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APPLYING MCLUHAN'’S “THE PRINTED BOOK

MESSAGE...ER, MEDIUM  ADDED MUCH TO
THE NEW CULT OF

Perhaps we can best understan INDIVIDUALISM. THE
the ways in which the medium an PRIVATE, FIXED POINT

TTETY

the message are intertwined by ex- OF VIEW BECAME
amining the effects of a technology ~ POSSIBLE AND
so familiar it is rarely considered a ~ LITERACY CONFERRED

technology. It is the one you are =~ THE POWER OF
consuming right now: the printed DETACHMENT,

word. But this study of print is NONINVOLVEMENT.”
more than an exercise. I contend ~—~MARSHALL MCLUHAN
the medium of print shaped the

modern church in ways we are only beginning to recognize in the
wake of postmodernism. Only when we study these changes can
we begin to perceive the impact of the other forms of media on our
understanding of community, leadership, and worship.

 DYSLEXIA AND DECEPTION

The medium of the printed word is one I have learned not to take
for granted. When I was in the second grade, we were often sub-
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jected to timed, in-class reading tests. I was convinced those tests
were from Satan. They required me to muster every last brain cell
to decipher the words and sentences on the page. After straining
through the first couple of sentences, I would inevitably notice that
the two students sitting to my right and left had already gone on to
the next page while I was still stuck on the first paragraph. A panic
would set in, and I found myself turning the page whenever they did
so I wouldn't look dumb or slow. It seemed like a good plan at the
time. Of course we were often quizzed on the material we had just
read (or in my case, not read), and needless to say I did not score
well. Naturally, it didn’t take long for my teachers and parents to
catch on.

When it became clear my poor performance was the rule and
not the exception, my parents had me tested for learning disabili-
ties. I was diagnosed with dyslexia—an amorphous condition often
caricatured as reading words backward. My dyslexia was a bit more
subtle; every time I looked at the printed page, I felt like I had just
walked out of a dark movie theater into the bright light of day. It
took time for my eyes to adjust and cobble together the letters on the
page so I could make sense of them. My biggest problem was leaving
out entire words like 7ot or but, words crucial for comprehension.
[ would also unknowingly change words that looked similar—whar
might become when. By the end of a paragraph I could not make
head nor tail of what I had read and would have to go back to the be-
ginning. During my senior year of high school I was tested again and
learned I had the reading comprehension of an eighth grader. Since
then things have gotten better, but the general struggle remains.

My difhiculties with reading and writing didn’t just affect my
schoolwork. Dyslexia truly makes my brain function differently from
the brains of others. In those early diagnostic tests I scored very low
on both visual perception and the ability to organize information
or objects. That meant that in addition to my reading difficulties,
my desk at school was a hopeless mess, a black hole for most of my
homework assignments. In contrast, those without difficulty reading
had no trouble with visual perception and could organize informa-
tion and objects with ease. Whether they chose to be organized was
a different matter—the point is they had a competence I did not.

At the same time, compared to normal readers, I scored ex-
tremely high in the area of short-term memory. This phenomenon
Is not uncommon among children with dyslexia or other reading



problems. The explanation is quite simple: like a blind person who
develops acute hearing for survival, my brain compensated for my
visual deficits by enhancing memory, specifically auditory memory.
Because [ could barely access information through the visual act of
reading, 1 depended upon retaining what the teacher said for my
learning. Incidentally, as I have become more fluent in the world of
literacy, my organizational skills have improved, and my short-term
memory has diminished.

My personal experience illustrates a major premise of this chap-
ter: the technology of writing, which relies so heavily on the visual
sense, shapes the way we think, regardless of what is written. That
fact that I didn’t read or write much made me a very different think-
er, a different person. What was true for me on an individual level
is true on a cultural level as well. The broad introduction of literacy
into an entire culture completely alters the way that culture thinks.
Writing has the power to restructure the worldview of an entire soci-

ety. As we shall see, it clearly had that effect on the church.

Of all the media inventions in history, few can rival the explo-
sive and dramatic effects of the written word. This is important to
understand, because it shows us that “we become what we behold.™
That is to say, our thinking patterns begin to mirror the specific form
of media we use to communicate.

While we in the West think very little about the power of the
written word, those who have lived or worked in purely oral cultures
know that the written word holds a magical and mysterious quality
for those who have never experienced it before. Consider the experi-
ence of a West African tribal prince named Modupe who recounts in
his autobiography his first encounter with the mysterious medium
of writing:

he one crowded space in Father Perry’s house was his
bookshelves. | gradually came to understand that the
marks on the pages were trapped words. Anyone could
earn to decipher the symbols and turn the trapped words
oose again into speech. The ink of the print trapped the
thoughts; they could no more get away than a doomboo
could get out of a pit. When the full realization of what this
meant flooded over me, | experienced the same thrill and
amazement as when | had my first glimpse of the bright
lights of Konakry [sic]. | shivered with the intensity of my
desire to learn to do this wondrous thing myselt.
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While some of the cultural metaphors are lost on me (I have
no idea what a doomboo is or where Konakry might be), the point
he makes is clear. In fact, I could replace the reference to writing in
the paragraph above with a reference to the Internet, and it would
reflect well my own enthusiasm when I first encountered this amaz-

ing technology.

Writing is not often thought of as a technology. We cer-
tainly don't consider it in the same league as the Internet or cell
phones. Yet writing is a technology, because it depends upon the use
of special tools such as a pen and paper or brushes and animal skins.
But more than this, it requires the human invention of a symbol
system, one that can take years to learn how to decode (read) and
encode (write).

A QUANTUM LEAP: THE PHONETIC ALPHABET

The printing press had been in existence in China for nearly 800
years prior to its European debut in the 1400s, and yet it had none
of the same liberating intellectual effects it had in the West.® While
the Chinese used pictorial writing, the West developed a phonetic
alphabet. This may seem like an obscure distinction, but it has far-
reaching implications. It is the basis for the hemispheric difference
between Eastern and Western worldviews. Understanding this will
give us insight into why the postmodern worldview came about in
the West and one reason postmodernity shares so much in common
with Eastern modes of thinking. '

Ideographic writing (e.g., Chinese characters) is distinct
from phonetic writing (e.g., the English alphabet) in that it Ssym-
bolizes spoken language in a completely unique way:. Ideographic
writing systems, which existed thousands of years prior to phonetic
alphabets, are pictorial in nature. A single symbol or character repre-
sents an entire word or concept and often bears a resemblance to the
thing it describes. For example, the Chinese character for 747 looks
like a stylized stick figure of a man (see Figure 2).

PHONETIC WRITING IDEOGRAPHIC WRITING

Man

FIGURE 2



Because each symbol represents an entire word or idea, a dizzying
number of characters are required for communication. In fact, that
number could be infinite or at least equal to the number of words
in the language. The Chinese dictionary has over 80,000 characters
and is still growing.® The idea of using a printing press for mass
communication in China made about as much sense as creating a

computer keyboard with 80,000 keys.

The phonetic alphabet, comprised of just over two dozen char-
acters (in the case of English), changed everything. Instead of in-
venting symbols that corresponded with specific words or ideas, the
people who formed phonetic alphabets made meaningless charac-
ters that corresponded to meaningless “phonemes” or vocal sounds.’
For example, the symbol “t” corresponds to the meaningless sound
“teh.” These symbols are then assembled sequentially to re-create the
sound of the spoken word. In other words, the phonetic alphabet is a
symbol system that is totally abstracted from reality. Unlike Chinese,
the English word 747 looks nothing like a man; it is just a collection
of abstract, meaningless squiggly shapes used to create meaning.

Moreover, a phonetic alphabet demands letters be organized in
2 specific linear sequence in order for them to be meaningful. The
collection of symbols a, m, and n doesn't mean anything until it is
arranged as m-a-n. By contrast, a single Chinese symbol can stand
alone and carry full meaning, While a phonetic alphabet is linear,
sequential, and abstract, ideographic writing is nonlinear, holistic,
and intuitive.

These two media have very different forms that contribute to the
fundamental differences between Eastern and Western approaches
to philosophy. Ever since the Greeks perfected the phonetic alpha-
bet, Western philosophy has been centered on linear, fragmented,
and sequential forms of logic called syllogisms that perfectly mirror
the form of our writing system. In contrast the nonlinear, holistic
nature of Eastern philosophy can be summarized by a single symbol,
the yin-yang, which mirrors ideographic writing,

Figure 3 on the following page summarizes this difference to
show us that we become what we behold.
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WESTERN THINKING EASTERN THINKING
BASED ON THE BASED ON THE
SYLLOGISM YIN-YANG

| mean | £
N/ J

PATTERN OF All philosophers are men:
THINKING all men are mortal; therefore
all philosophers are mortal,

THE HIDDEN POWER OF ELECTRONIC CULTURE

Notice that the linear Notice that the holistic,
sequential order of logic intuitive nature of the
mirrors the pattern of the yin-yang mirrors the
Western alphabet. ideographic writing
of the East.
FIGURE 3

[t may appear that we have ventured a long way from the church
in this exploration, but understanding the distinction martters for
us today. In our current culture we are Increasingly communicating
with images and icons. We need to understand what happens to
Western culture when we begin to communicate using images and
logos rather than phonetic words, as in the case of Nike.

One consequence is that people in Western culture start thinking
more like those in the Fast. The holistic, intuitive, and experiential
emphases of postmodernity (a Western phenomenon) are Eastern in
character. So it is worth our while to dig into the ways in which both
cultural perspectives have been formed—and re-formed—through
media. We will explore the implications of this re-formation for the
church more fully in Chapter Four.

PRINTING: IGNITING THE ALPHABET

The formation of the phonetic alphabet was an important element in
shaping Western thought, but its true Impact became apparent only
atter it was channeled through the medium of print. Printing ampli-
fied the effects of the alphabet with exponential force and completely
restructured the culture—and therefore the church—in the process.
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The Greeks created their version of the phonetic alphabet
around 700 B.c. and had mastered it by 400 B.c.? Like a slow gas
leak lasting 1,000 years, the alphabet gradually infiltrated Western
culture. However, this leak was all but turned off during the fourth
century when papyrus supplies dried up, literacy rates plummeted,
and Europe returned to 2 dominantly oral culture. In turn, the me-
dieval Catholic Church began reflecting the characteristics of oral
culture, leading to their increasingly mystical and sacramental theol-
ogy. Literacy was reintroduced to the West in the 12th century when
Chinese traders brought paper to Europe.

In the 15th century, Johannes Gutenberg found an innovative
use for a wine press, and the modern age of the printing press was
born. With this simple invention, Gutenberg unknowingly set off
an explosion of such overwhelming power that we continue to feel
its reverberations today. Printing made the alphabet perfectly uni-
form and infinitely repeatable. This mass production placed literacy

into the hands of everyone, subsequently launching the Protestant
Reformation.

Immediately following the introduction of the printing press
in Europe, something unusual happened: nothing. From the 15th
century until the early 19th century, no new communication tech-
nologies were introduced to alter the way information was carried.
As a result, Western culture had more than 400 years to get accus-
tomed to the printed word.” By the 17th century, the medium had
become the dominant means of communication. These conditions
embedded the bias of the printed medium deeply into the Western
worldview and gave rise to the modern mindset that represented a
dramatic departure from medieval European thought. This newly
entrenched worldview was characterized by a strong emphasis on
individualism, objectivity, abstraction, and reason, in contrast to the
medieval worldview characterized by an emphasis on tribal, mysti-
cal, and sacramental experiences.

In some ways this might not seem like a new argument. These
dramatic changes in philosophy and religion have long been attrib-
uted to the printing press and its role in the unprecedented distribu-
tion of new ideas to the masses.® But it is rarely understood that

these changes were caused more by the form of the printed word
than by its content.

In fact, the majority of ideas being disseminated in print were
not new at all. In the 200 years following the introduction of the
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