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Lister Sinclair 

Good evening, I’m Lister Sinclair, and this is Ideas about 

Harold Innis. 

 

Daniel Drache 

He was a man, I think, who always questioned authority 

and conventional wisdom. When I interviewed his 

students forty years after they studied with him, many of 

them said the same thing: he taught us to look behind 

appearances and to see what the real forces were, and not 

to have a blind faith in one story or another. 

 

Irene Spry 

He was always searching. He never thought he’d got the 

final answers, and he never wanted people simply to 

accept what he’d said. He wanted them to go on thinking 

things out for themselves. His life was one long search. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

Harold Innis has always been something of a Canadian 

hero. When CBC Radio remembered him in 1972, twenty 

years after his death, the tribute was simply called “Innis 

of Canada.” “A raw Ontario farm boy,” as his British-born 

colleague Vincent Bladen described him, he rose to 

become the first Canadian head of the department of 

political economy at the University of Toronto. His books 

on the fur trade and the cod fisheries investigated the 

ways in which Canada’s very existence had been shaped 

and coloured by the staple products it produced for world 

markets, from fish, furs, and timber to wheat, metals, and 

wood pulp. Later in his career he broadened his view of 

economics to include mental as well as physical factors of 

production. In works like Empire and Communications 

and The Bias of Communication he explored the 

relationship between the structure of communication and 

the structure of consciousness, from hieroglyphics 

laboriously chiselled into stone tablets in ancient Egypt to 

the mass media of his own day. By the time he died, in 

1952, his reputation as a scholar extended throughout the 

English-speaking world. 

 

This year is the hundredth anniversary of Harold Innis’ 

birth. The occasion has been marked by conferences in 

Innis’ honour across the country. Tonight on Ideas David 

Cayley joins the celebration with the first of three 

programs on Innis’ contribution to Canadian letters. In 

subsequent shows he’ll explore Innis’ pioneering work in 

communications, his philosophy of knowledge, and his 

passionate commitment to the civilizing influence of 

universities. Tonight in his first program, David Cayley 

looks at the influences that formed Innis’ thought and at 

Innis’ studies in economics.  

 

David Cayley 

Harold Adams Innis was born on a farm near Otterville, in 

southwestern Ontario, on 5 November 1894. His father’s 

family descended from a British veteran of the American 

Revolutionary War who had been granted land in New 

Brunswick. His mother belonged to the first Canadian 

generation of a Scots family called Adams. 

 

The farm was the first great influence on the young boy. It 

gave him a life-long capacity for hard work, and it gave 

him the naturalist’s eye and the feeling for practical 

details that later marked so much of his scholarship. 

Another great influence was the Baptist Church, to which 

his grandfather had converted. The Baptists combined a 

stern morality and strict religious observances with a 

radical theology, which emphasized the priesthood of all 

believers, freedom to interpret scripture in one’s own 

way, and the renewal of faith in each generation through 

the practice of adult baptism. Innis eventually 

disappointed his parents’ hopes that he would take up the 

Baptist ministry, but he retained in his character this 

powerful combination of moral rectitude and imaginative 

freedom. 

 

Innis’ education began in nearby Otterville, but by the 

time he was thirteen he had exhausted the resources of the 

small Otterville high school, and his parents, with some 

sacrifice, sent him on to the collegiate in Woodstock. His 

university education took place at McMaster, a small 

Baptist university, which was then in Toronto. 

 

While he was at McMaster war broke out in Europe, and 

as soon as he completed his course, he enlisted in the 

Canadian army. “I think you will agree with me,” he 

wrote to his sister, “that I am taking the only step I 

possibly could and have any faith in Christianity.” By the 

fall he was pinned down in the trenches of northeastern 

France, in conditions of cold, wet, and terrifying 

immobility. “The only way this country could be 

muddier,” he wrote to his mother, “would be to be 

bigger.” 

 

Nine months later, at Vimy Ridge, he was wounded in the 

knee. It was the kind of wound his fellow soldiers called a 

“Blighty”: serious enough to get you out of the war, not 
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serious enough to kill you. He required a long 

convalescence and the aid of a walking stick, but by the 

end of March 1918, he was home. 

 

The war affected Harold Innis in many ways. He had felt 

he was acting as a Christian—what he had seen was the 

youth of whole nations led like lambs into an endless, 

meaningless, mechanized slaughter. The experience 

destroyed his faith and attuned him for the rest of his life 

to the sinister possibilities of modern industrial technique. 

Economist Ian Parker of the University of Toronto is a 

close student of Innis’ work. He believes the war left 

permanent traces on a sensitive imagination with a 

powerful recall.  

 

Ian Parker 

When Innis was talking about the brain drain from Canada 

just after the Second World War, he spoke about Canada 

being a headless nation, with its brains scattered across 

other countries. Now in fact, that was written in 1946, just 

after the Second World War. But in the First World War, 

when Innis was wounded, he wrote in his (illegal) war 

diary about the experience of seeing a plane crash and 

seeing the pilot there with his head basically spread all 

over, and brains all over the cockpit; and that he wrote 

down some thirty years later. He pulled back that image as 

a graphic way of talking about Canada as a nation. 

 

David Cayley 

The idea that the war affected the deep structure of Innis’ 

imagination is confirmed by a number of passages in his 

writings. “It has not been long,” he said in 1936, “since 

most of us who served have been awakened by nightmares 

of intense shellfire, and even now the military bands, 

played with such enthusiasm by young men, are 

intolerable, and Armistice Day celebrations are 

emotionally impossible.” During the second war he 

described himself, in a confidential memorandum to the 

president of the University of Toronto, as “a 

psychological as well as a physical casualty of the last 

war.” His son Hugh recalls his father going blocks out of 

the way to avoid the sound of bagpipes. The war, Hugh 

Innis says, was the beast that always waited at the other 

end of his father’s way. 

 

This is also the view of John Watson, the author of 

Marginal Man, the most thorough biographical study that 

has so far been made of Harold Innis. It was done as a 

Ph.D thesis at the University of Toronto and remains, 

unfortunately, unpublished. Watson is now the executive 

director of CARE Canada. 

 

John Watson 

What happened to Innis was what happened to a lot of 

trench soldiers, and indeed what happens to anybody who 

has lived under conditions where they have very little in 

the way of personal margin for getting out of a horrible 

situation. In other words, it’s a context where people are 

under threat of death from external forces—in this case, 

artillery and machine guns—and they can’t do anything 

about it; they’ve simply got to, in the case of the First 

World War, cower in their trenches and put up with the 

bombardments. 

 

Now, in the First World War there was also something 

that exaggerated that effect: people went to that war out of 

ideals—the feeling that they were defending Christian 

civilization, defending democracy—ideals which are hard 

for us to appreciate because we live in a much more 

cynical age. So it was a situation in which people going 

into something with the best intentions, with the best 

ideals, in fact found themselves in an absolutely horrific 

context, and really the understanding that they had of 

what they were going off to do was turned upside-down.  

 

David Cayley 

John Watson believes that the shock and horror of the war 

left Innis subject throughout his life to recurring 

depressions. He believes that it introduced a note of 

desperation, a dark undertow, in what had formerly been a 

much sunnier personality. This side of Innis, Watson says, 

was later hidden as much as possible from public view. 

He found, for example, that a lot of documents that ought 

to have been there were missing from the University of 

Toronto’s collection of Innis’ personal papers.  

 

John Watson 

When you looked at the archives you would find some 

letters with references, for instance, to “please ignore my 

letter of last Tuesday. I was overwrought, I was under a 

lot of pressure, and I was seeing everything in really 

negative terms,” words to that effect. The only problem 

was, there wasn’t a letter of last Tuesday in the archives, 

and that material was quite complete—he was a bit of a 

packrat and kept everything. There were quite a number 

of these cases, so I concluded finally that someone had 

gone over the material and taken out this type of material. 
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David Cayley 

That someone, logically, would have been Mary Quail 

Innis, who donated her husband’s papers to the university 

after his death. But whatever she may have removed from 

the record, it remains clear enough that Innis, like the rest 

of his generation, was deeply shaken by the war. This 

distress was political as much as psychological. Canada 

had believed itself to be British and had therefore 

followed Britain to war in a spirit of blind loyalty. 

Volunteering in this spirit, Innis was not in any way 

prepared for what he later described as “the insolence and 

brutality” of his British officers. Judith Stamps teaches 

political theory at the University of Victoria and is the 

author of a forthcoming book on Innis, called Unthinking 

Modernity: Innis, McLuhan, and the Frankfurt School. 

 

Judith Stamps 

Just when he arrived he got the rather shocking 

experience of realizing that he was being treated as a 

colonial by British officers. That was not something he 

was prepared for; he thought of himself as a Canadian, not 

a colonial. He was treated in an extremely contemptuous 

fashion, as were his colleagues, his fellow Canadians. He 

suggested in his writing afterwards that he thought for 

sure that must have really hastened the will to try and 

separate England and Canada constitutionally because 

people had been so personally insulted. The idea that they 

would go there and fight and be treated as colonial 

inferiors was very deeply insulting to them. 

 

David Cayley 

The haughtiness of his British officers gave Innis a first 

taste of what would become one of his great themes: 

empire and the fateful relationship it sets up between its 

margin and its centre. It was a subject that would remain 

at the heart of his thinking for the rest of his life. 

 

In 1920 Harold Innis joined the department of political 

economy at the University of Toronto. Earlier that year he 

had completed a Ph.D in economics at the University of 

Chicago. There he had encountered the writings of the 

maverick American economist Thorstein Veblen. Veblen 

belonged to the historical or institutionalist school of 

economics, which had its roots in nineteenth-century 

Germany. 

The English school of political economy had tended to 

approach economic life in the spirit of Newton’s physics, 

treating people as fundamentally rational, markets as self-

regulating machines, and prices as the real measure of the 

usefulness of things. The German school, from which 

Veblen had learned, refused to divorce economy from 

society in this way. Veblen consequently saw economics 

not as a free-standing science but as a branch of history 

and anthropology. Economics, he argued, takes shape in 

the context of customs, techniques, and institutions which 

evolve historically—a final, timeless theory is therefore 

impossible. 

 

These were the general lines of Innis’ approach. He was 

convinced that economic history gave him a tool which 

could be used to revise received economic theory. But 

meanwhile, says University of Toronto economist Abe 

Rotstein, he had to contend with the atmosphere in his 

new department. 

 

Abe Rotstein 

It was really a nest of British-trained scholars and 

Canadians who had been Rhodes scholars, and so the 

word came from on high, from Oxbridge, and it was the 

standard English orthodoxy—Alfred Marshall, John 

Stuart Mill, and certainly the predominance of Adam 

Smith. That was the tradition that Innis had to confront 

when he took it upon himself to really have a good look at 

Canada. 

 

The problem in that particular situation was that 

traditional economics has only two questions: How high is 

the price? How much is the quantity? Innis said that’s 

hardly of very great help in understanding how this 

country was put together. He said it was put together as 

the consequence and the offshoot of staple products, 

natural-resource products, and in sequence the cod 

fisheries, the fur trade, the timber, and the wheat—they 

marked the history of the country. He said, let’s try a 

wide-angle approach to the economy, not simply a series 

of supply-demand things, with the price and quantity. 

 

What does a wide-angle perspective consist of? The three 

major components that feed into the economy, which are 

usually ignored: first, ecology, our geographic 

inheritance, our resources, our climate—all the things that 

made Canada; second, technology, those instruments that 

are used, either for fishing or for fur trading, canoes, 

salted fish, racks, all of those things—very important 

feature; and third, institutions. He knew very well that 

people had different ways of organizing themselves in the 

economy, that it was not a cookie-cutter model of supply 

and demand. His was a feet-on-the-ground economics; it 
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was a getting-your-hands-dirty, a hands-on type of 

economics, rather than this abstract formula approach, 

which misses all the real interesting action. 

 

David Cayley 

As Abe Rotstein’s description suggests, Innis pursued his 

studies not just in archives and libraries but at the actual 

sites of economic activity in the country. He canoed the 

fur-trade routes, visited mines and pulp mills throughout 

northern Ontario and Quebec, and toured the outports of 

Newfoundland. And everywhere he went he talked to the 

fishermen and the trappers, the miners and mill workers. 

John Watson has compiled a record of these journeys. 

 

John Watson 

He was an intellectual whose work was informed by an 

intense study of where he came from. The travel 

schedules for the twenties and early thirties are just 

exhaustive. If you look at where he went and imagine how 

hard it was to get to those places in those days with the 

kind of transportation that existed, it really is a 

remarkable accomplishment. It’s hard for intellectuals of 

today to understand that someone could be so rooted in 

direct, first-hand experience of how the economy worked, 

and how the lives were of ordinary people who were 

undertaking productive activities. 

 

David Cayley 

In 1930 Harold Innis published The Fur Trade in Canada, 

the book with which his name still remains most 

associated. In 400 sometimes sprawling pages it details 

the history of the trade from the earliest days of New 

France right up to the time at which he was writing. In his 

preface Innis remarked that the book arose initially 

because of his sense of the incompleteness of his earlier 

study of the CPR. How, he had wondered, had Canada 

acquired the trans-continental unity that demanded a 

railroad in the first place? 

 

The fur trade answers the question. The area of Canada, 

Innis says, is the area encompassed by this trade. The 

northern half of North America remained British, he goes 

on, because of the importance of fur as a staple product. 

Innis saw, says University of Toronto economist Mel 

Watkins, that from the very beginning of its existence 

Canada had been shaped by international forces. 

 

Mel Watkins 

For Innis it was clear you could never study a country like 

Canada by just studying Canada. Canada was always a 

periphery, a margin to a centre; it was always part of an 

empire. And so you always had to understand that much 

of what made things happen in Canada originated outside 

of Canada. That was what the fur trade was about. You 

had to also know all about the hat-making industry in 

France. 

 

It is an extraordinary story, in a way, that you would 

actually create this huge empire of New France, the 

French empire in North America, around something as 

bizarre as the hat trade in Paris, and around these easily 

destroyed beavers. A caricature of Innis is to say that 

Canada was created by chasing the beaver across Canada. 

 

David Cayley 

The Fur Trade was a first attempt to create a truly 

Canadian economics, an economics which derived its 

laws from the history of the place, rather than deriving the 

place from a set of all-purpose laws formulated in Britain. 

 

But it was a work that went far beyond what is 

conventionally called economics. It begins with an 

introductory essay on the habits of the beaver, proceeds 

with an account of the culture and technics of the native 

people, and is sensitive throughout to the fundamental 

influence of the land itself. 

 

Innis is aware from the outset that he is describing the 

fateful encounter of two civilizations. It produced, he 

says, “a disturbance disastrous to the native peoples and 

of profound importance to the Europeans.” But though he 

recognizes how disruptive Europe’s iron goods, diseases, 

and distilled spirits were to native societies, he never 

condescends to these societies or treats them as either 

static or passive. He portrays them rather as active and 

willing participants in the trade; he emphasizes the initial 

dependence of the Europeans on native techniques of 

travel and subsistence; and he recognizes throughout that 

the fur trade was a relationship between peoples and not 

just an exchange of goods. The Europeans, for example, 

were forced to engage in what Karl Polanyi later called 

“administered trade.” Prices were governed by political 

agreement, says Abe Rotstein, rather than by purely 

commercial considerations. 

 

Abe Rotstein 
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The idea that prices fluctuate is very much a function of a 

certain kind of institution, a market institution, a certain 

kind of mentality, a certain view of the economy. The 

Indians had a different view. Theirs was a non-market 

society; they did not have arm’s length commercial 

relations, impersonal relations, in the same way that we 

did. They never traded with anyone whom they didn’t 

know; and they traded tribe to tribe, not person to person. 

The Europeans were regarded as a tribe, and they said, if 

we’re going to trade, we’ve got to establish a relationship 

with you, an alliance, an agreement, and once we’ve done 

that you’re part of the family. And you don’t introduce 

commercial considerations within that kind of broad, 

extended family notion. 

 

That then became the basis of a different mentality, a 

different approach, which was imposed by the Indians on 

the European companies and was consistently reported 

from the early days of the fur trade, approximately 1620; 

we have evidence of this attitude toward prices going till 

1880. And if you tried to give an Indian less because the 

bottom had dropped out of the fur market in London and 

you couldn’t afford to pay so much, he would be highly 

insulted and might paddle another couple of hundred 

miles away to another European power and get what he 

thought he was properly entitled to. He felt he was being 

taken for a ride if you said the price dropped; he didn’t 

understand what that meant, other than the fact that you 

were cheating him. 

 

David Cayley 

Trading in North America, according to a fixed standard, 

while prices fluctuated in Europe, was one of the many 

peculiar difficulties of the fur business. The vast distances 

and lengthy time scales involved also imposed heavy 

demands on the trading companies. Economist Irene Spry 

was a colleague of Harold Innis’s at the University of 

Toronto in the 1930s. 

 

Irene Spry 

You have to load up your canoes with trade goods and 

find some means of provisioning your crews and the 

people who manned the fur-trading posts when they were 

established, and you’d set off into the interior; and it 

might be seven years before you got your returns by 

selling the furs that you collected in Europe. 

 

David Cayley 

This long delay between a heavy initial investment and 

the expected return contributed to the generally high 

overhead cost of the fur business. High overheads in turn 

generated what Innis thought of as one of the most 

persistent features of Canada’s continental economy: the 

tendency to monopoly. 

 

Abe Rotstein 

Probably the single most dramatic thesis in The Fur Trade 

is that competition was short-lived, unstable, and 

precarious. When the competition was tried, in the French 

regime—that is, in New France—the various individuals 

and companies generally ended up in a chaotic and 

confused state, working at cross-purposes, and the whole 

thing collapsed. 

 

When you had competition between the Northwest 

Company and the Hudson’s Bay Company, you found that 

they were putting posts virtually catty-corner from each 

other at the crossroads of rivers, both engaged in huge 

expenditures in shipping goods right across the country, 

duplicate personnel, duplicate distribution systems, and in 

the end, occasionally, working with Indians at cross-

purposes from each other, degenerating into violence and 

strong-arm tactics—a clear indication that it was an 

unstable situation, with unecessarily high overheads for 

both of them. It became obvious that what was needed 

was some kind of joint combination of the two companies, 

and in 1821 they merged. They called it the Hudson’s Bay 

Company, and from then on one network went right 

across the country. 

 

David Cayley 

This tendency to monopoly was one of the features of the 

Canadian economy which grew out of its unique 

circumstances. It was an economy, Innis found, quite 

unlike the idealizations of economic theory. Neo-classical 

economics pictured a closed system, in which supply was 

smoothly and continuously adjusted to demand. “Nature,” 

Alfred Marshall had said, “makes no jumps.” What Innis 

was observing in the fur trade resembled nothing so much 

as a series of unsteady jumps. Beaver populations 

collapsed from over-hunting, driving the trade into new 

territories. Transportation technology changed; war broke 

out. Sudden, discontinuous change seemed to be the rule 

rather than the exception. The unique conditions of the fur 

trade, in Innis’ view, demanded centralized political and 

financial institutions. This was what he called “the bias” 

or “imprint” of the staple. And it was Innis’ opinion, Abe 
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Rotstein says, that the institutions which resulted tended 

to persist. 

 

Abe Rotstein 

The institutional framework laid out in the fur trade was 

re-echoed, surprisingly enough, in industrial Canada. He 

identified a tendency toward centralized, large-scale 

organizations. He referred to the fact that the fur-trade 

chain of posts running across the country was later echoed 

by the Eatons of the 1930s, by the United Church that 

pulled together the churches right across the country, by 

other similar tendencies in Canada because of large 

geographies and small number of people. In order to 

overcome the problems of overhead, operations were 

centralized. Consequently much of industry is still 

affected by that, and I think that was what he thought of 

as the fur trade’s legacy. [music] 

 

David Cayley 

By the time The Fur Trade was published in 1930, Harold 

Innis had already set to work on a second, even more 

massive study of an international economy. His new 

subject was the North Atlantic cod fisheries from the 

fifteenth century to the twentieth. The focus was still on 

staples, but this time on a staple whose exploitation had 

made very different demands on the society in question. 

Innis had found in the continental economy of furs a bias 

towards rigidity, centralization, and monopoly. The 

maritime economy of fish he found to be virtually its 

opposite: flexible, decentralized, and diverse. James 

Bickerton is a professor of political science at St. Francis 

Xavier University in Antigonish, Nova Scotia. 

 

James Bickerton 

You had a wide range of different producers; you had a 

wide range of different techniques used in the fishery; a 

lot of different nations were engaged in exploiting the 

same resource; the markets were extremely diverse—

dried fish for foreign Catholic markets, lower-quality fish 

for the West Indies markets, fresh fish for other markets. 

There was no centralized economic control—anybody 

could get into the fishery if they had a skiff and a net and 

a port to sail out of. 

Of course this changed over time, but for centuries the 

fishery fundamentally remained of that nature that Innis 

described: flexible, diverse, decentralized. So I think that 

it really opened up a whole different international 

political economy for Innis, one which wasn’t 

monopolistic in the way that the fur trade was. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis’ studies of the Atlantic fishery made him aware of 

the contradictions within the Canadian economy. Canada 

was actually composed, he concluded, of a series of 

regional economies of varying characters and varying 

interests. “The difficulty of looking at Canada as a 

whole,” he said in 1935, “is almost insuperable.” 

 

His maritime studies also produced in him, says James 

Bickerton, a keen admiration for the civilization which 

emerged in Nova Scotia in the first half of the nineteenth 

century.  

 

James Bickerton 

This was a period when the international economy was 

largely shaped by trade, and especially sea-borne trade, in 

commodities. It was a period when the sailing vessel was 

the dominant mode of transportation. I suppose that Nova 

Scotia was very well adapted to that kind of economy: 

They had the natural resources; they had the skilled 

tradesmen; and they had the location within the British 

empire that provided them with many advantages, which 

they exploited to good effect. I mean, they had the fourth-

largest sailing fleet in the world in the 1860s; they were 

prosperous, many fortunes were made; there was a very 

vital community life which produced a great cultural and 

political flourishing. 

 

Innis admired this greatly and waxes almost romantic 

about it in his works. In part I think this is because Innis 

was very attracted to the idea of a stable society, one in 

which technology and culture seemed to be in harmony 

with one another and in which there was an integration of 

economic activities with local community life, in which 

local communities indeed controlled their fate and owned 

their own resources. And Nova Scotia during the 

commercial era came very close to that romantic ideal. 

 

David Cayley 

This era began to wane around the time that Nova Scotia 

joined confederation in 1867. Innis thought that Nova 

Scotia’s statesmen had sound practical reasons for joining 

Canada, but he also recognized the considerable costs that 

were involved. Canada provided Nova Scotia with a 

political ally in its economic competition with New 

England, but in exchange the new province was 

eventually forced to accept the high federal tariffs which 
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made it a protected market for high-cost, central-Canadian 

manufactures. 

 

The tariff was the centrepiece of John A. MacDonald’s 

national policy, and by the time Innis became acquainted 

with the province in the 1930s, the government of Nova 

Scotia had decided it was time to change it. The premier, 

Angus L. McDonald, convened a royal commission to 

consider “the effect of the fiscal and trade policies of the 

Dominion of Canada on the Province of Nova Scotia,” 

and he invited Innis to be one of the commissioners. 

 

James Bickerton 

Innis agreed with the other commissioners, who thought 

that the national policy had detrimental effects on the 

province and therefore there needed to be some sort of 

new fiscal deal; but he took a much broader view than the 

other commissioners, so much so that he felt compelled to 

write his own report, one which was complementary to 

the commission’s report. In that report Innis does a much 

more sweeping analysis of the impact of the national 

policy on the province and what was necessary for the 

province to reverse its economic decline. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis’ fellow commissioners were interested in free trade 

as an alternative to Canadian protectionism. Innis, 

typically, found their approach a little too abstract and 

theoretical. Free trade, for him, was an application of 

ideology, when what was wanted was intelligence. He 

argued instead, says James Bickerton, for a careful 

modification of the existing arrangements. But he did 

speak forcefully in favour of decentralization of federal 

power. 

 

James Bickerton 

One of the important parts of the argument had to do with 

what he was most familiar with, which was the fishery, 

and that was that control of the fishery should be 

provincial. He thought that the interference of the federal 

government in the fishery had been detrimental, that it 

would be better to have provincial control over that 

industry. More generally he argued that there had to be a 

change in the national policy, to make it more intensive 

and regional in character; that obviously the tariff and 

federal fiscal policies were a great burden on the 

province, and the province needed to have more autonomy 

from national policy. 

 

David Cayley 

Uniform national policies, in Innis’ view, could not serve 

diverse regional economies. “We are obliged,” he wrote, 

“to adopt more refined methods and set up more delicate 

machinery.” This seemed to Innis to require a measured 

decentralization of power in the context of a national 

community of interest. But as the depression of the 

thirties proceeded, his approach was pushed aside by the 

emerging consensus in favour of a consolidation of 

federal power in a new welfare state. [music] 

 

The cod fisheries and the fur trade were Innis’ most 

detailed studies of staples trades, but he also looked 

carefully at metals and pulp and paper, and was aware of 

the cases of timber in the nineteenth century and wheat in 

the twentieth. 

 

Gradually, an overall portrait emerged of an economy 

based on such staple exports. Its main features were a 

recurring debt crisis, resulting from the state’s role in 

building the infrastructure for staple production; external 

control as a result of dependence on imported capital and 

imported technology; a constant threat of resource 

depletion; and extreme vulnerability to international 

business cycles. Canada, Innis said, was “a storm centre to 

the international economy” and liable, in another 

characteristically violent metaphor, “to be boiled in the oil 

of international competition.” 

 

Later scholars would describe this pattern of development 

as “the staple trap.” Innis never used the term, but he was 

certainly aware of the pitfalls involved. Contemporaries 

of Innis’, like W. A. MacIntosh at Queen’s, saw Canada 

as a society well along the same road the United States 

had followed to industrial maturity. Innis, says Irene Spry, 

was more skeptical. 

 

Irene Spry 

Bill MacIntosh of Queen’s had thought of finding a staple 

which gave you an economic basis from which you 

developed gradually towards economic maturity. Innis, 

writing in the middle of the depression of the thirties, 

realized that being dependent on staples meant that you 

were terribly vulnerable: because if you depended on the 

staple and then you got either some climactic problem, 

such as the drought of the Dirty Thirties or a change in 

market demand in the metropolis which you’d been 

supplying, then you would be in great difficulties. 
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The whole essence of a staple is that it dominates the 

economy. Your whole economy is geared to a particular 

pattern of production in order to get as large an output of 

staple exports as possible, and if you sink all your 

productive capabilities into one kind of output, whether 

it’s a commercial output or whether it’s an industrial 

output, then you are in difficulties if the whole situation 

suddenly changes. 

 

David Cayley 

The depression of the thirties brought just such a sudden 

and violent collapse in the Canadian economy. This 

created an urgent demand for a solution to the problem 

that was causing such misery. Innis was tentative. “We 

know very little about the solution to so-called economic 

problems,” he wrote to historian Arthur Lower, “and there 

is little point in concealing our ignorance by loud talk.” 

He said much the same when he addressed the Liberal-

Conservative Summer School in Newmarket in 1933. “I 

am sufficiently humble in the face of the extreme 

complexity of my subject to know that I am not competent 

to understand the problems, much less the solution.” 

 

This view was not popular with Innis’ colleagues on the 

left. Historian Frank Underhill described economists like 

Innis as “the garage mechanics of capitalism.” Mel 

Watkins, who’s receptive to Innis in many other respects, 

is inclined, in this case, to agree. 

 

Mel Watkins 

People kept insisting they wanted answers, and I must say 

I’m very sympathetic to people who would say that. I was 

born in the thirties; I have some memories of what that 

was like. And what Innis said was, no, we don’t have 

answers, we have to do more basic research before we can 

say what can be done. 

 

Now, if that’s what he believed, fair enough. But what 

happened, I think, with Innis was that he took that very 

powerful staples model that he had, in which much of 

what happens, happens outside of Canada; and then he 

said, there’s not much you can do by way of policy in 

these kinds of economies, you’ve just got to wait it out. 

You can find passages where he frankly doesn’t sound all 

that different from Herbert Hoover, or he doesn’t sound 

all that different from John Crispo today, saying, well, 

you’ve got this huge debt and you’ve get this 

tremendously open economy, and in these circumstances 

you can’t do very much about it. 

 

I think that economists, social scientists in general, have 

to deal with the actual problems that exist in the world, 

when they exist, and that to not be helpful in the thirties is 

to truly not be helpful. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis was definitely scornful of economists who he 

thought compromised their academic integrity by making 

proposals that went far beyond what their actual 

knowledge of the case warranted. Throughout the thirties 

he showed considerable talent for invective in denouncing 

them as “hot gospellers of truth,” “political adventurers,” 

and “travelling salesmen peddling nostrums.” 

 

But behind these sometimes wild attacks lay a sober and 

deeply considered account of the destiny of Canadian 

scholarship. Innis had set out in the twenties to address 

the question which Northrop Frye later formulated as 

“Where is here?” He believed that the answer to this 

question could only come from a patient and detailed 

study of the Canadian experience, and he thought that this 

study was still in its infancy when the depression struck. 

 

What he saw his fellow economists doing in the thirties 

was reaching for the ready-made explanations they found 

in Marxism, British Fabian socialism, and the 

contemporary writings of John Maynard Keynes. And he 

feared, says John Watson, that this reversion to Old 

World models would threaten the peculiarly Canadian 

science in which he had invested such toil and such hope. 

 

John Watson 

If a country couldn’t think for itself, then it really couldn’t 

be independent, because decision-making in an 

independent country had to be based on, he felt, a world 

view or a mind set that had been developed there and that 

was particularly appropriate for the context of that 

country. And that’s why, I think, he was so keen to 

criticize Marx, Keynes, and Fabianism. He viewed them 

as distractions. They were methodologies or perspectives 

that were developed at the centre of the empire and 

distracted scholars who were trying their best to bring 

along their country and develop a new world view from 

pursuing richer avenues. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis’ hope for Canadian scholarship was only one of the 

reasons why he satirized the pretensions of his fellow 
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scholars so bitterly during the 1930s. His insistence on the 

limitations of economists—himself included—was also 

based on a vivid sense of how quickly a living study could 

be reduced to a set of deadly simplifications. Innis saw 

Canada’s story as complex and contradictory, and he felt 

that wise policy required that it be understood as a whole. 

Once politicians grasped this story, intelligent action 

would follow easily enough. If they could not grasp it, no 

amount of unsolicited advice was going to make any 

difference. 

 

Daniel Drache, of York University, has been the main 

organizer of the Innis centenary and is now at work on a 

biography. 

 

Daniel Drache 

He tried to take, I think, the longer-term view. So you 

don’t get out of Innis a strong set of policy alternatives, 

but what you get is a very detailed analysis of why the 

Canadian economy was so vulnerable to these global 

swings, why the different regions of Canada often found 

themselves pitted against each other. He tried to explain 

the costs that came with high levels of foreign ownership 

and foreign investment. 

 

So what he was always saying, in a hundred different 

ways, was: markets are volatile; open economies are open 

to these rapid changes in the international economy; and, 

if you want to have a stronger economy, you must deepen 

the domestic market, you must strengthen domestic 

industry; governments have to develop instruments that 

better reflect the needs of Canada, and reduce the 

exposure of the Canadian development and growth 

trajectory to such wholesale reliance on foreign markets. 

 

He wasn’t a protectionist. He said, the balance had to be 

different, and that there would be no automatic shift from 

depending on resource exports to a stronger domestic 

economy; this had to come out of government policy 

which began to understand that the more you borrow on 

foreign markets, the more debt and deficit Canadian 

governments had, the more they would be subject to 

severe constraints. So this made him into a nationalist: 

strengthen Canadian economic space and lessen reliance 

on these distant, invisible forces which shape the destiny 

of Canada. 

 

David Cayley 

This is what Daniel Drache calls “the Innis story.” It’s not 

a systematic proposal which can be found somewhere in 

Innis’ writings as chapter and verse, but a set of 

implications which Drache draws out of the work. 

 

Innis was not a systematic thinker. In fact, he distrusted 

system, regarding it as a corruption of the virtue he most 

prized: freedom of inquiry. He also had a deep distrust of 

power. All his hints at a way out of the difficulties of the 

depression suggest practices that resist consolidation as 

power. He stresses the importance of flexibility, diversity, 

and free, uncommitted intelligence. He may have wanted 

to strengthen Canadian economic space, as Daniel Drache 

argues, but he emphatically did not want to strengthen the 

federal government, which he claimed, in one of his 

wilder moments, already resembled the Soviet Politburo. 

 

This was why he was generally opposed to the ideas of 

John Maynard Keynes. Keynes proposed a much more 

intensively managed economy, in which government 

spending would smoothe out capitalism’s catastrophic ups 

and downs. Innis called this approach “a palace 

revolution,” and he was strongly opposed when the 

Rowell-Sirois Royal Commission presented the first plans 

for the application of these ideas to the Canadian state. 

 

The commission was created by Mackenzie King’s 

government in the later thirties, to look into the troubled 

relationship between the federal government and the 

provinces. Ontario, Quebec, and Alberta, fearing a 

centralizing design, all refused to participate; and so the 

report ended up, in Innis’ opinion, as a blueprint for the 

renewal of bureaucratic power in Ottawa. 

 

Robin Neill is professor of economics at Carleton 

University and the author of A New Theory of Value, a 

study of Innis’s economics. 

 

Robin Neill 

A number of people who had, as someone else has said, 

“bitten the apple of Keynesian economics,” wrote that 

report with a view to inaugurating Keynesian policies, 

very centralizing policies, in which somehow the 

government picks up where private enterprise fails. So 

Innis is saying, this is really not a report which reflects the 

problems of Canada, this is a report which reflects the 

views of those people who sat in Keynes’ seminar in 

Cambridge in the 1930s, and what’s it got to do with 

Canada?  



IDEAS: THE LEGACY OF HAROLD INNIS 

 

 

 

 

10 

 

He saw the problem in Canada as one of government 

interference—government builds the canals, they 

overbuild the canals, and then there’s a depression 

because they’ve got too many canals. So how do they 

solve this depression? They’ve got external markets; they 

can’t do anything about that—so they build a railroad! 

They boom it! They solve one depression by over-

expanding in another investment boom, which creates 

more excess capacity. 

 

And then what happens in the 1930s? The railroads are 

over-built—and they were massively over-built—and that 

whole railroad economy became obsolescent as the 

automobile and the electric dynamo came into play; and 

so the steam age is gone, they have to restructure the 

whole economy. And what they should have done was to 

let the damn thing restructure itself, or at least so Joseph 

Shumpeter would say, and perhaps Innis would say. 

 

But at any rate they decided not to do that. They decided 

they would get the government in there to boom it again. 

This time not by building one big project like a canal or a 

railroad, but by expanding everything, and having the 

government support economic activity throughout the 

whole economy. This was the masterpiece of folly! This 

“solution,” which in the long run had created worse 

problems, was now going to be generalized through the 

whole economy. 

 

Innis viewed the question from the point of view of time. 

In the short run you have a solution, but in the long run 

you’re just generating a bigger problem. 

 

David Cayley 

The Rowell-Sirois Commission presented the first faint 

outlines of the welfare bureaucracy that was eventually 

built in Ottawa. Innis’ objection to the centralizing, free-

spending, Keynesian approach that was involved was part 

of his general alienation from the direction economics 

was taking. Innis had favoured a style of inquiry that was 

historical in its methods and ethical in its orientation. 

Economics instead became increasingly specialized, 

mathematical, and managerial in its outlook. In the years 

directly after his death, in 1952, his influence as an 

economic thinker endured only amongst the older scholars 

who had been his colleagues. Then, curiously, in the 

sixties, Innis was revived by the New Left, both as a 

nationalist and as a theorist of Canadian 

underdevelopment. This offended some of Innis’ old 

friends, who claimed, as was said earlier of Marx, that 

Innis was no Innisian. 

 

This may have been so, but in the larger sense the 

reconstruction of Innis on the left testifies to the breadth 

and fertility of his thought. Innis thought on a large scale, 

both as an historian and as an ethical critic of economics. 

In the new era of globalization and free trade he’s 

probably due for another revival. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

On Ideas you’ve been listening to the first of three 

programs by David Cayley on the work of Harold Innis. 

The series continues next week at this time with a 

program about Innis’ work on communications. Technical 

production of tonight’s program was by Lorne Tulk; the 

production assistants were Gail Brownell and Liz Nagy. 

 

We would like to thank Daniel Drache of York University 

for his help in the preparation of these programs, and also 

Bill Buxton and the communications departments of 

Concordia University, the University of Montreal, and the 

University of Quebec at Montreal. Some of the research 

for these programs was done at a conference jointly 

organized by these three departments. The executive 

producer of Ideas is Bernie Lucht, and I’m Lister Sinclair. 

 

Transcription by Hedy Muysson, Westport, Ontario.
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Lister Sinclair 

Good evening; I’m Lister Sinclair, and this is Ideas about 

Harold Innis. 

 

Mel Watkins 

Look at the time that Innis lives through: the horror of 

World War One, which he personally experiences; the 

Depression; World War Two, another horror; the 

Holocaust; Hiroshima and Nagasaki; then the emergence 

of the Cold War, which Innis is very conscious about and 

very alarmed about. These are absolutely dreadful times 

in which Western civilization does literally seem to be 

falling apart! And Innis was amongst that handful who 

noticed and who tried to rise to the occasion, and felt 

driven to go back to the beginning of history to try and 

uncover what the hell was going on here. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

Harold Innis made his name as an economic historian, 

interested in the way that various commodity trades had 

influenced Canada’s culture and institutions. 

 

Then, around 1940, he turned his attention to a new field 

of inquiry: communications. The depression of the 

thirties, followed by a second world war, had convinced 

him that Western civilization was quite literally 

collapsing. In fact, when McMaster, his old university, 

gave him an honorary degree in 1945, he told the 

convocation bluntly that civilization had collapsed and he 

thought that the history of communications could tell us 

why. 

 

Each civilization, Innis eventually concluded, suffers from 

what he called “the bias of communication.” The idea was 

that all knowledge is shaped by the medium through 

which it is conveyed; civilizations survive only by 

recognizing and resisting the biases to which this makes 

them subject. In the case of Western civilization, he 

believed, mass media were rapidly eroding this resistance. 

Modern societies, he warned, were exposed to a 

“continuous, systematic, ruthless destruction of the 

elements of permanence essential to cultural activity.” 

 

Ian Parker 

The function of a prophet isn’t to predict destruction; the 

function of a prophet is to promote repentance. And it 

seems to me that even in his most pessimistic moods he 

didn’t give up his prophetic hope that it was possible for 

Western civilization to repent, for Western civilization to 

turn around. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

Harold Innis’s hopes and fears for Western civilization, 

and the writings on communications in which they’re 

embodied, are our subject tonight on Ideas. The program 

is Part 2 of a three-part series on Innis’s thought, by David 

Cayley. The occasion is the hundredth anniversary of 

Innis’s birth. 

 

David Cayley 

In June of 1946 Oxford University invited Harold Innis to 

deliver six lectures. He was to address “any subject in the 

economic history of the British empire.” The invitation 

was a welcome recognition of Innis’s growing 

international reputation, but he did not in the event oblige 

his hosts with what they had asked for. 

 

When he finally stood in front of his audience in Oxford, 

early in the summer of 1948, his subject was empire, but 

not the British empire. Instead he began his presentation 

in the Egypt of 4000 B.C. and then worked his way 

systematically through the civilizations of Babylonia, 

Greece, Rome, and the Christian Middle Ages. In each 

case he related the character of the civilization in question 

to the media of communication it had used. 

 

Innis’s interest in communications had begun, in an 

immediate sense, when studies he had made in the later 

thirties of the pulp-and-paper industry had led him to start 

looking into the history of the newspaper in the United 

States. But his interest had other sources as well. He had 

been concerned, during the Depression, that economics 

was becoming narrower, more dogmatic, and more short-

term in its preoccupations; and he had begun to suspect 

that the reason for this lay outside economics, in the 

climate of opinion which disposed economists to ask 

certain questions and ignore others. A trip to the Soviet 

Union in 1945, followed by the emergence of the Cold 

War, intensified a life-long interest in the problem of 

empire and the causes of inter-imperial rivalry. 

 

All these interests were at play in Oxford in 1948. Every 

medium of communication, Innis told his listeners, 

imparts a bias, “either towards an emphasis on space and 

political oganization or towards an emphasis on time and 

religious organization.” Cumbersome techniques of 

writing like hieroglyphics and a heavy medium like stone, 
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as in ancient Egypt, yielded a priestly and essentially local 

society, preoccupied with questions of time; while 

flexible techniques of writing like the Greek alphabet and 

later more portable media like papyrus or paper allowed 

later empires to extend themselves in space. 

 

“Introduction of a second medium,” he went on, “tends to 

check the bias of the first and to create conditions suited 

to the growth of empire.” So, for example, he argued that 

the Byzantine empire had lasted as long as it did because 

of a balance between the biases of two media—the spatial 

bias of the light but fragile papyrus, on which its political 

organization was based, and the time bias, which the more 

durable parchment codex exerted on its ecclesiastical 

organization. 

 

These are the terms in which Innis summarizes his 

argument in Empire and Communications, the book that 

resulted from the Oxford lectures. The idea can seem 

mechanical in paraphrase, but according to Alison Beale, 

Innis actually used it in a more flexible way than his 

summaries sometimes suggest. Alison Beale is a professor 

in the department of communications at Simon Fraser 

University. 

 

Alison Beale 

I think that bias has more than one element to it. It’s not 

just the structural features of a particular medium. In fact, 

I think some of the weakest expositions of that idea in 

Innis are in the places where he talks specifically about 

the characteristics of media such as papyrus or stone in 

Ancient Egypt. 

 

So I think the bias of communication is made up of the 

material characteristics of the medium, the kinds of skills 

that are associated with mastering the forms of literacy 

and numeracy that are used in conjunction with those 

media, and the kinds of thinking that are seen to be valued 

by the extent to which they are recorded through those 

media. So I think that the bias of communication is an 

idea with a number of different elements; and it may, as 

Innis suggests, allow societies to persist over space to a 

greater extent than it helps them extend their reach 

through time, or vice versa. But the actual qualities of the 

media involved are not important by themselves, it’s in 

conjunction with a number of other factors that the bias 

toward space or toward time will be established. 

David Cayley 

The idea of bias in Innis is what Humpty Dumpty in 

Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass calls “a 

portmanteau,” a suitcase from which many meanings can 

be unpacked. It refers to the physical character of the 

media in question but also, as Alison Beale has said, to 

the skills these media foster, the habits of mind they 

encourage, and the pattern of ownership and control to 

which they lend themselves. Bias brings certain concerns 

vividly before us and shades others out of sight. When 

Innis speaks of “the disaster that may follow a belief in 

the obvious” or says that “each civilization has its own 

methods of suicide,” he’s referring to this property of 

bias, that it may hide from us what we most need to know 

and make us fatally certain of what we should doubt. 

Robin Neill is a professor of economics at Carlton 

University and the author of A New Theory of Value, a 

study of Innis’s economics. This is his sense of what Innis 

means by bias. 

 

Robin Neill 

The information environment, which determines what we 

want, is itself limited by the technique that we use in 

thinking. Our thoughts are controlled by the information 

flow and by the structure of information; we think about 

what we’re taught to think about. 

 

It is a very simple proposition. Most important ideas are 

very simple: Harley Parker said to McLuhan one time, if 

you’ve got a full test tube and you want to put something 

in, you have to take something out. It seems obvious, but 

you know, you put foreign investment in Canada; what are 

you taking out? You put radio, you put television in 

Canada; what disappears? 

 

The simple idea in this case is that we think about, we 

move in the direction in which we are taught to move. I 

lived on the prairies for ten years and I went on the 

prairies and I shot ducks—I was forever shooting ducks. I 

loved to go out on the prairies, and I thought I understood 

the prairies. I walked over it for days and days and days. 

Then I met an artist who painted the prairies and he was 

always painting shacks. I thought this was a silly thing to 

do. I said, why are you painting these shacks? it doesn’t 

look like the prairies. Well, he said, that’s what I see. 

 

So the next time I went out my eyes were open—the 

prairies are littered with shacks! Shacks for people to 

stand in to catch the bus, shacks for people to stand in in 

the fields to get out of the weather, shacks to hold wheat 
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out there, shacks to hold equipment, shacks for whatever 

you want to do. It is littered with shacks! I hadn’t seen 

them until I was taught to see them. 

 

Preconception is everything when it comes to assessing a 

situation in order to know what to do; and preconception 

is determined by the limits put upon the information that 

we see. We’re really living in a mental construct; and we 

act on the expectations that are generated by this thing, 

and that we think is reality. 

 

David Cayley 

The nature of people’s expectations—are they rational or 

not?—is a critical question in economics. Innis’s concept 

of bias addresses this question and indicates to Robin 

Neill that in his communication works Innis was 

extending rather than abandoning his work as an 

economist. In fact, Neill believes that Innis’s later 

writings will eventually be seen as his most lasting 

contribution to economics. An example is Innis’s 

discussion of the relationship between radio and the great 

depression of the thirties.  

 

Robin Neill 

The radio comes into existence: people get a lot of 

information immediately which they are not accustomed 

to dealing with; they become uncertain. Too much 

information at once: uncertainty generates a sense that 

things are risky, and they are risk-averse, and they stop 

investing. The radio creates an information environment 

in which that depression occurs. 

 

That’s the kind of thing that Innis is talking about. It does 

come back to economics, and Innis is asking the question: 

What kind of judgements are you going to get in an 

environment which is controlled by a particular kind of 

information, which will be determined by the instruments 

of observation, the instruments of reporting observations 

that we have? 

 

David Cayley 

Harold Innis is often taken to be one of the founders of 

the new academic discipline of communications. Innis 

himself, however, disliked academic specialization and 

frequently deplored the fragmentation of knowledge. So it 

makes some sense, I think, to see him, as Robin Neill 

does, as someone who enlarged economics rather than as 

someone who helped to create a new branch of 

knowledge. 

 

“It is part of the task of the social scientist,” Innis had 

written in the thirties, “to test the limits of his tools and to 

indicate their possibilities, particularly at a period where 

he is tempted to discard them altogether.” In his 

communications studies he did just this, testing the range 

and limits of an economist’s tool kit, in a field that had 

previously been beyond the reach of such tools. The term 

communication, at the time Innis was writing, still mainly 

evoked the sense of ideas effortlessly conveyed from 

mind to mind; he gave it a material grounding, drawing 

attention to the resistance, distortion, and inequality that 

are actually involved. 

 

This materialist account of communication allowed Innis 

a new look at a problem that had preoccupied him from 

the very beginning of his intellectual career: the nature of 

empire. The existence of empire, he says, is an indication 

of “the efficiency of communication,” meaning by 

efficiency the extent to which a variety of media balance 

and support one another. If bias is not checked and 

corrected in this way, the result is what he calls “a 

monopoly of knowledge.” Monopoly, for Innis, is always 

ultimately fatal to civilization because it generates an 

illusion of self-sufficiency; and that illusion cuts the 

centres of empire off from the sources of variation, 

innovation, and renewal on which their continued vitality 

depends. Monopoly makes itself the final authoritative 

truth to which all other truths must bow. 

 

Innis got a taste of this kind of arrogance in 1916, when 

he arrived in England during the First World War and 

discovered that as a colonial he belonged to a lesser order 

than his British masters. Later, at the University of 

Chicago, he discovered in the writings of American 

economist Thorstein Veblen a way of thinking about this 

problem that he found fruitful. 

 

Veblen, like Innis, came from a pioneer farming 

background. He was born in Wisconsin in 1857 to 

Norwegian immigrants, and he advanced the idea that the 

creative vigour on which a civilization depends for its 

renewal comes from that civilization’s never-completely-

subdued margins. Ian Parker is a professor of economics 

at the University of Toronto. He has studied this idea in 

Veblen’s work. 

Ian Parker 

He talks about the intellectual pre-eminence of the Jews in 

modern Europe; and his argument there is that the person 
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from the backwoods culture moves in with a very 

powerful cultural inheritance, held in a clay pot. He’s 

using that as an image of the Jews in modern Europe. 

They’d been able to keep that heritage intact because they 

hadn’t been able to participate fully in the society. Then, 

in the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries, when some 

of the barriers broke down, they moved in—still with this 

relatively autonomous, independent culture—to the main 

society. What happened was, you got this tremendous 

cultural creativity but the clay pot was smashed by the 

machines of progress, thereby unleashing all of this 

creativity. So Veblen sees being marginal as a potential 

source of creativity. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis developed this idea at length in Empire and 

Communications, mentioning numerous cases in which 

empires have been subverted or renewed by innovations 

which began at their margins. The ancestor of our modern 

alphabet was first spread by Phoenician traders operating 

on the fringes of the Egyptian and Babylonian 

civilizations; Buddhism developed at the edge of the 

Brahmin monopoly of knowledge in ancient India; the 

revival of learning during Europe’s Dark Ages moved 

eastward from the Celtic margins of the old Roman 

empire; religious freedom in modern Europe appeared 

first in Holland, where the spell of dogmatism was 

weakest; economic freedom in Scotland and the American 

colonies; and so on. 

 

John Watson is the author of a doctoral thesis on Harold 

Innis called Marginal Man. He thinks that the idea of 

marginality was crucial to Innis’s sense of what he was 

doing as an intellectual. 

 

John Watson 

He believed that, if you had a very well-developed culture 

and institutions, to some extent in the end it would turn on 

itself because it would after generations become a self-

referring realm where all the questions of the day were 

answered from inside the world view that had been 

generated out of this place and this culture. And the 

problem with that was that to break such a paradigm you 

had to go outside of the thought patterns that had 

developed the paradigm in the first place. That’s why I 

think he put as the hero to his project the marginal 

intellectual, who perhaps had borrowed imperfectly some 

parts of the paradigm or some of the ideas that existed in 

the centre, but had to have a new look at things and 

wasn’t burdened by having the answers to the questions 

already provided to him. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis set out to have this “new look at things” from the 

very beginning of his career. In his writings on economic 

history he tried to understand Canada on its own terms, 

rather than viewing it in the borrowed light of classical 

British political economy. He succeeded so brilliantly that 

by the time he was appointed head of political economy at 

the University of Toronto in 1937 he was himself a centre 

of very considerable power and influence in Canadian 

academic life. 

 

His later writings, however, brought him a renewed 

experience of marginality. The material was new and 

unfamiliar to his readers and audiences, and the way in 

which he assembled it, says John Watson, was somewhat 

eccentric. 

 

John Watson 

The method of composition that Innis used was to have a 

room set up in his house, where he would spread out 

books like waves and read books jumbled together. He 

might have twelve or twenty books on the go, make 

copious notes, photocopy the notes—and we’re talking 

about very primitive photocopying technology back 

then—and then he would cut and paste. He would take the 

précised notes from these books he had read, he would cut 

them up, jumble them together, add bridges, and voilà! 

you had the communications work. 

 

But it indicated a certain degree of paranoia: he wasn’t 

trained as a classical scholar, he wasn’t able to work in 

the original languages, so he had to stay very close to his 

authorities, to the scholars that were recognized as experts 

in the field. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis’s style of presentation in his later works has 

attracted, over the years, a variety of interpretations. John 

Watson stresses the element of guardedness and insecurity 

in his procedures. Haste, and an obsessive effort to be 

comprehensive, even in the limited space of a lecture, 

must also have been factors. Marshall McLuhan saw 

Innis’s style as a conscious technique and not just a 

product of necessity. Empire and Communications to 

McLuhan consisted of a series of what he called “figure-

ground flashes,” speeded up to the rate of cinematic 



IDEAS: THE LEGACY OF HAROLD INNIS 

 

 

 

 

15 

montage. Others have claimed that Innis must be read as a 

poet. 

 

Whatever is the case, Innis’s last books and lectures were 

not well-understood. People walked out of his presidential 

address to the Royal Society of Canada in 1947; the 

audience for his lectures at Oxford in 1948 fell off every 

night; and his reviews were disappointing. The British 

magazine The Economist found the style of Political 

Economy in the Modern State “even more atrocious than 

is normally to be expected of North American 

academics.” Closer to home, The Canadian Historical 

Review thought that The Bias of Communication 

presented its readers with “at best a mere series of half 

truths.” 

 

John Watson 

There’s no doubt in Innis’s later work that he was 

working alone, that he was looked upon as a crank who 

had gotten ahead of himself. I don’t think most of the stuff 

would have been published, except it was coming from 

this man who had made his reputation in the staples works 

and who was very senior in the academic community, and 

who had the opportunity to give addresses that people had 

to listen to. But they certainly didn’t understand them. 

The reviews were generally negative. There are readers’ 

reports from a number of the later works that were sent 

out by publishers and they’re almost universally negative. 

If there is any positive commentary in them, it’s, you 

know, phrased in terms of “these are suggested works ...” 

blah-blah-blah; but if you read the undertext, it’s “I don’t 

have a bloody idea what he’s talking about.” 

 

David Cayley 

Empire and Communications is a study of the forces that 

preserve and stabilize civilization, and equally, of the 

forces that disturb and destabilize it. Civilizations can 

survive, Innis says in his introduction, only through a 

concern with their limitations. Bias and monopoly reflect 

the tendency to overreach. Balance represents the saving 

grace of self-knowledge and self-limitation. 

 

And balance, in Innis’s writings, is the highest good. It 

describes the stable condition that obtains when the biases 

of various media counteract each other. But it also reflects 

an ethical ideal, a standard by which to live. James Carey 

is a professor of journalism at Columbia University in 

New York and a long-time champion of Innis’s work in 

the United States. 

 

James Carey 

Innis always wanted to keep what are in effect the 

contradictions of experience in full view. That is, there 

was always a tension and that notion that he found 

exemplified in Greek philosophy, not so much of the 

middle way, but that you’ve got to combine alternatives, 

you’ve got to live with contradictions. You can’t find 

some fuzzy middle, you’ve got to learn how to bring 

together science and religion, local knowledge and 

general knowledge, time and space. These are 

contradictory, not complementary demands. And he tried 

to point out ways in which we could maintain a fruitful 

tension between them so that one didn’t dominate the 

other. 

 

Innis was opposed to the building of systems. Every 

formal theoretical system always isolates some principle 

—utility, romance, power—as the central element in the 

system. But what Innis was saying is that for all the 

glories of these systems, romance won’t help you in a 

lifeboat; utility won’t help you at a wedding—that is, life 

is too varied, its experience is too wide, to be satisfied by 

any system of institutions or any system of thought that 

isolates one quality. It’s only in the achievement of 

relationship that one can go forward. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis found what he thought was the highest expression of 

balance, or fruitful relationship between contradictory 

forces, in Ancient Greece. In a book which Innis very 

much admired called The Crucifixion of Intellectual Man, 

Eric Havelock wrote: “There was a golden age in Athens, 

when men, as they walked the streets, lived in two minds 

at once, guided by the unconscious heroisms of an epic 

tradition, yet roused to vivid thought by the science of an 

awakening intellect.” Havelock’s words, I think, exactly 

catch Innis’s sense of the glory of Athens as well. 

 

Judith Stamps teaches political theory at the University of 

Victoria and is the author of a forthcoming book on Innis, 

McLuhan, and the Frankfurt school, called Unthinking 

Modernity.  

 

Judith Stamps 

He thought that there was a very brief period in Greek life 

where there was a balance between the older oral, poetic 

tradition and a new written tradition, and he thought that 
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that balance created a moment of tremendous creativity in 

Greece. 

 

The oral tradition had been fairly fixed. It had done a 

couple of good things: it had really enhanced the 

development of memory in the society because everything 

the society learned had to be kept in memory—that was a 

good thing—but at the same it limited people in what they 

were able to do. With a written tradition, he thought, the 

burden of having to remember everything was removed 

and people could experiment a little. They could 

experiment with different forms of writing that were 

slightly less memorable. 

 

The oral tradition was all poetic, it was all rhyming and so 

on, and had to have certain forms. The new tradition 

could take off in more prosaic directions, in the direction 

of prose, and as such it could do things like more 

interesting scientific discussion and so on. He thought that 

at that point there was a new flourishing of individualism 

in Greece, something that is difficult in an oral tradition. 

But it was an individualism that still hadn’t become a 

capital-I Individualism, so it didn’t dominate everything. 

 

That’s basically what Greece meant to him. You had this 

flourishing of individual culture, you had this flourishing 

of drama and philosophy and painting and the emergence 

of perspective and so on that came as these two cultures, 

the oral and the written, met one another for a brief period 

of time when neither dominated the other. It created a 

kind of flexibility, it gave some new tools to use for self-

expression. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis, in later years, sometimes described himself as a 

proponent of the oral tradition. What he generally meant, I 

think, was not the pure orality of societies without 

writing, like Greece in its Heroic Age, but a situation in 

which there was a proper balance between the oral and the 

written, such as he supposed had existed at Athens. 

 

Alison Beale 

There can be monopoly in oral traditions—and Innis does 

give examples of that in various theocracies and in 

traditional forms of government that depended on oral 

tradition and designated speakers; they can be immensely 

hierarchical. So speech alone is not a guarantee of 

participation and democracy. He favoured balance, 

although I’m not even sure that balance is the right word, 

because Innis is always dealing with historical conflict 

and power relations. It’s not as if there’s some nice 

equilibrium that everybody’s happy with; it’s really far 

more the ability of strong forces to challenge other strong 

forces, and there will always be an overpowering of one 

by the other. 

 

David Cayley 

In Athens this overpowering began to occur, in Innis’s 

view, during the later fourth century B.C. By then, he felt, 

the point of balance had been passed and writing had 

begun to acquire an unhealthy predominance. The change 

was typified for Innis in the contrast between the writings 

of Plato and those of his pupil Aristotle. Plato’s work is in 

the form of written dialogues which attempt to preserve 

something of the character of a lively discussion. The 

form emphasizes participation and suggests that the great 

questions are never finally settled; truth is tentative, 

subject to revision in subsequent dialogues. 

 

Aristotle, on the other hand, casts his work in a more 

definitive form. He adopts a tone of authority and thereby 

creates what Innis calls “grooves of thought”; “channels,” 

he also says, “in which thought is forced to run.” Innis, in 

his economic writings, had drawn attention to what he 

called “the rigidities” that lock economies into certain 

patterns of production. Grooves of thought are mental 

rigidities, the precursors of the channels of steel, asphalt, 

and optical fibre, in which Western civilization will later 

be forced to run. 

 

The essays Harold Innis wrote during the last ten years of 

his life convey at times an impression of dizzying and 

disorienting velocity, the sense of a world reeling from 

one catastrophe to another, unable to find any stable point 

of orientation or rest. There is a note now and then of 

suppressed panic in his austere, telegraphic prose, a 

feeling of acceleration and instability. The mass-

circulation newspaper, he says, has been responsible for 

“a ruthless shattering of language.” He speaks of “the 

cruelty of mechanized communication” and says that it 

has led to “a systematic destruction of elements of 

permanence essential to culture.” “Thought,” he claims, 

“has been paralyzed.” 

 

What Innis thought had happened, in the most general 

sense, was that the mechanization of communication had 

allowed an unbalancing of the relations between time and 

space. Mass media dominated vast spaces, while time, he 
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said, was cut into “precise fragments suited to the needs 

of the engineer and the accountant.” His primary example, 

and the medium of which he made the most detailed 

analysis, was the mass-circulation newspaper, which 

emerged at the end of the nineteenth century. 

 

The power and reach of the modern newspaper, in Innis’s 

view, was founded first of all on a set of linked 

technological changes. The use of wood-pulp and paper-

making drastically reduced the cost of newsprint; the 

speed and capacity of printing presses increased; the 

telegraph allowed information to be gathered more widely 

and more quickly; and so on. This led to the creation of 

national markets and the formation of chains. One of the 

consequences, in Innis’s opinion, was the creation of a 

climate of opinion in which the First World War became 

possible. 

 

Judith Stamps 

The press had played a very important role in what he felt 

was keeping people’s emotions at a boiling point 

continuously so that they were ready to mindlessly follow 

any impulse toward violence, that it kept people 

constantly at the level just below violence. Interestingly 

enough, he thought that it did so not simply out of some 

kind of sadistic perverseness, but just out of the logic of 

its own economy. The press is a commodity that has to 

sell itself every single day of the week; and it turns out, 

when you look at its economy, that one of the ways it can 

do that best is by sensationalizing. Sensationalizing makes 

it possible for it to sell itself because the bold headline 

sells. But an unhappy aftereffect is that the bold headline 

also gets people emotionally wound up in a way that it’s 

possible for them to mindlessly follow state policies that 

might be ultimately destructive of their lives. 

 

David Cayley 

In his analysis of the link between World War One and 

sensationalism in the press, Innis stressed the content of 

mass media. He was equally attentive at other times to the 

form, which he believed, for example, had powerful 

effects on language. In his writings on empire, Innis had 

seen vernaculars, or everyday languages, as sources of 

popular independence and resistance to centralized 

control. Modern mass media, he argued, had been 

responsible for a mechanization of the vernacular; or, in 

other words, a takeover of the means of independent 

thought. Ideas were for sale ready-made. 

 

Judith Stamps 

This did a couple of things. One of them was that it 

discouraged people from conversing with each other 

about politics or anything else because it did their 

conversing for them, it defined things for them, and 

consequently rendered them more passive; and he felt that 

in order to have a really vibrant culture you had to have 

people who were used to discussing things together and 

who were able to constitute themselves as a public, orally. 

It also encouraged very rigid definitions. People in the 

press are always trying to prove who’s right and who’s 

wrong, trying to present arguments in order to dominate 

or to avoid being dominated. 

 

That acts as a kind of teaching mechanism for people, but 

it teaches them the wrong things. It teaches them to value 

the wrong things about communication; it teaches them to 

worry about who was wrong and who was right in a 

conversation, rather than thinking in terms of a collective 

search for truth, even if you never get there, just a 

collective continual search for truth. That’s not the sort of 

thing that we get in the everyday press. We get a very 

deep concern for Proof—capital-P Proof—of rightness 

and wrongness. 

 

David Cayley 

Mechanized communication, Innis said, had enormously 

increased the difficulty of thought. The problem, 

obviously, was general, but in Innis’s view it was 

expressed in its most acutely destructive form in the 

United States. The United States had a written 

constitution, which had become the sacred scripture of the 

American civic religion; it guaranteed untrammelled 

freedom to the press, and that unquestioned good, in 

Innis’s view, had opened the door to numerous evils. 

“Freedom of the press, under the Bill of Rights,” he 

wrote, “accentuated the printed tradition, destroyed 

freedom of speech, and broke relations with the oral 

tradition of Europe.” It legitimized vast monopolies of 

communication; and those monopolies, Innis believed, 

were now threatening Canada’s very existence. Cultural 

life in Canada, he said, was subject to “constant 

hammering from American commercialism. We can 

survive,” he went on, “only by taking persistent action at 

strategic points against American imperialism in all its 

attractive guises.” 

 

Richard Noble is a professor of political science at the 

University of Winnipeg. 
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Richard Noble 

Commercial communications monopolies use the freedom 

granted them under the American Bill of Rights to 

essentially play to what Innis saw as the lowest common 

denominator in our culture and to propagate ideas derived 

from the written constitution of the United States as 

universal truths that should be characteristic of all free 

and civilized societies. So that’s one of the reasons why 

freedom of the press threatened Canadian liberties. 

 

Now, another more philosophical problem that Innis had 

with freedom of the press as it was experienced in the 

United States was that it tended to override the oral 

tradition in certain important ways, and particularly in 

respect to the courts. Innis saw the common-law courts of 

Canada—and, indeed, the United States—as deriving 

from the oral tradition and retaining certain very 

important dimensions of the oral tradition. For instance, in 

trials, oral testimony is taken as an important way of 

determining the truth, and the procedures are all related to 

the oral examination of witnesses and evidence and so on. 

 

So the common law and the common-law courts embody 

the oral tradition. And for Innis, because of this, they 

embody certain very important liberties. One of these, for 

instance, would be the right to a fair trial. Now the Bill of 

Rights, in its granting of the abstract, absolute right to 

freedom of the press, can override the more concrete 

liberties preserved by the common-law tradition. To take 

an example: in the trial of Paul Bernardo in Ontario, 

where almost all information with respect to that trial and 

the trial of his alleged conspirator was completely 

suppressed. It was suppressed, I think, largely in the 

interests of preserving the accused’s right to a fair trial, so 

our general right to freedom of information and to 

freedom of expression was restricted in order to preserve 

this concrete right of one individual to a fair trial. 

 

Now, in the United States, if you look at a similar kind of 

trial, the O. J. Simpson case, what’s happened is that the 

abstract general right to freedom of speech has overriden 

the individual’s right to a fair trial. Commercial 

communications monopolies have argued successfully 

that they have a right to exploit all the information with 

respect to that trial to their own ends. So Innis, I think, 

saw general abstract rights to freedom of expression as a 

serious threat to the more concrete, historically embodied 

rights that existed within the oral traditions of the 

Canadian constitution. 

 

David Cayley 

Since Richard Noble made this statement, the Supreme 

Court of Canada has overturned the centuries-old rule he 

refers to, that the right to a fair trial always trumps free 

speech. The court was considering a Toronto judge’s 

decision to prevent the CBC from broadcasting the 

television movie The Boys of St. Vincent, on the grounds 

that it compromised the right of the men portrayed in the 

film to a fair trial. The Supreme Court found this ban 

unjustified and instructed the country’s judges in future to 

accord free speech and the right to a fair trial equal 

footing. The broad Canadian consensus that I would guess 

now supports such a ruling is an illustration of the trend 

which already alarmed Innis forty years ago. 

 

The oral tradition, to Innis, signified living thought, 

achieved and constantly modified in community. “Oral 

discussion,” he wrote, “inherently involves personal 

contact and a consideration for the feelings of others and 

is in sharp contrast with the cruelty of mechanized 

communication.” Text books and standardized 

examinations bothered him throughout his university 

career by their suggestion that knowledge had some final 

resting state in which it could be preserved and recalled. 

 

Richard Noble 

In a written tradition, which is characteristic of space-

biased societies, arguments, assertions of truth, that are 

written tend to take on a dogmatic character. Let’s say I 

make an argument about the superiority of the American 

constitution. That’s a claim that’s made really within the 

American constitution itself. Because it’s written, that 

becomes a kind of article of faith which acquires a certain 

dogmatic force within a political culture. And so large, 

powerful nations with written constitutions can develop 

habits of thinking about themselves that are superior and 

imperialistic in their character; whereas nations which 

draw upon an oral tradition, or cultures which draw upon 

an oral tradition, I think he tended to think that these 

cultures would be much more flexible about the moral 

force of their constitutions, about the central principles 

that define their social life. Oral traditions are more open, 

in Innis’s view, more flexible about truth; they’re more 

oriented towards the discovery of truth than the assertion 

of some kind of final absolute version of the truth. 
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So I think that Innis believed that insofar as a nation could 

retain a constitutional idea that was linked to the oral 

tradition, it would be less imperialistic, particularly in the 

context of the mid-twentieth century when space bias was 

a common feature of Western societies. 

 

David Cayley 

Space bias was generated, in Innis’s opinion, by the vast 

reach of the mechanized word, both through print and 

broadcast media. “Technological advance in 

communication,” he wrote, “implies a narrowing of the 

range from which material is distributed and a widening 

of the range of reception so that a large number receive 

but are unable to make any response.” This passivity, he 

believed, would prove in the end fatal to civilization. A 

living culture required continuous revision. What he had 

admired in the Platonic dialogue, for example, was its 

incompleteness, its openness to further elaboration. 

Unfinished perspectives and unanswered questions were 

for him the very breath of cultural life. He doubted they 

would survive in the increasingly saturated space of 

mechanized communications. 

 

“History,” Innis said, “is a web of which the warp and the 

woof are space and time woven in an uneven pattern.” A 

change in one will inevitably produce a change in the 

other. And Innis felt that the powerful spatial bias of 

modern media had led to a general neglect of questions of 

time. One sign of this for him was the divorce of science 

from ethics in the university curriculum—ethics, 

according to Judith Stamps, being pre-eminently a 

question of time. 

 

Judith Stamps 

An ethic is something which comes out of a cultural 

development, and a cultural development is something 

that happens over time. How we come to value things can 

only be explained by our origins, by the origins of those 

particular values. If we want to understand why you value 

something, we look at your past to see how you’ve 

developed; if we want to understand how British culture, 

any culture, has come to value certain things, we look at 

its historical development. That tells us two things. It tells 

us that an ethic is something which is an historical thing 

to start with; and it also tells us that different cultures 

have different ethical outlooks, so that time is embedded 

in the very concept of an ethic. 

 

David Cayley 

Ethos, the Greek word from which ethics derives, 

originally meant “character,” and it was character that 

Innis worried about in his final writings: the historical 

character of Canada as a British country, unscarred by 

revolution and distinguished from the United States by an 

unbroken continuity with the civilization of western 

Europe; and the historical character of the university as an 

independent institution. These characters, he felt, were 

gradually being erased by an exclusive and unbalanced 

emphasis on the present and a corresponding forgetfulness 

of the claims of the future and the past. So, in 1950, 

speaking at the University of New Brunswick, he made 

what he called “a plea for time.” 

 

James Carey explains what he thinks Innis meant, 

beginning with a quotation from Czech novelist Milan 

Kundera’s The Book of Laughter and Forgetting. 

 

James Carey 

He says, “The struggle of man against power is the 

struggle of memory against forgetting.” Kundera’s point 

was, of course, that we have had to struggle, in his own 

case, to maintain our connections to western Europe, to 

see ourselves as writers working within a Western literary 

tradition derived from the Enlightenment and the entire 

Christian tradition, in a system that would use language to 

obliterate memory and to obliterate those historic 

connections. 

 

That seems to me to be the point that’s central in Innis. If 

you have a society in which there are forms of 

communication that will not allow for the cultivation of 

remembrance, then you will not gain the necessary 

continuity to hold out against the forces of power. There 

was a time when in many churches there was a rule that a 

clock, a watch, would not be allowed in, on, or around the 

church because it violated God’s sense of time, eternity. 

The clock kept track of today. 

 

The world of the newspaper is the world of today; it’s a 

one-day world. It assembles the world at five o’clock on 

Monday afternoon and then it’s gone. It reassembles it on 

Tuesday. It’s a series of disconnected, moment-by-

moment snapshots. It is the fact that you can print it in 

snapshots that allows you to transmit it and send it so far. 

So each of these media of communication have been 

lighter, more exportable; you can move them around in 

space, you can ingest wider areas within them. 
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But the price of doing that is making them less 

memorable, less repeatable. Let’s take the extreme of 

television. Every study we had that I’ve ever seen simply 

says that television is, for all its power, not a memorable 

medium. People don’t remember it! Let’s go to the 

telegraph. The telegraph, if you look at a stream of 

telegraphic speech, eliminates nearly everything, because 

words cost money on the telegraph. So telegraphic 

messages may convey information—your father died at 

six, stop—but it doesn’t convey poetry; it doesn’t convey 

memory; it doesn’t convey the richness of experience. 

 

Innis saw knowledge being mechanized. We could 

transmit it further and we could transmit it faster, at the 

price of making it less memorable, less retainable. It was 

as if we lived in a one-day world where everything we 

learned today we forgot tomorrow, only to learn 

something new. 

 

David Cayley 

Harold Innis’s work in communications was cut short by 

his death of cancer in 1952. He was only fifty-eight years 

old. His last years were shadowed by the Cold War, by his 

growing alarm about the corrosive influence of the United 

States on Canada, and by his fear that Western civilization 

itself was committing suicide. His final essays, as you 

have heard, reflect this darkening mood. And yet, James 

Carey says, they are for him, finally, hopeful. 

 

James Carey 

It becomes for all of us harder and harder, as we get older, 

to maintain hope, because we so much identify hope with 

ourselves; and after all, when we’re gone, hope goes with 

us. And writers tend to be this way, even very great ones. 

I think, for example, that a writer to whom I’d compare 

Innis is Orwell. You can read the last works in terms of 

the bleak despair, let us say, of 1984; but this is a book, it 

seems to me, of profound hope, compromised very deeply 

by the fact that Orwell was dying when he wrote it. And 

Innis’s later works for me have the kind of anxiety and 

rush and fear of a man struggling to get it done before he 

was dead, and also in the midst of an accelerating Cold 

War which came out of World War Two. Everyone who 

lived through Innis’s time, it seems to me, was badly 

affected by it; but, if I contrast him to a thinker like Lewis 

Mumford, I find a kind of continuous affirmation in Innis. 

 

David Cayley 

There is certainly affirmation in Innis—his whole life in a 

sense was a passionate affirmation. But there remains as a 

separate question his prophesy for civilization in the Age 

of Information. Here his pessimism is undeniable. But 

there is, as Nietzsche said, pessimism from strength and 

pessimism from weakness. Andrew Wernick, a professor 

at Trent University, whom you’ll hear more from in the 

final program of this series, thinks that Innis offers those 

who continue to read him pessimism from strength. 

 

Andrew Wernick 

Pessimism from weakness is just where you throw up 

your hands in horror at the way things are and you shuffle 

off and do something else, close the doors, close the 

windows, and sort of watch the box. Pessimism from 

strength means looking hard into the nature of things, 

even on their blackest, bleakest side, and being able to 

speak them, being able to see them, and then being able to 

go on in some ways. And I think that Innis in his own 

mind was trying to represent a kind of pessimism from 

strength. I think it’s only insofar as we can come from that 

kind of subjective point of view that we will be able to 

find Innis particularly sympathetic. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis said in 1945 that Western civilization had collapsed. 

Perhaps on his definition it really had. Perhaps today we 

are living in a new and unprecedented condition which is 

distinctly not what Innis meant by “Western civilization.” 

To me that’s precisely what makes him interesting. He’s 

an honest witness, who can tell us something about what 

has actually happened to our world, and he’s a critical 

thinker whom one could emulate even after Western 

civilization. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

On Ideas tonight, you’ve listened to Part 2 of a profile of 

Harold Innis, by David Cayley. The series honours the 

centenary of Innis’s birth. It concludes next week at this 

time with a program about Innis’s philosophy of 

knowledge and his views on the proper character of 

universities. 
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Technical production of tonight’s program was by Lorne 

Tulk. Production assistants were Gail Brownell and Liz 

Nagy. Thanks to Daniel Drache, Bill Buxton, and Alison 

Moss. The executive producer of Ideas is Bernie Lucht, 

and I’m Lister Sinclair. 

 

Transcription by Hedy Muysson, Westport, Ontario. 
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Lister Sinclair 

Good evening, and welcome to Ideas. I’m Lister Sinclair 

with the third and final program in our series about 

Harold Innis. 

 

James Carey 

Innis was constantly saying, return to experience; return 

to the data; return to the geography; return to the history; 

get down in the local knowledge; get into what is really 

messy about it. I think that if you try to theorize Innis too 

far— that is, to formalize him, to build a system out of 

him— that you lose him. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

Harold Innis called himself “a dirt economist.” He was 

born on a farm in southwestern Ontario. His research in 

economics was grounded in conversations with miners 

and mill workers, fishermen and trappers throughout the 

country, and even when his fame grew beyond Canada, he 

never lost the common touch. 

 

But Harold Innis was also in the later years of his life one 

of the most powerful men in Canadian academic life: the 

head of the department of political economy at the 

University of Toronto and a key adviser to the Carnegie 

and Rockefeller Foundations, who at that time provided 

most of the funds for social-science research in Canada. 

 

In this program we’ll look into these two sides of Harold 

Innis: the dirt economist with his practical sense of the 

limits to knowledge; and the academic, who believed 

passionately that the university must remain an ivory 

tower. 

 

Judith Stamps 

Innis thought it was very important for the university to 

maintain itself very separately from the state, so that he 

thought it was very wrong for people teaching in a 

university to go out and work as managers of the state. 

 

He thought that within the university you have the 

opportunity not to have to worry about whether you’re 

absolutely right or absolutely wrong, whether your 

economic analysis was the one that was going to inform 

social policy or not; you could actually start exploring 

ideas in that more open-ended fashion and be a living 

example of what a dialogue could be like. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

This year is the hundredth anniversary of Harold Innis’s 

birth. This series, by David Cayley, is Ideas’s tribute to 

Canada’s most eminent scholar during the first half of the 

twentieth century. In previous programs David Cayley 

looked at Innis’s work as an economist and pioneering 

communications scholar. 

 

Tonight, in the final episode, he considers Innis’s views 

on the vocation of the intellectual, the nature of 

knowledge, and the proper place of universities within 

culture. 

 

David Cayley 

In the summer of 1948, during a lecture tour in England, 

Harold Innis addressed a meeting of the Conference of 

Commonwealth Universities in Oxford. The organizers 

had asked him to speak about the moral changes produced 

in modern society by scientific and technological 

advances. He addressed the question mainly with regard 

to universities. 

 

The problem universities faced, he said, was the 

mechanization of knowledge. Under the influence of 

modern communications media, knowledge was being 

standardized and speeded up. Thought was being engulfed 

in a torrent of printed and broadcast words so swift that 

sustained reflection was becoming almost impossible. The 

university curriculum was fragmenting under the impact. 

“Knowledge,” he told his audience, “has been divided to 

[such an] extent that it is apparently hopeless to expect a 

common point of view.” 

 

Against this picture of stupefaction and decline Innis 

upheld what he called “the oral tradition.” His bias, he 

said, was with this tradition, particularly as reflected in 

Greek civilization and with the necessity of recapturing 

something of its spirit. “Like the Greeks,” he had written, 

a year before his talk in Oxford, “we should be concerned 

with making men, not with overwhelming them by facts 

disseminated with paper and ink, film, radio and 

television. Education is the basis of the state and its 

ultimate aim and essence is the training of character.” 

 

Andrew Wernick is a professor of cultural studies at Trent 

University in Peterborough, Ontario. He has written on 

the central importance of Greek ideals in Innis’s idea of a 

university. 

Andrew Wernick 
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To understand the attachment of Innis to Greece or to 

things Hellenic, one has to see it in relationship to his 

detachments from things Christian. After all, he had a 

Baptist background, he was in some sense destined for the 

ministry; and he got off the boat, perhaps as a result or 

accelerated certainly by his experiences in the First World 

War. Like many people in his generation, he was 

thoroughly disillusioned with the ruling explanations, the 

ruling values, the ruling principalities and powers. I think 

it was to Greek ideas or a Greek-inspired vision of culture 

that he turned to fill the void, if you like, left by his 

decamping from Christianity. 

 

David Cayley 

When Innis joined the Canadian army in 1916, he 

explained to his sister that it was faith in Christianity that 

had made him enlist. His parents, who were devoutly 

Baptist, still hoped at the time that he would eventually 

become a minister. He was wounded in 1917 in France 

and later described himself as “a psychological as well as 

a physical casualty of the war.” 

 

By the time of his return to Canada in 1918 Christianity 

seems to have disappeared from his life. There are at least 

no further personal references to it that I know of, either 

in his papers or his published works. He described himself 

to friends as an agnostic, and according to his daughter 

Mary, refused, even on her wedding day, to enter a 

church. 

 

In the absence of any word from Innis himself on the 

subject, Andrew Wernick’s contention that Innis’s Greek 

ideals were a sublimation of his lapsed Christian faith 

remains a speculation, but the story certainly fits a very 

general trend in Western civilization after the 

Enlightenment. Hellenism, as the idea of reviving the 

West’s Greek heritage was called, did become a substitute 

for Christian faith. It was also thought to provide a critical 

standpoint outside industrial society, and at Innis’s time in 

Canada, Hellenism centered on the university.  

 

Andrew Wernick 

This was the living, breathing ideology of the universities 

in the inter-war period, as they were being—as some 

people in them thought—revitalized. I think Innis was 

very attracted to that notion, and he just set about being an 

independent scholar in that context. 

Now that, for example, gives one the notion that the 

university is absolutely not beholden to the state. It’s the 

duty of scholars, in fact, to inform people in power about 

what the truth is; or to inform the people about what the 

truth is, irrespective of what anybody in power may say. 

So one can read Innis as moving from his Baptist, non-

conformist, dissenting persona into the robes of an 

academic, where he’s able to again speak truth to power, 

but this time on the basis of an institution whose title to 

autonomy and to authority is based on its relationship to 

culture, human history, and human civilization, and not to 

some kind of transcendental mandate or some kind of 

otherworldly gift in the form of revelation. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis conceived of education along Greek lines, defining 

it as a form of self-disciplined leisure aimed at the 

refinement of character and the exploration of ideas 

through a focused conversational give and take. And 

Greek ideas, Andrew Wernick says, were also the 

foundation of his thinking about politics, economics, and 

culture generally.  

 

Andrew Wernick 

I think that Innis’s attachments are to the principles 

elaborated at the temple of Apollo at Delphi. He refers to 

the Greek slogan “Nothing in excess” periodically, as he 

does to the other slogan that was up on the wall there, 

which is “Know yourself,” which was, we know, very 

important to the Socratic turn in Greek philosophy. 

 

If you put these two principles together—nothing in 

excess, balance (and balance understood as a middle 

point, a point of equipoise between two countervailing 

forces); if you put that together with the other principle of 

know yourself, of reflexivity, understanding your own 

bias, understanding that everything is biased and 

perspectival, trying to understand your bias in terms of 

other people’s bias (that in fact is the only way in which a 

social scientist can pretend to be in any sense objective)—

you’ve got Innis’s fundamental methodological and 

axiological principles. I think for him these principles are 

touchstones in terms of which he responds to, assimilates, 

evaluates various aspects and strands within the liberal 

tradition, to which of course he’s biographically closer. I 

think in his own mind he is obeying the norms of 

Apollonian wisdom. 

 

David Cayley 

The genius of Greece at its height, for Innis, was the 

balance it achieved between spoken and written discourse. 
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When alphabetic literacy first began to appear in Athens it 

confronted a well-developed oral culture. Writing, at first, 

supplemented this culture, making it more flexible, 

extending its intellectual range, and freeing it from the 

limitations imposed by the need to memorize everything. 

Later, writing would get the upper hand. 

 

But during the period up to the later half of the fourth 

century, when writing supplemented orality without yet 

dominating it, Innis felt that a renewable resource had 

been created on which Western civilization could 

continue to draw. This was what he called “the oral 

tradition.” Richard Noble is a professor of political 

science at the University of Winnipeg. 

 

Richard Noble 

The notion of an oral tradition for Innis derives from this 

idea that the Greeks had a mode of communication and a 

mode of intellectual inquiry that was based on 

conversation. He sees the Socratic dialectic, particularly 

as this is passed on to us in the Dialogues of Plato, as an 

example of how this oral tradition can move towards the 

discovery of truth. 

 

This dialectic essentially involves two people. Socrates is 

the main character, and he usually questions a character 

within the dialogue about an opinion that that person has. 

They start from a general proposition and then they work 

through all the various objections to that proposition, and 

in the end come out with something quite different, which 

is another provisional proposition that is in turn examined 

by Socrates or questioned by Socrates and examined by 

another interlocutor. So the Socratic dialectic is an open-

ended and flexible way of discovering the truth that never 

becomes dogmatic, in Innis’s view; it never asserts that 

there is a final truth. 

 

This is to be contrasted with the written tradition, which 

developed after the Renaissance and the invention of 

paper, which Innis sees as a mode of communication and 

a mode of intellectual inquiry which is much more 

dogmatic. For Innis, when a proposition or an argument 

appears in written form it acquires a kind of spurious 

finality, a sort of implicit claim to be absolutely or finally 

true. What happens when an argument is written down is 

that discussion of it turns towards the veracity of that 

argument rather than the ongoing search for truth. 

 

So for Innis the oral tradition is something that has been 

supplanted by the written tradition and the mechanized 

forms of communication that arise out of the written 

tradition, but it nevertheless exists within certain kinds of 

institutions that have their root in the pre-Renaissance or 

pre-modern world. Among these: the common-law 

tradition, the court system, many churches, and of course 

universities. 

 

I think universities are for him the great bastions of the 

oral tradition in modern life. 

 

David Cayley 

The oral tradition, in Innis’s view, was not simply an idea; 

it was also a set of practises, embodied in certain crucial 

institutions, like the university on which it depended. In 

seeing these institutions as the ground and guarantee of 

this tradition, Richard Noble says, Innis belonged to a 

school of English-speaking liberalism, which Noble calls 

“the old Whigs.” 

 

Richard Noble 

I associate the old or conservative Whigs with figures like 

David Hume and Edmund Burke, both of whom were 

extremely skeptical about the role of reason in human 

affairs and human history and both of whom tended to see 

freedom not as a consequence of our possession of reason 

or our ability to determine our own plan of life but rather 

as a consequence of historically evolved customs and 

traditions and institutions in which specific types of 

liberties inhered. 

 

Burke, for instance, would argue that British liberties 

were an entailed inheritance from the past and that they 

were specific to Britain and British experience. His 

critique of the French revolutionaries, and in particular 

the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, was that 

it was an assertion of abstract or general liberties, liberties 

that applied to all human beings in virtue of the fact that 

they were human. For Burke this notion of liberty was a 

wildly abstract and essentially destructive one because if 

imposed, it would override all the institutions and customs 

and traditions that had evolved in France to protect the 

liberties of the people of France. 

 

David Cayley 

Richard Noble thinks that Harold Innis conceived of 

freedom in this older, liberal sense as something 

inseparable from the institutions in which it was 
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embodied. And he thinks that Innis belonged to this 

tradition in another sense as well: his feeling for balance. 

 

In the political sphere Innis favoured a balance of power 

between Canadian governments. During the Great 

Depression, for example, when many of his colleagues 

spoke in favour of strengthening the federal government’s 

power to deal with the problems Canada was facing, Innis 

advocated a decentralization of power to the provinces. 

 

In his later work on communications he concluded that 

social stability depended on a balance between media. 

Some media, he argued, make us aware of the outer, 

spatial dimension of existence and some of the inner, 

temporal dimension. Modern mass media, he thought, 

were heightening space bias through their power to 

command and align people’s attention over huge areas. 

Civilization, consequently, was being locked into a 

perpetual excited present and questions of time put out of 

mind. The problem was restoring balance. 

 

Richard Noble 

One of the consequences, in Innis’s view, of space-biased 

societies was a centralization of authority in the state; and 

the Canadian state, partly because of its own internal 

development and partly because of the pressures imposed 

on it by American imperialism, had become very 

centralized and very powerful. Now, part of his solution 

to this problem is to argue that we need a much greater 

decentralization of power, and particularly in institutions 

that in some way embody the oral tradition or are related 

to the oral tradition. 

 

So he wants to set up counter-balancing institutions. 

Among these are provincial legislatures or provincial 

governments, but also universities that are not under the 

authority of the central government but under the 

authority of provincial governments—and indeed under 

their own authority if at all possible—independent 

churches, and a legal system which is completely 

independent of the central government. This conception 

of a government in which there is a balance of power is 

integral to the Whig tradition of thinking about liberty. 

 

David Cayley 

Harold Innis has always been acknowledged a liberal, 

even by those who have claimed him for the left, but 

Richard Noble has made this sometimes vague description 

a lot more precise by showing Innis’s debt to the old Whig 

or conservative branch of liberal thought. 

 

John Watson has also tried to refine the conventional 

wisdom about Innis’s politics, by insisting that there was a 

populist side to Innis not caught by the term liberal as it’s 

normally used. Watson is the executive director of CARE 

Canada and the author of a doctoral thesis on Innis called 

Marginal Man. Because Canada was a young country, he 

says, Innis was not just defending established or inherited 

institutions but actively building new ones. 

 

John Watson 

I think he was a liberal, but I think he was much more 

political than most liberals, who would have concentrated 

more on the issue of the individual. Innis proposed a 

political project. He felt that the institutions had to be 

built, not just defended, and in that sense he had a much 

more collective view of his mission than a typical liberal 

would have. 

 

Put it another way: It wasn’t good enough just for the 

intellectual to develop a way of looking at the world, there 

also had to be a relationship between the intellectual and 

normal people, common people. In the context that he was 

coming from, this world view had to be worked through 

so that it was shared by a polity, and I think in that sense 

he has a much more collective or political sense of his 

work than a normal liberal would have. 

 

David Cayley 

In Marginal Man, his study of Innis, John Watson has 

argued that Innis’s collective and political sense of what 

he was doing involved creating a Canadian social science 

that could, in effect, think for itself. This project was 

undermined, Watson thinks, by the Depression. 

 

Innis, in the twenties, had called for a prolonged, patient, 

and disinterested study of the nature of the Canadian 

economy. The catastrophic collapse of this economy in 

the thirties created an urgent demand for immediate 

action. Scholars on the political left responded by 

founding the League for Social Reconstruction and later 

the 

Co-operative Commonwealth Federation, the predecessor 

of today’s NDP. 

 

Innis feared this development for two reasons: first, 

because he saw the left reaching reflexively for ready-
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made solutions rather than continuing to explore new 

ones; and second, because he feared that the intrusion of 

professors into politics would weaken the independence 

of the university and fudge the difference between politics 

and scholarship. To him the social sciences were still in 

their infancy in Canada, and he doubted whether they 

would retain either their curiosity, their intellectual 

honesty, or their public standing if they started offering 

answers they didn’t have. “We suffer,” he said, “from a 

plethora of preachers and a scarcity of intellectual effort.” 

 

Economist Irene Spry joined the department of political 

economy at the University of Toronto in 1929 and was 

Innis’s colleague until she left in 1938. She says that 

Innis’s opposition to scholars’ engaging in partisan 

politics was not because he didn’t see the importance of 

politics. 

 

Irene Spry 

If you read the conclusion of The Fur Trade, or the 

conclusion of The Cod Fisheries, you will see that he’s all 

the time aware of the interrelationship between political 

decisions and wars and other such activities and economic 

developments. What he didn’t think economists should do 

was commit themselves to one particular political pattern 

of thought. 

 

That was why he was so very much against scholars’ 

committing themselves to a particular party or a particular 

type of economics, such as Marxism. He felt they should 

keep on trying to find out what actually happened and 

develop, if they could, a theoretical structure based on 

that. 

 

David Cayley 

Scholarship, for Innis, was an unfinished and by its nature 

unfinishable enterprise. It involved, he once said, “the 

right and the duty not to make up one’s mind.” It was 

therefore inherently incompatible with politics, which 

involved precisely the opposite duty. Scholars might 

consult with politicians—Innis served on three royal 

commissions during his career—but should take no part in 

the state. 

Irene Spry 

When people left the academic world to go into 

government work, which meant essentially that they were 

adopting a government point of view, in that case he felt 

that they had betrayed their major responsibility as social 

scientists, which made him very unpopular and perhaps 

led to some wrong judgements on his part. When, for 

example, people like Joe Parkinson or Wynne Plumtre 

went into government activity, he didn’t welcome them 

back into teaching. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis viewed scholarship as a demanding and exclusive 

vocation, and he could be unforgiving to those who fell 

short of the mark. “A scholar,” Innis wrote, “must face the 

necessity of giving his life to the pursuit of truth and 

realize that he cannot hope to make contributions of 

significance with less than twenty to twenty-five years of 

his life.” Irene Spry worked closely with Innis and she 

experienced this attitude at first hand when she left the 

department of political economy. 

 

Irene Spry 

I certainly did let Innis down. He was training me to carry 

on the work that he thought should be done by social 

scientists, and instead I went and got married and had 

children and did war work, and never produced the book I 

was supposed to write about energy sources in Canada. I 

perfectly understand why Innis wrote me off; he had every 

right to do so. 

 

David Cayley 

Irene Spry and Harold Innis never spoke again after she 

left the department in 1938. 

 

Innis’s colleague, S. D. Clark, in an interview with John 

Watson, recalled other cases in which Innis acted as if 

scholarship were a life-long vocation, requiring virtually 

monastic vows. “When young colleagues happily 

announced their engagements to him,” Clark recalled, 

“they were dismayed to find his open expression of 

disappointment. In one case he denounced the impending 

marriage as an abandonment of intellectual duty with such 

venom that the individual was reduced to tears.” 

 

One sees in these stories, I think, a dark, somewhat 

driven, and oddly unrealistic side to Innis’s personality—

he was, after all, himself married and the father of four 

children. “Innis’s dedication to Canadian scholarship was 

selfless and total,” historian Carl Berger has written. “But 

this entailed,” Berger adds, “a certain egoism of 

selflessness.” 

 

This dedication during the thirties involved him in a 

rhetorically violent opposition to colleagues who became 
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political partisans or who made statements suggesting that 

they knew more about what was good for other people 

than Innis thought they did. 

 

Andrew Wernick 

He was alarmed by the way in which, during the 1930s, 

when the capitalist economy was clearly in a slump, 

economists, like pigs, went off to the trough to take 

government money to make pronouncements on what 

could be done about it. He was absolutely convinced that, 

in any case, economic processes and problems were too 

large and too complicated to be dealt with by any kind of 

short-range panacea. 

 

But beyond that, he was concerned about the way in 

which economists were becoming so concerned with 

short-range problems, so concerned for the practical and 

so incapable of thinking beyond the immediate, that in 

some paradoxical way they were not able to be practical at 

all. 

 

He tended to think that the best practical benefit that 

could be extracted from the kind of wisdom that might 

accumulate in a university was to be impractical—not in 

order to shut oneself off from humanity totally, but in 

order to deal with things in a larger perspective. And in 

order to deal with things in a larger perspective you have 

to have a kind of an envelope around you that insulates 

you from the pushes and pulls of fashions, fads, policy 

demands, and media debates and issues; you have to be 

above the fray in order to be able to see the whole picture. 

 

He was concerned, in other words, that the way in which 

economists were going off doing research projects or 

policy conferences for the federal government in Canada, 

for example, was misdirecting attention towards 

immediate crises and taking people’s attention away from 

what he saw as much longer-range and much deeper 

problems in the West that would require a kind of an 

accumulation of cultural capital even to be able to 

formulate the thoughts to deal with them. 

 

I think his concern that in Canada the intellectual culture 

was much too thinly developed to be able to afford to 

squander its talent in this way was in some sense a well-

founded criticism. But it was of course one that won him 

no friends at all, and I think he was something of a lone 

voice in this respect. 

 

David Cayley 

“An ivory tower,” Innis wrote, “is essential if a universal 

point of view is to be attained.” This view involved a 

strict separation between the university and the state, but 

it was not a refusal of power as such. It was rather an 

attempt to make the university an independent power, able 

to claim authority on a time scale distinctively different 

than the state’s. Within this institution, John Watson says, 

Innis was extremely conscious of questions of power and 

quite willing to exercise it. 

 

John Watson 

He fought for Canadian control of the university; he was 

not just an unengaged scholar who wanted to do his 

research and be left alone. He wanted to have power 

within the institution. I think, quite frankly, because he 

had this tremendous intensity, this pessimism about him, 

this rather cranky personality, he was viewed by his 

colleagues as not always being the most appropriate 

person to hold those positions of power. So there was a 

resistance to his moving up in terms of being appointed to 

positions of power within the university, which he 

recognized and viewed as, I think, a political resistance. 

 

It was overcome in the end simply because of the 

excellence of his scholarship, but I’m sure most of his 

colleagues, if they were alive today, would say, the 

problem with Innis was he was a great scholar but a lousy 

administrator. And so when he moved up through the 

ranks he tended not to get his chance to take over 

positions of authority unless he put his foot down and 

threatened resignation and got the promotions, if you like, 

through those tactics. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis threatened resignation, or actually resigned, several 

times during his career at the University of Toronto, 

acting both in his own interest and in the interests, as he 

saw it, of Canadian scholarship. He fought over what he 

considered to be a lowering of standards in his own 

department, and he fought over the university’s attempt to 

appoint a British scholar in preference to a Canadian as 

head of geography. He kept current in every field he had 

touched on as a scholar, in the hope of influencing hiring 

in those fields. As his academic reputation grew, he 

became the main adviser to the Rockefeller and Carnegie 

foundations, who then provided the bulk of funds for 

social-science research in Canada. By the time he became 

head of political economy, in 1937, and later dean of 
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graduate studies, he was, in a very practical sense, the 

most powerful scholar in Canada. 

 

In 1935, in an article in The Canadian Journal of 

Economics and Political Science, Harold Innis took up the 

problem of objectivity in the social sciences. He was 

responding to an earlier article which had denied that 

objectivity was possible, and he begins by agreeing that 

our thinking is very deeply conditioned by the 

circumstances in which we find ourselves. But he then 

says that this very conditioning, which he calls “bias,” 

“constitutes the chief interest of the social scientist.” 

Thought in the social sciences grows, he went on, by the 

correction of bias. It can never arrive at objectivity, but it 

can keep moving towards it by a careful analysis of the 

habits, preconceptions, and prejudices which structure our 

minds, our institutions, and our world. 

 

The task of the social scientist then, in Innis’s view, is a 

strenuous, heroic, and ultimately doomed struggle with 

bias. Innis’s sense of the difficulty of this task, and the 

intellectual discipline he felt it demanded, is, I think, one 

of the reasons that he argued so forcefully that the 

university must maintain a separate existence. Social 

science otherwise would easily settle into flattering the 

prejudices from which it ought to be trying to escape. 

 

Ian Parker is a professor of economics at the University of 

Toronto. 

 

Ian Parker 

Innis once said that we must all be aware of the 

extraordinary, possibly insuperable, difficulty of 

understanding a culture of which we are a part or of 

understanding a culture of which we are not a part. And 

that pretty well leaves us in ignorance whichever way we 

turn. It seems to me that underlines the fact that he 

thought that economic understanding was an 

extraordinarily difficult beast to tame, that it’s very 

difficult to figure out what’s going on. 

And that’s one of the reasons, I think, that in the 1930s, 

when everybody was clamoring for instant solutions, Innis 

was very concerned that the solutions not be worse than 

the disease. Now, it’s difficult to say, when you have 

more than a quarter of your work force out of work, where 

your national product has dropped by 25, 30 percent, but 

what he was concerned with was that the instant-fix type 

of mentality that he experienced both among the social 

planners of the right, the engineers, and what he regarded 

as the social planners of the left, the League for Social 

Reconstruction and so on, would make the situation even 

worse than it was because it was founded on simplistic 

solutions rather than upon the kind of complex 

understanding that he’d reached. 

 

David Cayley 

Innis’s attacks on simplistic solutions, or what he called 

“the prostitution of intellectual interest,” were based on a 

deep conviction about the nature of knowledge. This 

conviction, briefly, was that the world never stands still 

and never changes in predictable, predetermined ways. 

Theory may have some power to force the world to 

behave in expected ways, but it is never perfectly in tune 

with what actually happens, as Irene Spry said a moment 

ago. 

 

He had formed this view, says Robin Neill, as an 

economic historian who noticed how frequently 

unforeseen changes invalidated the static models of 

economic theory. Robin Neill is a professor of economics 

at Carleton University and the author of A New Theory of 

Value, a study of Innis’s economics. 

 

Robin Neill 

If you have a system which doesn’t change, then you can 

predict what will happen in the thing and then you can 

have a solution. But if you’re dealing with those things 

which are not fixed in the system, which disrupt the 

system, then you can’t have a theory because you don’t 

have a static flow; you have something disrupting it, 

which is not determined, which is not predictable, which 

may not recur. I wouldn’t say that he thought we could 

never come to a solution, but he certainly thought that we 

didn’t have it yet. 

 

I don’t think he is a positive theorist; I don’t think he can 

be a positive theorist. Statistics and quantitative analysis 

and correlation figures and this sort of thing always imply 

that there are fixed parameters, that things do not change. 

That’s the only basis on which you can predict something. 

You can’t do positive science in a world of total change; 

there have to be fixed factors, there have to be fixed 

functions, but Innis is saying, you know, those functions 

change; and so what you would predict on the basis of the 

numbers you have today is going to be wrong because the 

system is changing. 

 

David Cayley 
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The fact of unpredictable, discontinuous change and the 

problem of bias were both, for Innis, sobering indications 

of the limitations of thought. Civilization, he once said, 

was “a struggle between those who know their limitations 

and those who do not.” This gave him a distinctive view 

of scholarship, not as the production of positive 

knowledge—which was often impossible—but as a 

defensive struggle against the errors and illusions which 

result from forgetting one’s limitations. 

 

When he criticized his colleagues for offering nostrums 

against the depression, he did not say that their ideas were 

wrong as such, he said that they were wrong to address the 

public with such misleading confidence. He thought that 

they were drawing on the prestige of scholarship to argue 

positions that scholarship itself could not justify and 

thereby gradually exhausting the limited moral authority 

the university could claim. 

 

Social scientists, in Innis’s view, could make a qualified 

claim to valid knowledge, but it was essential that they 

understand the particular character of this knowledge. The 

strong boundary on which Innis insisted between the 

university and society was as much to protect society from 

the pretensions of scholars as it was to protect scholars 

from the designs of politicians. 

 

James Carey is a professor of journalism at Columbia 

University in New York and the author of Communication 

as Culture. 

 

James Carey 

Innis recognized that there were two kinds of knowledge. 

The first kind of knowledge is, to put it simply, the 

knowledge we gain in experience, on the ground, in the 

complex affairs and adjustments of living. A farmer may 

not know the formal science of agriculture; but he knows 

this plot of ground, he knows what will grow and what 

will not grow, he knows by experience and often intuition 

what are the precise circumstances under which he has to 

work. This is a kind of local knowledge. 

 

Now, there is in addition general knowledge in 

agriculture: genetics, soils, agronomy, et cetera. Innis was 

aware that there were two traditions of knowledge of this 

kind that frequently came into conflict with one another. 

For example, in an empire, it is the centre back at 

Washington—forgive me—that says, we know how to run 

the farms better than the farmers do, because we have 

more knowledge. But the knowledge they have must 

inevitably be abstract, remote, non-particular, however 

useful it is. 

 

So it seems to me that one way, therefore, of grasping of 

what Innis was trying to say was: I, as an individual, as a 

social scientist, cannot have the knowledge; it must 

everywhere intersect with what I think he would call 

“knowledge in time,” the knowledge that comes from 

experience, the knowledge that comes from the 

adjustments people make to living day by day by day. 

That’s real knowledge too. 

 

The scientist can’t run the society, the scientist can’t 

know what to do, because his knowledge is always too 

remote. 

 

David Cayley 

Thinking, for Innis, often involved unthinking. It 

demanded a difficult effort to work against the grain of 

established habits of thought, habits built into our 

institutions as well as our minds. Judith Stamps, of the 

University of Victoria, tries to get at this side of Innis in a 

forthcoming book called Unthinking Modernity. 

 

In this book she compares Innis with two German thinkers 

of what was called “the Frankfurt School,” Walter 

Benjamin and Theodore Adorno. These thinkers, though 

contemporary with Innis, were unknown to him, as he was 

to them, but Stamps finds striking similarities. Adorno, 

for example, was concerned, like Innis, with what he 

called “the culture industry” and the way in which this 

industry distracts attention from enduring questions and 

fixes it on the glittering, transitory surfaces of modern 

life. And also like Innis, Adorno felt that the horrors of 

the twentieth century had something to do with an 

arrogant overconfidence in reason. 

 

Judith Stamps 

Adorno thought that you had to go back and start 

rethinking how to reason. One of the ways you could do 

that was you could start thinking about concepts, the kind 

of concepts that we took for granted in our society, and 

start thinking against those concepts. You could start 

thinking that when you, say, classified a group of people, 

that classification never quite captured whoever or 

whatever it was you were trying to classify; and the parts 

of the person or the class that somehow escaped 
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classification were those things that you could then use as 

a way of thinking against the concept. 

 

You would start looking at, say, the bourgeois class—

that’s a term that’s tossed around by Marxist theorists a 

lot. Things are called “bourgeois questions”— the worst 

thing that could happen to you is be called a “bourgeois.” 

I had a professor once who told me I’d asked a bourgeois 

question. Devastated me. Well, then you would look at 

this class and you would see the ways in which the word 

bourgeois didn’t really apply to it—you would see them 

doing things that were untypical, according to what this 

ideal type is supposed to say about them—and you would 

use these untypical things as a way of thinking against the 

concept. 

 

He suggested that you couldn’t get away from this kind of 

dynamic. Every time you develop a name to call 

somebody, you’re developing this kind of positive space 

that then produces a negative space; every time you name 

somebody—anything—you’re forgetting some part of that 

person. Some part of that person is marginalized by the 

name. And it’s by focusing on that negative part, or that 

margin, and using that to speak against a name that you 

create what he called “a negative dialectic.” 

 

David Cayley 

Judith Stamps thinks that this closely parallels Innis’s 

procedure. Innis too recognized the shadows cast by 

positive concepts, and he too saw these shadows as the 

proper starting points for a reconstruction of reason on 

more humble foundations. 

 

Judith Stamps 

I see Innis as doing that when he’s trying to study empire, 

and especially when he’s trying to study empire as a form 

of knowledge. He studied the Western empire and he saw 

that, say, the classical view of economics was part of that 

empire; it was part of that empire that was trying to 

impose itself through, for example, something like the 

classical economics textbook that then got imported to 

Canada where students had to try and study their own 

economy in terms of these classical economic views, 

views that marginalized some of the real things that were 

going on in the Canadian economy, so that the students 

just wouldn’t see those real things. Even in his early, 

political economic stage, he felt that it was important to 

take a materialist, dirt-research approach in order to act as 

a dialogue with this classical tradition. 

 

But when he got more sophisticated in his 

communications study, then he looked at the whole 

concept of what he called “monopolies of knowledge,” 

monopolies of how people think about things, classical 

economics being an archetypal example of a monopoly of 

knowledge, a way of understanding the world that 

imposes itself on everyone. So he thought what you had to 

do then was to look at how monopolies of knowledge 

create margins and then to look at what those margins 

have done historically, as a way of coming up with new 

and interesting and creative alternative concepts of 

knowledge. 

 

He saw history as a successive development of 

monopolies and their margins, and he saw the interaction 

in history as an interaction between monopoly and 

margin. That was his version of a kind of negative 

dialectic. 

 

David Cayley 

Monopoly, for Innis, is a possibility inherent in every act 

of definition and control. A word unaware of its 

limitations is already the seed of an empire. Mechanized 

words, accelerated by modern techniques of printing and 

broadcasting, acquire such positive power that thought 

itself may be reduced to passive compliance— 

“paralyzed,” Innis says. Opposition to this formidable 

power, he thinks, requires a sheltered space, a space 

which only the university can really provide. Again, it is 

the difficulty and vulnerability of real thinking that 

underlines the argument for an independent university. 

 

Innis’s hopes for the university were disappointed, and by 

the time he contributed to the Manitoba Royal 

Commission on Adult Education, in 1948, his thoughts on 

the subject were bitter. “The university graduate,” he 

wrote, “is illiterate as a result of the systematic poisoning 

of the education system. The capacity to break down 

prejudice and to maintain an open mind has been 

seriously weakened.” Education, he said, had become “a 

series of memory mazes” and “a process of supplying 

standard erudition in uniform packages.” 

 

Richard Noble 

I think in relation to the university what he saw going on 

was two types of movement. One was internal to the 

university; the social sciences were beginning to ape the 

natural sciences and to seek universal truths in their 
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inquiries. And then externally what was going on was that 

governments and business and the boards of directors that 

represented them on universities were trying to argue or 

force universities to become more useful—in other words, 

to twist their intellectual imperatives to the public-policy 

imperatives of governments and the commercial 

imperatives of business. 

 

These two movements in our culture, which were really 

just in their infancy in the forties but have now become 

the overwhelming press upon universities, were 

something that Innis was able to see because of his 

conception of the oral tradition. It wasn’t so much that 

there was overwhelming empirical evidence for the 

“multiversity” that we now have—I mean, these kinds of 

things didn’t exist in the forties. Of course there was some 

vocational training going on in universities, but on the 

whole they were still very intellectually oriented: history 

and philosophy and classics were still at the centre of the 

curriculum. 

 

But because of what Innis saw as these various insidious 

threats to the oral tradition in our culture, he was able to 

see why that idea of the university was going to go into 

decline, and I think it’s quite astonishing that he saw it so 

clearly. 

 

Andrew Wernick 

The term he uses is “industrialization”—the university has 

been industrialized. It’s become like a factory. It’s 

become standardized. Now you’ve got courses, you’ve got 

reading lists, you’ve got organized activities. In his mind 

you’ve got a machine being created for stamping out 

identical minds stuffed with information. What you 

haven’t got is a zone of free time in which committed 

young and more experienced scholars study, reflect, 

meditate, develop a perspective on their civilization and 

on other civilizations. He talks about the ways in which 

university courses are developing in areas that will attract 

students, for example. He talks about the way in which 

research granting councils—at the federal level, say, in 

Canada—are leading research in the direction of what’s 

immediately useful. So though he calls the whole thing 

“industrialization,” I think he has exactly the same 

critique as he does of other aspects of the society, 

culturally speaking. There are two forces at work, 

industrialism and commercialism, and I think for him 

these are undermining what he sees as the ideal purposes 

of the university. 

 

David Cayley 

The boundary which Innis had tried to defend between the 

university and society was gradually breaking down. He 

had, in a short-term sense, decisively lost his battle: the 

university was growing steadily more specialized, more 

dependent on the state, and more apt to justify its place in 

the state on the basis of its usefulness as a finishing 

school and information factory. George Grant’s 

lamentations over the lost unity of knowledge during the 

1960s and ’70s confirmed everything Innis had said in the 

period after the Second World War. 

 

The university, nevertheless, continues to exist. It 

continues to honour many of its ancient traditions, and it 

continues to harbour teachers who prize balance, self-

searching, and independence as much as Innis did. For 

them, Andrew Wernick says, Innis continues to be an 

inspiration. 

 

Andrew Wernick 

I don’t think I’m working for the government, even 

though I’m being paid through state funds. I don’t think 

that the universities are serving the immediate community 

either. I think one of the big traps that those who want to 

have a principled relationship to a university might fall 

into is to imagine that to be accountable for what we do is 

to be accountable to the people’s representatives in 

Queen’s Park or somewhere, or even to be immediately 

accountable to the current people who are living. 

 

My accountability, as far as I’m concerned, is partly of 

course to the living—it’s also to the dead and it’s also to 

the people who are not yet born. And they can’t vote and 

they can’t buy. There’s no way of course of holding us to 

account in terms of these invisible, unborn or dead 

communities of people, but nevertheless I think that if the 

university is a more long-range institution than it’s 

currently conceived to be, if it is in that sense a trans-

historical institution with a 4,000-year history, as Innis 

liked to remind us, then we have to imagine ourselves in 

the university in that kind of way. 

 

I think Innis’s voice gives us the courage to think that 

thought, and the right to be able to talk in these kinds of 

terms because it has been done at least once before, by 

somebody who did seem to matter and did seem to be 

acknowledged as a scholarly and intellectual authority in 

this particular part of the world. 
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David Cayley 

Harold Innis’s writings on universities are one aspect of a 

diverse legacy. Since his death in 1952 he has been 

remembered as an historian with fundamental insights 

into Canada’s origins and as the communications scholar 

who first pointed out that what we think we know depends 

on what the available media of communication direct our 

attention to. 

 

On the political left he has been honoured for his 

resistance to American imperialism and his analysis of 

Canadian dependency. 

 

Today, I think, new readings are emerging. Tonight’s 

program, for example, has pointed to Innis’s distinctive 

philosophy of knowledge. Read this way he’s a model not 

just of what to think but of how to think. His emphasis on 

balance, paradox, diversity, and self-limitation seems to 

me to address our age’s pressing need for a philosophy of 

limits. 

 

It is one more sign, I think, of Harold Innis’s enduring 

influence. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

On Ideas tonight you’ve listened to the final program in a 

three-hour series by David Cayley on the intellectual 

legacy of Harold Innis. Technical production was Lorne 

Tulk; the production assistants were Gail Brownell and 

Liz Nagy. We’d like to thank Daniel Drache; Bill Buxton; 

the communication departments at Concordia University, 

the University of Montreal and the University of Quebec 

at Montreal; and the many other scholars who helped in 

the production of these programs. The executive producer 

of Ideas is Bernie Lucht, and I’m Lister Sinclair. 

 

Transcription by Hedy Muysson, Westport, Ontario. 
 


