
McLuhan Comments from interview, 1969—

MCLUHAN: . . . all media, from the phonetic alphabet to the computer, are extensions of
man that cause deep and lasting changes in him and transform his environment. Such an
extension is an intensification, an amplification of an organ, sense or function, and whenever it
takes place, the central nervous system appears to institute a self-protective numbing of the
affected area, insulating and anesthetizing it from conscious awareness of what's happening to it.
It's a process rather like that which occurs to the body under shock or stress conditions, or to the
mind in line with the Freudian concept of repression. I call this peculiar form of self-hypnosis
Narcissus narcosis, a syndrome whereby man remains as unaware of the psychic and
social effects of his new technology as a fish of the water it swims in. As a result, precisely
at the point where a new media-induced environment becomes all pervasive and transmogrifies
our sensory balance, it also becomes invisible.

But despite our self-protective escape mechanisms, the total-field awareness engendered by
electronic media is enabling us—indeed, compelling us—to grope toward a consciousness of the
unconscious, toward a realization that technology is an extension of our own bodies. We
live in the first age when change occurs sufficiently rapidly to make such pattern recognition
possible for society at large. Until the present era, this awareness has always been reflected
first by the artist, who has had the power—and courage—of the seer to read the language
of the outer world and relate it to the inner world.

It's always been the artist who perceives the alterations in man caused by a new medium, who
recognizes that the future is the present, and uses his work to prepare the ground for it. But
most people, from truck drivers to the literary Brahmins, are still blissfully ignorant of
what the media do to them; unaware that because of their pervasive effects on man, it is
the medium itself that is the message, not the content, and unaware that the medium is
also the message—that, all puns aside, it literally works over and saturates and molds
and transforms every sense ratio. The content or message of any particular medium has about
as much importance as the stenciling on the casing of an atomic bomb. But the ability to perceive
media-induced extensions of man, once the province of the artist, is now being expanded as the
new environment of electric information makes possible a new degree of perception and critical
awareness by nonartists.

People are beginning to understand the nature of their new technology, but not yet nearly enough
of them—and not nearly well enough. Most people, as I indicated, still cling to what I call the
rearview-mirror view of their world. By this I mean to say that because of the invisibility of any
environment during the period of its innovation, man is only consciously aware of the
environment that has preceded it; in other words, an environment becomes fully visible only
when it has been superseded by a new environment; thus we are always one step behind in our
view of the world. Because we are benumbed by any new technology—which in turn creates a
totally new environment—we tend to make the old environment more visible; we do so by
turning it into an art form and by attaching ourselves to the objects and atmosphere that



characterized it, just as we've done with jazz, and as we're now doing with the garbage of the
mechanical environment via pop art.

The present is always invisible because it's environmental and saturates the whole field
of attention so overwhelmingly . . .

In the past, the effects of media were experienced more gradually, allowing the individual and
society to absorb and cushion their impact to some degree. Today, in the electronic age of
instantaneous communication, I believe that our survival, and at the very least our comfort
and happiness, is predicated on understanding the nature of our new environment,
because unlike previous environmental changes, the electric media constitute a total and
near-instantaneous transformation of culture, values and attitudes. This upheaval
generates great pain and identity loss, which can be ameliorated only through a conscious
awareness of its dynamics. If we understand the revolutionary transformations caused by new
media, we can anticipate and control them; but if we continue in our self-induced subliminal
trance, we will be their slaves.

Because of today's terrific speed-up of information moving, we have a chance to apprehend,
predict and influence the environmental forces shaping us--and thus win back control of our own
destinies. The new extensions of man and the environment they generate are the central
manifestations of the evolutionary process, and yet we still cannot free ourselves of the
delusion that it is how a medium is used that counts, rather than what it does to us and
with us.

The electric media are the telegraph, radio, films, telephone, computer and television, all of which
have not only extended a single sense or function as the old mechanical media did--i.e., the wheel
as an extension of the foot, clothing as an extension of the skin, the phonetic alphabet as an
extension of the eye--but have enhanced and externalized our entire central nervous
systems, thus transforming all aspects of our social and psychic existence. The use of the
electronic media constitutes a break boundary between fragmented Gutenberg man and integral
man, just as phonetic literacy was a break boundary between oral-tribal man and visual man.

In fact, today we can look back at 3000 years of differing degrees of visualization, atomization
and mechanization and at last recognize the mechanical age as an interlude between two great
organic eras of culture. The age of print, which held sway from approximately 1500 to 1900, had
its obituary tapped out by the telegraph, the first of the new electric media, and further obsequies
were registered by the perception of "curved space" and non-Euclidean mathematics in the early
years of the century, which revived tribal man's discontinuous time-space concepts--and which
even Spengler dimly perceived as the death knell of Western literate values. The development of
telephone, radio, film, television and the computer have driven further nails into the coffin.
Today, television is the most significant of the electric media because it permeates nearly every
home in the country, extending the central nervous system of every viewer as it works over and
molds the entire sensorium with the ultimate message. It is television that is primarily
responsible for ending the visual supremacy that characterized all mechanical technology,
although each of the other electric media have played contributing roles.


