
Asked whether he was an optimist or a pessimist, Marshall McLuhan, a figure of much importance to the science-fiction imagination of the late 20th century, invariably responded that he was an apocalypticist. However, the Cold War specter of an atomic war clearly was not what the famous theorist had in mind. Already in the 1960s, McLuhan recognized that human being and human civilization were undergoing a tumultuous transformation, a transformation so total and irrevocable that it could barely be perceived let alone understood by most of his contemporaries. New media and communication technologies were changing the character of societies in most fundamental ways while most people complacently held them to be merely updated forms of entertainment. In the face of such a profound transformation, McLuhan chose to call himself an apocalypticist – he was an optimist AND a pessimist regarding technological progress. 


In Techgnosis, a study of mutual interactions between spirituality and technology, Eric Davis notes that the apocalyptic turn derives its grip upon the human psyche from the commingling and even confusion of salvation and doom (Davis 263). In the same way as the Bible combines the promise of New Jerusalem with the arrival of Antichrist or rapture with a plague, McLuhan, a devout Catholic, saw new media or, more broadly, new technologies as both divine and demonic. In a 1969 interview he proclaimed that computer networks held the promise of creating “a technologically engendered state of universal understanding and unity, a state of absorption in the logos that could knit mankind into one family and create a perpetuity of collective harmony and peace.” Furthermore, he elaborated computer networks are “merely a new interpretation of the mystical body of Christ,” who, after all, “is the ultimate extension of man” (“Interview” 72). Strongly resonating with his thesis of media as extensions of man, McLuhan’s words posit technology as a vehicle to spiritual transcendence and ascendance to the unity with God. The belief, to which McLuhan clearly subscribed, that new media could actually foster a development of a whole new level of meaningful communication and exchange between individuals was still uncompromised in the 1960s.  


Simultaneously, however, McLuhan was acutely aware of the fateful character of new technologies when, approximately at the same time, he wrote: 

electric information environments being utterly ethereal foster the illusion of the world as spiritual substance. It is now a reasonable facsimile of the mystical body [of Christ], a blatant manifestation of the Anti-Christ. After all, the Prince of this world is a very great electric engineer. (Molinaro 370)  

Here, in turn, McLuhan gave full vent to his anxieties connected with new media which, in his eyes, produce nothing less than demonic simulacrum, an evil realm of illusion denying the physicality of human body and the materiality of the world. This simulacrum is nothing other than Baudrillard’s latter-day “ecstasy of communication,” which, in fact, is not communication at all but mechanical exchange of infoglut. The French thinker’s assertion of “harsh and inexorable light of information and communication” rings very strongly with Puritan-like rhetoric, but ultimately it leads not to the enlightened godhead but to what Baudrillard himself admits is “microscopic pornography of the universe” (Davis 258).  


McLuhan wrote primarily about such media as radio and television, but one can safely assume that in the era of the Internet and virtual realities his anxiety would outweigh his admiration for the spiritual dimension of technology. Updated to include the latest developments, this perception of technology as an almost Satanic force is echoed and aptly encapsulated in Davis’ diagnosis: “as global flows of information, products, peoples, and simulacra gush into our immediate lifeworlds, they chip away at our sense of standing on solid ground, of being rooted in a particular time and place” (Davis 254). Ours are the times of “accelerating noise and fury, of newly minted nightmares and invisible architectures of luminous code that just might help save the day,” writes Davis. Even as he moves away in his discussion from the spiritual dimension and towards more humanistic stance, the sense of damage wrought upon society by possessive technology strongly pervades his conclusions: “[w]e lose the capacity to speak and act from within, and communication is reduced to a reactive, almost technical operation. And so we drown, believing that to drown is to surf” (Davis 279). Admittedly, in the true apocalyptic fashion, his final remarks on the subject are streaked with the hope of some future reconciliation with aggressive technology, thereby returning it to its proper position as a tool rather than a controller. Nonetheless, for Davis, the end of the 20th century remains marked with the resignation and submission to demonic simulacrum and possessive technology. 

