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GOOD QUESTION. IF YOU ARE UNDER

40, it may not resonate for you as it does
for those of us who were alive and
conscious in the 1960s. But the question
is still important and relevant today.

Don’t take my word for it: ask any
teacher or student of communications
and the media.They will know the
question recalls the words and writings
of Herbert Marshall McLuhan, an
obscure University of Toronto academic
who took the media world like a
welcome breath of fresh air in the ‘60s.
They will also know that, along with
the fresh air, there may have been a
generous blast of hot air. Some of it
from the great man himself. More from
his (generally self-identified) disciples
and followers. Many will also tell you
that McLuhan’s insights and observations
are as relevant today as they were 40
years ago.They could be right. Or not.

McLuhan was often contradictory
and confusing. Perhaps deliberately so:
friends saw him as an iconoclast and a
provocateur; skeptics said he was merely
confused, a self-obsessed charlatan
determined to get the most out of his
fifteen minutes of fame. He was
probably a bit of both, whether by
choice or by chance is irrelevant.

Gary Wolf, in a landmark article in
Wired magazine (January 1996),
accounts for the Edmonton born and
raised McLuhan’s belligerent ambiguity
this way:“[He] had received his early
education in North American public
schools, which, then as now, offered
few advantages to their most talented
students. By the time he arrived at
Cambridge [in 1934, with a B.A. and an
M.A. from the University of Manitoba],
McLuhan had acquired what is perhaps

the defining trait of autodidacts — a
kernel of personal crankiness and a
resistance to established authority.”

In other words, a smart-ass with a
chip on his shoulder. How could ‘60s
pop culture not love him? 

In his day McLuhan was to the
academy what the Beatles were to pop
music, Bob Dylan to folk music, Andy
Warhol to visual art, Muhammad Ali
(then Cassius Clay) to sports, and Pierre
Elliott Trudeau to politics: a metaphor
for his time. A mirror in which the hip
could see themselves reflected, not as
they were, but as they would like to be.
Bigger than life because that was what
we wanted (or thought we did).

McLuhan burst on the scene when
we were just beginning to realize we
were living through dramatic changes
in the way we saw the world and the
world saw us.These changes (the most
important ones, at least) seemed to come
from television through its pervasive
presence in our lives and times.
McLuhan actually seemed to know
what was going on, and he was able to
talk (and talk, and talk) about it in ways
that grabbed attention.

Is the medium 
still the message?

b y  A l l a n  S h e p p a r d

“The medium, or process,

of our time — electric 

technology — is reshaping

and restructuring patterns

of social interdependence

and every aspect of our

personal life.”

THE MEDIUM IS THE MASSAGE (1967)

MARSHALL MCLUHAN
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“The medium is the message,” he said.
“The new electronic interdependence
recreates the world in an image of a
global village.”“We now live in a global
village… a simultaneous happening.”
“Money is the poor man’s credit card.”
“Politics offers yesterday’s answers to
today’s questions.”“We look at the
present through a rear-view mirror.”
“We march backwards into the future.”
“Advertising is the greatest art form of
the 20th century.”
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It all made sense.Well, some of it did
— especially if you didn’t wade too far
into the often-ponderous prose.

While many thought they knew
what he was saying, few really under-
stood what he meant (or do now).
No problem. Never mind that McLuhan
refused to explain his aphorisms or
his texts. Never mind that he often
seemed deliberately to complicate
and obscure his meanings when 
challenged. Quips and questions were
more likely to emerge in his conver-
sation than facts or information; and
confusion more likely than confirma-
tion in his prose. But the medium is
the message, right? Dig McLuhan and
you dig his message.

McLuhan’s deadpan shoot-from-the-lip
style played well on TV, and he was
popular with the hip and flip,
appearing as himself in a Woody Allen
movie and corresponding with the
likes of Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau.

McLuhan was “cool” — in the sense
of being hip, aware, in the know, ahead
of the learning curve in understanding
and welcoming the influence of the
media in contemporary life.

But hold on. Nothing, it seems, could
have been further from the truth.

McLuhan was, in fact, a deeply 
religious, conservative man who,
according to his biographers and
associates, was disturbed by what he
saw in the world.The global village
that he spoke of with such energy
was, in fact, a dystopia — a conse-
quence of the worst, not the best,
attributes of modern media, which
include all technology.“A Carnegie 
or a Ford, like a bureaucracy, moulds
the lives of millions without taking
any responsibility.”

“Ideally,” he said,“advertising aims at
the goal of a programmed harmony
among all human impulses and aspira-
tions and endeavours. …[I]t stretches
out toward the ultimate goal of a
collective consciousness.” So much for
the great art form of the 20th century
— and the century that could not rise
above it.

But the communications/industrial/
media/military complex was, and still

is, impervious to such criticism.
McLuhan surely knew that. If so,
there may have been some method in
his apparent madness:Always present
a moving target. Never give the
enemy anything to shoot at. Confuse
them with bafflegab. Float like a
butterfly, sting like a bee.All of
which, when practiced by a
pompous, tweedy, pipe-smoking
specialist in medieval literature made
him seem slightly ridiculous —
“almost” to quote the poet T.S. Eliot,
whom he admired,“at times, the fool.”
But certainly not a dumb fool.A wise
fool.“A holy fool” as Gary Wolf called
him.

Frustratingly to some folks, McLuhan
seems never to have a point of view.
Wasted energy:“A point of view can be a
dangerous luxury,”he said,“when substi-
tuted for insight and understanding.”
Insight, understanding, knowledge,

wisdom, all trump information and
facts, which were and even more so
now are the debased currency of
everyday discourse and commerce —
commodities to be traded, not mysteries
to be discovered and explored.

Yet in the information age, technology
(the media in all their myriad forms) is
more and more at the service of infor-
mation and facts as commodities. It isn’t
what you understand that matters. It’s
what you know. But what you know is
always history: information and facts
discovered in a rear-view mirror.

“The youth of today are not
permitted to approach the traditional
heritage of mankind through the door
of technological awareness,” McLuhan
said.“This only possible door for
them is slammed in their faces by a
rear-view mirror society.” Rather than
understand technology in order to use
it; we let technology use us for its, or
rather its owners’, purposes — happy
in our ignorance.

Mcluhan deplored the impact of
technology, not technology itself.
There is no other way to minimize its
impact, except to understand it.

Think of McLuhan (as he himself
seemed to) as a prophet or oracle: a
latter-day Diogenes, who carried a
lantern by night and day, the better
to light the way to wisdom for his
contemporaries. But if he was deter-
mined to light the way, McLuhan was
too much the teacher to show and
tell the route or even the destination,
except in general terms:“Today’s
child is growing up absurd, because
he lives in two worlds, and neither 
of them inclines him to grow up.
Growing up — that is our new work,
and it is total. Mere instruction will
not suffice.”

Perhaps the most challenging and
least understood of McLuhan’s
themes is the notion of “hot” and
“cool” media.The concept is open 
to many interpretations, but the
simplest may be the best: hot media
are those (like movies, radio and
prose) that invite passive responses
by focusing on one sense and
flooding it with input; cool media 
are those that (like television, the

“The telephone: speech

without walls.The phono-

graph: music hall without

walls.The photography:

museum without walls.

The electric light: space

without walls.The movie,

radio and TV: classroom

without walls.”

UNDERSTANDING MEDIA (1964)

MARSHALL MCLUHAN
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telephone and poetry) provide only
enough input to invite active partici-
pation leading in the best of worlds
to self-initiated and –directed learning
and knowledge. But the terms are not
value judgments. Each type of medium
is effective in its place, once we under-
stand its properties.

Not surprisingly in a classical
scholar, McLuhan uses the Socratic
method, asking hard questions,
offering answers only if they contain
the seeds of new questions.

But we live in a time when it seems
the only questions allowed are those
that contain the seeds of an answer,
and the tolerable answers are those
that draw clear lines — in the sand 
or at the bottom of a balance sheet.
A world where globalization (fuelled
and greased by the media) is turning
the global village into a company town.
No room there for a Don Quixote
tilting at antennas or satellite dishes.

Critics complain that people who
write or talk about McLuhan seldom
read his books.That’s probably true.
But how many (if nowadays any) who
write or preach about heavy hitters
like Adam Smith, Charles Darwin, Karl
Marx or Sigmund Freud bother to
read their books?

And does it matter? Pattern recogni-
tion is the key to survival in an
electric culture characterized by
constant repetition. Gary Wolf quotes
a remarkable McLuhanism in his
Wired article. One does not have to
read everything to understand what is
being said, McLuhan asserted:“One
can stop anywhere after the first
sentences and have the full message,
if one is prepared to ‘dig’ it.”

So, what does that say about the
message? Is the medium more impor-
tant than the message? And while you
are pondering that question, consider
these: Is the process more important
than the product? The means than the
ends? How she says or does it than
what she says or does? As McLuhan
would (and did) say:“Think about it.”

Thought, after all, is the only thing
faster than the speed of light, which
is the speed of electronic information.

The son of a real estate salesman
and an elocution teacher from the
Beverly community in Edmonton,
Herbert Marshall McLuhan left a mark.
He may not have had the answers, but
he asked some good questions.


