THE MEDIUM IS THE MESSAGE

[n a culture like ours, long accustomed to splitting and dividing
all 1||i||g.~; as a means of control, it is sometimes a bit of a shock
to be reminded that, in operational and practical fact, the
medium is the message. This is merely to say that the personal
and social consequences of any medium-—that is, of any exten
sion of ourselves—result from the new scale that is introduced
into our affairs by each extension of ourselves, or by any new
technology. Thus, with automation, for example, the new pat
terns of human association tend to eliminate jobs, it is true. That
is the negative result. Positively, automation creates roles for
people, which is to say depth of involvernent in their work and
human association that our preceding mechanical technology
had destroyed. Many people would he disposed to say that it was
not the machine, but what one did with the machine, that was
its meaning or message. In terms of the ways in which the
machine altered our relations to one another and to ourselves, it
mattered not in the least whether it turned out cornflakes or
Cadillacs. The restructuring of human work and association was
shaped by the technique of fragmentation that is the essence of
machine technology. The essence of automation technology is
the opposite. It is integral and decentralist in depth, just as the
machine was fragmentary, centralist, and superficial in its
patterning of human relationships.

The instance of the electric light may prove illuminating in
this connection. The electric light is pure information. It is a
medium without a message, as it were, unless it is used to spell
out some verbal ad or name. This fact, characteristic of all media,
means that the “content” of any medium is always another
medium. The content of writing is speech, just as the written
word is the content of print, and print is the content of the
telegraph. If it is asked, “What is the content of speech?,”
necessary to say, It is an actual process of thought, which is in
itself nonverbal." An abstract painting represents direct mani
festation of creative thought processes as they might appear in

it is

computer designs, What we are considering here, however, are
the psychic and social consequences of the designs or patterns as
they amplify or accelerate existing processes. For the “message”
of any medium or technology is the change of scale or pace or
pattern that it introduces into human affairs. The railway did not
illlTOdUcC movement or transpt)nati(m or wheel ar r(_‘-‘.l(i nto
human society, but it accelerated and enlarged the scale of previ
ous human functions, creating totally new kinds of cities and
new kinds of work and leisure. This happened whether the rail
way functioned in a tropical or a northern environment, and is
quite independent of the freight or content of the railway
medium. The airplane, on the other hand, by accelerating the
rate of transportation, tends to dissolve the railway form of
city, politics, and association, quite independently of what the
airplane is used for.

Let us return to the electric light. Whether the light is being
used for brain surgery or night baseball is a matter of indiffer-
ence. It could be argued that these activities are in some way the
“content” of the electric light, since they could not exist without
the electric light. This fact merely underlines the point that “the
medium is the message” because it is the medium that shapes
and controls the scale and form of human association and action.
The content or uses of such media are as diverse as they are
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ineffectual in shaping the form of human association. Indeed, it
is only too typical that the “content” of any medium blinds us to
the character of the medium. It is only today that industries have
become aware of the various kinds of business in which they are
engaged. When IBM discovered that it was not in the business of
making office equipment or business machines, but that it was
in the business of processing information, then it began to navi-
gate with clear vision. The General Electric Company makes a
considerable portion of its profits from electric light bulbs and
lighting systems. It has not yet discovered that, quite as much as
A.T&T., it is in the business of moving information.

The electric light escapes attention as a communication

medium just because it has no “content.” And this makes it an
invaluable instance of how people fail to study media atall. For itis
not till the electric light is used to spell out some brand name that
jtis noticed as a medium. Then it is not the light but the “content”
(or what is really another medium) that is noticed. The message of
the electric light is like the message of electric power in industry,
totally radical, pervasive, and decentralized. For electric light and
power are separate from their uses, yet they eliminate time and
space factors in human association exactly as do radio, telegraph,
telephone, and TV, creating involvement in depth.
As Selye deals with the total environmental situation in his
“stress” theory of disease, so the latest approach to media study
considers not only the “content” but the medium and the
cultural matrix within which the particular medium operates.
The older unawareness of the psychic and social effects of
media can be illustrated from almost any of the conventional
pronouncements.

In accepting an honorary degree from the University of Notre
Dame a few years ago, General David Sarnoff made this state-
ment: “We are too prone to make technological instruments the
scapegoats for the sins of those who wield them. The products of
modern science are not in themselves good or bad; it is the way
they are used that determines their value.” That is the voice of
the current somnambulism. Suppose we were to say, “Apple pie
is in itself neither good nor bad; it is the way it is used that
determines its value.” Or, “The smallpox virus is in itself neither
good nor bad; it is the way it is used that determines its value.”
Again, “Firearms are in themselves neither good nor bad; it is
the way they are used that determines their value.” That is, if the
slugs reach the right people firearms are good. If the TV tube
fires the right ammunition at the right people it is good. I am not
being perverse. There is simply nothing in the Sarnoff statement
that will bear scrutiny, for it ignores the nature of the medium,

of any and all media, in the true Narcissus style of one hypno-
tized by the amputation and extension of his own being in a new
technical form. General Sarnoff went on to explain his attitude to
the technology of print, saying that it was true that print caused
much trash to circulate, but it had also disseminated the Bible
and the thoughts of seers and philosophers. It has never occurred
to General Sarnoff that any technology could do anything but add
itself on to what we already are.



