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Introduction 

 

The last month of 1980 marked the end of the 1960s. On December 8th, 1980, John Lennon was 

shot in New York. The famous singer-songwriter was an icon of the 1960s not only because of 

the Beatles, but also owing to the events staged with his wife Yoko Ono, notably the so-called 

bed-in at the Hilton Hotel in Amsterdam. On the very last day of the same year, Marshall 

McLuhan finally died of the results of the stroke which he had suffered in the summer of 1979. It 

had taken away his ability to speak. Although he was not as famous as John Lennon, and 

although he did not belong to the post-war generation – McLuhan was born in 1911 – he was, 

nevertheless, an icon for the baby boomers. This protest generation responded to both his analysis 

of society and his vision of where society was heading. While his theories of mass media were 

enthusiastically taken up by the younger generation, traditionally minded social groups regarded 

him more sceptically.  

 Already in his 50s, he stood with one foot in line with the pre war generation, while the 

other tapped to the same beat as the protesting baby boomers. As a result of this double identity, 

he functioned as something of a mediator during the culture clash. But how exactly was 

McLuhan received in the Netherlands in the 1960s? Which theories found a response and from 

whom? The 1960s are known for the clash between youth and authority all over the world. The 

Netherlands were no exception to this worldwide phenomenon, but the process was subtly 

different to those going on elsewhere. In this country, the entire social structure underwent 

enormous changes. After the steady period of pillarisation, the power of the strictly separated 

social groups started to crumble and lose their rigidity in the '60s. The youth no longer found 

themselves in the social structure that had shaped the lives of their parents, and found alternative 

ways to cross the boundaries set by these pillars. Besides being the post-war generation, the 

Dutch youth also wanted to be the generation that abandoned pillarisation, whereas authority 

sought to maintain their influence in this rigid structure.  

 To explore McLuhan’s reception during these turbulent years, it is first necessary to take a 

closer look at McLuhan himself, his theories and ideas. So the first chapter will not only give a 

brief overview of his ‘personal’ and ‘public’ life, but also an explanation of his most famous 

theories. Attention will also be paid to McLuhan’s writing style – the way he presented his media 
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theory – for as we will see this cannot be disconnected from his arguments. The focus here will 

be on Understanding Media (1964) as it was this book that McLuhan became famous with on this 

side of the Atlantic.1 Furthermore, it was only after the publication of this book that his earlier 

works became available in Western Europe. The book can be seen as an accumulation of various 

theories from his other books.  

The second chapter will deal with the situation in the Netherlands of the 1960s; the key 

social questions around that time, and how they might be theorised. We will also look at the 

development of Dutch Communication Studies in this period. An important part of this chapter 

deals with theories of generations and generational conflicts. Both Karl Mannheim’s theories 

from 1928 and those that the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in Birmingham 

developed during the 1970s will be discussed, as I believe they can help to better understand the 

responses to McLuhan, and place them in the correct socio-historical context.  

After that, I will analyse various critiques of McLuhan’s work insofar as they elucidate 

this Dutch reception, to which I will then switch. Although it is impossible to avoid some 

overlap, splitting the reception analysis into a section that deals with McLuhan’s writing style and 

another that refers to his theories will reduce this. However, this is an artificial division, since 

McLuhan’s writing and ideas are very much intertwined; it is impossible to separate them 

completely. In nearly every featured quotation on writing style, one will probably find indicators 

of his theoretical ideas, too, and vice versa. However, by separating them, the thesis can better 

view the key primary sources. Furthermore, by forcefully separating them one will be reminded 

all the more of their brotherly appearance. Both are equally important as contributors to 

McLuhan’s fame. By going through all the material, I traced three social groups that were all, in 

different ways, brought into contact with McLuhan and his work. I use these groups to clarify the 

nature of his reception, and they will appear again and again throughout this thesis.  

A clear decision was made to analyse primary sources which can be dated back to autumn 

1967. As it would be impossible to research all the years since Understanding Media, I chose to 

look at the material published shortly before and just after the Dutch translation of the book – 

                                                 
1 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 
1964). 
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which was called Mens en Media (literally ‘Man and Media’).2 This appeared to be a particularly 

fruitful period to look for material. Not that long after this wave of attention, McLuhan’s fame 

seems to have dwindled.  

The rigid structure of previous chapter will then be abandoned in the fourth and last 

chapter, which completes the analysis. What does this reception of McLuhan say about the 

Netherlands and the events that were taking place at that time? Within a society that was under a 

severe amount of pressure to change, McLuhan found a place. What enabled him to do this, and 

what was specific to this process? By going one step further than just writing down the different 

critiques, this thesis can add something to current discourses. Not only will it provide an insight 

into the reception of McLuhan, which contributes to the ongoing international rereading of 

Marshall McLuhan, it will also shed light on the situation in the Netherlands in the 1960s, 

including the development of media studies in the Netherlands, and the interaction between 

academics and society in relation to bigger structural changes.  

My reading will be further nuanced by including interviews with different people who had 

a function in the 1960s that brought them into contact with McLuhan and his ideas. Although I 

am aware of the pitfalls of oral history, these interviews will have an important function in the 

paper, to complete, amend and test its findings.3 Not only does this historical context help to 

understand the reception of McLuhan, but the reverse is also true: his media theory appears to be 

helpful to reflect upon the major events of the 1960s. The clash between the pre- and post-war 

generation will be reviewed in a more nuanced way. The reception of McLuhan shows that, 

although it is constructed in the first place, the gap ideally can be bridged by communication, 

which results in a new society. 

                                                 
2 Marshall McLuhan, Mens and media, trans. S. de Lange (Utrecht: Ambo n.v., 1967). 
3 In 1948, Allan Nevins initiated the revival of oral history. Before the development of history as an academic study 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth century there was an overall oral tradition for forwarding stories. In the last few 
decades it developed itself into a method that is "long-standing and perfectly compatible with scholarly standards" as 
long as one does not assume that the material holds the absolute truth. The most common objections to this method 
are the influences of unconscious psychological processes such as repression, and the influence of the outcome of 
social processes on memories. Still, the scholars that developed the method during the last decades do not see a 
difference between interpreting a written historical source and doing the same for an interview. The amelioration of 
recording equipment went hand in hand with the development of oral history; film – that also records facial 
expressions – is seen as especially trustworthy. See: R. Perks & A. Thomson (ed.), The Oral History Reader 
(London/New York: Routledge, 1998). Citation from: P. Thompson, The Voice of the Past: Oral History 
(Oxford/New York/London: Oxford University Press, 1978), 2. 
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1. McLuhan: the man and his work 

 

When visiting the Canadian embassy in Berlin, you will be received in the McLuhan-salon where 

you can not only learn about wildlife, nature and culture in Canada, but also about one of the 

country’s most famous sons. Although deceased, Marshall McLuhan is still very much alive here, 

as the numerous publications of his that are on display quite clearly point out. In this chapter I 

will describe Marshall McLuhan and his work. Since his personal life, his mode of working and 

thinking, as well as his theories are very much intertwined, it is important to divide these 

biographical levels functionally. At first sight certain elements may appear insufficiently 

explained. This first chapter, though, serves merely as an overview and a guideline, and one can 

be sure that all such elements will be explained later. 

A short part of this chapter is concerned with the so-called hard, factual information about 

McLuhan’s life and career. After these introductory remarks, the chapter will continue by going 

into more detail. In his life as well as in his work several people influenced him a great deal. 

Therefore, the second part will deal with these influences. Thirdly, this chapter will discuss 

McLuhan’s way of working, giving extra attention to his methods and writing style. 

Subsequently, McLuhan’s theories will be brought into focus. As it is impossible to highlight 

their every component, I chose instead to work out the main themes that form the backbone of his 

theory. The chapter ends by showing the implications of McLuhan and his work for the field of 

media studies. The information brought forward in this chapter should be instrumental in 

providing the necessary background for understanding the thesis as a whole.  

 

1.1 Factual information 

Herbert Marshall McLuhan was born in Edmonton, Canada, in 1911, the first child of Elsie 

Naomi and Herbert Ernest McLuhan – both Baptists. After moving to Winnipeg, he enrolled in 

the University of Manitoba in 1928 where he earned his BA and MA degree in English literature 

at the beginning of the 1930s. His wish to go to England in order to study the literature in its 

original setting came true in 1934, when he went to Cambridge to start all over again as a 
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Bachelor in English literature.4 After nine years of being involved in the program, travelling 

between Canada – where he taught at different universities – and Cambridge, he finished his PhD 

in the middle of the Second World War. During his time at Cambridge, McLuhan converted to 

Roman Catholicism, which affected his private life and his work profoundly.5 

With his degree, McLuhan soon gained a position at St. Michael’s college, part of Toronto 

University. He became a professor there in 1952, immediately after the publication of his first 

book dealing with mass media: The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Industrial Man6. Many other 

theoretical media publications would follow, of which The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of 

Typographic Man7 and Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man8 are probably the best 

known. Understanding Media proved of particular interest outside Canada; it was translated into 

more than twenty languages9, including Dutch, wherein it was published under the title Mens en 

Media. In Toronto, McLuhan would set up the Centre of Culture and Technology, where he 

worked for the rest of his life, apart from a few years after 1967 when he accepted an invitation 

by Fordham University in New York to do empirical research on his theories as a visiting 

professor. 

In the summer of 1979, McLuhan suffered a stroke that took away his ability to speak. 

The university’s efforts to close down the centre encountered resistance by people such as 

Woody Allen – who gave McLuhan a short role in his Oscar winning film ANNIE HALL of 1977 – 

and Pierre Trudeau – prime minister of Canada who had McLuhan on his board of advisors. 

Nowadays, the centre is still open, run by Derrick de Kerckhove – one of McLuhan’s students. 

Marshall McLuhan’s last book, Laws of Media: The New Science10, which he wrote together with 

his son Eric, was published posthumously. McLuhan died on the 31st of December 1980.  

                                                 
4 Terrence Gordon in: Marshall McLuhan, Media begrijpen: de extensies van de mens, trans. S. de Lange 
(Amsterdam: Uitgeverij Nieuwezijds, 2002), 99-100. 
5 Phillip Marchand, “Biography 3” in http://www.marshallmcluhan.com/marchand.html (accessed June 12, 2008). 
6 Marshall McLuhan, The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Industrial Man (New York: The Vanguard Press, 1951). 
7 Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 
1962). 
8 See footnote 1. 
9 Terrence Gordon, “Biography 2” in http://www.marshallmcluhan.com/gordon.html (accessed September 22, 2008). 
10 Eric McLuhan & Marshall McLuhan, Laws of Media: The New Science (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 
1988). 
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1.2 Influences 

Aside from those ‘natural’ influences caused by one’s position in time and space, there are other 

influences crucial to McLuhan’s theories. Some of them guided his work continuously; from 

others he disengaged himself along the way. A few of them will be discussed here. This section 

will shed some light on McLuhan’s way of working, and help to clarify the beginnings of his 

central theses. 

At the time McLuhan studied at Cambridge, the study of English literature underwent 

enormous changes under the direction of a central figure at the faculty: F.R. Leavis, one of 

McLuhan’s teachers, gave English an interdisciplinary character by studying the connection 

between literature and society.11 In doing so, Leavis extended the idea of New Criticism, which 

intended to keep away from social issues by focussing on close readings of texts,12 into Practical 

Criticism, for which he included phenomena like advertising and popular newspapers in his 

research.13 A similar attention for sources from daily life can also be seen in McLuhan’s work, 

especially in The Mechanical Bride for which he explicitly analysed newspaper advertisements. 

Furthermore, McLuhan found inspiration in his teacher’s interdisciplinary way of working. He 

too would include findings from different fields – sociology, economy and history – in his 

research. But McLuhan would later abandon the tradition he was educated in. His insight that it is 

not the content of the medium but the medium itself that is important to survey led him away 

from Leavis’ method of close reading popular phenomena. 

McLuhan got this awareness from Harold Innis, a colleague at Toronto University. The 

interdisciplinary character of Innis’ work fitted the methods McLuhan developed at Cambridge. 

The economic historian was an inspiration for him and can be seen as the founding father of 

modern media studies, since he formulated a general theory of functioning.14 McLuhan’s primary 

assumption that media themselves play an active role in shaping society, the leitmotiv in his 

                                                 
11 Joe Moran, Interdisciplinarity (London/New York: Routlegde, 2002), 26-30. 
12 Joan Shelley Rubin, “The Scholar and the World: Academic Humanists and General Readers in Postwar 
America,” in The Humanities and the Dynamics of Inclusion since World War II, ed. David A. Hollinger (Baltimore: 
John Hopkins University Press, 2006), 73. 
13 Joe Moran, Interdisciplinarity, 27. 
14 Dieter Mersch, Medientheorien: Zur Einführung (Hamburg: Junius Verlag, 2006), 93-95. 
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work, originally stems from Innis’ book The Bias of Communication15. Yet where Innis only 

points out the determinative character of media in connection to social structures, McLuhan 

extends this to the human being and its entire surroundings.16 

In addition to this, McLuhan also adopted the idea that the introduction of print cleared 

the way for the enlightenment and linear, causal thinking.17 Thus both Innis and McLuhan argued 

from a literary point of view. Although McLuhan dismisses the linearity that literacy brought, in 

discussing different media he brings them in relation to it, and often sees them as successors of 

print. The basis of his later work can therefore be found in the main work of Innis, which was 

published in the same year as The Mechanical Bride. These publications also share a culturally 

pessimistic view concerning the power of the media and the passivity of the human being. 

However, this would change in McLuhan’s later work, garnering him the label of a ‘techno 

optimist’.18 

The third influence I would like to point out is that of the ‘Modern Movement’, a group of 

English writers. Among them were Ezra Pound, T.S. Elliot, James Joyce and Windham Lewis – 

the latter being a good friend of McLuhan’s.19 At the beginning of his career McLuhan wrote 

many articles on these writers, “eveneens mensen die zich ongelukkig voelden met het profane, 

democratische rationalisme van de moderne tijd”20. Although these visions inspired McLuhan as 

a devoted catholic, the most important stimulants for him were their writing style and metaphors 

they used. Joyce's Ulysses and Finnigan’s Wake can be considered as his blueprints. Another 

English writer, Edgar Allen Poe, provided McLuhan with a metaphor that catches the essence of 

his theory. In Poe’s tale “A Descent into the Maelstrom”, a fisherman saves himself from the 

whirl of a maelstrom by letting his ship go along with it and, in the meantime, closely watching 

the stream to find out how it functions. For McLuhan, the media represents the maelstrom: to 

                                                 
15 Harold Innis, The Bias of Communication (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 1951). 
16 Dieter Mersch, Medientheorien, 114. 
17 Ibidem, 97. 
18 See for example the critique of Brian Winston in Brian Winston, Misunderstanding Media (London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, 1986). 
19 David Sobelman, MCLUHAN’S ABC (TV Ontario Production, 2002). 
20 Jonathan Miller, Marshall McLuhan trans. J. van Geest (Amsterdam: Meulenhoff, 1973), 49. Translation: “also 
people who felt unhappy with the profane, democratic rationalism of modern times.” 
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develop a critical stance toward them, it is necessary to go along with them and analyse their 

mode of functioning. 

 

1.3 Working Style: mosaic method 

McLuhan's use of aphorisms can be seen as a result of his fondness for the ‘modern movement’. 

How exactly did McLuhan shape his work and what was the reason for adapting this writing 

style? His working style also attracts interest because of the methods he uses. I will here reflect 

on the way McLuhan worked, as this was highly governed by his theories, with which the next 

paragraph will be concerned. 

To achieve free association and get the reader’s attention, McLuhan put aside the 

academic tradition of syllogistic writing and started to work with aphorisms.21 Even though this 

writing style was not completely new to the scholarly world – Nietzsche is a famous example of 

someone who wrote aphoristically – McLuhan made it part of a theory. His disapproval of 

linearity led him to search for a way to avoid a linear approach to writing. He called these 

aphorisms probes, single terms in which he poses parts of his theory and that should function as 

tools for understanding. Undoubtedly the most famous of these probes are “the medium is the 

message” and the term “global village”, the latter of which is perhaps more widely known than 

McLuhan himself. These loose concepts enable the reader to work through the books in any 

chosen order, making sense of the media theory in particular ways. McLuhan refers to his own 

writing style as the mosaic method, resembling Joyce’s way of structuring his texts – or actually 

‘destructuring’ texts: “Een techniek die nauwkeurig is overgenomen van die welke in de Dada-

beweging werd toegepast, stelt hij een collage samen van kreten, feiten en citaten”22. McLuhan 

himself deals with research methods as eclectically as his readers can deal with his written works. 

Not drawing upon one specific methodology, but working in an interdisciplinary way, he has 

been called among others a historian, philosopher, cultural theorist and an anthropologist. In 

                                                 
21 Nathan Halper, “Marshall McLuhan and Joyce,” in McLuhan: Pro & Con, ed. Raymond Rosenthal (New York: 
Funk & Wagnalls, 1968), 58-81. 
22 Miller, Marshall McLuhan, 100. Translation: “With this technique, which he accurately copied from the Dada-
movement, he creates a collage of expressions, citations and fact.”  
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other words, the mosaic method acts as a stamp for his complete mode of functioning. It in some 

way matches the lead windows of catholic cathedrals. These too are a collage, built out of 

differently sized and coloured glass – just like the television image.  

 

1.4 Theories 

McLuhan’s theories seem to go along with the zeitgeist. His 1960s work fitted into the optimistic 

atmosphere that resulted from the upcoming prosperity after the reconstruction works of the 

1950s. This stands in marked contrast with his first work The Mechanical Bride which was still 

dominated by a pessimistic view on culture – as was the case with many works published shortly 

after the Second World War, with the Frankfurt School as a main contributor. Moreover, 

McLuhan’s first book was also in line with another significant work of that time: Vance 

Packard’s The Hidden Persuaders.23 This work also addressed the manipulative force of 

advertisement, though here it analysed the role of producers more than the power of the media 

themselves that was McLuhan’s starting point. The transformation from culture pessimist to 

techno optimist was not only brought on by the sense of the time. According to Jean Baudrillard, 

McLuhan started to work positively after he found a way to analyse the form of the media 

themselves, which after all are active entities.24 Following on from the basic information in the 

previous parts of this chapter, I would now like to present McLuhan’s main theoretical thoughts. 

The first proposition, essentially, to understand media, is that they work as extensions of 

the human body. Besides the so-called communication media, other and more varied items can be 

seen as such: clothes as extensions of the skin; bikes, trains and cars as extensions of the feet; and 

the chair as an extension of the human posterior. These various examples are all equal to how, for 

instance, the computer is the neural system’s outer continuation. Those extensions often meant a 

progress in human beings’ possibilities, but at the same time they caused amputations and the 

loss of control over the body. Here, McLuhan used the myth of Narcissus as a clarifying 

metaphor. He argues that, in contrast to the common notion of the story, Narcissus didn’t fall in 

                                                 
23 Vance Oakley Packard, The Hidden Persuaders (New York: David McKay, 1957). 
24 Jean Baudrillard, “Review of Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media,” in The uncollected Baudrillard, ed. 
Gary Genosko (London: Sage, 2001), 41. 
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love with himself but rather failed to recognise his own reflection. As a result of this failing, his 

neural system shut itself down, getting in a state of trance to avoid pain but also causing a 

blunting of the senses. By handing over our functions to external artefacts, the original body part 

is being brought to a state of numbness. In fact, the medium offers power by such an extension 

but de-activates that which it extends.25 The well-known probe “The medium is the message” 

also refers to the media as extensions. 

With this aphorism McLuhan points to the second postulation of his theory that had 

already came to the fore: it is not so much about the content of the medium but about the medium 

itself. To disentangle the probe from its multiples readings, some of which quickly became 

confused, it is important to concern oneself with the word ‘message’ first. McLuhan applies this 

word in two different ways. Indeed, he uses it in the common context of Communication Studies 

as the content of the medium – referring to that which is said or done inside of a medium or 

technology, and thus going along with the idea that it is a neutral channel that just transfers a 

message. However, the connotation of the word ‘message’ in the McLuhanian sense is precisely 

the opposite. It refers to his concept that it is not the content of the medium that is important, but 

the medium itself. The probe has an almost messianic intention: we should open our eyes to the 

abilities that these extensions give man to shape communication, and not be blinded by the 

content they offer. Giving credit to the content of the medium is what McLuhan calls the “current 

somnambulism” when he provocatively cites fictional voices: 

 

“Firearms are in themselves neither good nor bad; it is the way they are used that 

determines their value.” That is, if the slugs reach the right people firearms are good. If 

the TV tube fires the right ammunition at the right people it is good.26 

 

As the media, and not their content, have the power to change society, mankind has to find new 

ways of dealing with their extensions and with the completely new environments they cause. 

                                                 
25 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 51-56. 
26 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 26. 
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This is merely to say that the personal and social consequences of any medium – that is, 

of any extension of ourselves – result from the new scale that is introduced into our affairs 

by each extension of ourselves, or by any new technology.27 

 

A medium changes society by affecting personal and social affairs. An example of this theoretical 

vision is the train. As an extension of the feet, the introduction of the train changed society by 

changing the notion of time and space. It made us travel faster and further and therefore had 

consequences for trade as well as for private journeys. So, the medium train had a great impact on 

our environment. Television connected us with the rest of the world, in many different directions, 

thereby extending the neural system’s network, and creating a “global village”: we know what 

happens in the rest of world just as they know what happens to us. 

The environment is hidden, though. We cannot notice it since it is all around us; it is as 

imperceptible as water is to a fish.28 “The medium is the message” tells us so, in order to make it 

visible. The change of an environment asks for a different use of our senses. Depending on the 

medium that initiated the transformation of society we, for example, have to use our ears more 

than our eyes or develop our sense of touch. McLuhan calls the dimensions in which a sense is 

pronounced, also in relation to the others, sense ratios.29 In tribal societies, for instance, the ear 

was the most important sense for survival. This changed with the introduction of print, when it 

became the eye that defined the sense ratio. In an environment shaped by electronic media we 

have to use several senses at once. This is the case with television or the computer and the global 

environment they shaped by making us capable of using electricity in the same way as the neural 

systems produce electro-chemical reactions in inner body circuits.30 

Besides the degree to which the senses interact with each other, it is also important to 

have a look at how much energy has to be invested – by the senses – to deal with the medium 

                                                 
27 Ibidem, 23. 
28 Marshall McLuhan, Counterblast (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1969), 22. 
29 McLuhan, Understanding Media. For a clear explanation see: Gordon in: Media begrijpen, 13 & 424. 
30 Gordon in: Media begrijpen, 9-10. 
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itself. For McLuhan a medium can be either “hot” or “cool”, depending on the effort it requires.31 

If the medium gives a lot of information while not taking much energy from the user, it can be 

considered “hot”. As soon as one has to make an effort to use it, it is a “cool” medium. McLuhan 

states that film is “hot”; the images are – as goes for photography as well – complete and 

therefore full of information. Television on the contrary is a “cool” medium because it is built up 

out of many dots of light; the eye has to function as the fingers do when reading Braille.32 Thus 

television is electronic and audio tactile; all of the senses have to interact. Its screen is a mosaic 

that can, according to McLuhan, only be understood with much effort from the user. 

As became clear with the explanation of “the medium is the Message” we should go along 

with the media and be aware of their ability to shape our environment. However, the only people 

that are really capable of doing this are artists. Unlike “other people, who live thirty years back, 

where it is safe”33, artists live in the present and closely watch the contemporary media, as 

“voelsprieten van de soort”34. That is: 

 

Kunst als radar functioneert als het ware als ‘een vroegtijdig alarmsysteem’ en geeft ons 

daarbij de mogelijkheid om sociale en psychische doelwitten te ontdekken en op tijd klaar 

te zijn om ermee overweg te kunnen.35  

 

Through his work, the artist is sensitive to the changes in environment and sense ratios caused by 

the media. Regarding this theory, McLuhan argues that the cubist painters understood what the 

introduction of film meant for society: by showing the different points of view in a two-

dimensional work, cubism points out the illusionary linear perspective and the fragmentation – 

electronically speeded up photographs – of this technology. These changes in the patterns of 
                                                 
31 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 44-55. 
32 Samuel de Lange, “Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964,” in NRC Handelsblad (Februari 20, 1998). 
See: http://www.nrcboeken.nl/recensie/marshall-mcluhan-understanding-media-1964.  
33 Interview Peter Schröder with McLuhan, BRANDPUNT (KRO television, March 21, 1970). 
34 McLuhan adapted this image from Pound: McLuhan, Media begrijpen, 20.Translation: the antennae of this 
species. 
35 Ibidem. Translation: “Art functions as an ‘early-stage alarm system’ which enables us to locate social and 
psychological targets and to prepare for them.” 
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perception are hidden for the ‘other people’, as they are blinded by the content of the medium – 

opinions and social concepts.  

 

Daarom is alleen de werkelijke kunstenaar in staat de ontmoeting met de technologie 

heelhuids te doorstaan, omdat hij bij uitstek op de hoogte is van de verandering in 

zintuiglijke waarneming.36 

 

Here McLuhan refers to the ability of the artist to see through the media’s constructive powers: 

artists give up their safety to warn other people. 

But what was society like at the time McLuhan wrote down his ideas? This introductory 

chapter has given the basic information on the life and work of Marshall McLuhan. Parts of the 

theories and probes that I discussed were picked up by different social groups that, through their 

work or ideals, became familiar with McLuhan’s work. At the end of the thesis, it will therefore 

be possible to link certain groups to certain ideas. Of course, all this will not happen in such a 

rigid form; reality shows itself rather difficult to structure – concrete persons could, for example, 

be classified into multiple groups at the same time. This is also caused by McLuhan's general 

working mode; the non-linearity within his work makes strict divisions impossible. This is partly 

why McLuhan became so highly reflected upon in the 1960s. It was his ability to be on both sides 

of the spectrum, he was able to bridge this gap, especially because of the way he wrote down his 

theories: Dutch society opened itself. 

 

 

 

                                                 
36 Ididem, 40. Translation: “That is why only the artist is able to withstand the meeting with technology as he is 
uniquely aware of the change in sense ratios.”  
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2. The Dutch 1960s 

In many western countries McLuhan's fame reached its zenith during the 1960s. In the 

Netherlands, 1967 seems to be the year of his breakthrough: Understanding Media was published 

in a translated version, Mens en Media, in autumn of that year, just after his film THE MEDIUM IS 

THE MASSAGE was shown at the congress of the Genootschap voor Reclame, GVR,37 that was 

held from 26th to 28th of October 1967, and just before the catholic broadcaster KRO aired this 

same film.38 For an understanding of the way in which McLuhan was received back then, the 

second chapter of this thesis will deal with this decade, specifically in the Netherlands. It can be 

seen as another small introduction to the actual reception analysis and interpretation in the 

following chapters. It is therefore important to get a good picture of the situation in the 

Netherlands at that time. Society was under the influence of major changes, in which old social 

and secure structures were blown up. The next part of the thesis will present a historical overview 

of the Dutch 1960s. I will now go into details on a few points that can help us to understand these 

changes. Keywords are: pillarisation, depillarisation and above all, generation conflicts. It was 

the youth against authority – the values of parents, politicians, policemen, scholars etc. Drawing 

up a historical context is extremely important in order to gauge the proper value of the primary 

sources. Although McLuhan’s fame seems to have been hyped, rising quickly and apparently 

disappearing not long afterwards, I believe that he was part of a bigger process of change within 

Dutch society, and his reception should therefore be analysed in this light. 

The first part of this chapter will also deal with factual information, including a few 

particulars on political decisions and a view of the economic situation. As in many other Western 

countries, Dutch society underwent considerable social and cultural change in the 1960s. 

Nevertheless, besides those general shifts in Western society that occurred in the Netherlands as 

well, the situation was also unique. Secondly, then, this chapter will deal with the exclusively 

Dutch phenomenon of pillarisation and the depillarisation that started to take place at that time. 

                                                 
37 Translation: Association for Advertising. 
38 When we speak of television channels in the Netherlands, we usually mean public broadcasting. It was not until 
1989 that the government licensed private television channels: after a technical construction of RTL that recorded 
programs in the Netherlands, but broadcasted via Luxembourg, it was no longer possible to deny private 
broadcasting the access in the broadcasting system. 



  16

The rigid structure that divided Dutch society into separate social and cultural groups began to 

crumble under the influence of the rising youth culture of the post-war generation. The third part 

of this chapter discusses the characteristics of this generation, also in connection to the pre-war 

generation, and the resulting generation clash. The reason for discussing these theories of 

generations and their conflicts is that such issues are closely linked to McLuhan’s reception in the 

Netherlands. As secondary sources show, there is a connection between his personality and the 

way in which these generational differences were theorized. It is therefore important to have a 

notion of those theories in a Dutch context. As one of the social groups I took into account 

concerns Dutch scholars, I will conclude this chapter by sketching the situation of Dutch 

Communication Studies at that time. 

Due to the lively events of the 1960s, and a desire to understand their own time of birth, 

this decade has become a well-researched period by very different scholars in the Netherlands at 

the end of the 20th century. Among the many handbooks and articles that appeared in that time, 

one of the most commonly known is Hans Righart’s De eindeloze jaren zestig: geschiedenis van 

een generatieconflict of 1995.39 This book is considered to be the most complete depiction of the 

period and will serve as the main source for this chapter.  

 

2.1 Pre-considerations 

Of course it is very difficult to clearly delineate the timeframe that can be considered the 1960s. 

Scholars have different opinions on where to start and end the epoch. Some of them feel they 

have to include parts of the 1950s, as they argue that the basis for the changes that occurred was 

already provided in the previous decade.40 Others let the 1960s begin at various points well into 

the decade. Justifications for these theses include the rising economy and the introduction of 

social laws in the Netherlands around 1963.41 Righart convincingly argues that it is impossible to 

work with fixed timeframes as it depends on the sphere one is discussing: the economic 1960s 
                                                 
39 Hans Righart, De eindeloze jaren zestig: geschiedenis van een generatieconflict (Amsterdam: De Arbeiderspers, 
1995).  
40 Piet de Rooy, Republiek van rivaliteiten: Nederland sinds 1813 (Amsterdam: Mets & Schilt, 2002), 233-241. 
41 André Koch, Ludiek, sensueel, dynamisch: Nederlandse jeugdcultuur en vormgeving in de jaren zestig (Schiedam: 
Scriptum Art, 2002), 12.  
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may have started earlier than the political, and the social-cultural perhaps even later.42 In this 

light, even the quite stable argument of marking the 1960s by the coming of age of the baby 

boom generation turns out to be debatable. Many of the people that can be connected to changes 

in different spheres and who actively debated McLuhan and his work were born before the 

Second World War. This is somehow comparable with the belief that even revolutions should be 

seen as processes: everything has its precursors and successors. Therefore, I refer to the period 

without a specific periodisation in mind. I will try to grasp the overall atmosphere of the 1960s – 

as the reception of McLuhan’s work touches upon many spheres I follow Righart’s multifocal 

approach – by referring to key events such as the wedding of Princess Beatrix and the riots of 

June 1966. 

However, a few political events and decisions that are crucial to the changes in this epoch 

will be briefly dealt with here. Having an overview of them is important for getting a grip on the 

zeitgeist that will be discussed throughout this chapter. This will give an appropriate context for 

the later discussion. One of the bigger changes in comparison to the pillarised situation of the pre-

war years is that the socialist party – under the direction of Willem Drees43 – won the elections 

and led the reconstruction of the country. These socialist-orientated governments introduced a 

number of laws in support of their policy: In 1957, the AOW – this Algemene Ouderen Wet 

secured an income for retired people – was validated, and 7 years later a law for determining 

minimum wages was introduced. Besides this, the 40-hour working week was introduced and 

Saturday became a second day off next to Sunday.44  

Another change in society was the possibility for people to study. Whereas before the 

Second World War going to university was a privilege of the wealthier classes, a government 

grant system enabled children from working class families to extend their schooling period by 

                                                 
42 Righart, De eindeloze jaren zestig, 15-17. 
43 Willem Drees was Prime Minister from 1946 to 1958. He renamed his Sociaal-Democratische Arbeiders Partijs 
(SDAP) into Partij van de Arbeid (PvdA, trans. Labour Party) in 1946. After the four coalitions he led, the 
religiously orientated parties took over for six years. It was not until 1965 that the PvdA became part of the coalition 
again, but this did not last long: after nineteen months the government had to resign because of a row within the 
Catholic coalition partner (Katholieke Volkspartij, KVP). 
44 http://www.parlement.com/9291000/modulesf/g6ygrfj3 (accessed June 25, 2008). 
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attending higher education.45 This not only gave them better job opportunities and better financial 

prospects, but also postponed the time in which these youth had to take on the responsibilities of 

a fulltime job. As Righart argues, the law extended the adolescence of the post-war generation 

and it is considered to be one reason for the generation clash that will be discussed later this 

chapter.46 With the reconstruction completed, one could see prosperity rising, which, together 

with the previously mentioned laws, offered the Dutch people two things: more leisure time and 

the certainty of a stable income. 

These two developments towards the welfare state resulted, for example, in the rise of a 

new medium: one of the products that showed an incredible growth in the 1960s was television. 

When it first appeared on the Dutch market in 1951 – it had existed on an experimental basis 

since 1948 – there was only one channel and few viewers. Within 8 years though, the number of 

television sets rose to one in every fifth family47 and in 1964 not only over fifty percent of the 

population had one, but there was also a second channel available that broadcast fifty hours a 

week.48 The example of the increasing number of television sets in the Netherlands shows that 

people not only had more money to buy luxury products, but that they also had more spare time 

to fill.  

 

2.2 Pillarisation and depillarisation 

The rise of television has often been seen in connection with the decline of pillarisation, a 

structure in which a community is split up into discrete groups. In the Netherlands, it is common 

to speak of four different groups: Catholics, Protestants, Liberals and Socialists. According to 

various scholars, the introduction of television caused the definitive breakdown of these four 

pillars, as people all watched the same shows – since there were just little hours broadcasted a 

week, people tend to see everything – also the programs of another pillar’s broadcasting 

                                                 
45 Although this grant system was already introduced at the end of the 1950s, it took another then years before the 
number of people that attended university had increased explosively. Righart, De eindeloze jaren zestig, 69.  
46 Righart, De eindeloze jaren zestig, 69-70. 
47 Righart, De eindeloze jaren zestig, 102. 
48 Jan Bank, “Televisie verenigt en verdeelt Nederland,” in Huub Wijfjes (ed.), Omroep in Nederland: vijfenzeventig 
jaar medium en maatschappij, 1919-1994. (Zwolle: Waanders, 1994), 94. 
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company. If they did not have a TV set themselves, they went over to their neighbours – even if 

they did not belong to their own group.  It did not matter anymore if another group’s broadcaster 

aired this show.49 I would question this account for several reasons. First of all, this could have 

happened through radio much earlier. When radio was first broadcast in the 1920s, people could 

easily have heard the programs of the other pillars’ broadcasters too, without having a flickering 

light that comes through the windows. Television did not bring entirely new viewing habits into 

the world, it just exposed already existing listening habits. Another objection to this thesis is that 

it is exactly the public broadcasting system that still inherits some parts of this former social 

system. Even today the Dutch public broadcasting system is still divided along the different 

groups in society that pillarisation had created. I therefore believe that we should see a parallel in 

time between the arrival of the medium and the process of depillarisation, more than a causal 

connection between the two. Television should not be seen as a reason for the initiation of 

pillarisation, but rather an institution that was affected by and depicts the changes in society. 

Because of the immense effect of pillarisation on the daily lives of several generations and 

the willingness of the baby boomers to end this rigidity as they got to know privileges previous 

generations did not have, I would like to look at this social structure by discussing pillarisation 

theoretically and outlining the situation in the Netherlands. Of course, as this concerns a typically 

Dutch phenomenon, both are very much intertwined. According to sociologist J.P. Kruyt, who 

formed his theories alongside the developments of 1950s pillarisation, these groups are based 

around a philosophy of life and/or ideology. Therefore he defines three groups within the Dutch 

situation: for the Catholics as well as the Protestants their pillarised existence cannot be negated 

as they both have religion – what Kruyt sees as a philosophy of life – at their basis. The socialists 

are not difficult to define as a group either; they are drawn together through Marxist ideology.50 

The question whether or not the liberals form a group according to Kruyt’s definition of 

pillarisation is more difficult to answer. I believe that the liberals, given that they themselves 

actively controvert pillarisation, could only be defined as a pillar through the way they organised 

                                                 
49 Righart, De eindeloze jaren zestig, 107; Liesbet van Zoonen and others, “‘Het was niet bepaald een 
wereldwonder’. De Komst van de Televisie in het Nederlandse Gezinsleven,” Jaarboek mediageschiedenis 7 (1995): 
137. 
50 Definition of J.P. Kruyt in: Frank van Vree, De Nederlandse pers en Duitsland 1930-1939 (Groningen: 
Historische uitgeverij, 1989), 218. 
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themselves into a broadcasting organisation. 

Paul Pennings distinguishes four different theories belonging to four different phases of 

pillarisation that take place almost chronologically.51 The emancipation theory is mostly 

connected to pillarisation’s first phase. By trying to find internal common ground, such as 

religion or other philosophies of life, these groups emancipate themselves. This happens mostly 

in connection to the position they believe to have within society and they often claim that their 

own group is repositioned; stating that your group is financially and/or socially suppressed helps 

to united people. As soon as the basis for the pillar is laid, the group is likely to work without the 

perspective of a protection theory. Therefore these groups point at the characteristics of their own 

pillar in comparison to the other groups instead of immediately reflecting upon their place in 

society. As coherency is then achieved best by pointing at the likeness of the people within the 

group, one can imagine this strategy working best when the social situation in general is stable 

and there is no need to fight for rights that positively affect their own group. 

When all goes well, the third phase will be introduced. This is opposite to the 

emancipation theory and a logical successor of the protection theory. This elite theory is imposed 

by the leaders of a pillar – ranging from politicians to religious agencies etc. – instead of being a 

combined effort by all people in the group. The pillarised organisation still goes smoothly as was 

the case in the 1920s, 1930s and partly in the 1950s. It is called the elite theory as this stable 

situation enables the leaders of different groups to be in contact with each other. In this way they 

concertedly affirm their power to each other. However, as soon as the situation in society 

becomes unstable and one starts to see a disruption that threatens the pillars, the inter-pillar 

contacts of the second and third phase are soon over. The leaders would go back to a phase very 

similar to the emancipation theory in which they stir up conflicts between pillars, thereby being 

able to find support among their own people to strengthen the cohesion within their own group. 

Instead of accepting and recognising each other as ‘one of the other pillars’ positively, the 

discourse of the control theory is constructed around talking about what is bad about the other 

                                                 
51 Paul Pennings, Verzuiling en ontzuiling: de lokale verschillen, opbouw, instandhouding en neergang van 
plaatselijke zuilen in verschillende delen van Nederland na 1880 (Kampen: Uitgeversmaatschappij J.H. Kok, 1991). 



  21

pillar, and thus about that which should never happen within our own community.52 

This last phase offers another reason why television cannot serve as an argument for the 

decline of pillarisation: In 1963 the government had to solve the debate on private television as a 

group of pirates started to broadcast from the REM-island – an abandoned oil-platform in the 

North Sea, near Noordwijk. The question was whether or not private television channels should 

be allowed in the Netherlands. Besides this, there was also a discussion on the admission of 

commercials to the new medium’s programming. These were factors in the dismissal of a 

coalition in 1965.53 The Protestants took up the discussions on television as a way to underpin the 

group’s self-affirmation, as can for instance be seen in articles in their newspaper Trouw and the 

party magazine Nederlandse gedachten.54 This is in accordance with Pennings’ fourth phase of 

pillarisation, control, and with the idea that television did not help pillarisation. Indeed, in the 

case of the Protestants it may have even given an opportunity to postpone this process. This pillar 

is considered to be the most constant pillar, what would be concordant with the historical 

development of pillarisation – even the Calvinists had a major interest in pronouncing themselves 

as one homogeneous group, known as the kleine luyden.55 Soon after this, moreover, the 

Catholics and socialists institutionalised their philosophy of life and/or ideology.56 

The segregation between these groups became stronger during the beginning of the 

twentieth century. Here two events are of special importance. The discussion about them already 

started within the first phase of pillarisation, according to the emancipation theory, and resulted 

                                                 
52 Ibidem, 1-11. 
53 The coalition of religious and liberal parties headed by the Prime Minister Marijnen (KVP) had to resign since 
they could not agree upon the question of private television, and thus commercials. The liberals were in favour of an 
open system, the religious parties wanted to stick to the structure as it was and only grant permission to existing 
broadcasters. 
54 From roughly 1963 to 1965 one can spot not only the readers of the Nederlandse gedachten (Dutch Thoughts) 
expressing their discomfort with the upcoming private television and possible access of commercials on public 
channels. The editorial board and prominent anti-revolutionary parliamentarians also declined this process publicly. 
55 Their leader, Abraham Kuyper, used the slogan “soevereiniteit in eigen kring” (sovereignty in one’s own circle) 
which refers to to this attitude of distance towards other traditions in society. In 1879 they founded their political 
Anti Revolutionaire Partij (Anti-revolutionary Party) and not long after this, they opened their own university, the 
Vrije Universiteit, in Amsterdam.  
56 The roots of the Katholieke Volks Partij (KVP) go back to 1904. The Sociaal-Democratische Arbeiders Partij 
(SDAP), later PvdA, was already founded in 1894. The liberals never really had one party, loose groups existed since 
1870 as a result of the 1848 revolution, but they never had an outspoken connection to a specific ideology or 
religion. 
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in the stable structure of the protection and elite theories. First of all, the ARP pleaded for a law 

that made state funding possible for schools with a religious affiliation. The law, article 23 – the 

number refers to its place in the constitution – made it through parliament in 1917 with support 

from the Catholics and following a compromise with the socialists, who demanded voting rights 

for women in return. The introduction of Christian schools, as opposed to public ones, supported 

the divisions between these groups, who came to be called pillars. Another development that 

helped those pillars to become more stable was the introduction of radio in the 1920s. Although 

the liberals tried to convince parliament to implement one national broadcaster, the others saw the 

possibility of spreading their religion and/or ideology through the air and blocked this proposal. 

Soon after the start of national radio, the other groups started their own broadcasts.57 As radio 

forced the liberals to position themselves, they are considered to be part of a pillar as well, though 

they were always opposed to this form of social structure. 

The divisions between these pillars could be seen in every part of society. Ranging from 

the political parties to sports clubs, from schools to newspapers, pillarisation affected daily life 

completely. After the Second World War it looked like this divided situation would end. Five 

years of crisis and a joint hatred for the Germans made the Dutch inhabitants long for rest and 

national unity. Besides this, in many cases the occupying forces had forced the separate 

institutions into centralized structures during the war. In this way, for instance, the radio 

broadcasters had been unified, and immediately after the war it seemed that this national 

broadcaster would replace the pillarised radio stations. Due to lobbying from the reinstalled 

political parties – many members of parliament then held double positions in other social 

organisations, including the boards of their broadcasting companies – this in the end failed and 

the old pillarised broadcasters took over the airwaves. With all separate institutions installed 

again, the 1950s resembled the pre-war social situation; indeed, some argue it constitutes an even 

stricter form of separation.58 

                                                 
57 The Nationale Radio Omroep (NRO), founded in 1923, was renamed in Algemeene Vereniging Radio Omroep 
(AVRO) in 1927. The socialists started broadcasting in 1925 with their Vereeniging Arbeiders Radio Amateurs 
(VARA), the Protestants aired their programs since 1924 as Nederlandsche Christelijke Radio Vereeniging (NCRV) 
and the Katholieke Radio Omroep (KRO) was founded in 1925. 
58 Arend Lijphart, Verzuiling, pacificatie en kentering in de Nederlandse politiek (Amsterdam: J.H. de Bussy, 1968). 
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Despite the tight segregation, this decade also showed the first cracks in the pillars. In 

light of the control theory, as described by Paul Pennings, this would explain the renewed rigidity 

of the divisions between social groups as a last attempt to reaffirm existing relations of power. 

The reconstruction forced people to work hard without a pay raise; changes in society were 

therefore considered undesirable. At the beginning of the 1960s, this frugality started to pay off. 

In the middle of the 1950s the first signs of a growing prosperity became visible, but it took 

another ten years before the welfare state really started to take shape in the form of the laws that 

were mentioned earlier. The availability of more money and more leisure time caused a change in 

consumer behaviour – besides a growth in the number of TV sets, one could for example also see 

a rise in the number of cars and other luxury household products.59  

As was said, the youth could benefit from those economic improvements, too. Having the 

chance to study longer also extended their period of childhood. In the 1960s there were many 

adolescents: around 1960 there were 1.7 million people in the age group between fifteen and 

twenty-five.60 They belonged to the baby boom generation that was born immediately after the 

Second World War. In addition, they had more money to spend than their parents had at the same 

age – especially because their parents grew up in the crisis of the 1930s or the Second World 

War. Because of this, they were seen as an interesting target group for industries: they became a 

peer group for which special products were designed. Products of the pop culture industry, such 

as music, clothes, films etc. were aimed at this large group of people that were of the same age. 

These social changes would form the basis for the analysis of the Centre for Contemporary 

Cultural Studies of Birmingham University that will be the discussed later in this chapter. As for 

the Dutch situation, the pillars had to suffer from a great pressure caused by the youth’s 

unwillingness to live within the same social system as their parents did. 

As the youth thereby found a way to distance themselves from their parents’ generation, 

they also wanted to leave the rigid structure of pillarisation behind. Youth organisations, 

traditionally founded on a religious or philosophical basis, started to lose members, as the youth 

no longer felt connected to their parentage. They started to form clubs that negated the former 

                                                 
59 Righart, De eindeloze jaren zestig, 59. 
60 Paul Damen, Jong in de jaren ’60: tijdsbeeld van een generatie (Utrecht: Kosmos, 1992), 19. 
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structures. In the youth group Provo – more on them later, as they used the media in a way that 

recalls McLuhan’s theories – people from different pillars gathered to collectively provoke 

authority. Still, it is difficult to come up with concrete examples that show the end of 

pillarisation: many institutions cherish their roots – schools and universities are still orientated 

towards the Catholic or Protestant churches, and article 23 is still present in the code of law even 

today. Public broadcasting continues to be organised through the groups that originate from the 

pillars. What did change since the 1960s is the rigidity: anybody can subscribe to the newspaper 

they want, and you can marry someone from “another pillar” – this also has to do with the 

increasing loss of influence of the churches that developed hand in hand with depillarisation. By 

dissolving the boundaries between groups, the youth was not only disobedient to the social order, 

as the different authorities had established it, but they also rejected the way their parents were 

raised. A clash between the Dutch pre-war generation and the post-war generation took shape. 

 

2.3 Generation differences 

With regard to the situation in the Netherlands in the 1960s, the generation clash is generally 

described in terms of the pre-war versus post-war generation and youth versus authority. Despite 

the vagueness of the word authority, I have chosen to employ this term, since it not only appears 

in secondary, but also in primary sources.61 This generation conflict manifested itself in a highly 

symbolical and metaphorical way – for both sides it was important to refer to the other in general 

instead of accusing individuals – which makes it impossible to speak of concrete social groups. 

By forcing myself to do so, the description within this chapter would miss its point and prevent 

me from describing an atmosphere that transpires in many sources from and referring to that 

period. 

The notion of generation is as difficult to grasp as the beginning and ending of the 1960s. 

As with every analysis of a phenomenon, the theoretical discussion resulted in concepts that 

differed over time and between approaches. The discourse of generation theory seems to be a 

                                                 
61 In the primary sources, one can find the word “gezag” very often. This is more or less translatable to “authority” 
which includes parents, the state, the police, etc. 
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typical twentieth century phenomenon. Important works in this context can then be connected to 

two youth movements that are traceable over the last hundred of years: the so-called Sturm-und-

Drang-period at the very beginning of the century and the rise of youth culture in the 1960s. I 

therefore choose to discuss two theoretical approaches that were written in light of these 

developments: Karl Mannheim’s 1928 generation theory and the more class and subculture 

orientated work of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) in Birmingham since 

the 1960s. 

I am aware of the absence of another important theoretical framework: the psychoanalytic 

approach. Although this approach – in line with Anna Freud’s work – does supply some 

possibilities for analysing the reception of Marshall McLuhan in the Netherlands, I believe it is 

less fertile than the two theories cited above. Mannheim’s work offers more instruments to study 

the conflict between generations than just considering the youth revolt in light of the Oedipus 

complex. The work of the CCCS is more relevant to the 1960s as the generational differences 

find one explanation in the differences in economic situation. I am also aware of the fact that both 

theoretical frameworks might appear to be a bit dated. However, looking at recent work on 

generation conflict one will find that these theories still form the basis of the discourse. Besides, 

instead of being a burden, this ‘datedness’ actually helps to grasp the atmosphere of the 1960s 

even better.  

 

2.3.1 Karl Mannheim’s generation theory 

Psychologists began to take an interest in the rise of youth groups at the beginning of the 

twentieth century. In reference to Schiller and the literary tradition in which extreme and 

turbulent feelings constitute the core of the literature, they called the period of adolescence – 

between childhood and adulthood – Sturm-und-Drang-period. The youth is made ready to take 

over the responsibilities of the adults and is additionally asked to give up being culture-receivers 

and become culture-carriers. E.H. Erikson calls the time during which this happens the 

moratorium.62 He argues that this is a ‘calm before the storm’ in which adolescents are kept away 

                                                 
62 Erik Erikson, Identity: Youth and Crisis (New York: Norton, 1968). 



  26

from new responsibilities a little longer, so that childhood is extended, e.g. by studying and other 

ways of forming groups with people who are in the same situation. 

The German-Hungarian sociologist Karl Mannheim described something similar to this 

moratorium in his article “Das Problem der Generationen”.63 According to him, a few points 

should be brought into focus before a group can be considered a generation. First of all, he speaks 

of a generation location (Generationslagerung)64; this is when people are connected to each other 

through their time and place of birth. Here, the formerly used concept of cohorts, covering for 

example a five-year span in which people are born, is combined with a spatial dimension. 

Although this first point is necessary, it is not the most important part of Mannheim’s theory. For 

a generation to really become a youth movement, two other points are required. Mannheim 

secondly takes into account that the members of these groups, considered as one by their 

generation location, must collectively be aware of their resemblance. This awareness is what he 

called the generation unit (Generationseinheit). The third part of his theory, the generation as 

actuality (Generationszusammenhang) only manifests itself in the relation between the other two 

points and refers to the question of whether those cohorts and movements do actually implement 

their ideas and lifestyle into all parts of society, politically as well as culturally. 

 

De generatiesamenhang is dus dat deel van een generatie dat zich in het brandpunt van 

een bepaalde historische ontwikkeling bevindt. Onder invloed van bijzondere, ingrijpende 

gebeurtenissen (bijvoorbeeld een nationale crisis of een oorlog) kunnen generatiepositie 

en samenhang echter tijdelijk samenvallen.65 

 

                                                 
63 In this thesis I made use of a version of 1968. Karl Mannheim, “Das Problem der Generationen” in 
Wissenssoziologie: Auswahl aus dem Werk, ed. Kurt H. Wolff (Berlin: Luchterhand, 1964). 
64 For the English translations of the three different notions of a generation that Mannheim distinguishes I used the 
following article: Alex Simirenko, “Mannheim's Generational Analysis and Acculturation,” The British Journal of 
Sociology 17, no. 3 (1966): 292-299. 
65 Ruud Abma, Jeugd en tegencultuur: een theoretische verkenning (Nijmegen: Sun, 1990), 55. Translation: “Thus 
the generation as actuality is that part of a generation that is in the centre of a certain historical development. Under 
the influence of severe events (such as a national crisis or war) generation location and generation as actuality can 
coincide.” 
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The difference between generation unit and generation as actuality is therefore dependent on a 

cultural and/or ideological profile. Mannheim gives the example of farmer and city boys: 

although they can share the same time of birth, they grew up under the very different 

circumstances of a rural or an urban environment.66 

Mannheim also pays attention to the developments in society that can influence a 

generation. Being in a crisis or war, the generation position and coherence do not only coincide, 

but inside this generation coherent group, different subgroups can exist as a result of the quick 

changes in social environments. For this generation, the external factors that can cause a 

generational conflict do not exist; the differences will be generation-intern. But if a generation 

unit does develop, this group can have such strong themes that it will influence previous and later 

generations as actuality.67 Within those periods that consist of a high dynamic of social change, a 

generation is less inclined to take over the old tradition of their parents, but will find more room 

for experiment. 

The generation clash between the pre-war and post-war generation in the Netherlands can 

be explained by the differences in the economic situation during the time that formed its 

generation location. The gap between the generations therefore evolves from the habits of 

authority and what living conditions the youth underwent during the period. Whereas parents 

were brought up in a time of deprivation, and were used to making savings, the youth took 

advantage of the first fruits of prosperity and spent. The clash in the Netherlands was boosted by 

the rigidity of the pillarisation that structured the pre-war generation, just as it no longer seemed 

applicable to the generation as actuality of the youth in the 1960s. However, according to 

Mannheim, times of crisis strengthen generations as actuality and bring generations to 

experiment. This would mean that the pre-war generation would, according to Mannheim, 

experiment as they first suffered the economic crisis as well as the Second World War. Yet they 

wanted to go back to the tradition of pillarisation of their parents, running contrary to the theory. 

However, experimenting in a time of deprivation with a lack of almost everything, as well as 

experimenting in a time of occupation with its severe consequences is probably not what 

                                                 
66 Mannheim, “Das Problem der Generationen”, 543. 
67 Mannheim in: Abma, Jeugd en tegencultuur, 57. 
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happens. The idea that people just want to go back to a stable situation seems plausible. On the 

contrary, the post-war generation challenged and searched for new social structures which were 

made possible because of the improved situation, financially as well as socially. So other 

processes influenced this generation to protest against the social order. While Mannheim’s – 

1928 – theory serves as a firm basis for an understanding of these generational conflicts, it needs 

to be considered alongside factors specific to the 1960s. They can be found in the work of the 

CCCS.  

 

2.3.2 The CCCS’ generation theory 

As you can see within many English studies of social phenomena, the work of the CCCS is very 

much influenced by a focus on working class environments. This is intensified by the neo-

Marxist approach the CCCS follows. Much of the work in the 1970s, which includes many 

fieldwork studies of, for example, London youth gangs, is therefore in the light of class 

differences and the rise of mass culture. So is their work on generation theory. One of their 

central works of that period, Resistance through Rituals, does deal with the protest generation of 

the 1960s.68 One of the articles in this book, “Subcultures, Cultures and Class”, offers a detailed 

discussion of four reasons for the rise of youth subcultures, although all of them are very much 

intertwined. 69 Many of the arguments of the CCCS became the standard explanation for the 

rising youth culture in the 1960s. 

These four points of youth culture will therefore sound very familiar. But as they form the 

basis for the way the CCCS analyses youth culture, they will be briefly surveyed here. They also 

help to nuance the work of Mannheim, as they shed light on other factors that are needed for a 

generation to experiment with the existing social structure. First of all, according to Clarke, the 

youth were no longer just teenagers, they had also become consumers. Second, there is the rise of 

the leisure industry, which is also seen as a part of mass culture. Thirdly, as Clarke argues, this 
                                                 
68 Stuart Hall & Tony Jefferson (ed), Resistance through Rituals: Youth Subcultures in Post-War Britain (London: 
Hutchinson & Co: 1976). 
69 John Clarke and others, “Subcultures, Cultures and Class: A Theoretical Overview,” in Resistance through 
Rituals: Youth Subcultures in Post-War Britain, ed. Stuart Hall & Tony Jefferson (London: Hutchinson & Co: 1976) 
9-74. 
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protest generation of the 1960s could only exist because of the generation clash they constructed 

between their parents and themselves. In other words, they needed a generation to contrast with 

in order to form their own group. Finally, as mentioned before, the extension of compulsory 

education and growth of higher education, led to a situation where many teenagers stretched their 

period of childhood.70 This explanation for the rise of youth culture can also be retraced to the 

early work of Dick Hebdige, who was affiliated with the CCCS. 

Whereas Adorno and Horkheimer only saw the vulnerability of the people and an 

incapacity to defend themselves against themselves, Hebdige – and the scholars of the CCCS in 

general – believed that a group can be active and use the culture industry’s products in their own 

way. By using them, the youth could create their own style. As he writes in his book Subculture, 

the Meaning of Style:  

 

Een ordening van kleding, haardracht, make-up, houding en jargon, plus de voorkeur voor 

bepaalde consumptieartikelen en muziek, als symbolische verzet tegen de dominante 

ideologie.71 

 

In this quote, Hebdige connects the creation of style – after the term bricolage that was taken 

from the structuralist anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss – to the dismissal of the dominant 

ideology. It was the cultural industry that gave the youth the opportunity to create an identity that 

was different from the one which authority expected them to accept. 

According to Clarke, the reason why the youth deviated from their parents is that they 

were trying to solve internal problems that challenged their worldview. Clarke distinguishes here 

between three levels. Adolescents are confronted with the difference between positions of power 

and lifestyle that exist between classes. Secondly, they have to deal with unsolved discrepancies 

                                                 
70 John Clarke and others, “Subcultures, Cultures and Class”, 19-29. 
71 Translated and cited in: Tom ter Bogt & Belinda Hibbel (ed.), Wilde jaren: een eeuw jeugdcultuur (Utrecht: 
Lemma, 2000), 110. Translation: “An arrangement of clothing, hairstyle, make up, attitude and jargon, together with 
a preference of certain consumer goods and music, as symbolic resistance to the dominant ideology.” 



  30

that they came across within the culture of their parents, and lastly, by creating a youth culture 

they showed a need for autonomy and difference in their relation to authority.72 Youth subculture 

therefore is a necessary compromise, an interphase between childhood and adulthood in the sense 

that it lingers between the freedom of childhood and the responsibilities of grown-ups. As a 

student you attend university, but you also have a small job. Adults should, in this view, take 

youth subculture seriously. On the one hand, there were so many baby boomers and, on the other 

hand, what they were trying to do was solve the discrepancies of reality. However, as the youth 

was doing the opposite of what they considered to be correct behaviour, authority tended to 

distance itself. 

This gap resulted in a clash all over the world. In the Netherlands it became very visible in 

Amsterdam where a youth group called Provo was founded in 1965. They tried to provoke 

authority by planning playful actions for which they got much media attention. As soon as it was 

publically known that princess – now queen – Beatrix was about to get married in Amsterdam, 

Provo created tensions by announcing actions designated for the day of the wedding e.g. putting 

LSD in the tap water supply, and throwing lion’s pooh in front of the horses pulling the 

carriage.73 Besides this, they got a lot of media attention by just handing out raisins and 

introducing their plan for free use of bikes to get cars out of the centre.74 Authority reacted to 

these actions with extraordinarily hard sanctions, which resulted in imprisonment of the 

youngsters, and riots, which were shown endlessly on newsreel. Provo then became an 

international symbol for the protest generation and the upcoming youth.  

Within this group, there were no longer divisions that resembled the four pillars or that 

were based upon class; everybody was equal – their symbolic colour was white75 – and there 

were no memberships. Everybody could take part, which resulted in a large movement that was 

virtually impossible to lead. So the movement was quickly neutralised. Already in 1967 it was 

practically extinct, but its exemplary work, so visible in the media, is still recalled today. Besides 

                                                 
72 Clarke and others in: Abma, Jeugd en tegencultuur, 42. 
73 Interview Luud Schimmelpennink, August 15, 2008; Harry Mulisch, Berichten aan de rattenkoning (Amsterdam: 
De bezige bij, 1966), 114-115. 
74 Mulisch, Berichten aan de rattenkoning, 74-75. 
75 Niek Pas, Imaazje! De verbeelding van Provo 1965-1967 (Amsterdam: Wereldbibliotheek 2003), 115. 
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the development of youth culture in the 1960s and the attention this got in the media, also the 

study of those media on an academic level finally took shape. In the 1960s universities started to 

take Communication Studies seriously, be it on a small scale. Two institutes were founded and, 

few other faculties introduced courses. The next part of this chapter will exactly describe this 

process.  

 

2.4 Communication Studies in the Netherlands 

The title of this paragraph is already misleading. The studies that are related to the media have 

been offered under very different titles during the decades they found their way into the 

universities, Communication Studies being just one of them. Also, in the Netherlands, the variety 

within the field has been huge right from the beginning. This passage concerns itself with the 

development of Communication Studies in the Netherlands in the 1960s. Whereas the previous 

passages of this chapter dealt with the social and cultural environment in which McLuhan was 

received, the last part of this chapter will provide an insight into the Dutch academic situation in 

which McLuhan was reflected upon. Another important institute in this respect is the Insitituut 

voor Massacommunicatie76 at the University of Nijmegen. Here, scholars followed the work of 

McLuhan closely almost immediately after its inception in 1963. For this reason I will focus 

mainly on this institute in the last part of this chapter. But first I will briefly deal with the 

situation elsewhere in the Netherlands concerning the studies in mass communication. 

The 1960s seem to have been a starting point for this academic field, and the term 

‘communication’ appears to be a key word for this period, as was also observed by others, even at 

the time:  

 

Deze term is de laatste jaren zeer in zwang geraakt, men komt hem overal tegen, en van 

de weeromstuit zijn sommige mensen er allergisch tegen geworden. (…) Als men 

bedenkt, dat het nog niet zo lang geleden hoofdzakelijk in de samenstelling 

                                                 
76 Translation: Institute for Mass Communication. 
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communicatiemiddelen voorkwam – hetgeen dan verkeersmiddelen betekende: d.w.z. 

wegen, voertuigen, post, telefoon enz. – en dat het tegenwoordig net zo vaak zelfstandig 

optreedt, in de zin van mededeling, verstaanbaarmaking, intellectuele verbinding, 

medium, dan ziet men wel, dat er een hele weg is afgelegd, ten goede of ten kwade.77  

 

Here, a journalist draws attention to the upcoming variation of the word ‘communication’ and the 

shift towards a definition that includes the communication media, as we recognise it today. This 

would become the most common definition for the word medium during the first few decades of 

the twentieth century.78 McLuhan certainly deserves credit here, for he was the first to expound 

upon the problems of the word ‘medium’ by arguing that we ought to look more at the medium 

itself to see its influence on society. 

That the word ‘communication’ became a buzzword in the 1960s does nestle in with 

McLuhan’s popularity at that time. Furthermore, the fact is that in the 1960s one of the most 

influential mass media became of age, the television, which probably also contributed to the rise 

of the discourse of ‘communication’. Television also helped to create the atmosphere by which 

such a word could flourish, even in the academic world. This arguably took the whole decade to 

happen. 

In 1967, Jacob Stappers wrote an article in the Communicatie cahiers in which he 

analysed the situation of Communication Studies at the universities in the Netherlands by 

arranging them according to different headwords.79 He takes into account not only the 

universities that offer those media connected studies as majors, but also the ones that made room 
                                                 
77 Nieuwe Rotterdamse Courant, “Van vervoer naar verstaan,” April 29, 1967, 3.Translation: “This word has become 
very popular in recent years, one finds it everywhere, and in reaction to this some people now seem to be allergic to 
it. When one contemplates that not so long ago it was mainly used in the combination means of communication - 
referring to means of transport: roads, vehicles, mail, telephone, etc. -,and that today it is just as often used on its 
own, meaning a message, intellectual connection, or medium, one cannot but acknowledge that, for better or worse, 
much ground has been covered.” 
78 This assumption is the guideline for Dieter Mersch’s book Geschichte des Medienbegriffs of 2006, in which he 
traces back the word medium from a physical definition by Plato and others in the Antiquity via the metaphysical 
notion of Hegel and the more spiritual connotation that the word had at the end of the nineteenth century, towards the 
definition of media we now have and that includes technical devices that enable us to communicate, for instance 
telegraph, radio, television, the internet etc. (Mersch 2006). 
79 Jacob Stappers, “Communicatiewetenschap en Universiteit,” Communicatie cahiers 2 (1967): 127-142. 
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for individual courses in their existing curricula. The list cut includes scholars and dissertations 

that deal with related subjects, although most of them were not officially connected to 

Communication Studies. In this article Stappers mentions four institutes that dealt with the 

media; the one in Nijmegen to which he was affiliated himself, the Instituut voor Perswetenschap 

and het Seminarium voor Massa-psychologie, Openbare Mening en Proganda, both in 

Amsterdam – the first at the Gemeente Universiteit, nowadays known as the University of 

Amsterdam, and the latter at the Vrije Universiteit (Free University, the Calvinistically orientated 

university) – and the Afdeling Voorlichtingskunde in Wageningen. The names of these institutes 

reveal the diversity of approach undertaken by the universities that considered the concept of 

‘communication’. 

For most of the 1960s, however, there were only two universities that had studies or 

minors that dealt with the issues of media and communication:  

 

Je moet ook goed de situatie in de gaten houden. Het instituut voor massacommunicatie is 

opgericht in 1963 en de enige andere plek waar iets in die richting werd gedaan was het 

persinstituut in Amsterdam, aan de gemeente universiteit.80  

 

However, those two universities did not remain alone, as Stappers' article makes clear. During the 

1960s the number of universities offering media related subjects increased, although it must be 

said that the names given to those studies vary so much that it is difficult to draw a clear line and 

give an absolute number. Only in the 1970s were Communication Studies officially integrated 

into academic constitutions:  

 

Dus in de zestiger jaren waren er maar twee plaatsen waar men zich daar mee bezighield 

(Nijmegen and Amsterdam, LVW) en later kwamen daar Wageningen met Van der Ban, 

                                                 
80 Interview Wim Evers, July 25, 2008. Translation: “One should pay close attention to the situation. The Institute 
for Mass Communication was founded in 1963, and the only other place with a similar academic focus was the Press 
Institute in Amsterdam.” 
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voorlichtingskunde en Van der Meiden, public relations, in Utrecht bij. En toen waren er 

vier officiële plaatsen in Nederland. En die vier plekken hebben in een interacademiaal 

overleg voor communicatiewetenschappen (IOC) de communicatiewetenschappen in het 

academisch statuut gefrommeld.81  

 

 The variety within Communication Studies is also reflected in the scholarships as well as 

in the way the universities took up Communication Studies in their existing curricula. At the 

Amsterdam Institute, where Communication Studies is an autonomous part of politics, three 

scholars were appointed in 1967 for teaching the history of propaganda, film studies and 

Communication Studies. The other Amsterdam University – Vrije Universiteit – only has an 

obligatory test in Communication Studies as part of politics, and had only one professor for these 

media related courses. The University of Nijmegen, on the contrary, had Communication Studies 

as a major in its curriculum. 

Professor Slichting was an important factor for the rise of Communication Studies in 

Nijmegen – which he wanted to be called after the German field of Publizistik – and the 

development of the Institute for Mass Communication. Since 1965, two years after the founding 

of the Institute, they were closely following the reception of McLuhan in academia as well as in 

society. Slichting appointed a researcher to look into the work of this professor of English 

literature, about whom he heard so much on his travels in Canada.  

 

Er is was in heel Nederland helemaal niemand die zich er mee bezig hield, maar in 

Nijmegen wel. En dat kwam omdat de toenmalige hoogleraar Slichting, politieke 

wetenschappen, de leerstoel publicistiek waarnam. Eerst was dit de leerstoel voor de 

massamedia, maar Slichting wilde dat deze hernoemd werd naar het Duitse vak 

Publizistikwissenschaft en daarom heette dat vak wat communicatiewetenschappen heet in 

Nijmegen toen publicistiek. Daar is in 1963 het instituut voor massacommunicatie 

                                                 
81 Interview Evers. Translation: “Thus, in the 1960s there were only two places where the media were studied. Later 
Van der Ban in Wageningen and Van der Meiden in Utrecht followed, making it four places in total. And in an 
interacademical consultation, these four have fumbled Communication Studies into the academic statutes.” 
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omheen gezet. En Slichting heeft toen ik daar begon met werken in 1965 twee dingen 

gezegd: “ga eens na hoe geruchten passen de publicistiek”82 en hij zei “ik ben net in 

Canada geweest en daar hebben ze toch iemand, McLuhan heet hij”. En toen ben ik 

begonnen met het verzamelen en lezen van boeken van McLuhan.83 

 

The researchers appointed to consider McLuhan were actually empirically trained psychologists. 

Their main focus was on how – parts of – McLuhan’s work could be made practically useful. 

Still, they were also dealing with McLuhan’s reception within the academic world in general, and 

his reception in the Netherlands in particular. In their Communication cahiers both research 

directions can be found in the articles they published about the Canadian professor. Besides this, 

they were asked to speak about Marshall McLuhan on different occasions, ranging from lectures 

to television programs. 

As I've hoped to show, the situation in the Netherlands in the 1960s was far from stable, 

and quite daunting for those people born and bred under the reassuring structure of pillarisation. 

We should acknowledge, here, the importance of both crisis and war. We could say that first 

events did not really threaten the clear boundaries and authority of the pillars and the second only 

made people longing for the stable situation as they new it from before Second World War. The 

increasing prosperity in a time of reconstruction mostly affected the youth, who were still 

forming their generation unit and therefore made a very coherent and self-reflecting group. 

Protest groups as Provo are an example of this process; grown up with more available many and 

luxury, such as the new medium television, enabled them to construct their own style. The 

freedom of extended studying gave them the time to express this new movement in the centre of 

Amsterdam, where their actions caused uproar. Authority was disgusted, and the clash that 

developed between pre- and post-war generations resulted in a large divide. So big that it is now 

                                                 
82 This would finally result in his dissertation: Wim Evers, Informele openbaarmaking: een studie naar de 
communicatieve betekenis van onderlinge gesprekken (Nijmegen: Katholieke Universiteit Nijmegen, 1999). 
83 Interview Evers. Translation: “No-one in the Netherlands was studying this, besides Nijmegen. And that was 
because of Professor Slichting who wanted his chair to be called Publizistikwissenschaft. The Institute for Mass 
Communication was set up around that department in 1963. When I started working there in 1965, Slichting told me 
two things: Firstly, “have a look at how rumours fit into Publizistik”, and secondly, “I recently visited Canada and 
there is this guy there, his name is McLuhan”. So I started collecting and reading McLuhan. 
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considered to be one of the main events of the 1960s, just as it was much discussed at the time. It 

is within this social situation that the reception of McLuhan took place, providing the context for 

his reception.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  37

3. Analyses 

Following the two opening sections on McLuhan’s reception in the Netherlands, it is time to give 

an insight into the way he was received, and most of all by whom. Which part of his work found 

fertile ground in the Netherlands? The next two sections will take up some aspects of McLuhan’s 

work again. It has two important parts that, although very much intertwined, seem to be key 

factors of his fame in the 1960s: this was not only caused by the theory itself and what it meant 

for society at that time, but also by the way he wrote it down. This bipartite division offers a way 

of structuring our primary source analysis. The sections that organised after these two main 

themes, style and theories, also know a split up in reception groups. These social groups appeared 

more often while during this research on primary sources; they were – for different reasons – 

brought into contact with the media theories of McLuhan in different ways. First of all, there is a 

visible reception within the academic environment. Beside the scholars that became acquainted 

with McLuhan’s work, one can also see journalists taking note of it, resulting in articles for 

various newspapers and magazines. When referring to journalists I am considering the editorial 

departments as well, as they are in the end responsible for the printed articles.84 The fact that 

these reflections on McLuhan appeared in so many newspapers indicates how broad McLuhan's 

reception was in the Netherlands. Another group, known as ‘the young protesters’, consisted of a 

very broad range of young people that, in different ways, all seemed to be tarred with the same 

brush – the name given to them would not have met with their own self-image, but seems to be 

the best collective term available. Most members of this group belonged to the youth generation 

that revolted in the 1960s. 

Contrary to the first two groups, the people in this group of acceptors did not write that 

much about McLuhan. There are some structural works, such as a magazine that dedicated a 

complete number to him and the work of the filmmaker Van der Keuken, but they are rather rare 

in comparison to press-related publications. While other contemporaries wrote about the 

reception of McLuhan and thus provided primary source material, the information about the 

                                                 
84 Within these editorial departments deliberations take place about the articles in reference to the interests of their 
readers. Although I named this societal group after the composers of these actual texts, I am aware of the 
newspaper’s politics that do play a role within the decisions to publish commentaries on McLuhan. 
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‘young protesters’’ and their reflections on McLuhan are often second. Still, his work seems to 

appeal to them, as the interviews I retrospectively conducted serve to indicate.85 Using them next 

to contemporary sources they therefore proved to be helpful. Of course, we should be cautious 

about crediting interviews with the truth; they are, after all, memories that might have changed in 

the forty years since the publication of Understanding Media. Still, they will – as is the case of 

the other interviews – function as a way to check, amend and nuance the primary sources of the 

1960s.  

 

3.1 Writing Style  

This section will be focusing on the reception in the Netherlands of McLuhan’s writing style. 

Obviously, this aspect cannot be completely separated from the more theoretical issues, but I will 

nevertheless try as much as possible to do so, in order to avoid overlap with later sections. The 

aim here is to describe what was said about his writing style in the different social groups and to 

what degree it was important for the emerging hype surrounding McLuhan. First, I will give 

some international examples, in order to have a framework in which the reactions can be 

considered within, and compared to. The working style McLuhan used can be called eclectic; 

throughout his work, McLuhan served up his arguments without a linear structure, shaped by his 

catchy aphorisms. This made the mosaic style quite a feature of the debate.  

 

When we stuck discreetly to scholarly interpretations, his resourcefulness and 

learning were acknowledged: meanwhile his neo-Dadaist cheering for the 

historical drift began to pick up a following among the intellectual populists in 

teacher’s colleges and communications departments.86 

 

                                                 
85 That the young protesters did often speak about McLuhan and his theories can be learned from the interviews 
conducted with: Jan Blokker, September 11, 2008; Wim de Bie, September 26, 2008; Roel van Duijn, July 21, 2008; 
Luud Schimmelpennink, see note 72. 
86 Irving J. Weiss, “Sensual Reality in the Mass Media,” in McLuhan: Pro & Con, ed. Raymond Rosenthal (New 
York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1968), 41-42. 
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The quote above is a more or less neutral critique. Weiss is merely associating McLuhan to an 

artistic, not a political, movement. The arguments about his writing style usually, however, take a 

more polemical form. The connection that Weiss and others made between McLuhan and the 

Dadaist movement has been made quite often. As I already pointed out in the first chapter, 

McLuhan was highly influenced by the writers of the modern movement that date back to the 

first decades of the twentieth century, and although the Dadaist movement does not run 

completely parallel to the modern movement in literature, both geographically and artistically, 

they share aspects of the same style. Both abandon traditional art forms that work linearly with a 

conventional perspective. McLuhan’s writing style shows the same characteristics, and he 

himself had shown much interest in both movements in his publications of the 1930s and 40s.  

 I believe it is worth paying some further attention to some prominent receptions of 

McLuhan's writing style as it brings the reception of his work in the Netherlands into perspective. 

The McLuhan reception started in Canada as much as in the United States of America, in the 

early 1960s. Many had already read his book The Mechanical Bride, but it was The Gutenberg 

Galaxy, which really made him a promising academic worthy of considerable attention. By 

publishing Understanding Media in 1964, his fame was complete.87 McLuhan was asked by big 

companies such as IBM and Bell Telecom to report how the companies functioned and to 

propose improvements. Thanks to such activity, McLuhan was extremely popular among the 

advertisement industry. Due to the preference for the medium itself, McLuhan equated low and 

high art, which made him popular among journalists and the people of the designer district of 

“Madison Avenue”.88 However, it was certainly not just because of this equal treatment of his 

various research objects – poetry, paintings, but also advertisement and television were worth 

studying – that he became so popular. The writing style he used, this mosaic style, with its short, 

catchy aphorisms, is something that reminds designers and advertisement agencies of their own 

work, for commercials or newspaper headlines.89 And this, the other way around, made 

McLuhan’s work effectual for bigger audiences as well. 

                                                 
87 Interview Peter Gzowski with McLuhan (CBC television, December 13, 1977). 
88 Tom Wolfe, The Pump House Gang (New York : Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1968), 132. 
89 Miller, Marshall McLuhan, 57. 
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 In contrast to this embrace from the advertisement industry, the reaction to McLuhan and 

his work within the academic world was far from positive. Among the many sceptical scholars 

was Umberto Eco, who explicitly commented negatively upon this writing style, in a 

representative way: 

 

Aforismen (daar wijst McLuhan op) zijn onvolledig en vereisen daarom een 

 diepgaande participatie. In die zin past de argumentatietechniek die hij gebruikt perfect in 

het nieuwe universum waarin we uitgenodigd worden om ons te integreren (…) het 

probleem is dat McLuhan heimelijk wenst dat wij die ‘dus’ invullen, ook al omdat hij 

weet dat wij naar goede Gutenbergse gewoonte, vanaf het ogenblik dat we twee gegevens 

op een rijtje op één gedrukte bladzijde zien staan, niet anders kúnnen dan in termen van 

‘dus’ te denken.90 

 

In general, Eco argues that McLuhan’s mosaic method is an inevitable by-product of his theory. 

They cannot be exposed linearly, since they would not withstand a logical critique based on the 

syllogisms that emboss the traditional sciences. According to Eco, this way of working makes 

McLuhan immune to criticism. Every negative response can and will be countered by referring to 

his non-linear way of working, as the linear logic is seen as a shortcoming, and it therefore cannot 

be applied to his theories. Besides this, Eco accuses McLuhan – as he does in this quote above – 

for using this method and then asking the reader to fill-in the gaps between statements he himself 

is unable to present a coherent whole. Whereas McLuhan makes himself invulnerable to 

criticisms of the faulty connections he establishes, he on the other hand calls upon the reader to 

construct a linear and logical argument. 

 Someone who is difficult to place in any social group, but who was nevertheless a very 

active critic, is Jonathan Miller, who discusses McLuhan’s work in almost the same way as Eco. 

                                                 
90 Umberto Eco, De alledaagse onwerkelijkheid: essays (Amsterdam: Bert Bakker, 1985), 296-297. Translation: 
“Aphorisms (as McLuhan points out) are incomplete and therefore ask for in-depth participation. In this way, his 
argumentation techniques fit perfectly in the new universe which we are invited to take part in. (…) The problem is 
that McLuhan secretly wishes for us to fill in the “thus” as he knows that we, in the good old Gutenberg tradition, are 
unable nót to connect two pieces of information presented side by side on a single printed page.” 
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In the capacity of neurologist and television maker, he published a small but fiercely written book 

about Marshall McLuhan in 1971. The book was also translated into Dutch in 1973.91 Within this 

book, simply called Marshall McLuhan, he discussed the different parts of McLuhan’s theory but 

also went into detail about McLuhan's background. In spite of the fact that Miller heavily 

criticises him, one can extract much information about McLuhan, his work and the influences he 

underwent in-between the agitated prose. Educated in the biological sciences, he attacks 

McLuhan for the lack of proof for his arguments, which, according to him, is concealed by the 

way McLuhan deliberately uses a different writing style, the mosaic method, from the traditional, 

academic one: 

 

Ongelukkigerwijs biedt deze stroming van historisch bewustzijn geen houvast voor de 

kritische peilingen van de lezer. Voordat hij een bezwaar kan uiten tegen één feit of één 

bewering, is zij al van oppervlaktevorm veranderd of geheel uit het gezicht verdwenen. 

Iemand die daarover klaagt wordt als zijnde slachtoffer van de Gutenberg- tirannie 

afgescheept. (…) Door op deze wijze te schrijven, heeft McLuhan zich ook alle 

maatstaven van kritiek listig toegeëigend en zichzelf beschermd tegen de mogelijkheid 

van weerlegging. Volgens zijn leerlingen heeft hij een nieuwe definitie gegeven aan het 

begrip van onderzoek en zodoende heeft hij het alleenrecht gekregen om te bepalen welke 

regels gebruikt mogen worden bij een kritiek op zijn eigen these.92 

 

This quote does not only refer to the general criticism concerning the impossibility of criticising 

McLuhan that Eco had advanced Furthermore, it refers to the resemblance that many recipients 

spotted between the mosaic method and the Dadaist style and the fact that McLuhan copied this 

                                                 
91 See quote 19. 
92 Miller, Marshall McLuhan, 100. Translation: “Unfortunately this idea of historical consciousness offers no 
support for the critical investigations of the reader. Before he can express his objections to a single fact or argument, 
it has already changed its surface form or has disappeared completely. Anyone who complains is declared a victim of 
the Gutenberg tyranny. (…) By writing like this, McLuhan has slyly appropriated every criterion of critique and 
protected himself from the possibility of refutation. According to his students, he has developed a new notion of 
research and is therefore the only one who is capable of defining the rules for criticising his theories.” 
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style himself – or, as Miller claims earlier in his book, from the modernist movement, invoking 

such figures as Pound, Elliot and Lewis.93 

 And yet, aside from the negative reactions just cited, another group responded positively 

McLuhan’s working mode, namely artists and other young people with media related activities. 

McLuhan himself credited only them with the ability of looking ahead and seeing the influences, 

and the real nature of the medium itself – in this way they affirm each other’s mode of thinking. 

Also, the non-discriminating way in which McLuhan treated pop culture’s exponents made these 

new artists embrace his theories. The writing style gave them the aphorisms they used for their 

work. Thus, the American Fluxus member Nam June Paik often referred to the idea of the “global 

village”.94 The free and apparently improvisational character of his writing resembled the way 

these artists organised events; loose, eclectic actions that were bound together in a performance.95 

For others, the writing style offered an opportunity to immerse themselves into a flow of thought. 

It therefore fitted in well with atmospheric notions such as the ‘cosmic consciousness’96 that 

abandoned linearity as the tradition of – pre-war – academics.  

 What mostly attracted journalists was McLuhan’s use of slogans in which they recalled 

their own work with headings: the short sentences in which bigger ideas are captured must be 

familiar to all journalists. What counted for them, as it did for the artists, is that they saw their 

work being respected by an university authority. The usual distance between press and academics 

dissolved within the work of McLuhan. Still, the reception on his writing style was at its most 

ambiguous among the journalists. According to Hugh Kenner, journalist and literary critic, the 

reactions to McLuhan can be classified in three ways that are closely connected to his working 

mode.  

 

The initial principle is that there are three McLuhan’s. The first is a genius. The second is 

                                                 
93 Ibidem, 57. 
94 Andreas Broeckmann, “Maschine – PAIK – Medium: Einige Resonanzen zwischen Nam June Paik und Marshall 
McLuhan,” in McLuhan Neu Lesen: Kritische Analysen zu Medien und Kultur im 21. Jahrhundert, ed. Derrick de 
Kerckhove (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2008), 338-344. 
95 Interview Evers. 
96 This consciousness was closely related with the transcendental mediation that was practiced by the Maharishi 
Mahesh Yogi, see http://www.maharishi.org (accessed September 29, 2008). 
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a gear-stripper, who tends to believe that what the first tells him is an adequate ersatz 

reality. The third is what you imagine the Delphic Oracle must have been like, when you 

survey the ruins of Greece: a dealer in appoggiaturas and tremolos that would give the 

first fits were he not insulated by the machinations of the second (Kenner 24).97 

 

In this quote one can see the importance of cryptic probes: it enables McLuhan to bring forward 

his theories; it also – as critics would say – makes his theories invulnerable thanks to their 

presentation as probes, or, in the words of Kenner, as visions. The quote also contains the 

ambiguity of the journalists’ attitude; Kenner mentions those who see McLuhan as a genius, but 

also those who see him as an oracle, with the negative connotations of obscure predictions from 

the Delphic that might be interpreted in any number of different ways. Journalists praised his 

brilliance98 and chastised him for befouling Freud, Marx, Darwin and Pasteur99 – with the latter 

McLuhan compared himself more than once.  

 The polemic that rose around his personality and his work was certainly fed by the elliptic 

way in which McLuhan wrote it all down. With his fame those dialectic opinions also came to the 

Netherlands, where they were picked up and adapted to Dutch society and to its peculiar events. 

Here too, one can see that besides the academic reception, youth groups and artists seized upon 

McLuhan too. I will now give some examples of those different groups and their individual 

reactions to his writing style. 

 

3.1.1 Academics 

With the rise of Communication Studies in the mid 1960s, it became clear that it was probably 

more difficult to avoid McLuhan than to deal with him. However, in a country where these 

studies had only just started to develop and gain respect within academic curricula, the academic 

reception from McLuhan was relatively modest. Of course, with just two universities dealing 

                                                 
97 Hugh Kenner, “Understanding McLuhan,” in McLuhan: Pro & Con, ed. Raymond Rosenthal (New York: Funk & 
Wagnalls, 1968), 24. 
98 C.J. Fox, “Our Mass Communications,” Commonweal Review, October 16, 1964.  
99 Arnold Rockman, “A rich, sprawling Book,” Toronto Star, June 13, 1964. 
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with these subjects, quantitatively speaking, the scope of reception was rather limited. We should 

therefore be careful not to generalise the answers we get from the available primary sources, and 

not to overestimate his reception, and thus McLuhan’s importance in Dutch academia. Still, the 

quality of those sources indicate a critical and serious examination; within the small world of 

Dutch Communication Studies McLuhan was thought of as someone who should be studied 

while his theses ought to be tested.100 Academia must be considered among the social groups my 

thesis has to take into consideration. In this part of the chapter, I shall discuss in detail the 

reaction of these scholars. As indicated in the second chapter the newly founded Institute for 

Mass Communication in Nijmegen set off analysing McLuhan’s work and writing style after the 

return of the leader of the Institute from Canada, who had experienced the reception of this 

professor of English literature over there.  

While they published several articles about McLuhan, the mosaic method was a consistent 

theme in their work. As the scholars at the Institute were mostly educated in empirically based 

studies, their first concern was to find out whether behind this writing style was a useful theory, 

or whether, quite the opposite, it was concealing a lack of evidence for his theses. Besides this, 

they also tried to find out if the work of McLuhan could be more useful for certain types of 

studies than for others, seen from its adaptivity, and if so, which studies could profit from his 

work. The working style McLuhan used was highly controversial within the scholarly world, and 

the staff of the Institute appears to have been well aware of the controversy and the polemics 

circulating in relation to it: 

 

Als men McLuhan leest kost het moeite het hoofd koel te houden. Hij schrijft zeer 

dynamisch, soms boeiend, bij wijle onthutsend, zaken die een lezer erg kunnen hinderen 

als hij gewend is aan een meer empirisch-wetenschappelijke benadering van de 

problematiek van de massa-media. McLuhan zelf meent dat een empirische aanpak niet 

vruchtbaar kan zijn om de Grammars for the New Media te ontdekken. Hij trekt reeds van 

te voren een verdediging op tegen een poging zijn theorie vatbaar te maken voor 

proefondervindelijke verificatie door te overwegen dat de invloed van b.v. het gedrukte 

                                                 
100 Interview Stappers, June 24, 2008. 
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boek op de cultuur en het menselijk gedrag pas duidelijk worden via een daarvan 

onafhankelijk medium.101 

 

Wim Evers addresses the possibility that McLuhan's work might not be taken seriously as a direct 

result of his writing style, in a manner that recalls Weiss, at the beginning of this chapter. He 

observes McLuhan’s projected invulnerability to criticism, stating that McLuhan’s method is the 

only viable way to lay bare the real agenda of the media. Despite this, Evers is not as negative 

about McLuhan’s mode of operating as Miller and Eco were. He acknowledges, for example, that 

even though the style collides with the way empirical research has been done and described, it is 

dynamic as well as intriguing and interesting.  

 Another article of Evers that appeared earlier and served as the basis for the article that I 

have just quoted from, situates McLuhan in a specifically Dutch social context by calling 

McLuhan a “Provo in de wetenschap”102. This accordance that Evers sees between McLuhan and 

youth culture will be discussed later in this study. The title of the article in Media en toekomst I 

quoted from is: ‘De wereld van McLuhan of de bruikbaarheid van een happening’. Here, too, 

Evers argues that the work of McLuhan has similarities with the life-style of the current Dutch 

youth. With regard to the writing style, Evers adds in an interview I conducted with him, that: 

 

Het begrip ‘happening’ was toen net in de mode gekomen, met kunstenaars als Joseph 

Beuys. De overeenkomst zit hem er eigenlijk in dat hij niet een verslag deed van zijn 

onderzoek, maar dat hij zijn onderzoek op papier kwakte zal ik maar zeggen. Dat doen ze 

                                                 
101 Wim Evers, “De wereld van Marshall McLuhan of de bruikbaarheid van een happening,” in Massa media en 
toekomst, Werkgroep 2000, no. 3 (1967): 3. Translation: “When reading McLuhan it is difficult to keep a cool head. 
He writes very dynamically, sometimes captivating, occasionally disconcerting; all things that restrain a reader who 
is used to a more empirical approach to the issue of mass media. McLuhan himself does not believe this empirical 
approach can be useful to discover the Grammars for the New Media. He defends his theory in advance from any 
attempt to make it accessible for experimental verification by stating that one can only study the influence of e.g. the 
printed book on mankind by observing it through a medium independent of it.” 
102 Wim Evers, “De wereld van Marshall McLuhan,” Communicatie cahiers, no. 1 (1967): 18. Translation: Provo in 
Academia. 
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in een Happening ook, dan ben je zelf je kunstwerk als je dat doet. En die overeenkomst 

heeft het sterk.103  

 

Where scholarly, empirically based academic publications should be based on syllogisms that 

support an argument or thesis, McLuhan’s way of working consists of many aphorisms and lacks 

this method of verifying an argument by its rhetoric. Evers argues that this was typical for the 

1960s and comparable with the way contemporary young artists dealt with their work. The 

writing style helps McLuhan to be the controversial professor, the one that wants to test the 

commonly understood notion of media. He, just as the youth did in contemporary society, tried to 

kick against existing values – while he tried to open classical academia, young people had the 

broader goal of open social structures. 

 Yet, this might also be the reason why McLuhan was hyped. Evers argues, then, that it 

was the slogans that made his writing style so deviate from the traditional standard, and what 

made it so attractive to other social groups, thus contributing to McLuhan’s fame outside the 

academic world. 

 

 Daar lopen de meningen over uiteen. Ik vond hem erg leuk schrijven, maar ik ken ook de 

opmerking van iemand die zei “hij schrijft Engels alsof hij een mond vol kiezelstenen 

heeft”. (…) Als hij niet zo geschreven had als hij geschreven heeft, dan was hij niet de 

hype geworden die hij geweest is. (…) Het zijn die slogans. Global village is toch leuk om 

te horen, en die achteruitkijkspiegel ook. En “hot” en “cool”, daar hoef je maar vagelijk 

iets van te snappen.104 

 

According to both Stappers as Evers, the energy that they spent at the Institute on McLuhan was 

                                                 
103 Interview Evers. Translation: “At that time, the notion of ‘happening’ had recently become fashionable, with 
artists like Joseph Beuys. The similarity is that he did not report on his research, but just threw it onto paper. That is 
how a happening functions as well, you are your own artwork. There is a strong resemblance there.” 
104 Interview Evers. Translation: “Opinions are divided about that. I thought he wrote very well, although I also 
know someone who said “he writes as if he has a mouth full of pebbles”. (…) If he did had not written the way he 
did, he would not have been such a hype. (…) It is these slogans. Global village is fun to hear, as is the rear view 
mirror. And hot and cool, you only have to understand it vaguely.” 
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then invested in something else. Already at the end of the 1960s the attention to the ‘oracle of the 

electronic age’ started to decrease and by the 1970s, the Institute had broken off their extended 

interest in him. Evers argues that the writing style was certainly a reason for McLuhan being so 

popular, but at the same time it was also partly why his fame ended so abruptly. His way of 

working made him a highly debated theorist within the academic world, including the 

Netherlands. His writing style was certainly new within the tradition of academia, and so it was 

in other contexts as well.  

In the Dutch situation, this eclectic way of writing could be perceived as being close to a 

poetical movement that had come up through the 1950s, and which tried to do away with a kind 

of poetry they accused of being expressionless. This group of poets, which included Simon 

Vinkenoog – who will later be mentioned in connection to the post-war movement –, tried to find 

new ways of dealing with text, something that could be traced back to the work of McLuhan. 

Thus, he had struck a cord with these young artists. 

 

Maar hij schreef dus niet volgens een duidelijk lineair schrijfconcept. Mcluhan deed dat in 

tijdsgewricht, de jaren vijftig en zestig, waarin men nog een conservatief schrijverschap 

voorstond. Ik bedoel de vijftigers enzo, dat was nog geen gemeengoed hoor, ook niet in 

Nederland. En eigenlijk, en daar had Vinkenoog wel een beetje gelijk in, schreef 

McLuhan in die sfeer. Daarmee sloot hij aan bij die nieuwe schrijfstijl, bij iets moderns, 

terwijl hij dat in de grond van de zaak helemaal niet is.105 

 

McLuhan appeared to be both an example and a point of recognition for artists, as well as for 

other youth groups during the 1960s. And while the academic world generally rejected 

McLuhan’s style, exceptions could be found even there, although those more positive reactions 

were actually offering a kind of understanding rather than actively embracing it. As Wim Evers 

retrospectively shows, the Institute in Nijmegen saw – as Umberto Eco did in a more negative 
                                                 
105 Interview Evers. Translation: “He did not write according to a clear linear concept. He did this in a time, the 
1950s and 1960s, when people still supported more traditional writing. I mean ‘de vijftigers’ (a Dutch poetic 
movement, LVW) were not at all common, not even in the Netherlands. And McLuhan, and here Vinkenoog is right, 
actually wrote within this atmosphere. Thus he hitched on to this new writing style, to something modern, even 
though in essence he was not modern at all.” 
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way – that it is difficult to attack McLuhan using traditional standards for academic writing. The 

style McLuhan chose to work with was more like a flow of thought, creating an atmosphere that 

drew attention to his theories, where the role of the medium is the central issue. Both Evers and 

Stappers acknowledged McLuhan’s attraction to the social groups of young protesters, who were 

impressed and felt understood by McLuhan and his plea for non-linearity. 

 

3.1.2 Journalists 

The Dutch press of the 1960s was still organised after the principles of pillarisation. Every part of 

society had its own newspaper. Although these structures were basically still upstanding, the 

newspapers did not lag behind the current of the times. Boundaries slowly started to dissolve and 

it seems that the journalistic reception of McLuhan is an early example of this process. When this 

reception really began, just before and right after the publication of the translated version of 

Understanding Media in the autumn of 1967, this happened in the middle of the events that are 

now seen as the highlights of that time, and in which the press played a major role. In March 

1966 the marriage of princess Beatrix had already stirred up the fire106, and then there were the 

heavy riots that took place in Amsterdam in June of the same year and were named after the 

Telegraaf – one of the more liberal newspapers. Young people and builders stormed the building 

where the editorial offices were housed, because they had published what was seen as 

deliberately false information about the death of one builder. Later it turned out that the Telegraaf 

was correct, as the builder did not die by police violence, but of a heart attack he got during the 

protests, just as the newspaper had reported. In 1969, the student actions of Paris and Berlin one 

year earlier also sprang up in Amsterdam; students, demanding more democracy at the university, 

occupied the Maagdenhuis, the organisational centre of the university of Amsterdam.  

                                                 
106 Besides the already mentioned actions that Provo announced, but did not bring into practice, they did throw 
smoke bombs on the route that the carriage took. As it is impossible for the television to avoid these smoke curtains, 
television screens went blank in many, international, households. Harry Mulish describes this amusingly in his book 
Berichten aan de rattenkoning (see quote 70) that deals with those years of Provo-actions. Besides these more or less 
harmless actions, there were also riots by which the police went in quite rigorously. As this was filmed and showed 
in a gallery two weeks later, again there were riots and again the police beat up youngsters severely. When this got 
shown on public television, the head of police and major of Amsterdam stood under enormous pressure to resign, 
which eventually happened after the riots in June. 
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 The press, as one of the landmarks of pillarisation, had to deal with these protests as well, 

as was the case with the riots of June 1966. Journalists had to take a stance: would they follow 

the editorial rules of the traditional newspaper board, or should they support the youth in their 

quest for change? This tension within the press and among journalists could be traced back to the 

reception of McLuhan as well. When it comes to the writing style McLuhan uses, the Dutch 

journalists seem to be as ambivalent as the polemical reception in general. One journalist, who 

wrote several columns about McLuhan within half a year, pinpointed what he perceived as the 

almost schizophrenic position that his colleagues took up regarding this mosaic-like style. 

 

McLuhan gebruikt herhaaldelijk het word “probe” – dat wij door “probeersel” zouden 

kunnen vertalen. Hij is de geboren amateur. Ik kan me dan ook best indenken dat het 

succes van zijn geschriften juist die andere amateurs, de journalisten, op de kast jaagt. 

Merkwaardigerwijs gaan zij, de veelschrijvers, die het, net als hun mikpunt van hun 

ingevingen moeten hebben hem met argumenten en syllogismen te lijf wat eerlijk gezegd 

een ietwat tegenstrijdig schouwspel oplevert.107 

 

On the whole, the author of this quote had a sensorium for the problems that arose in the small 

world on the Nieuwezijds Voorburgwal.108 Journalists had to take a stance for or against 

McLuhan, so it seemed. One of them played a little game within one of his articles in order to 

make fun of the polemics, for which you had to write ‘true’ or ‘false’ behind the probes. If you 

scored above 50% you were held to be pro McLuhan; if you scored 50% false then you were 

regarded as against him!109  

                                                 
107 Nieuwe Rotterdamse Courant, “De knedende boodschap,” October 28, 1967, 3. Translation: “McLuhan 
repeatedly uses the word “probe”, which we can translate as a “try”. He is a born amateur. Thus I can understand 
why his writings would drive those other amateurs, journalists, nuts. Strangely, it is exactly these frequent writers, 
who like their target are dependent on whims, who test his work with arguments and syllogisms, which frankly 
causes a rather contradictory spectacle.” 
108 The Nieuwezijds Voorburgwal is a street in the centre of Amsterdam where, until the mid 1980s, most of the 
national newspapers were housed, often in especially for them risen buildings. Although they all left this part of the 
city, by now, you can see traces by the names of newspapers that were carved in the gables. 
109 Algemeen Handelsblad, “Zout op de staart van de toekomst,” November 4, 1967, 22. 
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Surely, this polemic was provoked by the writing style, which some of the “mass 

producers of text” saw as brilliant, and others as a pure marketing strategy. This journalist credits 

McLuhan with an ability to write popular books which would almost inevitably become hits, and 

bring the writer fame. 

 

McLuhan behoort tot de groep van wetenschapsmensen die jarenlang in volledige 

anonimiteit redelijke boekjes schrijven, maar die dan plotseling geweldig beroemd 

worden. Het recept is: prikkelende uitspraken doen over onderwerpen die iedereen raken. 

McLuhan heeft dat knap gedaan, en nu is hij niet meer te remmen in zijn jacht op de 

slogans. Vaak zijn de uitspraken heel aardig, soms zijn ze zeer scherp en waar, maar nog 

vaker is het orakeltaal, zodat men door de giftige dampen het bos niet meer kan zien. 

McLuhan is dan ook niet zo aardig om zijn uitspraken te bewijzen. Hij signaleert alleen, 

en verklaart niet (…) Een publiciteitsgenie is het.110 

 

I don’t explain, I explore; what McLuhan tends to repeat over and over again also comes back in 

this quote. Journalist Woltz attests to McLuhan’s fame by the use of slogans, which he describes 

as a marketing strategy more than an artistic achievement. Despite some truth in this assertion, 

according to Woltz, most of them are loose predictions – in the line of Kenner’s third notion of 

McLuhan as the Delphic oracle – and therefore probably untrue as he does not want to prove 

them.  

 Rudy Kousbroek, a well-known science journalist, who wrote for several newspapers and 

weeklies, fiercely criticised McLuhan on every single aspect of his work. In 1970 the articles he 

had written during the last three years of the 1960s were collected in a single book called Het 

avondrood der magiërs – which might be freely translated as the sunset of the magicians. As 

                                                 
110 Ibidem. Translation: “McLuhan is one of those scholars that write their little books in anonymity for years, but 
then suddenly become immensely famous. The recipe: make provocative statements on subjects that are relevant for 
everybody. McLuhan cleverly did this and is now unstoppable in his hunt for slogans. Often his statements are okay, 
sometimes they are sharp and true, though more often it is oracular language so that one can no longer see the wood 
through the toxic fumes. McLuhan is not so kind to prove his statements. He signals, but does not explain. (…) He 
certainly is a publicity genius.” 



  51

Kousbroek rightly states, McLuhan's style is closely connected to the content, not to be 

underestimated in getting across his message. He comments: 

 

Het spijt mij dat ik, die speciaal het land heb aan mooischrijverij en aan gezemel over de 

sensualiteit van de taal, moet bekennen dat het zijn taalgebruik is, dat mij in Marshall 

McLuhan het meest tegenstaat. Het Engels van McLuhan is stuitend. Mistroostig, 

hardvochtig, onnauwkeurig, onverschillig, houterig, zakkerig, square, knarsend en 

vreugdeloos, het zijn woorden die het nog maar onvolledig weergeven. Er woonde in mijn 

straat (…) een stokdove meneer, die als hij zijn auto startte niet kon horen of de motor 

aansloeg. Ook wanneer dat allang het geval was drukte hij nog meedogenloos telkens 

opnieuw op de starter. Op analoge wijze gebruikt McLuhan telkens opnieuw, soms 

meerdere malen in dezelfde zin, bepaalde krengen van woorden die iedereen die niet tot 

aan het bot to doof is niet éénmaal zou gebruiken. (…) een ander aspect van die 

onverschilligheid (…) is de toon van McLuhans vertoog: ongenuanceerd, onpersoonlijk 

en harteloos als uit het Russisch vertaald partij-jargon (Kousbroek 1970: 85-86).111 

 

In this quote, Kousbroek does not yet challenge the content, nor the theory or arguments of 

McLuhan, only his method of writing. Whereas most journalists attack it because of the 

impreciseness it brings to the arguments, or the lack of proof it might try to conceal, Kousbroek 

rejects it for aesthetic reasons. Still, as he does not see anything useful, or easily verifiable in 

most of the theory either, it's hardly surprising that McLuhan's style fails to modify his view.  

 In opposition to this profoundly severe critique of Kousbroek, there were also journalists 

who saw an explanatory value in exactly this writing style. According to them, the way McLuhan 

                                                 
111 Rudy Kousbroek, Het avondrood der magiërs (Amsterdam: Meulenhoff, 1970), 85-86. Translation: “It is to my 
regret that I, who especially hates snooty writing and twaddle on the sensuality of language, confess that I am 
especially averse to McLuhan’s writing style. His English is appalling. Mirthless, harsh, imprecise, indifferent, 
wooden, jerky, square, grating and joyless, words that only partially describe it. In my street there is (…) a deaf old 
man who cannot hear when the his car engine has started and keeps turning the ignition. McLuhan similarly uses 
certain words again and again, words that no-one who is not completely deaf would use even once. (…) another 
aspect of this indifference (…) is McLuhan’s tone: lacking nuance, impersonal and heartless as translated Russian 
party jargon. 
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expresses himself sheds light on the things he wants to say, in a manner that it is understandable 

to everyone, over and above the academic world. 

 

Hij heeft zijn theorieën over de moderne massacommunicatiemiddelen in voor een ieder 

verstaanbare taal samengevat. Hij poneert enkele slogans of stellingen – die, zo zij 

misschien niet voor honderd procent wetenschappelijk zijn gefundeerd, toch de moeite 

van het overdenken meer dan waard zijn.112 

 

This journalist – unfortunately the names of the authors in this paper are unknown as they are just 

referred to as “our reporter” – shows his knowledge of the reception of McLuhan in the light of 

the academic standards concerning writing style and the use of logic in arguments. He tries to 

counter this syllogistic mode of thinking by stating that the ideas are nonetheless worthy of 

consideration.  

However, most of the journalists simply described the mosaic method and avoided taking 

a stance. They hovered in the middle by pointing at the contradictions that exist with regard to 

theoretical probes. In this way they positioned themselves in between; on the one hand they 

showed to be aware of the problems of verifiability, and therein highlighting an intellectual 

perspective. Though at the same time they acted as interpreters that are able to give insights into 

the complex theories of McLuhan. They in some way demonstrate their knowledge of the debate 

within academia where they “verwijten zijn boek een ondoordringbare wanordelijke stijl en 

verklaren dat er geen redelijke samenvatting van McLuhan’s ideeën te geven is.”113 In addition, 

they also tried to explain their unclear standpoint within this discussion by stating that it caused 

by the exploring quality of the probes themselves and try to pull it at a more atmospheric level.  

                                                 
112 De Tijd, “Reclame staat aan begin van een nieuw tijdperk,” October 27, 1967, 13. Translation: “He translated his 
ideas on modern mass communication to a language that is understandable to all. He puts forward a few slogans or 
statements – that, although perhaps not 100 % scientifically verifiable, are certainly more than worth thinking over.” 
113 Henk Meulman, “McLuhan, profeet van de popcultuur,” Haagse Post 54, no. 39 (1967): 21. Translation: “where 
they reproach his book for an impermeable, disorderly style and claim that it is impossible to give a reasonable 
summary of McLuhan’s theories.” 
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 The idea of a sphere that is constructed by McLuhan is something that can be traced 

across the reactions to different parts of his work. Both content and writing style seem to be 

responsible for the fame of the writer and the split between the ones who adored him and those 

who rejected his theories. Nevertheless, the fact that McLuhan paid so much attention to the way 

he designed his books was new for scholarly works and we should therefore be well aware of its 

impact both in- and outside academia. Whereas Kousbroek argued that it made the content – 

already dubious in itself – only less believable, and other journalists write that reading McLuhan 

has the same effect as taking LSD – and this is meant positively – most of them tend to solve the 

problem of the paradoxes in the work of McLuhan by underscoring this atmospheric character: 

 

Nu kan van een boek als Understanding Media worden gezegd, dat het qua inhoud en 

werkwijze meer een ‘environment’ is, een milieu of een klimaat, dan een duidelijk 

omlijnde boodschap. De auteur vergt van zijn publiek de bereidheid binnen te treden, ja 

op te gaan in zijn sfeer van denken.114 

 

The idea of the ‘environment’ stems from McLuhan himself. By being all around us, media 

shapes our environment; people do not read newspapers, “they step into them every morning like 

a hot bath”.115 This journalist uses it in a slightly different meaning, though. Hoping to resolve 

the paradoxes inherent in McLuhan’s theories, it is better to step into his work and explore it, 

rather than try to explain it.  

Interestingly, the influence of pillarisation is not as evident on the way journalists wrote 

about McLuhan as we might expect it to be. Even though one might find at least some qualitative 

differences between newspapers, it is difficult to defend the idea that specific pillars would have 

been more open to McLuhan than others. This idea will be taken up in the next chapter where 

further possible reasons will be brought to light. The amount of attention given over to this 

professor was not so large that such a comparison could be made, especially because the number 
                                                 
114 Nieuwe Rotterdamse Courant, “De paradoxale profetieën van Marshall McLuhan,” November 18, 1967, 3. 
Translation: “One could say about Understanding Media that in content and working style it is more an environment, 
a milieu or climate, than a clearly defined message. The author requires of his audience a certain willingness to enter 
into, even become part of his sphere of thinking.” 
115 http://www.marshallmcluhan.com/poster.html (accessed September 28, 2008). 
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of pages devoted to him differed between the daily newspapers and and the magazines. Here are, 

roughly, the differences between the weeklies and the general newspapers: since the weeklies 

hired more young people in the 1960s than the traditional newspapers, which were much more 

inclined to go along with the pillars, the reception given to McLuhan is much more in line with 

the tendencies of the generational clash. On January 2, 1981, two days after McLuhan died, NRC 

Handelsblad wrote about the effects of his writing style: 

 

McLuhan gaf vol vertrouwen als zijn mening te kennen dat “een tijdperk van vier eeuwen 

boekencultuur ten einde loopt.” Losse uitspraken als “schizofrenie is wellicht een 

noodzakelijke consequentie van het vermogen te kunnen lezen en schrijven” bezorgden 

hem woedende reacties van critici die hem ervan beschuldigden “onrijpe geesten en de 

gevoeligheid van de jeugd” te misbruiken.116 

 

Almost fifteen years after McLuhan's culmination of fame in the Netherlands, the importance of 

the writing style as a contributor to the hype lent him, is still acknowledged. As will become 

evident in the two sections that follow, it is connected to the negative judgment of the elderly and 

the enthusiasm of the youth, in other words, to the generational conflict. 

 

3.1.3 Young protesters 

Whereas scholars and journalists are clearly connected to a specific social group by their 

profession, the group I'm calling the “young protesters” is broad in comparison, and difficult to 

categorize. Still, I think that it is possible to give a clear explanation for designating this as the 

third social group of my thesis. While conducting my research, I began to have a clear vision of 

this group, not only in terms of defining it – it turned out to be rather difficult to constrict it to 

categorical borders – but also, and probably more so, by understanding their behaviour, their 

goals, their notion of society and the environment they lived in. 

                                                 
116NRC Handelsblad, “Marshall McLuhan was ambivalente mediaprovocateur,” January 2, 1981, 6. Translation: 
“McLuhan confidently stated the opinion that ‘an era of four centuries of book culture is coming to an end’. Free-
standing statements such as ‘schizofrenia may be a necessary consequence of the ability to read and write’ garnered 
angry reactions from critics who accused him of abusing ‘the unripe minds and sensitivity of the youth.” 
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 There are several empirically based categories that help to give shape to this group of 

young protesters. However, none of them are completely closed, and there are exceptions in each. 

Still, a number of general points connect these people together. First of all, there is the bond of 

age between them. Many of them were born in or shortly after the Second World War, part of the 

baby boom generation – roughly between 1940 and 1955.117 As they were all brought up in very 

different circumstances from those of their parents, they shared the experience of increasing a 

welfare state and the upcoming interests of the culture industry for their generation. Not only 

born in the same generation location they can also be considered members of the same group 

through the attention they received from everything the culture industry produced – pop music, 

art, clothes etc. Following the theory of Mannheim discussed earlier, one can say that this group 

also became a generation unit because they felt a generation as actuality; they were at the centre 

of historic changes. The latter made them even more distant from their parents, not only because 

those historical shifts were so different, but also because the post-war generation actively shaped 

this historical alteration, contrary to their parents' generation, which had merely been victims of 

the economic crisis and then the war.  

 In addition to their age, we should also consider their family backgrounds, or rather, the 

importance of the relative unimportance of their backgrounds. Within this group, pillarisation 

disappeared, and social-economic status was bridged. As became clear from the elaboration of 

Provo, young people from working class backgrounds as well as from the upper class took part in 

the protests, while religion was subordinated – the 1960s shows an increasingly distanced attitude 

toward religious institutions. This group revealed their connections mostly through their unified 

protests against what they were not. As this was ultimately directed against all the characteristics 

authority had, the third point Clarke makes about them needing a generation to back away from 

seems plausible. These young people in their twenties – some of them a little younger, and a few 

significant figures older – shaped their generation coherence by distancing themselves from the 

post-war generation through protest.  

Their protests, however, should be seen in many different ways. It took place on many 

levels, far from just making banners, gathering at a, symbolic, spot, or walking and shouting 

                                                 
117 Righart, De eindeloze jaren zestig, 9. 
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through the city. Besides the more playful, but still concrete actions of, for example, Provo and 

the founding of the political party D66 – which demanded more democracy – there was an 

overall rejection of authoritarian morals that was mediated by traditional media and by their own 

publications. It was quite new for young people to have capital and techniques at their disposal, 

including print machines and film cameras, to express their needs and their unease with existing 

social structures. At a lower level the young protesters deviated with the bricolage of their own 

style – for examples Provo’s white clothes. Protest in the definition I am employing here, is 

saying no to the norm. 

 The above-mentioned characteristics are the most clearly definable ones for addressing 

this social group. In addition I would like to add a few extra considerations concerning them that 

will help to grasp the environment they lived in, and which they had surely shaped themselves. It 

was, for example, of almost vital importance to be present in the media – in which they were 

referred to as ‘scum’. Their consequent appearance in newspapers, magazines, and also on the 

new medium television assigned them a solid place within society. Their actions were therefore 

informed in a way that enabled them to flourish within different media, so that an overall image – 

or as Provo would say “imaazje”118, they also spelled words grammatically wrong, as they 

wanted to create their own, deviant language – could be communicated.  

 

De happenings, die in feite de politie provoceerden, waren zo geraffineerd om met steeds 

lichtere middelen en provocaties het apparaat in beweging te brengen. Koosje Koster was 

daar een goed voorbeeld van, die op een gegeven moment niet anders had gedaan dan het 

uitrijken van krentjes, dat was voorpaginanieuws. Kan je nog iets kleiners bedenken? Wij 

waren voor veranderingen, voor een grotere democratisering. Voor een minder door de 

overheidsmacht bepaald gebeuren.119 

 

                                                 
118 Pas, Imaazje!, 364. 
119 Interview Schimmelpennink. Translation: “The happenings, which in actuality provoked the police, cunningly 
managed to put authority in motion with ever lighter means and provocations. Koosje Koster is a good example. She 
simply handed out raisins, and this became front-page news. Can you think of anything smaller? We stood for 
change, for more democratisation and less power for the government.” 
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The countryside did not seem to be the place to make use of the messaging powers of the new 

media. All of the actions that contributed to the changing social atmosphere in the 1960s in the 

Netherlands took place in the cities, of which Amsterdam was definitely the place to be. For 

Provo, the capital of Holland was the magical centre – “magisch centrum”120 –, and the already 

mentioned media events also took place there: “Speciaal in Amsterdam, met een traditie van 

tolerantie en een liefde voor vrijheid, kregen we genoeg basis. De media begonnen daarbij te 

helpen.”121 Of course, cities are particularly attractive to young people owing to the universities – 

students of course were part of this protest generation, the occupation of the ‘Maagdenhuis’ being 

one action specifically linked to the student movement – as well as to the artistic and cultural 

facilities. Causing uproar in the capital city turned out to be a strategically vital means of 

garnering attention.  

 Furthermore, the creativity that was necessary for staging such playful and mediagenic 

actions was plentiful. As the city also attracts young artists, they, too, soon became an important 

part of the protest generation. Important artists’ groups of that time, including Fluxus, had 

members in Amsterdam – although none of these groups, neither the artists nor other participants 

of the protest movement, actually wanted to be so defined; there were no memberships or 

hierarchical structures, as this was one of the characteristics of the pre-war generation that they 

wanted to leave behind. For the reception of McLuhan these young artists, poets, film- and 

television makers were particularly important; taking his idea of their radar function seriously, 

they often brought a broader group of young people into contact with McLuhan’s work. In 

addition, alongside the spreading of other provocative ideas, they also spread drugs consumption 

– in the 1960s this consisted mainly of LSD, and marijuana. These drugs brought them to a kind 

of transcendental state of consciousness leading to creativity, and was in accordance with their 

ideas of how society should be; a peaceful place – allied to the pacifist stance – a mode of open 

communication.122  

                                                 
120 Mulisch, Bericht aan de rattenkoning, 98. 
121 Interview Van Duijn. Translation: “Especially in Amsterdam, with its tradition of tolerance and love of freedom, 
we built up a sufficient basis. The media began to help with that.” 
122 I do not want to defend the idea that the young generation was one where drugs were abusively taken by all, or 
that those drugs caused them to distance themselves. They certainly had ideals for a future society that drove their 
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The former Cobra-member Constant Nieuwenhuis reflected upon this in the notion of the 

New Babylon: 

 

Praktisch gezien is New Babylon (de wereldstad van de toekomst) opgebouwd uit een 

aantal sektoren (20 tot 50 hektaren groot) die zich ongeveer 16 meter boven de grond 

bevinden, op elkaar aansluiten, zich in alle richtingen voortzetten en het landschap 

omsluiten. Er ontstaat één totale wereldstad die de aarde als een net omspant.123 

 

For Constant the idea of New Babylon is apparently concrete, but what draws our special 

attention in this quote is the non-linearity of the place and the Deleuzian rhizome-like structure of 

an extended entity pointing in every direction at once: “Dat was wel interessant, dat concrete van 

open communicatie en contact met iedereen.”124 However, even more important for this thesis is 

the similarity with McLuhan’s idea of the “global village” and the youth quest for open 

communication – the attraction of this New Babylon for the youth will be further explored in the 

chapter on McLuhan’s theories. In a newspaper article in De Tijd a journalist also linked 

Constant’s idea to McLuhan.125 This group of young protesters consisted of artists – who 

sometimes also happened to be journalists –, students, and sometimes even deviant members of 

the previous generation that embraced McLuhan as one of them. What was of foremost interest 

surrounding McLuhan was in fact his writing style; the mosaic method of non-linear and loose 

connections was familiar and made them sympathetic toward him 

All the morals, values, ideas, laws, working modes, everything that was connected to the 

pre-war generations, should be abandoned. The playfulness of these protests, the creativity 

among these young people, the provocative character of their new ideas, all these things made 

                                                                                                                                                              

protests in the first place. Still, drugs were often mentioned in their own publications, in which they also discussed 
their effects and pleaded for legalisation.  
123 “New Babylon,” Provo, no. 4 (1964): 2-4. Translation: “In practice, New Babylon (the world city of the future) 
consists of several sectors (of 20 to 50 hectares each) floating roughly 16 meters above ground, connecting to each 
other, expanding in every direction and enclosing the landscape. There will be one worldwide city that embraces the 
earth like a net.”  
124 Interview Hans Verhagen, August 12, 2008. Translation: “That was indeed interesting, this concreteness of open 
communication and contact with everybody.”  
125 De Tijd, “Marshall McLuhan: denker, masseur of mooiprater?” September 30, 1967, 4. 
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them feel that they were actually understood by Marshall McLuhan. Wim Evers already 

introduced the media guru as a “Provo in de wetenschap” and he convincingly connected the 

writing style of Mcluhan to the showcase events that the young artists organised. For both, 

McLuhan’s writing and the events were a way of exploring an environment – be it a social or a 

media-related one – where the route from A to B can never be pre-assigned. It is no accident that 

non-linearity is perhaps the most often cited attributes of McLuhan’s writing style. 

 The young protesters associated the multi-connectedness of McLuhan’s work, his probes, 

with this free and open communication. It was not, as is the case with the traditional syllogistic 

way of writing, common for the pre-war society, predetermined from the beginning; here A is not 

automatically going to lead to B. The Witte Krant (1967) dedicated most of its pages of one issue 

to McLuhan. This magazine was a follow-up to the Provo-magazine Provo. In the Witte Krant 

some former Provo members wrote articles that ranged from interviews with artists and 

musicians to plead for the legalisation of drugs, but they also published political statements in 

which they rallied behind international protesters, as they did with Rudy Dutschke in the 

McLuhan-issue. In this one issue called McLuhan is niet dood, one of the writers, Robert van der 

Veen, defines the mosaic method as follows: 

 

Het brengen van feiten en ideeën in een los, multi-interpretabel verband, in plaats van de 

rangschikking in een vaste, lineaire en eenduidige volgorde. (…) Het is een ideale 

benadering voor iemand, zoals McLuhan, die elk standpunt en elke vaste conclusie wil 

vermijden. McLuhan heeft zich, door in alle media onder te duiken zo losgemaakt van 

iedere beïnvloeding – hij suggereert dit tenminste – dat hij los in de ruimte zweeft. Zijn 

werk verplicht tot niets – je moet helemaal zelf weten wat je ermee doet.126 

 

First of all, one can see the analogy between New Babylon and McLuhan when Van der Veen 

                                                 
126 Robert van Veen, “Inleiding tot de masserende boodschap,” Witte Krant, no. 8 (1967): no pages. Translation: 
“Presenting facts and ideas in a loose, multi-interpretable connection instead of a linear and univocally arranged 
order. It is an ideal approach for someone who, like McLuhan, wants to avoid any single position and fixed 
conclusion. By immersing himself in all media, McLuhan has disconnected himself from any influence – or at least 
suggests as much - that he freely floats through space. His work does not command - you have to decide yourself 
what you want to do with it.” 
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describes him as floating freely in space, as the city shall according to Constant Nieuwenhuis. It 

is this floating that makes free association and multi-connectivity possible. Second, Van der Veen 

calls the mosaic method an ideal approach for someone not seeking a single and limited 

conclusion, as would tend to happen after syllogistic reasoning. Certainly, Provo and its young 

protesting members, felt this to be similar to their own mode of working: their happenings 

deliberately avoided a singular standpoint, and accordingly did not provide simple logical 

answers. 

 However, it would not do justice to these young protesters to only have a look at Provo or 

other groups that were engaged in actual protests. As I have argued earlier, we should include 

every action that rallied itself behind the new way of communication, of abandoning linearity, 

and it is not only the barricades that are at stake here. The next example of the incorporation of 

the non-linearity of McLuhan’s working mode can be found in the world of early Dutch 

television. The filmmaker Johan van der Keuken, although educated as a classical filmmaker, 

started to work for the VPRO in the 1960s where he broadcast many films, most of them 

explicitly made for this new medium. At the end of 1968, which, incidentally, is not just any 

year, he made a television film called DE TIJDGEEST about what happened in the Netherlands.127 

For this film, Van der Keuken declares the influence of Marshall McLuhan on his work: 

 

Naar eigen zeggen raakte hij na het lezen van Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media 

(1964) gefascineerd door de incomplete, onscherpe informatie, het diffuse beeld waar 

McLuhan zijn sprookjesachtig kader omheenbouwde.128  

 

It is within this film that one can encounter the diffuse and incomplete image that Van der 

Keuken found to be of so much interest in the mosaic method. The images of the film are never 

complete and are very roughly, almost neurotically framed,129 as for instance when Van der 

                                                 
127 Johan van der Keuken. DE TIJDGEEST (VPRO, December 29, 1968). 
128 Bert Hogenkamp, Direct cinema: maar soepel en met mate (Utrecht: Nederlands Film Festival 2006), 36. 
Translation: “By his own account he was fascinated, after reading Understanding Media, by the incomplete, unsharp 
information, the diffuse image around which McLuhan built a fairy-like frame.” 
129 It should be mentioned that this way of filming had become possible only recently thanks to the development of 
portable camera’s such as the Éclair and the Portapak. The style that emerged because of this is called cinema vérité 
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Keuken shows a group of young people holding banners on which they wrote slogans against the 

war in Vietnam, in front of a military base. The “untidiness” of the film –according to traditional 

standards at least – makes it as confused and variously interpretable and as are the probes of 

McLuhan.  

 For this third group McLuhan ought to be, not so much an example, but more a kind of 

member of the family, someone who had also provoked the traditional norms. Their main actions 

were pointed against authority, McLuhan’s against an academic tradition. He was an authority in 

a way, through his generation unit, and yet, at the same time, they perceived a resemblance of his 

mosaic method to their own happenings, but most of all to their way of thinking. What could be 

found within the writing style is the tendency to get away from linearity and toward free 

association and open communication. Despite this, it does not mean that all of the young 

protesters were absolutely in favour of McLuhan; his theories were watched critically as well: 

 

Het is altijd hetzelfde met McLuhan: als je hem leest kom je voordat je het beseft van de 

banaalste kreten via ingewikkelde theoretische overwegingen en literaire beschouwingen 

terecht in een trip naar Utopia (of anti-Utopia, 1984) (…) McLuhan is niet alleen 

intellectuele stuff, het is universele stuff.130 

 

In the first place, it was McLuhan’s writing style that attracted these young people; it was 

compared with the effects of drugs.131 Although they were more sceptical about his theories – the 

above quote shows some of their reserve – they also embraced aspects of them as useful pointers 

in their quest for a better society.  

                                                                                                                                                              

in France or direct cinema in the Anglo-Saxon tradition. It is loose style of the hand held camera suggests a closeness 
to the filmed objects, as if the camera was taking part in the actual events. 
130 Robert van Veen, “Inleiding tot de masserende boodschap,” no pages. Translation: “It is always the same with 
McLuhan: When reading his work, you will unintentionally end up, from banal slogans via complicated theoretical 
thoughts and literary observations, in a trip to Utopia (or anti-Utopia, 1984). (…) McLuhan is not just intellectual 
stuff, it is universal stuff.” 
131 See also: Vrij Nederland, “McLuhan,” March 11, 1967, 11. About the non linearity of the writing style this 
journalists add: “Het is geen wonder dat een van zijn studenten onlangs zei: McLuhan lezen heeft hetzelfde effect als 
LSD slikken.” Translation: “It is not surprising that one of his students recently said: Reading McLuhan has the same 
effect as taking LSD.” 
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The reception of McLuhan's style in the Netherlands was not so different to other 

countries, although the real polemics seem to have been left out. True, for academics, the writing 

style was an obstacle to a good reading of the key elements in McLuhan’s theory – and in this 

way their reaction resembled those of Umberto Eco – but they were not characterised by a 

complete disinclination. They showed themselves interested, merely by what happened because 

of it within society. Among scholars at the Institute in Nijmegen the writing style was thought of 

as amusing and certainly in line with his theories. They also connected it to the protest movement 

of the youth. 

Whereas academics were interested but sceptical, and the young protesters showed 

themselves to be highly positive, leading to a great part of the hype, the one group that did not 

seem able to take any stance, was the press. Although one might expect the pillars to have played 

a role in this reception, this was not actually the case. In all sorts of newspapers, journalists were 

divided; some of them really positive, some fiercely negative, while the majority carefully 

phrased their verdicts. It was as if they had detected the mood of change of the 1960s and the 

dissolving structure of pillarisation. Their readerships slowly started to lose connection with the 

requisite pillar, while all references towards a religion or philosophy of life were left out from the 

reactions to McLuhan. These journalists may, on the one hand, have seen the opportunities and a 

final equalisation of their profession with that of the high arts, whereas on the other, they may 

have felt threatened by a media theory that forecast the end of print. The latter comes to the fore 

in the next section that deals with the analysis of the many reactions to McLuhan’s theories. 

Besides this, the reactions of the other two social groups will receive a deeper focus, to enable 

them to be more understandable in the historical context I have tried to reconstruct.  

 

3.2 Theories 

McLuhan claims it is all about one general concept in which the media could be studies properly; 

without the writing style he propagates and uses, his theories could not be read in the proper 

atmosphere or better said: proper environment. At this point, a paradox seems to emerge: 

McLuhan points at the ontological power of these media separately. He does this by constructing 

a counter environment and opposing exactly these characteristics that come up within one 

specific medium. His book Counterblast (1969), for example, mostly contains images that depict 
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these media theories. This book’s main goal is to opposite the linearity, which is consolidated in 

our society since the invention of print and that now dominates the current modes of working and 

thinking. According to McLuhan, linearity restricts our creativity, and we should therefore 

abandon it. However, as it is all around us, we cannot see it, which creates a hidden environment. 

In this book, McLuhan demonstrates the power of print by pulling the words out of their linearity 

and putting them into images – by doing so, a counter environment is created. Although this book 

can therefore be seen as McLuhan’s theories in their most consequent form, even here his mosaic 

method touches upon his goal. As he writes in aphorisms that encourage a criss-cross reading of 

his work, instead of the academic standard of syllogisms, he enables the network-like 

connectivity of different parts. The paradox inherent in his theories and further caused by his 

writing style, is that the counter environment that must be created will in the end be hidden once 

again, as soon as new media become assimilated. The new electronic media of the 1960s that 

opened up society for hierarchically free communication – as the young protesters propagated it – 

are now outdated by digital media. 

That his writing style received so much attention from different social groups is therefore 

not so strange. It was, after all, deviant from common academic writing; McLuhan uses an 

appropriate method for bringing his media theory across. In this fourth chapter I shall concentrate 

on the details of the reception of these theories. The three already defined social groups will 

feature as a means of structuring the primary sources. From within their individual positions, they 

interpreted McLuhan’s probes quite differently. It is striking, in this case, that the reception of 

McLuhan’s ideas can be divided into a clear academic reception, which is detailed, and a broader 

popular reception. Within the latter, one can see a more frequent use of McLuhan’s probes, 

simply as slogans – often cited ones are “the medium is the message”, “global village” and “hot 

and cool media” – that do not provide an explanation. One sometimes gets the impression that the 

critic might not even have to read the work itself.  

Similarly to chapter three, this part will also have an introductory section in which, again, 

a few prominent reactions to McLuhan’s work will be given before switching to the Dutch 

reception. Jonathan Miller, for instance, spoke a great deal about McLuhan’s idea that “the 

medium is the message”. As it is no longer important what these media communicate but how 
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they do that, this probe enables McLuhan to equalise high and low art. Miller argues that 

precisely by equalising art forms, we will be blinded by the media’s real agenda: 

 

Door het feit toe te juichen dat een Berkshire-nylonreclame structurele trekken gemeen 

heeft met een Picasso, worden wij afgeleid van de dringende noodzaak om kritiek te 

leveren op economische instellingen die met behulp van deze technieken ons proberen te 

laten kopen.132 

 

While we should indeed be alarmed by the power of media, Miller blames McLuhan here for his 

non-discriminatory treatment of high and low art. McLuhan could only do this by limiting his 

analysis to the functional structure of the medium. However, according to the neurologist, it is 

exactly the opposite that happens; by forgetting about the different contents, no one will pay 

attention to media specifics anymore. 

 Miller also heavily criticises the notions of “hot and cool media”, for which he gives the 

example of television that McLuhan refers to quite often. According to Miller, the idea that 

television is an audio tactile medium, because of the way that the eyes scan the television image 

cannot be right. According to McLuhan, the viewer has to make an effort to read the television 

image, and so it is a “cool” medium and differs from film and photography, which both have 

static and complete images at their base. About this difference and the mistakes McLuhan makes 

here, Miller writes: 

 

Ook hier hebben we te doen met een duidelijk voorbeeld van een metafoor, die 

clandestien tot een concrete realiteit wordt omgetoverd. Want hoewel het tv-beeld 

inderdaad wordt opgebouwd door een snel aftastende elektronische straal, bestaat 

er alleen maar een metaforische gelijkenis tussen dit proces en het gedrag van een 

                                                 
132 Miller, Marshall McLuhan, 57. Translation: “Through applauding the fact that a Berkshire Nylon commercial has 
structural resemblences to a Picasso, we are distracted from the urgent necessity to criticise the economic institutions 
that use these techniques in an attempt to make us buy.” 
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vinger  die een tastbare contour volgt. Want dit proces verloopt zo snel, dat de 

toeschouwer met geen mogelijkheid kan weten dat het al gebeurd is.133 

 

Miller dismisses McLuhan’s idea of the ‘coolness’ of television, since viewers do not perceive 

film and television images differently, our eyes are not quick enough to register the continuous 

shooting of dots of light across the screen. People are therefore not more involved in watching 

television than in watching a film. Miller argues that the human eye does not have the possibility 

to see the dots of the mosaic as they are just too small for us to seen them separately. As 

McLuhan’s attribution of the labels “hot” and “cool” is based upon the difference in energy we 

have to invest into understanding a medium, it is therefore based upon a physically non-existent 

difference. 

 While Miller criticises his work very thoroughly – the book seems to progressively 

become more and more of a work of agitation, in which McLuhan himself also got involved by 

replying it134 – others tend to test his working style and theories in a more nuanced way. An 

example of this tendency is the philosopher Jean Baudrillard who thinks of “the medium is the 

message” as a very inspiring probe, whereas he at the same time does not share McLuhan’s 

notion of “hot and cool media”. About one of the most famous probes he declares in a review that 

he wrote just after the publication of Understanding Media: 

 

Every ten years American socio-culturology produces great leading schemata or synoptic 

analysis of all civilizations which take contemporary American reality as implicit goal and 

model future. One finds here again the great threefold schema of the ‘lonely crowd’ which 

is that of all mythic thought. Sorokin, Toynbee, Riesman, McLuhan, and others: great 

nominalist prophets, categorical thought (…), curiously mingled, however, with pragmatic 

                                                 
133 Ibidem, 93. Translation: “Here too, we see a clear example of a metaphor that is clandestinely turned into a 
concrete reality. Although television certainly is built up by a quick-scanning electronical ray, there is only a 
metaphorical analogy between this process and that of a finger following a tangible contour. This process goes by so 
quickly, that the viewer does not have the faintest idea that it has already happened.” 
134 Gordon in: Media begrijpen, 387-389. 
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observation, often well founded, and with a cultural impressionism often rich in insights, 

which makes these great books intellectually shocking and irritating, a stimulating read.135 

 

What strikes Baudrillard most about McLuhan’s work and what can be read across the entire 

review is his ability to come up with completely new insights, which force one to think about 

them. These new insights should be analysed one at a time.  

Whereas “the medium is the message” led Baudrillard to list McLuhan in one line with 

Sorokin, Toynbee and Riesman, about the notion of “hot and cool media” he is much less 

enthusiastic: 

 

This we do not understand at all. The schema of McLuhan is logical in terms of his thesis, 

but illogical and ambiguous in reality. Indeed, which participation is it about? Affective 

investment, empathy, passive fascination, ‘addiction’ (TV)? Or active participation, 

intellectual, contemplative (books, works of art)?136 

 

He criticises McLuhan for being too abstract – in this case, the link to a pragmatic solution is 

missing. He argues that the connection between reality and McLuhan’s theory of media is not 

comprehensible in the opposition between “hot” and “cool”. According to Baudrillard, media are 

not just technical forms, they should be seen as institutions. When defining media as socially 

functioning entities, the sceptical view of the very abstract notion of “hot” and “cool” is an 

understandable reaction, as those media in fact are society. At this more practical level the 

distinction between “hot” and “cool” does not function anymore. 

 The way Baudrillard received McLuhan’s work can be considered typical of many other 

critics; on the whole they tend to agree on the inspirational quality of his work. Furthermore, 

people soon agreed on the novelty of his definition of media and the fact that it was the first time 

that attention was given to the ontological notion of them at all, especially in connection with 

                                                 
135 Jean Baudrillard, “Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media,” 40. 
136 Ibidem, 41. 
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society as a whole: “Hoe men ook over McLuhan denkt, het is zijn grote verdienste dat hij het 

denken over het verband tussen media, cultuur een maatschappij blijft stimuleren”.137 However, 

the overall critique on McLuhan concentrated on his abstractness and the rough – historical – 

lines in which his theories are implemented. The closely connected ambiguity within his work, 

and his way of imposing on the reader implications that are not actually, or necessarily, there, can 

be seen as three common critical points applicable to McLuhan. The abstractness makes him 

vulnerable to criticism that demands him to get into detail on the technical structure of the media, 

something that his theory does not stand up to.  

 The “global village” is an exception, there are not that many outspoken opinions 

concerning this probe. This is first of all caused by the fact that the “global village” is believed to 

be a kind of subcategory of “the medium is the message”: it is the potential of the medium 

electricity that enables the world to become a village, including the social structures and ways of 

communication that were typical for the world before print that kept communal life small and 

home-based. The fact that the probe is still one of the most popular ones clearly is the second 

reason for the small amount of detailed critiques. The “global village” is very often 

misunderstood as something positive, though McLuhan himself saw it as a negative phenomenon 

– in a village information soon becomes gossip. The highly positive connotations that the idea 

was awarded with, were mostly created by the generation of young protesters in their quest for 

free communication and a social environment in which this could be created.  

 

3.2.1 Academics 

The Institute for Mass Communication in Nijmegen started their research on the Toronto 

Professor for English literature a few years before the hype around him had clearly reached the 

European continent. This made them an authority in 1967 when Mens en Media got published 

and brought them into a dual position. On the one hand they were informing their fellow scholars 

and discussing these theories with them – even outside the Netherlands.138 On the other hand, 

                                                 
137 Nieuwe Rotterdamse Courant, “Over McLuhan, creativiteit en educatieve televisie,” September 30, 1967, 3. 
Translation: “Whatever one may think of McLuhan, his big merit is that he continually stimulates our thinking about 
the connection between media, culture and society.” 
138 Interview Stappers. 



  68

they also held a public function in explaining to the public what McLuhan meant in more 

palpable terms. Besides this mediating function, they tried to find out for themselves what value 

his theories had in the light of their own empirically orientated research.  

  When reading the reactions of the Institute’s scholars on McLuhan what strikes one is the 

descriptive tone. Their articles make a kind of portrait of McLuhan’s published books – of which 

Understanding Media is given most attention. Besides this, they are concerned with an 

explanation of McLuhan’s main theses, which are discussed in great detail. With both the 

theories and the field of Communication Studies itself being quite new, there was a need for this 

explanatory work, which led to these pioneer articles. However, for the Nijmegen Institute itself 

both Evers and Stappers were looking for links in McLuhan’s work to their own field of research, 

identifying which probes might push forward their own work. So which ideas interested them? 

More than forty years later, Stappers declared in my interview that the “medium is the message” 

was the most interesting probe: 

 

De idee over de verandering vooral, ik denk dat dat het belangrijkste is: hoe dingen elkaar 

opvolgen en dat het nooit zo rechtlijnig is als wij in Nederland wel denken, maar dat het 

toevallig en uitbreidend is. Dat de instrumenten die wij gebruiken veel meer bepalen wat 

wij denken en doen dan iets anders, en daar geloof ik wel in, dat dat verregaand waar is. 

Ik geloof wel dat Innis het veel secuurder gezegd heeft.139 

 

The active role of the media in shaping our society, which is the meaning of this probe, is one of 

McLuhan's ideas that was taken seriously by Stappers, although he credits Innis as the originator: 

the instruments we use determine our way of thinking and behaving much more than we expect 

them to, and even if we should be aware, they always change much more than only the single act 

for which they should serve. In this context, Stappers used the example of the Romans, who, by 

                                                 
139 Interview Stappers. Translation: “The idea about change, I think that is the most important: How things follow 
each other, and that it is never as straightforward as we in the Netherlands think, but that it is coincidental and 
expanding. That much more than anything else it is the tools we use that define how we reason, I believe in that, that 
this happens to a large extent. Although I do believe that Innis put it much more meticulously.” 
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constructing a well-organized network of roads, not only made central power possible, but it also 

increased the number of public servants which kept the immense Roman Empire going.140  

 What the Institute tried to do, as Wim Evers said, was to find out how far McLuhan’s 

theories could be implemented and, as most of them were originally educated in empirical 

studies, they sought for the parts of the theory which had the ability to be put into practice. 

 

Door deze analyse van de media tracht McLuhan deze werking plausibel te maken en haar 

aard te ontdekken. McLuhan’s theorie opgevat als een analyse van de media (media 

analysis) verdient hiermee alle aandacht, omdat aan het medium als zodanig tot nu toe 

nauwelijks aandacht is geschonken. (…) Voor wat betreft onderzoek naar de media moet 

McLuhan vooral gezien worden als een bron van inspiratie voor het opstellen van 

hypotheses. De theorie zelf, of gedeelten ervan, empirisch te verifiëren lijkt niet goed 

mogelijk. Daarvoor is ze te weinig systematisch, ontbreekt het aan voldoende innerlijke 

samenhang, en is haar begrippenapparaat door McLuhan’s literaire aanpak verre van 

eenzinnig.141 

 

The work of McLuhan certainly is inspiring to Wim Evers as it opens our eyes for the ability of 

media to change society. It is therefore not so strange that it was above all the “medium is the 

message” probe which was taken up by Stappers as well, as the practical implications of this 

probe were traceable within society – although others, especially the social historians of 

technology, would oppose the implied passiveness of the human being. The critique that Jonathan 

Miller had on the “hot and cool media” and especially the coolness of television, is shared by 

Evers: 

 

                                                 
140 Interview Stappers. 
141 Wim Evers, “De wereld van Marshall McLuhan,” 17-18. Translation: “Through this analysis of the media 
McLuhan tries to make this functioning plausible and discover its true nature. His theories, when seen as a media 
analysis therefore deserve our attention, as no attention has been paid to the medium as such until now. (…) With 
regards to research into media, McLuhan should mostly be seen as a source of inspiration for positing hypotheses. To 
verify the theory itself, or parts of it, seems to be impossible. It is too unsystematic to allow this, it lacks internal 
coherency, and because of McLuhan’s literary approach his constellation of concepts is far from coherent.”  
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Overigens vind ik wel dat McLuhan, en dat was ook mijn kritiek, niet zo heel veel 

begreep van de techniek van de zaak. Hij heeft het over televisie gehad, met dat aantal 

puntjes, nou daar klopt geen ene bal van.142  

 

McLuhan’s ignorance with regard to the actual technology of the media is detrimental to his 

theories. As these probes are too abstract and do not coincide with the way media functions 

ontologically, it is therefore impossible to adapt these ideas to phenomena in reality. For the 

scholars at the Institute it continued to be hard to find any parts of McLuhan’s theories that were 

actually applicable: 

 

Ja, wat moet je nou met iemand die als auteur zit te schrijven en z’n boeken ziet als 

laboratorium, als onderzoeksinstrumentarium? Hoe moet je die pakken? Wat kun je daar 

nou van zeggen? Ik wou dat hij zodanig leuke theoretische aanzetten had gegeven dat je 

als sociale wetenschapper had kunnen zeggen “kom jongens dat kunnen we onderzoeken” 

en het is mij niet gelukt om dat uit z’n boeken te halen. Ik vind dat hij en slecht 

theoreticus is in ons opzicht want we kunnen er niks aan operationaliseren. Onze 

bezigheden zijn vanaf 1972 toch ook wel bijna gestopt hoor. We hebben het gelezen en 

begrepen en we konden het goed vertellen, vonden we zelf, maar we konden er niks mee 

doen. Want het paste niet in de empirische wetenschap, dan moet dat getheoretiseer van 

McLuhan ergens vatbaar zijn om te operationaliseren op de een of andere manier en ik 

zag dat niet.143 

 
                                                 
142 Interview Evers. Translation: “Apart from that I do think, and that was my criticism too, that McLuhan did not 
understand much about the technological side. When he talks about television, and those number of dots; well, that is 
completely wrong.” 
 
143 Interview Evers. Translation: “What to say about an author that sees his books as laboratories, as research tools? 
How can you get a grip on him? What can you say about that? I wish he had given us social scientists some grip so 
that we could have said, “well boys, let’s research this”, but I could not find them in his books. I think he is a bad 
theorist, in our definition, since nothing can be put into practice. Our activities concerning McLuhan were already 
put to a halt in 1972, too. We read it, understood it and we could lecture well about it, we thought, but we could not 
do anything with it. It did not fit into the empirical sciences, that would require that McLuhan’s theorisations 
somehow be susceptible to operationalisation, and I did not see that.” 
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Despite the fact that their reception of Marshall McLuhan was quite early, and even 

considering the amount of knowledge they collected about his theories and his working mode, 

McLuhan remained too abstract and not empirically verifiable enough for the scholars at the 

Institute. Therefore they stopped doing research soon after the beginning of the new decade. 

Though McLuhan was credited for his new insights on media, this lack of possibilities to bring 

his theory into practice made him a hype in their eyes. In previous years his fame had reached a 

high point when everybody seemed to be speaking of his work and reproducing slogans.144 The 

Institute’s scholars were often asked for lectures and explanations and they also played this 

second role of communicating the actual, and according to them, appropriate content of “the 

medium is the message” and the “global village” to the public.  

When, on November 12th 1967, the Catholic Broadcaster KRO aired the NBC program 

THE MEDIUM IS THE MASSAGE, which was made by and about McLuhan, they decided to replace 

the American specialists with a critique by Dr. Stappers. In addition, when the GVR145 held their 

annual congress, where they showed this very same film, both Stappers and Evers were invited to 

explain McLuhan’s ideas. In newspapers articles about the television program and at the congress 

of the advertisement industry they are quoted by journalists who considered themselves capable 

of explaining probes such as “the medium is the message” or “hot and cool media”. Through this, 

the opinion of Professor Stappers – Dr. Stappers back then – is detectable in sources other than 

his own writings. One television critic of the Algemeen Handelsblad wrote of the television 

program: 

 

De visuele kant van de film was boeiend, maar van de ideeën van de heer McLuhan kon 

ik niet erg onder de indruk komen. Dat is begrijpelijk, zei commentator dr. J.G. Stappers, 

die ideeën zijn ook niet nieuw, het gaat om de wijze waarop zij naar voren worden 

gebracht.146 

                                                 
144 Interview Blokker.  
145 See footnote 36. 
146 Algemeen Handelsblad, “’Hier en nu’ goed in uitzending over radicalen,” November 13, 1967, 7. Translation: 
“The visual aspect of the film was interesting, but I was not very impressed by the ideas of Mr. McLuhan. This is 
understandable, Dr. J.G. Stappers argued, as these ideas are not new; what is relevant is the way he voices them.” 
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What could be extracted from this is that Stappers doubts the novelty of McLuhan’s theories, 

although this quote does not make clear which parts of McLuhan’s ideas are unoriginal and from 

what other sources they may have arose. A like-minded article had already appeared in De Tijd, 

just after the commercial congress where a journalist took the following out of the presentation 

given by Stappers: 

 

Dr. J.G. Stappers, wetenschappelijk hoofdambtenaar aan het Instituut voor 

Massacommunicatie van de Katholieke Universiteit te Nijmegen, trachtte enkele van 

McLuhan’s gedachten na vertoning van de film te ordenen. Waarschijnlijk, zo zei hij, wil 

McLuhan alleen tot nadenken stimuleren. Hij noemde de ideeën de sterkste kant van 

McLuhans theorieën. Hij is te beschouwen als een moderne leverancier van 

spreekwoorden. Zijn slogans moeten vooral niet al te letterlijk worden verstaan, maar 

moeten toch au serieux genomen worden.147 

 

Both quotes here refer to McLuhan as a producer of probes that force us to think about the role of 

media in our society. Although they might not always be new – a reason for their popularity now 

is McLuhan’s writing style – they are worth thinking of and should be explained properly. 

 Stappers tried carefully to clarify McLuhan’s notion of media, as this was quite often 

misunderstood. In an interview conducted by Henk Meulman of the weekly, the Haagse Post, 

was asked about this definition of media. Stappers tries to indicate the differences between the 

mass media, as we came to think of them during the twentieth century, and the idea that all 

extensions of the human body are media, which includes much more in addition to the common 

electronic media: 

 
                                                 
147 De Tijd, “Reclame staat aan begin van een nieuw tijdperk.” Translation: “Dr. J.G. Stappers, head of the Nijmegen 
Institute for Mass Communcation, tried to bring order to some of McLuhan’s thoughts after the film. He said that 
McLuhan most likely simply wants to stimulate us to think. He called the ideas the strongest part of McLuhan’s 
theories. He can be seen as a modern provider of proverbs. His slogans should by no means be taken literary, but 
should nevertheless be taken seriously.” 
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Wat hij massamedia noemt, daar kan hij wel gelijk in hebben, maar daar kunnen wij toch 

zeker geen media onder verstaan. En wat hij zegt over de meer specifieke 

communicatiemedia zoals, film, televisie, radio, dat zegt hij al lang en is niet nieuw. 

Andere zoals Cohen-Séat hebben dat voor hem ook al gezegd.148  

 

Although Stappers held McLuhan’s notion of media to be correct, he compels us to consider 

different categories of media. McLuhan’s theories on mass communication media are not that 

new, but the notion that the media reach out further – when we take on a broader definition of 

media than that of simply television or radio – which McLuhan discusses, and the awareness this 

brings us about their role in society, should be taken seriously, according to Stappers. Still, both 

the public and the academic interest in McLuhan rapidly faded in the early 1970s. Even though 

they credited McLuhan for both for his attention to finding a definition and his discussion of the 

media's actual power, he was considered to be a product of hype. The slogans in which his 

theories are wrapped certainly fed his popularity, and it's even possible that, without them, his 

actual theories would have lain dormant, or received far less attention than they actually did.  

 

3.2.2 Journalists 

When reading journalists’ opinions concerning the theories of McLuhan, one immediately notices 

two things. First of all, the analysis made of those theories is very much alike and, secondly, the 

emphasis lies on the verb to try. Often the reviews are inaccurate just McLuhan’s theories are 

very broadly discussed, and when going into detail, it is obvious that not all of the newspaper 

critics bothered to tackle the stylistically disguised theories. With regard to erroneous 

affirmations, a journalist of Trouw – a conservative, Calvinistic Protestant newspaper – interprets 

the idea that every medium is an extension of the human body in such a way that describes the 

house as an extension of the family.149 Given its Christian background, it's no surprise that this 

newspaper is inclined to highlight the role of the family in society, but this hardly accords with 
                                                 
148 Henk Meulman, “McLuhan, profeet van de popcultuur,” Haagse Post 54, no. 39 (1967): 21. Translation: “We 
cannot understand what he calls mass media as media, even if he may be right. And what he sais about the more 
specific communication media, such as film, television and radio, he has been saying for a long time already and it is 
not new. People like Cohen-Séat have said it long before him.” 
149 Trouw, “Zelfs van onze kleding gaat ‘n ‘boodschap’ uit,” October 26, 1967, 7. 



  74

McLuhan’s theory which explicitly points at media as an extension of the human body, and not of 

social structures. The house is better seen as the extension of the skin by exteriorising the thermal 

balance by which our body maintains itself. 

Stappers offers an explanation as to why the discussions of McLuhan's probes often read 

very similarly: 

 

Wat ze daar gedaan hebben is natuurlijk heel duidelijk: ze hebben Engelse kranten 

genomen, The Times, The Observer, en hebben ze gewoon overgeschreven. Hij praatte 

niet zoals een professor praatte, dat vonden ze heel belangrijk.150  

 

As the reception of his work began earlier in the Anglo-Saxon world – only slightly in the United 

Kingdom where his previous books were actually published for the first time together with 

Understanding Media – there was enough press material to translate into Dutch. Similarities 

between the English and Dutch texts are certainly visible, not just by copying, but also by quoting 

the English press – Newsweek’s “oracle of the electronic age” is often repeated and the Haagse 

Post also headed one of their articles by declaring McLuhan to be “de profeet van de 

popcultuur”.151 However, journalists also tried to fit McLuhan’s work into the current Dutch 

situation at the end of the 1960s. This paragraph will endeavour to show how the Dutch reactions 

to the theories had already polarised the debates abroad. 

 Before indicating why the very fierce reactions to McLuhan were largely absent from the 

Netherlands, I would like to present two primary sources that are not in line with the overall 

reception. In other words, I will first discuss a very negative critique, followed by a very positive 

one. The former comes from Rudy Kousbroek. As he depicted himself as somebody who had 

violently rejected the mosaic method and the aphoristic writing style that was inherent within it, it 

is no surprise that Kousbroek was not at all impressed with McLuhan’s theories either. 

  
                                                 
150 Interview Stappers. Translation: “It is quite obvious what they did there: they took English newspapers, The 
Times, The Observer, and just copied them. He did not talk like a professor did, that was very important to them.” 
151 See footnote 110. 
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Er is inderdaad een reden om het McLuhanisme te zien als een voorbeeld van wat Karl 

Popper een oedipale filosofie noemde: een profetisch stelsel dat zelf de oorzaak is van de 

gevolgen die het voorspelt. Het denken van McLuhan stelt degene die er kennis van wil 

nemen voor een eigenaardig probleem. Aan de ene kant is lezen een obstakel tegen het 

begrijpen van McLuhans theorieën, zoals hij zelf waarschuwt. Maar aangezien de 

theorieën aan de andere kant in boeken zijn vervat, bevindt men zich om zo te zeggen 

tegenover een gesloten brandkast, met de sleutel er binnenin.152  

and 

Uitdrukkingen als “the medium is the message”, “the extensions of man”, “hot & cool 

media”, “the electronic village”, “instantaneous participation in depth”, e.d. zijn 

gevleugelde uitspraken geworden, en men kan dit verschijnsel beschouwen als een 

geslaagde verspreiding, op populair niveau, van een aantal begrippen afkomstig uit de 

informatie-theorie, de cybernetica en de semiotiek. (Kousbroek 87).153  

 

For Kousbroek, in the first quote, the arguments with which McLuhan tries to verify his theories 

are insufficient and do not exist as a foundation for his ideas. Rather the opposite in the sense that 

the arguments simply nullify the theory. All this is completely antagonistic to the praxis common 

in the academic world – where syllogistic arguments function to test the hypothesis – as in 

McLuhan’s work, question and answer bite each other’s tails. That this is not recognised as such 

by many people, is precisely the effect of the design of the probes and his texts. Similar to what 

Stappers argued, Kousbroek states that the ideas of McLuhan are not fundamentally new, rather 

stemming from the discourses of different areas of study, such as cybernetics – this is where he is 

believed to have derived the theory of media as extension of the human body form. Contrary to 

                                                 
152 Kousbroek, Het avondrood der magiërs, 84. Translation: “Indeed there is a reason to see McLuhanism as an 
example of what Karl Popper calls an Oedipal philosophy: A prophetic system that itself is the cause of the effects it 
predicts. McLuhan’s reasoning puts anyone who wants to read it in a curious predicament. On the one hand, reading 
is an obstacle for McLuhan’s theories, as he himself warns us. But as his theories are nevertheless captured in books, 
one finds oneself confronted with a closed safe with the key locked inside.” 
153 Kousbroek, Het avondrood der magiërs, 87. Translation: “Expressions such as “the medium is the message”, “the 
extensions of man”, “hot & cool media”, “the electronic village”, “instantaneous participation in depth”, are well 
know sayings by now, and one could regard this phenomenon as a successful distribution, on a popular level, of a 
number of ideas stemming from information theory, cybernetics and semiotics.” 
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Stappers, Kousbroek rejects the validity of McLuhan's aphoristic writing style, which, he argues, 

promotes a pseudo-scientific approach that everybody had somehow understood, and cheerfully 

taken on board.  

Someone Kousbroek could have referred to in this context, is Father André Truyman – 

incidentally a Catholic Priest – a fervent McLuhan supporter. During his short study in the United 

States, at Illinois, he became acquainted with McLuhan’s theories and tried to translate them into 

his own work as a cameraman for the Catholic broadcasting association KRO – in this capacity 

he wrote an article for the Volkskrant, a Catholic newspaper as well. He pronounces the hope that 

the theories will be validated by empirical research, and comments that the probes are in the first 

place an inspiration, something that did not stay unnoticed by one journalist responding to him: 

 

Diens (McLuhan’s, LVW) revolutionaire gedachten over de betekenis van de 

elektronische communicatiemiddelen voor onze beschaving, hebben grote indruk op hem 

gemaakt. Vooral de veronderstelling, dat het televisiebeeld anders en sterker op de mens 

inwerkt dan men tot nu toe geacht heeft. “Als dat ooit bewezen wordt, zullen wij ons 

oordeel over het medium volledig moeten herzien. Vooral voor de makers van 

godsdienstige uitzendingen zal dat belangrijke gevolgen hebben. Misschien zullen wij 

radikaal moeten afrekenen met bestaande formules. Misschien zullen wij moeten 

erkennen, dat wij de televisie vaak helemaal verkeerd begrijpen” (De Tijd, woensdag 1 

november 1967, p. 5).154 

 

The latter part of this phrase includes a quote from Truyman, who himself held the title of Master 

of Television.155 As a maker of religious television programs it is clear that he firstly evaluates 

his own profession in the light of the two probes “the medium is the message” and “hot and cool 

                                                 
154 De Tijd, “Priesters achter de camera,” November 1, 1967, 5. Translation: “His revolutionary thoughts about the 
impact of electronic communication media on our civilisation deeply impressed him. Especially the idea that the 
television image has a different and stronger impact on mankind than was usually thought. ‘When this is ever proven 
to be true, we will have to completely revise our judgement on the medium. This will have especially strong 
consequences for the makers of religiously orientated programs. We may have to radically break with existing 
formulas. Perhaps we will have to acknowledge that we have completely misunderstood television.’” 
155 De Volkskrant, “Profeet McLuhan slaat bekende wereldbeeld stuk,” September 23, 1967, 8. 



  77

media”. Moreover it is the religious program – which often just broadcast the Sunday mass – that 

is mainly concerned with bringing a message across. As these television programs are conceived 

in terms of transmitting the message – in the sense of the media’s content – this would have to 

change when it turns out that the medium itself really is the message. Now, in this respect 

Truyman is also one of the few people who does not immediately dismiss the notion of “hot” and 

“cool” media; as soon as its turns out to be true, we will know how to really make use television.  

The kind of journalism that was either completely negative or extravagantly positive was 

almost absent in the Netherlands. In the review of THE MEDIUM IS THE MASSAGE in Algemeen 

Handelsblad that was quoted earlier, the critic goes on saying, that: 

 

Voor mijn gevoel was het vaak een onduidelijk spel met woorden, een chaos van deels 

juist deels onjuiste conclusies waaruit maar geen gerichte visie voort wou spruiten en 

waarin de almacht van de massa-media veel te absoluut werd.156  

 

Again, if one starts doing research on the reception of Marshall McLuhan, an inevitable part of 

the job is acknowledging the importance of the mosaic method, both in understanding what 

McLuhan himself has to say, but also to completely understand the doubts and problems that 

critics experienced in pinpointing these ideas. At the same time, the writing style also serves to 

avoid going into detail about the probes. It certainly helps McLuhan to create a stream of 

thoughts that can resist every negative critique by simply countering the syllogistic way in which 

those arguments are normally presented – as Umberto Eco and many journalists pointed out. 

However, Dutch journalists tended not to go into much detail in terms of McLuhan's style.  

 Besides this, they also tend to be cautious about in bringing polemic statements. For the 

very outspoken reactions they rely upon their – foreign – colleagues. The Nieuwe Rotterdamse 

Courant wrote, as a somewhat delayed review of THE MEDIUM IS THE MASSAGE that: 

 

                                                 
156 See footnote 143. Translation: “In my view it was often an unclear wordplay, a chaos of partly correct and partly 
incorrect conclusions through which no straight vision would come and in which the power of mass media became 
much too absolute.” 
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Een deel van de reacties op de visie van de “profeet der media” is waarschijnlijk te 

verklaren uit een mengeling van onvermogen en onwil om – bijvoorbeeld – te accepteren 

dat het “vluchtig” medium televisie ooit de plaats zou kunnen innemen van het 

“conserverend” medium drukpers. Hier wordt dan gelijk de kracht en de zwakte van 

McLuhans filosofie duidelijk. (…) Voor ons allen die het axioma “het medium = de 

boodschap” niet willen aanvaarden, is de drukpers meer dan alleen maar een 

communicatiemedium. Ze is een “environment”, een milieu of een klimaat dat ons denken 

en ons zijn bepaalt. Wat dat betreft heeft de auteur dus gelijk.157  

 

In this quote, the careful reserve that guided most Dutch journalists comes to the fore. Firstly it 

refers to the prophet-like character McLuhan got and the negative reactions that are connected to 

this visionary metaphor. Then, the journalist briefly touches the probe “the medium is the 

message”, but before going into detail about this, he quickly switches to McLuhan’s own idea 

that media create a – hidden – environment. In this way he softens the polemic and refrains from 

giving a clear opinion about the probe himself.  

The previous quote encapsulates the main elements of the reaction to McLuhan within the 

Dutch newspapers. The two predominant characteristics of the reception of his theories in the 

Dutch press were, on the one hand, the scant and general explanation of the theories and, on the 

other a careful hovering between probes and the standpoints of others in attempt to avoid taking a 

real position. Finding a reason for this barely outspoken opinion about McLuhan’s theories 

amounts to speculation. It could be that they, as Stappers believed, indeed did not fully 

understand the probes. Another reason may be, as Evers argues; “het is ook niet eenvoudig hoor, 

als journalist. Want stel je voor, ik kraak hem af en vijf jaar later blijkt dat de Nobelprijs te 

                                                 
157 Nieuwe Rotterdamse Courant, “De paradoxale profetieën van Marshall McLuhan.” Translation: “The reactions to 
the visions of the ‘prophet of the media’ can partly be explained as a mixture of inability and unwillingness to – for 
instance – accept that the ‘cursory’ medium of television could ever take the place of the ‘conversational’ medium of 
print. Here the strength and the weakness of McLuhans philosophy become clear simultaneously. (…) To all of us 
that do not accept the axiom ‘the medium = the message’, the printing press is much more than just a medium of 
communication. It is an ‘environment’, a milieu or climate that regulates our thinking and our being. In that regard 
the author was right.” 
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krijgen, ja dan sta je toch in je hemd.”158 In addition, Kousbroek points at the possibility that 

McLuhan was not read at all: 

 

McLuhan te kennen, zonder hem gelezen te hebben, krijgt daardoor nog een andere 

betekenis. Dat wat van het McLuhanisme circuleert, in conversaties en in kranten is niet 

een caricatuur van zijn denkbeelden, het is de hoofdzaak. De caricatuur vindt men in zijn 

boeken.159 

 

Although this quotation makes a nod to the wide spread suspicion that many journalists did not 

actually read the theories, this is not necessarily the point. Part of the information they got from 

the scholars of the Institute for Mass Communication. For Kousbroek it was mostly the hippies – 

or young protesters as I defined them – that did not read McLuhan properly. As will be 

elaborated in the next chapter, this is a typical instance, although it did not prevent his work being 

discussed. 

 

3.2.3 Young protesters 

McLuhan is niet dood. This is the title of the 8th issue of the Witte Krant that was published 

towards the end of 1967 – unfortunately the exact date remains unknown – which I have already 

mentioned as part of the analysis of the young protesters’ reaction to McLuhan’s writing style.160 

The mosaic method was credited with a number of qualities, such as the multi-connectedness, 

that are needed for open and free communication. In the editorial of this issue McLuhan is 

introduced as follows: 

 

                                                 
158 Interview Evers. Translation: “It is not easy being a journalist. Just suppose, you slam him and five year later he 
wins the Nobel prize. Well then you made a complete fool of yourself.”  
159 Kousbroek, Het avondrood der magiërs, 87. Translation: “Knowing McLuhan without having read his work then 
gets another meaning. That part of McLuhanism which circulates in conversations and newspapers is not a caricature 
of his theories, it is their core. The caricature one finds in the books.” 
160 Witte Krant, no. 8 (1967). 
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Zijn hallucinogene theorieën over de invloed van media worden in dit koele medium 

geexploreerd door Robert van der Veen en Herman Cohen. De laatste vindt hem eerder 

een co-mediant dan een massenger (sic!). Heeft hij gelijk?161 

 

The atmosphere of drug-like expansions that his theories created in the eyes of the young 

protesters – others also noticed this – is present in this quote. Contrary to Kousbroek’s idea, at 

least the co-operators of the Witte Krant seem to have immersed themselves in McLuhan’s work, 

as they indicate here, in fact; they know that print is a “cool” medium, that McLuhan explores 

more than he explains and are aware of the wordplay of the message and massage. However, 

Kousbroek’s suspicion was not completely incorrect. In this paragraph the various reactions of 

different young protesters, some of them familiar to us, will be outlined.  

Herman Cohen wrote one of the longer articles printed in the special issue to the successor 

of Provo, and his opinion is more in line with the academics than with his fellow contributors. 

According to him, the arguments that McLuhan uses are not at all convincing and the ideas he 

seems to cast into the public are immature. Although he goes along with the idea of media as 

extensions, his biggest concern is the abstractness: 

 

MacLuhan (sic!) is aan alle kanten aan het overgeneraliseren, m.a.w. hij trekt 

ongerechtvaardigde conclusies uit een ontoereikend feitenmateriaal. Zo overschat hij de 

t.v. in die zin, dat hij dit medium belangrijker vindt, dan de “boodschappen” die het 

overbrengt, “the medium is the message”.162 

 

                                                 
161 “Editorial,” Witte Krant, no. 8 (1967): no pages. Translation: “His hallucinogenous theories on the media’s 
influence will be explored in this cool medium by Robert van der Veen and Herman Cohen. The latter thinks of him 
more as a co-mediant than a massenger (sic!). Is he right?” 
162 Herman Cohen, “Schoppen tegen een medium,” Witte Krant, no. 8 (1967): no pages. Translation: “MacLuhan 
(sic!) overgeneralises everything, in other words he draws unjustified conclusions from insufficient facts. Thus he 
overestimates TV, in the sense that he thinks the medium is more important than the ‘messages’ it conveys, ‘the 
medium is the message’.” 



  81

Cohen criticised McLuhan for the lack of empirical data and detail and a related overestimation 

for the content of the different media. Still he does divide the media according to McLuhan’s 

notion of “hot” and “cool” media. Whereas it is important to look at content, to “messages” so to 

speak, when we deal with “cool” media, this is even more needed for “hot” media. As they insert 

the content directly into us – there is less energy needed to use “hot” media so we are more likely 

to forget their effects as a medium – and as we would probably pay less attention towards this 

action, the “hot” medium operates more secretly and is therefore more important. Or, to put it 

another way, the first goal should be to uncover the workings of the medium before the message. 

By stating this, Cohen takes, in fact, a position that seems close to the injection needle theory 

proposed by culture pessimists twenty years before McLuhan.163  

Robert van Veen, quoted earlier in his commentary on McLuhan’s writing style, wrote the 

other article in the journal. Already impressed by the mosaic method's capacity to completely free 

itself from influences, and especially the traditional academic standards, he is also positive about 

the actual theories. He praises McLuhan’s unprejudiced views about an issue that was equally 

important to protesters and their ideas of free community, namely, LSD: 

 

McLuhan spreekt geen waardeoordeel uit over LSD. Hij ziet het wel als en middel, dat 

een “trip door het sensorium” mogelijk maakt, en dat kenmerkend is voor de elektronische 

implosie. De mens uit het Gutenberg-tijdperk maakt de reis naar buiten op de manier van 

Columbus. In het elektronische tijdperk is de ontdekkingsreis een “inner trip” geworden. 

Maar McLuhan propageert LSD niet (…). McLuhan heeft volgens mij de neutraliteit, die 

een strikte concentratie op media-effecten met zich meebrengt strak vastgehouden – hij is 

volledig onbevooroordeeld over etiese of morele kwesties. (…) Ik vind McLuhan 

eigenlijk wel geniaal, hoewel ik soms doodziek word als zijn naam genoemd wordt. THE 

FIRST ELECTRONIC PROPHET IS NOBODY’S GURU. Het is bijna onmogelijk om 

                                                 
163 At the end of his article Cohen summarises it by firstly stating that he sees McLuhan as a bad psychologist – as he 
overestimates the conditioning effect of media, while this already starts when children are very young and not yet 
active media users – and, secondly, a bad sociologist – when he looses sight of the complexity of society. However, 
most of all, Cohen thought McLuhan was a bad methodologist, as he does not bring any proof for his statements, his 
ideas are ultimately worthless. In a test situation, which seems to be set up more as a bit of fun, the probe of hot and 
cool media is submitted to analysis. The test is enclosed in the annex. 
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McLuhan’s beweringen tegen te spreken, want je kunt zijn argumentaties omdraaien, en 

toch dezelfde stellingen bevestigen. McLuhan staat los van waarden, hij is zowel 

optimistisch als pessimistisch. (…) Ik ben tot de conclusie gekomen dat McLuhan zelf een 

medium is, waarmee je elke inhoud kan overbrengen.164 

 

McLuhan as the neutral observer, as the neutral medium that is free of any content: by following 

through this train of thought Van der Veen equates McLuhan with his theory, McLuhan is the 

message. For him McLuhan is an observer of social issues who is not taken- in by any side. With 

regard to LSD, McLuhan does not judge – while authority normally declined, McLuhan could be 

one of them. Van der Veen then picks out the ‘hallucinatory parts’ of the theories and makes a 

connection between the open-minded, moral-free judgement and the loss of hierarchical 

structures with the probe saying that “the medium is the message”. Where certainly the 

academics, and also some of the journalists, sharply criticised the fact that his arguments can be 

shifted in favour of the thesis, Van der Veen praises the same as bearing witness to the unbiased 

character of McLuhan and his work. 

 The open and free communication that can be achieved by loose and non-linear 

connections is an often-returning point in the reactions of the young protesters. Despite the fact 

that they rarely mention this probe explicitly – they rarely mention probes at all – this is very 

much in line with the “global village” idea and its interpretation by young protesters as a notion 

that everybody can be in contact with everybody, and that everybody will be understood. Despite 

they are paying scant attention to what McLuhan actually meant by the probe, within their world 

it became an ideal worth pursuing. 

                                                 
164 Robert van Veen, “Inleiding tot de masserende boodschap,” no pages. Translation: “McLuhan does not pass 
judgement on LSD. He does see it as means to make a ‘trip through the sensorium’ possible, and that is typical of the 
electronic implosion. In the Gutenberg-era man travels outwards, like Columbus. In the electronic age the expedition 
has become an ‘inner trip’. But McLuhan does not propagate LSD (…). In my view, McLuhan has kept the neutrality 
that a strict concentration on the media’s effects brings along – he is completely unprejudiced about ethical and 
moral affairs. (…) I think McLuhan is actually quite brilliant, although I sometimes get fed up when hearing his 
name. THE FIRST ELECTRONIC PROPHET IS NOBODY’S GURU. It is almost impossible to oppose McLuhan’s 
statements, as you can turn his argumentation around and still confirm the same theses. McLuhan has detached 
himself from values, he is both optimistic and pessimistic. (…) I have come to the conclusion that McLuhan is a 
medium himself, with which you can communicate any content.” 
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In an interview with a “tiger” – a member of the editorial board of the Witte Krant – 

Professor Lesley Fiedler was asked for his opinion about the University as the first place where 

an open community could be realised. As a professor for English, Fiedler was about to give guest 

lectures at Amsterdam University when they got cancelled because of his membership of Lemar 

– an organisation that pleaded for the legalisation of marijuana. On the question of the role that 

McLuhan might play within the reshaping of universities, he answered: 

 

Ja. In zeker opzicht is de universiteit zeker zo’n “free community” aan het worden. D.w.z. 

het beste deel van de universiteit kan uitgroeien tot zo’n commune of “stam” in de zin van 

McLuhan. Dat idee van de stam interesseert mij erg.165 

 

Again, the “global village” is not mentioned in this quote – neither was it during the rest of the 

interview – but the connection to it is unmistakable, while Fiedler certainly does mention the 

tribal society to which human society would go back to, thanks to electronic media. He also 

makes the connection to the free community. As to why this retribalisation might start in a 

university is not addressed during this interview. For Fiedler the change within the academic 

world is a necessity, but, as its institutionalised form, in terms of both hierarchy and publications. 

 Simon Vinkenoog was born in 1928, and as such, he is not exactly of the post-war 

generation but was a former member of Provo, and the biggest McLuhan follower in the 

Netherlands. Nevertheless, he reflects the new environment in his 1967 book Proeve van 

Kommunikatie. In one of the poems, emblazoned by the hand written footnotes of the writer, he 

writes about his perception of the changes within society: 

 

(…) Niemand staat boven of onder; het bevel is vervangen door de samenwerking, de 

vertikale kommunikatie maakt plaats voor de horizontale. Door de toegenome massa-

media- kommunikatie is het hoe langer hoe moeilijker een verouderd wereldbeeld hoog te 

                                                 
165 Unsigned, “Leslie Fiedler: drop-out Lemar,” Witte Krant, no. 7 (1967): no pages. Translation: “Yes, in a sense 
the university is indeed becoming such a ‘free community’. In other words, the best part of university could develop 
into such a commune or ‘tribe’ in McLuhan’s terms. I am very interested in this idea of the tribe.” 
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houden, uit de smeltpot der gebeurende veranderingen zal slechts de waarheid 

overblijven. * (footnote, LVW) of een nieuwe omgeving (ENVIRONMENT) die ons eens 

weer bekend en vertrouwd zal zijn. Ct. McLuhans referentie-kaders.166. 

 

For Vinkenoog several probes of McLuhan are connectable to his own vision of society: with the 

new form of communication, a new society and worldview will be established, lead to the truth. 

First of all, he agrees with McLuhan on his core theory that the media will enact this change to 

the whole environment, “the medium is the message”; the increased mass media communication 

is for Vinkenoog the most important reason for leaving aside the old world view. This old 

worldview, based upon linearity is replaced by one in which everybody is considered to be 

equally connected. There is no hierachy of social ladders. Here is inscribed the second probe to 

which Vinkenoog refers is the “global village”.  

 It should be said that all the probes of McLuhan’s media theory are so much intertwined 

that it can be very difficult at times to distinguish between them within given quotes. However, it 

is the “global village” – i.e. connected open communication, which will lead into a new world 

order, according to the ideals of the young protesters. As they are here able to abandon the social 

structures of the older generations, it is not surprising that it was this probe that was so often 

mentioned in connection with the generational conflict of the 1960s, though there were others. It 

touched on the already initiated changes in society. The next chapter will attempt to explain why 

these reactions took place in the Netherlands in the way they did. 

 

 

 

                                                 
166 Simon Vinkenoog, Proeve van kommunikatie. Met hand- en voetnoten van de auteur (Amsterdam: De Bezige 
Bij, 1967), no pages. Translation: “No one is above or below; commands are replaced by cooperation, vertical 
communication by horizontal. Through the increase in mass-medial communication it has become more and more 
difficult to keep the old worldview upright; out of the melting pot of occurring change only the truth will last. ** Or 
a new environment that will once be known and familiar to us all again. Quote McLuhan.” 
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4. McLuhan: change and clash 

 
Our children live in a world museum of cultures from infancy, even while we continue to 

educate them as if they were bolted into only one of these cultures. And these changes; or 

this acceleration of change to the point where change itself becomes the very matrix and 

foundation of society (…) old shift into the electronic mode of shaping and moving 

information. We have left one-thing-at-a-time of print and mechanism for the all-at-once 

the inclusive “field” of electricity.167 

 
All across the world the 1960s are marked as the decade of change. The Dutch version of it can 

be specified by one word: Depillarisation. The weakening of authority that took hold of social 

institutions – ranging from law system to church – went back decades, and led to a kind of 

vacuum. Within this situation especially young people started to experiment. Not only in a 

concrete way, as for example with drugs, sex, music etc., but also in a more idealist way by 

philosophising about new socials orders – this of course was often linked. As the decade was 

ruled by the youth – both in number and visibility – one can observe a tendency to explain events 

in the light of this newly existing social group. This is also visible for Marshall McLuhan and his 

media theories.  

This chapter will give additional attention to his reception in the light of this tendency. 

Just commenting upon McLuhan's status as a hype-figure of the sixties, though undeniable, is not 

very satisfying. Already at that time, his work and appearance were discussed in the light of these 

changes and one other major phenomenon: the generational clash. Although the young protesters 

will attract more notice than the other two social groups of the previous chapters, this last part of 

the thesis is actually an overview of how a media theorist and his work were fitted into a social 

context. I will also try and suggest some reasons as to why McLuhan could become such a 

phenomenon in the Netherlands at precisely that historical moment. It is no easy task to avoid 

simplistic causal connections, and to do justice to the overall socio-cultural atmosphere 

                                                 
167 McLuhan cited in: Wim Evers, “De wereld van Marshall McLuhan of de bruikbaarheid van een happening,” 6. 
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surrounding McLuhan’s work and especially the complex connection between them. The 

pragmatic separation of style and theoretical content that I have made for the sake of clarity in my 

analysis has now to be given up, as it is precisely the integration of these two aspects of 

McLuhan’s work that made him such a key figure in that decade of change.  

The integrated concept of both aspects of McLuhan’s work made him an appropriate 

commentator for this decade of changes about which he wrote so much; his theories about media 

and changing society were adapted because of the writing style, the writing style fitted his 

theories. This general mood of change must always be connected to the reception of McLuhan. 

The growing prosperity caused a shift in leisure time activities and an increased possession of 

luxury products. The opportunities that came along with the economic development lent a 

positive attitude to the future. The young protesters appeared to be especially sensitive to the new 

alternatives that society offered them, not in accord with the social ideals of their parents’ 

generation. So the second element that draws attention to the Dutch reaction to the media theorist, 

is the generational clash that emerged in the 1960s, which was discussed in the second chapter of 

this thesis.  

Alongside the explosive growth in the number of all sorts of modern household devices, 

the television became the new medium in the Netherlands, and assertions were made about the 

role it played within the changes that were touching upon everybody, individually, culturally and 

politically. Although I questioned its active role in depillarisation it was, at least, a device that 

provided images for the new social order. Old divisions seemed to disappear and McLuhan’s 

theories appeared to provide at least part of the explanation by discussing the immense influence 

of media in a process that also applied to the Dutch situation: 

 

Goed, het zou idioot zijn, als een lezer, een man die zich zijn hele leven bij het medium 

waarin hij is grootgebracht wel bevonden heeft, McLuhans boodschap met vreugde zou 

begroeten. Maar hij hoeft maar om zich heen te kijken bijvoorbeeld zijn eigen kinderen 

gade te slaan, of het moet wel tot hem doordringen dat de wereld aan het veranderen is. 

Hij houdt niet van t.v. en dat is zijn goed recht – maar hij kan niet ontkennen dat er van de 

beeldbuis een suggestie uitgaat, die niet alleen de dingen weergeeft, maar ze ook vormt. 

Massa’s mensen zitten avond aan avond voor dat blauwe licht, ook zijn kinderen, ook de 



  87

kinderen van zijn vrienden, ook de kinderen van de intellectuelen, ook de intellectuelen 

zelf.168  

 

Although the writer of this quote did not consider himself to be part of this mass that finished 

every evening in front of the television – he kept being faithful to the medium of print with which 

he had grown up – and although he clearly is not happy about McLuhan’s theories and the way in 

which they offer an explanation for the changes in society as caused by the media, he feels that he 

cannot dismiss them. He sees that the phenomenon that McLuhan addresses in his probe about 

the medium being the message, is actually happening all around him. 

  Born in 1911, McLuhan himself did demographically belong to the pre-war generation – 

before the Second World War broke out he had already finished his PhD – and he stated more 

than once that he would have preferred living in the Eighteenth Century than around the time of 

the beat-generation with all its expressions of pop culture.169 As he felt he could no longer reach 

his English Literature students by simply reading Shakespeare, he nevertheless started to get 

involved in the pop culture phenomena that were occupying them, even though he did not revel in 

it himself.170 His analysis of aspects of the new society, connected to the changes of media 

environments, appeared in his media theories again and again: 

 

Pop eist tegelijkertijd “detachement” en aansluiting. Het vraagt om een ruimer 

stellen van het rationele denken. Het succes van de popmuziek is niet denkbaar 

                                                 
168 Nieuwe Rotterdamse Courant, “Profetie en standpunt,” October 26, 1967, 3. Translation: “True, it would be 
idiotic when a reader, a man who has lived his life content with the medium in which he was brought up, would 
joyfully embrace McLuhan’s theories. But he only has to look around and watch his own children for it to occur to 
him that the world is changing. He does not like tv, and he has every right not to – but he cannot deny that a 
suggestion emanates from the television screen which not only depictures things but also forms them. Masses of 
people sit in front of that blue light every evening, including his children, and the children of his friends, and the 
children of the intellectuals, maybe even the intellectuals themselves.” 
169 NRC Handelsblad, “Marshall McLuhan was ambivalente mediaprovocateur.” 
170 Interview Evers. 
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zonder de rol van de beat; de indringende, onophoudelijk terugkerende, primitieve 

“dreun” die al het andere dat muziek is in de schaduw stelt.171 

 

From the viewpoint of the youth, McLuhan offered a theory, and a possible interpretation, that 

supported their way of living and their ideals for a society, which were to be based upon free and 

open communication. Pop culture seeks to open up the structures of rational thinking, the beat 

music brings us back to the primitivism of tribal society. This quote brings together the “global 

village” probe and McLuhan’s writing style.  

 As the youth were also turned into a group of consumers rather than being just teenagers, 

the discrepancies that prosperity caused between the spending patterns of the younger and older 

generations became an issue. Being able to buy pop culture’s products that were made especially 

for them, gave the young protesters the opportunity to distance themselves from their parents by 

putting together a style of their own. This promoted a strong feeling of belonging within the 

group and made it possible to distance themselves from ‘the other’ which is often associated with 

“authority": as a target for their opposition. Here, they created a ‘we’ and a ‘they’, just as Clarke 

mentioned in his 1976 article. The clash between these two groups, in terms of Mannheim 

generation theory was so severe that it was therefore discussed through several contemporary 

approaches. There was a necessity to reflect upon what was happening. What the youth wanted 

was a restructuring of society and so that it was forced to confront itself: “Alles wat de 

maatschappij met zichzelf kan confronteren is goed: McLuhan, hippies, Provo’s, goed sociaal 

onderzoek.”172  

 By creating for themselves a very different identity – with a little help of the pop culture 

industry – the young protesters could develop, out of their generation location, a generation unit. 

They were very much aware of their power in numbers as a vital factor in breaking with the 

values and morals that the authorities cherished and which were implemented in pillarisation. 

                                                 
171 Henk Meulman, “Pop van en voor nieuwe aristocraten,” Haagse Post 54, no. 35 (1967): 14. Translation: “Pop 
simultaneously requires both ‘detachment’ and connection. It ask for a broadening of rational reasoning. Pop music’s 
success is unthinkable without the role of the beat; the immersive, repetitive and primitive ‘bang’ that overshadows 
all else that is music.” 
172 Herman Cohen, “Schoppen tegen een medium”. Translation: “Anything that has the ability to confront society 
with itself is good: McLuhan, hippies, Provo’s, good sociologist research.” 
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This was made even more palpable by Constant’s New Babylon. McLuhan himself reflected 

these worldwide changes and the behaviour of the youth. The shift towards a new culture, or in 

terms of McLuhan, was a logical consequence initiated by the electronic media, the “medium is 

the message”. 

 McLuhan therefore found most of his followers within this group of young protesters, 

who credited him with messianic abilities; their faith in the future’s changes had an almost 

religious dimension. He not only elaborated their ideals with his probes, but his mode of writing 

seemed to back up those very ideals. Both the professor and the young protesters took a critical 

stance toward linearity, both argued that syllogistic reasoning would not bring the truth any closer 

– even worse: the modern society that it served had already had to endure two world wars and 

another, seemingly endless one, was taking place in Vietnam.  

 

De tieners van nu, die grootgebracht zijn met de indrukken van de buitenwereld die zij 

van het beeldscherm opvingen, verwerpen de normen en de doelstellingen van de ouderen 

omdat zij hun (rechtlijnige) denken niet volgen kunnen. De onbehaaglijkheid der jongeren 

betreft de gehele lineaire, want door het logische alfabet-denken tot stand gebrachte, 

industriële maatschappij. De critiek die zij daarop hebben wortelt in hun wezenlijk andere, 

want door het medium televisie gevormde levensbesef. Tussen dat levensbesef en dat van 

de ouderen ligt een afstand zo groot, dat die alleen door een medium-breuk verklaard kan 

worden. Hier staat de mythische levensopvatting van de electronische media tegenover de 

logische van de mechanische. Geen wonder dat de jongeren zich, met de Beatles voorop, 

wenden tot de Oosterse levenssfeer, want die staat hun nader dan wat het Westen aan 

godsdienst of wijsbegeerte te bieden heeft.173  

                                                 
173 H. Duller, “Marshall McLuhan: denker, masseur of mooiprater?” Translation: “Today’s teenagers, brought up 
with the impressions of the world they received from the television screen, reject the norms and goals of the elder 
generation because they do not understand their (linear) way of thinking. The youth’s uneasiness concerns the 
complete linear, while constructed by the logical alfabet-thinking, industrial society. The criticisms of the youth finds 
its roots in their fundamentally different, while constructed by the medium television, notion of life. Between that 
notion of life and that of their parents lies a distance so great that it can only be explained by a medium-disruption. 
Here, a mythical philophy of the electronic media stands opposed to a logical philosophy of the mechanical. No 
wonder that the youth, headed by the Beatles, turn to the oriental way of life, since this is closer to them than any 
Western religion or ideology.” 
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Indeed, the curiosity of the youth for an alternative, mystical, lifestyle triggered their interest in 

movements like that of the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi and his transcendent meditation techniques – 

celebrities such as the Beach Boys and the Beatles were taking part in his teachings. In 

attempting to reach higher states of consciousness, drugs like LSD and marijuana were involved. 

By letting go of western ideology, where everything is explained by rational thinking, they tried 

to find a situation in which everybody would be equal to and, most of all, connected with 

everybody within a network structure: the “global village”. 

 An often-voiced criticism addressed to the young protesters was that they actually had 

barely read McLuhan’s work. Their knowledge of what he was actually saying was therefore 

limited, sometimes even erroneous, and the commentators added that they just used McLuhan’s 

probes to press them into an understanding that suited their own ideas. In one of his columns, 

Rudy Kousbroek quotes an interview with a hippie in which the latter states that he does read 

McLuhan.  

 

Het citeren van deze passage is niet bedoeld als bewijsmateriaal dat McLuhan in Flower-

kringen niet gelezen wordt, maar als illustratie van een zekere kringloop van 

verschijnselen, laat ik zeggen een Omwenteling van het Kosmische Wiel. (…) Hippies 

hebben een krachtige neiging om zich te kiezen naar het beeld dat van hen in de massa-

media wordt opgehangen. Een zin als: ‘we were raised with comic books and television’ 

draagt daarvan zelfs de grammaticale sporen, heeft de geur en kleur van een artikel in 

Time. Een draai aan het Kosmisch Wiel en de kringloop is rond: waar komt de nadruk 

vandaan die in de massa-media gelegd wordt op de het feit dat de na-oorlogse generaties 

zijn grootgebracht met beeld-romans en televisie? Van de theorieën van Marshall 

McLuhan.174  

                                                 
174 Kousbroek, Het avondrood der magiërs, 83-84. Translation: “Citing this passage is not meant as proof that 
McLuhan is not read in flower-power circles, but as an illustration of a certain circular flow of events, let’s call it the 
‘Turns of the Cosmic Wheel’ (…). Hippies have the strong tendency to live by the image of them that the media 
give. A sentence like ‘we were raised with comic books and television’ bears the grammatical traces, smell and 
colour of a Time article. One turn of the Cosmic Wheel and the circle is complete: where does the media’s emphasis 
on the fact that the post-war generations are raised with television and comic books? From McLuhan’s theories.” 
174 Interview Wim de Bie. Translation: “It looked good to sometimes say: ‘The medium is the message, you know’. 
Everybody around you would nod, ‘Yes, that is the way it is.’” 
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The post-war generation not only got criticised for not reading, as Kousbroek did, they referred to 

this themselves and took pride in being a new generation raised on the pictorial world of 

television. It is in a way inherent to McLuhan’s theories that hippies do not recipate it by reading. 

And, the other way around, it is because of this attitude of the hippies, and their handling with 

media, that McLuhan wrote his media theories about the changing – sense ratios – of mankind. 

Again, the receivers and the producer of the theories seem to find each other in perfect accord, or 

as Kousbroek calls it; turn of the cosmic wheel.  

However, as the articles of the Witte Krant point out, young protesters did read 

McLuhan’s work. Concentrating on the fact that they were raised with television was, 

nevertheless, one of the key ways in which they could distance themselves from the pre-war 

generation. It belonged to the style that they constructed and that they kept upright themselves: 

“Het stond wel goed af en toe te zeggen: 'The medium is the message, weet je wel.' Iedereen in je 

omgeving knikte dan. Ja, zo is het.”175 

Without the responsibility of a full-time job and as completely independent citizens – a 

situation which was prolonged by the extension of education and ameliorated by the increase of 

wealth – the youth took liberties that went against the grain of the post-war generation’s way of 

life. The next quote not only shows McLuhan’s popularity within the group of young protesters 

as a result of his theories; here, also, the writing style is underscored, both forming together a 

mode of thinking that attracted people and which sought to distance itself from everything that 

incorporated rigid structures: 

 

Inderdaad vindt McLuhan zijn meeste aanhang onder de jonge generatie. Die kan het 

weinig schelen wat de doctorandussen ervan denken. Ze hebben daar trouwens geen 

ongelijk aan: dat een idee niet volgens de academische traditie wordt ontvouwd, met 

verwijzingen naar voorgangers, noten, index en tabellen, betekent nog niet dat het geen 

aardig idee kan zijn. (…) Het idee verder dat het generatie-verschil in een samenleving die 

de sprong van mechanisch op electronische media meemaakt, een breukvlak vertoont met 

                                                 
175 Interview Wim de Bie. Translation: “It looked good on you to sometimes say: ‘The medium is the message, you 
know’. Everybody around you then nodded, ‘Yes, that is true.’” 
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scherper kanten dan in een tijdperk waarin de verschillen meer door de verbreiding van 

bekende media werd opgeroepen is vruchtbaar – ook voor de vorm waarin de conflicten 

worden bestreden.176 

 

The writer, Drs. Duller – a college lecturer for cultural anthropology in Leiden – interestingly 

acknowledges that the linearity that rules within the academic world and that is thought to deliver 

verifiable answers, is nothing but one lifestyle attitude caused by the medium environment of 

print: from now on electronic media will take over. He believes that McLuhan’s theories are 

certainly fruitful up to a point, and the reason that young protesters adopted them is that they 

provide a motive for rebellion. 

 As these young protesters themselves seem to have sensed the opportunities for finding an 

explanation and justification for rebelling within McLuhan’s work, they made this visible within 

their own – printed – work. Yet, a contradiction seems to emerge between the young protesters’ 

attitude and their ideals. As open communication that is free of hierarchical structures was 

inherent to their vision of society, surely the generation clash would also stop existing? Although 

they, on the one hand, justified their position by distancing themselves from authority, this 

oversight has to be acknowledged. In this light, they also saw McLuhan as someone who could 

bridge the gap between them and their parents. In the interview with Professor Fiedler that has 

already been mentioned, the editorial board of the Witte Krant explicitly asked him for his 

opinion about McLuhan’s mediating capacities within this conflict: 

 

Question: 

U sprak over de rol van een tolk tussen de twee generaties. Er zijn natuurlijk meer 

“ouderen” die deze rol vervullen: Paul Goodman, Marshall McLuhan…Kunt u iets zeggen 

over de invloed van bijv. McLuhan op de jeugd? 
                                                 
176 H.Duller, “Marshall McLuhan: denker, masseur of mooiprater?” Translation: “McLuhan indeed finds most of his 
followers among the younger generation. They do not care what scholars think of it. They are not wrong in this: the 
fact that an idea is not disclosed following academic traditions, referencing predecessors, notes, indexes and tables, 
does not mean that it cannot be a good idea. (…) Furthermore, the idea that the generation difference that takes place 
in a society that is shifting from mechanical towards electronic media, is more severe than in an era in which the 
differences are spread by known media is fertile – also in the forms chosen to deal with these conflicts.”  
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Answer: 

Er zijn inderdaad een paar mensen die optreden als een mediator tussen de generatie die 

opgroeide in de 30er jaren en de generatie die opgroeit in de wereld van 1960. U kunt ze 

op één hand aftellen. 2 hebben jullie al genoemd. Goodman en McLuhan, verder heb je 

nog mensen als Norman O’Bbrown en Timothy Leary natuurlijk. (…) Iemand als 

Marshall McLuhan geeft een sleutel hoe je die popkultuur kunt beschouwen en hoe je het 

kunt/moet begrijpen door het te plaatsen in de contekst van de officiële kultuur. (…) Kijk, 

zijn terminologie bestaat voor en deel uit mysticificties, maar soms zegt hij werkelijk 

grootse dingen.177  

 

The conservative Catholic professor for English literature – born, raised and educated within the 

west – became a symbol and a guru for the youth who sought change and a refuge in mystical, 

oriental religions and habits.  

To float freely and be open to every form of communication, with everybody, was the 

goal that should be achieved, while the rigid political, social and cultural divisions, and the values 

resulting from them should be abandoned. Within this discourse, McLuhan himself implemented 

concrete expressions of pop culture to explain his media theory:  

 

Popmuziek betekent dankzij electroniese kommunicaktiemiddelen zoals McLuhan zegt, 

ook het einde van het hiërachrische waarden-systeem waarin de kunst was ondergebracht. 

                                                 
177 Unsigned, “Leslie Fiedler: drop-out Lemar”. Translation: “Question: You spoke of the role of an interpreter 
between the two generations. Of course, there are more ‘elderly persons’ that fullfill this function: Paul Goodman, 
Marshall McLuhan… Could speak about e.g. McLuhan’s influence on young people? Answer: There are indeed a 
few people who act as mediators between the generation that grew up in the 1930s and the generation that is growing 
up in the 1960s. You can count them on a single hand: you mentioned Goodman and McLuhan, and then there are 
Norman O’Brown and Timothy Leary of course (…). Someone like Marshall McLuhan gives you a key for 
understanding pop culture by placing it in the context of the official culture. (…) Look, his terminology is partly 
made up of mystifications, but sometimes he does say very important things.”  
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De absurde verschillen tussen kunst met een grote en een kleine k, en pop-art en anti-art 

en non-art.178 

 

His theories offered them this kind of equality. In the academic world he caused a stir, mostly 

negatively, because of this same approach towards art forms and the abandonment of syllogistic 

reasoning. Whenever he received a positive, it was normally because of his ability to shift the 

focus on the ontology of the media. For many artistic people, who held a special position within 

McLuhan’s own theories, this was an acknowledgment of their work. Others saw the medium in 

which they were accustomed to express themselves threatened by his theories. This was 

especially the case for journalists. Although some of them went along with the call for open 

communication and multi-connectedness, McLuhan’s thesis that the electronic media would 

eventually replace print made them very hesitant to embrace his work fully.179  

For artists, who according to McLuhan were the only people capable of seeing the present 

and anticipating the future – when the rest of the population was some thirty years behind – 

McLuhan’s writing style resembled their aesthetic expressions, his books were similar to the 

events they put together. The young protesters found someone who was taken seriously within 

the world of authority – e.g. the academia – for his new insights in media theory. Although 

McLuhan himself also belonged to the other world, he had the ability to voice and endorse their 

newly chosen visions for the future. They did not so much read and philosophise, but more than 

anything else, they wanted to put his theories into practice. As Righart described it almost thirty 

years after the upheavals of Understanding media: 

 

De ‘magische kanalen’ hadden het wereldbeeld van de mens radicaal veranderd en de 

bekende global village geschapen.180 

                                                 
178 Interview with David Medalla in: Witte Krant, no. 9 (1967): 2. Translation: “As McLuhan says, it is thanks to 
electronic communication media that pop music implies the end of hierarchical value systems which art was 
structured in. The absurd differences between Art and art, and pop-art and anti-art and non-art.” 
179 Interview Blokker. 
180 Righart, De eindeloze jaren zestig, 191. Translation: “The ‘magical channels’ had drastically changed mankind’s 
worldview and created the well-known global village.” 
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While still rooted in the pre-war world of linearity, syllogistic reasoning and academic standards, 

McLuhan also interpreted the interconnected and aphoristically designed visions of the post-war 

generation. McLuhan was the message. 

 Now, the idea of the interpreting role that McLuhan was attributed with by young people, 

indicated in the Witte Krant’s interview with Professor Fiedler, was probably meant quite 

seriously. The fact that McLuhan was exactly in between the two generations – belonging to the 

first and validating the other – was also seen as an opportunity to bridge the gap. So, as I have 

shown, in the coming of their ideals for a future society, the generation clash will dissolve: 

 

Er komt dankzij de media en de uitbreiding van die media, en het mondialiseren van de 

media en communicatie, een heel ander mensentype. Dat betekent dat dus ook de fricties 

tussen mensen, tussen oude en jonge mensen, tussen ouders en kinderen, tussen 

autoriteiten en jeugd, daardoor wegvallen omdat de wereld zo open is. Die ouderen 

(hoogleraren, politici, ouders, presidenten) die kunnen ons niks meer wijs maken. Die 

hebben heel lang het kennismonopoly gehad, maar dat hebben we nu allemaal.181  

 

This quote of Jan Blokker resembles the earlier one of Witte Krant which alluded to the 

dissolving of hierarchical structures. This once again bears witness to the belief that thanks to the 

rise of the new, electronic, media everybody will be equally connected. This, according to 

Blokker, had an almost religious character. The young protesters saw McLuhan helping them on 

the way to this new kind of human being, and to open communication; he became their prophet 

and guru. 

 In such messianic views, McLuhan’s theories were credited with putting an end to 

hierarchical structures, but also, ultimately, to put an end to the clash of generations. Even though 

the young protesters fed the clash by highlighting the differences between them and authority, 
                                                 
181 Interview Blokker. Translation: “Thanks to the media and the expansion of the media, and the globalisation of 
media and communication, there will be a completely new type of human being. That will also mean that the old 
frictions between people, between young and old, between children and parents, between authority and youth, will be 
removed because the world will be so open. Those older people (scholars, politicians, parents, presidents) will no 
longer be able to tell us anything. They had the monopoly on knowledge for a very long time, but we will all share it 
now.”  
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and although they partly based their right to exist as a protest generation upon the theories that 

McLuhan provided them with, their ideal of an equal society with an interconnectedness between 

all people finally overruled such oppositions. Besides this, as soon as everybody was connected, 

gaps between the generations would disappear correspondingly; this new society would be a fact 

and dispel the necessity for a culture clash: 

 

Dat hele idee van, we waren een dorp en nu zijn we een “global village” en we hebben 

allemaal met elkaar te maken, dus ook jong en oud om maar eens wat te noemen, dat 

herhaalt zich telkens. Daar is kennelijk een soort innerlijke behoefte aan bij mensen die 

toch al een soort bevlogenheid hebben, die natuurlijk in de jaren zestig heel erg aanwezig 

was op alle vlakken, in politiek en maatschappij. Dat “we komen samen, alles nieuw”, al 

die remmingen en al die controles en al die dictatoriale manieren van autoriteiten die ons 

in onze vrijheid belemmerden, die werden op zij geschoven en de wereld was nu van ons. 

Het was een roes eigenlijk. En in die zin maken we nu hetzelfde mee als toen in de jaren 

zestig. Internet: die geweldige en bijna hysterische blijdschap van dat we dat allemaal 

kunnen, die kende ik al, dat heb ik al een keer meegemaakt en dat was toen met de “global 

village”.182 

 

History repeats itself; the extraordinary optimism that we witnessed roughly ten years ago with 

the arrival of the internet is not anything new. In this quote, Blokker points at the relation 

between the digital media and the optimism present at the time when the electronic media – and 

most of all television – arrived; both would be capable of changing the entire structure of society, 

including the people living within it. It is often said that McLuhan’s media theories are well-

adapted to the network structures that were first properly introduced by the internet, and in this 

                                                 
182 Ibidem. Translation: “That whole idea of ‘we were a village and now we are a global village and we are all 
connected to each other’, so old and young too, that is repeating itself again and again. There seems to be a kind of 
inner need for this within people who already have some kind of commitment, that was especially prominent in the 
1960s on all fronts, politics and society. That idea of ‘we will come together, everything new’: all those inhibitions 
and checks and dictatorial ways of authority that restricted our freedom were put aside and the world was ours. It was 
all a frenzy, really. In this way, we are now dealing with the same things as in the 1960s. Internet: this amazing and 
almost hysterical happiness about the abilities we have; I know that already, I already experienced that once, back 
then with the global village.” 
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respect the renewed interest in his work is hardly surprising. However, this is probably true for 

every new medium. As Jan Blokker indirectly said, people will probably always be searching for 

the most open and free way of communicating with each other. Every new medium will foment 

these high hopes.  
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Conclusion: a never-ending McLuhan? 

The period of McLuhan’s fame was relatively short, and it would be tempting to designate him as 

a product of hype. Nevertheless, his media theories were a useful means of understanding the 

events as they occurred. This made him more than just hype: he became an icon of the 1960s, 

with his probes fast becoming slogans which are still widely employed today. This thesis has 

explored how McLuhan and his work were received in the Netherlands. The visible rising of a 

global youth culture, as a result of growing prosperity and social security, had a typically Dutch 

flavour as part of the initiation of depillarisation. As the rigid structures that had characterised 

society, from roughly 1900 to the late 1950s, began to dissolve, young people started searching 

for new social graces. Though McLuhan theories did not offer any solutions, they at least gave an 

explanation, or even justification, for the existing disturbance.  

McLuhan’s work contains two essential aspects that made him the controversial media 

theorist that he was; his theories and his writing style. Both provoked polemical responses, 

particularly in the academic world. Where scholars generally credited his eclectic way of working 

– I don’t explain, I explore – as unscientific and unable to be proved, artists and people working 

in press-related professions greeted his use of aphorisms. Similar reactions can be found in the 

Netherlands, though some nuances should be brought here in the light of what happened, most 

notably in its capital city Amsterdam.  

  The Dutch scholars at the Institute for Mass Communication in Nijmegen acknowledged 

the problems that came along with the aphoristically orientated mosaic method, though they also 

saw it and the abandonment of linearity as inherent in his. Their goal was, when they started to 

monitor McLuhan from 1965 onwards, to test the value of his theories for empirically orientated 

research and to find out which parts could be brought into practice. Though they considered his 

theories to be unoriginal, his ideas, wrapped in the probes, were worthy of being taken seriously. 

Several of them were regarded as giving an accurate sense of the media’s powers. Others, such as 

his notion of “hot and cool media” were dismissed quite readily, seen as too rough an 

approximation of what was occurring at a microscopic and sensory level. 

The journalistic reception of the Netherlands was almost schizophrenic. On the one hand, 
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they adopted the enthusiasm seen in other countries. On the other hand, however, one can detect a 

note of caution. Although they saw the integration of their work within McLuhan’s theories, 

which equated it with the higher arts, they were hesitant to embrace them wholeheartedly as the 

ideas provisioned the disappearance of print – and with that their profession. The pillarisation that 

had influenced the press institutions for decades was notably absent in the reception of 

McLuhan's work. Whether or not the pillars had already crumbled away, or whether the 

journalists copied the work of their – mostly English – colleagues is hard to verify. Instead of 

linking the media theories and its implications to their own ideological or religious background, 

they were connected to the upcoming youth culture. This was vitally connected to depillarisation. 

In this way the reception of McLuhan was overarching old divisions. 

It is therefore not strange that the young protesters – as I decided to name this group of 

young people with their variety of backgrounds – reflected upon McLuhan intensively. They 

found elements of his theories that justified their behaviour as a protesting generation. The 

critique that they did not even read his work before talking about it, was, in fact, not always true: 

one can find articles in which the theories are described in great detail. For McLuhan’s idea that 

the media define the character of mankind, they, however, nourished the idea that they did not 

read his work. They were after all brought up with television and its network structures, not the 

print and linearity of their parents. McLuhan’s theories helped to support their quest for free and 

open communication in which everybody would take an equal part. They would mean the end of 

hierarchical structures and authorial use of power. 

With this ideal vision on society, these young protesters collided with the post-war 

generation. The gap that emerged between them was another determining theme of the 1960s. 

The influence of McLuhan's work can be seen in the light of this clash. The arguments that were 

drawn from his theories resemble those of the young protesters outlining their own group by 

defining the difference between human beings that are shaped by electronic or mechanical media. 

Yet, as McLuhan’s theories were also used to propagate and underpin a society of open, 

horizontal communication, this would also mean the end of the generation clash. Everybody 

should then be equal and connected. 

McLuhan and his followers seem to circle around each other. He himself observed the 
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events occurring around him, which he wrote down in an exploratory way. With this style he 

tried to grasp what was taking place and why. The ones that took up his theories, on the one hand, 

justify their behaviour by means of his theories. On the other, they implement them in daily life; 

they lived his theories. It was in a general atmosphere of hope for a new society based on the 

shaping powers of the new media that McLuhan really found fertile ground. 

The same enthusiasm for television and the globally embracing network-like structure it 

would accomplish was recently seen for the digital media as the internet. The quest for open 

communication, without a troubled understanding, seems to be inherent to mankind. As Wim de 

Bie said: “Meer dan ooit leven we in een “global village”183. The recent rereading of McLuhan is 

therefore not surprising. The question is not so much if he is right, but whether he will be. Until 

this barrier-free communication is achieved we will probably always find a guru, a prophet, an 

oracle to explain the media’s role. In this respect, McLuhan might be with us forever.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
183 Interview Wim de Bie. Translation: “We live in the global village now more than ever.” 
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Annex 

 

Testing hot and cold media 

Om McLuhan een beetje te helpen besloot de Witte Krant om zijn theorieën m.b.t. de “hete” en 

“koude” media wetenschappelijk te toetsen. 

Volgens McLuhan geven de hete media duidelijke boodschappen af. De ontvanger hoeft 

praktisch geen moeite te doen om die boodschap te begrijpen; hij kan direct begrijpen en evt. 

direct reageren. Bij koude media is dit niet het geval. Deze media geven duistere, niet complete 

boodschappen, die door de ontvanger zelf tot een sluitend geheel gemaakt moeten worden. 

I. De proefopstelling met de hete media.  

We zetten de proefpersoon op een stoel met zijn voeten in een emmer heet water. De kamer werd 

licht verduisterd. Op een projectiedoek van 1 bij 1.5 meter werd het leesplankje geprojecteerd: 

“Aap, noot mies” etc. De tekst van dit leesplankje werd via een band-recorder op vrij monotone 

wijze ten gehore gebracht (in de acoestische ruimte).  

En ziet, wat McLuhan voorspelde gebeurde inderdaad. Onze proefpersoon viel in slaap (het 

zogenaamde hypnotische effect van de “hotting-up” en kon slechts met de grootste moeite weer 

wakker gemaakt worden). Aangemoedigd door dit succes probeerden we de invloed van 

gemengd koude en warme media te onderzoeken. 

II. De proefopstelling met de gemengd warme en koude media. 

Deze mislukte volkomen, omdat Ben het warme water veel te heet maakte. Wel reageerde de 

proefpersoon direct. Het gaat goed met Ben’s blauwe oog. DANK U!! 

III. De proefopstelling met de koude media. 

Ondanks het incident konden wij onze proefpersoon overhalen zijn medewerking te blijven 

verlenen. De emmer met koud water moest echter achterwege blijven (een zeer interessant geval 

van geslaagde anti-conditionering op de media).  
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Een in oorspronkelijke Japans schrift (zeer koud) gestelde Zen-spreuk werd in een ijszak (super-

koud) op het voorhoofd van de pp. bevestigd. Op het doek werden onvolledige trigrammen uit de 

I Ching met een zeer korte belichtingstijd geprojecteerd. De band-recorder bracht ondertussen 

een Russische tekst (plat Moskous dialect) die door een slechte Finse tolk vertaald werd. De door 

McLuhan beloofde hallucinaties bleven echter uit. Hoewel we telkens riepen “Dirk, zie je al wat” 

bleef het antwoord ontkennend luiden. 

Ook deze proef moet dus als mislukt beschouwd worden. We moeten bijna van een FLOP 

spreken, omdat onze proefpersoon implodeerde. Een verschrikkelijk gezicht mensen, alles naar 

binnen geslagen en hoe moet je dat in godsnaam aan de GGD uitleggen. Enfin, het is gelukt en 

het WERK GAAT DOOR. 

Wij vragen NIEUWE PROEFPERSONEN en we gaan net zolang door tot we de McLuhanse 

hallucinaties hebben. Practisch al zijn lezers – die hem goed vinden – hebben ze al, dus waarom 

wij niet. Zeg nu zelf. Zeg het voort. 

 

 

Source: “Inleiding tot de Masserende Boodschap.” Witte Krant, no. 8 (1967), by  Robert van 

Veen. 


