A SCHOOLMAN'S GUIDE
TO MARSHALL McLUHAN
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DUCATION, a seven-year-old assures me, is "how kids learn
stuff." Few definitions are as satisfying. It includes all that is essential—
a who, a what, and a process. It excludes
all the people, places, and things which
are only sometimes involved in learning.
The economy and accuracy of the definition, however, are more useful in locating the problem than in solving it.
We know little enough about kids, less
about learning, and considerably more
than we would like to know about stuff.
In addition, the whole process of formal schooling is now wrapped inside
an environment of speeded-up technological change which is constantly influencing kids and learning and stuff.
The jet-speed of this technological revolution, especially in the area of communications, has left us with more
reactions to it than reflections about it.
Meanwhile back at the school, the student, whose psyche is being programed
for tempo, information, and relevance
by his electronic environment, is still
being processed in classrooms operating
on the postulates of another day. The
cold war existing between these two
worlds is upsetting for both the student

and the schools. One thing is certain:
It is hardly a time for educators to plan
with nostalgia, timidity, or old formulas.
Enter Marshall McLuhan.
He enters from the North, from the
University of Toronto where he teaches
English and is director of the Center for
Culture and Technology. He enters with
the reputation as "the oracle of the electric age" and as "the most provocative
and controversial writer of this generation." More importantly for the schools,
he enters as a man with fresh eyes, with
new ways of looking at old problems. He
is a man who gets his ideas first and
judges them later. Most of these ideas
are summed up in his book, Understanding Media. His critics tried him for not
dehvering these insights in their most
lucid and practical form. It isn't always
cricket, however, to ask the same man
to crush the grapes and serve the wine.
Not all of McLu is nu or tru, but then
again neither is all of anybody else. This
article is an attempt to select and order
those elements of McLuhanism which
are most relevant to the schools and to
provide the schoolman with some new
ways of thinking about the schools.
McLuhan's promise is modest enough:
"All I have to offer is an enterprise of investigation into a world that's quite unusual and quite unlike any previous
world and for which no models of perception will serve." This unexplored

world happens to be the present. McLuhan feels that very few men look at
the present with a present eye, that they
tend to miss the present by translating it
into the past, seeing it through a rearview mirror. The unnoticed fact of our
present is the electronic environment
created by the new communications
media. It is as pervasive as the air we
breathe (and some would add that it is
just as polluted), yet its full import
eludes the judgments of commonsense
or content-oriented perception. The environments set up by different media
are not just containers for people; they
are processes which shape people. Such
influence is deterministic only if ignored.
There is no inevitability as long as there
is a willingness to contemplate what is
happening.
Theorists can keep reality at arm's
length for long periods of time. Teachers
and administrators can't. They are closeted with reality all day long. In many
instances they are co prisoners with electronic-age students in the old pencil box
cell. And it is the best teachers and the
best students who are in the most trouble because they are challenging the
system constantly. It is the system which
has to come under scrutiny. Teachers and
students can say, in the words of the
Late Late Show, "Baby, this thing is
bigger than both of us." It won't be
ameliorated by a few dashes of good

"The environments set up by different media are not just containers for people; they are the processes which
shape people. Ihere is no mevitabihty as long as there is a willingness to contemplate what is happening."
-White
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The changing media: Egyptian hieroglyphics, a page from the Gutenberg Bible, and the television monitor—
"The individual's modes of cognition and perception are influenced by the culture he is in, the language he speaks,
and the media to which he is exposed. Each culture provides its constituents with a custom-made set of goggles."

will or a little more hard work. It is a
question of understanding these new
kids and these new media and of getting
the schools to deal with the new elec
tronic environment. It's not easy. And
the defenders of the old may prove to
be the ones least able to defend and
preserve the values of the old.
For some people, analysis of these .
newer technologies automatically im
plies approbation of them. Their world
is so full of shoulds that it is hard to
squeeze in an is. McLuhan suggests a
more positive line of exploration:
At the moment, it is important that
we understand cause and process. The
aim is to develop an awareness about
print and the newer technologies of
communication so that we can or
chestrate them, minimize their mutual
frustrations and clashes, and get the
best out of each in the educational
process. The present conflict leads to
elimination of the motive to learn and
to diminution of interest in all previous
achievement; It leads to loss of the
sense of relevance. Without an under
standing of media grammars, we can
not hope to achieve a contemporary
awareness of the world in which we
live.
We have been told that it is the prop
erty of true genius to disturb all settled
ideas. McLuhan is disturbing in both his
medium and his message. His ideas chal
lenge the normal way in which people
perceive reality. They can create a very
deep and personal threat since they
touch on everything in a person's expe
rience. They are just as threatening to

the establishment whose way of life is
predicated on the postulates he is ques
tioning. The establishment has no history
of organizing parades to greet its dis
turbers.
His medium is perhaps more disturb
ing than his message. From his earliest
work he has described his enterprise as
"explorations in communication." The
word he uses most frequently today is
"probe." His books demand a high de
gree of involvement from the reader.
They are poetic and intuitive rather than
logical and analytic. Structurally, his
unit is the sentence. Most of them are
topic sentences—which are left undevel
oped. The style is oral and breathless
and frequently obscure. It's a different
kind of medium.
"The medium is the message," an
nounced McLuhan a dozen years ago
in a cryptic and uncompromising aphor
ism whose meaning is still being ex
plored. The title of his latest book, an
illustrated popular paperback treatment
of his theories, playfully proclaims that
The Medium Is the Massage—a title
calculated to drive typesetters and crit
ics to hashish and beyond. The original
dictum can be looked at in four ways,
the third of which includes a massage of
importance.
I H E first meaning would be better
communicated orally—"The medium is
the message." The medium is the thing
to study. The medium is the thing you're
missing. Everybody's hooked on con
tent; pay attention to form, structure,
framework, medium. The play's the
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thing. The medium's the thing. McLu
han makes the truth stand on its head to
attract attention. Why the medium is
worthy of attention derives from its
other three meanings.
Meaning number two stresses the re
lation of the medium to the content.
The form of communication not only
alters the content, but each form also
has preferences for certain kinds of mes
sages. Content always exists in some
form and is, therefore, to some degree
governed by the dynamics of that form.
If you don't know the medium, you
don't know the message. The insight is
neatly summed up by Dr. Edmund Car
penter: "English is a mass medium.
All languages are mass media. The new
mass media—film, radio, TV—are new
languages, their grammars as yet un
known. Each codifies reality differently;
each conceals a unique metaphysics.
Linguists tell us it's possible to say any
thing in any language if you use enough
words or images, but there's rarely
time; the natural course is for a culture
to exploit its media biases. . . ."
It is always content-in-form which is
mediated. In this sense, the medium is
co-message. The third meaning for the
M-M formula emphasizes the relation
of the medium to the individual psyche.
The medium alters the perceptual habits
of its users. Independent of the con
tent, the medium itself gets through.
Pre-literate, literate, and post-literate
cultures see the world through differentcolored glasses. In the process of dehvering content the medium also works over
the sensorium of the consumer. To get
SR/ March. 18,,. 1967
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this subtle insight across, McLuhan pun
ned on message and came up with mas
sage. The switch is intended to draw
attention to the fact that a medium is not
something neutral—it does something to
people. It takes hold of them, it jostles
them, it bumps them around, it massages
them. It opens and closes windows in
their sensorium. Proof? Look out the
window at the TV generation. They are
rediscovering texture, movement, color,
and sound as they retribalize the race.
TV is a real grabber; it really massages
those lazy, unused senses.
The fourth meaning underscores the
relation of the medium to society. White
head said, "The major advances in civili
zation are processes that all but wreck
the societies in which they occur." The
media massage the society as well as the
individual. The results pass unnoticed
for long periods of time because people
tend to view the new as just a little bit
more of the old. Whitehead again: "The
greatest invention of the nineteenth cen
tury was the invention of the method of
invention. A new method entered into
life. In order to understand our epoch, we
can neglect all details of change, such as
railways, telegraphs, radios, spinning
machines, synthetic dyes. We must con
centrate on the method in itself: That
is the real novelty which has broken up
the foundations of the old civilization."
Understanding the medium or process
involved is the key to control.
The media shape both content and
consumer and do so practically unde
tected. We recall the story of the Rus
sian worker whose wheelbarrow was

searched every day as he left the factory
grounds. He was, of course, stealing
wheelbarrows. When your medium is
your message and they're only investi
gating content, you can get away with
a lot of things—like wheelbarrows, for
instance. It's not the picture but the
frame. Not the contents but the box.
The blank page is not neutral; nor is the
classroom.
McLuhan's writings aboimd with aph
orisms, insights, for-instances, and irrelevancies which float loosely around
recurring themes. They provide the raw
materials of a do-it-yourself kit for tidier
types who prefer to do their exploring
with clearer charts. What follows is
one man's McLuhan served up in bar
barously brief form. Five postulates,
spanning nearly 4,000 years, will serve
as the fingers in this endeavor to grasp
McLuhan:
1) 1967 B.C.—All the senses get into
the act. A conveniently symmetrical
year for a thesis which is partially cyclic.
It gets us back to man before the Phoen
ician alphabet. We know from our con
temporary ancestors in the jungles of
New Guinea and the wastes of the Arc
tic that preliterate man lives in an allat-once sense world. The reality which
bombards him from all directions is
picked up with the omni-directional an
tennae of sight, hearing, touch, smell,
and taste. Films such as The Hunters
and Nanook of the North depict primi
tive men tracking game with an acrossthe-board sensitivity which mystifies
Western, Hterate man. We mvstify them

too. And it is this cross-mystification
which makes inter-cultural abrasions so
worthwhile.
Most people presume that their way
of perceiving the world is the way of per
ceiving the world. If they hang around
with people like themselves, their mode
of perception may never be challenged.
It is at the poles (literally and figura
tively) that the violent contrasts illu
mine our own unarticulated perceptual
prejudices. Toward the North Pole, for
example, live Eskimos. A typical Eskimo
family consists of a father, a mother, two
children, and an anthropologist. When
the anthropologist goes into the igloo to
study Eskimos, he learns a lot about
himself. Eskimos see pictures and maps
equally well from all angles. They can
draw equally well on top of a table or
underneath it. They have phenomenal
memories. They travel without visual
bearings in their white-on-white world
and can sketch carto graphically accu
rate maps of shifting shorelines. They
have forty or fifty words for what we
call "snow." They live in a world with
out linearity, a world of acoustic space.
They are Eskimos. Their natural way of
perceiving the world is different from
our natural way of perceiving the world.
Each culture develops its own balance
of the senses in response to the demands
of its environment. The most generalized
formulation of the theory would main
tain that the individual's modes of cog
nition and perception are influenced by
the culture he is in, the language he
speaks, and the media to which he is
exposed. Each culture, as it were, pro
vides its constituents with a custommade set of goggles. The differences in
perception are a question of degree.
Some cultures are close enough to each
other in perceptual patterns so that the
differences pass unnoticed. Other cultu
ral groups, such as the Eskimo and the
American teen-ager, are far enough away
from us to provide esthetic distance.
2) Art imitates life. In The Silent
Language Edward 'Γ. Hall offers the
thesis that all art and technology is an
extension of some physical or psychic
element of man. Today man has devel
oped extensions for practically every
thing he used to do with his body: stone
axe for hand, wheel for foot, glasses for
eyes, radio for voice and ears. Money is
a way of storing energy. This external
izing of individual, specialized functions
is now, by definition, at its most ad
vanced stage. Through the electronic
media of telegraph, telephone, radio,
and television, man lias now equipped
his world with a nervous system similar
to the one within his own body. Presi
dent Kennedy is shot and the world
instantaneously reels from the impact of
the bullets. Space and time dissolve un(Continued on page 70)
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THERE'LL BE FEWER LITTLE NOSES
By P A U L W O O D R I N G

I

N 1972 the number of children in the
first grade in all U.S. schools will be
15 per cent smaller than it is today.
This is not a guess but a fact, or a pro
jection of a fact, for all the babies have
been born and counted. Only a dramatic
change in our immigration policy or a
catastrophic rise in the infant death rate
could change it materially.
The decline in numbers will mean that
if the present pupil-teacher ratio is main
tained the demand for primary teachers
will fall off sharply. Or, preferably, by
retaining the present number of class
rooms and of teachers, class size in the
lower grades can be reduced from thirty
to about twenty-five. And, as the child
ren born in the mid-Sixties move up
through the grades, there will be a
similar reduction in numbers at each
level. By the early Eighties the number
reaching college age annually will begin
to decline and, by that time, the per
centage of the age group going to col
lege should have reached a plateau.
These facts have gone all but un
noticed, probably because of the wide
spread and legitimate alarm over the
world-wide population expansion which
poses a threat of starvation in under
developed nations. But, in the United
States the number of births each year
has been falling steadily from its high of
4,308,000 in 1957. Between 1960 and
1965 the number dropped from 4,257,850 to 3,767,000. The 1966 estimate is
3,629,000. And this decline is not limited
to states with stable populations—the
number has declined even in California
from 374,428 in 1964 to 352,146 in 1965
and an estimated 345,000 in 1966.

No one knows whether the decline will
continue. Predictions of birthrates are so
risky a venture that in the past nearly
all forecasting has been erroneous. Text
books written in the Thirties predicted
that the low rate of that decade would
continue and that the population of the
nation would never rise above 150 mil
lion. In 1945 demographers rightly pre
dicted that the rate would rise after the
war, but they wrongly predicted that
after just a few years the rate would deline to the 1936 level. Instead the high
rate continued for fifteen years. By 1965,
however, it had dropped to the 1940
level.

Τ
i O D A Y many demographers predict
another upswing, in numbers if not in
birthrates, in just a few years when the
post-war babies themselves will become
parents. Since 20,000,000 girls were
bom in the decade of the Fifties com
pared to only 15,000,000 in the previous
decade, we can say with certainty that
the number of women of childbearing
age will rise during the decade of the
Seventies, but it is possible that the drop
in the number of births per potential
mother will be so great as to offset that
fact. (The fertility rate—nimiber of births
per 1,000 women aged 15 to 44—de
clined from 122.7 in 1957 to 90 in
1966.)
Many conflicting theories have been
advanced to account for the rise and fall
of birthrates. In the Twenties the declin
ing rate was attributed to prosperityit was pointed out that the birthrate was
low in all the more advanced and pros
perous nations. But in the Fifties the
high birthrate was attributed to the af
fluence of that decade—it was said that
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parents had more children because they
could afford more. Meanwhile, Japan,
during a period of prosperity, has had a
sharply falling birthrate.
One thing seems certain. Parents who
know how to control birth, and have no
religious objections to doing so, will
have large famihes only when they want
them. And wanting them or not has
some of the characteristics of a fad or
fashion. In the Fifties it was fashionable
for young American parents to want
many children as quickly as possible.
Today it seems more fashionable to
postpone childbearing and plan smaller
families.
Obviously the pill has made birth con
trol more effective. Its extended availa
bility, combined with the apparent de
crease in the desire for large families,
seems likely to result in a continued de
cline in the number of births per poten
tial parent. And if the "morning after"
pill should become avaUable, a still
sharper decline may result.
Whatever the causes may be, and
whether or not the decline continues, the
decrease in the number of children al
ready born during the Sixties will give
educators their first opportunity in two
decades to catch up on needed class
room space and to bring the teacher
shortage to an end. Teachers can be
more carefully selected. The available
money will go further, and, if it is used
wisely, the result can be better educa
tion.
In the primary grades, the opportunity
is now. In the secondary schools it will
come in the Seventies. And, by the end
of that decade, the period of rapid ex
pansion should end, for a time, even in
the colleges.

