disagreed. He felt a medium's real content is the medium itself. He was particularly fascinated by the medium of television, calling it a "cool" medium, noting its soporific effect on viewers. He took great satisfaction years later when medical studies showed that TV does in fact cause people to settle into passive brain wave patterns
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Implosion of society & homogenization

Literacy is a technology of uniformity, which in addition to the electric speed of modern media is causing all of our lives & cultures to become more homogenized (ie squeezing out cultural differences).

Depersonalized
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On the telephone a person is totally abstract - they don't have a body, only low-bandwidth sound (with a HF cut-off of 7kHz most voice character and emotion is removed) and intelligence. In addition the telephone doesn't relate to natural law which transforms the user's psychology. The major message is the speed at which the information is sent. On all electric medium the sender is sent –that is the message– but with no identity, they are nobody.

Isolated & uninterested

The more technologically advanced we become the more the individual is isolated. The effect of technology was at first anxiety, which has descended into boredom.

Detached

Shock induces a generalized numbness or an increased threshold to all types of perception. Each extension of man through technology adds to the numbness of the individual and society.

In experiments in which all outer sensation is withdrawn, the subject begins a fill-in or completion of the senses that is pure hallucination. The overload of one sense tends to effect hypnosis, and the deprivation of all senses tends to result in hallucination.

Fragmentation of knowledge
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Although technological advance causes rapid growth and change, it also reduces the possibility of growth or the understanding of change as it is achieved by fragmentation of a process and the assembly of those fragmented parts into a series.

Left and right hemisphere man

Left hemisphere: Figure without ground

Right hemisphere: Figure and ground

Modern western academia revolves around the brain's left-hemisphere whilst almost ignoring the right-hemisphere. The right hemisphere became the underdog side of the brain in the west due to our adoption of the phonetic alphabet.

Many of our greatest thinkers –including Newton, Dostoyevsky & Einstein– were almost exclusively right-hemisphere, but use of the right-hemisphere is discouraged and excluded by our education system. McLuhan considered modern schooling useless. Ho hum.

The cycle

The technological world provides man with wealth. In his greed Man –as the reproductive organs of the technological world– reciprocates, enabling the formation of ever new forms.

Global Village

Today, after more than a century of electric technology, we have extended our central nervous system itself in a global embrace, abolishing both space and time as far as our planet is concerned. McLuhan made the concept of a global village, interconnected by an electronic nervous system, part of our popular culture well before it actually happened.

Bit pessimistic about technology, isn’t he?

Modern man is suffering mental breakdown of varying degrees as a result of inundation with new information and new patterns of information. Man has to numb the central nervous system when it is extended and exposed, or it will die. Thus the age of anxiety and of electric media is also the age of unconsciousness and of apathy. Remember this is strong media determinism.
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The 'content' of a medium is like the juicy piece of meat carried by the burglar to distract the watchdog of the mind - Marshall McLuhan (Understanding Media)
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