Marshall McLuhan:  The Medium IS the Message

Herbert Marshall McLuhan, was a Canadian educator, philosopher, and scholar—a professor of English literature, a literary critic, a rhetorician, and a communication theorist. McLuhan's work is viewed as one of the cornerstones of the study of media theory, as well as having practical applications in the advertising and television industries.

 McLuhan is known for coining the expressions "the medium is the message" and "the global village" and predicted the World Wide Web almost thirty years before it was invented.

The phrase was introduced in his most widely known book, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, published in 1964. 

McLuhan proposes that a medium itself, not the content it carries, should be the focus of study. He said that a medium affects the society in which it plays a role not only by the content delivered over the medium, but also by the characteristics of the medium itself.

"We shape our tools," he said, "and then our tools shape us." Technology, according to McLuhan, is an extension of our own natural faculties. Just as a knife is an extension of the hand, and the wheel an extension of the leg, writing is an extension of speech and of memory. In this general metaphor, automobiles become extensions of our personal bodies, and the city an extension of our collective skin. Electronic communication is an extension of our nervous system, just as computers are extensions of our brains. Once extended, however, these technologies are "amputated." They exist as external and independent objects, though we remain dependent upon them.

For Reflection and Consideration:

Consider the timing of McLuhan’s theories.  What societal elements/events were at play that led to McLuhan’s epiphany?

Do you agree with McLuhan’s premise? 

By attacking the content of media as being unethical, are we in essence treating the symptom instead of the disease?  ;  Is media the cause of society’s ills?

How would the world be better/worse if more people had heeded the warnings of McLuhan?

