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Are We Really Living in a Media World? 

Marshall McLuhan is often better 
known for his catchphrases than for 
what he actually wrote. Aside from 

“the medium is the message,” discussed 
in Chapter 2, he is best known for 
popularizing the term the global village. 
He first used it in his 1962 book, The 
Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of 
Typographic Man, in which he discusses 
how electronic media, primarily radio and 
television, help people live and interact 
globally. Since the rise of the Internet, it 
would seem that we are truly living in a 
world where we can interact with people 
in any place at any time. But this global 
village may be largely an illusion.

There is no question that through our 
media—what McLuhan would call the 
extension of our senses—we are able to 
travel to places we could never reach 
otherwise. In an IMAX theater, we can 
travel to the bottom of the ocean off the 
Grand Banks near Newfoundland and 
visit the wreck of the Titanic. Through the 

photos from the Mars rovers Curiosity, 
Spirit, and Opportunity, we can see into 
the craters on a distant planet. On a more 
down-to-earth scale, our electronic media 
take us into war zones, into the aftermath 
of disasters, and to celebrations in cities 
or countries we would likely never visit. 
But are we really becoming members of a 
global village, or are we just sightseers 
who get a glimpse of something we can’t 
really understand?

Media reporter Ken Auletta, whose work 
we have discussed extensively elsewhere 
in this book, suggests that perhaps there 
is not a single wired global village, but 
rather hundreds or thousands of them, 
“each broadcasting in its own language, 
with its own anchor and news team, its 
own weather and sports and local 
slant.”111

Communications scholar W. Russell 
Neuman suggests that McLuhan’s global 
village concept is misleading: “McLuhan 
envisioned Americans seeing what was 

going on live in an African village. But 
Americans may not want to watch that. 
And perhaps vice versa.”112

Media Transformations Questions

•• HOW often do you communicate 
with someone who lives in another 
country? How often, if ever, do you 
communicate with someone who 
doesn’t speak English? How do 
you communicate with that 
person?

•• DO you think that having access to 
a global communication network 
gives you a better understanding of 
people who live on the other side 
of the world?

•• DOES our new communication 
technology make the world a better 
place? Why or why not?

Are we really living in a media world?
In 2001, a United Nations report stated that only 
about half of the world’s population had ever 
made a phone call. True enough, if you’re 
talking about a landline. Just a decade ago, 
there were about 1.2 billion landlines worldwide, 
covering just 19% of the total population. Today, 
that number has actually declined. Just about 
15% of the world’s population has a landline. 
So how connected are we globally?

How are we wired?
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The answer is that it depends
upon the technology.

Sources: http://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stat/default.aspx
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