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1

INTRODUCTION

Coinciding realms

Digital McLuhan is actually two intertwining books: one presents McLuhan’s
ideas about media and their impact upon our lives, the other presents my
ideas about how McLuhan’s ideas can help us make sense of our new digital
age. I likely would have written a book like this in any case. But McLuhan
could not, because he died on the last day of 1980, almost literally on the
doorstep of the personal computer revolution that would change so much of
our world, yet be so explicable via insights and comparisons McLuhan had
earlier made.

Those insights showed us a world of media in motion, in which television
was triumphing over books, newspapers, radio, and motion pictures for crucial
segments of our attention, and consequently was exerting profound influence
on politics, business, entertainment, education, and the general conduct of our
lives. This Bayeux Tapestry of media in competition for our patronage—for
our souls, according to some—quite naturally led McLuhan to consider the
ways that media differed in their engagement of our mentalities. How and
why, for example, does seeing a movie on television differ from seeing it in a
motion picture theater, how is reading the news different from hearing it on
radio, and how is that in turn different from watching it on TV? In raising and
attempting to answer such questions, McLuhan in the 1950s, 60s, and 70s
developed an intricate taxonomy of media and their effects, one which reached
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back to the origin of our species for comparisons—as in its recognition of
similarities between pre-literate and electronic communication—and left
openings aplenty for media to come. How is selecting the news we want to
read, hear about, and watch on the Internet different from its presentation via
newspapers, radio, and television?

The handwriting for coming to terms with our digital age was on the wall
of McLuhan’s books.

But that writing could be useful only to the extent that it was
comprehensible—navigational clues, outlines of environments, in a language
we do not clearly understand can serve to frustrate as much as educate. To
the degree that McLuhan’s taxonomy of media was cast in such a language,
it was also a wall in the unintended sense of being an obstacle to
understanding. McLuhan sought to call attention to the pre-eminent and
overlooked role of the medium in communication—the difference between
reading news in a newspaper and watching it on TV—with his famous
aphorism, “the medium is the message.” His critics and casual readers
mistook that for a claim that the content—what it is we read in newspapers
or watch on TV—is totally unimportant. He used provocative analogies to
dramatize the differences between television and its competitors—cool versus
hot, light-through versus light-on, acoustic versus visual space. But such
metaphors often performed in ways precisely contrary to the reason that
metaphors are employed: rather than elucidating a lesserknown area by
relating it to an area that we know well, hot and cool and light-through
and light-on were far more arcane than the media effects they sought to
illuminate. When McLuhan was called upon to explain, he said his intention
was not to explain, but to explore.

But this difficulty with McLuhan’s presentation—with his medium of
expression—in no way diminishes the importance of its content. It was there
to see all along for those willing to learn the language, to see what was right
with his game, as Wittgenstein advised we do about any novel ideas we may
come across, in addition to subjecting them to criticism. Tom Wolfe asked in
1965, “What if he is right?” Might McLuhan be “the most important thinker
since Newton, Darwin, Freud, Einstein, and Pavlov?” Although Wolfe
surprisingly included Pavlov on that list, he was asking the right question.
And the perspective of Digital McLuhan is that the answer is yes, at least
insofar as a framework for understanding the human relationship with
technology and therein the world and the cosmos is as important as
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frameworks for understanding the human psyche, life, and the cosmos in a
physical sense.

Others came to the same conclusion. Critical anthologies such as Stearn’s
McLuhan: Hot & Cool (1967) and Rosenthal’s McLuhan: Pro and Con (1968)
contained as much admiration as denunciation of McLuhan (his language
was so vivid, its claims so bold even when misunderstood, that inattention
was rarely the first response). His biographers Philip Marchand (1989) and
W. Terrence Gordon (1997) describe the caliber of protest at the University
of Toronto’s plan to close McLuhan’s Centre for Culture and Technology in
1980, after he had been incapacitated by a stroke. Buckminster Fuller, John
Cage, Woody Allen, Pierre Elliot Trudeau, and Jerry Brown were among the
hundreds who called or wrote letters of support. The Centre was closed then
nonetheless, but a recognition of McLuhan’s importance was amply
demonstrated at pinnacles of scholarly, cultural, and even political discourse.

In fairness to McLuhan’s detractors, however, his work suffered from a
problem more fundamental than the dazzle of his metaphors—a problem,
moreover, not of McLuhan’s making, and quite beyond anyone’s capacity to
redress at the time. In the scientific, and by extension social scientific,
community, the surest way of determining to what extent someone’s idea is
right or wrong is to gauge the accuracy of its predictions. But there was no
good occasion in the three decades McLuhan wrote about the media for
either him or his associates to do this. From the publication of The Mechanical
Bride, his first book about media, in 1951, to his death on the eve of 1981,
television utterly dominated public and private life. This meant that any
predictions McLuhan made about television, or were generated by others
from his ideas, had elements of the ex post facto, of explanations of an
environment already present. Thus, McLuhan observed that JFK’s “cool”
style was more appropriate to the medium of television than Nixon’s “hot”
arguments in 1960, and Jimmy Carter’s low-key persona similarly made him
appealing to voters making decisions on the basis of television sixteen years
later. But as intriguing and useful as those connections may have been (and
still are), they could not provide the corroboration of McLuhan’s ideas that
the arrival of a new medium—as revolutionary and unforeseen in its impact
as television—might have bestowed, had the advent of that new medium and
its effects been predictable and explicable on the basis of McLuhan’s work.

The digital age now provides such an occasion. Digital McLuhan thus not
only seeks to provide a guide to our digital age—the book’s primary purpose—
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but in so doing provides evidence of the underlying accuracy of McLuhan’s
thinking that was unavailable when he was alive.

To accomplish this double task, each chapter of the book will attempt to
clarify a key insight, principle, or construct in McLuhan’s work, and then
discover what it tells us about tens of millions of people reading the Sunday
papers, purchasing birthday presents, and even watching the equivalent of
television on the Web, while those not online learn about it anyway in
newspapers, magazines, movies, and TV shows.

THE GAME PLAN

We begin in the next chapter with a consideration of McLuhan’s method—his
professed preference for exploration over explanation, for demonstration via
metaphor rather than logical argument, and his presentation of ideas about
media in small packets, often as few as several paragraphs and rarely more
than seven or eight pages. Strictly speaking, this is not about an insight into
media effects nor a tool or construct McLuhan developed for assessing them.
Rather, it is about McLuhan’s way of doing business with his readers—his
modus operandus. And yet not coincidentally, this turns out to bear a striking
similarity to the way people communicate online, with comments on Usenet
lists usually just a few paragraphs in length, and hot-linked titles and phrases
on Web pages much like the glosses in bold—hot-links ahead of their medium—
we find dispersed throughout the pages of McLuhan’s books. Even in the
examination of his method, we find in McLuhan a presaging of our age, an
author struggling to communicate in an electronic pattern via the straightjacket
of paper—a startling quicksilver mode in some sense consonant with the wheels
of our intellect, but not as yet invented then in media.

Next, we turn to the core insight of McLuhan’s entire agenda, also his best
known and least understood: the medium is the message. Intended to call
attention to the proposition that mere use of a medium is more profound in
impact upon society than what individuals may do specifically with the
medium—the world successively changed when people began talking on the
phone, listening to the radio, watching television, logging on to the Web, not
usually because of what they said, heard, and saw—it was roundly mangled
into a contention that content is totally unimportant.

A moment’s reflection shows why that cannot be. There is no such thing
as a medium without content, for if it had no content, it would not be a
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medium. McLuhan (1964, pp. 23–4) cites the electric light as a hypothet ical
example of “pure information,” or a medium without content, but then aptly
notes that its content is what it shines upon and illuminates. In other words,
the light bulb becomes meaningful to the extent that it illuminates something.
A television with no programs could have no influence upon us as a medium,
any more than a computer devoid of its very different kind of programs
would be anything other than an interesting piece of junk. This is, indeed,
just what became of many early personal computers due to their inability to
access the Web, as soon as such access became crucial. They lacked the
programs, and thus the content the programs delivered, necessary for the
computer to function as a medium in the new environment. Content, in other
words, is essential for “media-hood.”

The Internet highlights another way in which the content of the medium aids
our understanding of media. In McLuhan’s quest to uncover the ordinarily hidden
dimensions and effects of media—unnoticed because we focus on content and
take the underlying medium for granted—he observed that media suddenly
become more visible and attractive as objects of study when they are superseded
by newer media, and become their new content. Thus, McLuhan’s early work in
literary theory showed him that the narrative structure of the novel jumped into
public awareness after motion pictures adopted that structure as its content. By
the 1960s, television would have the same effect on cinema, as universities created
film schools to examine what was now available as content at all hours of the
day in everyone’s home. And in the decade after McLuhan’s death, the VCR
transformed the very structure and organization of television into content for the
first time, directing the attention of its viewers to the relationship of commercials
and programming (commercials could be “fast-forwarded” on the VCR), the
subtleties of program timing (the taping could end several minutes before the
end of the program, because the rest was taken up by commercials), and other
aspects of television uncritically accepted when they were beyond viewer control.

But in the new millennium, the Internet is poised to trump each and every
one of these prior “liberations” of media into content, because the Internet is
making content of them all. What began as a medium whose content was
text, and expanded in the 1990s to include images and sounds, has become
at the turn of the new century a medium that offers telephone (Internet
Telephone), radio (RealAudio) and television (RealVideo). The evidence and
implications of the Internet as this grand medium of media will be among the
continuing themes of this book.
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Chapters 4 and 5 address McLuhan’s discussions of “acoustic space” and
“discarnate man,” and therein consider the impact that the Internet as a
whole has on our relationship to the world, and to one another. A prime
concern of McLuhan’s was the way the alphabet and the printing press
encouraged us to see the world as a series of discrete sources and pieces, from
which we could be easily detached, as when closing a book. According to
McLuhan, such abstract, sequential vision had replaced an earlier, “acoustic”
mode, wherein we perceived the world all at once, all around us, as a permeable
extension of ourselves and we of it. Provocatively, McLuhan claimed that
television was retrieving this mode—via screens that showed the same thing
everywhere we turned. But regarding television as “acoustic” was a difficult
feat, no matter how often McLuhan aptly quoted Tony Schwartz (1973) that
television treats the eye as an ear.

The advent of cyberspace in the 1990s made it easier.
For the space that the computer screen invites us to join is indeed

everywhere, but unlike the space on the television screen, it is potentially of
our own making—we create it and remake it by using it—just like the acoustic
space of the pre-literate environment. Further, the notion of being in cyberspace
is much less counter-intuitive than being in the acoustic space of television.
We go from one place to another on the Web and we feel as if we are moving
through that space—a sense we do not usually have when jumping from one
television station to another. The unmasking of cyberspace as acoustic space
thus helps make each more explicable.

Denizens of cyberspace are virtual—meaning, our physical bodies play no
role in our interaction with and in that space. McLuhan noted this “discarnate”
effect when we talk on the phone, listen to the radio, or watch television, and
wondered what impact it had upon our morality. But the experience on the
phone is very different from the other two, in that we become discarnate when
we talk on the phone—each party to the conversation is “sent,” without
accompanying body, in every word that is spoken—but only the viewed, not
the viewer, is discarnate on television. The online participant is incorporeal in
the same interactive way as the telephone conversationist, and on this key
aspect the Internet is more like the telephone than television. Indeed, we will
see throughout this book that the digital age has tap-roots in telephones and
printing every bit as powerful as those in television, even though the digital age
is brought to us on screens first made familiar on TVs.
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Chapters 6 and 7 focus on the geo-political consequences of this revolution.
McLuhan suggested that electronic media, television in particular, were turning
the world into a “global village.” The logic of this observation is immediately
comprehensible and made the global village not only among the most often but
also the most appropriately quoted of McLuhan’s metaphors: we can all see the
similarity between the world watching the Superbowl on television and villagers
enjoying a local football game from their vantage point in a stadium. But there is
more to village life than being a passive audience—villagers in a stadium can
interact with one another and the players, and indeed the players may be villagers
themselves—in contrast to the television audience, which consists for the most
part of isolated family units, at irreducible arm’s length from what they watch on
the screen. Once again, the Internet helps complete McLuhan’s metaphor, to the
point of making it a reality. The online villager, who can live anywhere in the
world with a personal computer, a telephone line, and a Web browser, can engage
in dialogue, seek out rather than merely receive news stories, and in general
exchange information across the globe much like the inhabitants of any village
or stadium. Just as D.W. Griffith shattered the shell of the proscenium arch that
had kept movie cameras, still under the spell of theater, from approaching the
scene too closely, so has the Internet shattered the barrier that kept viewers bottled
up with no input on the living-room side of their television screen.

The advent of computer screens not only as receivers but initiators of
information in homes and offices around the world is further fulfilling another
of McLuhan’s observations about the global village—namely, that its
dispersion of information is creating a new power structure whose “centers
are everywhere and margins are nowhere.” Radio and television networks
began this process by broadcasting the same breaking news into everyone’s
homes and offices, and even motel rooms. From the point of view of access
to this important information, the room with the best view could just as
easily be in a shack off a desolate road in the middle of nowhere as a penthouse
or office suite in NewYork City—all that counted was that the room have a
television or radio (in a sense, this effect began with national news magazines,
although their delivery was not immediate). But the sources of this information
were still controlled by a handful of broadcast networks; in the television
age, their corporate headquarters were meaningful centers indeed.

In the age of the Internet, in which anyone with a Web page can launch a
news story, internationally, the corporate gatekeeping of news is finally
beginning to subside. I learned about Princess Diana’s tragic accident in August
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1997 via an Associated Press bulletin forwarded by an individual on the
Internet. Although some of the cable television stations were quick to pick up
the story, an hour or more elapsed before all the major U.S. television networks
joined in the coverage. Similarly, the Starr Report on Bill Clinton’s sexual
relationship with Monica Lewinsky (Office of the Independent Counsel, 1998)
was available in its entirety to the world at large on the Internet at a time
when only excerpts were quoted on radio and TV, and a day before its
publication in newspapers.

The decentralization of our digital age pertains to more than news.
Amazon.com became the third largest bookseller in the world within the first
three years of its online operation (Nee, 1998). There is of course a centralized
corporate structure in Amazon.com, but it is irrelevant in terms of the books
that are offered for sale to its customers: unlike even the biggest physical
bookstore, which can only shelve a given number of different books, the
shelf space on Amazon.com—being virtual—is virtually unlimited.

And in many cases, the power of corporations to influence economic events,
much like the power of governments to influence them, is melting in the light
of personal computers and their empowerment of individual choice. Microsoft,
the biggest corporation in the world, was unable to make its Windows 95 a
thorough success, just as it has been struggling for years to attain a majority
of the market for its Web browser, Internet Explorer: in both cases, the
preferences of individual users, not the plans of the mega-corporation,
prevailed. That is why lawsuits by the government to limit the power of
Microsoft are unnecessary. The power is already limited by a decentralization,
in significant part of Microsoft’s own making, far more profound. Indeed,
for anyone who understands McLuhan, the lawsuits are laughable—a quixotic
effort by government, eager to demonstrate what little power it has left to
regulate commerce, against an alleged monopoly whose very success has had
the effect of obsolescing monopolies in the information business. Call it a
tilting at Web mills.

McLuhan’s examination of media looked not only at their impact on
business, politics, and social life, but at the way they address and engage our
senses—the locus of their primary psychological effect upon us, which is the
basis of much of their social impact. Chapters 8 and 9 turn from our
consideration of the global lessons of the digital age to a new look at the one-
on-one relationship each of us has with our computer screen, our television
screen, our books, our media.
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For McLuhan, the specific way that we perceive the contents of each
medium—the literal, physical method that each medium employs, the intensity
and clarity of the information therein presented—governs not only how we use
and what we derive from the medium, but its effect upon our overall society.
Observing a common perceptual denominator in television and stained glass
windows—both are animated by light behind the glass, which reaches our eyes
after shining through it—McLuhan came to an astonishing conclusion about
television: it draws and commands our attention with an almost hypnotic,
religious intensity, because that is the way our senses and brains respond to a
“light-through” invitation. Stainedglass windows—and, I would add, blue
skies—partake of this sensory appeal. Paintings, books (other than those
comprised of illuminated manuscripts, the medieval simulation on pages of
light-through), newspapers, and motion pictures do not; rather, their contents
are conveyed to us via light that bounces on and off of them. Thus, on this
sensory basis alone, we can see the advantage of television over both books
and motion pictures. Since computer screens also operate via light-through,
they convey the benefits of books while maintaining the sensory appeal of TV.

“Light-through” is likely among the least known of McLuhan’s comparative
gauges of media. Like “acoustic space” and “discarnate man,” it is appreciated
among some inner circles of media theorists, but never achieved the iconic
status of “the global village” or the mantric appeal of “the medium is the
message.” “Hot and cool”—a sensory comparison that McLuhan borrowed
from jazz slang to denote media of high and low profile—went its own different
way. An early star in the mid-1960s, at least as well known and associated
with McLuhan as the global village and the medium is the message, it fell
sharply out of style after McLuhan’s death in 1980, and today has about it
an almost charming, antique patina. Its one consistency throughout the
decades is the large amount of misunderstanding it has generated—which,
unlike the medium is the message, is due to some inherent difficulties, or
unannounced subtleties, in the concept.

The crux of hot and cool is that media which are loud, bright, clear, fixed
(“hot” or high definition) evoke less involvement from perceivers than media
whose presentations are soft, shadowy, blurred, and changeable (“cool” or low
definition). The psychological logic of this distinction is that we are obliged and
seduced to work harder—get more involved—to fill in the gaps with the lower
profile, less complete media. Thus, we might pore over a few lines of poetry
more than a few lines of prose, study a political cartoon for meaning more than
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a crystal-clear photograph, get hooked on the shimmering images of the little
screen of television more than the big bold images in the movie theater.

That last example shows the strengths and weaknesses of the hot-and-
cool dichotomy. The revelation that television pulls us into its cool images to
see what is on the other side dovetails nicely with the same effect that television
has upon us as a light-through medium. It is true that TV is small and blurry
in comparison to the motion picture screen, which is thus not only light-on
but hot in this McLuhanesque reading. But when we inquire more fully into
why TV might be more involving than motion pictures, we notice that the
two differ on another crucial criterion—namely, that television is available
to us twenty-four hours a day in our homes, whereas motion pictures on the
theater screen can be had only by going out to the movies and paying for the
experience. This difference alone could easily account for how television could
be more addictive than motion pictures, with no reference to hot and cool, or
light-on versus light-through, at all.

Other non-perceptual factors can account for hot-and-cool effects of other
media. McLuhan correctly noted that radio and phonograph recordings (“hi-
fi” or “high-fidelity” in the late 1950s and early 1960s) provided much fuller
sound than the telephone, which was thus cool and much more involving. But
the telephone invited participation for a much more practical and obvious
reason: unlike the radio and the phonograph, the phone provided the listener
with a live, interacting person on the other end of the connection. Whatever
the heat or coolness of radio and recordings, they could never warrant the level
of involvement of telephone, for the plain reason that they are deaf to the
voices of their listeners (unless, of course, someone calls a radio station on the
phone—in which case, the addition of the phone makes radio interactive).

And radio poses another problem for hot/cool analysis. How is it that
radio, a sound-only medium, can be hot, while television with its audiovisual
presentation can be cool? Surely sound is less than sight-and-sound? We can
answer this one with the qualification that hot and cool works best for media
of the same modality—motion pictures and TV, prose and poetry, cartoon
drawing and photograph—and not for cross-media comparisons such as radio
and TV. But we are still left with the unavoidable result that hot and cool is
a rather mercurial measure of media effects, which (perhaps apropos of the
somewhat disenchanting spin it puts on clarity) can confuse as much as clarify.

Nonetheless, its elucidations are impressive, and it and they are included in
this book because we need all the help we can get in furthering our understanding
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of the new digital age. Text online has been more addictive than books and
newspapers ever since its public inception in the 1980s, when early commercial
systems such as CompuServe and the Source would charge by the hour, and
people who could ill afford the cost would spend a thousand dollars or more a
month and still continue logging on. The interactivity—sometimes live, usually
asynchronous—with other people online certainly explains a large part of the
attraction. But there was something in those primordial, low-profile screens—
just letters of one shade on a dark background, dim and drab in comparison to
the bright screens of today—that was powerfully alluring, and made me think
of McLuhan and cool media writ in phosphor the first time I logged on to a
computer network, almost fifteen years ago.

To write is usually to want to publish—a diary would be the exception—
and in Chapter 10 we return to the social arena to consider what the Web has
made of McLuhan’s proposition that the xerox was turning every author into
a publisher. The initial formulation of course had more than a dash of hyperbole.
Even the cheapest paperback looks and feels more like a published book than
the sharpest photocopied manuscript, and the author with photocopied
“publications” in hand has no ready way of getting them into public distribution.
The Web is a great equalizer on both accounts. Authors with the requisite
minimal knowledge of Hyper Text Markup Language (html) and sense of Web-
page design can create online pages for their publications as attractive as those
put up by the biggest corporations online, and the Web is a universal distribution
system whose pages can be accessed by anyone with a Web browser. But this
revolution in publishing is still decidedly incomplete: Amazon.com’s huge
business is in selling, via the Web, traditionally published books.

Whether the buoyance of the book printed and bound is an expression of
the nostalgia all of us who have grown up with it feel for it, or an indication
of deeper levels of satisfaction we derive from words permanently affixed to
pages—Digital McLuhan will examine both factors, and I suspect both are
at work here—the currents of change swirling around books and newspapers
are all headed in one overall direction: a washing away, an overwhelming, of
traditional gatekeeping in media. When means of dissemination were
handwritten and thus at their scarcest, the Church served as gatekeeper for
sacred and lesser-blessed but still worthy text. The printing press took down
this gate, but installed in its stead the government and soon commercial
enterprises to regulate the new flow of information. In the twentieth century,
the broadcast media of radio and television radically increased the flow of
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information again, yet government and commercial gatekeeping continued
unabated—indeed, even increased in authority, since publishing a book is
considerably less expensive than producing a television program, which until
the advent of cable provided only a handful of possibilities for appearing on
television screens in any case. McLuhan was thus entirely right, even prescient,
to seize upon the xerox as an extraordinary reversal of this trend. The question
for gatekeeping in the digital age will be: with the Web removing the
technological and economic reasons for the pre-sorting of information, will
the public still look to gatekeepers to provide an imprimatur of what is best
to read, see, and hear, or will audiences seek out and ratify a more direct
relationship with creators?

Chapters 11, 12, and 13 consider how digital facility with information
may be changing our very notion of “best,” and how it relates to our
interconnected conceptions of work, play, and art. McLuhan not only had a
genius for apt phrases, he had a keen eye for picking them out from the
discourse of others, and frequently quoted the saying of the Balinese that
“We have no art, we do everything well.” Along with acoustic space and the
global village, McLuhan saw this pre-industrial attention to detail, this goal
of working to perfection, as returning in an electronic age in which expert
knowledge was increasingly available to everyone. As has been happening in
so many other aspects of our lives, the personal digital age has done one
better than the mass electronic age in this regard, giving us not only access to
information twenty-four hours per day but the wherewithal to apply that
information, to contribute to society, to even work at a growing number of
jobs any time night or day, from any place in the world, including our homes.

The source of this enhanced capacity for work is of course the personal
computer, also a place where our children (and we) play games, and via
which we surf the Web for fun as well as profit. “Serfs to Surf” (Chapter 11
of this book) examines some of the background and likely consequences of
this new, digital blurring of work and play. Although television in its recently
departed classic age no doubt mixed entertainment with news and business
(in the form of commercials), it provided few outlets for direct purchase of
goods and services, and none at all for production and distribution of work
from the home; business in those days by and large could only be conducted
outside of the home, in physical public. In contrast to such sharp demarcation,
the personal computer from the outset was a vehicle both of work (word
processing, data management, telecommuting) and pleasure. Indeed, the
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polarity of DOS (business) and Macintosh (fun) applications captured this
double function, whose ultimate synthesis in Windows was inevitable, given
that the actual differences between DOS and Mac programs were minimal in
comparison to personal computers versus any media that came before.
Whether the fun of surfing the Web will continue when the novelty wears off,
whether the work produced in such flexible circumstances will be better in
the long run, whether family life will be improved in all respects by the capacity
to work at home, is not yet known. But the robust levels of economic growth
in the United States at the end of the 1990s—rising GNP, declining
unemployment—suggest that, in the most Web-connected nation in the world,
at least, the new mixture of work and play is producing a fine harvest.

Chapter 12 looks at the other end of work and pleasure in relation to
technological progress, particularly McLuhan’s view that outmoded
technologies become art forms. As a corollary to his warning that technologies
are essentially invisible when in peak use—we might say that they are all like
the blades of whirring fans, upon which the unwary might well cut their
fingers—McLuhan noticed that technological workings suddenly become clear,
as if pushed onto center stage, when another technology takes over even part
of their job and begins pulling some of the strings. One aspect of this, as we
saw in our discussion of “the medium is the message,” is that older media
become the high profile content of newer media, as novels in motion pictures,
motion pictures in TV, and almost all prior media on the Internet.

Another aspect is that some superseded technologies become appreciated
not for their actual output or function, but for the sheer pleasure of
experiencing them—as we would look back at and enjoy a work of art.
McLuhan’s favorite example of this effect concerned the Earth itself, which
became an art form—a thing of beauty to be admired and preserved as a
whole, as if Gaia were an endangered species—when Sputnik circled our
planet, and for the first time gave us a perspective from beyond it. My own
two favorite examples (a key enjoyment in reading McLuhan’s work is
coming up with your own examples) are delicatessen meats and being cool
in convertible cars. Ham, corned beef, and similarly treated food were once
cured for the practical purpose of preservation; when electric refrigeration
was developed to do a much better job of that, people began to consume
cured foods almost entirely for their taste. Around that very same time,
people drove in convertibles in summer to keep cool; by the 1960s, air-
conditioning in cars had all but eradicated the convertible; in the 1980s,
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the convertible returned—its occupants wanted to be cool, but now in a
stylistic more than a physical sense.

As medium after medium moves from its traditional stand-alone position to
become content on the Internet, we can expect a commensurate increase in the
public’s appreciation of those older media as art. The look and design of print
on paper is already beginning to receive such attention—see the front-page
layout of any newspaper in comparison to what front pages looked like a
hundred years ago—just as handwriting became the art of calligraphy in the
age of print. The appearance of television on screens attached to keyboards
and trackballs will make it not only newly viewable but malleable in its contours,
and this invitation to experiment with the size and shape of the TV screen, and
its relation to other windows, will result in an increased awareness of what are
now the underlying aesthetics and structures of the televised image. A small
first step in that direction has already occurred in the repackaging of 1950s TV
situation comedies—such as I Love Lucy and The Honeymooners—for
presentation on cable television stations as “classics,” replete with commentary
at the beginning about their comedic significance. The availability of nearly
100 cable channels in many areas of the United States constitutes an enormous
increase in choice over the handful of broadcast channels which was all that
television had to offer in the 1950s, but the Internet has the potential to offer
vastly more, and may soon make even cable TV an “Internet, lite.”

But will this increase in art a la McLuhan—this shift in many older
technologies from our unthinking use to our critical appreciation of them—
result in a net improvement of society? In other words, granting that the Internet
does indeed afford us more time and opportunity for the careful attention to
activities typical of art, will this translate into the Balinese supposition of doing
all of that well? Chapter 13 considers some of the prospects and pitfalls for
genuine improvement of our ways of life and business in the digital age. On the
one hand, rapid access to diverse information certainly facilitates better
performance in any task that requires research, which cuts a wide path across
medical, legal, academic, and many commercial professions. On the other hand,
there can be a sense of accomplishment and relationship in the virtual realm
which is illusory, or at least incomplete, until full flesh-and-blood people have
shaken hands, and tangible things have been moved.

To the extent that pre-industrial Balinese were indeed able to do everything
well—given the deception attendant to most self-appraisal—this presumably
was due to the smaller number of tasks in their world, and the consequently
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greater amount of time they could devote to each, in comparison to less time
for more tasks in the Industrial Age. Digital processing of data effectively
increases the amount of time we can devote to each task when it provides
information essential to the task more quickly; and successful completion of
more tasks gives us access to the bigger picture of interrelated tasks, which is
also helpful. So far, so good: we seem well on the way to Bali Ha’i.

But the irreducible grounding of many tasks in physical reality and their
refractory time frames—the Internet, after all, cannot move an orange from
California to London any faster than the fastest plane, nor can the Web do
anything about the time it takes an orange to grow—is an everpresent anchor
on the digital surge, ever ready to bring it back down to Earth. In the end, we
may well need to settle not for doing everything well, but for some of us
doing some things better—which isn’t too bad, either.

Peering into the future brings us to the last two chapters in this book,
where we find McLuhan segueing from tour guide for our world—a world
twenty years after his demise—to docent of further worlds beyond. Consistent
with McLuhan’s abstention from explanation and overarching theorization,
he also refrained from systematic, detailed predictions of the future. His forte
was rather the sudden dive into the past, to retrieve some sparkling gem from
the ocean deep to help illuminate our present state of affairs back up on the
surface. Thus, we have the global village, acoustic space, stained glass windows
all shedding light, first on McLuhan’s world of the 1950s through the 1980s,
and now on the digital age in which we reside, an age which is just beginning.
But McLuhan also left us, if not explicit predictions of the future, two very
valuable conceptual tools to help us navigate its pathways. One, the “rear-
view mirror,” is designed to alert us to errors in perception, traps we may fall
into, along the way. The other, the “tetrad” or “laws of media,” was intended
to uncover panoplies of possibilities, and how they relate to past and current
effects of media.

The rear-view mirror—subject of Chapter 14—is, like the global village,
among McLuhan’s easiest to understand and most powerful insights. In fact,
the rear-view mirror is probably my favorite. We move into the future with
our sight on the past. How true that is, and how aptly the rear-view mirror in
the automobile metaphorically captures that effect. Its linguistic traces are
all around. The telephone was first called the talking telegraph, the automobile
the horseless carriage, the radio the wireless. But each of these technologies
was much more—the telephone breached the privacy of our home, the
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automobile empowered countries which had oil, radio became a nationwide
simultaneous mass medium—and since none of these consequences were
picked up in the initial retro-labels, those rear-view mirrors distracted us
from crucial developments.

The Internet, of course, is seen in a rear-view mirror par excellence. Its
critics are prone to see it as a television screen; its devotees, including me, are
inclined to see it as an improved kind of book. But the truth of the matter, yet
to be fully determined, is that the Internet is and will be a combination and
transformation of both books and TV, and other media such as telephone as
well, and thus is something much more, much different from any prior media.
The rear-view mirror cannot tell us what that is, but it can remind us not to
get too mesmerized by reflections of the immediate past. The driver who
looks only into the rear-view mirror, or even too often, and accords
consequently short shrift to the road ahead and its new possibilities can quickly
end up on the side of the road, or worse.

McLuhan’s “tetrad”—or four laws of media—shifts gears from warning us
that we need to sometimes take off our past-tinted glasses when looking at the
future, to indicating what kinds of territory we might see there when those
glasses are removed. McLuhan says four questions can be asked of any medium
and its impact. What does it enhance or amplify in the culture? What does it
obsolesce or push out of prominence? What does it retrieve from the past,
from the realm of the previously obsolesced? And—and here the tetrad projects
into the future—what does the medium reverse or flip into when it reaches the
limits of its potential? Radio, for example, enhanced oral communication across
great distances; obsolesced aspects of written communication, such as the
newspaper as the leading edge of news delivery; retrieved some of the prominence
of oral communication from pre-literate times; and reversed into broadcasts of
sounds and images—television. The new medium can in turn be similarly
examined. Television enhances instant visual long-distance communication;
obsolesces aspects of sound-only radio, whose serials and soap operas moved
to TV; retrieves some of the visual elements that radio had obsolesced, such as
the cartoon; and reverses into Well, we are not entirely there yet, but certainly
oligarchic network television has reversed into such diverse but overlapping
media as cable, VCRs, and the Internet.

Chapter 15, the final chapter in our voyage, applies the tetrad to these
new media of our early digital age, and looks especially at their possible
areas of reversal. Might the Internet, with its democratization of
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communication, its scoffing at gatekeeping, reverse in the next turn of its
tetrad into a Web in which choice is a sham, where every hot-link on a page
leads to a pre-determined info-dump, mandated by the government or some
other resurgent central authority as in the movie Starship Troopers (1997)?
Or are the centrifugal forces that the digital age has already unleashed so
powerful, so quickly on their way to becoming universal, that they will pull
the tetrad wheel away from any re-entry of a totalitarian past?

The tetrad is unique in Dr. McLuhan’s bag of instruments to gauge the
health, status, heartbeat, prognosis of our media. Although it is more systematic
than any of his other constructs—every medium in history is subject to the four
laws—it is nonetheless open-ended and multi-dimensional. Each medium
enhances, obsolesces, retrieves, reverses into many more than one thing or
effect. Television retrieves the cave painting, the billboard, the newspaper
cartoon, and reverses not only into the Internet, cable, and the VCR but
holography, the videophone (which of course is also one of the many media the
telephone flips into) and much more. Clearly, McLuhan was attempting to do
something new with the tetrad—to create something which approached a general
theory of media, without the rigidity and confinement of possibilities which
are usually the purchase price of theories. But he never got the chance.

He managed only two small, published essays about the tetrad before his
death in 1980 (McLuhan, 1975, 1977a). The laws of media were not able to
make their first house-call to the world-at-large until 1988, when the book
by that name, co-authored by Marshall and Eric McLuhan, was at last
published.

The tetrad also has a personal uniqueness to me: I wrote the Preface to the
second article McLuhan published about the tetrad—“Laws of the Media”
in the journal et cetera in 1977. I was a doctoral student then, and although
I had already studied McLuhan’s work at length, that Preface initiated a
brief, exhilarating period of time in which I not only read McLuhan’s work,
but worked with him through correspondence, phone calls, and the occasional
meeting in Toronto or NewYork.

The tetrad thus not only serves as the culmination of this book, but provides
apt occasion for the conclusion of this chapter, where we will situate Marshall
McLuhan in relation to his colleagues, co-authors, and those in the scholarly
world who continue to further his work.
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McLUHAN & COMPANY

One indication of the extent to which McLuhan relied on co-authors is that
only three of his books—The Mechanical Bride (1951), The Gutenberg Galaxy
(1962), and Understanding Media (1964)—were written without
collaboration. All of the others—The Medium is the Massage (McLuhan &
Fiore, 1967), War and Peace in the Global Village (McLuhan & Fiore, 1968),
Through the Vanishing Point (McLuhan & Parker, 1968), Counterblast
(McLuhan & Parker, 1969), From Cliché to Archetype (McLuhan & Watson,
1970), Take Today (McLuhan & Nevitt, 1972), City as Classroom (M.
McLuhan, Hutchon & E.McLuhan, 1977), and the posthumously published
Laws of Media (M. McLuhan & E. McLuhan, 1988) and The Global Village
(McLuhan & Powers, 1989)—were co-written with the authors indicated in
parenthesis. (Culture is Our Business, written solely by McLuhan and
published in 1970, is essentially an update of The Mechanical Bride; Verbi-
Voco-Visual Explorations is a revised 1967 reprint of number 8 of the journal
Explorations, which McLuhan edited with Edmund Carpenter; McLuhan
and Carpenter also edited Explorations in Communication in 1960.)

A counter-indication of McLuhan’s indebtedness to co-authors, however,
becomes clear when we realize that The Gutenberg Galaxy and Understanding
Media—two of McLuhan’s three solo works—have been far and away his
most influential books. Indeed, examination of his subsequent books reveals
that, although they continue to offer some new examples, the insights and
metaphors and media relationships they illuminate—such as the global village,
hot and cool, light-through versus light-on, and, of course, the medium is the
message—are all already writ large in his second and third books. Laws of
Media is a partial exception, but retrieval was already on stage in the global
village, and reversal was the subject of a chapter—“Reversal of the Overheated
Medium”—in Understanding Media. Enhancement and obsolescence—the
replacement of one medium in prominence by another—are obviously major
themes throughout McLuhan’s work, in particular the obsolescence of the
oral by the literate, and then the literate by the electronic. Digital McLuhan
can be seen as an examination of the obsolescence of the early, mass-electronic
milieu by our current electronic digital environment—a replacement which
both enhances the world-wide reach of earlier mass electronic media, yet
retrieves literate culture via the reliance of the personal computer and its
Web applications on the written word. What was unapparent when McLuhan
and all but his posthumous collaborators wrote was that the elec tronic media
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of their time were but the root of an electronic digital age on the verge of
springing into being—a one-way, mass-media caterpillar yet to burst into the
digital butterfly, if you prefer your metaphors winged.

Since the presentation of McLuhan’s co-authored books makes it impossible
to determine which of the authors wrote what text in a given volume—and
since, as indicated above, the insights in the co-authored texts are found in
the earlier books solely of McLuhan’s authorship—I will, for brevity’s sake,
refer to quotes and ideas discussed throughout this book as “McLuhan’s,”
while of course listing any co-authors in the bibliographic reference
immediately following the quote (for example: McLuhan & Fiore, 1967).

Books solely written by McLuhan’s collaborators, or books written about
McLuhan and his ideas, are of course a different matter. Yet, significantly,
only one book by a McLuhan colleague—Edmund Carpenter’s Oh, What a
Blow that Phantom Gave Me! (1972 /1973)—stands out as making a
contribution essential to our understanding of the digital age, and indeed
that will be the only book of its kind quoted in this volume. As for early
critical works about McLuhan, they are alas usually distinguished by a stark
misunderstanding of their subject—see, for example, Jonathan Miller’s
Marshall McLuhan (1971) and its deadpan explanation that McLuhan applies
“hot” to incomplete, low-profile media, or completely the reverse of
McLuhan’s usage—and will be cited in this volume as such.

Beyond McLuhan’s collaborators and critics, we have a small but growing
group of authors who have applied and extended McLuhan’s work to new
areas. Neil Postman (e.g., 1985, 1992) has mined the dark side of McLuhan,
contending that regardless of how newsworthy, educational, and otherwise
culturally erudite the content of television may appear, its underlying
message—the result of watching it, whatever the program may be—is
destructive of rationality, courtesy, and many of the finer things of civilization.
Jim Curtis’ Rock Eras (1987) applies the tetrad to rock ‘n’ roll. Joshua
Meyrowitz’s No Sense of Place (1985) develops the social and political
implications of McLuhan’s observation that life at electronic speed blurs
distinctions between work and art, business and pleasure.

Much of this scholarship was interconnected, and informed by personal
relationships among authors that continue to this day. I first became acquainted
with Jim Curtis when I reviewed his Culture as Polyphony (1978) for the journal
Technology and Culture (Levinson, 1979b); I noted his analysis of Russian and
American Southern culture as “cool” and acoustic, and we struck up a
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correspondence and a friendship. His Rock Eras (1987) not only uses McLuhan’s
tetrad, but a particular elaboration of the tetrad that I developed—tetrad
“wheels” of evolution—which is discussed in Chapter 15 of Digital McLuhan.

Josh Meyrowitz sat right next to me in seminars of the doctoral program
at NewYork University—the “Media Ecology” Program, headed by Neil
Postman—from 1975 through 1978, where our relationship rapidly developed
from spirited sparring over minor details to lifelong friendship and a
recognition that we both saw the world of media essentially the same way.
That core vision derived from Marshall McLuhan. I went on in the years that
followed to integrate that vision with the philosophy of Karl Popper, the
evolutionary epistemology of Donald Campbell, and even some of the logical
analysis of technological possibilities found in the science fiction of Isaac
Asimov. Meyrowitz mixed his McLuhan with the perspectives of sociology,
most especially the work on public and private personas by Erving Goffman.
Although No Sense of Place (1985) was just a bit too early to catch the full
drift of the digital revolution—the book is much more an assessment of
television than computers—its comprehensive treatment of fading distinctions
and boundaries in electronic mass media offers an important prelude to the
frontal assault on gatekeeping in the digital age that is one of the main themes
of Digital McLuhan.

Neil Postman was not only the intellectual leader of the program in which
I earned my Ph.D., he was also my doctoral dissertation adviser. In view of
his scathing critiques of television and computers, and my opposing arguments
that they are both far better for our culture than Postman allows, and radically
different in any case in their effects, I have often been moved to quip that
Postman was my biggest failure in which I was a teacher—in this case, a
doctoral student attempting to “teach” his mentor about media. But the deeper
truth is that Postman was and is a superb teacher in conveying why McLuhan
must be taken seriously.

Indeed, Postman and his doctoral program were responsible for several crucial
stages in the intellectual and personal relationship I came to enjoy with
McLuhan, especially its beginnings. My first published scholarly article—in
the Media Ecology Review, a publication of the Media Ecology Program at
NYU—was entitled “‘Hot’ and ‘Cool’ Redefined for Interactive Media” (1976),
and its thesis that hot and cool distinctions work differently in passive one-way
media like radio and interactive two-way media such as telephone points directly
to new applications of McLuhan in our more interactive digital age.
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