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One of the constants of McLuhan criticism and biography is that

his training as a scholar of Renaissance English literature and its debt to
the rhetorical tradition, coupled with his lifelong interest in English literary modernism, especially Joyce and Eliot, morphed into his foundational
theories of mediation.
McLuhan’s literary studies were undoubtedly crucial to his theories
of how media shape messages. But what was to be the afterlife of these
insights for the study of literature and for the humanities at large? What
was to be their fate in the postliterate era, an era into which we have fully
entered with Wikipedia, Google, the digital library, and e-books?
McLuhan addressed the philosophical and pedagogical implications of
this question in a lecture he gave to the Humanities Association of Canada
in Montreal in June 1961 and subsequently published in the Humanities
Association Bulletin.
Tellingly, McLuhan’s first citation is from business management guru
Peter Drucker, who wrote in Landmarks of Tomorrow that he first realized
“the immediate relevance of encyclopedic liberal knowledge” when he
turned from philosophy to management studies (McLuhan, “Humanities”
3; the paraphrase is McLuhan’s). What Drucker meant by this is that in
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the corporate world—a world which, for McLuhan, was the one we now
occupied by virtue of the fact that we had extended ourselves prosthetically
through vast corpora of mediation—the impact of research was immediate. Liberal education becomes, in this context, an immense Bauhaus
project, at once an embodiment of modernist aesthetic ideals (the total
work of art) and an instance of applied knowledge in a social context. With
his typical verve, McLuhan comments that “the corporations are much
more aware of their need for high-level education than are the universities. The Ciceronian ideal of the doctus orator is current again” (3). This
is so because the electronic age, with its onslaught of information vectors,
demands a form of knowledge based on pattern recognition, and it was
this sensitivity to patterns of expression that distinguished the orator, for
whom knowledge was ultimately performative.
Thus McLuhan did not take flight from the incursion of the technological into the pedagogical. On the contrary, it was precisely because
art was by definition the discourse which discerned patterns—because it
was about form rather than about content (and here we see the legacy of
the Modernists in McLuhan’s media theory)—that it was now more than
ever crucial to contemporary society. Citing expat Canadian Kenneth
Galbraith’s “Economics and Art” (a chapter in The Liberal Hour), McLuhan
notes that the Harvard economist “ridicules the old commercial notion of
arts as frivolity,” arguing that the arts now form a “navigational guide” in
contemporary culture (“Humanities” 3).
Comments such as these did not endear McLuhan to his English
department colleagues at the University of Toronto; as Doug Coupland
remarks in his recent biofiction about McLuhan, “[m]ost of Marshall’s colleagues … viewed him as a nutbar” (127). We have to remember, however,
that those colleagues were publishing articles in the same issue of The
Humanities Bulletin with titles like “Mill and Arnold: Liberty and Culture—
Friends or Enemies?” and reviewing books with titles like Of Paradise
and Light: A Study of Vaughan’s Silex Scintillans. McLuhan comments on
this recourse to traditionalism in times of rapid change, noting that “the
panic for permanence drives us into ever greater depth understanding”
(4). He notes this “without enthusiasm.” The vast explosions of information that confront us, he argued, demand breadth—pattern recognition.
As Bertrand Russell remarked, and as McLuhan loved quoting, “the great
achievement of the twentieth century [is] the technique of suspended
judgment. That is, the discovery of the process of insight itself ” (4).
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McLuhan’s approach to this injunction was to study effects: the “assembly line” of segmented knowledge yields under electronic organicism to
“galaxy clusters of simultaneous operations” (6). This comment is resonant with an article in The New York Times published last November and
provocatively titled “A New Enlightenment: Digital Keys to the Humanities’ Riches.” In that article, Patricia Cohen argues that the successor to
formalism, Freudianism, structuralism, postcolonialism, etc., will be their
twenty-first century avatar: “data.” “Technology,” she writes, “is changing
our understanding of the liberal arts. The latest frontier is about method,
… using powerful technologies and vast stores of digitized materials that
previous humanities scholars did not have” (c1).
The analysis of vast amounts of data, suggests Cohen, “can reveal
patterns and trends and raise unexpected questions for study” (c5). Her
comment suggests that digitization is not simply about a new tool for the
analysis of data but represents a massive shift in the nature of knowledge
itself. Historian of the book Robert Darnton has predicted in a series of
articles that a research explosion will be made possible by the digitization of library collections. Digital humanities are now well established in
Canada; the Canadiana Discovery Portal, for example, comprises sixty
million pages. Ten European nations have embarked on projects to digitize humanities data, and in the U.S. the neh has devoted $2 million to
digital projects (Cohen c5). Among the more compelling of these is the
research of Dan Edelstein, a professor of French and Italian at Stanford,
who is mapping letter writing in the Enlightenment, a project in which
the letters are digitized to produce geospatial patterns—gis meets the
humanities meets the ngram viewer.
Is this what English studies will look like in the digital future? In
answering this question we should keep in mind Kate Hayles’s comment
in Electronic Literature that we are already digital and have been for some
time. “So essential is digitality to contemporary processes of composition,
storage, and production,” she writes, “that print should properly be considered a particular form of output for digital files rather than a medium
separate from digital instantiation” (159). This suggests that we are looking
at the digital present through a print optic and have yet to fully work out
the ways in which the digital remediates print.
One attempt to do so is the project of Martin K. Foys in his book
Virtually Anglo-Saxon. Taking his cue from McLuhan’s comment in The
Gutenberg Galaxy that “We are today as far into the electric age as the
Elizabethans had advanced into the typographical and mechanical age”
(Gutenberg 1), Foys writes that “[t]oday, we again live in the process of
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crossing a major technological threshold” occasioned by the fact that “the
dominance of print in representation of early medieval discourse now
approaches the hyperreal, where the sign of the real approaches the real
itself,” such that “print produces for most modern readers the reality of
Anglo-Saxon England” (14). Yet, continues Foys, the “fluidity of digital
technology promises fresh modes of representation and study that can
provide very real alternatives to the medium of print, and perhaps recover
aspects of the Anglo-Saxon world that have remained unaccounted for in
print” (34–35). It is this hyperspatial quality of digitality that allows us to
read history as superpository rather than as linearly sequential. Thus Foys
suggests a connection between Anselm’s “push[ing] against the boundaries
of writing” as “digital texts now push against the boundaries of print” (37).
“The end of mechanism, the extension of organic interdependence to
every phase of experience and human association is what has happened
to us” (7), wrote McLuhan in 1961. It didn’t happen as quickly as his mind
was able to conceive of it, but it is certainly happening. We are moving,
he suggests, from a product model of knowledge to a process model, and
with this shift comes a greater degree of “involvement with the entire
communal process” (7). A process model of knowledge doesn’t allow the
certainties, or even the satisfactions, of traditional research; it is not the
field for specialists but for interdisciplinarians. It will inevitably move
outward from the academy into the world beyond, although with dynamic
interplay between them.
This implies that the university will no longer be the prime locus of
research; as Google and Wikipedia attest, research is now a full-time activity in which everyone is involved—research is corporate, in this sense, with
students increasingly taking on the roles of “edupreneurs” (Kamenetz).
McLuhan’s vision of the involved world is one in which the educated infrastructure is much broader than now; it is a vision in which our politicians,
for example, have doctorates—and not just the ones in opposition. It is
a world in which the everyday activity of research brings the socius back
into dialogue with the academy. It is thus that we must “enthrone the living
dialogue” (“Humanities” 10), as McLuhan puts it, with a pun on cathedra,
or chair: what will occupy the chair of knowledge is this dialogue, not the
authority of an individual or of an institution: the “new technology of our
age demands this greatest of all humanist forms of instruction, not as an
ideal, but as a daily necessity” (10).
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