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• McLuhan is not a Technological 
Determinism – He is a proto-
complexity theorist 
TechDeterminism used as a pejorative 
• Newton was a determinist – any 
attempt to describe nature involves 
some form of determinism 
• Not a single cause but McLuhan was 
into pattern, not POV, field approach, 
ecology 
 



Field approach 
“The Gutenberg Galaxy develops a 
mosaic or field approach to its 
problems. Such a mosaic image of 
numerous data and quotations in 
evidence offers the only practical 
means of revealing causal operations 
in history (GG, 7).” 
 

“We live today in the Age of Information 
and Communication because electric media 
instantly and constantly create a total field of 
interacting events in which all men 
participate (UM, 248).”  
 

Electric media, because of their total "field" 
character, tend to eliminate the fragmented 
specialties of form and function that we have 
long accepted as the heritage of alphabet, 
printing, and mechanization (UM, 243). 



• The field concept was used first to 
describe electromagnetic interactions 
and then for non-linear equations and 
complexity. The field concept is a key 
notion for McLuhan’s understanding 
of the effects of media. 
• The field concept leads to a focus on 
environments and ecology 
• The field approach used in science for the 
non-linear dynamics of complex systems in 
which causal relations flow in both 
directions. This parallels McLuhan’s method 
of reversing cause and effect in which he 
started with the effects and worked 
backwards to the causes.  
 
 



“I begin with ground and they begin 
with figure. I begin with effects and 
work round to the causes”. 
I claim he was an early emergentist 
and complexity theorist 
McLuhan talks about reversal of 
cause and effect and sometime how 
cause and effect are simultaneous. 
Emergence is about the simultaneity 
of top-down and bottom up causality 
  



McLuhan’s emphasis of figure ground is an 
example of emergence theory in which a 
figure emerges from the ground of its 
components interacting with each other and 
self-organizing 
 
I believe that most of McLuhan’s insights 
arise from his understanding of the 
figure/ground relationship. 
 
I would suggest that the consideration of f/g 
is the way to crack the McLuhan code. 
 
“The present fact is that we all live in this 
new resonating simultaneous world in which 
the relation between figure and ground, 
public and performer, goal-seek and role-
playing, centralism and decentralism have 
simply flipped and reversed again and again 
(McLuhan, McLuhan, Staines 2003, 194).” 



 
In the reversal of cause and effect it is the 
effect that is the ground and cause that is the 
figure. 
 

In the relationship of jobs and roles it is the 
role that is the ground and the job that is the 
figure. ‘Goal seeking’ is figure and ‘role-
playing’ is ground. 
 

In the consideration of centralized versus 
decentralized environments the decentralized 
environment is pure ground and in the 
centralized environment the centralized 
element is figure and all the other elements 
that are connected to the centralizing figure 
form the ground.  
 
 
 



In the consideration of percepts and concepts 
it is the percept that is the ground and the 
concept that is the figure. “The effects are 
percepts and the causes tend to be concepts 
(McLuhan, McLuhan, Staines 2003, 213).” 
 

In ‘the medium is the message’ it is the 
medium that is the ground and the message 
or content that is the figure. 
 

In ‘the user is the content’ it is the user that 
is the ground and the content that is the 
figure. 
 

In ‘every technology has both service and 
disservice’ it is the disservice  that is the 
ground and the service that is the figure. 
 

In ‘products become services in the electric 
age’ it is the service that is the ground and 
the product that is the figure. 
 



In ‘consumers become producers in the 
electric age’ it is the consumer that is the 
ground and the producer that is the figure. 
 

In the comparison of visual space and 
acoustic space it is the acoustic space that is 
the ground and the visual space that is the 
figure. 
 

In the consideration of subjective and 
objective thought patterns it is the subjective 
that is the ground and the objective that is 
the figure. 
 

In the consideration of specialization versus 
interdisciplinarity it is the interdisciplinarity 
that is the ground and the specialism that is 
the figure. 
 



In the consideration of monopolies of 
knowledge versus crowd sourcing it is the 
crowd sourcing that is the ground and the 
monopoly of knowledge that is the figure. 
 
In contrasting a point of view with pattern 
recognition it is the pattern recognition that 
is the ground and the point of view that is the 
figure. 
 

McLuhan even applies figure ground to 
humour in which a joke is the figure and a 
grievance, which prompts the joke is the 
ground. 
 



Another argument for considering 
McLuhan as a proto-complexity 
theorists is his use of feed forward. 
 

I believe he picked up this idea from 
his prof I A Richards who according 
to the OED is the first person to use 
the term feedforward.  
 

In their book The Meaning of 
Meaning: A Study of the Influence of 
Language upon Thought and of the 
Science of Symbolism Ogden and 
Richards seem to be saying that 
“meanings do not reside in words or 
other symbols, but in people,” 
 



Richards believed that to be 
understood that senders of a message 
had to first feedforward the context so 
that their message could be 
understood by the receiver. 
 
This is perhaps where McLuhan got 
his idea that ‘the user is the content’ 
 

McLuhan made use of feedforward in 
many instances in his writings: 
 

“The reversal of cause and effect is one 
of the consequences of electronically 
configured information patterns and the 
need for the cybernetic feedback and 
feedforward of information.” UM 
 



'Poets and artists live on frontiers. They 
have no feedback, only feedforward. 
They have no identities. They are 
probes.' –Culture is our Biz  
 
War and Peace in the Global Village: 
An Inventory of Some of the Current 
Spastic Situations That Could Be 
Eliminated by More Feedforward 
 
McLuhan’s use of feedforward and 
feedback is further evidence for my 
suggestion that he was a proto-
complexity theorist. 
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