
Using Marshall McLuhan’s famous statement “The medium is the 
message” as starting point, research the Internet to find information on 
tw o other key thinkers of the media culture. Summarise and comment on 
one major aspects of their thought. 

 
In a culture like ours, long accustomed to splitting and dividing all things 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. 
(McLuhan 1994, p. 7) 

 

Since it’s inception in the 60’s, McLuhan’s renowned aphorism ‘…the medium is the message’ has 
become synonymous with media culture’s design and its processes. The statement almost always 
serves as a catalyst for long discussions, heated debates and analytical dialogues within academic 
circles and general discourse alike. 
 
1. Marshall McLuhan 

In Understanding Media, McLuhan (1994, p.7) states that  ‘…the “message” of any medium or 
technology is the change of scale or pace or pattern that it introduces into human affairs… [i]ndeed, it 
is only too typical that the “content” of any medium blinds us to the character of the medium’.  
He postulates that the obvious attraction of the message serves to cause blind participation within the 
process. An entertainment medium gaining popularity at the time was television (TV). According to 
McLuhan, no TV show was of any real consequence and that it was more significant to understand the 
underlying prerequisites that the medium demands from its user. ‘…[TV] demands audience 
participation [in which] ...you cannot have a TV show without an audience… without a TV audience 
there is no show… audience participation is part of the TV medium’ (Marshall McLuhan on the Dick 
Cavett Show  1970, streaming audio [online]). In typical esoteric fashion, McLuhan attempts to 
illustrate that the audience is part-and-parcel of the TV medium. The programs themselves are 
irrelevant - a talk show, a TV series, sports or even the news; a TV show will always be a TV show. The 
real message is embedded within the medium’s potent inter-personal dynamics with the human 
experience (Federman 2004 [online]). 

 
2. Neil Postman 

Others however, were not content with simply launching inquisitional yet largely inconsequential 
probes into media mechanics. Neil Postman, an American media and cultural critic endeavoured not 
only to gain awareness of media processes, he sought to expand and develop philosophies on how to 
investigate moralistic implications within a new innovative medium (Griffin & Park 2008, p.13 of 18 
[online]). As McLuhan vehemently detests being mistaken for having an opinion ‘I never express my 
point of view on any subject… I’m interested in understanding processes’ (Anderson n.d., streaming 
audio [online]), Postman thought it invaluable for everyone to take ethical discrimination on most 



new technological advances - e.g., television, computers, cyberspace. In opening his speech for the 
German Informatics Society, Postman admits to having average knowledge of new technology but 
states that he ‘…is not merely an outsider but an outsider who has a point of view that might be useful 
to the insiders’ (Postman 1990 [online]). To better develop a critical stance when analysing forms of 
media, Postman poses three key questions. 

 
i. What is the problem to which this technology is a solution? 

ii. Whose problem is it actually? 
iii. If there is a legitimate problem here to be solved, what other problems will be created by my using this 

technology? (Griffin & Park 2008, p.14 of 18 [online]). 

 
3. George Gerbner 

Opposite side of the spectrum were those who proposed that the message of a medium was not as 
simple as a ‘…juicy piece of meat carried by the burglar to distract the watchdog of the mind’ (McLuhan 
1994, p.18). That in fact in most cases, it required deep scrutiny as there were undesired repercussions 
being imposed on a largely unsuspecting group of participants. George Gerbner, a professor of 
Communications at the Annenberg School for Communication spearheaded the Cultural Indicators 
project to study the negative effects of violent content on television and determine which 
demographics were most susceptible. 

 
People think of television as programs, but television is more than that; television is a mythology - highly 
organically connected, repeated every day so that the themes that run through all programming and news 
have the effect of cultivating conceptions of reality. (Gerbner 1994, [online]) 

 
Gerbner spent more than thirty years qualifying and quantifying the existence of TV violence which 
he defines as an ‘…overt physical action that hurts or kills (or threatens to do so)…’ (Gerbner 2002 
[online]). He gathered overwhelming evidence in support of his observations and theorised that there 
was indeed copious amount of violent culture, imagery and themes being broadcasted in the living 
rooms of the average American home. He further postulates that society then develops a grossly 
skewed sense of apprehension, anxiousness and alienation toward the everyday – a scenario he coined 
the ‘Mean World Syndrome’ (Stossel 1997, [online]). Gerbner reiterates this idea by acknowledging 
McLuhan’s suggestion that violence is ‘…a demonstration of roles, identity, …power…and a shortcut to 
instant social structure’, but goes on further to say that violence is also cause for victimisation and that 
the ‘…ratio between the two, are even more sensitive indicators of roles and the risks of life…’  
(Gerbner, G. 1971, pers. comm., 9 Mar). 
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