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a' 
AB S TRACT 

i 
\ . 4 

During the p a s t  decade, q e  work of Harold Adam Inn i s  . 

(l894-1952), has undergone a considerable rev iva l ,  and se l ec t ed  aspec ts  

of i t  have been appealed t o  i n  order  t o  sapport cu r r en t  paradigms i n <  

, the s o c i a l  sciences,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  p o l i t i c a l  economy. The s e l e c t i o n  
I 

%. 
of elements of Inn i s '  work f o r  t h i s  purpose i s  basea on various 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s - o f  him as  e i t h e r  a s t a p l e s  t h e o r i s t  (taken from h i s  

work up t o  1940') o r  a communications t h e o r i s t  (from h i s  post-1940 work), 
b 

and a s  an a rdenr  Canadian n a t i o n a l i s t  throughout h i s  career .  However, 

\ there  i s  s u b s t a n t i a l  evidence i n  h i s  work to suggest t h a t  these  in te rp-  

r e t a t i o n s  a r e  misleading and draw a t t e n t i o n  away f rom' the  main t h r u s t  

of h i s  contr ibut ion t o  s o c i a l  science.  A t  a timeowhen Inn i s '  work is  

being increas ingly  mined t o  s'upport various poin ts  of view, a c r i t i c a l  

ana lys i s  of h i s  e n t i r e  contr,~<ution becomes e s s e n t i a l .  This is  the  

, t ask  of t h i s  t h e s i s :  t o . a s c e r t a i n  whether o r  not c e r t a i n  i s o l a t e d  
x 

f ea tu re s  of Inn i s '  work r e t a i n  t he  d i s t i n c t i v e  s ign i f i cance  a t t r i b u t e d  

t o  them by various i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  when considered wi th in  the  context - 

of h i s  whole contr ibut ion.  

I n  order  t o  address t h i s  problem, a ca re fu l  reading of t h e  

g rea t e r  p a r t  of Innis '  work has been undertaken, taking s p e c i a l  care  , 

t o  i den r i fy  those f ea tu re s  which provide i t  with a sense of un i ty  and 
, - - 

coherence. Furthermore, because Inn i s  declared a profound indebtedness 

t o  the5ork of Thorstein-VebiG, t h e  American e ion<&< t a n d  phi iosopherip 

iii 



/ 
a Fa i r ly  de t a i l ed  reading and ana lys is  of  Ve%Ten's cont r ibu t ion  has 

'-. 
\--- - been undertaken.in order  t o  understand the  i n t e l l e c t u a l  i n t e r e s t  t h a t  

h i s  work held f o r  Inn i s .  F ina l ly ,  the  current  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of 

I 
Inn i s '  work have been analysed, &valuated and assessed wi th in  the  

- 3  1 

framework of the  whole of h i s  wbrk inciuding hi. i n t e l l e c t u a l  deb t  t o  

Veblen and i n s t i t u t i o n a l  economics. ' 

This study concludes t h a t  Inn i s ,  f a r  from being a s p e c i a l i s t  

within ce r t a in  f i e l d s ,  was f i r s t  and foremost a " c i v i l i z a t i o n  theo r i s t "  
- - 

i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t r a c i n g  the development oY Western c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  which he 
. _-C- 

de f ined , - a f t e r  Veblen, a s  a complex of growing and decaying'habits of 

/ .  
thought and l i f e  ( i n s t i t u t i o n s ) .  Beyond t h i s ,  he was concerned with 

promoting the su rv iva l  of Western c iv i l i za t ion ,  which, he f e l t ,  - 
depended on a balanced development between force  and i i t e l l e c t .  Through- 

out h i s  e n t i r e v c a r e e r ,  he w a s  guided by the  not ion t h a t  t he  optimal 

,-& h 
condition f o r  the development of a l l  ~ r g a n i s m s ,  incl&i$ing c i v i l i z a t i o n  

and i t s  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  i s  one-of balance. For Inn i s ,  t he  balanced 
-- &. 

approich t o  l i f e ,  and i z s  s tudy,  requi res  avoidance of a l l  types o$ - 
/ 

extremes. I n  the s o c i a l  sciences,  t h i s  means avoiding emphasis on s h e  
?., 

5 

conclusions of research--including prepurnably h i s  o h  i n  the  so-called 

s t a p l e s  and communications studies--and concentrat ing in s t ead  on the , 

d 

search f o r  t ru th .  This perspec t ive  e n t a i l s  opposi t ion t o  those - 

biases  which endanger the search f o r  t r u t h ,  including extremes of 

nat ional ism and monopoly i n  business ,  commerce, p o l i t i c s  and the  

s o c i a l  scie&es, and the  p r o m t i o n  of "culture" and c r i t i c i s m  a s  
- - 

- 5 * 
Manting mectranisms; -'ffms,-bicng-np8n-Innis-as a s u p p o r t - f o r  -- - -- - 

-- 
vaxious theo r i e s  o r  dogmas revea ls  not  only a mis in te rpre ta t ion  of h i s  . 
research, bu t  a l so  a misunderstanding of h i s  method. - 1 

i v  
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- - -  INTRODUCTION - 4" 

- 17- 
H~rold Adams Innis (1894-1952) was one of Candda's b s d  outstandkng, - * *  

influential and prolific . scholars . d;ring the first half of the twentieth 

century. His numerous and far-reaching published works include studies of 

the Caqdian Pg~cific Railway, the fur trade, the cod fisheries, mining and 

settlement patterns, pulp and paper, newspapers and publishing, 

communicati-ons, nationalism, empire and the stateof the social sciences. 
1 

- 

Shortly after his death on 8 November, 1952, a flurry of obituaries, 

- 2 
eulogies and a few critical reviews df his work appeared in the journals. 

Subsequently, for almost twenty years, his work was virtu% eored; f 
therezappeared in the journals scarcely one article ,per year that even 

/ mentioned his name. Innis' work seemed destined for oblivion; the broad, 

historical approach which he advocated was being decisively -replaced by - 
American structural-functionalism as a dominant mode, of analysis in many 

of the social sciences. 3 

However, there occurred in the late 1960s and early 1970s a resur- 

gence of the broad historical approach, in conjunction wfth widespread 

disenchantment with the normative a-historical approach o f  structural-. 

functionalism. It was accompanied by a growing anti-American nationalism 
\% 

in Canadian social science and the increasing adoption of political economy 

as. an alternative to the more conservative methods of analysis in the- 

social sciences. Along with the heightened interest in communications 
- - - - - - - -- - - - -- - 

studies, these factors set the Stage for a renbwed interest in the work of 

Harold Innis. 



4 

s t a n d  

9' . , 

%uIluLing t h i s  resurgence,  however, ;here was l i t t l e  a t t empt  t o  under- 

I'nnis' work a s  an i n d i v i d u a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e ;  r a t h e r  

. h i s  work was l a r g e l y  c a l l e d  upon and mined f o r  t h e  purposes o f  l G g i t i -  

mating and r e i n f o r c i n g  c u r r e n t  arguments. A f t e r  1975, I n n i s '  work i t s e l f  

v 

i n c r e a s i n g l y  became a s u b j e c t  o f  i n t e r e s t .  I n  1977 and 1978, on t h e  

occasion of t h e  twenty-f i f th  ann iversa ry  of I n n i s '  dea th ,  h i s  work became 

the  focus  of s u b s t a n t i a l  a t t e n t i o n .  I n  November, 1977, a s p e c i a l  . i s s u e  

of t h e  J o u r n G e f  Canadian S t u d i e s  was publ ished c o n t a i n i n g  s e v e r a l  
- 

a r t i c I e s  r e l a t i n g  e x c l u s i v e l y  and s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  varPous a s p e c t s  o r  h i &  

work. I n  March, 1978, a symposium was h e l d  a t  Siqon F r a s e r  U n i v e r s i t y ,  

sponsored by t h e  Communications Department, t o  address  t h e  whole of 

I n n i s '  work and i t s  re levance  t o  present-day s c h o l a r s h i p .  The commentary 

a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  bo th  the .  s p e c i a l  i s s u e  o f  t h e  Journa l  of Canadian S t u d i e s  
- 

and t h e  symposium was wide-ranging and v a r i e d .  I n n i s '  methods o f  analysis, 

and conclus ions  were assesged and eva lua ted .  He was d i scussed  i n  

' r e f e r e n c e  t o  s t a p l e s  and dependency t h e o r i e s ,  na t iona l i sm,  t h e  s o c i a l  

sci$nces , economic h i s  t o r y ,  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  economics, p o l i t i c a l  and com- 

munications theory ,  Marxism, p o l i t i c a l  economy and c l a s s i c a l  scho la r sh ip .  

Much of t h i s  commentary and most o f  whGt has  been wr+t ten  about I n n i s  , 

s i n c e  h i s  death  e i t h e r  focuses  e x c l u s i v e l y  on h i s  work i n  t h e  f i r s t  phase 

of h i s  c a r e e r  p r i o r  t o  1940, o r  on h i s  work a f t e r  1940 . .  

an u n i v e r s i t i e s  t h e r e  a r e  p r e s e n t l y  a number of Canadian 
- - -  - - -- 

p o l i t i c a l  economists who a r e  i n c l i n e d  t o  s t r e s s  I n n i s '  e a r l y  s t u d i e s  i n  

dependency t h e o r i s t  and an  a r d e n t  n a t i o n a l i s t .  Present-day counnunFcations 

- &eorisCs and s s u d e n t s  g e n e r a l l y  focus  on h i s  work d u r i n g  and a f t e r  t h e  



SeCond World W a r .  With some important e x c e p t i o n ~ , ~  even those ana lys ts  a* 

who address h i s  whole cont r ibu t ion  general ly  accept t h e  not ion t h a t  he 

underwent a dramatic and r a d i c a l  s h i f t  i n  1940 from being an economic 

h i s t o r i a n  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  Canadian h i s t o r i c a l  development t o  being a corn- ' 

- munications t h e o r i s t  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  the  r o l e  of communications, pas t  and 
A 

present ,  i n  t h e  development of empire and i n  the  monopolization of - 

p o l i t i c a l  and economic power by l a rge  business e n t e r p r i s e s  and b i g  -- 
. government.6 The perspect ive of Inn i s  a s  " i n t e l l e c t u a l  schizophrenic," 

- 
i. e. , a s  having, i n  a sense, two l a rge ly  unrelated career  research  

p l t e  rests--in Canadian economic h i s t o r y  then i n  communications--resul ts 

from an o v e r - e ~ h a s i s  on the  ,co~nclusions of h i s  work, a danger he himself 

' f requent ly warned a g a i n s t .  It r e s u l t s  a l s o  from considerat ion of h i s  work 

i n  i s o l a t i o n  from the  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s t - e v o l u t i o n i s t  t r a d i t i o n  f o r  which he 

expressed i m p l i c i t  and sowt imes  e x p l i c i t  a f f i n i t y .  It r e s u l t s  f u r t h e r  

from the  piecemeal appeals t o  h i s  work which i s o l a t e  
. - 

commentaries, statements and spec i f  i@ conclusions i n  order  t o  re inforce  % 

I 

p a r t i c u l a r  present-day t rends i n  the s o c i a l  sciences.  

. ---_ . Throughout h i s  career ,  I n n i s '  main and over r id ing  concern i n  

research and s tudy w a s  the ana lys i s  of t h e  growth and decay of Western 

c i v i l i z a t i o n .  I n  the  l a t t e r  p a r t  of h i s  career  he a l so  expressed a 

mounting concern f o r  the  Burvival of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n .  This dual 

concern with t h e  ana lys i s  and surv iva l  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  provided 
1 

the cen t r a l  t h e m  f o r  Inn i s '  wo*. 1 t conditioned, throughout h i s  career ,  

- - -- - - - 

the cl5iTesChe made -1% =gar ii t o-rZSZEchKtofi cs aiiiTsu6 jec tT. -73 . - 
determined the  kinds o f  speeches he delivered,- e spec i a l ly  during the  

Second World War. And, fttt,themore, it w a s  responsible  f u r  the  apparent 



s h i f t  of research focus t h a t  Innis experienced i n  1940. I n  sho r t ,  i t  

dominated h i s  research in te res t s - - in  conjunction, t h a t  i s ,  with h i s  

p a r t i c y l a r  and unorthodox perspect ive on the r o l e  of the  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t .  

Thus, c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  and the  manner i n  which i t  should be studied--both 

prec ise ly  defined-form the  twin p i l l a r s  upon which Inn i s  b u i l t  h i s  work. 

I t  i s  the  main contention of ' t h i s  t h e s i s  t h a t  Inn i s  was f i r s t  and 

foremost an i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s t  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  the  growth and decay of 

Western c i v i l i z a t i o n .  However, h i s  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s m  i s  no t  immediately 
T - 

apparent upon f i r s t  e x a ~ n a t i o n  of h i s  many published works: a c a r e f u l  - 

reading must be undertaken of t he  g rea t e r  p a r t  of h i s  scholar ly  production. 
R 

What i s  thereby revealed i s  t h a t  i t  i s  t he  method of ana lys is  character- 
5" 

i s t i c  of the i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s t  t r a d i t i o n  which imparts t o  Tnnis '  work i t s  

e s s e n t i a l  coherence. Inn i s  was, throughout h i s  ca ree r ,  a confirmed 

admirer of Thorstein Veblen, the enigmatic American- i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s t -  

evo lu t iona l i s t  of t he  previous generation. He shared with Veblen Aews on- 

4 
the na ture  of c i v i l i z a t i o n  and the most e f f i c i e n t  methods of i t s  analysis .  

-- Inn i s '  work is  b e s t  understood when 
4- . 4.. 

considered. Thus, an 'understanding 

b 
carefu l  reading of Innis  ' own work, 

i t y  with Veblen. 

Veblen's inf luence i s  ca re fu l ly  

of Inn i s '  work i s  predicate~ckapon a 

but  i t  a l so  implies  a - c l o s e  famil iar-  
-- 

. . 

4 
On the bas i s  of what has been out l ined  above, t h i s  t h e s i s  w5ll 

< 

demonstrate t h a t  most of %the  commentaries on Innis  ' work wr i t t en  s ince  

1952 a re  e i t h e r  misleading o r  misdirected because of an overly narrow 
D 

accorded t o  the t h e o r e t i c a l  and methodological framework of the 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s t  t r a d i t i o n  which form the foundation of his work, o r  a 



c a s u a l  and s e l e c t i v e  acquaintance w i t h  h i s  work. I t  w i l l  f u r t h e r  d mon- P 
s t r a t e  t h a t :  although*srdealt e x t e n s i v e l y  wi th  t h e  product ion and 

J 
d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  s t a p l e  commodities i n  h i s  r esea rch ,  he was n o t  a s t a p l e s  

t h e o r i s t ,  nor  d i d  h e  employ a s t a p l e s  approach; a l though he  ' f o r c e f u l l y  

under l ined  t h e  dependent, c o l o n i a l  s t a t u s  t h a t  Canada h a s  exper ienced 

throughout i t s  h i s t o r y ,  he cannot be  desc r ibed  a s  be ing  an  o r i g i n a t o r  of 

t h e  met ropo l i s -h in te r l and  p e r s p e c t i v e  which has  gained i n  p o p u l a r i t y  i n  
! 

r e c e n t  y e a r s ;  a l though h e  condemned American impe&alism, h e  was n o t  

thereby a n a t i o n a l i s t ;  a l though he  undertook e x t e n s i v e  s t u d i e s  i n  com- 

munications,  p a s t  and p r e s e n t ,  h e  d i d  s o  n o t  because 'o f  an i n t e r e s t  i n  

communications p e r  s e ,  b u t  because  h e  wished t o  a s s e s s  t h e i r  impact on 

t h e  c o n f i g u r a t i a n s  o f  p o l i t i c a l  and economic power over  space and time 

and u l t i m a t e l y  on t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  Western c i v i l i z a t i o n ;  and f i n a l l y ,  h e  

d id  n o t  undergo t h e  r a d i c a l  r e s e a r c h  r e o r i e n t a t i o n  t h a t  i s  apparen t ly  t h e  

case  upon i n i t i a l  c o n t a c t  w i t h  h i s  work, b u t  t h a t  h e  d i d  move from b e i n g  
a 

more o r  l e s s  d i s p a s s i o n a t e l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  the  a n a l y s i s  o f  c i v i l i z a t i - o n  t o  

be ing  p a s s i o n a t e l y  concerned about i t s  s u r v i v a l .  F u r t h e r ,  c h i s  t h e s i s  

w i l l  a s s e s s  t h e  c r u c i a l  importance,of  Veblen's  work f o r  I n n i s .  Having 

thus  o u t l i n e d  t h e  broad p e r s p e c t i v e  of t h e  t h e s i s ,  t h e  fo l lowing  b r i e f l y  

summarizes t h e  

be  undertaken.  

Chapter 

I n n i s  ' c a r e e r ,  

chap te r  s e c t i o n s  i n  whTch a more d e t a i l e d  examination w i l l  

One c o n s i s t s  o f  two p a r t s :  t h e  f i r s t  p a r t  i s  an out l in-e  of 

inc luded  h e r e  t o  s i t u a t e  t h e  reader  and t o  provide background 

f o r  t h e  a r g m e n t s i r t  - fhefoHe&ng chap te r s ;  t h e  second p a r t  is a n  - 

exhaus t ive  themat ic  survey o f  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  on I n n i s .  

Chapter Two addresses  t h e  widespread no t ion  t h a t  I n n i s  was p r i m a r i l y  



a s t a p l e s  t h e o r i s t .  

Chapter Three argues  t h a t  I n n i s  was n o t  a n a t i o n a l i s t  d e s p i t e  t h e  
\ 1 

f a c t  t h a t  he i s  f r e q u e n t l y  considered'  t o  be  one. The major focus  h e r e  j 

w i l l  be on t h e  views of two w r i t e r s  i n  p a r t i c u l a r :  Daniel  Drache (1969) 
L 

and W i l l i a m  C h r i s t i a n  (1977a). Of p a r t i c u l a r  concern w i l l  be  I n n i s '  

no t ion  of c u l t u r e  as i t  r e l a t e s  t o  na t iona l i sm.  
a 

Chapter Four is  concerned w i t h  I n n i s ' .  a l l e g e d  r e s e a r c h  r e o r i e n t a -  

t i o n ,  which i s  s a i d  t o  have occurred i n  1940, and p l a c e s  it  w i t h i n  an  

o v e r a l l  methodological  con tex t .  
Y 

Chapter Five t r a c e s  " t h e  -evo lu t ion  of I n n i s  ' thought, and a s s e s s e s  t 

' f-? 
the- impact  of Veblen's  work on I n n i s .  I n  b r i e f ,  i t  prov ides  a r e i n t e r -  d' 

/' 

p r e t a t i o n  of I n n i s '  work, focuss ing  more on h i s  a n a l y t i c a l  framework than 

3 on t h e  conclus ions  o f  h i s  va r ious  s t u d i e s .  

I n  the  Conclusion, t h e  importance of under takind t h e  p r e s e n t  s tudy 

i s  r e i t e r a t e d  f o r  t h r e e  reasons .  F i r s t ,  t o  encourage t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  

t h a t  I n n i s '  work is much more complex and d i f f i c u l t  t o  i n t e r p r e t  than i s  

immediately apparen t ,  and t o  thereby discourage t h e  c a s u a l  and, thought less  
1 R 

re fe rence  t o  I n n i s '  work which i s  a l l  t o o  p r e v a l e n t  i n - r e c e n t  t imes .  

Second, t o  a s s e s s  and e v a l u a t e  t h e  f l u r r y  of r e c e n t  commentaries' on h i s  

work, something n o t  p o s s i b l e  u n t i l  now. And, f i n a l l y ,  t o  re in t roduce  

i n t o  - t h e  debate  on I n n i s '  work t h e  "Veblen connection," l a r g e l y  ignored 

o r  downplayed i n  r e c e n t  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and t o  i n d i c a t e  i t s  importance f o r  

unders tanding Innis' a n a l y t i c a l  framework, 



~ 0 7 % ~  TO INTRODUCTION 

/! 1. A1subs t an t i a l  bibl iography of Inn i s '  published works can be found a t  
the end of t h i s  t h e s i s .  

2. These were w r i t t e n  mostly by h i s  f r i ends  and close assoc ia tes .  See, . 
f o r  example, Easterbrook (1953 and 1953a), Brebner (1953), Lower 
(1953), Creighton (1953), Brady (1953), and McLuhan (1953). For a 
desc r ip t ion  of t he  na ture  of Inn i s '  r e l a t i onsh ip  t o  t he  ind iv idua ls  
a b o d ,  and of who they were, see  Chapter One,. P a r t  Two of t h i s  t hes i s .  

3. For an i n t e r e s t i n g  ana lys is  of t h i s  t rend see S .D.   lark* (1976:120-144) . 
. Clark was one of the f i r s t  soc io log i s t s  t o  be recognized a s  such i n  

Canada, was a s tudent  of I n n i s ' ,  and one of h i s  colleagues a t  the 
University of Toronto. 

4 .  For a complete bibliography of t he  work of t h i s  "school" s ee  Clement 
; and Drache (1978). Although the  new p o l i t i c a l  economists a r e  la rge ly  

responsible  f o r  exhuming I n n i s '  work, they were no t  t he  only ones t o  
address h i s  cont r ibu t ion  i n  t he  l a t e  s i x t i e s  and e a r l y  sevent ies .  
Robin Ne i l l ,  a Canadian economist, published the  only a n a l y t i c a l  
monograph deal ing exclusively with Inn i s '  work. It is  e n t i t l e d  A New 
Theory of Value: The Canadian Economics o f  H.A. I nn i s ,  and i s  intended 
as a counterbalanqe t o  t he  new p o l i t i c a l  economists and what N e i l l  
c a l l s  "naive Keynesianism" (Ne i l l ,  19 72 : 3) . 

5. I r e f e r  here  e spec i a l ly  t o  W i l l i a m  %&tian (1977 and 1977a). 
Chris t ian is one of t h e  most perceptPve of the recent  ana lys ts  of 
Inn i s '  work. 

d 

6. See, for '  example, N e i l l  (1972) and an exce l len t  and though2ful 
ana lys is  of Inn i s  by Car l  Berger (1976), one of  Canada's most prom- 
inen t  h i s t o r i a n s .  Their  work is  discussed i n  d e t a i l  i n  Chapter One, 
Pa r t  Two of t h i s  t hes i s .  
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' CHAPTER ONE 

INNIS: INTERPRETATIONS OF THE MAN AND HIS WORK 

A Biograph ica l  Sketch 

Harold I n n i s  a r r i v e d  a t  t h e  Univers i ty  of Toronto i n  1920 a t  t h e  

age o f  twenty-six t o  begin  h i s  u n i n t e r r u p t e d  a s s o c i a t i o n  wi th  t h a t  

i n s t i t u t i o n  a s  f a c u l t y  member i n  t h e  Department of P o l i t i c a l  Economy. He 
- 

brought  wi th  him t h e  exper iences  of family  l i f e  in t h e  s t r o n g  " G r i t "  and 

B a p t i s t  Onta r io  town of O t t e r v i l l e  where h e  w a s  born  i n  1894. He had been 

profoundly a f f e c t e d  by h i s  m i l i t a r y  s e r v  overseas  dur ing  t h e  Erst  
-, 
'- -=.. 

o r l d  War and by t h e  i n j u r y  he  s u s t a i n e d  a r  Vimy i n  1916, which fo rced  

h i s  e a r l y  r e t u r n  home. H i s  s t u d i e s  a t  McMaster and t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  of 

Chicago were f r e s h  i n  h i s  mind. But whi le  t h e s e  e a r l y  l i f e  exper iences  

had tremendous importance f o r  h i s  c a r e e r  as a  whole, t h e  primary focus  of 

the  p r e s e n t  ske tch  i s  I n n i s '  c a r e e r  a t  t h e  Univers i ty  of Toronto. 1 

Over t h e  span o f  h i s  c a r e e r  I n n i s  wrote n e a r l y  one hundred and 

twenty review art icles--some of them con ta in ing  reviews o f  s e v e r a l  

L volumes a t  once--of books n o t  only  i n  h i s  own f i e l d  of economic h i s t o r y ,  r 

b u t  i n  economics and , h i s t p r y  proper ,  demography, soc io logy ,  geography, 
- 

law and communications. Most of t h e s e  reviews were w r i t t e n  b, t h e  e a r l y  
J- 

p a r t  of h i s  c a r e e r  when h e  was concerned wi th  e s t a b l i s h i n g  himself  a s  a  

member of t h e  academic community. The f i r s t  and most p r e s s i n g  t a s k ,  

t h e s i s  f o r  p u b l i c a t i o n .  I t  was e n t i t l e d  A History '  of t h e  Canadian P a c i f i c  - p 



Railway, and was published i n  1923. According t o  some c r i t i c s ,  i t  was not  

I n n i s '  b e s t  e f f o r t ,  b u t  there  is l i t t l e  quest ion t h a t  t h e  perspect ive:  and 
.j 

methods of ana lys is  employed i n  t h i s  study were h ighly  inf luenced by 
5 

Thorstein Veblen and the i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s t  t r a d i t i o n  i n  economic h i s to ry .  

Veblen had a profound and l a s t i n g  e f f e c t  on Innis, the " o f f i c i a l "  con- 

f i rmation of which a r r ived  i n  1929 (Brady, 1953:88). 

In  1929, Inn i s  published a bibliography of t he  works of 

b 

Thorstein Veblen i n  which he emphasized the  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s t  "method of 

approach."2 I n  the  spr ing  of t h e  same year ,  a f t e r  having completed what 

many have regarded a s  h i s  chef-d'oewre, The Fur Trade i n  Canada, Inn is  

presented a paper e n t i t l e d  "The Teaching of Economic History i n  Canada," 

i n  which he argued thaq economic h i s t o r y  should be the  core of economics, 

e spec i a l ly  i n  new count r ies  such a s  Canada because of the fundamental 

d i f fe rences  between o ld  and new count r ies  i n  t h e i r  r e l a t i onsh ip  t o  b a s i c  

economic and p o l i t i c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  This a r t i c l e  was a p a r t  of h i s  

exhaustive survey of mater ia l  concerned with the  h i s t o r y  of the northern 

p a r t  of North America, and i t  l a i d  out  i n  summary form I n n i s '  conception 

of the economic l i f e -h i s to ry  of Canada s t r e s s i n g  the  importance of t rade  

i n  s t a p l e  products and the cumulative changes wrought by thePexigencies  
r 

of t he  p r i c e  system. 3 

By 1930, ten years  a f t e r  h i s  graduation frdm the  Universi ty  of 

Chicago, Innis  had mpleted and published two major works i n  economic C 
7 

h i s t o r y ,  A H i s  tory f the Canadian P a c i f i c  Railway and The Fur Trade i n  / 
- f 

Canada, written&er t h i r t y  ' review - a r t i c l e s  of books mostly &I t h e  a r6a  of 

S *  Canadian h i s t o r y ,  and ha t r ave t l ed  extensively t o  f ami l i a r i ze  himself 
\ 
'I 

f i rs t -hand with the  geography and people'of Canada. H i s  most ambitious 
/ 



voyage w a s  down the  Mackenzie River by canoe i n  1924, bu t  he a l s o  

t r ave l l ed  t o  v i s i t  archives and l i b r a r i e s  and t o  acquaint  himself with 

industry and commerce. It  was a most impressive Eh of publ icat ion ./ 
and a c t i v i t y ,  bu t  i t  did no t  end there .  

Inn is  had a l s o  undertaken two o the r  important of 

which culminated i n  publ ica t ions  i n  1933: Problems of S tap le  Production 

i n  Canada, and Documents i n  Canadian Economic His tory ,  t he  l a t t e r  
?I' 

ed i t ed  and prepared i n  cooperation with one of h i s  s tudents  and 

colleagues, A.R.M. Lower. He was, a t  t he  same time, developing a s t rong  

i n t e r e s t  i n  the cod f i she ry  and Maritime affairs--an i n t e r e s t  sparked by 

the connection between the exp lo i t a t i on  of f u r  and f i s h  i n  the ea r ly  days , 

i of European presence on t h e  North American continent--as we l l  a s  i n  

/-- 
communicat'ions. I n  The Fur Trade i n  Canada he had al luded t o  t he  c ruc i a l  

s ign i f icance  of the cod f i she ry  f o r  the  opening of the cont inent  and the  

f u r  t rade.  In  a s e r i e s  of a r t i c l e s  he explored the  connection between 

the cod f i she ry  and the  f u r  t rade  and addressed the  p o l i t i c a l  consequences 

of the prosecution of the cod f i s h e r y  and the f u r  t rade  with s p e c i a l  

.%I 
reference t o  the impact of the a k u a l  physical  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the 

s t a p l e s  themselves .4 He t r a v e l l e d  extensively i n  Newfoundland, Gaspe, 

Labrador and the  Maritimes i n  connection with t h i s  new i n t e r e s t  which 

* .  
culminated i n  the  publ ica t ion  of The Cod Fisher ies  i n  1940. 

I But the 1930s were t o  present  Inn i s  with new challenges not d i r e c t l y  

r e l a t e d  t o  h i s  research t o  date.  The Depression placed the  country under 

e f f ec t s .  P o l i t i c i a n s  increas ingly  ca l l ed  upon academics t o  "solve" 

problems and t o  come up with "expert" so lu t ions  t o  complex problems. This 



p o l i t i c a l  pressure served t o  i n f l h e  &I already long-standing debate over 

the very nature of the  s o c i a l  sciences.  

Inn i s  continued, i n  the  1930s and af terwards,  t o  review books on 

the f u r  t rade ,  t ranspor ta t ion ,  ' government, land se t t lement ,  communication, 

business  and many o the r  topics .5 But, i n  addi t ion  t o  these  reviews and 

h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  s t u d i e s  of the cod f i s h e r i e s ,  mining, pulp and paper and 

timber t h a t  he conducted during the  1930s, Inn i s  publiqahed a s e r i e s  of 

a r t i c l e s  deal ing wi th  the r o l e  of t he  s o c i a l  spiences,  the causes and 

e f f e c t s  of the Depression and the re la t ionship  between governments and 

u n i v e r s i t i e s .  

The f i r s t  a r t i c l e  he  published i n  t h i s  a r e a  i s  e n t i t l e d  "Economic 

Nationalism" (1934) and was o r i g i n a l l y  an address t o  the Canadian 

-9 P o l i t i c a l  Science ~ s s o c i a t i o n . ~  H i s  argument here  w a s  p r e lus ive  t o  the 

many c r i t i c a l  and polemical a r t i c l e s  and addresses he  was t o  publ ish and 

de l ive r  i n  t h e  e r s  t o  come. ~ n n i i  argued t h a t  the  s o c i a l  sciences,  by 
% 

de f in i t i on ,  must bLe engaged i n  the  dispassionate  search f o r  t r u t h  r a t h e r  

than i n  s o c i a l  reform and p o l i t i c a l  ac t ion .  

Early i n  1935 Inn i s  pa r t i c ipa t ed  i n  t he  meetings of t he  American 

Economic Association as  discussion group chairma$. This placed h ' im cen t re  

s t age  i n  a debate t h a t  had f l a r e d  up frequent ly i n  the p a s t  over the 

s c i e n t i f i c  charac te r  of economics and the s o c i a l  sciences i n  general.  A 

group of American economists l e d  by R.G. Tugwell and A.B.   wolf^ argued 

t h a t  economics must - be considered a science,  while Frank Knight, - 

J . M .  Clark, Morris Copeland--all from the Universi ty  of Chicago--and 

many o the r  economists he ld  t h a t  n e i t h e r  induct ive nor  deductive s c i e n t i f i c  

economics were poss ib l e .  (Ne i l l ,  19 72 : 29-33) . E . J. Urwick, the  



8 ,  / 
Chairman of the Department of P o l i t i c a l  Economy a t  Toronto, argued f o r  

1 '  

the "philosophical" r a t h e r  than the s c i e n t i f i c  approach i n  th;?*study of . 
soc ie ty .  InnisJargely agreed with Tugwell and Wolfe, a t  l e a s t  i n  regards 

t o  the  s c i e n t i f i c  na tu re  o f '  the  s o c i a l  sciences.  - 

A t  about the same time, t he  Canadian Journal of Economics and 

P o l i t i c a l  Science made i t s  debut. The f i r s t  I s sue  contained a r t i c l e s  by, 
i - 

Frank Knight, Stephen Leacock, then Chairman of the Economics Department , 
.* 

of McGill University i n  Montreal, and E .J. Urwick. Knight and 'Urwick 

r e s t a t e d  a n d ' r e i t e r a t e d  t h e i r  f ami l i a r  pos i t ions  aga ins t  the v i a b i l i t y  

and p o s s i b i l i t y  of a s c i e n t i f i c  economics while Leacock lamented the lack 

of pragmatic relevance i n  economics. Inn i s  responsed t o  these  pos i t ions  
, , 

in a subsequent number, but  i n  t he  same volume, of the Canadian Journal  

of Economics and P o l i t i c a l  Science ("The Role o f - In t e l l i gence :  Some Further  

Notes"), and i n  t h e  Dalhousie Review ("Discussion i n  the  Socia l  ~ c i e n c e s " )  . 
These a r t i c l e s  were aimed p a r t i c u l a r l y  a t  Urwick and Frank Underhill ,  one 

of the i n t e l l e c t u a l  forces  behind the  scenes i n  the  Co-operative 

Commonwealth Federation. 

Berger (1976:lOl) maintains t h a t  most of the  debate between the 

advocates of more sc ien t i ' f i c  involvement i n  the  p o l i t i c a l  

represented by Underhill--and those who thought t h a t  scholars  must 

de l ibe ra t e ly  i n s u l a t e  themselves from ac t ive  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  pol i t ics - -  

represented by Innis--was more r h e t o r i c a l  than profound. Nevertheless,  - 
Inn i s '  polemical essays and feviews served two purposes: f i r s t ,  they 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - 
provided the  b a s i s  f o r  h i s  c r i t i c i s m  of the contemporary s t t t e  of the 

s o c i a l  sciences,  and, sec.ond, they provided Innis  w2th an opportunity t o  

. ou t l i ne  his m conceptien of what the  s o c i a l  sciences ought t o  be a s  w e l l  



as  what they should s t r i v e  towards. I n  "The Role of In t e l l i gence , "  

"Discussion in the  Socia l  Sciences," and many more subsequent publ ica t ions  

(see e spec i a l ly  1944, 1944b, 1945 and 1947a), Inn i s  expressed h i s  not ions 

about science and h i s  own p a r t i c u l a r  approach t o  the  sub jec t s  he s tudied .  
I 

I n  1934, I n n i s  was made a  Fellow of the  Royal Society of Canada, 
< 

and served on a  Royal Commission f o r  t he  Province of Nova Sco t i a ._ / In  

July of 1937, a f t e r  seventeen years  a t  the Universi ty  of Toronto, he was 

appointed Chairman of the Department -of P o l i t i c a l  Science, succeeding the 
' _  

r e t l r i n g  E . J. Uwick. These appointments and honours provided recog- 
- 

n i t i o n  of Innis '  increas ingly  a d e s p r e a d  reputa t ion  a s  a  schol&. They 

were followed i n  the f o r t i e s  by numerous honorary degrees and accolades 

extended primari ly  i n  recognit ion of h i s  work i n  Canadian economic ' h i s  tory.  

He chose the ceremonies a t  which various honorary degrees were conferred 

, upon him t o  defend vigorously h i s  views of the univers i ty  t r a d i t i o n .  

I n  1944 Inn i s  published three  very important works a l l  of which 

were wr i t t en  a s  addresses t o  academic audiences. I n  "A P lea  f o r  the 

J *. 
University Tradi t ion,"  Inn i s  reaffirmed h i s  b e l i e f  i n  the value of an 
/ - 

objec t ive ,  dispassionate ,  "ivory tower1'-based s o c i a l  science and lamented 

the mountain of r e s t r i c t i o n s  placed on the  s c i e n t i s t  and scholar .  I n  

" P o l i t i c a l  Economy in the Modem S ta t e  ," Innis  a'rg;ed tha t  "The s o c i a l  

sciences r e f l e c t  the demands of i ndus t r i a l i sm and capi ta l i sm . . . I I  

r a t h e r  than the  search f o r  t r u t h ,  t o  t h e  detriment of balanced development 
- 

1 

i n  Western c i v i l i z a t i o n .  I n  "On the  Economic Signif icance of Culture," 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - -- - 

Inn i s  r e i t e r a t e d  h i s  views on the s o c i a l  sciences; Creighton (1957:lZl) 

w r i t e s  that 3at t h i s  s t age  in h i s  career  Inn i s  I * .  . . was driven inevi tab ly  
- ' into a stupendous comparative inves t iga t ion  of the  i n t e r r e l a t i o n s  of 

#' 



communications w i t h . p o l i t i c s ,  economics, and r e l ig ion ,  throughout h i s t o r y  
\ 

and eyer the e n t i r e  world. . ," adding,somewhat melodramatically t h a t  by 

:he end of the  seco<> World War Inn i s  I t .  . . had ceased s p i r i t u a l l y  t d  be 

a  North American." 

After  1945 there was a  dramatic reduction i n  the  number of reviews 
\ 

Inn i s  published, i n  comparison t o  t he  preceding twenty years;  those 

reviews he did wr i t e  were increas ingly  concerned with newspapers, publ ic  

opinion, and communications, although topics  i n  Canadian h i s  to ry  were not  

completely ignored. I n  1946 he published what was t o  be t h e  f i r s t  of four  

co l lec t ions  of essays. P o l i t i c a l  Economy i n  the  Modern S t a t e ,  i n  Inn i s '  . 

own-words, ". . . has been designed t o  b r ing  together  widely s c a t t e r e d  

and r e l a t i v d y  inaccessibze a r t i c l e s  published s ince  1933, f o r  the con- 

venient use of s tudents ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the l a rge  number of s tudents  from 
L G- 

the amed  forces" (1946; v i i ) .  Included were a r t i c l e s  on newspapers and 

publ ic  opinion, the  univers i ty  t r a d i t i o n ,  the s o c i a l  sciences,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
--.J 

economic h i s  tory,  an& on governmental machinery. . 

H i s  1947 p r e s i d e n t i a l  address t o  t h e  Royal Society of Canada, 
.= 

e n t i t l e d  "Minerva's Owl ,"  was l a t e r  published a s  t he  l ead  a r t i c l e  i n  h i s  

second co l l ec t ion  of essays,  The Bias of Communication (1951). 

I n  "Minerva's Owl" I nn i s  seemingly abandoned Canada a l toge the r  f o r  
- .  

a journey t h a t  would take him back t o  the ancient  Greek, Roman and 

Mesopotamian empires, bu i ld ing  from the re  t o  modern times focussing no t  
- 

on cons t i t u t ions ,  l eaders  and s p e c i f i c  events ,  b u t  on media of communication 
-? 

and the character  of. knowledge. "In each pe - r id , "  Inn i s  wrote, "I have 

attempted t o  t r a c e  the  implicat ions of the media of communication f o r  the 

charac te r  of knowledge and t o  suggest t h a t  a  monopoly o r  oligopoly of 



- c 
knowledge is b u i l t  up to  the point  t h a t  equi l ibr ium is  disturbed' '  

(1947a:3-4). I n n i s '  t e legraphic  s t y l e  i n  t h i s  essay and i t s  sweeping 

genera l iza t ions  took many of h i s  colleagues aback. Creighton repor ted .  

t h a t  : 

The paper was much too longp and, a s  i f  i t s  author  were unhappily 
5, 

conscious of i t s  p r o l i x i t y ,  the whole, de t a i l ed ,  h ighly  condensed 
argument waS read i n  t h e  most hur r ied  and unemphatic fash ion .  Many 
i n  h i s  audience were puzzled and bewildered; bu t  desp i t e  these  
imperfections i n  i t s  de l ivery  and recept ion,  "Minerva's Owl" was per- 
haps the most important general statement of the  l a s t  phase of I n n i s '  
ca reer  (1957: 127) . 

.--- 
Inn i s '  concern f o r  t he  h i s t o r y  of communications, scholarship and 

empire prompted him t o  search out o the r  scholars  who could r e l a t e  t o  h i s  
4 

s tud ie s .  ThuS, he developed an assoc ia t ion  with C.N. Cochrane, E .T. Owen 
/ 

and E.A. Havelock of the p re s t ig ious  University of Toronto ' ~ l a s s i c s  - 
Department. They a s s i s t e d  him with h i s  inves t iga t ions  of Antiqui ty,  bu t  

the quest ions he asked had a r i s en  i n  h i s  e a r l i e r  work and i t s  concern with 

the ex ten t  of p o l i t i c a l  organizat ion over time and space. 

Empire and Communications (1950) continued the argument and 

ana lys is  presented i n  "Minerva's Owl,"  expanding on t h e  theme of communi- 

f 
ca t ion  and p o l i t i c a l  organizat ion.  Af t e r  completing these h i s t o r i c a l  

s tud ie s  of communications, Inn i s  was i n  a  pos i t ion  t o  present  h i s  f indings 

i n  a  more general way. This was the t h r u s t  of The B i a s  of Communication-- 
- 

a co l l ec t ion  of a r t i c l e s  which inves t iga ted  the impl ica t ions  of t K a o n -  L 2  
clusions of Empire and Communication. 

Another collectrion of essays appeared in 1952 ent i t led_€hanging 

Cone'prs of- Time. hit Innis I & d e d f i v e a r t i c l e s  w r i t t e n  a f  948 - -- 

T, -~ 

i n  which he f u r t h e r  explored the s t r a t e g i c  implicat ions of h i s  f indings i n  

The Bias of ~ o k u n i c a t i o n  but  with spec i a l  reference t o  the  Aperican - 



- 

Empire. This i s  e spec i a l ly  evident i n  the  second essay,  '!The Mi l i ta ry  

Implicat ions of t he  American Const i tut ion,"  i n  which he c ~ n c l u d e d ~ t h a t :  

A wr i t t en  cons t i t u t ion  wi th  ,its d iv is ive  na tu re  es tab l i shed  by the  
Declaration of Independence arid the Const i tut ion,  e s t ab l i shed  under 
Washington and Adams, decent ra l ized  from Je f f e r son  t o  Lincoln, f i r s t  
under the Republican par ty  and l a t e r  the Democratic par ty ,  so t h a t  
a t  one time the re  has  been a  weakening of the  power depending l a rge ly  
on the dominant medium of communication,"stand i n  sharp cont ras t  with 
the unwritten const i tut io 'n  of Great B r i t a i n  and the  und2vided power 
of the Prime Minister  responsible  to  Parliament (1952b:44). 

In  a  sense, Inn i s  had now come. f u l l  c i r c l e .  He had begun by 

engaging i n  s tud ie s  i n  economic h i s t o r y  s p e c i f i c  t o  capi ta l i sm and the 
' 

B r i t i s h  Empire, had undertaken an expanded study of the  p o l i t i c a l  

organizat ion of empires whichhad come and gone over the  span of mi l len ia  

and now h e  came back to  capi tal ism,  the  B r i t i s h  Empire and t h e  % 

Ameri can Empire . 
This course of  events  coincides with Inn i s '  remark t h a t  he had 

undertaken the s tud ie s  of empires long pas t  i n  order  t o  a s c e r t a i n  whether- 

o r  no t  there  was a universa l  b a s i s  f o r  the hypothesis he had generated 

e a r l i e r  with regard t o  the  r e l a t i onsh ip  of the charac te r  of media of 

communication with p o l i t i c a l  organizat ion and au thor i ty .  The h i s t o r y  .of 

.Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  dat ing b-ack thousands of years  was, i n  a  sense, I n n i s '  

laboratory.  But as ide  from h i s  i n t e r e s t s  i n  communication and h i s  

h i s t o r i c a l  research Innis  had o ther  concerns during the  post-war years .  * 

Inn i s  again served on a  f ede ra l  Royal Commission, t h i s  time one 

concerned with Eraneportation. He t r ave l l ed  ex tens ive ly ,  f i r s t  t o  t he  - 

Soviet Uriim i n  194 =a t r i - p - l i a t ~ m l y  impressehh im--and-thend------ ri I 

B r i t a i n  t o  de l ive r  he Be i t  l ec tu re s  a t  Oxford and f o r  a  round of \ conferences and pers  n a l  touring. But h i s  hea l th  was by t h i s  time 

f a i l i n g  him. His last l e c t u r e  e n t i t l e d  "The Decline of Instruments' 



Essen t i a l  i n  Equilibrium," a  p re s iden t i a l  address t o  the American Economic 

Association, was l e f t  unfinishedr  He died on November 8 th ,  1952. H i s  

son, Donald, de l ivered  the unfinished address i n  h i s  place. . 

The Forgot ten Scholar 

' ,  "It is some time," wrote Nei l1 i n  1972 (p. 3 ) ,  "since t h e  name of 

Innis was the shibboleth of e rud i t i on  i n  Canadian economics, and it may 

be t h a t  t h e r e r i s  now s u f f i c i e n t  h i s t o r i c a l  d i s tance  t o  make poss ib le  an 

objec t ive  app ra i sa l  of h i s  contr ibut ion."  Indeed,. kn the  twenty years  
Z 

s ince  h i s  death there had been very l i t t l e  c r i t i c a l  app ra i sa l  of h i s  work. 

,John Por t e r ,  the noted Canadian author  of The Ver t ica l  Mosaic (1965), 

wrote t h a t ,  " H i s  [ I n n i s ' ]  pos i t i on  as head of the Department of P o l i t i c a l  

Economy a t  the Universi ty  of Toronto, h i s  own prodigious scholarship,  and 

the-numerous scholar ly  o f f i c e s  which he he ld  made him, u n t i l  he died i n  

1952, one of t h e  most powerful f i gu res  in Canadian academic c i r c l e s "  

(1965:503) . P 

The recognit ion Innis  achieved while s t i l l  a l i v e  did l i t t l e  t o  

s u s t a i n  an i n t e r e s t  i n  h i s  work a f t e r  h i s  death. This tends t o  suggest 

t ha t  i t  was h i s  powerful academic presence tha t  impressed people, r a t h e r  

than the conclusions of h i s  l a t e r  works. H i s  academic reputa t ion ,  a s  much 

of h i s  power, was l a r g e l y  b u i l t  upon the  foundation he had l a i d  much 
; 

e a r l i e r  i n  h i s  s tud ie s  i n  Cariadian economic h i s to ry .  Indeed, a s  Por te r  

suggests  ahove, Lnnis' scholar ly  o f f i c e s  provided him with the  b a s i s  from 

which ~ he could - exerc ise .  s u b s t a n t i a l  inf luence,  - -- -- b u t  -- - as  ~ r b i ~ h t o n  -- - - -  - - ~  remarked, - 
-- -- L- - - 

I n n i s '  work a f t e r  1940 was increas ingly  d i f f i c u l t  t o  r e l a t e  t o  f o r y a r g e  
4 

I 

number of h i s  former colleagues. As a r e s u l t ,  i n t e r e s t  in h i s  work-bs 

e f f e c t i v e l y  on the i a n e  sometime before h i s  death.' But o ther  explan8tion$ 



have a l s o  been advanced t o  a c c o g t  f o r  the ec l ip se  of i n t e r e s t  i n  l n n i s l  

work . 
* .  

Berger (1976:194) *points  t o  "The v i r t u a l  des t ruc t ion  of the domin- 

I t  ance of the political-economy t r a d i t i o n  i n  the f i f t i e s .  . . a s  a major 

cont r ibu t ing  f ac to r .  Nei l1 (1972:125) suggests t h a t :  

' ? H i s  t h e o r e t i c a l  pos i t i on ,  however, has  e i t h e r  bean misunderstood o r  
ignored. To a g r e a t  ex t en t  h i s  work was the  product of a per iod of 
adjustment i n  western c i v i l i z a t i o n  when fundamental quest ions were 
being asked and new analyses produced. I n  the consequent per iod of 
r e l a t i v e  calm and prosper i ty  t h a t  s o r t  of thing i n  s o c i a l  science 
l o s t  Fashion t o  a more myopic view'aof g rea t e r  pragmatic and l e s s  
c r i t i c a l  i n t e n t .  55. 

S.D. Clark, i n  turn,  'points t o  t he  r i s e  of skructural-functionalism 

espec ia l ly  i n  t he  United S t a t e s ,  during the 1930s. This perspeceive 

became widespread i n  the 1950s and 1960s when Canadian u n i v e r s i t i e s  began 

expanding rapidly and new u n i v e r s i t i e s  were being b u i l t .  Because of t h i s  

growth, Canadian u n i v e r s i t i e s  were v i r t u a l l y  forced t o  r e c r u i t  f acu l ty  

from abroad and e spec i a l ly  from t h e  United S ta t e s .  The e f f e c t  was t h a t  

Canadian u n i v e r s i t i e s  were inundated with foreign scholars  with a non- 

h i s t o r i c a l  t heo re t i ca l  perspect ive and no "feel"  f o r  Canada (Clark, 1976: , 

120-133). The negat ive ramificat ions of t h i s  t rend on the kind of s o c i a l  

sc ience  advocated by Inn i s  were widespread and long-lasting. Yet a f u r t h e r  

reason f o r  the decl ine of i n t e r e s t  f n  Inn i s '  work was the increas iag  t rend 

towards spec i a l i za t ion  and quan t i f i ca t ion  i n  the s o c i a l  sciences.  Inn i s  

,had recognized t h i s  development during the  debates of the mid-thir t ies :  

The end of the nineteenth century and the twentieth century were 
---A marked b y  t h e - e x t e r r s b - o f  -*-dependent on nri-nerds ,llew 

sources of power, physics and chemistry and mathematics. These have 
l e d  t o  the decl ine in freedom of t rade  and the hardening of p o l i t i c a l  
e n t i t i e s  i n  t he  i n t e n s i t y  of nationalism. With these has come t h e  
end of p o l i t i c a l  economy, the emergence of spec i a l i za t ion  i n  the  
s o c i a l  sciences,  and i t s  subordination t o  nat ional ism (1938d35). 



' Thus, for Innis, the new industrialism with its scientific 

rationalizations and its increasingly pervasive and extensive division 

of labour created conditions in which countries took a de•’ensive stance 

in regard to one another, a defens2veness which manifested itself as 

nationalism. As Imis pointed out (1946:xii and 129-30), social scientists 

were increasingly being called upon--and some went willingly--to support 
B 

governments in the politically derived defensiveness of nationalism with 

its tariffs and other protective apparatus. Broadly-based inquiry such 

as political economy was discouraged and was replaced by a narrowly- 

based, nationally-framed inquiry responsive to political pressure in the 

form of governmental subsidies to universities and research. Yet, 

according to Imis, the'social sciences had to be free to study what they 

will. This would mean that research of international--or non-national-- 

character would often be required; moreover, he contended that phenomena 

such'as the fur trade cannot be understood in purely national or regional 

terms. It was, therefore, somewhat ironic that the rediscovery of Innis 

by social scientists in the 1960s and 1970s was conducted in exactly the 

same narrow and specialized fashion thit he had spent his career avoiding. 

A Profile of Interpretations 
p3 

Shortly after Innis' death in 1952 his close friends, colleagues 

and associates published several short biographical accounts of Innis' 

life and largely eulogistic commentaries in a wide variety of journals. 

They were more predisposed to suggest Innis' overwhelming importance to 
--- 

Canadian scholarship and social science by pointing to his voluminous 

scholarly production and his vociferous defense of the university tra- 

dition than they were to offer substantial criticikm. . 



This t rend continued f o r  the following eighteeh t o  twenty years .  

A r t i c l e s  and commentaries t h a t  appeared during t h i s  per iod 'consisted 

mainly of passing references t o  Inn i s '  work i n  survey a r t i c l e s  

and of i s o l a t e d  c r i t i q u e s  of var ious p a r t i c u l a r  aspects  of h i s  work. 

Commentaries on Inn i s '  work i n  economics predominated.with s p e c i a l  a t ten-  

t i o n  paid t o  h i s  so-called s t a p l e s  theory of economic growth. Recent 

a t t e n t i o n  t o  Inn i s  i s ,  by con t r a s t  t o  e a r l y  commentaries, highly thematic 

and more e r i t i c a l  than eu log i s t i c .  The themes being developed vary widely 

i n  response to  the amazing.range of Inn i s '  work. But because Inn i s  was 
M 

primari ly  an ana lys t  of economic i n s t i t u t i o n s  the conclusions he reached 

- 5 

i n  t h i s  ' a r ea  have provided the g r e a t e s t  impetus f o r  a  reconsi?feration of 

h i s  work. The o the r  p a r t  of h i s  thought t h a t  has receivqd new a t t e n t i o n  

i s  t h a t  dealing with the r o l e  of communications media and techniques 

i n  Western c i v i l i z a t i o n .  H i s  s t ud ie s  of economic i n s t i t u t i o n s  have been 

of p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  t o  a  group of p o l i t i c a l  economists, while h i s  

s tud ie s  i n  cormrtunications have been the subjec t  of s u b s t a n t i a l  i n t e r eE t  

f o r  the  newly developing f i e l d  of commwications s tud ie s .  Thus, the 

l i t e r a t u r e  deal ing wi th  Inn i s '  work began with '  gene ra l  and l a rge ly  bio- 

graphical  commentaries, waned during a  period i n  which reference t o  Inn i s  

is  r a r e ,  and f i n a l l y  entered a  s t age  i n  t he  l a t e  1960s when the conclusions 

. , of h i s  s tud ie s  a r e  widely appealed t o  in support of var ious contemporary 

perspect ives  in the s o c i a l  sc iences  . 
> 

,' 

The g rea t e r  p a r t  of the  l i t e r a t u r e  about Inn i s  t h a t  appeared s ince  

1952 w i l l  now be examined i n  order  t o  (1) iden t i fy  the  majorqhemes of 

d i f f e r e n t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of Inn i s '  work, and ( 2 )  t o  e s t a b l i s h  the  

p r inc ipa l  a reas  of disagreement between d i f fe renf  types of i n t e rp re t a t ions .  

i 



These major d i f f e r e n c e s  of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  w i l l  be  addressed t h e m a t i c a l l y ,  

b u t  chrono log ica l  developments w i t h i n  themes w i l l  a l s o  be  considered.  

The e a r l y  commentaries on I n n i s  were genera l  r a t h e r  than  s p e c i f i c  o r  

themat ic ,  b u t  they o f t e n  conta ined i n  embryonic form themes t h a t  were 

l a t e r  e l a b o r a t e d  upon;lo i n  f a c t ,  most of t h e  themes addressed i n  more 

r e c e n t  times can be  t r a c e d  t o  e a r l i e r  commentaries. Before s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  

address ing  t h e  va r ioud  themes i t  is  a p p r o p r i a t e  at t h i s  p o i n t  t o  i d e n t i f y ,  
\ 

\ 

and then  t o  commmt upon, t h e  more genera l  pub l i shed  commentaries i n  

-- regard  t o  I n n i s '  work. 

V i r t u a l l y  a l l  of t h e  pub l i shed  remarks on I n n i s '  work which 

appeared dur ing h i s  l i f e t i m e  were i n  t h e  form of reviews o f  h i s  numerous 

books. Most reviews publ ished p r i o r  t o  1940 were complimentary. - The 

Fur Trade i n  Canada (1930) and The Cod F i s h e r i e s  (1940),  among h i s  many 

pub l ica t ions ,  were e s p e c i a l l y  w e l l  r ece ived .  Negative c r i t i c i s m s  of h i s  

o v e r a l l  c o n t r i b u t i o n  comprise mainly r e f e r e n c e s  t o  I n n i s '  "c ryp t ic"  s t y l e  

and tendency t o  sweeping g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n k o  more s u b s t a n t i v e  i 
and s p e c i f i c  a n a l y t i c a l  and methodological  i s s u e s .  I n n i s '  death  t r i g g e r e d  

a more expansive r e f l e c t i o n  and commentary on h i s  work than had been 

p o s s i b l e  i n  book reviews. 

Most of h i s  o b i t u a r i e s ,  e u l o g i e s  and genera l  reviews of h i s  work 

t h a t  appeared i n  t h e  j o u r n a l s  a f t e r  h i s  death  were simply e n t i t l e d  , 

"Harold Adam I n n i s :  1894-1952." These c o n s i s t e d  mainly o f  s t r a i g h t -  

forward b i o g r a p h i c a l  summaries which emphasized I n n i s '  s p e c i a l  pe r sona l  

e h a r a e t e r i s t i e s . 1 2  However, Vineeot Bleden, h i s  s u c c e s r e r  as Chairman of 

P o l i t i c a l  Economy a t  t h e  Univers i ty  o f  Toronto, and o t h e r  c l o s e  a s s o c i a t e s  

such as W.T. Easterbrook,  A .  Brady, J . B .  Brebner, W.A. Mackintosh, a@ 

1 I 



Marshall McLuhan, a l s o  of fe red  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of the  s igni f icance  of 

d i f f e r e n t  inf luences and events  on Inn i s  and considered the ove ra l l  

d i r ec t ion  of h i s  l i f e  and scholarship.  I n  1957, one of I n n i s '  c l o s e s t  

f r i ends  a t  the University of Toronto, t he  prominent Canadian h i s t o r i a n  

Donald Creighton, published the f i r s t  complete biography &of Harold Inn i s  

e n t i t l e d  Harold Adams Innis :  P o r t r a i t  of a Scholar.  These e a r l y  publi-  - 

cat ions were followed seve ra l  years  l a t e r  by severa l  more of s imi l a r  

genre.  

The f i r s t  t o  appear 

graduate i n  economics from 

s e r t a t i o n  on t h e  charac te r  

was the  monograph by Robin N e i l l ,  a Canadian 

Duke un ive r s i t y  who wrote h i s  doc tora l  dis-  

and t h r u s t  of Inn i s '  whole cont r ibu t ion .  H i s  
+'-4 

d i s s e r t a t i o n  formed the  b a s i s  f o r  a monograph published i n  1972, on the  
L 
'i' 

twentieth anhiversary of Inn i s '  death, e n t i t l e d  A new theory of value: 

the ~ a n a d i a n  economics of H.A. I nn i s .  It was followed i n  1976 by a 

percept ive commentary on Inn i s  published by Carl  Berger', another 

proniinent Canadian h i s t o r i a n ,  as p a r t  of a book e n t i t l e d  The Writing of 

Canadian History.  Two years l a t e r ,  i n  1978, on the  occasion of the  

twenty-fifth anniversary of Innis' death, Donald Creighton w a s  again 

9 -'e 
ca l l ed  upon t o  review Inn i s '  cont r ibu t ion .  H i s  keynote address t o  t he  

1 

Inn i s  Symposium, 'Ukarold Ad- Inn i s :  Legacy, Context and Direct ion,"  a t  
Simon Fraser Universi ty  was simply e n t i t l e d  '!Harold Adams Innis :  An 

Appraisal.' ' It was accompanied on the  same occasion by an address 

e n t i t l e d  "The Contribution of H. A. I nn i s  t o  Canadian Scholarship ," 

k i v e r e d  by S.D.*Clark, one of Inn i s '  s tudents  and probably the  bes t  

//known h i s t o r i c a l  soc io log i s t  i n  Canada today, and a commentary by 
1 

William Westfal l  of York Universi ty ,  e n t i t l e d  "The Ambivalent Verdict:  



~arold Adams Innis and Canadian History." These are the most ilmportant . 
of the general commentaries on Innis' work, although many other articles 

also make some refereace to the broader thrust of Innis' work and to his 
d 

significance for contemporary social science. 13 ' *  3 

Neill, Berger and Creighton generally agree that Innis had a single- 

minded dedication to, &holarship, a strength of character, a need to be 

thorough and comprehensive in all that he did, a capacity for sustained 

intellectual effort and a sometimes overpowering career ccmsciousness. 

He possessed a highly inductive mind and a critical spirit combined with 

an intractable intellectual integrity and honesty. They also contend that, 

Innis was a strong liberal and nationaAi'st, characteristics conditioned by 

his rigid Baptist "Grit" upbringing and his wartime experiences. They 

further conclude that his e.arly work in Canadian economic history far out- 

weighs in importance his later work in communications and that a clearly 

defined re-orientation occurred in his work in 1940 from studies of staples , 

industries to their effects on the minds of men and political organization. 

The importance of Thorstein Veblen to Innis is generally acknowledged in 
. . 

passing as well as the influence of other scholars at McMaster University 

and the University of Chicago, where he studied. 

The disagreements and contentious points in this body of literature 

arise mainly from the degree of emphasis to be accorded certain influences 

and events in Innis' life rather than from substantive issues. Clearly, 

there is a great deal of agreement in the literature in regard to the 

most of the earlier commentkries on Innis and effectively serves as a 

written memorial to Innis (Creighton, . . The later works by 



Neil1 ( l972) ,  Berger (l976),  Clark ( l978) ,  Westfal l  (1978) and Creighton 

4. 
(1978) have the b e n e f i t  of h i s t o r i c a l  dis tance.  They provide a  more 

c r i t i c a l  and a n a l y t i c a l  perspect ive than the e a r l i e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  

- y e t  they general ly  agree with the  e a r l i e r  - interpretat ions t h a t  Inn i s  was 
. - 

a n a t i o n a l i s t ,  a  l i b e r a l  and a  s t a p l e s ,  then a  commun.ications , t h e o r i s t .  

Besides t he  predominantly biographical  mater ia l ,  t he  i n t e rp re t a -  - 

t i o n s  of Inn i s '  work f a l l  i n t o  four  bas i c  categories:  Canadian economic 

h i s t o r y ,  n a t i o n ~ l i s m ,  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i f i c  theory and method and comunicat ion.  
* 

S t r i c t l y  speakin&, nat ional ism a s  a  theme can be incorporated i n  the 
\ 

r, category of Canadian economic h i s t o r y ,  bu t  because of i t s  c e n t r a l  impor- 

tance i t  deserves s p e c i a l  a t t en t ion .  Commentaries surrounding Cailadian 

economic h i s to ry  focus on e i t h e r  the conclusions of I n n i s '  various 

s tud ie s  o r  h i s  methods of ana lys is .  The same can be s a i d  about communi- 

cat ions.  In t e rp re t a t ions  of h i s  work i n  the a rea  of s o c i a l  s c i e n t i f i c  

- theory and method tend t o  be c r i t i c a l  and ana ly t i ca l  i n  nature,  deal ing 

pr imari ly  with the  manner i n  which Inn i s  approached h i s  research. 

Commentaries 

1. Canadian Economic History 

The c e n t r a l  themes r a i sed  by in t e rp re t a t ions  of Inn i s '  work i n  

Canadian economic h i s t o r y  a r e  t h e  staples/dependency theme and the  theme 

of economic h i s t o r y  a s  a  mode of h i s t o r i c a l  explanation. Throughout h i s  

career  l n n i s  was f i r s t  and foremost-an economic h i s t o r i a n .  This holds- 

1 
true whether h e  was inves t iga t ing-a  s t a p l e  commodity- ~ x a &  l i nk ing  _Europe ' 

- 

--, 

t o  North America i n  recent  times, o r  ancient H e l l e n i s t i c  and Mesopotamian 
T 

empires. Most of the commentaries on h i s  work, indeed, dea l  with top ic s  , 

r e l a t i n g  t o  economic h i s to ry .  Moreover, a  l a r g e  number of commentators 
L 



go even f u r t h e r  and suggest t h a t  Inn is '  work i n  "Canadian" economic 

h i s to ry  ranks a s  h i s  most important. It i s  t h i s  aspec t  of h i s  work t h a t  

es tab l i shed  h i s  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  reputa t ion ,  t h a t  had provided the  most 

sustained i n t e r e s t  i n  h i s  work throughout h i s  career  and t h a t  has s i n c e  
%. 

generated a s u b s t a n t i a l  amount of controversy and discussion.  Most ea r ly  

commentators on Inn i s  would agree wi th  W.A. Mackintosh (1953:185) t h a t  

Inn i s '  most f r u i t f u l  work throughout h i s  career  was i n  Canadian economic 

h i s to ry .  

The f i r s t  pr imari ly  c r i t i c a l  a r t i c l e s  on Inn i s '  work i n  Canadian 

economic h i s to ry  were provided by Kenneth Buckley of Queen's University 

(1958) and by W.T. Easterbrook (1959). Both' wrote c r i t i q u e s  of t h e  

1 I s t a p l e s  approach" based on what they- perceived t o  be t h e  increas ing  

complexity of the  i n d u s t r i a l  system i n  Canada, something t h a t  could not 

be explained adequately,  they maintained, by appealing t o  t he  s t a p l e s  

prodLcing sec to r  of t h e  Canadian economy. In  con t r ad i s t i nc t ion  t o  both 

Buckley and Easterbrook, Me1 Watkins, i n  a seminal a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  "A 

S tap le  Theory of Economic Growth" ( l963) ,  attempted t o  systematize Inn i s '  

so-called s t a p l e s  approach a s  an explanation of Canadian resource-linked 

economic development. Watkins' a r t i c l e  was followed by a qe r i e s  of analyses 

which e x p l i c i t l y  accepted h i s  assessment o f  Innis .  They included, among 

o the r s ,  Kari  ~ e v i t t ' s  S i l e n t  Surrender (1970), Gary Teeple's Capitalism and 

the  National Question i n  Canada (1972), and Robert Laxer's. [ ~ a n a d a ]  Ltd. 

(1973). Robin Neil1 (1972) addresses Innis '  contribut'lon t o  Canadian 
- - 2 -- - - - - - - - - - - 

economic h i s to ry  and cqncludes t h a t  Inn i s  was most concerned with uncover- 

ing  a new theory of value in regard t o  economic a c t i v i t y ,  one based on 



the  c r ea t ive  potmt ia i l 'o f  the  human personal i ty .  Car l  Berger (19 6) b 
focusses not  only on I n n i s '  conclusions of h i s  s tud ie s  i n  Canadi 

economic h i s t o r y  emphasizing t h e i r  comprehensive charac te r ,  but  

pays spec i a l  a t t e n t i o n  t o  Inn i s '  conception of his '  r o l e  a s  s o c i a l  

s c i e n t i s t  and economic h i s t o r i a n .  He maintains t h a t  Inn i s  was pr imari ly  - 
-c 

- engaged i n  "a search f o r  l imi t s "  i n  regard t o  the work of t he  s o c i a l  

sciences . 
Innis '  work i n  Canadian economic h i s f  ory has had an espedia l ly  

pronounced e f f e c t  upon a new generat ion of Canadian s o c i a l i s t  and 

Marxist p o l i t i c a l  economists. Canadian Dimension, a  s o c i a l i s t  monthly 

journal  published i n  Winnipeg, p r in t ed  severa l  a r t i c l e s  from 1972 t o  1974 

f 
emphasizing what Mackintosh i n  1953 i d e n t i f i e d  as the  p o l i t i c a l  dimension 

.p 

of the production of export  s t a p l e s ,  namely,. t he  r e l a t i onsh ip  between 

metropolis and h in t e r l and .14  The dependent charac te r  of the Canadian 

economy and p o l i t y  is  explained by re ference  t o  metropolitan con t ro l  over 

manufacture, secondary industry,  administrat ion,  technological  research 

and development, and the  making of decis ions.  
-L * 

I n  1977, the Journal  of Canadian Studies  G b l i s h e d  a  spec i a l  i s sue  

dedicated t o  I n n i s ,  including a r t i c l e s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  on the  theme of 

Canadian economic h i s to ry .  Watkins contr ibuted \ ~ t a p l e s  ~ h e o r y  

~ e v i s i t e d "  i n  which he r e i t e r a t e s  h i s  1963 arg*ent while a% t h a t  

. ". . . the  b i a s  .of the paper i s  toward t h e  Marxi; paradigm" ($77:83). 
- Y 

He maintains t h a t  t he  scholars  now working with the  s t a p l e s  approach a r e  
- - - - - - - - - -- -- -- - - - - - - - - - - -- 

predominantly Marxists.  Nei l1 (1977: 73), c r i t i c i z i n g  Watkins and o thers  
, 

such as  Buckley (1958) and Easterbrook (1959) f o r  pressing the s t a p l e s  
C 

I1 . . . t he s i s  i n t o  s e rv i ce  on every s i d e  of the debate over growth . . . , 11 



holds t h a t ,  unfortunately,  Inn i s '  t h e s i s  has become a  s e t  of t h e o r e t i c a l  

models r a t h e r  than an h i s t o r i c a l  The Symposium held a t  Simon 

Fraser  University in 1978 i n  which seve ra l  scholars  
, - 

t 

explored the  theme of Innis  and economic his tory.  A p a r t i c u l a r l y  

i n t e r e s t i n g  aspec t  of the Symposium was the  de l ivery  of four  papers 

concerned with the  Canadian and American North and* in sp i r ed ,  os tens ib ly ,  

by 1nnis.15 They were l a rge ly  

f igu ra t ions  of the  development 

governmental i n t e r e s t s .  - 

concerned with the  dynamics and con- 

of t he  North by southern business  and 
=-. 

Innis ,  t he  economic h i s t o r i a n ,  i s  considered by some commentators 

t o  have been more induct ive ly  than deductively 3 d i g e d .  He i s  presumed 

7 
t o  have allowed h i s t o r i c a l  processes and events t o  lead  him t o  

explanation r a t h e r  than imposing t h e o r e t i c a l  proposi t ions on h i s t o r i c a l  

processes and events.  Brebner (1953:18), supported by Nei l1  (1972), 

r e j e c t s  t h i s  not ion,  i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  Inn i s  worked both induct ive ly  and 

deductively. P a r t  of h i s  argument i s  based on the  idea t h a t  Veblen 

provided Innfs  with a  s u b s t a n t i a l  t h e o r e t i c a l  and methodological base, 

and t h a t  i n  h i s  s tud ie s  i n  ~ a n a d i a n  economic h i s t o r y  Innis  was guided by 

d i s t i n c t  t h e o r e t i c a l  not ions about the  character  of c i v i l i z a t i o n  and the  

important f a c t o r s  which cont r ibu te  t o  the  growth and decay of i n s t i t u t i o n s  

which, f o r  him, were the  'I .  . . , chief i n t e r e s t  of the  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t "  

( Innis ,  1935:283). Innis, it would seem, had a  f a i r - 1 ~  well  defined idea  

about what t o  look f o r  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  i nves t iga t ion  and how t o  look f o r  it,-- 
- -- -- - - -- - --- 

- - 

In  t h i s  regard,  Inn i s '  views on nat ional ism and t h e  use of t he  country o r  



2 8 
P 

fiation a s  a  u n i t  of s o c i a l  s c i e n t i f i c  ana lys is  a r e  important c lues  a s  

t o  how he approachedr the study of h i s to ry .  

2. Nationalism 

The frequently-held view t h a t  Inn i s  was a n a t i o n a l i s t  

i nd i ca t e s  t h z t  a  fundamental misapprehension has occurred among numerous 

commentators on Inn i s  i n  regard t o  h i s  b a s i c  theory and method of 
/-- 

h i s t o r i c a l  inves t iga t ion .  Although Inn i s '  published views on nat ional ism 
- 

and on the  use of the na t ion  o r  country as  a  u n i t  of ana lys is  i n  the s o c i a l  

sciences a r e  overwhelmingly negat ive,  severa l  w r i t e r s  have considered him 

t o  be a  s t rong  n a t i o n a l i s t  and, f o r  the most p a r t ,  an ana lys t  of Canadian 

na t iona l  p o l i t i c a l  and economic problems and i ssues .  Two w r i t e r s  i n  

p a r t i c u l a r  have taken d iamet r ica l ly  opposed views on t h i s  matter .  I n  

1969, Daniel Drache published an a r t i c l e  e p t i t l e d  "Harold Innis :  A 

Canadian Nat iona l i s t , "  and i n  1977 W i l l i a m  Chr is t ian ,  of Mount All ison 
@ 

Universi ty ,  re leased a  devastat ing c r i t i q u e  of Drache and h i s  perspect ive 

in "The Inqu i s i t i on  of Nationalism," an a r t i c l e  t h a t  h igh l igh t s  Inn i s '  

of ten declared aversion t o  nationalism. As we s h a l l .  see ,  Inn i s  ' views on 

the nat ion and nat ional ism a r e  highly ind ica t ive  of the  way he defined 

science,  and h i s  p rac t i ce  thereof .  
h 

In  broad terms, then, there  is  general agreement i n  the  l i t e r a t u r e  

- - .SF 
i n  regara t o  t he  notiori t h a t  the staples/dependency' theory o r  approach - 
cons t i t u t e s  a  major element of o r i g i n a l i t y  i n  Inn i s '  work. There is ,  

- - - - - - - - 

however, no agreement about how Inn i s  approached the  study of h i s to ry ,  a  

d i f fe rence  of i n t  t a t i o n  e spec i a l ly  evident  i n  regards t o  h i s  

a l leged  na t i o n a l i  This disagreement extends, moreover, not only t o  

h i s  work i n  Canadian economic h i s to ry ,  but  a l so  t o  h i s  communciations 



0 

s tud ie s  undertaken a f t e r  1940. 

3. Communi ca t  i p s  
-_- - 

The Inn i s  Symposium mentioned above cons t i t u t ed  an important event 
b 

i n  the "o f f i c i a l "  recognit ion of t he  s igni f icance  of I rmis '  s t ud ie s  i n  

comunicat ions.  The recognit ion w a s  a long t i m e  coming despi te  the  

e f f o r t s  of Marshall McLuhan and James Carey, a contemporary American 

communications t h e o r i s t  .I6 Creighton (195 7) , among o the r s ,  con•’ esses  t o  

being puzzled by Inn i s '  adventures i n  communications s tud ie s ;  t h e i r  
- 

s igni f icance  i n  r e l a t i onsh ip  t o  h i s  work i n  Ca2adian economic h i s t o r y  i s  
-4 - 

unclear  f o r  a g rea t  many c r i t i c s  of I n n i s  and h i s  cont r ibu t ion .  

The reviews of  Inn i s '  Euipire and Communications (1950) were 

favourable except t h a t  V. Gordon Childe ( l 9 5 l ) ,  the  eminent c l a s s i c a l  

scholar  rrom the  University of London, recognized t h a t  I n n i s  ' inexperience 

with Antiquity and h i s  r e l i ance  on secondary sources proved t o  be some- 

what of a handicap. H i s  subsequent The Bias of Communication (1951) was 

ambivalently reviewed. Kar l  Deutsch (1952) of the  Massachusetts 

I n s t i t u t e  of Technology, Bernard Berelson (1952) of the  Ford Foundation 
F 

and John U. Nef (1952) of the University of Chicago were general ly  pos i t i ve  

toward t h e  tone and c r i t i c a l  qua l i t y  of the book while poin t ing  out i t s  

"unfinished" charac te r .  On the  o ther  hand, E.R.  Adair of McGill 

University was harsh ly  c r i t i c a l  of the book. He remarked s a r c a s t i c a l l y  

i n  conclusion t o  h i s  review of the book- t h a t  ". . . t he  reader  i s  l i k e l y  - 

t o  c lo se  t h i s  book with 
- - -  - -- - - 

continue -to r e s t  on the  

the h i s to ry  of Canada's 

the r e f l e c t i o n  t h a t  M r .  I nn i s  ' reputa t ion  w i l l  
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - 

sound and valuable cb t r i b u t i o n  he has made t o  P 
economy and communications'' (1952 : 39 4) . 



Short ly  a f  t e r  Inn i s '  death Easterbrook (1953 

v 

: lo )  noted the  c r u c i a l  

s ign i f icance  t h a t  conmnmications had played i n  all of Inn i s '  work, as did 

McLuhan i n  a  we l l  known a r t i c l e  a l s o  published i n  1953 e n t i t l e d  "The 

Later  1nnis  .'I I n  1960, Easterbrook again picked up t h i s  theme i n  

"~;roblems i n  t he  Relat ionship of Communication and Economic H i s  tory. " 

James Carey in ,  "Harold Adam Inn i s  and Marshall ~ c ~ u h a n , "  (1967) proposed 

. t ha t  the  main theme of Imis' communications s tud ie s  was the  relationship 

between media of communication and s o c i a l  organizat ion,  including the 

loca t ion  of s o c i a l  au tho r i ty  and the  mechanisms of i t s  perpetuat ion.  

This argument was r e s t a t e d  i n  1977 i n  a  somewhat modified form by 
' I 

W i l l i a m  Chris t ian,  who emphasized the p o l i t i c a l  dimension of the  re la t ion-  

sh ip  beeween media of communication and s o c i a l  organizat ion.  However, it  

was not u n t i l  &e Inn i s  ~~mpoLium a t  Simon Fraser  Universi ty  i n  1978 t h a t  

f o r  the f i r s t  time a  group of s tudents  and scholars  gathered t o  discuss  

the whole of Inn i s '  contr ibut ion with spec i a l  emphasis on h i s  communi- 

no s i n g l e  theme runniqg through a l l  of the  Symposium mater ia l ,  XHhnaay 

ca t ions  s tud ie s  and t h e i r  contemporary and fu tu re  implicat ions.  There i s  
--i_ 

of the ind iv idua l  addresses on t h i s  occasion w i l l  be r e f e r r ed  t o  i n  

subsequent chapters ,  bu t  i t  cam be observed a t  t h i s  po in t  t ha t  many. o r  

the presenta t ions  were concerhed with the manner i n  which Inn i s  approached 

the  study of h i s t o r y  and communications, and the  connections between h i s  

ea r ly  and l a t e r  works. Indeed, although the pos i t i ve  importance of Inn i s '  
L & - - - 

contr ibut ion t o  s o c i a l  science i s  seldom questioned, the na ture  of t h a t  

contr ibut ion,  both i n  i ts theory and methods, i s  subjec t  t o  much debate. 

The manner i n  which 1,mis approached the  study of h i s t o r y  and communi- 

ca t ions ,  t h a t  i s ,  h i s  conception and p rac t i ce  of s o c i a l  science,  has been 



variously in t e rp re t ed ,  and cons t i t u t e s  the  la; me t o  be addressed i n  
- * ,  

re la t ionship  t o  the l i t e r a t u r e  on Innis .  4 
' * 

4. Soc ia l  Sciences 

'Innis,  e spec i a l ly  

1930s, o f t e n  wrote about 

, 
a f t e r  the onset  of the Great .Depression of th& ,\ 

the s o c i a l  sciences and t h e i r  r e l a t i onsh ip  t o  =, 

capi ta l i sm and indus t r ia l i sm.  He questioned the . ex i s t i ng  r o l e  of the 

s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t  and suggested what t h a t  r o l e  ought t o  be.  Although a  
Y 

grea t  dea l  of Inn i s '  t i m e  was devoted t o  promoting the ' soc i a l  sciences 

and suggesting a l t e r n a t i v e s ' t o  i t s  subjugation t o  capi ta l i sm,  t h i s  T 

'I 
aspect  of h i s  work has received l i t t l e  a t t e n t i o n  of a  s p e c i f i c  na ture  

r' 
V 

s ince  h i s  death. An exception t o  t h i s  trend is  evident  i n  the  work of 

Hugh G. k i tken ,  the  noted Canadian economist. I n  4 a r t i c l e  w r i t t e n  i n  

1977 e n t i t l e d  '%yth and Measurenaent: the  Inn i s  Tradi t ion  i n  Economic 

H i s  tory,"  Aitken r e j  e c t s  the !notion t h a t  Inn i s  was a  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t ,  

noting h i s  neglec t  f o r  the construct ion of t e s t a b l e  hypotheses. He 

l abe l s  Innis a  "myth-maker" r a t h e r  than a  s c i e n t i s t ,  meaning t h a t  what 

Inn i s  did had value,  bu t  only t o  the 

areas  f o r  s c i e n t i f i c  inves t iga t ion .  

t h a t  Inn i s  was engaged i n  h i s t o r i c a l  

ex ten t  t h a t  i t  pointed t o  i n t e r e s t i n g  

Neil1 (1977), by con t r a s t ,  po in ts  out 

s tud ie s  in which he attempted t o  

cons t ruc t  h i s t o r i c a l l y  r a the r  than normatively based theses .  This view 

had been suggested a s  e a r l y  a s  1953 by Marshall McLuhan. 
- - 

As previously suggested, I rmis '  work i n  Canadian economic h i s t o r y  
- - - - - -- - - - -- -- -- - - -- -- - - - 

has appealed p a r t i c u l a r l y  t o  a  new generation of Canadian Marxist 

p o l i t i c a l  economists. They contend t h a t  Inn i s  w a s  a  s t rong  n a t i o n a l i s t ,  

a  m a t e r i a l i s t ,  a gene ra l i s t  r a t h e r  than a k i a l i s t ,  and a  scholar  
I 

possessed of a  bas i ca l ly  h i s t o r i c a l  perspectgve. Ian Parker ,  one of 



t h i s  new generation of Marxist p b l i t i c a l  economists, has suggested, i n  

three noteworthy a r t i c l e s ,  l7 t h a t  combining Marx and Inn i s  would provide 

the  most powerful b a s i s  f o r  any subsequent analyses  of Canadian h i s to ry .  

He suggests t h a t  t h e i r  a n a l y t i c a l  methods have an inherent  a f f i n i t y .  
* 

A. John Watson and Les l i e  Pa l ,  both contemporary commentators on 

i 
Inn i s '  work, address the i s s u e  of Inn i s '  perspect ives  on s o c i a l  science, 

'i 

h i s  conception of i t s  na ture  and i t s  po ten t i a l .  l8 Innis, they maintain, 

p rac t i s ed  and promoted the "philosophical approach" as a counteract ing 

force  aga ins t  the increas ing  spec i a l i za t ion  of the  s o c i a l  sciences.  

I n  summary, then, I n n i s '  work has been the  sub jec t  of a .s'ubstantial 

amount of a t t en t ion ,  e spec i a l ly  immediately a f t e r  h i s  death and s ince  the 

twentieth anniversary of h i s  death i n  1972. Much of the l i t e r a t u r e  con- 

sists of biographical  and e u l o g i s t i c  commentaries o r  of analyses  o f ,  

and appeals t o ,  p a r t i c u l a r  themes i n  Inn i s '  work. The dominant categories  
'4 

i n  which Innis' work has  been assessed a re  those of Canadian economic 

h i s t o r y  and communications. 

From the perspect ive of t h i s  t h e s i s ,  which is  pr imar i ly  . in te res ted  

i n  understanding Inn i s '  work i n  ho1isti.c terms as a cont r ibu t ion  t o  s o c i a l  

science,  much of the e x i s t i n g  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  overly focussed on s p e c i f i c  

aspects  of Inn i s '  work, taken t o  have separa te  and d i s t i n c t i v e  meaning. 

The value of the e x i s t i n g  body of l i t e r a t u r e  surrounding I n n i s '  work l i e s  

i n  i t s  suggestive force  and i n  i t s  somewhat i s o l a t e d  y e t  potent  i n s igh t s .  

I n  it can be found a m u l t i ~ u d e  of c lues  t o  en l ighten  the search f o r  a 

more h o l i s t i c  unde_rst_andin_g_ o_f I n d s  and h i s  c o n t r i k t i o f l .  The_subsequat 

chapters of t h i s  t h e s i s  a r e  organized around the  themes i d e n t i f i e d  above. 



NOTES TO CHAPTER ONE 

1. For a  r e l a t i v e l y  d e t a i l e d  t reatmqnt  o f  I n n i s '  e a r l y  l i f e  s e e  
Harold Adams I n n i s :  P o r t r a i t  of  a  Scho la r  (1957) by Donald Creighton.  

2. For  an a n a l y s i s  df Veblen's  impact on I n n i s ,  i n c l u d i n g  a  d i scuss ion  
of "method o f  approach," s e e  Chapter Five o f  t h i s  t h e s i s .  

3. "The p r i c e  system" is a common concept found i n  economic l i t e r a t u r e ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  l a t t e r  h a l f  of t h e  19th  cen tury  and t h e  f i r s t  h a l f '  
of t h e  20th  century.  The p r i c e  system i s  n o t  e s s e n t i a l  t o  a l l  
economic s i t u a t i o n s  b u t  is p a r t i c u l a r  t o  modern Western c i v i l i z a t i o n .  
It desc r ibes  a mode of d i s t r i b u t i o n  of goods and s e r v i c e s  which is 
based on p r i v a t e  p roper ty ,  t h e  use of money i n  d i s t r i b u t i o n  (exchange) 
and a market system. For a d e t a i l e d  d i scuss ion  of I n n i s '  use  o f  t h e  a 

concept s e e  N e i l 1  (1972:51) . 
4. I n  1931 I n n i s  wrote  two a r t i c l e s  i n  t h i s  regard:  "The Rise  and All 

of t h e  Spanish F i shery  i n  Newfoundland;" and "An I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  
Economic H i s t o r y  of t h e  Marit imes,  inc lud ing  ~ e w f o u n d l a n d  and New 
England." I n  1935 he  wrote  "Cape Breton and t h e  French Regime," and 
i n  1937 h e  pub l i shed  "Basic Problems of Gofirnment i n  Newfoundland." - 

5.  See t h e  b ib l iography  inc luded  a t  t h e  end of t h i s  t h e s i s  f o r  r e f e r e n c e s  
t o  a complete l i s t  of I n n i s '  pub l i shed  works. 

6. This  a r t i c l e  was reproduced i n  subs tance  (wi th  a  new i n t r o d u c t i o n  and 
conclusion) i n  I n n i s  and Plumptre (1934:3-24). It was a l s o  l a t e r  
r e p r i n t e d  i n  I n n i s  (1956:123-140) as "The Canadian Economy and t h e  
Depression. I' 

7 .  Frank Knigh t  and J . M .  Clark  were b o t h  on t h e  f a c u l t y  of t h e  Univers i ty  , 

of Chicago when I n n i s  s t u d i e d  t h e r e  from 1917-1920. Both, according 
t o  many commentators--prominent among them D. Creighton (1957) --had a  
g r e a t  d e a l  of i n f l u e n c e  on I n n i s .  It was Clark  who suggested t h e  
C.P.R. a s  a d o c t o r a l  t h e s i s  t o p i c  t o  I n n i s .  

8. S h o r t l y  a f t e r  h i s  ascension t o  t h e  Chairmanship of h i s  department 
h e  changed i t s  name t o  t h e  Department of P o l i t i c a l  Economy. 

9 .  See Berger (1976:195) and Watkins (1963:141-43). 
ba 

10.  Examples inc lude  t h e  themes of s t a p l e  product ion,  s c h o l a r s h i p  and 
na t iona l i sm.  5 

11. Reviews o f  A H i s t o r y  of t h e  Canadian P a c i f i c  Railway by O.D. Ske l ton  . 
(1923) , of The Fur  Trade i n  Canada by W .A. Mackintosh (1931),  and o f  
Se t t l ement  and t h e  Mining F r o n t i e r  by C.R. Fay (1936) a r e  b u t  t h r e e  
examples. 



12. See e spec i a l ly  t he  eu logies  and ob i tua r i e s  by W i l l i t s ,  Cole, 
Creighton, Faucher, Lower and Nef ~(1953) . . . 

13. See i n  p a r t i c u l a r  witson (1977), Chr is t ian  (1977) and Marchak's 
% c r i t i q u e  of Clark, Westfal l  and Watkins wi th in  the  context of the  

1978 Inn i s  conference a t  Simon Fraser  University.  

14. See i n  p a r t i c u l a r  a r t i c l e s  by A.K. Davis (19 72), C. Gonick (19 72) , 
P. Usher (19 72) and J. Warnock (1974) . 

- 

15. See the a r t i c l e s  by G .  Valaskakfs, Arlon Tussing, J. Steeves and 
P. Usher. 

16. Carey wrote an a r t i c l e  i n  1967 e n t i t l e d ,  "Harold Adams Inn i s  and 
Marshall McLuhan . " 

17. See Parker (19 77) , (1977a) and .(I9 78) . 
18. Watson and Pal both published a r t i c l e s  i n  t he  Journal  of Canadian 

Studies ,  November, 1977. 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE STAPLES APPROACH 

During the  p a s t  quarter-century a  wide-ranging s e t  of in te rpre-  

t a t i o n s  have been advanced regarding the ea r ly  phase of Inn i s '  work i n  . - "  

economic h i s to ry .  Most of these in t e rp re t a t ions  have variously 

described Inn i s '  method of ana lys is  i n  h i s  s tud ie s  of the f u r  t r ade ,  cod 

f i s h e r i e s ,  mining, timber and pulp and paper as  t he  s t a p l e s  "approach, I I ~  

"theory ," " thes is  , I t  "model , I t  and "theme .I1 m e  term "s tap les  approachu 

has achieved t h e  widest currency, bu t  some Ecommentators use the  terms . 
interchangeably. However, the  spec i a l i za t ion  of approach implied i n  

such a  perspect ive i s  fundamentally a t  odds with Inn i s '  views 

na ture  of the s o c i a l  sciences &d c i v i l i z a t i o n .  Moreover, wh 

emphasis on commodity t rade  is  viewed i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  h i s  ove ra l l  

t h e o r e t i c a l  and methodological framework, i t  becomes c l e a r  t h a t  h i s  

focus on s t a p l e s  commodity t rade  r e su l t ed  from the  ap'plication of a  

previously developed approach and d id  not  cons t i t u t e  an approach i n  . 

i t s e l f .  

There i s  very l i t t l e  i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  commen- 

t a t o r s  a r e  prepared t o  accept t he  not ion t h a t  I n n i s  had developed a  

theory of h i s t o r i c a l  change. Indeed, many of the w r i t e r s  who have 
4 

commented on Inn i s '  work a r e  inc l ined  t o  suggest t h a t  the s t a p l e s  

approach cons t i tu ted  the  p ivo ta l  element in .  the  f i r s t  phase of Inn i s '  

ca reer ,  and t h a t  focussing on the  s t a p l e  commodity allowed him t o  

co r r e l a t e  a  wide range of h i s t o r i c a l  events and A s  



d \ Easterbrook expressed i t ,  "From t h i s  s tandpoint ,  the  s t a p l e ,  l i k e - t h e  

I medium, may be viewed as' aR t o o l  of ana lys is  which enables  study of t o t a l  

s i t u a t s s  i n  terms of. resources,  technology and markets, and the  

i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  economic, p o l i t i c a l  and s o c i a l ,  i n  which these  a r e  

imbedded" ( 960:563). E a r l i e q  Easterbrook had suggested t h a t  "indus- Y, 
t r i a l i s m "  wab the focus of Inn i s  ' research i n  economic h i s t o j  (1953a: 

' J  

291) . Thus, f o r  Easterbrook, 1nnis  wag engaged i n  s tud ie s  i n  i n d u s t r i a l -  

i s m  o r  i nduss r i a l  development with s p e c i a l  a t t e n t i o n  being paid the 

s t a p l e s  producing s e c t o r  because of i t s  primary and c r i t i c a l  importance 
- ,  

i n  def ining and determining the course of North American h i s to ry .  
" j i  

Support f o r  t h i s  perspect ive can be found i n  an a r t i c l e  by Hugh Aitken 

(1977:99) i n  which he suggests t h a t  the s t a p l e s  approach provided Inn i s  

with a way of "seeing the data" o r  a s  a "frame of reference." 

Kenneth Buckley observes t h a t ,  ''While Inn i s  did not subscribe t o  a 

s t a p l e  theory of economic growth, he did use the  s t a p l e  approach t o  

co r r e l a t e  a wide range of p o l i t i c a l  and s o c i a l  developments and explain 

the  charac te r  of major i n s t i t u t i o n s  within Canada" (1958: 442) .  Buckley , 

i n  the  same a r t i c l e ,  con t r a s t s  what he considers I k i s '  s t a p l e s  

approach derived from a concern f o r  an in t e rna t iona l  economy with 

Mackintosh's s t a p l e s  theory which he perceives a s  being more appl icable  

to  regional  and na t iona l  s i t u a t i o n s .  I n  a v a r i a t i o n  on t h i s  theme, 

G.W. Bertram (l967),  described by Drache (1978:28) a s  a "launderer1' of 

the  Inn i s i an  p o l i t i c a l  economy t r a d i t i o n ,  proposes t h a t  the  s t a p l e  

"model" was i n  r e a l i t y  a theory of regional  growth within an in t e rna t iona l  

economy. 

By con t r a s t ,  Berger (1976) and Nei l1  (1972) disagree with \ 



Easterbrook's content ion t h a t  Inn i s  ". . . nowhere gives any ind ica t ion  of 

f 
i n t e r e s t  i n  construct ing a  system, o r  theory of h i s t o r i c a l  change" 

a- 

(1953:g). They view Inn i s  a s  having been engaged i n  a  search f o r  a  more 

adequate theory of economic gro&h. Their arguments a r e  based on s t a t e -  

ments by Inn i s  t o  t he  e f f e c t  t h a t  t he  economic theory of old coun t r i e s  i s  

not su i t ed  t o  new coun t r i e s  and t h a t  an economic theory su i t ed  t o  new 

count r ies  has  t o  be forged i n  t he  furnace of economic -his tory.4 N e i l l  

(1977:73) e x p l i c i t l y  r e j e c t s  what he considers the. t ransformation of 

Inn i s '  h i s t o r i c a l  t h e s i s  on t h e  p a r t  of var ious w r i t e r s  i n t o  a  s e t  of what 

he c a l l s  " theo re t i ca l  normative models." This does not  imply, however, 

t h a t  Inn i s  w a s  un in te res ted  i n  theory. N e i l l  and Chr is t ian  both argue t h a t  

Imis was i n  search of a  new theory of economic growth.- Chr i s t i an  

remarks, f o r  example, t h a t  Inn i s  ". . . drew h i s  theory from t h e  f a c t s  

t h a t  he s tudied ,  bu t  t he re  was always an in t e rpene t r a t ion  of fact ;  and 

theory, qach r e f in ing  and modifying the  other" (1977:21). I n  t h e i r  

analyses,  N e i l l  

by J . B .  Brebner 

Marshall 

and Chr i s t i an  a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  r e f l e c t i n g  views expressed 

McLuhan l a r g e l y  concurred with Brebner i n  t h i s  regard,  

but t h e  manner i n  which he expressed h i s  concurrence i s  unique. For 
t 

McLuhan, Inn i s  attempted t o  c r e a t e  a  worMng model of t h e  f u r  t r ade  and 
- 

other  staple-centered i n d u s t p e s  from the  ins ide ,  with spec i a l  reference 

t o  the  people most i n v o l v e d r n  i t ,  ". . . and who were most harassed by 

its exigencies" (1953:385)* I n  1953, commenting on ~nnis '  method, 1 

For the  Inn i s  approach, no preconceptions a r e  necessary. I n  f a c t ,  
t o t a l  reconstruct ion of an indus t ry  makes preconceptions useless .  
And 'explanation'  takes the  form simply of presenta t ion  of a  
dramatic model (1953:386). 



Thus, McLuhan noted t h a t  although one element such as  t h e  s t a p l e  commodity 

may be cen t r a l ly  important i n  Inn i s '  h i s t o r i c a l  reconstruct ion on a 

c e r t a i n  h i s t o r i c a l  s e t t i n g  and ins tance ,  i t  does no t  automatical ly  

.-command s ingu la r  t h e o r e t i c a l  s ign i f icance  a t  a l l  times and i n  a l l  places-. 

A major d i f f i c u l t y  with the  above perspect ives  is  t h a t  they define 

Inn i s  e i t h e r  i n  reg iona l ly  o r  s t r u c t u r a l l y  l imi ted  terms, o r  a s  an 

induct ive ly  inc l ined  scholar .  This l a t t e r  va r i a t i on  dep ic t s  +is a s  

having discovered, through the inf luence of Marian Newbigin and 

W.A. Mackintosh, t h a t  the s t a p l e  commodity provided the key t o  t he  

t o  the  conclusion--thanks i n  l a rge  p a r t  t o  Veblen--that the  stugy of 
J 

economic i n s t i t u t i o n s  would provide the most e f f i cac ious  course t o  a. 

more profound understanding of European c i v i l i z a t i o n  a s  a whole 

h i s t o r i c a l  process. 

I n  the  s p e c i f i c  case of The Fur Trade i n  Canada, t h i s  meant 

t r ac ing  the  European o r i g i n s  of the  t rade i n  f u r s  i n  North America, an 

opening of the North American cont inent  t o  European economic i n t e r e s t s .  

-4 
/+-. 

These i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  general ly  f a i l  t o  acknowledge the predominant 

inf luence on I n n i s  of Thorstein Veblen% h i s t o r i c a l  and i n s t i t u t i o n a l  

approach. 

Before undertaking h i s  ana lys is  of the expansion of the  i n s t i t u -  

t i o n s  of European c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n t o  North America, Inn i s  had already come 

a c t i v i t y  Innis  considered fundamental t o  the spread of s e t t l m e n t  
- 

inland.  The f u r  t rade ,  Inn i s  contended, had a r i s en  i n  the r e l a t i onsh ip ,  
- - - - -- - 

a t  f i r s t  haphazard and acc identa l  and then organized, of Europeans 
* 

engaged i n  f i sh ing  f o r  cod on the eas t e rn  seaboard and the  Grand Banks 

with autochthonous groups l i v i n g  on shore, o r  not f a r  inland.  He 



concluded t h a t  a f t e r  a time the  f u r  t rade  grew independent of the  f i she ry  

and moved toward the  i n t e r i o r  of tKe continent.  He out l ined  the pa t t e rns  

of p o l i t i c a l  organizat ion necessary f o r  the p r o f i t a b l e  prosectuion of the  
I 

t rade  a t  d i f f e r e n t  times, "and t h e i r  replacement by more e f f e c t i v e  

organiza t iona l  techniques, e spec i a l ly  when deple t ing  s tocks  of beaver 

and o ther  fur-bearing animals neces s i t a t ed  a push toward the  west. 

F ina l ly ,  Inn is  described the  decl ine of the t rade  i n  t he  l a t e  nineteenth 

and ea r ly  twentieth centur ies  i n  face  of set t lement ,  f o r e s t r y ,  mining and 

f u r  farming. I n  a l l  of t h i s  Inn i s  attempted t o  present  a l i f e -h i s to ry  of 

the growth of European c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  focussing on the f u r  t r ade  as  a 

uniquely important f a c t o r .  Inn is  argued t h a t  European c i v i l i z a t i o n  

expanded i n t o  North America because of 
0 

and because of the  search f o r  p r o f i t .  

was a r e s u l t  of the  l a t t e r ,  one of the 

European c i v i l i z a t i o n .  

The explanatory power of Inn i s '  

the s u p e r i o r i t y  of ' i ts  technology 

The development of the  f u r  tra,de 

mst powerful i n s t i t u t i o n s  of 

method of h i s t o r i c a l  reconstruct ion 

provides.  the foundation upon which he b u i l t  h i s  academic s r e e r  and 

reputat ion.  But even though the  value of h i s  con t r ibu t ionehas  been 

widely recognized, i t s  p rec i se  charac te r  and t h r u s t  have not  always been 

- -- 
c l e a r l y  i d e n t i f i e d .  

To charac te r ize  I n n i s '  method a s  a "s tap les  approach," as many 

commentators on h i s  work do, o r  t o  view the s t a p l e s  i n  h i s  work a s  a '  

convenient f o c a l  po in t ,  i s  t o  misunderstand Inn i s '  conception of s o c i a l  
- - - -- - -- - - - - - - -  -- - 

science and c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  and t o  miss the  importance of Vehlen's work f o r  

Inn i s .  In  essence, Inn i s  appropriated--or a t  l e a s t  w a s  highly impressed 

by and agreed with--Veblenls p a r t i c u l a r  t heo re t i ca l ' and  methodological 



assumptions about sc ience  and , c iv i l i za t ion .  
d 

Veblen considered t h a t  science was an i n s t i t u t i o n  which had 

evolved from e a r l i e r  forms of thought and ac t ion ,  and which was i t s e l f  "4 

evolving through the  development of new theor ies  and methods par t icu-  

l a r l y  s u i t e d  t o  i ndus t r i a l i sm and capi tal ism.6 He divided sc ience  i n t o  

two b a s i c  categories ,  pre-Darwinian and post-Darwinian, p a r t l y  on the 
J 

b a s i s  of methodology, bu t  m r e  c l e a r l y  on the  b a s i s  of t h e i r  meta- 

physical  assumptions. The ob jec t ive ' o f  pre-Darwinian s c i e n t i f i c  
- 
- 

inqui ry ,  f o r  Veblen, w a s  taxonomy and de f in i t i on .  S c i e n t i s t s  of t h i s  

bent  search f o r  f i n a l  causat ion and na tu ra l  laws governing a l l  phenomena. 
-s-- 

r.4 

Moreover, they emphasize the immutable r e l a t i o n s  t h a t  govern phenomena 

before  the in te rvent ion  of causation. Post-Darwinian sc ience ,  by 

con t r a s t ,  places its explanatory emphasis on the process of causat ion I\- 
i t s e l f ,  whereby ". . . the i n t e r v a l  of i n s t a b i l i t y  and t r a n s i t i o n  

* 

between i n i t i a l  cause and d e f i n i t i v e  e f f e c t ,  has come t o  take the  f i r s t  

p lace  i n  the inqui ry ;  i n s t ead  of t h a t  consummation i n  which causal  

e f f e c t  was once presumed t o  co utf t o  r e s t "  (Veblen, 1906: 37) . I n  post- 

Darwinian science there is  no longer any preoccupation with n a t u r a l  laws 

o r  f i n a l  causation. Thus, post-Darwinian o r  m d e w  science,  a s  Veblen 

o f t en  ,characterized i t ,  is  exclusively concerned wi th  the  r e l a t i onsh ip  

between what has  taken place and what is  taking place.  

Both phases of s c i e n t i f i c  inqui ry ,  according t o  Veblen, a r e  con- 

cerned with the  co l l ec t ion  of f a c t s  and log iaa l  proof based on empir ical  
- - - - - - -  - - - 

observation, experimentation, i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  and v e r i f i c a t i o n .  The 
9 

di f fe rence  between the  two i s  pr imar i ly  one of metaphysical emphasis. 

Pre-Darwinian science focusses on phenomena in a s t a t e  of  r e s t ,  so  t o  



. speak, while  post-Darwinian science f o c u s s e ~  on change, o r  more pre- 

c i s e . 1 ~  on consecutive and cumulative change. 
\ 

\Moreover, Veblen r e l a v d  the development of science t o  o the r  

phases /of human develo ment. He wrote: " T h i s  quest ion of a s c i e n t i f i c  P 
poin t  of view, of a p a r t i c u l a r  a t t i t u d e  and animus i n  matters  of 

'1. 
knowledge, is  a quest ion of the  formulation of h a b i t s  of thought;  and 

h a b i t s  of thought a r e  an outcome of h a b i t s  of l i f e "  (Veblen, 1906:38) . 
The h a b i t s  of modern l i f e ,  Veblen held,  were predominantly influenced by 

e 
- 

machine productjon and business  p rac t i ce s  i n  the  pursu t of p r o f i t .  Post- 
- 

I 
t -4 

Darwinian science,  thus,  has  taken on the  colour and a n i m u s w  the  

technology of machine production, and ' l a rge ly  serves the  nee .#' s of industry 
\ 

and business.  All hab i t s  of thought and l i f e  i n  modern European 

c i v i l i z a t i o n  come under the inf luence of these dual'$orces of indus t ry  /,'-- 

and business.  

It i s  t h i s  Veblenian conception of post-Darwinian science and 

economics t h a t  Inn i s  r e f e r r ed  t o  i n  the  Preface of A History of the  

Canadian P a c i f i c  Railway when he described h i s  own perspect ive a s  

" s c i e n t i f i c  and evolutionary" (1923). Not only d id  Inn i s  completely 

r e j e c t  neo-classical  economics, a s  Neil1 suggests,  bu t \  more importantly,  

he was most impressed by Veblen's conception of science.  I n n i s '  use of 

the term "science" must not  be construed t o  
t 

exerc ise  i n  deductiozr where syllogisms, models and normative evaluat ions 
, .d 

- 

about; i t  r e f e r s  e s s e n t i a l l y  t o  a l i f e - h i s t o r i c a l  method. Where t h a t  

be c i v i l i z a t i o n  defined as a schema of i n s t i t u t i o n s .  

It becomes understandable, then, w3y TnMs, a s  J .B .  Brebner so 



a p t l y  expressed it: "Again and aga in  . . . pleaded w i t h  h i s  peers  t o  c u t  

a l o n g  t h e  g r a i n  of human exp r i e n c e  n o t  ac ross  it" (1953a:16). By urg ing  3 
t h i s  method of ana lyz ing  t h  exper ience I n n i s  was r e g i s t e r i n g  h i s  

oppos i t ion  t o  an a h i s t o r i c a l  f u n c t i o n a l  approach t o  t h e  s t u d y  of s o c i a l  

+ 
phenomena. 

Taking t h e  predominant i n f l u e n c e  of Veblen's views on s c i e n c e  and 

c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n t o  account ,  I n n i s '  s t u d i e s  of t h e  f u r  t r a d e  and o t h e r  

s t a p l e s  t r a d e  must b e  viewed as f i r s t  and foremost s t u d i e s  i n  t h e ,  

expansion o f  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  of Western ( ~ u r o p e a n )  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n t o  

North America of t y p i c a l l y  European ways of approaching n a t u r e ,  

technology and s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s .  I n n i s  chose, i n  Veblen's  words, t o  

enqu i re  i n t o  t h e  l i f e - h i s t o r y  of m a t e r i a l  c i v i l i z a t i o n  on a r e s t r i c t e d  

p l a n  (Veblen, 1909 :627) . 
I n  view of t h e  above, and i f  a l a b e l  must b e ' a t t a c h e d  t o  I n n i s '  

method, t h e  term s t a p l e s  approach seems inadequate .  I'nnis' approach can 

\ ' - be  more adequate ly  desc r ibed  as t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  l i f e - h i s  t o r i c a l  approach. 

I r m i s  discovered t h e  importance of t h e  t r a d e  i n  s t a p l e s  commodities f o r  

t h e  expansion of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n t o  North America as a r e s u l t  of 

t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  a method of  a n a l y s i s  de r ived  from Thors te in  Veblen, 

which h e  desc r ibed  as evo lu t ionary  and s c i e n t i f i c .  To c h a r a c t e r i z e  

I n n i s '  work a s  a theory of r e g i o n a l  growth o r  as a s t a p l e s  approach 

ignores  h i s  conception o f  European i n s t - i t u t i o n s  a s  be ing  h a b i t s  of thought 

and l i f e ,  l a r g e l y  i n t a n g i b l e ,  c o n s t a n t l y  growing and decaying,  unconfined 
- - -- - -- - 

t o  geographical  r eg ions  o r  p o l i t i c a l  u n i t s  and having,  i n  a sense ,  a l i f e  

of t h e i r  own. (7 

I n  conclus ion,  I n n i s  d i d  no t  consider  t h a t  geograph ica l ly  o r  
- 



politically defined u n i t s  were neces sa r i l y  su  i t a b l e  u n i t s  of soc ia  

s c i e n t i f i c  ana lys is .  Countries and nat ions a r e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  of Western 

c i v i l i z a t i o n  and must be considered important i n  any ana lys i s  of 

expanding European c i v i l i z a t i o n .  However, there i s  no reason t o  l i m i t  

our s tud ie s  t o  the  use of regional  o r  na t iona l  frameworks. P o l i t i c a l  

i n s t i t u t i o n s  such as countr ies  must be analyzed i n  conjunction with a  

whole cons te l la t ior i  of o ther  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  Inn is  maintained t h a t  there  

was no reason f o r  the  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t  t o  allow the  p o l i t i c i a n  t o  def ine . 
- 

h i s  a n a l y t i c a l  framework f o r  him. Innis ,  from t h i s  perspect ive,  was not  

P an ana lys t  of "Canadian" economic h i s to ry ,  b u t  of European c i v i l i z a t i o n  

i n  an a rea  of t h e  world defined i n  p o l i t i c a l  terms a s  Canada. The 

d i f fe rence  may seem s u b t l e  and somewhat i n s i g n i f i c a n t ,  bu t  wi th in  i t  l i e s  

- The key t o  understanding Inn i s '  unorthodox mncept ion of t he  r o l e  of the 
b. 

s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t  and of the na tu re  of c i v i l i z a t i o n .  Further ,  it serves t o  I-?, 
'+P 

unravel W' mystery of whether o r  not  Inn i s  was a n a t i o n a l i s t ,  which theme r r ~  

we now t u r n  t o .  



NOTES TO CHAPTER TWO 

Although Drache (19 76 : 7). contends t h a t  Inn i s  himself provided the  
* 

term "s tap les  approach" t o  def ihe h i s  method, I f i n d  no such 
reference i n  h i s  published work. 

I 

Good examples of t h i s  can be found i n  the work of Watkins (1963) and 
Drache (1976) . 
See espec i&ly  Easterbrook (1953, 1959 and 1960), Brebner (1953 and , 

l953a),  Nei l1  (1972, 1977 and 1978) and Berger (1976) . 
& 

See, f o r  example, I rmis  (1929:3 and 1929a:26). 
- 

Brebner wrote: " Innis '  thematic achievement was grand and unprece- 
dented . . . . H i s  formal documentation could only be described a s  
whimsical and h i s  scholar ly  apparaGns as casual ,  b u t  every page-of 
h i s  t e x t  conducted the  reader  deep i n t o  the problems and oppor tuni t ies  
of the  men i n  t he  f i e l d ,  Indian and European, o r  of t h k i r  managers 
nearer  t he  economic c a p i t a l s ,  o r  of the p o l i t i c i a n s  whose se rv i ces  
they t r i e d  t o  evoke. I n  e f f e c t ,  he wove geography, economic h i s to ry ,  
changing technology, p o l i t i c a l  adaptat ion,  and f a r  more theory than 
i s  evident ,  i n t o  a tough f a b r i c  of explanatory exposi t ion t h a t  i t s  
rough spots  and i r r e g u l a r i t i e s  could be ignored . . . . He was 
always both the induct ive and the deductive thinker"  (l953a:l8).  

For a de t a i l ed ,  ca re fu l ly  constructed de l inea t ion  of t e b l e n f ' s  views ' 

on t h i s  matter  s e e  h i s  The Place of Science i n  Modem Civ i l i za t ion  
(1906), and "The Limitat ions of Maxginal U t i l i t y "  (1909). 



CHAF'TER THREE 

INNIS AND NATIONALISM 

There a r e  two d iamet r ica l ly  opposed views on Inn i s  and nationalism. 

Those who consider I n n i s  t o  be a Canadian n a t i o n a l i s t  b u t t r e s s  ' t h e i r  

a r g b n t s  with biographical  references t o  such f a c t o r s  a s  I n n i s '  r e fusa l  

t o  accept prest igeous academic pos ts  abroad ( e spec i a l ly  a t  the Univer- 

" s i t y  of Chicago); h i s  defense of Canadian scholars  p ,  the "Canadian" 

focus of most of h i s  work and research,  and h i s  a teacks on American 

imperialism.' Those who r e j e c t  t h s  not ion  t h a t  Inn i s  was a n a t i o n a l i s t  

defend t h e i r  pos i t i on  w i t h  t e x t u a l  references,  such a s  I n n i s '  a c i d i c  

comment about the "Warm, f e t i d  smell  of nat ional ism,  the  breeding ground 

of the pes t i lence  of the  west,  the worship of which k i l l s  i ts  mi l l ions  .- 

h e r e  the worship of the church i n  t he  i n q u i s i t i o n  k i l l e d  i t s  

j thousands. "' 
The l a t t e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  thec&re p l aus ib l e  one from the 

perspect ive of t h i s  t h e s i s ,  t h e  former one being e s s e n t i a l l y  incomplete; 
I - 4  

the i s sue  of whether o r  not Inn i s  w a s  a n a t i o n a l i s t  must be viewed i n  

J conjunction with h i s  views on science,  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  cu l ture ,  monopoly and 

marginal i ty .  Placing Inn i s '  views on nat ional ism and on the use of the  

nat ion a s  u n i t  of s o c i a l  and s c i e n t i f i c  ana lys is  i n  the broad context of 

h i s  whole scholar ly  output ,  it w i l l  be argued i n  t h i s  chapter  thac  Irmis 

was npt  a n a t i o n a l i s t ,  and t h a t  he did no t  consider the na t ion ,  country 
- - - pp -- -- - -- 

o r  region to neces sa r i l y  be proper frameworks i n  which t o  conduct s o c i a l  
* 



s c i e n t i f i c  inquiry.  

The evidence f r o m h i s  post-1940 work suggests t h a t ,  by t h i s  time, ' 

I n n i s  considered Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  t o  have collapsed. He-urged, 
I 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  h i s  convocation speeches, t h a t  Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  

should r e tu rn  t o  a s t a t e  of balanced development between force  and 

i n t e l l e c t .  P a r t  of h i s  so lu t ion  t o  the problem of the co l lapse  of 

Western civilization--which was caused by extremism and fanaticism,- 

including nationalism--was t o  promote c r i t i c i sm,  cu l tu re ,  and opposi t ion 

t o  a l l  monopolies whether p o l i t i c a l ,  e c o n o a c  o r  s c i e n t i f i c .  He main- 
I + 

t a ined  t h a t  change i n  t h e  form of pressure towards balance would not 
P 

4- 
come from the power-holding monopolies themselves, nor from ext remis ts  

and fana t ics .  Instead,  the  pressure f o r  change would come from marginal 
' 

areas  and from marginal people. 

Furthermore, Inn i s ,  e spec i a l ly  p r i o r  t o  1940, refused t o  allow 
) 

t h a t  the ,na t ion  o r  country should provide the s t r u c t u r a l  framework f o r  

s c i e n t i f i c  ana lys is .  He maintained t h a t  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  must decide, 

. f o r  reasons d i c t a t ed  by the  l o g i c  of s c i e n t i f i c  inqui ry  alone, what t o  rt 

study, how, and wi th in  what framework. When s c i e n t i s t s ,  f o r  the  sake of 

convenience, undertake t o  accept  t he  na t ion  a s  t h e i r  underlying 

ana ly t i ca l  framework, they a r e  allowing p o l i t i c i a n s  and o the r  powerful 

i n t e r e s t  groups t o  def ine t h e i r  research f o r  them. Inn i s '  approach t o  

the na t ion  was, a s  was h i s  treatment of a l l  o ther  i n s t i t u t i o n s  of 

Western c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  an attempt t o  uncover i t s  r e l a t i v e  s igni f icance ,  - - 

with in  the  context o f ' a  cons t e l l a t i on  of i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  f o r  the  development 
- -  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - --- - -- - - - - -- - - - - 

of c i v i l i z a t i o n  a s  a  h i s t o r i c a l  process.  
J 

The opening l i n e  of argument t h a t  Inn is  was an unqual i f ied 



l i f e l o n g  n y n a l i s t  came from scholars  such as  J . B .  Brebner .and 
- =  

- -- 
-&- 

Donald Creighton, men who d e a l t  with Inn i s  both on a  p e r s 0 n - ~ 8 ' Z  '-- 

profeikional  bas i s .  For example, Brebner wrete i n  a  review of Changing 

concepts of Time t h a t  ". . . i n  s p i t e  pf some a n t i - n a t i o n a l i s t i c  

comments, I n n i s  here  exposed a  nat ional ism t h a t  had h i t h e r t o  f o r  the most 

p a r t  been masked i n  i rony and w i t "  (1953:171). Drache, i n  agreement with 

Brebner and summarizing t h e  majority opinion, argues t h a t  Innis was a  

n a t i o n a l i s t  because of  h i s  l ibera l i sm,  and t h a t  "What he achieved: and 

what his, fol lowers  f a i l e d  t o  grasp, i s  t h a t  he l a i d  the  foundationpfor a  

new l i b e r a l  t r a d i t i o n  with i t s  own language and concepts which was 

- n e i t h e r  American nor B r i t i s h  but  Canadian" (1969 : 7) . ~ o r e r h e r ,  Drache 

proposes t h a t  i t  was I n n i s '  anti-Americanism t h a t  provided t h e  b a s i s  f o r  

h i s  nat ional ism (1969:lO). The not ion t h a t  Inn i s  was opposed t o  American 

1 
i m p ~ ~ a l i s m ,  defined as the  spread of powerful American-based i n s t i t u t i o n s  

beyond American p o l i t i c a l  boundaries, provides tb bas ic  argument f o r  
J 

many wr i t e r s ' sugges t im  t h a t  Inn i s  was a  n a t i o n a l i s t .  Their view of 

Canadian nationalism, which seems t o  be  a  defensive one: is  t h a t  it i s  a  

doctr ine opposed t o  foreign encroachments i n  the- p o l i t i c a l  and economic 

,decis&-making of ~ a i a d a .  However, subscribing t h i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  
f 

an tagon i s t i c  s tance  t o  i n t e rna t iona l  r e l a t i o n s  t o  Inn i s  f a i l s  t o  observe 

P 

the f a c t ,  t h a t  Inn i s  worked very c lose ly  with many American organizat ions.  

For example, he served as pres ident  of the American Economic History 

Associati"on and the  prest igeous American Economic Association, and he; 

'advised the Rockefeller ~ o u n d a t i o n  on the  a l loca t ion  of its research 

" 
3 t s .  

J O n l ?  Brebner and Berger acknowledge t h a t  I n n i s  made ove r t ly  and 



e x p l i c i t l y  a n t i - n a t i o n a l i s t i c  statements i n  h i s  published works, bu t  t h i s  

acknowledgement had l i t t l e  e f f e c t  on t h e i r  conclusions. Following 

Brebner, Berger comments t h a t  '%is  [ fnn i s ' ]  was a  passionate  nat ional ism 
- 

t h a t  had f o r  long been masked i n  iroiy-aGd-wit, humourRmd cynical  

comments on t h e  c l ichgs  of h i s  day" (1976: l l l ) .  Cooperois  so  convinced 

of Inn i s '  nat ional ism t h a t  he is moved t o  wr i te :  "The case f o r  Inn i s '  
i 

Canadianism is  so obvious t h a t  i t  could only' be belaboured during a  

per iod of na t iona l  narc iss i sm wi th in  a  country whose i d e n t i t y  is typ i f i ed  

uest f o r  one" (197?:135) . For a s  f o r  Drache 

Berger (1976), I n n i s '  

s p i r i t  go hand i n  hand with h i s  
. 

I n  con t r a s t ,  Chr i s t ian ,  while recognizing the  s t rong  sur face  case 

f o r  Inn i s  a s  a  n a t i o n a l i s t ,  argues t h a t  Inn i s '  overwhelmingly negat ive 

comments concerning nat ional ism i n  h i s  ~ n b l k s b d - ~ ~ ~ ~ k s ,  a s  w y  a s  i n  h i s  ---- 
unpublished papers, c l ea r ly  poin t  i n  the opposi te  d i r ec t ion .  Textual 

, comments centered on s i x  b a s i c  themes form the core of Chr is t ian ' s  , 

argument. According t o  Chr is t ian ,  Inn i s  opposed nat ional ism because: 
I 

(1) i t  encouraged war and t e r r i t o r i a l  disputes;  (2) i t  exaggerated the 

importance of na t iona l  boundaries i n  the  co l l ec t ion  of s t a t i s t i c s ;  

(3)  it  fos t e red  t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m  v i a  cont ro l  over pub l i c  opinion and 

replaced ra t iona l i sm with basically. .  i r r a t i o n a l  appeals t o  the  population; 

(4)  i t  placed enormous r e s t r i i i t i ons  on the s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t  because of 
1 

the breakdown of i n t e rna t iona l  communications between s c i e n t i s t s  &d Ehe 
- 

frequent harnessing of the f indings of s o c i a l  science f o r  m i l i t a r i s t i c  

purposes; (5) i t  hampered ehe development of "culture"; (6) and, f i n a l l y ,  

i t  created economic hardship f o r  the  common man v i a  the introduct ion of . 



t a r i f f s ,  t rade b a r r i e r s  and governmental in tenrent ion  (Chr is t ian ,  1977: 

65-70). Chr is t ian ' s  argument(?& highly persuasive,  p&t i cu la r iy  I 

because he draws upon a  mult i tude of examples from Inn i s '  wr i t i ngs  i n  
I 

support of h i s   conclusion^.^ The following comment by I n n i s  i n  reference 

t o  the  appointment of un ivers i ty  pres idents ,  while not  one t h a t  
i 

Chris t ian  draws upon, i s  representa t ive  of the  type of statement t h a t  he '-3 

uses i n  bu t t r e s s ing  h i s  argument: 

. . . they should be appointed from those concerned with the  p;otec- 
t i o n  of scholars  aga ins t  colonialism, imperialism, nationalism, 

3 -  
dw ecc les ias t ic i sm,  academic nepotism, p o l i t i c a l  a f f i l i a t i o n s  and thq  1 ,  - 

demands of s p e c i a l  groups and c l a s se s ,  and with encourage e n t  of "t. 
4 

scholars  concerned with the  search f o r  t r u t h  (l944a: 69) . 
&- /--, 

Two highly respected and prominent w r i t e r s  agree wi th  Chr is t ian ' s  

view tha t  Inn i s  was not  a  n a t i o n a l i s t  and tha t  he opposed nat ional ism as  

a programme and ideology. Carey (1967:14) wr i t e s  t ha t  "Innis  viewed the 

rampaging nat ional ism of the  twentieth century with anger and anguish, 

a t t i t u d e s  not  untypical  of contemporary i n t e l l e c t u a l s .  " Easterbrook, 

wr i t i ng  i n  1953 and in cont rad ic t ion  t o  both Brebner &nd Breighton, con- 

t e n d s t h a t  Inn i s  viewed modern nat ional ism as  a  dangerous ". . . by- 

I I product of the new i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  of communications . . ., because i t  

accentuated d i f fe rences  of outlook v i a  the  press-  and radio (1953a: 302) . 
Easterbrook concludes tha t  I n n i s  was increasingly mindful of the  e f f e c t s  

of nat ional ism on economics and scholarship i n  general.  

As noted e a r l i e r ,  the  key t o  understanding Inn l s '  s tance  on L 

nat ional ism i s  t o  consider i t  i n  conjunction with h i s  views on science,  

c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  cu l ture ,  monopoly and marginality.  None of the  w r i t e r s  

previously r e f e r r ed  to ,  except Chr is t ian ,  does t h i s  i n  a  complete and 

systematic  manner .4  In the  previous chapter i t  was argued t h a t  I n n i s ,  
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l i k e  Veblen, considered science t o  be a l i f e - h i s t o r i c a l  method. Beyond 

t h i s ,  there  i s  another  aspec t  of Inn i s '  approach t o  science which is  

c ruc i a l ly  important f o r  an understanding of h i s  views onmational ism,  i . e .  
i 

i t s  f undarnentally c r i t i c a l  na ture .  "Science ," Veblen noted,  "creates  
/ 

nothing b u t  theories"  (lgO6:lg) . That is ,  the f ind ings  of science a r e  

subjec t  t o  continuous rev is ion  and r e j ec t ion ;  t he re  i s  no absolute  t r u t h  

in science. Inn i s  construed t h i s  t o  mean t h a t  science i s  by d e f i n i t i o n  

a "search f o r  t ru th , "  with emphasis being placed .on search r a t h e r  than 
4 

on truth;  He wrote t h a t  'With the independent search f o r  t r u t h ,  science - 
- 

was separated from myth" ( Inn i s ,  1950:63) . However, the  independent 

search f o r  t r u t h  described an e s s e n t i a l l y  i dea l  s i t u a t i o n  f o r  science.  

The e f f e c t s  of nat ional ism have been espec ia l ly  devas ta t ing  f o r  the 

s o c i a l  sciences.  . " S c i e n t i f i c  i n t e r e s t  has  been d i s t o r t e d  t o  f i t  the 

mold of nationalism," Inn i s  remarked, "and na t iona l  boundaries have 

become c u l t u r a l  f a c t s  with the  permanence of the f ea tu re s  of geological  

phenomena" (1945:302). Nations e l i c i t  the support of s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  

and, a s  Imis noted caus t i ca l ly ,  "On a l l  s ides  the s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t  can 

be seen carrying f u e l  t o  Ottawa t o  make the flames of nat ional ism burn 

more br ight ly"  (1946:xii) .  Increasing co l lec t ion  of na t iona l  s t a t i s t i c s  

and unquestioned use of them I n  the s o c i a l  sciences i n d i c a t e  t h a t  s o c i a l  
I 

s c i e n t i s t s  a r e  ready and w i l l i n g  t o  serve the i n t e r e s t s  of t he  natPon i n  

promoting i t s e l f  ( Inn i s ,  1949a:104). " soc i a l  s c i en t - i s t s  of reputable  

s tanding a r e  known a s  n a t i o n a l i s t s  o r  imper i a l i s t s  o r  p r o t e c t i o n i s t s ,  o r  
3 

f r e e  traders'' ( Inn i s ,  193 r281) . Thns , o n  thE grounts t h a t  so-ciaT - - - 

s c i e n t i s t s  must be f r e e  t o  search f o r  the truth-wherever t h a t  search 

might lead  them, and on the  grounds out l ined  i n  t h e  previous chapter t h a t  - 



\ 

c i v i l i z a t i o n  i s  . th  12,fundamental a n a l y t i c a l  un i t  an d focus of t he  s o c i a l  

sciences,  Inn i s  r e j ec t ed  the  not ion  t h a t  the region o r  t he  na t ion  should 
rl 

be considered appropriate  u n i t s  of ana lys is  i n  t he  s o c i a l  sciences.  

7 Buckley, recognizing Inn i s '  repudiat ion of the region a s  a proper 

u n i t  of ana lys is  i n  the  s o c i a l  sciences,  po in ts  t o  h i s  cons is ten t ly  

negat ive c r i t i c i s m  of F.J. Turner 's f ront ie;  t h e s i s  a s  e laborated i n  

~ u r n e r ' s  The F ron t i e r  i n  American History (1921) . Buckley a l s o  po,&ts 

t o  I n n i s '  ". . . c r i t i c i s m  of S i l b e r l i n g ' s  n a t i o n a l i s t i c  b i a s  i n  other- 

wise e u l o g i s t i c  comments on S i l b e r l i n g ' s  Dynamics of Business'' (1958: 44) . 
/' 

Easterbrook (1953a:295) had e a r l i e r  recognized I n n i s '  opposi t ion t o  the 

subjugat ion of the  s o c i a l  sciences by nationalism. Nationalism, Inn i s  -- 
maintained, prevented the  f r e e  inquiry of science, the  independent 

pu r su i t  of t ru th .  He wrote t h a t  "The s o c i a l  sciences r e f l e c t  the demands 

of i ndus t r i a l i sm and capi tal ism" (1944b:135). Combined with h i s  +views 

express,ed ten years  e a r l i e r  t h a t  "The t rend of i ndus t r i a l i sm h a s  
i 

strengthened the t rend of nat ional ism . . . ," (1934b:17) t h i s  statement 

leads t o  the conclusion t h a t  Inn i s  had l i t t l e  confidence i n  t he  s o c i a l  

sciences because of t h e i r  general f o r f e i t u r e  of t he  search f o r  t r u t h  and 

t h e i r  acceptance of the  " t ru th"  of nationalism. Inn i s  remarked t h a t ,  

"We must beware of those who have found the t ruth" (1946:vii) .  He was 

concerned t h a t  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  had become impotent i n  t h e  face of the  

mounting pressures  on them from indus t r i a l i sm and capi ta l i sm t o  cont r ibu te  

t o  the r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  which, as he concluded, had 
- - -- - - -- - - 7 - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - -- 

collapsed i n  t h e  twentieth century: 

The importance of ves ted  i n t e r e s t s  and of r i g i d i t i e s  i n  thought 
i n  t he  s o c i a l  sciences [such a s  nat ional ism] weakens the  pos i t i on  
of the  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  impacts of c u l t u r a l  impor- 
tance (1946:vii) .  



Inn i s  considered the co l lapse  of c i v i l i z a t i o n  t o  be  of primary c u l t u r a l  

importance. 

Inn is  began as ea r ly  as 1936 to  disparage the  s o c i a l  sciences 

because of t h e i r  subordination t o  nationalism, i ndus t r i a l i sm and cap i t a l -  - 
i s m ,  the very forces  which had i n  h i s  so  much t o  

the  problems of the  co l lapse  of Western A t  the same time, e 
A 

he advocated t h e i r  i d e a l  na ture  which he considered fundamental, i. e . , 
t h e i r  c r i t i c a l  charac te r .  The c r i t i c a l  s p i r i t  of the s o c i a l  sciences 

- 

Inn i s  now promoted a s  the e s s e n t i a l  na ture  of "cul ture ."  

According t o  Inn i s ,  cu l tu re  

. . . i s  designed t o  t r a i n  the' ind iv idua l  t o  decide how much 
information he needs and how l i t t l e  he needs; t o  give him a sense 
of balance and proport ion,  and t o  p ro t ec t  him from the  f a n a t i c  who 
t e l l s  him t h a t  Canada w i l l  be l o s t  t o  the Russians unless  he knows 
more geography o r  more h i s t o r y  o r  more economics o r  more science.  
Culture i s  concerned with the capaci ty of the  ind iv idua l  t o  appraise  
problems i n  terms of space and time and with enabl ing him t o  take 

- the proper s t eps  a t  t he  r i g h t  time (1950c:85). 

Cul tura l  l i f e  i s  not  p a r t i c u l a r  t o  a na t ion  o r  country, 'nor  can i t  be 

founded on nationalism. "Culture survives ideologies  and p o l i t i c a l  

i n s t i t u t i o n s , "  remarked I n n i s ,  "or r a the r ,  it subordinates them t o  the  

inf luence  of constant c r i t i c i sm" ( l95 la :  190) . Thus, yu l ture  i s  a 
Y 

d i s t i n c t i v e l y  c r i t i c a l  ele'ment i n  human l i f e  which allows f o r  t he  

app ra i sa l  of problems i n  terms of time and space, and is  charged with + 
c r u c i a l  s t r a t e g i c  importance . 

Culture,  witE i ts  s p T r i t  of constant  c r i t i c i s m  of monopolies and 

by i n  a ,pos i t ion  t o  oppose nat ional ism and o the r  monopolies of thought. 

"It would be i n s t r u c t i v e  - - f o r  the s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t , "  Imis wrote,  " to  - 

attempt a study o f  h i s  place i"n the  c u l t u r a l  growth" (1946:xvi) . But, 



according t o  Inn i s ,  the  problem of the s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t  is a l s o  the 

problem of the  univers i ty  (193.5~: 287) . A s  the p r i n c i p a l  h a b i t a t  of the 

s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t ,  and a s  an i n s t i t u t i o n  of c u l t u r a l  importance, the 

univers i ty  m u s t  a l s o  be concerned with the  search f o r  t r u t h  and the 

su rv iva l  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n .  

The univers i ty  must play a major r o l e  i n  t h e  r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  of 

Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  ( Innis ,  1952:73). The following quotat ion encap- 

s u l a t e s  Inn i s '  assessment of the r o l e  of the univers i ty  and i ts  possibi- 

l i t i e s :  

The univers i ty  has  played i ts  g r e a t e s t  ro l e  i n  serv ing  a s  a 
s t a b i l i z i n g  f a c t o r .  However inadequately i t  has  played t h i s  r o l e  
i n  various periods i n  the h i s t o r y  of c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  i t  has served 
a s  a repos i tory  of the reasoning of the a b l e s t  minds a t t r a c t e d  t o  
i t .  It has prefer red  reason t o  emotion, Vol ta i re  t o  Rousseau, 
persuasion t o  power, b a l l o t s  t o  b u l l e t s .  Rashdall has described 
the inf luence of khe Universi ty  of P a r i s ,  i n  checking i n  France the 
dangerous tendencies of the church shown i n  t h e  I n q u i s i t i o n  of Spqin. , 

It must contipue i t s  vital funct ion i n  checking the  dangerous 
extremes t o  which a l l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  with power a r e  subjec t .  The 
extre'me tendencies of modern c i v i l i z a t i o n  shown i n  the  r i s e  of the  
modem s t a t e  and i n  the  tyranny of opinion compel u n i v e r s i t i e s  t o  
r e s i s t  them. The t rend of the s o c i a l  sciences i n  response t o  the 
demands of the  new bureaucracy has been toward increas ing  spec ia l -  
i za t ion .  And i n  t h i s  it has threatened the inf luence  of un ive r s i t i e s .  
The univers i ty  must deny the f i n a l i t y  of any of the conclusions of 
the s o c i a l  sciences.  It must s t e a d f a s t l y  r e s i s f  the tendency t o  
acclaim any s i n g l e  so lu t ion  t o  the world's problems a t  the  r i s k  of 
f a i l i n g  t o  play i t s  r o l e  a s  a balancing f a c t o r  i n  t he  growth of 
c i v i l i z a t i o n .  The Marxist so lu t ion ,  the  Keynesian so lu t ion ,  o r  any 
so lu t ion ,  cannot be accepted a s  f i n a l  i f  the universities a r e  t o  
continue and c i v i l i z a t i o n  is  t o  survive.  It i s  the task  of the 
s o c i a l  sciences i n  the u n i v e r s i t i e s  t o  i nd ica t e  t h e i r  l imi t a t ions  
i n  t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  s e t t i ng .  Their contr ibut ions t o  the u n i v e r s i t i e s  
and t o  Western c i v a i z a t i o n  w i l l  depend on t h e i r  success i n  t h a t  ta sk .  -- 

I f  they f a i l  they w i l l  add t o  the  confusion. -It i s  poss ib le  t h a t  an 
appl ica t ion /  of denrand-and-supply curves may a s s i s t  in determining- - 

-2 - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - -- - --- 
t h e i r  l imi t a t ions ,  bu t  the character  of c i v i l i z a t i o n  suggests t h a t  
the problem i s  phi losophical  and perhaps beyond t h e i r  power t o  
solve (l944b : 141-2) . 

---- The u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  whose ex is tence  'I. . . depended on the search f o r  t r u t h  
B 

and not  on t r u t h  . . . ," should be a w a r e 9  d i r  precarious pos i t i oq  
,- 

/ 



(l944a: 65) . In  t h i s  regard Inn i s  wrote t h a t ,  

The u n i v e r s i t i e s  a r e  i n  danger of becoming a branch of the m i l i t a r y  
arm. Univers i t ies  i n  t he  B r i t i s h  Commonwealth must apprec ia te  t he  
implicat ions of mechanized knowledge and a t t ack  i n  a determined 
fashion the  problems crea ted  by a neglec t  of t he  pos i t i on  of cu l tu re  
i n  Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  (1951a:195). , 

In  the  Canadian case,  the univers i ty ,  with an i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  search f o r  

trutA, balance and perspect ive,  must support the positiozi of cu l tu re  and 

oppose the  th rea t  posed by American propagandists-cum-advertisers.. "In 
I 

our time, " Inn i s  wrote,  

i t  must r e s i s t  t he  tendency t o  bureaucracy and d i c t a to r sh ip  of t h e  
modern s t a t e ,  the i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  o f '  nationalism, t he  fana t ic i sm of 
re l ig ion ,  the e v i l s  of monopoly i n  commerce and indus t ry  (1944a:65). 

For Inn i s ,  the  so lu t ion  t o  t he  problem of balance i n  Western 

c i v i l i z a t i o n  i s  the infus ion  of cu l tu re  a s  a countervai l ing fo rce  opposed 

t o  a l l  monopolies. The c r i s i s  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  .is a c r i s i s  of 

cu l ture .  The univers i ty  must, according t o  Inn i s ,  play a r o l e  i n  elimin- 

a t i n g  the  c r i s i s  by promoting cu l tu re .  Culture d i f fuses  extremism and 

fanat icism,  i t  encourages mutual c r i t i c i s m  and r spec t  between nat ions.  
4 r 

Quoting S i r  Douglas Copland, Inn i s  commented tha t :  
3. 

It i s  the c u l t u r a l  approach of one nat ion t another ,  which i n  the  
long run is  the  b e s t  guarantee f o r  r e a l  und s tandiag  and f r iendship  

' 

and f o r  good commercial and p o l i t i c a l  r e l a t i o n s . '  I n  the  pas t ,  i t  
has been, on the  whole, sad ly  neglected, and e spec i a l ly  between +r 
western Europe and China. (Roxby) It has been scarce ly  l e s s  neglected 
a s  between Canada and t h e  United S t a t e s  (1952a:3). 

Thus, Inn i s  sugge'sted t h a t  r e l a t i o n s  hetween the people of the United 

S t a t e s  and Canada would be iqro-ved not by a defens ive  n a t i o n a l i s t i c  

p o s t u r e  assoc ia ted  w i t h  p ro t ec t ive  t a r i f f s ,  t r adp  b a r r i e r s ,  na t iona l  

aggrandizement and mutual be l i t t l emen t ,  bu t  in4tead by the c u l t u r a l  

approach emphasizing pos i t i ve  c r i t i c i s m  and,cooperation. 



Inn i s '  cons i s t en t ly  negat ive remarks on nat ional ism compels 

acceptance i n  p r inc ip l e  of the  view t h a t  Imis w a s  not a n a t i o n a l i s t .  

However, there  is danger i n  categorizing him too r ig id ly .  According t o  . 
k 

Nei l l ,  I nn i s  increas ingly  saw Canada being a margina1,ar'ea t o  successive 

> II  
French, B r i t i s h  and American empirea, a s  . . . &e of t h e  l a s t  strong- 

holds of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n "  (1972:17). The reason f o r  t h i s ,  according 

t o  N e i n ,  is  t h a t  Inn i s  considered t h a t  c u l t u r a l  and technica l  innovations 

11 . . . general ly  t ake  place in the  f r i n g e  a reas  of monopolized systems" 

(1972:101). Inn i s  w a s  convinced t h a t  t h e  c lo se r  one moved towards t h e  

cen t r e  of power, e i t h e r  geographically o r  i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y ,  t h e  more 

remote was the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of t he  c r ea t ion  of competing i n s t i t u t i o n s  o r  

power. Inn i s  wrote t h a t :  Power i s  poison ( Innis ,  1946:vi i ) :  When power is  

concentrated and monopolized, change must be sought i n  t he  f r i n g e  o r  

marginal areas .  There is  sca t t e r ed  evidence throughout Inn i s '  work t h a t  

i nd ica t e s  h i e  be l i e f  in t h e  bene f i c i a l  e f f e c t s  t h a t  accrue simply from 

the f a c t  of marginal i ty ,  e i t h e r  i n  terms of time o r  space, e spec i a l ly  i n  

opposing monopolies of a l l  s o r t s .  Although Innis  w a s  no t  prepared t o  

propose Canadian nat ional ism a s  a mechanism of defense i n  t he  f ace  of 

American imperialism, he was convinced. that  Canadians l i v i n g  on the  

margins of t he  American empire could, i f  p e r s i s t e n t  ac t ion  were taken, 

present  an e f f e c t i v e  fo rce  aga ins t  t he  American monopoly of!.knowledge 

t h a t  had developed through i n d u s t r i a l i p a t i o n  of t h e  press  and radio. Even 

with the  c lose  proximity of Canada-to the  United S t a t e s ,  Inn i s  f e l t  t h a t  
- 

C-;ma&kms-drhrevertfreless bet te r r rppra ise-  Americaxrstrengtrtsarr&------- 

weaknesses than could Americans t h m e l v e s .  He wrote: -- 



The d i f f i c u l t i e s  involved i n  any'country's understanding i t s e l x ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  a country with a compl,ex.unstable h i s t o r y ,  a r e  over- 
whelming and the  most pene t ra t ing  s tud ie s  of t h e  United S t a t e s  have 

'-been made by de Toqueville,  a Frenchman, and by Lord Bryce, an 
Englishman (1952 : 21) . 

~ A a d i a n s ,  according t o  Innis ,  must follow i n  the  i l l u s t r i o u s  foots teps  

of de Toqueville and Bryce: 

We can poin t  t o  t h e  dangers of explo i ta t ion  through nationalism, our 
own and t h a t  of others .  To be des t ruc t ive  under these  circumstances 
i s  t o  be construct ive.  Not t o  be B r i t i s h  o r  American bu t  Canadian is  
not  necessar i ly  t o  be parochial .  We must r e l y  on ou r  0% e f f o r t s  
and we must remember t h a t  c u l t u r a l  s t rength  comes from Europe (1952a:2). 

Pi 
For Inn i s ,  then, Canadian c u l t u r a l  s t r eng th  could provide a mechanism t o  L \ 

- 
- 

1 

counterbalance the  omnipresent danger of American commercial monopoly and 

imperialism. The d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  opposing such a powerful force  were 

s taggering,  however, and Inn i s  wrote t h a t  : 

We a r e  indeed f i g h t i n g  f o r  our  l i v e s .  The pernicious inf luence of 
American adve r t i s ing  r e f l e c t e d  e spec i a l ly  i n  the pe r iod ica l  press  and 
the powerful p e r s i s t e n t  impact of commercialism have been evident  i n  
a l l  the ramif ica t ions  of Canadian l i f e .  The jacka ls  of communication 
systems a r e  constant ly on the  a l e r t  t o  destroy every ves t ige  of 
sentiment toward Great Br i t a in  holding it t o  no advantage i f  i t  
threatens the omnipotence of American. commercialism. This i s  to  

-i s t r i k e  a t  the  h e a r t  of c u l t u r a l  l i f e  i n  Canada (1952 :19-20) . . 
\ - 

For Inn i s ,  the aggressive na ture  of the monopoly of knowledge of American 

communications media neces s i t a t ed  a c r i t i c a l  s tance  on the  p a r t  of 

Canadians. This could be provided only by cu l tu re  . Nationalism, Inn i s  

maintained, could no t  e f f e c t i v e l y  counter the fo rce  of American comerc i a l -  

i s m  so fo rce fu l ly  t ransmit ted by the  communications media. The only way 

t h a t  Canadians could survive the onslaught was by maintaining c u l t u r a l  

t i e s  with Europe a s  a counterbalancing force ,  and by opposing a l l  

- - -- - - - - 

monopolies. Inn i s  wrote: 

S t a t e s  a r e  destroyed by ignorance of the most important things i n  
human l i f e ,  by a profound l ack  of culture--which, following P la to ,  is 
the  i n a b i l i t y  t o  secure a proper agreement between d e s i r e  and - 

i n t e l l e c t .  The s t a t e  of the a r t s  i n  Canada is  threatened by a 



f a n a t i c a l  i n t e r e s t  i n  na t iona l i sm r e f l e c t i n g  ou r  i n a b i l i t y  t o  
grapple with the  problems of Western C iv i l i za t ion .  The dra in  of 
nat ional ism on our energies a l l  bu t  exhausts e f f o r t s  t o  apprec ia te  
our  pos i t ion  i n  t he  West (1946 :~ ) .  

Inn i s  perceived the  very su rv iva l  of the Canadian s t a t e  a s  under t h r e a t ,  

bu t  saw nat ional ism c l e a r l y  a s  being p a r t  of the problem' and not pa r t  of 

the solut ion.  

I n  conclusion, fie major t h r u s t  of Inn i s '  opposi t ion t o  nat ional ism 

8 resided i n  h i s  concern f o r  the  su rv iva l  of science and Western c i v i l -  

i za t ion .  When he i s  considered by h i s  i n t e r p r e t e r s  a s  having been a 

s t a p l e s  t h e o r i s t  i n  the  f i r s t  p a r t  of h i s  career  and a communications 

t h e o r i s t  in' the second p a r t ,  emphasis is neces sa r i l y  placed on t h e  con- 

clusions of h i s  s tud ie s  r a t h e r  than on th6 f a c t  t h a t  fhroughout h i s  career  

Innis  cons is ten t ly  opposed concentrat ions of power i n  sc ience ,  p o l i t i c s  

and economits. I n  regards t o  science,  t h i s  w a n t  i n  p a r t  the  avoidance 

of over-emphasizing conclusions which tend t o  take on an a i r  of f i n a l i t y ,  

bu t  i t  a l s o  meant opposing nat ional ism becaus; of i t s  tendency t o  attempt 

t o  de l inea te  the  frameworks of research. The analyses  of s t a p l e s  t rades  
' , 

and of communications i n  I n n i s '  work must, therefore ,  be in t e rp re t ed  a s  

being phases o r  aspec ts  of h i s  over r id ing  concern f o r  c i v i l i z a t i o n  ra ther  

than a s  attempts t o  c r ea t e  independent and f i n a l  systems of explanation 

which would discourage f u r t h e r  i nves t iga t ion  i n  these  f i e l d s  o r  compel 

acceptance of h i s  conclusions. Focus on h i s  methods of ana lys is  and h i s  

r e l a t e d  contern f o r  c i v i l i z a t i o n  avoids the  d i f f i cwl ty  of over-emphasizing - 

his conclusions and provides a b a s i s  upon which h i s  w o r k c a n b e  viewed i n  

a uni f ied  and coherent manner. I n  the next  chapter ,  we s h a l l  consider the 

p i t y  between Inn i s '  e a r l i e r  s t a p l e s  and i a t e r  communications work. 



1. See, f o r  example, D. Creighton (1957:113-114). 

2. The r e f e r e n c e  t h a t  C h r i s t i a n  g i v e s  f o r  t h i s  q u o t a t i o n  i s  I n n i s '  
I d e a  F i l e ,  page 213. See h i s  n o t e  4- (1977: 71) . H e  could  have 
provided o t h e r  e q u a l l y  c a u s t i c  comments such as: "Nationalism Ps 
s t i l l  t h e  las t  re fuge  o f  scoundrels"  ( I n n i s ,  1941:307). 

3. See, f o r  exampleYr I n n i s ,  1938c: 261, 262, 268, 269, 271 and 272; 
1947a:29: 1952c:396; and those  i n  t h i s  chap te r .  

4. Even C h r i s t i a n ,  who prov ides  a reasonably  thorough a n a l y s i s  
and na t iona l i sm,  n e g l e c t s  t o  expand on t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  margin- 
a l i t y  t o  Canadian c u l t u r e  a d  n a t i o n a l  e x i s t e n c e .  



CHAPTER FOUR - 
FROM STAPLES TO COMMUNICATIONS 

' - 7 

It  is  general ly  agreed t h a t  i n  1940 Innis  abandoned h i s  previous 

. A 

preoccupation with Canadian economic h i s t o r y  and embarked upon s tud je s  i n  

the  f i e l d  of c o ~ i c a t i o n s .  Although these f i e l d s  of study a r e  

commonly regarded a s  being l a rge ly  unrelated,  most commentators allow 
.* 

t h a t  the  s tud ie s  in camuzzications r e su l t ed  from-the e a r l i e r  s tud ie s .  - 
7 - 

For example, Easterbrook contends t h a t  Inn is  chahged h i s  research focus 

i n  1940 because he came t o  the  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  communication had been 

the unifying theme i n  h i s  work throughout h i s  career  and t h a t  ". . . t o  

continue i n  t h i s  d i r ec t ion  he had no recourse bu t  t o  t u r n  t o  t h e  study of 
1 

h i s t o r y  of media 04 communications, t h e i r  timing and impact" (1953:lO). 
- - 

From another perspect ive,  Berger maintains t h a t  Inn i s  was prompted , to 

embark upon h i s  communications ~ t u d i e s ~ b e c a u s e  of the conclusions t h a t  

he had reached i n  h i s  s tud ie s  of pulp and paper: 
- 

m e r e  was an inne r  l o g i c  i n  the development of  Inn i s '  thought from 
' -  , the economics of s t a p l e s  t rades  to  h i s  communications s tud ie s  . . .. 

To complete hi's survey of the  s t a p l e s  t rades ,  Inn i s  gurned t o  an 
examination of t h e  modern pulp-and-ppaper indus t ry  l This invest iga-  
t i on  l e d  iumediately t o  h i s  considerat ion of t he  market f o r  newsprint, 
the  h is fory  of t he  press ,  and t h e  inf luence of p r i n t i n g  on publ ic  
opinion and conmnmications monopolies (1976:188). 

5 

y e t  another perspec t ive  suggests  t h a t  the  1940 d is junc ture  is comprehen- 

- 

s i b l e  only i 2  Inn i s '  newly developed assoc ia t ion  with the  Cl&sics  

- - ~ a r t r r r e n t - ~ e ~ o ~ ( ~ ~ o ~ t s - a c t e ~ u a t r e ~ t a k e ~ i ~ l ~ l ~  - - - - - - - - - 

i 



A l l  of these perspect ives  a r e  problematic, inasmuch a s  they (1) over- 

emphasize t h e  importance of se lec ted  elements i n  Inn i s '  ca reer ,  and 

(2) focus on the  conclusions of h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  s tud ie s  r a t h e r  than on .h i s  

methods of ana lys is .  The f i r s t  two perspect ives  encompass a viewpoint 

t h a t  Inn i s  was a l & s t  compelled t o  embark upon h i s  h i s t o r y  of communi- 

cat ions and h i s  s t u d i e s  of empire because of the  conclusions of h i s  
- * 

e a r l i e r  s tud ies .  I n  sho r t ,  t he  conclusions of t h e  h i s t o r y  of the  C.P.R. 

and the ea r ly  s t a p l e s  s tud ie s  l e d  him l o g i c a l l y  i n t o  inves t iga t ions  i n t o  

the  production and t r anspor t a t ion  of more contemporary commodities such 

as  pulp and paper,  s tud ie s  which i n  t.urn drove him almost inexorably t o  

i nves t iga t e  t he  inf luence  of p r i n t i n g  on publ ic  opinion and communications 

monopolies. This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  contends t h a t  i t  was the conclusions of 

each of h i s  successive s t a p l e s  s tud ie s  t h a t  e i t h e r  pressed him i n t o  

extending h i s  ana lys is  backward o r  forward i n  t i m e  i n  order  t o  e s t a b l i s h  

a complete p i c t u r e  of European inf luences on the development of North 

America, p a r t i c u l a r l y  the northern port ion.  One of the major conse- 

quences of Inn i s1  s tud ie s  of newspapers and publ ic  opinion i n  the  

ea r ly  1940s w a s  t h a t  he dropped h i s  previous emphasis on the  productive 

aspects  of economic a c t i v i t y  (supply) and concentrated on consumption of 

raw mater ia l s  i n  the  form of pulp and paper (demand). H i s  l a t e r  s tud ie s  

of a n c i e r t  empires were not  s tud ie s  of product ion.or  consumption, i n  i s o l a t i o n ,  

bu t  r a t h e r  of both processes viewed from the unifying perspect ive of 

c o m m ~ i c a t i o n s  . Asp W-eight!on remarked, " : . . he  wiG driven i n e v i t a b l y  

communicatfons with p o l i t i c s ,  economics, and r e l ig ion ,  .throughout h i s t o r y  

-- 

6 
and over the  e n t i r e  world" (1957:121). 



6 
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- 
* 

The t h i r d  perspec t ive  o f f e r s  a  viewpoint a t  odds with the  f i r s t  

two perspect ives .  This viewpoint is  a  r e l a t i v e l y  recent  one and is  COG- 1 
t a ined  i n  P a l  (1977), Watson (1977) and Chris t ian (1977). They do no t  

A disagree t h a t  there  w a s  a  r e l a t i v e l y  ser ious  d is junc ture  i n  I n n i s '  ca reer  

B 

around 1940. Their departure from the' f i r s t  point  of view r e s t s  with the 

source of Inn i s '  reor ien ta t ion .  Along with , s tud ies  of t he  f u r  t rade ,  the 

-cod  f i s h e r i e s ,  timber, wheat, mining and pulp and paper, Inn i s '  published 

works include a r t i c l e s  on the  s t a t e  of the  s o c i a l  sciences and the 

univers i ty  and t o  what Inn i s  considered important i n  scholarship.  Pa l ,  

Watson and Chr is t ian  tu rn  t o  these wr i t ings  i n  t h e i r  explanation of t he  

d is junc ture  i n  Inn i s  ' career .  

Watson (1977:46) is  prepared t o  &cept the not ion t h a t  t he  Second 

World War, personal f a c t o r s  and the s tud ie s  of pulp and paper played a 

r o l e  i n  Inn i s '  dec is ion  t o  change t h e  d i r ec t ion  and range, i n  time and 

' space, of h i s  research. However, recognizing the  theme of "object ivi ty"  

and %iasl '  i n  hnis '  ea r lhwork ,  and h i s  research methods based on a  
m= 

"painstaking cataloguing of d e t a i l s  ,'I Watson does not  view the  communi- 

ca t ions  s tud ie s  a s  a  r ad i ca l  dpparture from e a r l i e r  work'. Chr i s t ian  

h 
re inforces  Watson's view although he suggests t h a t  r Inn i s '  s t ud ie s  of the  f u r  t rade  and the  cod f i  h e r i e s  were manifes- 

t a t i o n s  of Inn i s '  attempt t o  transcend the  i n t e l l e c t u a l  b iases  of I 

t r a i n i n g  and mmbership i n  d i s t i n c t  profess iona l  groups . . . . 
Inn i s  t r ea t ed  Canada not  a s  a  unique phenomenon, bu t  as a p a r t i c u l a r  

p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of Canada Inn i s  could see  manifestat ions 
o r  at l e a s t  general p r inc ip l e s ;  and it was t o  these l a t t e r  
was inc reas ing ly  drawn throughout h i s  l i f e  (1977:21) 

I 

primari ly  i n  order  t o  shed l i g h t  on the economic h i s t o r y  of Canada-- 

although that was indeed p a r t l y  the ' resul t - -but  t o  tes t-  new t o o l s  of 
\ 
-4 

7.- 



s o c i a l  s c i e n t i f i c  ana lys is  and t o  avdid spec i a l i za t ion  and i t s  inherent  

b iases .  Pa l  (19.77: 33) draws a t t e n t i o n  t o  s p e c i f i c  connections between 

the e a r l y  and l a t e  work. For example, he points  t o  I n n i s '  d e f i n i t i o n  of 

the subjec t  matter  of the s o c i a l  sciences as being i n s t i t u t i o n s  ,2 and i ts  

s i m i l a r i t y  t o  the concept of monopoly found i n  h i s  communications s tudies .  

That is ,  f o r  Pa l ,  I n n i s '  e a r l i e r  not ion of ehrrenched h a b i t s  a s  
Q.- 

i n s t i t u t i o n s  becomes transmuted i n t o  monopoly i n  Inn i s  ' l a t e r  work. 
e 

Watson, P a l  and Chr is t ian  all  maintain t h a t  i t  i s  misleading t o  

. view I q i s  as  e i t h e r  a "s taples"  t h e o r i s t  o r  a s  a "communications" 

d 
theorzs t .  They hold t h a t  such an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  overly concerned with 

the r e s u l t s  of Inn i s '  inquzr ies  r a t h e r  than with h i s  method, which 

remained r e l a t i v e l y  i n t a c t  throughout h i s  career .  They a l sbzmphas ize  the- 

s t r a t e g i c  t r ans i t zona l  inf luence of C .N.  Cochrane. ,* Cochrane apparently 

i n s t i l l e d  i n  Inn i s  a preE4rence f o r  the  phi losophical  approach, and he 

provided him with a sense of t he  importance of t he  su rv iva l  of Western 
' I  

c i v i l i z a t i o n  and the r q l e  of the  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t  i n  the fur therance of 

t h a t  goal (Watson, 1977: 49) . 
To resolve the  problems r a i sed  by the above perspect ives  is  t o  

0 

provide a more complete and comprehensive i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of the  course of 

Inn i s '  ca reer .  Ins tead  of viewing Inn i s '  work as  being separated i n t o  

two d i s t i n c t  and only marginally r e l a t ed  phases, a s  the f i r s t  po in t  of 
1 

view does, i t  is more appropriate  t o  view h i s  career  a s  a continuous 

a c t i v i t y  of transmutation of ideas ,  concepts and values i n  response t o  
-- - -- -- -- - - -  - -- 

contemporary events ,  conditions and circumstances which sometimes touched 

him personal ly o r  were the  r e s u l t  of h i s  research, o r  which involved 

major phenomena such a s  the  Second World War. The inf luence of 



C.N. Cochrane, important a s  i t  was f o r  Inn i s ,  was pr imari ly  r e l a t ed  t o  

the  experience of Antiqui ty t h a t  Inn i s  lacked. L 
7 

Inn i s  followed Veblen very c lose ly  i n  h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  of economics 

a s  t he  study of t he  i n s t i t u t i o n s  of c i v i l i z a t i o n  primarily' concerned with 

the mater ia l  su rv iva l  of men. I f ,  i n  the  ea r ly  p a r t  of h i s  career ,  Inn i s  

s tud ied  the  i n s t i t u t i o n s  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  a s  they expanded i n t o  

North America, i n  the  l a t t e r  p a r t  of h i s  career  he exgended h i s  a t t en t ion  

t o  the  whole course of the  development of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n  the 

hope of uncovering a  so lu t ion  t o  the  problems of monopoly and extremism 

evident  i n  the  twentieth century. He extended h i s  ana lys is  no t  ou t  of 

some i d l e  an t iquar ian  i n t e r e s t ,  bu t  t o  t e s t  the t o o l s  of economic h i s to ry ,  
' ,  t. 

? .  - - - 7  1' 

i . e . ,  t o  determine ?if ecopdmie-hisgory could eq&&a the present  c r i s i s  - - *  

of modern c i v i l i z a t i o n .  Short ly  before h i s  death h e  remarked that, '"The 

economic h i s t o r i a n  must t e s t  the  t oo l s  of economic ana lys is  by applying 
4 

them t o  the  broad canvas and by suggesting t h e i r  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  and 

l imi t a t ions  when appl ied t o  o the r  language -. - and c u i t u r a l  groups" ( Inn i s ,  

1953: 17-18) . H e  a l s o  judged = t ha t :  "Perhaps the  most s i g n i f i c a n t  develop- 

ment i n  the s o c i a l  sciences i n  t h e  pas t  quar te r  century has been the  

i n t e r e s t  i n  the  study of c i v i l i z a t i o n  following Spengler , Toynbee, 

Kroeber and o thers  . . ." (1946:xv-xvi) . 

. , 
Inn i s '  own s tud ie s  had been s tud ie s  of the growth and decay of 

2 
c i v i l i z a t i o n .  A History of t h e  Canadian P a c i f i c  Railway, The Fur Trade i n  

*. 
Canada and The Cod Fisher ies  have been mistakenly perceived, by v i r t u a l l y  

\ 

- - - - - - - - -- 

t 

- - ,t/ 
- - 

all of t h e  commentators on I n n i s '  work, a s  pr imari ly  s tud ie s  i n  Canadian 
.r 

economic h i s to ry  or a s  s t a p l e s  s tud ie s .  I n  f a c t ,  they a r e  s t u d i e s  i n  the 

spread of the i n s t i t u t i o n s  (hab i t s  of thought and l i f e )  of Western 



c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n t o  North America. The conclusions of h i s  A History a f  

the ~ a & d i a n  P a c i f i c  Railway included the comment &at ,  "The.history of 

the spread of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  over the  nor thern  h a l f  of t he  North 

American continent" (1923: 287). The conclusions of The Fur Trade con- 

ta ined s i m i l a r  references,  a s  d id  h i s  o ther  subsequent works. 
e 

meant, i n  general, t h a t  the i n s t i t u t i o n s  of Western civi l izat ion--such 

a s  commodity production, wage-labour, machine-industry and\oqrrmerce-- 
?, 

were replacing the  i n s t i t u t i o n s  previously dominant on the  continent-- 

such as production pr imar i ly  f o r  use and not f o r  t r ade ,  hunting and ' - 

- 
gathering a s  economic i n s t i t u t i o n s  of the  f i r s t  o rder ,  and t r i b a l  organ- 

i z a t i o n  associated with the  indigenous groups found i n  North America 

before  the  presence of Europeans. Following Veblen, empires (French, 

na t ions ,  indus t ry ,  commerce and all  I 

conquest of North America a r e  viewed by 

thought which, because of t h e i r  super ior  

B r i t i s h ,  Portuguese and Spanish), 

o the r  i n s t i t u t i o n s  present  i n  the * 

Inn i s  a s  being h a b i t s  of l i f e  and 
i 

force ,  come t o  donkinate apd suppress o ther  weaker i n s t i t u t i o n s .  Inn i s '  

l a t e r  s tud ie s  were no l e s s  concerned with Western c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  although 

they were focussed l a rge ly  on e a r l i e r  empires such a s  those of ancient  

Egypt, Babylonia, S u m r i a ,  Greece and Rome. H i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  t he  study of 

empires long p a s t  grew, as  #reviously noted, out  of  a  need t o  apply the  

l i f e - h i s t o r i c a l  method t o  d i s c r e t e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  i n  time and space, i n  an 

attempt t o  uncover a  p a t t e r n  i n  the r i s e  and f a l l  of empires and of 

- - -  

Western c i v i l i z a t i o n .  Inn i s  considered empires t o  be-especiii l ly sig-- 

C iv i l i za t ions  can survive only through a  concern w i t h . t h e i r  
l imi t a t ions  and i n  turn  through a  concern with the l i m i t a t i o n s  
of t h e i r  i n s t i t u t i o n s  , inc luding  empires (1950 : 4) . 



Once Imis had s a t i s f i e d  himself t h a t  

. . . the subjec t  of communications o f f e r s  p 9 s s i b i l i t i e s  i n  t h a t  i t  
occupies a c r u c i a l  pos i t i on  i n  t h e  organizat ion and administrat ion of 
government and i n  turn  of empires and Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  . . . 
(1950: 5) ,' i 

he could &re  confident ly conclude 'that t he  barbarism displayed i n  the  twen- 
/" - 

t i e t h  century i n  t h e  form of  two major wars-the r e s o r t  t o  b u i l e t s  r a t h e r  - 
a 

than ballots--was a s i g n  of the  col lapse of Westerri c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  of the - -- 

defea t  of in te l l igenc 'by  force ,  and of t he  tyranny of pub l i c  opinion 2% 
fanned by the  newipaper indus t ry  with i ts i n t e r e s t  in' e x p l o i t i n g  human 

i 2 - 

cu r ios i ty ,  sensatidtlalism and nat ional ism over freedom of t h  ught. Inn i s  
- --- --- 

was f e a r f u l  t h a t  mechanization - i n  cormn~n;ications had 
< - 

> - 
. . . emphasized complexity &d confusiong it has  been responsible  
f o r  monopolies i n  t he  f i e l d  of knowledge; and i t  becomes extremely, 
important t o  any c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  i f  i t  is  not  t o  succumb t o  the  
inf luence of t h i s  monopoly of knowledge, t o  make some c r i t i c a l  survey 
and repor t  ( l95 la :  140). 

Although Inn i s '  l i f e l o n g  i n t e r e s t  w a s  i n  t h e  study of c i v i l i z a t i o n  . 

-1' 

as a complex of  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  h i s  a t t i t u d e  towards c i v i l i z a t i o n  and i t s  

study w a s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  a l t e r e d  by the  wdr of 1939.3 Before the war Inn i s  

w a s  not  e x p l i c i t l y  c0ncerne.d with the downfall of c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  bu t  with 

4A i ts  s c i e n t i f i c  ana lys is .  Af te r  the  war, Inn is  not  only q u e s t i p e d  the  - 
/ 

usefulness  of the p a r t i c u l a r  no t ion  of s o c i a l  science he had breviously 

held,  bu t  he concerned himself more and more -with the  downfall of 
O ,  

c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  which f o r  him, meant the  el iminat ion of those condit ions 

conducive t o  freedom of thought.  hose condit ions,  I n n i s  explained i n  
- - - 

"Minerva's Owl" (1947a1, were few and f a r  between i n  t he  h i s t o r y  of 

Western c i v i l i z a t i o n .  

Thus, Inn i s  s h i f t e d  from an e s s e n t i a l l y  desc r ip t ive  considerat ion 

+ 

of the complexities of i n s t i t u t i o n a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  in an expanding Western 
- 

c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n t o  North b e r i c a ,  i n  which few references were made t o  t he  



r e l a t i v e  meri ts  o r  value of a p a r t i c u l a r  course of events o r  circum- ' 

stances,  t o  considerat ions where the surv iva l  of c i v i l i z a t i o n  assumed a 

fundamental importance. It was t h i s  s h i f t  t h a t  prompted him t o  explore 

the  r o l e  of wartime publ ic  opinion and i ts r e l a t ionsh ip  t o  newspapers, 

and which moved him t o  seek out  C.N. Cochrane who held s imi l a r  views i n  

regard t o  the value of Western c j v i l i z a t i o n  (Chr is t ian ,  1977:23). 

Newspapers, Inn is  judged, had played a s u b s t a n t i a l  r o l e  i n  promoting war 

i n  the pas t  through co&rol over publ ic  ~ p i n i o n . ~  According t o  Inn i s ,  
- - 

newspaper media emphasis o8n the  sensat ional ism of b a t t l e  during World ~ 

War Two was designed t o  s e l l  copy, t o  increase  c i r c u l a t i o n  and p ro f i t s . .  

War provides a constant  and r e l i a b l e  source of s ensa t iona l  new/suited t o  

headl ines .  

The power over publ ic  opinion he ld  by newspapers compelled Inn i s  

t o  reconsider h i s  assumption of the  primacy of economic i n s t i t u t i o n s  i n  

the study o•’ c i v i l i z a t i o n  (following Veblen). H i s  e a r ly  s t u d i e s  of 

. European i n s t i t u t i o n s  i n  ~ o r t h  e e r i c a  had provided him with evidence t h a t  

the  l i f e - h i s t o r i c a l  method had pfofound explanatory power adkqugh he now * 
rea l ized  the l i m i t a t i o n s  inherent  i n  foc'ussing on economic considerat ions:  

Obsession with economic considerat ions i l l u s t r a t e s  the  danger of 
%* 

monopolies+of knowledge and suggests the necess i ty  of apprais ing " 

i t s  l imi t a t ions .  C iv i l i za t ions  can only\urvive through a concern 
with t h e i r  l i m i t a t i o n s  . . . ( ~ h n i s ,  195084) . 
/ 

Obsession with economic considerat ions was a p a r t i c u l a r  weakness of the 
- 

B r i t i s h  empire, Inn i s  observed, &d h i s  excursions i n t o  anc ien t  empires 
* 

- - vere - d a i g n e r t t o  test anctminf frm l i i s s m p l c T o n s  &xi€ the power -ofp pp 
pp-pp 

* 
controL over communication fnedia and techniques 

- 
. . . in detemin ing ' t h ings  t o  which w e  a t tend,  ' and suggest a l s o  
t h a t  changes in communicatiodwill follow changes i n  ' the   thin^ t o  
d i c h  we a t tend '  (1951:xvii). 



- He concluded t h a t  empires and c i v i l i z a t i o n s  surv ive  only through a balance 

between mater ia l  forces  of production and consumption and reason o r  

i n t e l l e c t .  His disenchantment with economics, and h i s  search f o r  what 

he ca l l ed  a m r e  "philosophical approach," r e su l t ed  from the  recognit ion 

t h a t  economics was i t s e l f  a form of spec i a l i za t ion ,  and contr ibuted t o  

h i s  searching ou t  and exp lo i t i ng  the s u b s t a n t i a l  resources of the 
+I 

Umversi ty  of Torsnto Classics  Department. John U .  Nef, f i r s t , p r e s i d e n t  

of th6 Economic History Association, had i n  1941 urged th'e use of a moze 

phi losophical  approach in the  socia3 sciences,  wh$ch he considered not 

@ 
incompatib l e b t h  science. The "phi losophical  approach , I 1  a s  d i s t i n c t  

from the "special ized approach" i n  the  s o c i a l  sc iences ,  focusses on the  

"whole of l i f e "  r a t h e r  than on a p a r t  of i t  (1941:5). 

A In  conclusion, t he  argument expressed here ,  based on ca re fu l  con- 

s ide ra t ion  of the whole o%--hnis' work both i n  i t s  methodology and 

conclusions, i s  t h a t  Imis did  experience a profound change i n  the  l a t e  

1930s and e a r l y  1940s, a change i n  which c i v i l i z a t i o n  took, on new meanhg. 

Af te r  1940, i t  was no longer  s u f f i c i e n t  f a r  Inn i s  t o  simply study the  

course of ~ e s t e r d  c i v i l i z a t i o n  s c i e n t i f i c a l l y ;  he f e l t  t h a t  i t  was 

necessary t o  promote i ts  surv iva l .  I n  order  t o  c l e a r l y  assess  the 

p o t e n t i a l  f o r  the r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  Inn i s  was 

compelled t o  undertake a study of i t s  whole course of development with a 

v%ew t o  iden t i fy jng  those periods and circumstances i n  which the  surv iva l  
- 

- - - 

and good hea l th  of c i v i l i z a t i o n  were most profoundly experienced. H i s  

- 

con c- fon-wasstliat-Western c i v i l  i za t  ion was a t i t s  EeaI th ie  s t - w h W  

balance ex i s t ed  between mdes of comunicat ion o r  when c r i t i c i s m  of 

au tho r i ty  w a s  permitted and encouraged.* I n  t h i s ,  Imis considered t h a t  



the univers i ty  must play B s p e c i a l  ;ole i n  promoting the  condit ions // 
/- s u i t a b l e  f o r  freedom of thought .  

Inn i s  presumably considered t h a t ,  following what he bel ieved t o  be 
/ 

I' C "  6i 
f y r t h e r  evidence of t h e  c l l a p s e  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n  the  twentieth 

i /' 
century as/witnessed by Second- World War, i t  seemed incongruous t o  

promote ?he s c i e n t i f i c  study of c iv i l i zak ion  when tha t  c i v i l i z a t i o n  had 
/ 

cezised t o  e x i s t .  I nn i s  ' so-called communications s tud ie s ,  although 

/ ' c o n c e r n e d  with techniques and media of communication, werk l a rge ly  
- 

- 
insp i red  by h i s  conclusion t h a t  Western civi-li-zation had col lapsed.  * - 

* 

Focussing on the d e t a i l s  and conclusions of ~ n n i s '  ommmications s tud ie s  

serves t o  obscure h i s  o v e r a l l  i n t en t ion  of a s s e s s i  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  the 

r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  j u s t  a s  focussing on h i s  so-called 

s t a p l e s  s tud ie s  obscures h i s  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s t  methods of ana lys is .  

Having now considered seve ra l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of Imis which focus 

on s p e c i f i c  aspec ts  of h i s  work and which, f o r  t h a t  reason, a r e  misleading, we 

h a l l  [& i n  the next  chapter ,  develop an ove ra l l  r e - in t e rp re t a t ion  of 

emphasizing h i s  method of ana lys is  and h i s  perspect ive on the 

na tu re  of c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  both of which impart t o  h i s  whole cont r ibu t ion  an 

e s s e n t i a l  coherenc9 and cont inui ty .  



See, \ f o r  example, P a l  (1977) and Watson (1977) . \ 

I n n i s  de f ined  t h e  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  of t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s  as 
i n s t i t u t i o n s  i n  (1929a) and (1935). , \\ 

\ 
See, f o r  example, Brady (1953:93) and Brebner (1953:21). I. 

See, f o r  example, I n n i s  (1949a:96) and (.1942a) 



CHAPTER FIVE 

INNIS: A RE-INTERPRETATION 

I\ The i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of Inn i s  as an " i n t e l l e c t u a l  schizophrenic" 

can be avoided by applying a l i f e - h i s t o r i c a l  approach t o  t h e  ana lys is  df 

-- 
h i s  work, emphasizing those aspects  t h a t  provide i t  with a sense of 0 

coherence and cont inui ty .  Inn i s '  cont r ibu t ion  was douiinated throughout 

by an emphasis on the methods of i n s t i t u t i o n a l  ana lys is  and the  r e l a t ed  

/ view of c i v i l i z a t i o n  a s  being a complex o f ~ s t i t u t i o n s .  For Inn i s ,  

focussing on the  methods of the social .  sciences r a t h e r  than on t&r 
'3 

conclusions can 

knowledge which 

cont r ibu te  t o  avoiding r i g i d i t i e s  and monopolies of 

tend t o  dominate t h e  s o c i a l  sc iences ,  thereby denying 
/ 

them t h e i r  e s s e n t i a l  c r i t i c a l  charac te r .  

I n  challenging a g rea t  dea l  of es tab l i shed  wisdom about Inn i s ,  the  

t h r u s t  of the preceding chapters  has  been t o  c r i t i q u e  the  perce . - 
him as a s t a p l e s  t h e o r i s t ,  a n a t i o n a l i s t ,  o r  a c ~ u n i c a t i o n s  t h e o r i s t .  . 

The task  now is  t o  interweave the qrguments of t h j d o u s  chapters and', 

a w 
bui  ding upon them, t o  provide a s u b s t a n t i a l  re - in te rpre ta t ion  of the 

na ture  and s igni f icance  of Innis' work with major -hasis being accorded 

h i s  conception of the  proper p rac t i ce  and ro l e  of science,  and the  na ture  

of c i v i l i z a t i o n .  I n  t h i s  r e - in t e rp re t a t ion  the work of Thorstein Veblen, 

l a rge ly  ignored by the  majority of i n t e r p r e t e r s  ~f Innis ,  w i l l  f i gu re  - 

prominently. 

As noted above, Inn i s  was susp'icious of too grea t  a passion f o r  the 

conclusions o r  r e s u l t s  of s c i e n t i f i c  inves t iga t ion ,  a tendency which he  



considered t o  c r ea t e  r i g i d i t i e s  o r  monopolies of knowledge i n  the s o c i a l  

C 
sciences.  Inn i s  wrote t h a t ,  W i t h  imperfect competition between concepts 

t he  univers i ty  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  an ivory tower i n  which courage m & t  be  
_I 

mustered t o  a t t ack  any concept which threa tens  t o  become a.monopolyl' 

(1946:xvii). The s o c t a l  sciences were p a r t i c u l a r l y  a f f ec t ed .  He wrote 
D=i < -  - 

t h a t  "Unfortunately the s o c i a l  sciences have created an impression of 

s c i e n t i f i c  finali-ty and t h e  use of the word science suggests  t h e  power of 
3 

the  fallacy'! (l944a: 124) . The fundamental problem, according t o  I n n i s ,  

- 
was the de t e r io ra t ion  of s tandards i n  t he  s o c i a l  sciences.  Inn i s  main- - 

F 

t a ined  t h a t  a l a r g e  nuuber of s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  had abandoned the  

p u r s u i t  of knowledge and t h e  search f o r  t r u t h ,  replacing them e i t h e r  wlRh 
L 

a s t rong  attachment t o  the conclusions .of t h e i r  research o r  with d'ogmatic 

defense of p a r t i c u l a r  p o l i t i c a l  3latforms.  But, 
* 

?s 
2 

The univers i ty  must deny the  fisnality of any of t he  conclusions of 
the s o c i a l  sciences.  It must s t e a d f a s t l y  r e s i s t  the  tendency t o  
acclaim any s i n g l e  so lu t ion  t& the world's problems a t  the  r i s k  of 
f a i l i n g  t o  play i t s  r o l e  as a balancing f a c t o r  i n  the growth of 
c i v i l i z a t i o n .  The Marxist so lu t ion ,  the Keynesian so lu t ion ,  o r  any 

A so lu t ion  cannot be accepted a s  f i n a l  i f  the u n i v e r s i t i e s  a r e  t o  
continue and c i v i l i z a t i o n  is  t o  survive. It is  the  t a sk  of the 
s o c i a l  sciences i n  t he  u n i v e r s i t i e s  t o  i nd ica t e  t h e i r  l i m i t a t i o n  i n  
t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  s e t t i n g  (1944b3141). 

I 

Obviously, i f  Inn i s  considered t h a t  the  so lu t ions  proposed by o thers  were 

t o  be denied f i n a l i t y ,  l i k e  the  conclusions of t he  s o c i a l  sciences i n  

- / @ '  
general ,  so must h i s  am. It was f o r  t h i s  rea&n t h a t  he emphasised 

I I 9 method of approach" r a t h e r  than. conclusions. "Method of approach1' i s  a 
- - - 

term which was widely used i n  the f i r s t  h a l f  of t h i s  century i n  the 

so cia1 s C i e n c e C  -It r e f e 3 5  primarTG t o  a scholaT's Fomplex oT 

methodological and t h e o r e t i c a l  b i a ses  t h a t  he br ings  t o  bea r  i n  t he  

inves t igaf ion  of sueid 'phenomena. . For Veblen a ~ d  Inn i s ,  f o r  exampXe, 



method of approach app l i e s  t o  t h e i r  evolutionary and h i s t o r i c a l  po in ts  
- 

-%% J 7- 

of view combined wi th  t h e i r  emphasis on the  study of i n s t i t u t i o n s .  

Like Veblen, Inn i s '  ca reer  is  character ized by a constant 

reference to ,  and c r i t i q u e  o f ,  t he  s o c i a l  sciences.  He was no t  content 

simply t o  undertake research s tud ie s  from h i s  own perspect ive,  bu t  of ten 

c r i t i c i z e d  o the r  approaches. I n  t h i s  he emulated Veblen, of whom he 

wrote : 

Like the  pos i t i v i s t s -he  was w i l l i n g  t o  t e s t  the theory of evolut ion 
and t o  attempt t o  work out  s c i e n t i f i c  laws f o r  economics, always 
remaining c r i t i c a l ,  h m v e r ,  and prepared t o  check t h e  v a l i d i t y  of 
any l i n e  of  approach (l929a: 19) . 

For various reasons, some of them personal 

a t t r a c t e d  t o  t he  unorthodox and i n s i g h t f u l  

Veblen. However, he was no t  u n c r i t i c a l  of 

and inaccess ib le ,  he was i 
cont r ibu t ion  of Thorstein 

the  l a t t e r .  The Second World 

War and the  need Inn i s  f e l t  f o r  a broad "philosophical approach'' t o  

a sce r t a in  the  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  su rv iva l  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  r e su l t ed  i n  

the abandonment of Veblen's emphasis on economic f ac to r s .  Certain o ther  

aspects  of Veblen 's work, however, Inn i s  re ta ined  throughout h i s  career :  

the  emphasis on t h e  study of c i v i l i z a t i o n  and the  i n s t i t u t i o n s  thereof ,  

the l i f e - h i s t o r i c a l  approach and h i s  c r i t i c a l ,  skepti 'cal s p i r i t .  

Several w r i t e r s  have acknwledged Inn i s '  dependence on the 

1 
Veblenian legacy. Few, however, have systematical ly  addressed tha t  

dependence. Nei l1 alone pays s u b s t a n t i a l  a t t e n t i o n  t o  I n n i s '  re la t ionship  

with Veblen's work i n  h i s  book, * new theory of value: the Canadian 

economics of H.A. I n n i i  (1972). He concludes t h a t ,  f o r  Innis, the most 
- - - - - 

important aspec t  of the  Veblenian legacy was the  theory of c y c l o n i c ~  which 

proposed t o  expla in  the development of new count r ies  such a s  Canada and 
- 

the United S t a t e s  by reference t o  the appl ica t ion  of technology developed 



' .  
- ,  '. P .  . . 

7 - $ "I 

b 

- - - - 
- 73 

i n  o ld  count r ies  (England,% France and Germany) t o  v i r g i n  resources and t o  
1 - -92' . 

c i p i l i z a t i o n  charac te r ized  b y  a simple, non-mechanical technology ( t h a t  

of the  North. Ameri-can Indians) .  Nei l1 allows t h a t  Inn i s  f o l l o w e d . ~ e b l e n ?  
. - 

very c lose ly  i n  regards t o  a n a l y t i c a l  methods and t h e o r e t i c a l  assumption;. 

I n  f a c t ,  he remarked that :  "Innis  accepted Veblen's c r i t i q u e  of neo- 

d d k i c a l  e.mnomics, s o  much so  t h a t  h i s  work presupposes Veblen's and 

cannot- be understood outs ide  of t h a t  context" (1972: 109). H e  c o n ~ e d e s ,  
40 

however, t ha t  Veblen's inf luence bn I p n i s  waned as the  years  passed, and 
- - 

a s  Innis-moved i n t o  h i s  analyses of communications a f t e r  1940. 
' I  

Veblen ' s inf luence on 1nnis was profound, bu t  as Eas te rb  rook 

L remarked, so  was the impact of Adam Smith. Inn i s  was a t t r a c t e d  t o  

Adam Smith's "phi losophical  approach'' and considered Veblen's work t o  be 

a cont inuat ion of Smith's work (l929a: 25) . He found i n  Veblen an 

a rg i cu la t e  Z p t h e s i s  of methodological and theore t i c a l  concerns char- 
- 

a c t e r i s t i c  of the  i n t e l l e c t u a l  t r a d i t i o n  begun by Adam Smith and heavi ly 
d - 0 

influenced by Charles D a M n  and Herbert  Spencer. Veblen's work is  the 

culmination of the evolut ionary,  m a t e r i a l i s t  and in s t i t u t iona l i s ' t "  
b 

t r a d i t i o n  i n  the  generat ion which a l s o  witneised the  work of Emile Durkheim, 

Max Weber and a hos t  of o the r  c e n t r a l  f i gu res  i n  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i f i c  
'B 

thought . 
e 

Inn i s  wrote "The Work of %ors te in  Veblen" i n  1929--the only 

a r t i c l e  of its kind devoted' t o  t he  work of a s i n g l e  man ever  w r i t t e n  by 
- - - - - - -  - - - 

'il r 

fnnis-perhaps a s  a t r i b u t e  t o  the enormous i n t e l l e c t u a l  debt he f e l t  he 

pub lhhed  a s  "A ~ i b y i ' o g r a ~ h ~  of Thorstein Veblen" i n  The Southwestern 

- 

P o l i t i c a l  anif S o c i a r 5 c i e n e L ~ r t 5 r r y ,  i s  much more than a simple 
- --- 

)u 

I 

' . 
3 
/-: 



bibliography.. It cons i s t s  of a highly condensed and succ inc t  d i s t i l l a t i t i n  . , 

of t he  important aspec ts  of Veblen's thought. . .  
b 

Regarding Veblen's c r i t i q u e  of the  s o c i a l  sc iences ,  Inn i s  con- 

s idered  h i s  devas ta t ing  a t t ack  on marginal u t i l i t y  economic theory t o  be 

the  most s i g n i f i c a n t  contr ibut ion.  VeblenJs a t t a c k  w a s  l eve l l ed  a t  t he  

* 
pe r sona l i s t i c ,  s t a t i c ,  a -h i s to r i ca l  and r a t i o n a l i s t i c  assumptions' about 

\ I 

human nature i n  marginal u t i l i t y  theory, and t h e i r  consequences f o r  

, economics a s  a whole.4 A s  an a l t e r n a t i v e ,  Veblen proposed a r a d i c a l l y  

d i f f e r e n t  conceptkn  of man based on modern psychology and anthropology. 
- 

According t o  t h i s  conception man i s  considered t o  b e  a "coherent 

s t r u c t u r e  of propens i t ies  and habi t s"  and not simply a "bundle of 

des i res .  I' Man 's economic a c t i v i t y  i s  car r ied  out wi th in  t h e .  framework of 

a s p e c i f i c  technology (mechanical residue) which i s  constant ly developing, 

and which he himself a c t s  upon c rea t ive ly .  Moreover: "What is t r u e  of the 

ind iv idua l  i n  t h i s  respec t  is  t r u e  of theagroup i n  which he l i ves"  (Veblen, 

1898: 74-5) . This new conception of man had important ramif ica t ions  f o r  

economics which 

. . . must be a theory of a process of c u l t u r a l  growth as determined 
by the  economic i n t e r e s t ,  a theory of a cumulative sequence of 
economic i n s t i t u t i o n s  s t a t e d  i n  terms of the  process  i t s e l f  (Veblen, 
1898: 7 7 ) .  

I n n i s  conmrented i n  regard t o  Veblen that: 
, 

Like Professar  MacIver and Professor  Unwin, he i n s i s t e d  upon the 
erdstence of laws of gruwth and decay of i n s t i t u t i o n s  and assoc ia t ions .  
H i s  lffe vork h a s  been primazily tge s g u d ~  of .prmesses ~f - -g rowtA  a d  
decay (l929a: 24) . 

-- -- - -- 

But before addressing the  more construct ive aspec ts  of Veblen's cont r i -  

-9 
bution,  t he re  i s  another aspec t  of Veblen's c r i t i q u e  of neoc la s s i ca l  theory 

jJl P arckcul~ar, and of econumfcs i n  general ,  t h a t  'must be considered. 



, 
C 

t ha t  Veblen had inquired i n t o  the e f f e c t s  of the  

i n d u s t r i a l  redolu t ion  on economic theory.' As Veblen explained, 

The changes i n  .the d u l t u r a l  s i t u a t i o n  which seem t o  have had the most 
se r ious  consequences f o r  t he  methods and animus of s c i e n t i f i c  inquiry 
a r e  those changes t h a t  took place i n  the  f i e l d  of 

\ 

He added tha t :  

Hence men have learned, t o  t h i n  w e terms i n  which the  techno- 
l o g i c a l  processes a c t .  \This i r t i c u l a r l y  t r u e  of those men who 
by v i r t u e  of a pecul iar l9 ,  s t rong  suscep t ib i l i t y '  i n  t h i s  d i r ec t ion  
become addicted t o  the hab'&t of matter-of-fact inquiry t h a t  con- 
s t i t u t e s  s c i e n t i f i c  r e s e a r c g  (1906:17) . 

I n  other  words, s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  a r e  a s  much, i f  not more, a f f ec t ed  by 

the impersonal workings of the  indust;i.al machine process than a r e  o the r  

members of the community. This is  braughf about by a long process of 
,rrr, 

habi tua t ion .  The economist, Veblen wrote, 

. . . is  a c r ea tu re  of h a b i t s  and propens i t ies  given through the 
antecedents,  h e r e d i t a q  and c u l t u r a l ,  of which he i s  an outcome; . 
and the  habit-s of thought formed i n  any one l i n e  of experience 
a f f e c t  h i s  thinking i n  any o the r  (1918: 79) . 

I n  o ther  words, economists-as do a l l  s o c i a l  sc ien t i s t s - -acqui re  the 

general c a t u r a l  t r a i t s  and h a b i t s  of t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  c u l t u r a l  s e t t i n g .  
b 

Thus, Veblen considered the  na tu re  of s o c i a l  science and of t h e  s o c i a l  . 

s c i e n t i s t  t o  have been outcomes of t he  i n d u s t r i a l  revolut ion.  

Inn i s  pointed t o  Veblen's concern with the  forces  of industri 'alism. 

"The construct ive p a r t  of Veblen's work," wrote +is-, "was e s s e n t i a l l y  
P 

the e labora t ion  of an extended arg-nt showing the  e f f e c t s  of machine 
- - - 

b. 
- 3 

indus t ry  and t h e  i n d u s t r i a l  revolut ion" (1929a:23). According t o  Innis, 
-4 

- - p - p - p p p p  - -  + ppppp 

Veblen simply ca r r i ed  on, i n  a sense, the work of Adam Smith a t  a l a t e r  f l  

s t age  of the i n d u s t r i a l  revolut ion.  "As  with Adam ~ m i t h , "  Inn i s  remarked, 

is more conspic&us in Veblen's work than h i s a t t e n t i o n  t o  

cur ren t  events and his i n t e r e s t  i n  dynamics" (1929a:25) . 
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Thus, the Veblenian legacy had an in tense  and l a s t i n g  e f f e c t  on , 

primari ly  with respec t  t o  Veblen's constru-ctive work i n  t h e  ana lys is  . "  

i n  h i s  c r i t i q u e  of - c l a s s i ca l  and neoc la s s i ca l  economic 

theory and i n  h i s  conception of the evolutionary charac te r  of economics. 

Inn i s  intended t o  b u i l d  upon a l l  th ree  aspects  of Veblen's work wi th in  

w the context of h i s  own time and space. 
6 

I Besides the d i r e c t  methodological and t h e o r e t i c a l  inf luences t h a t  

Veblen had on I n n i s  there were o ther  more general aspects  of Veblen's 

A 

l i f e  and work which profoundly impressed him. For example, Inn i s  - 
- 

remarked : 

Like Adam S d t h ,  he is  an i n d i v i d u a l i s t ,  and l i k e  most i n d i v i d u a l i s t s  
i n  cont inenta l  count r ies ,  in'which the i n d u s t r i a l  revolut ion made 
such rapid s t r i d e s ,  he is i n  r evo l t  aga ins t  mass education and 

9 s tandard iza t ion .  Veblen had continued with 
Tawney the work begun by Adam Smith on 
the common man' (1929a: 25) . 

f n n i s  loca ted  Veblen wi th in  a t r a d i t i o n  i n  s o c i a l  sc ience  which works on 

behalf of the co-n man. Be r e i t e r a t e d  $ i s  a f f i d f o r  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  

r , f i f t e e n  years  l a t e r  when he s t a t e d  t h a t  'I. . . economic h i s t o r y  . . . i s  

not  concerned witki the b e l i e f  in the common man b u t  w.ith the cornman man , 

himself" (1944 : 9 7) . This i n s i s t ence  t h a t  economic h i s t o r y  is  concerned 
6 

with the comnron man i s  cons is ten t  with the emphasis on t h e  study of 

i n s t i t u t ions -wh ich  is no t  focussed on personal i ty  but  on h a b i t s  of l i f e  

and thought which a r e  shared by the  v a s t  majority of people i n  any given 

group (Veblen, 1909 : 629'5 . I n  addi t ion,  work on behalf  of t h e  c o m n  man - 

implies work aga ins t  vested i n t e r e s t s ,  monopolies of thought and a l l  
_ - - -  -- --- -- - - -  

- 

, extremist  views and p rac t i ce s  and f o r  ind iv idua l  freedom, something Innis  

i was l a t e f  t o  dwell upon t o  a considerable ex t en t .  ' Inn i s  considered 

Veblep's work t o  be a monument t o  the "&biased approach" i n  economics 
I 



and t o  the  s t rugg le  aga ins t  s tandard iza t ion ,  mechanization and f i n a l  . 
economic theory, o r  theory which o f f e r s  f i n a l  so lu t ions  t o  t he  world's 

E 

problems. One of the mst important aspects  of ,Veblen ' s  work, f o r  Inn i s ,  

i s  Veblen's "construct ive warfare of emancipation aga ins t  the  tendency 
I 

toward s tandardized s t a t i c  economics" (1929: 26) . 
When Innis undertook t o  w r i t e  h i s  doctoral  d i s s e r t a t i o n  sometime 

in 1919 he was a l s o  i n  the process of becoming f ami l i a r  with Veblen's 

work t h r y g h  h i s  contacts  with o ther  graduate stu'dents a t  the  Urriversfty 
W '  

of Chicago (Nei l l ,  1972 : 35) .-is tory of the Canadian P a c i f i c  Railway 
.d 

d 
r e f l e c t s  h i s  concern f o r  the  t r a d i t i o n . i n  economic thought embodied i n  

the work of Thorstein Veblen. This is  evident i n  t he  Preface t o  h i s  

t h e s i s ,  published a s  A History of t he  Canadian P a c i f i c  Railway (1923) 

which he declared had been undertaken from a s c i e n t i f i c  and evolutionary 

poin t  of view. " ~ i k e  Veblen," Easterbrook (l953a: 293) wrote,  "Innis  l i v e d  

through the economic s t r a i n s  of a new country and sought t o  work out t h e i r  

more important c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  through s tud ie s  of the  impact of i ndus t r i a l -  

i s m  on a cont inenta l  background." "As he put  i t  i n  conversation," 

Easterbrook (1953:lO) commented o f '  I n n i s ,  
3 - 

he s e t  out t o  adapt the  work of J.M. Clark and' Thorstein Veblen t o  h i s  
own' f i e l d  of h i s t o r i c a l  investigation--technology and the  p r i ce  system-- 
unused capaci ty as a f ac to r .  i n  economic h i s toe -and  developed i n  the 
process t oo l s  which he put '  t o  h ighly  p r o f i t a b l e  use. t 

Vehlen's ea r ly  s tud ie s  of t 

4 I 7 -  1 ' f o r  the  work of l a t e r  economists i n  analysing the r e l a t i onsh ip  of complex 

?heat p r i ce s  and production ". . . were 

- -- - - - - 

fact.orsl' ( Inn is ,  1929a:lg). Inn j s  f u l l y  intended t o  continue the  work of 
ii 9 -- ----- -- - - - - 

~ e b l e & G t h e  s i  ~ a y t h a t e b l L - = & i t i n u e d  the  work of Adam Smith, no t  
5, 

i n  the sense of copying ~ e b l h ,  bu t  of following a t r a d i t i o n  character ized 

by a c&ticaf and l i & - h i s t o r i c a l  method imd arr emphasis &I the  e f f e c t s  pf (I - 

i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n .  
I. 

. 
Y C 



I n  h i s  s tud ie s ,  Inn i s ,  following Veblen, w a s  no t  so  much i n t e r e s t e d  

in indiv idua ls  as  in the  way hab i t s  had become i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d .  The 

study of i n s t i t u t i o n s  did away with the need t o  s tudy indiv idua l& because 

ind iv idua ls  were i n  a r e a l  sense "agents" of i n s t i t u t i o n a l  imperatives.  
7 

/' .- -3 
European i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  when exposed to  t he  c u l t u r a l  and environmentald_ 

exigencies of North m r i c a ,  were required t o  adapt o r  pe r i sh ,  much l i k e  

t h e  ind iv idua ls  involved. Habits  o f  l i f e  and thought developed i n  Europe 
0 

were of ten  modified t o  s u i t  these exigencies,  bu t  so  were those character-  

i s t i c s  of the Indians of North A m e r i c a  modified i n  t h e  f a c e  of an- 
, . 

increas ing  European presence and a growing dependence on European manu- 

' 
1935c) . They $contain i n  embryonic form many of t h e  major concerns Inn i s  

$ 

subsequently elaborated upon and i n  some cases  modified. 9 

I 

The argu&nts contained in t h e s e  a r t i c l e s  were intended a s  

fac tured  gohds. Nowhere i s  t h i s  perspec t ive  revealed more c l e a r l y  than 

i n  The Fur Trade i n  Canada, a book i n  which ,Innis appl ied Veblen's l i f e -  

h i s t o r i c a l  method with except ional .  c r e a t i v i t y .  

The inf luence of Veblen on Inn i s '  approach and method of &lysis 

is a l s o  c l ea r ly  revealed i n  t h e  l a t t e r ' s  pos i t i on  during the debates over 

the  s c i e n t i f i c  charac te r  of the  s o c i a l  sciences which, became pub l i c  i n  

Canada with t h e  establ ishment  of t h e  Canadian Journal  of Economics and 

P o l i t i c a l  Science (CJEPS) i n  1935. Inn i s  ' p a r t i c i p a t i o n  id t h i s  

controversy i s  contained l a r g e l y  i n  three a r t i c l e s  ( c f .  1935, 1935a and 

counter-thrusts i n  an ongoing debate between two fac t ions :  Frank Knight, I 

- - - - M T  Urwkk- & r d e f k E E l ~ t t r e  o n & h a n ~ - ~ + i m s d f + t h e - - -  -- 

. i 
other .  Knight, U r w i c k  and Underhill  had l i t t l e  e l s e  i n  common except 

-- 

their- '  &atent ion t h a t  the  s o - c i a  sciences were no t ,  in f ac t ,  sciences a t  
- I 



a l l ,  and t h e i r  underlying assumption t h a t  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  thus had no' 

opt ion b u t  t o  dec lare  t h e i r  a l leg iance  t o  t h i s  o r  t h a t  s o c i a l  movement. 10 

Innis '  response t o  t h i s  pos i t i on  cons t i tu ted  an attempt t o  counteract  
9 

what he viewed a s  dangerous t rends i n  t he  s o c i a l  sciences: spec i a l i za t ion ,  

present-mindedness, emphasis on f i n a l  so lu t ions ,  support of vested 

i n t e r e s t s  and a  general  c r i s i s  surrounding standafds of p r a c t i c e  and 

conduct. I n  opposi t ion t o  these  de le te r ious  t rends  i n  t he  s o c i a l  ; 
I .  

sciences,  Inn i s  ou t l ined ,  h i s  own conception of the  course s o c i a l  science 
- 2 

= 
- 

must take i f  i t  w a s  t o  f l ou r i sh .  H e  emphasized the  c r i t i c a l  r o l e  of the .I 

J 

s o c i a l  sciences and t h e i r  s c i e n t i f i c  character .  

For Imis, and <Yeblen before  him, s o c i a l  sc ience  must be %chief ly  '. 
\ i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t he  study of  i n s t i t u< ions ,  t h e i r  grqwth and decay. The 

. q  

s u b s t a n t i a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a s s e i a t e d  with. t he  study of s.o&thini of which 
J 

4 
the observer is  a l s o  the  observed, i . e . ,  of human conduct, a r e  lpssened 

- 

by the  f a c t  t h a t  i n s t i t u t i o n s  a r e  co l l ec t ive  forms of habi tua t ion ,  the  * 
i nves t iga t ion  of which can en l ighten  the  observer a s  t o  the  source of 

B 

h i s  own biases, ,  Observation of the behaviour of o the r s  i s  l e s s  compli- +. 

cated than the observat i% and ana lys i s  of one 's  own behaviour. "The 

h a b i t s  o r  b i a ses  of ind iv idua ls  which permit pred ic t ion  , I1  wrote Inn i s  

(1935 : 283) , "are re inforced  i n  t he  cumulative b i a s  of i n s t i t u t i o n s  and 
P '  

cons t i t u t e  t he  'chief i n t e r e s t  of t he  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t . "  'As Veblen con- 
e ( 

s t a n t l y  repeated, human beings a r e  c rea tures  and creators '  of h a b i t  i n  
- - - - - - - - -  

t h e i r  l i v e s  and thoughts.'' The stqdy of hab i t ,  how i t  becomes 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d ,  then modified 'and r e j ec t ed  i n  man's i n f i n i t e l y  va r i ab l e  . 

circumstances of l i f e  provides t he  b a s i s  . s c i e n t i f i c  study of 
- - - - - - - 

soc i e ty  can be b u i l t .  It was prec i se ly  of--science i t s e l f  

t h a t  proved t o  be the source of much misunderstanding. One of U w i c k t s  



arguments in h i s  a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  "The Role of In t e l l i gence  i n  t h e  .Social 
' ' 

Process," centered on h i s  content ion t h a t  science could not  dea l  with 

life--could not  comprehend i t ,  nor  study i t  i n  any form--because 

i n t e l l e c t  o r  sc ience  was l imi t ed  t o  the  study of th ings  i n  s t a s i s ,  o f  

l i f e l e s s ,  dead things.  He argued (1935:67): 

I have already implied t h a t  i n t e l l e c t  cannot dea l  wi th  l i f e .  And , 
t ha t ,  of course, is  s t r i c t l y  t rue .  I t  never does dea l  with any 
l i v i n g  being a s  such, nor any whole v i t a l  s i t u a t i o n .  They a r e  too 
l i v e l y  f o r  it. I t  must f i r s t  dev i t a l i ze  them, dess ica te  and 
s t e r i l i z e  them, a b s t r a c t  them from the  l i f e - - k i l l  them i n  fact--and 
then, and - then only, dea l  with - them a s  b i t s  of a so luable  problem. 

Biology, although by d e f i n i t i o n  the  "study of l i f e , "  does not  escape 

Urwick's charac te r iza t ion .  It a l so ,  he argued, s tud ied  dead things,  . 

I I museum specimens." He concluded (1935:67) ' tha t :  

F . . .when the  b i o l o g i s t  does t r y  t o  deal  with l i f e  a s  a l i v i n g  and - 
moving whole, he lo ses  h i s  science and takes t o  guessing. That is 
the  explanation of a l l  evolut ion theor ies .  

Innis' de f in i t i on  of science d i f f e r s  from U-ck's i n  two important ways. 

F i r s t ,  f o r  Inn i s  (and Veblen) modern science the  s tuhy of f i f e .  

Second, what Urwick considered the  objec t  of "guessing" Veblen termed 

I1 metaphysical preconception, " the  unobservable "nexus of the  sequence, " 

but  the necessaryi&ink between cause and e f f e c t ,  and t h e  focus of the 

modern s c i e n t i s t ' s  a t t e n t i o n  .I2 ~ r w i c k ' s  science can be described a s  

taxonomic and pre-Darwinian from the  Veblenian perspect ive.  l3 It  is  ' r 

t h i s  divergence of opinion i n  regard t o  the  na ture  of science t h a t  can 

e x p l a i n  I d s  ' a p p a r e n d y  cclptradic t o r y  statement : 
- A - - ,  

Since the  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i  t cannot be "sc ien t i f ic"  o r  "object iven 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - 

because of the  cont rad ic  e on i n  terms, he can l e a r n  of h i s  numerous 
l imi t a t ions .  . The "sedi=nt of experience" provides t h e b a s i s  f o r  
s c i e n t i f i c  inves t iga t ion .  The never-ending s h e l l  of l i f e  suggested 
i n  the  p e r s i s t e n t  charac te r  of b i a s  provides p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of 

- - Yntet ls lve study oT the  limitations cjf l i f e  and its probable 
. d i r ec t i ch  (1935:283) . 



The study of i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  t he  receptac les  of b i a s ,  using the  e v o l u t i ~ n a r y  

9 
method was s o c i a l  sc ience  according t o  Innis .  He recognized the  exis tence 

, of a 'ltaxonamic" s o c i a l  science,  i . e .  one which attempted t o  categorize 
Q 

human phenomena a s  t he  goal af explanation bu t  r e s t r i c t e d  i t s  usefulness 
3 

t o  i t s  pos i t ion  a s  an in t roduct ion  t o  s o c i a l  science ( Inn i s ,  1935:284). 
\ * 

The "sediment of e+riencel' r e f e r r ed  t o  above defines the whole complex 

of human i n s t i t u t i o n s  t o  fhe present .  That expla ins  why 1k i s  (1935: 

283) defined the  word "introspect ion" a s  a f i e l d  of i nves t iga t ion  
- 

I t  . . . i n  a range extending back t o  geological  time." For an indiv idua l  

t o  "introspect" means t o  review the  e n t i r e  pas t  process of human 
" 3 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l  and decay of which he  is  an agent ;  he  has no 

"personal" b a s i s  f o r  in t rospec t ion .  1 4  

I n  conjunction with Imis' d e f i n i t i o n  of sc ience  a s  an evolution- ,# 

4 - 
ary study of i n s t i t u t i o n s  is  h i s  concern t h a t  i n  o rde r  t o  study 

-% 

i n s t i t u t i o n s  a s c i e n t i s t  must be  f r e e  t o  search f a r  t rends wherever t h a t  

might lead  him. Allegiance t o  vested i n t e r e s t s  o r  p a r t i c u l a r  i n s t i t u t i o n s  

precludes t h a t  p o s s i b i l i t y  and necessi ty .  It is  t h e  task  of s o c i a l  
I 

k 

' s c i ence  t o  search f o r  t r u t h  ( Inn i s ,  1935c:286). Soc ia l  s c i e n t i s t s  who 
. . 

s e t t l e  o n  any p a r t i c u l a r  " t ru ths"  are qo longer engaged i n  t h e  search,  
. . I 

and s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  who a c t i v e l y  promote p a r t i c u l a r  t r u t h s  o r  who make 

"statements of cer ta in ty"  r a i s e  the quest ion of s tandards in t h e  soc i a l  
3 

sciences ( Inn i s ,  1935c:286). - Veblen (1906) had - suggested - t h a t  - s c i e n t i f i c  
--- - - - - -  - -  - 

i nves t iga t ion  is  the r e s u l t  of " id le  cur ios i ty"  and is devoid of pragmatic 

and u t i l i t a r i a n  content  t o  the sanre ex t en t  a s  tLe speculat ions of the 

Pueblo myth-maker . l5 "Science c rea t e s  nothing bu t  theor ies  . . . ,' 11 

< - - - 

~eb len%ro)e  (1906:'19), t o  which he added: "It knows nothing of pol icy 



\ o r  u t i l i t y ,  b e t t e r  o r  worse." Quest ions of expediency o r  pragmatism have 

' 5  . 
an i n h i b i t i n g  and- misdi&ecting inf luence on s c i e n t i f i c  i nves t iga t ion  by 

d i s t o r t i n g  o r  d i r e c t i n g  i d l e  cu r io s i ty  which is then no longer  "idle". 

Science ". . . has  no - u l t e r i o r  motive beyond the i d l e  craving f o r  a 

?- 

4 systematic  co r r e l a t ion  of da t a  . . ." ( ~ e b i e n ,  1906:25)--a pos i t i on  which 

presages Innis '  warning t h a t :  
- 

I 
- 

In t e l l i gence  in the s o c i a l  sciences tends t o  be absorbed i n  t he  
abstruse and i b s t r a c t  t asks  of adjustment and t o  b e  l o s t  i n  . 
spec i a l i za t ion ,  with the  r e s u l t  t h a t  i t  i s  unable t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  

-1 tlie endless  and complex and possibly f r u i t l e s s  search f o r  t rends  , 
( Innis ,  1935: 285).  - 

b 

Thus, I n n i s  considered t h a t  s o c i a l  science,  by i ts  very de f in i t i on ,  

could no t  a l l y  itself with any p a r t i c u l a r  i n s t i t u t i o n  o r  vested i n t e r e s t ,  

nor could i t  "steer" the  c having some preconceived 

notson as t o  expediency o r  n o r  could i t ,  without 

denying i t s e l f ,  become spec i a l i zed  t o  the  poin t  of p lac ing  b;'ounda&es .> 
/ 

and parameters around s p e c i f f c  reseqrsh a reas  t o  t he  exclusion of  a l l  
1 :  

others .  The search f o r  t rends '  must be f r e e  t o  go whergver i d l e  cur iosz ty  
. "  -7 

leads.  
P 
3 

However, because I n n i s  heSd t h a t  'social sc ience  had no u t i l f  t a r i a n  

c 

nor pragmatic content i n  regard t o  po1icy"or  expedient conduct, at does 
L 

no t  automatical ly  follow t h a t  he &niea s o c i a l  science a higher  t rans-  6 n - .  

cendent value. "The importance of yeated i n t e r e s t s  and of r i g id i t l i e s  i n  
d 

thsught i n  the s o c i a l  sc iences ,  " wrote.  Inn i s  (1935 :282) "weakens the  

(1935:280) nevertheless  suggested t h a t  the  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t  i n  the  ' , i 
I f  W v e g i t y  i s  m a r e l i k e l y  t o  be irt a pos i t ion  t o  cont r ibu te  t o  "iwcts - I: 



e 
of c u l t u r a l  importance" due t o  h i s  r e l a t i v e  freedom from "major sources 

, i 
of bias"  assoc ia ted  with p a r t i c u l a r  vested i n t e r e s t s  and r i g i d i t i e s  i n  

@ 
\ 

thought. The u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  according t o  Inn i s ,  a r e  p laces  where con- 

t r i b u t i o n s  t o  "impacts of c u l t u r a l  importance" can be made although 

II  . . . the dangers &e numerous and subt le"  (1935:280). The opening ' 

sentence of" Note on Univers i t ies  and the Socia l  Sciences" advises  t h a t ;  

"The University may be regarded a s  a t  l e a s t  an a c t i v e  cent re  i n  s t rength-  

ening the pos i t i on  of the  n a t u r a l  and s o c i a l  sciences,  bu t  l i m i t a t i o n s  t o  
- 

i ts  poss ib le  a s s i s t ance  a r e  numerous" ( 1 9 3 5 ~ :  286) . Moreover, Ixmis noted : 

t ha t :  "The c u l t u r a l  background of the Universi ty  i s  of fundamental 

importance" (193512: 287) ; and I' . . . t he  problem of t he  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t  

i s  the problem of t h e  University" (1935c:287). The "problem" r e fe r r ed  t o  

was the increas ing  pressvre on behalf of vested i n t e r e s t s  which 

threatened the  very ex is tence  of the  University,  t h a t  cen t re  i n  which the 

search f o r  t r u t h  can be ca r r i ed  out  axid from where the  l i m i t a t i o n s  of 

c i v i l i z a t i o n  can be indica ted .  The not ion  of "culture" is not  defined + 

u n t i l  much l a t e r  i n  l&st work,l6 bu t  * t  can be ou t  t h a t  it 
I F 6 2% 

serbes him a s  a device by which the l imi t ' a t ions  of "power" and "force" can 

h . .  I 2 ,  

be revealed i n  t he  development OE western c i v i l i z a ~ i o n  which, f o r  Inn i s ,  
4 

is the  h ighes t  value. The .=transcendent value of soc ia l ,  sc ience  and the  
c 

C 

univers i ty  lies in  supporting "cul ture"  i n  counterbalancing power, force  

and W e -  of all kinds, -therewenhazxhg the survival poten al of  - - - - - - 

-. 
western c i v i l i z a t i o n .  e -  - 

7- 

1 .  
-- 

Although I d s  never speculated as  t o  the  p a r t i c u l a r  course t h a t  

c i v i l i z a t i o n  should take i n  t he  fu tu re  he was never the less  conkekned with 

the  su rv iva l  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  and therefore  with the  fu tu re .  But 



his interest in the future wzts non-specific. He presented no panacea, nor 

did he prescribe a specifig remedy for the world's ills. He .pointed tp 

times in the history of Western civilization when balance and perspective 

had been achieved and suggested that we might take a lesson from history 

J 
and attempt to recreate in some form the conditions in which civilization 

could develop in a healthy, balanced way. 

Innis believed that civilization ha2 collapsed. However, he 
- 

perceived of no particular cure for this condition ". . . except appeals 
to reason" (Innis, 1943c:5). Western civilization had Indulged- irt - 

extremes and excesses which h@3 manifested themselves as monopolies of 

knowledge, nationalism, concentrations of power in industry and 'commerce 

and the fanaticism of religion. Innis considered that the role of the 

social scientist was to point out the dangers of resort to extremes4 

Intelligence, based on the search for truth, demanded constant criticism, 

eontern for lietations and culture. Ee mote: 

The search for tmth assumes a constant avoidance of extremes and 
extravagance. Virtue is the mida~e way. There are no cures. 
Always we are compelled to be skeptical of the proposal to cure the 
world's ills. 

/ +' 

Thus, the balanced growth of civilization required, according to Innis,'a 

need to constantly assess and evaluate, that is to critfcize, the course of 

lnstftutional development, including empires. A search for truth, rather 

than truth ftself in the form of mnopoly, rigidity, concentrations 05: 
I f 

/ power and force and an enphasis on final scientific theory, provideh the 
- -  - -- - - -- - - - - -  

- 

necessary foundation. The independent and individual search for truth i~ 
- 

the essence of culture, intelligence and rationality. It constitutes a 

- . = j a r  device in counterbalancing porer and force. 



h n  conclusion, a great deal of continuity and coherence can be 

, detected in Innis' lifetime contribution to the social scienees and to 

learning. However, instead of appealing to the conclusions of his various 

explain this continuity and coherence, this chapter has sought 

to account for this characteristic of his work by reference to two very 

important aspects of the Veblenian legacy that he chose to adopt, i.e., 

his methods of research and analysis and his concern for civilization. ' 

Innis' critical institutionalism and his concern for the study and : 

5 

survival of civilization form the twin pillars of his work throughout 
- 

his career. 

The task remaining for this thesis is to provide a synopsis of the 

arguments contained in the above chapters and to extend the implications 

of these argpents for contemporary social science. It is to this task 

that we now turn. 



/ - 

, NOTES TO CHAPTER FIVE 

1. See e s p w a s  terbrook (l953a: 293) , Neil1 (1972: 109) and 
Berger '(19 76 : 88) . 

2. Easterbrook (l953a: 291) contends t h a t  Adam Smith made more of an 
impression on Imis than Veblen did. 

* 

3. In  a very percept ive passage, ~ e i l l  (1972:llO) concludes t h a t  
Inn i s  wrote t h e  a r t i c l e ,  in p a r t  a t  l e a s t ,  as  a - t o o l  i n  h i s  ongoing 

-D 

polemic w i t h  E . J .  Urwick over the na ture  of s o c l a l  science.  - 

4 .  Veblen (1898: 73) wrote a b r i l l i a n t  character iz$t ion of the  
assumptions about human na ture  inherent  i6 marginal u t i l i t y  theory 
(which he sometimes ca l l ed  the  Austrian School) : ?'The-hedonistic 
- 

conception of man i s  t h a t  o f  a r igh tn ing  c a l c i i l ~ o r  o f p l e a s u r e s  
and pailis, who o s c i l l a t e s  l i k e  a homogeneous globule of des i r e  of 
happiness under the  impulse of s t imu l i  t h a t  s h i f t  him about the 
area,  b u t  leave him i n t a c t .  He has nef ther '  antecedent nor  c ~ q s e ~ u e n t . ~  
He is  an i so l a t ed ;  d e f i n i t i v e  human datum, in , s tab le  equi l ibr ium 
except f o r  t he  b u f f e t s  of the impinging forces  t h a t  d i sp lace  him i n  
one d i r ec t ion  o r  another.  Self-impose&ira'elemental space, he 
sp ins  symmetrically about h i s  own s p i r i t u a l  a x i s  u n t i l  t he -pa ra l l e lo -  

j gram of forces  bears  down upon him, whereupon he follows t h e  l i n e  o f ,  
the  r e su l t an t .  When t h e  force  of the  impact is  spent ,  he c o w s  t o  
rest, a self-contained globule of dks i re  a s  before.  S p i r i t u a l l y ,  " 
the hedoni'stic man is not  a - p r i d  mover." , F' 

\/ 5. This po in t  i s  most fo&eful ly  made in the  last chapter  of Veblen's 
The Theory of The Leisure  class: Ane Economic study- of I n s t i t u t i o n s  
(1899). I n  i t  he writes t h a t  ". . . modern sc ience  arav be s a i d  t o  
be a by.-product of the  i n d u s t r i ~ 1 " p r o c e s s "  (1899:387). 

See e spec i a l ly  Inn i s  (1929a:26). 

See Veblen (1909:629) f o r  an ana lys is  of the  r o l e  of the ind iv idua l  
a s  agent of the i 6 s t i t a t i o n d  complex which makes up c i v i l i z a t i o n .  . 

. . 
The exceptions t o  t h i s  r u l e  a r e  Pa l ,  Watson-and Chr is t ian ,  although 
even they f a i l  t o  t r ace  the  genesis  of Inn i s '  arguments f n  the  
debates t o  Veblen' s work. < 

= 
This is the viar-efrpres&d by LesUe- P a l  413E'), Williare CtKistian- - 

- - - - 

(1977) , -and e spec i a l ly  A. John Watson (19 77) who focusses s p e c i f i c a l l y  f 

on the' -- element of "ob j e c t i v i t y "  and "bias" discussed i n  these  
articl ,es.  

. . J 
See Chapter- One, pp. 11-12 f o r  a s h o r t  'on t l ine  of the various J pos i t ions  and argurrrents i n  the  debate. 
.t - - - -- -- - - - 7 - 

1 /: 
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i 
11. See, f o r  example, Veblen (1908: 39) .' 
12. Veblen wrote (1908: 32) : "The sciences which a r e  i n  any pecul ia r  

sense modem take a s  an (avowed) pos tu la te  t he  f a c t  of consecutive 
change. Their inqui ry  always centres  upon some manner of process. 
This notion of process about which the researchers  of modern science 
c lus t e r ,  i s  a not ion of a sequence, o r  complex, of consecutive change * * 
i n  which tl5e nexus of the  sequence, tha,t by v i r t u e  of which the 
change inquired i n t o  is  consecutive, i s  the  r e l a t i o n  of cause and 
ef fec t . "  This is a descr ip t ion  of gene t ic  science.  Change i t s e l f  
cannot be o b s e ~ v e d  bu t  t he  sequence of causation in which cause 
le5ds t o  e f f e c t  requi res  it. For example, Darwin d id  not observe 
the changes t h a t  occurred i n  the beaks of f inches on the  various 
i s lands  of t he  Galapagos i n  response t o  environmental exigencies ,  
he imputed i t  based on the  evidence accumulated. 

- - 13. See Veblen (1908:36-37) f o r  a descr ip t ion  of pre-Darwinian and 
post-Darwinian science. f 

B .  

14. Veblen (1908: 39) explained the re la t ionship  of ind iv idua ls  t o  the, 
complex of i n s t i t u t i o n s :  "The scheme of l i f e ,  within which l i e s  the 
scheme of knowledge, i s  a consensus of h a b i t s  i n  the  ind iv idua ls  
which make up the community. The individual  subjected t o  habitu- 
a t i o n  is  each a s i n g l e  individual ,  agent,  and whatever a f f e c t s  him 
i n  any one l i n e  of a c t i v i t y ,  therefore,  neces sa r i l y  a f f e c t s  him i n  
some degree i n  a l l  h i s  various a c t i v i t i e s . "  

15. &See Veblen's (1906:6-7) d e f i n i t i o n  of " id l e  cu r io s i ty"  which he 
considered t o  be a tangent ia l  r e s u l t  of t h e  workings of i n t e l l i gence  
a s  " inh ib i t i ve  se lec t ion ."  

16. See Innis  (1950c:85 and 1951a:195). ' *  ' 

-- - 
;/ 



The main argument developed i n  t h i s  t hes i s  suggests t h a t  Inn i s '  

conception of c i v i l i z a t i o n  a s  a complex of gtowing and' decaying 

i n s t i t u t i o n s  produced o r  determined the kinds of r e se i r ch  top ics  he 

undertook t o  study, and the  manner i n  which he s tudied  them. H i s  

primary i n t q r e s t  w a s  no t  t o  shed l i g h t  on Canadian economic history-- 

although t h a t  was the  r e s u l t  of much of h i s  work--but t o  t r a c e  the  

developmental course of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  f i r s t  i n  i ts  i n d u s t r i a l  

s t age  a f t e r  the  f i f t e e n t h  f e n t u b ,  and then i n  t he  whole course of i t s  

developmeht from the Egypt of the  Pharaohs t o  modem Europe and America. 

His'primary objec t ive  w a s  t o  uncover laws o r  pa t t e rns  i n  t he  r i s e  and 

f a l l  of c i v i l i z a t i o n  and its, i n s t i t u t i o n s  which could be used t o  shed 

l i g h t  on the fu tu re  course of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n .  
. m 

Although Innis  i s  widely regarded a s  having been a s t a p f e s  I 

t h e o r i s t  i n  t h e  f i r s t  p a r t  of h i s  career ,  h i s  i n t e r e s t  i n ' s t a p l e s  t rades  

was a r e s u l t  of a method of ana lys is  borrowed from Veblen and which can 

. be described a s  the i n s t i t u t i o n a l  l i f e - h i s t o r i c a l  approach. Most 

commentators on Inn i s '  e a r ly  s tud ie s  of the f u r  trade;the cod f i s h e r i e s  '' 

and o the r  stiinpl& - t r a d e s  regard him as being engaged i n  e i t h e r  regional ly 

1 - 

defined o r  s t ruc tu ra l l ;  bound analyses of d i sc re t e  phenomena. They f a i l  ' 

--- - 

t o  app r e c l r t  eFViSblen's-influence- X n i s  i n - t r e  I l a t t e r % X s i F i p t 3 O n -  - 

of c i v i l i z a t i o n  a s  being a complex of hab i t s  of thought and of l i f e  

( i n s t i t u t i o n s ) .  Moreover, they f a i l  t o  understand Inn i s '  conception of 



science a s  an a c t i v i t y  designed t o  uncover t he  laws of the growth and 

decay of i n s t i t u t i o n s  and of c i v i l i z a t i o n .  

Although Inn i s  i s  considered by the  vas t  majori ty  of h i s  comen- 

t a t o r s  t o  have been a n a t i o n a l i s t , ' t h e y  do so only by ignoring an 

overwhelming number of an t i -na t iona l i s t i c  comments and s tatements  i n  h i s  

d 

published work, and again, by f a i l i n g  t o  understand h i s  conception of 

\ science and of c i v i l i z a t i o n .  I n n i s  maintained t h a t  science i s  i d e a l l y  
i 

the independent and cons is ten t  pu r su i t  of t r u t h  regarding the  unfolding 
- 

r e a l i t y  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n .  Nationalism, a s  an ideology which has 

infec ted  a l a rge  number of s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s ,  has prevented the  

independent pu r su i t  of t r u t h  and has subordinated t h a t  search t o  the 

needs of the na t ion  o r  country. Moreover, nat ional ism a s  a p o l i t i c a l  

platform encourages in t e rna t iona l  d i sputes  and misunderstandings, leads 

t o  war and s t i f l e s  t h e  g l d ; h  of f$eeddm of thought. . 

Innis  i s  presumed t o  have abandoned h i s  s tud ie s  i n  Canadian 

economic h i s to ry  a f t e r  1940 i n  order  t o  take up s t u d i e s  of communications 

technology and media because of the conclusions of h i s  s tud ie s  of pulp 

and paper. However, a more r e a l i s t i c  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of Inn i s1  changing 

research i n t e r e s t s  a f t e r  1940 is t h a t  he was determined t o  understand 

th,e conditions by which Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  could b e s t  survfve t r i a l s  

l i k b  Seco" World War, and t o  avaid them i n  the  future.  I t  was f o r  

t h i s  reason t h a t  he turned t o  s tud ie s  of ancient empires and pa t re rns  of 

p o l i t i c a l  organizat ion and au thor i ty .  
- - - - --- - - - 

Robin Neil1 contends t h a t  Inn is  attempted t o  c r ea t e  during h i s  

career  a new theory of value i n  economics, one i n  which ind iv idua l  human 

/I 
c r e a t i v i t y  replaced Veblenls theory of i n s t i n c t s  a s  a b a s i c  f a c t o r  i n  the  



explanation of economic change (Ne i l l ,  1972:113) . The f a c t  i s  t h a t  Inn i s  

L 
began h i s  career  convinced of the  value of individual  c r e a t i v i t y ,  choice 

C 

and cr i t ic i sm.  Furthermore, he was convinced of the  Value of i n s t i t u t i o n s  
f 

which served t o  i n s p i r e ,  enhance o r  'p ro tec t  the c r e a t i v i t y  of the 
- --- 

individual .  Combined, they could proMde e f f e c t i v e  forces  t o  counter- - 

balance concentrations of power i n  co l l ec t ive  s o c i a l  organizat ion.  Inn i s  

.once r e a r k e d  tha t :  "It is  the  search f o r  t r u t h ,  not ' t r u t h , '  t h a t  makes 

men f ree"  (1945:305). Inn i s  equated "truth" with m o p o l y ,  r i g i d i t y ,  - 
- 

fanat icism and extremism. The search f o r  t r u t h ,  on the  o the r  hand, he 
i I 

equated with freedom, c r i t i c i s m ,  cu l ture ,  skepticism and f l e x i b i l i t y .  

Inn is  opposed anything t h a t  threatened the  search f o r  t r u t h ,  an a c t i v i t y  

which he was personal ly and profess iona l ly  involved with a s  a  scholar .  

I n  science and scholarship,  t h a t  meant opposing: (1) aa emphasis on the  

conclusions and r e s u l t s  of s o c i a l  s c i e n t g f i c  i nves t iga t ion  r a t h e r  than ' 

on the methods of ana lys is  and skepticism; ( 2 )  dominance of non-i 

s c i e n t i f i c  f ac to r s ,  such a s  nat ional ism,  i n  the determination and 

de l inea t ion  of s c i e n t i f i c  research; ( 3 )  spec i a l i za t ion ,  a  f a c t  which 

prevented the broader "philosophical" approach of p o l i t i c a l  economy; I 

(4) and mechanization, which threatened t o  impose quan t i f i ca t ion  and 

mathematics upon the s o c i a l  sciences.  I n  sho r t ,  I nn i s  opposed i n  
- - - 

science and scholarship a l l  of those ideas ,  theor ies  and not ions which 

tended t o  monopolize thought and discourag\the independent and dis-  
3 

passiromto s e e  f o r  <ruth- - ---- - - - - - -  - - - 

Innis  opposed a l l  forms of cont ro l  i n  soc ie ty  on i n d i v i d d  

freedom of thought. He considered t h a t  American commercial i n t e r e s t s ,  

with t h e i r  a l l i e s  i n  the  communications media, threatened t o  impose upon 



people a way of doing things and of seeing the world which would dis- 

courage criticism and dissent. Again, he opposed nationalism because it 

placed the interests of the nation before those of peace and the 
I 

balanced development of civ%lization. 

Innis believed that all living organisms, including individual 

human beings, institutions and civilizations, must strive for balanced 

growth. In the case of civilization, this meant avoiding extremes like 
_ .- - - -- 

the Second World War, the fanaticism of religion and the deleterious 

effects of monopoly for business, industry and science. 

Havfng been at the centre of scholarly power in Canada, Innis can I 

hardly be considered a marginal scholar. Yet, his method of approach 

and his conception of the nature of the soeial sciences set him apart 

from most of his colleagues who, while they could relate to specific 

studies like Innis' The Fur ~rade in Canada, ~ould not appreciate the 

broader significance of such works. Current wisdom about Innis suffers 

from the same difficulties. There is little attention paid to the broad 

methodological and theoretical framework which led Innis to undertake 

studies such as The Fur Trade in Canada and The Cod Fisheries. 

The implications of the re-interpretation of Innis contained herein 

are far-reaching for contemporary social science, and particularly for 

political economy. From the perspective of this thesis, the works of . 
p2litical economfsts such as Melville Fatkins, Daniel Drache, Robert Laxer, 

C 
and Cy Gonick must be reassessed and reviewed without the 

- - 

legitimizing force that Innis1 work provided for them. Pt seems likely 

that Innis, were he alive today, would criticize some of the above 

theorists in the same manner that he criticized Frank Underhill; i.e. to 

the extent that they display nationalistic sympathies and subordinate 



scientific values to political values, he migIpF5onsider them t be the 
: I L. 

/ 

heirs of the League for Social Reconstruction. However, in all fairness, 

it is not it is not difficult to see why some social scientists might 

4 
turn to Innis in support of their own conclusions. Most of Innis' 

early monographs and articles can easily be perceived of as being nationally 

framed. They seem to be about Canada. . - 
* 

Upon closer examination, howeverythis often unquestioned con- 

clusi~n about Innis' work becomes less obvious. Whether he was successful 

or not in' accomplishing his stated objectives, his intentions in both 

A History of the Canadian Pacific Railway and The Fur Trade in Canada, 

as he expressed them, were to ". . . explain the effects of a vast new 
land area on European civilization" (Innis, 1930:386). Within Innis' 

framework of analysis, "~anada" as a political creation of European 
0 

civilization is only one institution among .&ny others. Innis' concern, 

following Veblen, was with what the latter te,rmed "material civiliza- - 

tion." For this reason, he focussed on the institutions of commodity 

production, technology, trade, transportation and public policy,'and 

fq 
j tended to explain changes in other institutions with reference to those . 
\ 

\institutions most closely associated with material survival, of both 

institutions and individuals., Innis, therefore, explained the rise of 

Canada with reference to European fnstitutions developed during the fur 

trade particularly within the framework of the Northwest Company. These - 

institutions are called European rather than Canadian because they were 
- - - - - - 

created within the institutional complex referred to as &ropean, but 

not necessarily confined to the European continent. Besides, there is 

no "Canadian" civilization; no complex of instftutions partdcular to 

the political entity which occupies the northern part of the North 



American continent. Innis defined European civilization as his un 

analysis. However, tracing the life-history of a whole complex of 

institutions is more easily pursued than and social 

scientists are limited by time and resear the scope of 
* 

their 

studies. Innis himself was often compelled to drop his research in . 

order to serve on a Royal Commission, or to advise on the allocation of 

grants, or to attend to-varAous'administrative details. 

In r e t  years, governments have sought to provide assistance 

to d s ~ i e n t i s t s  in their work by providing them with employment or 
- 

information in the form of census data and statistics of various kinds. 

Unfortunately, for the social scientist, this new-found sourcepf 

wealth and information has its drawbacks. Statistics are generally 

collected on a national, provincial or municipal basis and are 

B 
designed for easy comparison. Goverhments have de facto used the %, 

nation as their framework for data collectioni This is understandable 

when one considers that the nation is the basic foundation of their 
/ 

political power. According to Innis, however, national statistics 

contain inherent structuralist and a-historical biaseq. By their very a 

existence, these statistics favour nationally framed research. Besides, 

governments provide direct incentives to study issues and problems of 

national or provincial significance by the judicious allocation of 

research monies, Even many of those social scientists and political 
- 

economists who criticize the government tend to frame their critiques 
- -- - - -- -- - - - - -- - - .9 b 

in national terms. They implicitly accept the designafion of Canada as 
- - 

a frame of reference. Furthermore, they tend to find support for their 

work in Innisf various studYes in economic history, However,. 

focussing on Innis' method of approach rather than on the conclusions 



. of his work, and on his conception of civilization rather than on his 

presumed national analytical framework, yields a substantially different 

9 

program of research than that which currently occupies many political 

economists. J % @  

For Innis, political economy is characterized by the "philosophicall~ 

a~proach in contradistinction to the "specialized" approach in the social 
'4 

sciences. It is also characterized by a study of'the growth and decay of 

i&'s"titutions defined as habits of thought and life, and of western 
- - . civilization defined as'a complex of institutions. This perspeotive - 

precludes research which is nationally framed. It a historical-- 

what Innis calls a "geneticn--approach-which treats 
i 

basically non-existent. Further, it demands a consistently and 

stubbornly critical approach. Perhaps an &ample of a proposed hypo- 

thetical research project might help not only to illustrate how Innis' 

Lr 3 i= -. approach might be applied, but also how it differs from current 
'4.9 

nationally framed studies. 

Instead of; for example, undertaking a study of the Canadian 

west coast salmpn fishery, a project aJhich could rely heavily on 

national statistics and on the analysis of national public policy, the 

E Innisian approach would require a study of the wholq west coast fishery 

from its beginnings in pre-contact Indian civilization to its present , 
S 

international highly capitalized extent. It is significant in this 
- - - - 

regard that Innis subtitled The Cod Fisheries: The History of an 

Canada would he considered as only one institutionalized aspect of the 

fishery, albeit an increasingly important aspect. For Tnnis, there 



would be no scientific reason for limiting analysis to the Canadian 
* 

f i s h ~ .  It is "salmon fishing" as an institution of Western ' 

Civilization which is ok interest. The present tendency i* "Canadian" 

social science would be to limit study to the salmon fishery of the 

coast of British Columbia. According to Innis, this would place 

artificial restraints oq-the work of the social scientist, restraints 
+ 

r 
of a political, and not of a scientific, nature. 

Ingis' institutio alism prevented him from considering Canada to 
- 2 - 

be a singular and a priori, given unit of scientific analysis, For 

Innis, "Canadian" social science or "Canadian" political economy or a 

"L- study of the "Canadian" salmon fishing industry are equally unacceptable. 
@ 

Social scientists musz not define theinselves .in terms of their citizenship, 

but in terms ibf th_eeir critical approach and their search for truth. . 



NOTBS TO CHAF'TER SIX 

V 
The reference here is specifically to Watkins (1963 and 1973), 
Bertram (P967), Aitken (1977),3uckley (1958) and Rotsteln (1977). 
Although these few names do not constitute an exhaustive list they 
are nevertheless representative of more recent critiques of 
Innis in this regard. 
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