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Review:  The Video McLuhan
Based upon the life and theories of Marshall McLuhan
About McLuhan
Marshall McLuhan was born in Western Canada in 1911, and is of Scottish and Irish descent.  When he went to college he was a student of English literature.  He was an intellectual, and finished up with a Ph.D. from Cambridge University.  Afterwards he came back and taught at various schools in the United States and Canada.

While a professor Marshall McLuhan developed an interest in what he called the ‘New Media’, and he began to study the area and write books about it.  Many of today’s common terms in this area such as ‘Mass Media’ and ‘Global Village’ came from McLuhan’s theories.  McLuhan predicted in the 1950s and 1960s the development of computers and the Internet in his theories for electronic communication.  He died shortly before the personal computer and Internet boom, in 1980.
Purpose of the Video
‘The Video McLuhan’ is a video highlighting the major events and major theories of Marshall McLuhan.  The video started with a history and background of Marshall McLuhan, and then dove into the major theories that he developed throughout his life.  There was a narrator throughout the video, who helped explain some of McLuhan’s theories, books, and some of the people who inspired his thoughts at the time.  The video concludes with some of the famous interactions that McLuhan had on television- such as interacting with other intellectuals who were skeptical of his theories.
‘The Video McLuhan’ was made after McLuhan died, and I think the purpose of the video was to serve as a biography of McLuhan.  He is painted as one of modern society’s great intellectuals, and his theories contributed very much to our modern perception of communication and electronic communication.  I felt that the video accomplished it’s goal quite well- afterwards I felt that I had a good understanding of McLuhan and the ideas that he dedicated his life to.
McLuhan’s Theories and Arguments
I have grouped some of McLuhan’s theories below into four categories.  The video stated that these theories are based on cognitive psychology and neuroscience.  McLuhan’s background was in English Literature, and his interest grew as he watched the evolution from print to electronic communication.

1. ‘Mass Media’ and the ‘Global Village’
McLuhan coined many of the terms we use to refer to modern electronic communication, such as ‘Mass Media’ or the ‘Global Village’.  His first theories dealt with what he called ‘Mass Media’, and showed the effects that television and advertising were used to sell products to the masses.  He argued that civilization was reversing the trend of using less senses to communicate (print was simply visual- and didn’t work well in oral societies), and moving to more interactive trends such as television, where members watching television provided feedback and used more of their senses while interacting with the television.
McLuhan also coined the term ‘Global Village’.  He saw this as the emerging trend where electronic communication essentially connected all those who used it, and allowed for instantaneous communication and interaction regardless of the physical distance between those communicating.  This idea led to McLuhan’s predictions about personal computing and the Internet, which he predicted 30 years before they gained widespread usage.

2. Electronic Messages are the Human Nervous System- Evolved
McLuhan said that the electronic age and electronic communication was the natural biological evolution of the human nervous system.  One of McLuhan’s famous quotes is “The medium is the message”- which refers to this idea.  Therefore the electronic messages were from extensions of the human nervous system, and humans have evolved to incorporate this particular form of communication.  The following quote from McLuhan’s 1964 book “Understanding Media” shows his thoughts on this:

"After three thousand years of explosion, by means of fragmentary and mechanical technologies, the Western world is imploding. During the mechanical ages we had extended our bodies in space. Today, after more than a century of electric technology, we have extended our central nervous system itself in a global embrace, abolishing both space and time as far as our planet is concerned. Rapidly, we approach the final phase of the extensions of man - the technological simulation of consciousness, when the creative process of knowing will be collectively and corporately extended to the whole of human society, much as we have already extended our senses and our nerves by the various media."
McLuhan says that the electronic age is a looped system, like electricity, and allows for feedback when using electronic mediums.  Therefore people watching television are interacting with the television- which is the feedback loop to the person on television.  Just as electricity is a looped system, so is electronic communication.  Both allow for feedback by the receiver of the message to the sender of the message.
3. The Prediction of the Internet and Personal Computing
To McLuhan this was the ultimate realization of the ‘Global Village’ idea where people could communicate and interact with each other instantaneously regardless of physical distance.  McLuhan predicted this 30 years before these technologies took off.  Unfortunately McLuhan passed away in 1980, and didn’t get to see the boom he predicted.

4. Electronic Classrooms
McLuhan took much interest watching his kids grow up in an age where electronic communication was the norm.  His children grew up in the 1960s when television, radio and telephones were accessible to most children.  He theorized that the new generations of people growing up in this time would find traditional classrooms boring and that traditional paper based (books) learning would not suit the new generation well.  The video mentioned this idea quickly, but it made a big impression upon me.  I grew up in the 1980s, and it has been a challenge for me to learn using traditional forms of learning.
My Take on McLuhan’s Theories
I found McLuhan’s theories very interesting.  I saw a man with incredible foresight who was speaking way ahead of his time.  The video featured McLuhan participating in intellectual debates on television, and I found it interesting how McLuhan’s peers tried to frame his theories in terms of the previous scientific paradigm.  Even though their arguments made sense, their beliefs and attitudes belonged to a pre-electronic paradigm that was incapable of grasping McLuhan’s viewpoints.  McLuhan coined many of the terms we used today such as ‘Mass Media’ and ‘Global Village’, and these key concepts make perfect sense to me but not to the people of McLuhan’s era.

Personally, I grew up in the 1980s, and as a child preferred watching television and playing video games and simulations to reading books.  McLuhan’s arguments about the need to adopt classroom learning to fit those raised in the electronic age really made an impression on me.  All of my life I have preferred more interactive forms of learning, but my parents, grandparents and teachers have been telling me that I need to read more.  I can appreciate the importance of reading books, but it is somewhat miserable to me.  While watching McLuhan explain his theories I really was affected by what he was saying.  I wish my elders could appreciate the arguments that McLuhan was making- since their view of television, video gaming, and other electronic forms of communication are (in their minds) much inferior to traditional book (paper-based) forms of learning.
I was previously unaware of McLuhan before this course, and I am very grateful to be introduced to his ideas.  I am very interested in finding a way to replace some of the traditional paper-based learning with an electronic form that would be more suited to modern children’s needs.  My parents often told me that playing video games was a senseless waste of time.  My challenge lies in convincing others that gaming might be a viable way to improve learning comprehension- and that it’s not necessarily a waste of time.  If McLuhan were still alive, he might be sympathetic to this idea.
