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In revioulng the Wingspread Conference in The Prosvect of

Rhotoric, Edward Pe Jo Corbett otserves: "I found 1t rather curious
that only one of the five authors even rentioned Marshall Mcluhane By
any definitlon one may choose to propose, McLuhan has to be regarded
as a rhetorician, and if McLuhan will learn to sit long enough to
develop sono of his theories in depth instead of just darting out a
now set of heurlstic probes every month and indulging his Joycean
delight in puns, he may yet cone to ¢ acknowledged as ono of the
rajor rhotorleians of this centut’y."l Marie Hechmuth Nichols' aralysls
of the same book also warns against ignoring the importance of
McLuhan's work.:2 In spite of his apparent importance, 1ittle has
been written in the field of speoch about hind

HMarshall McLukan does havoe an important message Tor rhetoriclans
to considers In many cases, of course, MclLuhan makes it difficulit to
determine exactly what the messago 1s. As Ton Wolfs notea: "Marshall
McLuhan started out like most of the celebrated acadealc oracles of
the past 100 years or so, namely writing things that wore incomprehensible
to '1lthonne moyen intellectual,' which is French for what I call your

averags cultumtus."u If the early works of McLuhan are sonrewhat
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unclear, they certainly have not b2en uncontroversials Indeed, ho has
provoked an extensive debate concexning the effects of cedia on mane?
Four major principles aro evident in Meluban's worke .“ese
principles ares 1) the nedia is & broad explanatory basis for
historical and cultural changes 2) nedia is an axtension of manj
3) media can be classified as hot or cool; and 4) man explains chango
by rearview nlrroxisn.
His first prineiple, that media 13 the broad oxplanatory basis
for historical and cultural change, is ovident in many of his works.

In The ifedia Is tho Massaze, ho concludes: "All media work us over

conpletelys Thoy axe so pervasive in their personal, politlcal,
acononle, asthetic, psycheloglcal, nmoral, ethical, and social con-
sequences that they leave no part of us untouched, unaffected, uraltored.
The mediua is the noessage. Any understanding of soclal and cultural
change is impossible without knowledze of the way media work as
envizonments-“6 He argues that 1t is how people comminicate, not

what they communicate that matters. Literally, the medium is the
rnessages "Socletles," he contends, "have always been shaped more by

the nature of the nredia by which men communicate than by the content

of the communication."7 He supports his position by tracing man's
dovelopment through thres major periods-«the Tribtal man, the Detribalized.
ran, and the Retridalized pan.

Tribal man lived in a world of sounde Ths only way to comzunicate
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and survive was by sgeaking to othar mens As McLuhan phroses 1%,
"hearing was balioving." Fan was orally orlented and lived in acoustic
space whero tho ear doainat:d man's life.8

Tribal man, however, doveloped the abillty to write symbols.
At first there wero drawings, and then an alphabet emerged. Mon
cornunicated through symbols without actually seeing each other. As
& consequence, nen bacare separated and accustomed to the restricted
space dominated by ths eyes 'The phonetic alphabet forced the magie
world of the ear to yleld to the neutral world of the oye. Han was
given an eye for an care?

This transition from an oxal to a visual soclety lead to the

Dotrilalized man. In The Cutenbarz Galaxie McLubhan avrgues that
Gutenberg revolutionized society-io The rass avallabllity of printed
raterial inposed a pseudo-logic through its linear, step-by-step
naturss It inposed the idea that when one event follows another
there is a causal rslationships Man forgot that sequence is additive
and not causale As Mcluhan states, "It can be argued, then, that the
phonetic alphatat, alone, is the technology that has been the means for
creating *civilized' man. The separate individuals equal befors a
written code of lawe Separateness of the individual, eontinuity of
space and of time, and unifornity of codes are the prime marks of
literate and civilized societies."!l Stated in a different form it

with the same nessage, he cont;nues, "elvilization is built on literacy
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because literacy is a uniform processing of a culture by a visual
sense oxtended in space and timo by the alphabot-"12 The literacy,
however, allowed civilized rman to withdraw from other men and therefore
tended to fraguent socletys McLuhan sees a true distinction between
the pre-literate and 1itsrats man. "Where a visual space is an
organlzed continuur of a uniformed connected kind, the ear world is

a world of sirmultaneous relationships.“13 During the Detribtalized
state, then, nan becamo compartimentalized, fragrmented, separated, and
reginented. Ho learned to follow and expect lines, sequence, and
rigidity.

The final phase in the transition of man 1s tho Retrilalized
rans  He 18 the electric man in tho elestrle era. The telegraph began
tho electrlc ora where man bacame subjected to "instant awarungss."
"We now livo in a global village + » « a simultaneous happenings We
are now back in acouatic Space."iu The electric circuitry has had
three effects. First, men meet mons "Electrlec clrcuitry profoundly
involves men with one another. Information pours upon us, instanteously
and continuouslys As scon as information is acquired, 1t is very
rapldly replaced by still newer information. Our electrically con-
figured world foxced us to move from the habit of data classification
to the mode of pattein recognitlon."15 Men, then, are forced to
respond to one another and to information in a total confrontation,

The recognition of other men lead to the second effect, we can

‘no longer ignore minorities. "It is this implosive factor that alters
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tho ;oaition of the ll2zro, tus ioen-ager, and sonma other Brours.
They can no longer ba contained, in the political sense of linited
assoclations They are now involved in our lives, as we in thelrs,
thanks to tho electric media."16 Whereas with the written word we
had tho cholce of what wo wexv willing to read, the electric nedia
is so pervasive that we must respond to all situations and can no
longer ignore then.

The spsed and instantancous nature of the electric media caused
the domlse of tho sequence, the third effect. Everything tecane
instantaneouss As he rvlates, "So the groatest of all roversals
occured with electricity, that ended sequences by making things
instant. With instent speed the causes of things bogan to energe to
avareness again, as they had not done with things in sequencs and in
concatonation accordingly., Instead of esking which cane first, the
chicken or the egz, it suddenly seened that a chicken was an egg's
1dea for getting nore eggs."17

Retritalized man, then, has Yocome involved with the world around
hime He has returned to the oral tradition. However, he has now be-
cone universally involved. This universal involvement is spawned by
Mcluhan's second principle that all media’arc oextentions of man.

This principle has always boen in effects The cave man's ax was an
extonsion of the ﬁand. The detribalized nan's book was an extension
of the eye.« OCwr clothing is an extension of ths skine The wheel is

an extension of the'féot. And perhaps most inportantly, electric '
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circultry, the telegravh, telephones, television, and so on, aro
extonsions of the senses and the bralns 1ho computer is an extension
of tho central nerveus systems Mcluhan explains, "The computer is by
all odds the most extraordinary of all the technologlcal clothing
evexr devised by men, since it is the extension of our central nervous
systens"18 1nis is an inportant principle of McLuhane The medium is
the "massage," txrue, but it also is the vehicle for accomplishing
vhat the human body by itself could not accomplishe The abdbility to
travel is enhanced by extending the capaclty of the foots Henry Foxrd
did mcre than invent the assenbly line, he also allowed ran to travel
extensivelys The nost controversial aspect of McLuhan's principle is
the computor being an extonsion of the central nervous system. Howsver,
the astronauts would surely agree that the computer on the Apollo
nissions freed thelr minds from a great deal of calculations which
essentlally extended the powexr of tholr minds. If clothing allows
the skin to do more such as travel in space, then the concept that
the computer also allows the mind freedom 1s not difficult to accepts
However, not all nedis affect man in the same way which leads to his
thixd principley hot and cool media.

Generally, cool media are low in definitions They are like the
sense of touchs They invite participation of all of one'’s facilitles.
For example, the auditory media is normally low in definition so the
listener must be high in participation to unders;and the output, of
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the medda. Llttle irforvation 45 provided which mquires the listeuer
to work haxrder, bocoms more involved, and to participate. Speech is
& cool nediun becanse little inforration is really provided in
speachs "The phons is a cool nediun, oxr ono of low definition,
because the ear is given a neager amount of inforﬁation. And spesch
1s a cool nediun of low definftion, because so little is given and so
nuch has to bo filled in by the listener."20 4 cool medium is high
in participation and low 4in definitions

On the other hard, a hot medium is high and sharp in definition?l
or intensity. Hot media do not leave 3o mich to be filled in or
completed by the audiences Hot media are, thexefore, low in particl--
pation, and cool media are high in participation or completion by the
audiences Naturally, therefore, a hot mediun like radlo has vory
different effects on the user from a cool medium like the telephone.
Several examples by lMcLuhan explain the pointe “There is a basic
principle that distinguishos a hot mediun like radio from a cool one
like tho telephone, or a hot medium like the movie fronm a ¢ool one
like TVse A hot mediun is one that oxtends one single sonse in 'high
definitlons® High definition is the state of being well filled wlith
datas A photograph is, visually, 'high definition.' A cartoon is
‘low definltion,' sinply becauss very little visual information is
provid.ed."‘?2 Another exazple, especlally pertinent to the field of

speech 1s provided by McLuhans "Any hot medium allows for less
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participation than a cool one, as a lecture rmakes for less partici-
pation than a seplnar, and a book for less than dialogue." 23 this
distinction betwsen the types of nmedta provides a useful method of
gauging audience participations “New" methods of teaching that are
"non-dixrective" are essentially cool, in the Mcluthan sense if not
the street sense, methods of teaching.

The most important principle of Mcluhan ray be that of wearview
Rirrorlsm. As he states, "We look at the present throuzh a rear-view
pirror. Wo march backwards into tne future."24 We always see the
present in torms of the past so we fall to sos changes until after
they have taken place« The implications are explained by MclLuhan,.
“Perhaps our survival (certainly our confort and happiness) depends
upon our recoznlzing the natuxe of our new environment. It is
sonctires blemed on the computer, which we have the habit of calling
a 'machine.t' This, of course, i1s pure rear-view mirrorisz, seeing
tho old environnent in the mirror of tho new ons while ignoxring the
nex one."?>  Tho inportance of this principle is our failure to use
current insights to undexstand the changes that occure The writers
at the Wingspread Conference may have been gullty of rearview
mirrorism by not discussing McLuhan. Explanations of current
rhetorical acts may rely too heavily on the traditional interpreta-
tions of the field. McLuhan is suggesting that the answers being
sought at the@:onference can be supplied by observing what is presently
occuring in society. If this is izue, then this 1as£ principle may
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by Mcluhan's most inportant contribution to the fiecld of rhetorlc.
This paper has been an attompt to sunnarize what appear to be
the’major principles of McLuhane These Include the effect of media
on man, medla as an extension of man, tho distinctlon between hot
and cool media, and rearview mirrorisns Right or wrong, McLuhan is
worth considering by anybody in the field of rhetorics As Tom Wolfe
concludest "“Even at his worst, McLuhan inspires you to try and see
and understand in a new way. And in the long run this nay prove to

bo his great contribation."26

¥eLuhan's ability to say things in a
different ranner forcos the rocader to corsider them differentlys But
Nolfe does not end his phrase thexe, "If right, he will rank as the
nuaber one genius of all times. But even if wronz, ho will remain
the ran who first made the world wake up to the psychological impact
of technological ihnovation."z? Either way, McLuhan should be read
and considoreds Perhaps McLuhan places himself in perspective with

& story in the margin of the final page of l{ar and Peace in the

Global Villace. 'Responding to first-night cheers of 'Author! Author!,?
G. Bs Shaw went before the curtain only to bo greeted by a lone booe
He replied, 'My dear Fellow, I quite agree with you, tut what are we

two against so many?“za
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